The Snares Of | bex

Diadem, Book 8
Jo Clayton
1984

“Sl Evareen—Ilbex’'s myth. Some three thousand years ago there was a widespread high tech
avilization here, and they were on the verge of leaving the planet. Then came war. And the pestilence and
famine tha followed. They pounded their cities into rubble. Killed off dl but a remnant—they did it to
themsdves—rid themsdves of ther technology. Used up dl the metas, hydrocarbons, whatever ... And
they're dill fighting each other out there. | don’t think the Ibex wars will be over until every indigene is
dead.

“Sl| Evareen is supposed to be the Sngle dty that survived from the ancient time of glory. The few
here who bother to interest themsdves think it's just a golden age myth.”

It was drictly illegd to investigate 1bex beyond the dectrified walls of the shut-in spaceport—but
Aleytys had to do just that. For a thirty-years-old message from the mother she had never known
pointed the Star Hunter toward that mythicd city ... and aworld of implacable hogtiles.

. Hana

|, Hana Esgard, was in my eghth year when the she-Vryhh came. My hip was hurting and | couldn’t
deep s0 | was up in the tower garden watching the storm clouds rumble-tumble across the plain to be
shunted aside by the deflector screens over the Y astroo Enclave. The noise they made was muted by the
glass that shut me in and by the forcefidd but was ill loud enough to excite me, a feding | liked and
courted as often as | could. It was late, past midnight and the streets around Esgard house were empty,
the whole area was deserted. | don’'t know why | turned away from the lightning and the bailing clouds
but | did look down and | saw her coming toward the House, driding dong with that predatory grace
they dl had, those secretive wide-faring Vrya.

She-Vryhh. An ugly locution. Esgard doesn't like me to say it and frowns a me, so | don't say it
doud. But | think it. I've heard them cdled worse before and since, but they're Esgard’s bread and
butter so he grovels a their feet—not that they seem to care about that, they ignore courtesy and
rudeness dike. They need nothing urgently, asfar as | can see, so they can wak away from anything that
might irritate them.

She came down the street, her long cloak blown by the wind the screen let through. Coming here. |
knew it. Why ese would a Vryhh be in Yastroo? Father dways sent everyone away when he met his
Vryhh clients. He's a secretive man. Perhaps | should say was—but | don't know that for sure, not now.
| won't know before Aleytys gets back. Aleytys the famous Wolff Hunter. Easy to fodl as the stupidest
Worm. Haf-Vryhh, as arrogant and ruthless as the worst of them. If she gets back. She—ah, that's
confusing. The fird she | was taking about was no haf-breed. That she came— what?—more than a
quarter of a century ago. Funny. How much longer a quarter of a century sounds than a mere twenty-five
years. | was eght then. | said that. My mother |ft the next year. She got tired, she said, of having only a
fraction of aman since that was dl Esgard would afford her. She didn't like him spending so much time
with that she-Vryhh. And she was irritated beyond enduring because he barred her from heping with the
business and bored beyond enduring with the idleness that filled her life. There was nothing for her to do



but gossip with other women or take lovers and she didn't care to do ether. She didn’t like women much
and found an occasond lover no more satisfying than the occasiond atention she got from her husband.
She left with a free-trader, saying she might go hungry now and then or get killed but at leest she
wouldn’'t die of boredom. Left me too, but she never liked me much and would aways sy away from
my left Sde. Esgard was a lot older than her when he married her. He should have known better, old
fool. So should she. His ways were set and he was't about to change them.

He usudly brought his Vryhh dients up to the tower garden. Funny. They spend years zipping about
inthose fancy ships of theirs, shut ingde tight walls like nutmeets, but let them hit ground they had to have
open space, lots of it. And green things and Nature with a capitd N. Force fidds don’t count if they're
far enough away o they can be ignored.

When | saw her swinging down the street | knew she was coming here even though it was far &fter
business hours. The Vrya never took thought about discommoding others. There was dways a market
for what they had to sl so they cared nothing for anyon€e's fedings or inconvenience. Esgard would
bring her up here, | was sure of that, and | looked about for a place to hide so | could see what was
going to happen. In the tower garden our trees had their growing points lopped off, so they spread out
wider than they were tdl, becoming more like tal bushes than red trees, but they were big enough, any
one of them, to hold arunty eight-year-old girl. | chose an ancient chanda, the tree nearest the furniture,
three asamchairs about a pedestd table. The chanda's bark was smooth and hard, with amdl spreading
cracks and runnds of hardened sap like black glass that had a sweet-tart andl and a sweet-tart taste. |
settled mysdf close under the flat, broad crown, my cheek againg the bark, my eyes on breaks in the
lacy foliage where | could see the chairs and table and alittle space around them.

He brought her up to the garden as | thought he would. She looked like any Vryhh, no older, no
younger, an indeterminate age somewhere between nineteen and thirty. How old she redly was | hadn’t
the faintest notion. I'd seen her before, | thought, though | couldn’t be sure, they dl looked much dike;
put a woman's dothing on some of the men and they’d be dainty enough to be taken for women. She
hed that thin pale skin that flushed so readily with anger or lugt, the bright green eyes, the red hair. That
night she wore her hair braided tightly and wound close about her head. She looked tight dl over like she
was doing something againg her indination, driven by a need she didn’t want to admit. Esgard had on his
trading face so there wasn't much to see iniit, but | could tdl he was tired. The she-Vryhh didn’t know
that or didn't care. She settled into the chair Esgard indicated but as soon as he'd seated himsdf, she
popped up agan and began pacing about the tiles, glancing out the curved windows a the storm
bresking over the Enclave, touching the plants as she moved past them. She waked right under me, |
could have spit on her and thought of doing it, but | knew Esgard would be furious and punish me so |
didn't.

She moved behind Esgard, smoothed down the tuft of gray har at the back of his head, a quick
amod tender gesture. “I need afavor, Ken-ti,” she said. She brushed her fingertips down the sde of his
face. Her hard-edged tautness was suddenly gone, she was as soft as a new-opened sikflower and, oh,
promisng. Yes, that was it, promisng things an eight-year-old didn't understand and didn't want to
understand. | burned. | wanted to jump out of the tree and attack her, but my hip was throbbing and |
knew I'd fdl on my face and make afool of mysdf so | stayed where | was.

Esgard caught hold of the hand, kissed the padm, then pulled it away from him. He chuckled and |
was comforted. He wasn't fooled by her. “Favor, Shareem?’ he said.

Upinmy tree | was fuming. He was usng her persona name without any honorific and there was a
teasing in his voice that spoke of other intimacies

She pulled away from him, the nervousness cregping back, banishing the softness, and went to stand
by the glass. The lightning had stopped for the moment and the rain was coming down in sheets; though it
was shunted aside by the forcefidd, it made things very dark in the Endlave in spite of the efforts of the
Street lights, turning the glass into an obsidian mirror. Her reflection looked embarrassed and uncertain, a
litle uneasy. The fingers of her left hand tapped an edgy rhythm on the glass. “I played the fool on
Elderwinnesh.”

“The Revd?’



“Ummm. There was aman.”

“Whenisthere not? That's never bothered you before.”

“None of them ever gave me a fever before. | fed such afool. | knew | shouldn't have let him take
me away from the Temple.” She shrugged, turned to face Esgard, leaned againgt the glass, her shoulders
pressed flat againg it, her hands pressed flat beside her hips. “Some kind of swamprot, | suppose. With
a long incubation period so | didn't suspect anything. Caught me hopping the worst possible minute,
when | was hdfway through the white-water suns. You know that shiptrap. | can’t even remember now
why | was there. A little crazy inmy head aready, | suppose. White-water spat me out like a prune pit. |
crashed. Like a lot before me. On Jaydugar. Lucky to live through it, | suppose. But sick, eeh, sck
enough to forget who and what | was.” She pushed away from the glass and began waking about again,
not quite so agitated as before “The swamprot, or whatever it was, cancelled out my antifertility shot. |
was close to the edge anyway. Hadn't crashed, I'd have renewed, but no use regretting what can’'t be
changed. | was too Sck to remember anyway. Or defend mysdf from ... wdl, it's done. I've got a
daughter, Ken-ti. | left her there when | came away.” Her fingers twitched, her movements turned abrupt,
dmogt awkward. She came and stood behind her chair, her hands dosing tight over its soft padded
back. After a moment’s srained slence, she said, “I couldn’t bring her with me” She waan't trying to
convince Esgard, he wouldn't need convincing, more likdy need explaining why she was making such a
fuss. He said nothing. Trying to convince hersdlf. Hah.

“There was danger and difficulty ahead of me. And | couldn’'t know how much she might have
inherited from me and how much from him. If shewas dl his, | didn't want to see .... | I&ft her aletter. |
Ieft her your name. Left her the names Ibex and Yastroo and where to find Ibex, the coordinates. And
I’ve st things up with our Tetrad. That was a mess. Had to worm about for days before they’'d agree,
but it's sedled now and no one ...." Her lips snapped together and she scowled over Esgard’s head. “No
one can change that. Or get around it. When she gets here — if she gets here — send the message down
the pipe and shell be picked up. If she wants to come. | suppose if she gets this far hell want to finish
it. | would. | think 1 would. A lot of things might happen. She probably won't come. But | gave her a
chance.” Shefdl dlent and stood kneading the chair’'s padded back, her bright head bent.

She ran off, | thought. Ran off and abandoned her child. | fdt vindicated. That arrogant graceful
cardless Vryhh whose dightest word meant more to Esgard then ... she ran off and Ieft the cub she'd
dropped. She's fussing now, but she doesn't redly care what happens to it, not if she wouldn't bring it
with her. She creates this fuss to make hersdf look prettier, not like what she redly is. | pressed my
cheek hard againg the sdtin bark and sneered at her.

Esgard waited without spesking. He saw through her, oh yes he did. Fndly he said, “Twenty, maybe
thirty years. A long time to wait. What' s the profit for me?’

She looked up, the unease smoothed from her as if the sorm outside had sneaked in and washed it
away. She stepped around the chair, settled hersdf init, crossed her legs and rested one narrow shapely
hend on her knees. “My services,” she sad crisply. “For a specified number of projects within a specified
length of time. It's no big thing what I'm asking you — to record what | say and send a message if
circumstances require.”

“Ah, but there’s trust. Trust with the knowledge of a haf-Vryhh daughter, her location, the fact that
you care to some degree what happens to her. Tha's worth rather alot.”

She tapped the nall of her forefinger on the polished wood of the table top. “Ah, but think what the
loss of that trust would cost you. You've served the Vrya well, Kenton Esgard— and served yoursdf
equaly wel.” She chuckled, a low muscd sound with none of the harshness that had vibrated in her
voice such alittle time before.

“I’'m not ayoung man, Shareem.” Esgard’ s voice had atight, held-in qudlity. “Sixty years I've known
you. And | wasn't that young when we firg met.”

She blinked severd times, garing at him asif she had difficulty comprehending what he was trying to
sy to her. “So?’

“Inthirty years | might be dead.”

Her eyes widened, then narrowed to dits as she shook her head. “Nonsense. You're bardy



middle-aged for your kind. Wdl?’

He contemplated her along minute. “Time specified?’

“One year standard.”

“Three”

She shook her head, amiled dightly. “Two years standard. Max.” She waved a long forefinger gently
back and forth. “Max, my friend.”

He tipped a hand in alazy gesture that both accepted and deprecated the limitation. “Ten projects.”

“You're pushing, my friend.” Her smile tightened. “Three”

“Seven. Otherwise thisign’'t worth my while”

“Nonsense. Five. Max.”

“Guaranteed?’

“Guaranteed.”

“Double my usud commisson.”

“Missons reduced to three or no doubling.”

“Agreed.”

“Done.” The she-Vryhh leaned back in her chair with along Sgh as if she redly cared about getting
thisthing done. Esgard relaxed aso, amiling alittle, his cream-licking smile. He was entirdy satisfied with
his bargain. She made a face a him, acknowledging her recognition of this, then turned her

head and stared out the window at the storm that was beginning to pass on into the east. The moon’s
gow was bresking through the western edge of the clouds, a patchy light that only heightened the
darkness elsawhere. “She was just beginning to talk when | left. She'd be three, maybe four standard
now,” she said after a while “She had hair like mine, a little lighter perhaps, but that could change with
time. Her eyes were a much bluer green than mine. | suppose that too could change with the passage of
time. | named her Aleytys—the homeless one, the one without a place to lay her head. | don't think |
was quite sane even though I'd recovered from the fever, stuck on a mudbdl with only haf a chance of
getting off. She might change even her nameif she wants no part of me, though it's harder than one thinks
to change a name, it's like cutting away a bit of yoursdf somehow, but she might want to rid hersdf of
anything that reminded her of me. Hard to say, | don’'t know her wel enough. She was born on the
ship-trap mongter Jaydugar in a mountain valey that the folk who live there cdl avadi. A river named the
Ragsdan cuts through it. She'll know my full name and sept, might even have the letter though she'll have
passed through severa hdls getting this far, I'm sure of that, dl too sure, and probably lost the book
aong the way. What else? Never mind, I’'m babbling. Y ou don't have to remember dl that.” She dipped
into a pouch on her belt, pulled out a disc. “All I can think of to identify her is on here. Dates. People.
Events. What €1l be like, wel | don't know, Ken-ti. We're a vindictive lat, the Vrya, | mean. Almost
dl of us, asif it'sin the genes. Be wary of her but don't worry about me. Whatever sheis, | can handle
that. And will.” She touched the back of her hand to her forehead, sat with eyes shaded, closed, for
severd minutes, then she stood, stepped away from the table. “That’ s it, my friend. Send a cdl when you
have the fird project set up. My two years start the moment | step back into this room, right? Right.”

They Ieft, Esgard thumbing off the lights as he went through the door. In the new darkness, the clouds
that crossed the moon's face made the moonglow insde the room dance with shadow. | watched them
play, moonlight with cloudshadow, and nearly fell adeep in the tree. A cramping muscle in my buttock
woke me. | dmost couldn’t move | was so giff from staying ill so long. | couldn’t fed my hip at dl and
that made me afraid. | haf-fdl down the tree and lurched to my room with just enough sense left not to
cdl the sarviteur that looked after me before | washed off the traces of sap and changed into a dean
nightrobe,

Thirty years later the haf-breed Vryhh Aleytys came to the House of Esgard looking for that
message. Whether she had the book or not, the one with Shareem’ s letter init, | don’t know, nor does it
redly matter; who she was, that was plain enough.

But | lied to her by implication and omisson. | played her like a puppet, making her dance to my
pulling. It was and isa good feding. The day may come when | have to answer for what I’ ve done, but
regret it | never will.



[1. AleytysIn Yastroo

1

Aleytys sauntered down the tree-lined Promenade that cut through the center of the free-trade sector
of the Yastroo Enclave—sauntered because she was in no hurry to come to terms with her future,
something she'd have to do once she had the information Kenton Esgard was holding for her. She
grolled dong, thinking:

/ took a long, time getting here. 1 wish | could put this off. | wonder what Esgard is like.
Swartheld described him but that doesn’t help. His hair’s gone gray, his face lined, an old man,
testy with folk that waste his time. Tall with a dight stoop, a jumping muscle beside his left eye.
The Vrya trust him—at least, my mother did. My mother ...

She winced, closed her handsinto figts,

Shareem Atennanthan di Vrithian clan Tennath who crashed on Jaydugar and came to the
Vadi Ragsidan late one autumn night.

Vgd (who loved me alittle once, but no more, no more) told me thiswhile he il loved me

The night she came, Aab and Zeb rose early, kissng, and the clouds that were piled high about
Dandan were whipped to rags by dry winds so the night rains never came. On the Common the bonfires
legped red and gold into the sky, painting warm highlights on the tawdry fair booths and the posturing
dave women and the drovers sdling the daves services. A woman dressed in black and white sat on the
steps of a caravan. Her hair was long and straight, curling only at the ends, shining like avrishum fiber in
the light of the amal slver lantern that hung over her head. She was a glowing woman with greenstone
eyestha glittered with fever. Her hair was redder than the fires, red as Horli when she rises done. There
isa beauty that catches the beholder in the throat and robs him of the will to turn away. She had that. She
st very dill, looking at nothing, her hands regting in her |ap. The Azdar came. He stared at her, the pae
tip of histongue moving around and around his lips. She looked him over coadlly then lowered her eyes.
He reached out and wrapped his hand about her hair at the nape of her neck. “What is your name,
woman?’ His voice was a beast’s growl. “You come with me, | pay well.”

She hardly seemed to see him, even when he forced her head up and back.

A caravanner came into the circdle of light cast by the siver lantern, a short dark men with hard black
eyes. He was muscled like a bull gav and had a flesy mouth that was smdl and tight and greedy. He
amiled as he stepped in front of the woman. From his bt he pulled a sharag. Dangling the jagged strands
infront of her, he said softly, “ Speak, woman, tdl this fine gentleman your name.”

Theindifference left her face and the fever glitter in her eyes fired hotter. The change that animation
made in her was gartling. Suddenly, insteed of a marble and copper goddess, she was a vitd passionate
creature. Magnificent. “ Shareem Atennanthan di Vrithian.” She spat the words at him. Azdar pushed past
the man, picked the woman up and dung her over his shoulder. “I'll send the price tomorrow. Azdar's
bond.”

And so me, Aleytys thought. How ancient and unredl it seems.

She wore gray from toe to crown, trim gray shipauit, long loose gray wool mantle edged with
slvercoat fur, gray suede boots, gray suede gloves, a gray chiffon turban, twisted round and round her
head, one end caught up in the twist on the far side, hiding her hair, veling her face from the middie of her
nose to her chin. Valing her face, hiding her hair, because face and hair were becoming just a bit too well
known. It was one thing to confront Kenton Esgard, another to proclaim hersdf Wolff's most notorious
Hunter to the Enclave where there was more than one who might have strong reservations about her
presence.

Merchants walked with sober dignity dong the promenade, done or in groups gravely conversng.
The whole street was discretion made vishble, with a suppressed vitdity like a amdl hidden away insde
wals, hints of which kept trickling out. The goods passed by overhead, never descending into the gravity
wdl of the world (that would be fodlishly expensive), transferred hold to hold or stored a time in the



arding warehouses, but the trading was done on the ground where being could st with being around
ardl tables over a drink of this or that and chat about posshbilities never quite defined but fully
understood nonetheless. Where they could tap the planetary core for power to run computers the more
boastful swore could recondtitute the universe on the basis of asngle atom.

Aleytys sauntered dong the Promenade, the fur trim on her coat whipping about her booted ankles,
her arms swinging free with her movements, gloved fingers brushing againg the soft coarse cloth of the
long coat. Yastroo Encdlave. She clicked her tongue in the double taps. Y as-troo En-clave. An irregular
circle, diced into 9x reasonably equa parts radiaing from the centrd dome where the descendants of
Memephexis dwelt and collected rents and oversaw the running of the Endave. Sx sectors. Free
Traders, touchy, suspicious, reacting congtantly to snubs never offered; Cavdtis Hegemony, bdligerently
insular, no outsiders need apply; Singarit Empire, dangerous, powerful, better left done, tending to
avenge inaults with extravagant violence, a nuclear bomb to obliterate a pesky mosquito; Chwereva
Company, Wel-Chu-Hsen Company, Ffynch Company, hold onto your back teeth and read the fine
print and have your food shipped in from outside, in other words no different from any other Company
sphere.

Her boothedls clicked down, her toes lifted in time with the names begting in her head. Kenton
Esgard. Ken-ton Es-gard. Yas-troo En-clave, hed-toe, hed-toe, don't think, no, don't think or you
won't go on. Don't think, let the dicking of your feet, the namesin your head drown out your fears, your
uncertainties, your reluctance. She was pushing hersdf forward, fuded by will aone, like pushing
upstream againg a flood. She wasn't ready to face her mother, wasn't ready now, perhaps never would
be, was frightened of what she might find out. But she knew she should confront this fear—confront it
and put it behind her. Should. A marching word. Should-should. She was comfortable enough on Wolff.
She had a place she fitted rather wel, a life she enjoyed no matter how she might complain about its
condraints. But should was driving her. So she listened to the click-scrape of her fet, ligened to the
names dipping through her head and tried to ignore the fears that crawled beneeth them.

Smdl greenspaces broke the monotony of the muted stone facades, the row of manicured conifers.
Men and women sat taking over streaming cups of cha or kaffeh, now and then spesking into witness
arcuit black boxes as they findized dedsin the cool sunny morning.

Cool morning, fresh with promise. It fet strange to be out and away from Wolff without the strictures
of time and act enforced by a formd Hunt. She fdt as if she'd been tied in fetd podtion an eon or two,
then cut suddenly loose so that she was only now working the cramps out of her body.

She read the nameplates as she moved past. Free traders, a litany of famous and not-so-famous
names of families clans, partnerships, line kin. No Companies here—or perhaps only Companies in
embryo, without the reach of the sphere holders, the world owners, the power widders that wore worlds
like chams on a watchchain. Traders and agents whose ships went anywhere, carried anything.
Mashoupan Brothers, Zenosy Lines, Xortuhakh and Lees, Mding and Daughters, tre-Jatell Consortium.
And on and on.

She tugged the val out from her mouth, tired of tasting the gauze. Funny to think of Swartheld
marching dong here like a prowling tars or a bit of Starstreet thrugt into this decorum. Swartheld ... ah,
Madar. Gray cominginon us ... furious

... shouting ... cold ... throwing ultimatums at me .... “No,” she whispered. “I won't think of that.”
Ken-ton Es-gard. Hedl-toe, click-clack. Breathe in. Breathe out. | don't have to think about that. Think
about here. Think about the years getting here. How many years? Count them. Right. She spread out her
hands, folded a finger or thumb down as she ticked off the stages of her convoluted journey to this placid
Sreet.

(Thumb) Ragsidan to Romanchi, off of Jaydugar, one, (forefinger) Lamarchos to !lkwasset dave
pens, one; (second finger) Incubating on Irsud, one. Maybe; (ring finger) Drifting with the smuggler Ard
aong the spird am to Maeve, one. Maybe—she passed hadlily over this, it was painful remembering her
firsd megting with Grey; (little finger, thumb, forefinger) Univeraty, three years, (second finger) Kdl and
the hares of Sungurdingu and parading mysdf before the escrow board on Helvetia, the ggping faces, the
Speculative eyes, the disbdidf, the interminable questions—ah, but that’'s over, no need to bother about



that any more, one year; (ring finger) Rest, sdtling into my house on Wolff, one year; (little finger)
Haestavaada and the escrow board again, more gapers, an endless gtring of them, but | got my ship in
the end s0 perhaps it was worth it thistime, one year; (thumb) trying the ship, tentative forays into life on
Walff, riding with Grey, buying a ddlion and some mares of my own, oh wha ddight to watch them
running in a pasture and know they’re mine and the pasture is mine, the last payment on the house and
land and that's dl mine now, one year a that; (forefinger) The Cazarit Hunt, Stavver and my son who
hates me so much he wouldn't even keep the name | gave him, ah damn, escrow board again. Not so
much trouble this time but Madar! the hasde from people wanting to talk to me. Home to Wolff and
more problems, more than | dare think about, most of them, yes, mogt of them | created for mysdf.
Never mind. How long? About a year.

So how much isthat?

Roughly—very roughly—twelve years-standard.

Twelve years from ignorant mountain girl about to be burned for a witch to notorious Hunter who a
lot of folk would pay to see burned as awitch or whatever.

She sghed and began watching the name plates again, looking for Esgard House. Backed up againgt
the curtain wadl, that's what Swartheld said. An old man with a restless shift to him, Swartheld said.
Shrewd old devil, dedling in art objects as wdl as sarving as intermediary between the Vrya and the folk
who want their services. Tak about irony—he could have been the one to set up the link between my
gredt, etc. grandfather, the murdering mdicious bastard Kell, and that caba on Sungurdingu. He'd
sneered gently at the faciam samples Swartheld showed him, dismissed him without interest and without
any suspicion about his motives, or so Swartheld said.

Aleytys took a deep breath of the dlky ar and sghed with pleasure. It was, in spite of Al
uncertainties, very good to be dive. She laughed adoud, grinned at the stares from those around her.

Kenton Esgard. Esgard House. An degant bronze nameplate. Words engraved in the pared-down
grace of interlingue symboals. The facade was warm brown stone laid in intricate interlacing, no windows,
nothing to break the race and weave of the narrow stone dabs. The door was unadorned, tight-grained
wood hand-rubbed to a deep umber glow. She ran her tongue a last time across her upper lip, tadting the
dry acridness of the vell, the sinity of the line of sweat drops dotting her lip. Then she tapped her
forefinger below the symbals.

High overhead a soaring bird gave a harsh wild cry and the vines on the curtain wal rustled, distantly,
peasantry. The breeze drifting dong the street brought the perfumes of flowers from the greenspaces, the
savory amdl of roasted nuts and the deep brown hite of kaffeh, the tang of the conifers, the soft mutter of
voices, the dick of glasses, of metd againgt metd, footsteps, coughs. These sounds surrounding her, she
watched the door dide with a rich eegance of dlence into the wdl, straightened her shoulders and
stepped into the entrance hall. The door behind her closed and the door at the far end opened with the
same perfection of speed and silence.

Beyond that door there was a pleasant, low-celled room, irregularly shaped, filled with green and
blooming plants, with subtly lighted art objects, most of them rdaivey primitive in Syle and materid. A
rdlaxing room. A wecoming room with its nooks and chairs and glowing tapestries and fingerstones and
athousand amd| ddights. A subtly disarming room. An empty room.

Aleytys looked around, grimaced as she sensed the fine prickles of probes taging & her and a very
good dmaogt unnaticesble ps-damper hovering like the moon shadows that one never quite sees when
one turnsto look directly at them. Search dl you want, she thought. | carry no weapons of the sort your
sort of senses can find.

Beginning to be irritated by the lack of response to her intruson (the probes were automatic and
couldn’'t count as response), she moved to the middle of the room and cdled, “Kenton Esgard.”

“He s not here”

Aleytys swung around. “What?’

A young woman stood in a sudden opening. Fine pade har fluttered about a longish thin face,
blue-tinted lids dropped over dmaost colorless gray-blue eyes as Aleytys faced her. She came into the
room, her |eft foot dragging a little, her left arm thinner and gringier and differ than the right. Neither



obvious nor off-putting, these smdl disabilities enhanced the ar of fragility hanging about her. She moved
to atable tha danted into the room, cutting off the corner of the nook nearest the door by which she'd
entered, settled hersdlf in the chair behind it, picked up a pad of paper in her thin pae fingers. She gazed
a the white rectangle for a long moment, then looked suddenly up sdeways, past the fdl of ash blonde
hair, quickly turned her head to stare directly at Aleytys for hdf a heartbeat, her ice-colored eyes opened
wide. An ingant later she was looking away, her eyes set once more on the pad she was holding. “Whet
isyour reason for wanting Kenton Esgard?’ Her voice was 0 S0ft and unassertive Aleytys had to drain
to hear her.

Aleytys tugged the vell loose, let the gray gauze drop to hang in soft folds beside her face. Taking
through it made her uncomfortable; she fdt that at any moment she would suck the cloth into her mouth
and the thought set her teeth on edge. “That’s for his ears only,” she said. “If he’s not here now, when
will he be back?’

A three-part Sdeways dart of pae eyes exactly as before. The young woman's skin was dlky, her
face ddicatdy carved with high cheekbones, thin draight nose, wide, thin-lipped mouth. The tip of her
tongue touched the shdlow fold in her upper lip, a flicker of pae pink immediady withdrawn. “You
didn’'t know, Despina?’

“Know what?’

“Esgard retired at the beginning of this year. Sx months ago. I’'m Hana Esgard, his daughter.”

Aleytys rubbed at her nose. “It's avery old matter,” she said dowly. “Information he's been holding
for me until | could come to daim it.”

Hana Esgard’ s fingers tightened briefly on the pad then she set it on the table with dow, ddiberate
movements. “If you could explain a bit more.”

Aleytys scanned the shuttered face, frustrated by her ingbility to judge dl she sensed; she Smply
knew too little about the woman. Behind that pale mask churned anger, wariness, resentment and dy
excitement, far too charged for the circumstances. She didn’t understand why it should be so and it made
her doubly disndined to trust Esgard’s daughter— but then, what other option had she? “My name is
Aleytys” she said, blinked as she noted a jerking of the long fingers, a fant tic a the corner of the long
mouth. 1s she recognizing the Hunter or does she know something about my mother’s message? Aleytys
chewed on her lip. There was no way of tdling.

Hana pushed the pad across the table to Aleytys, fished beneath the table top and added adim black
gylus “If you would write a few details about the matter, Despin’ Aleytys”

Aleytys took up the stylus and tapped the end againgt her cheek, then bent over the pad. She had
grong reservations about this, but could see no way around being more forthcoming if she wanted an
answer. She shrugged off her uncertainty and began writing.\\

Kenton Esgard:

About thirty years-standard ago, a person left a message with you for her daughter to pick up
later. | have come to claim from you my mother’s message.

Aleytys,

Jaydugar and Wolff

\Aleytys tore off the top two sheets, read what she had written, wondering if it was too much or too
litle. She shrugged again, crumpled the second sheet, handed the top sheet across the table to Hana
Esgard, not bothering to fold it; the woman would certainly read it before passng it on to her father—if
she did passit on. “Thisisimportant to me, Despina Hana,” she said quietly. “And might prove important
to your father.” She turned and started walking toward the entrance hall.

“Wait!” Hana cleared her throat, went on hoarsdly. “Aleytys of Walff. The Hunter?’

Aleytys swung around. The sudden urgency in the woman's voice dartled her and roused
expectations smothered a moment before. “You know of me?’

“I've heard ....” Hana didn’t bother going on. She was saring down at the paper, twiging it in her
fingers. She lifted her head and for the fird time looked full on and for severd moments into Aleytys's
face, scanning her features asiif trying to find something there. A resemblance? Did she know Shareem?
Possbly. Or wasit a question as to the rdigbility of whatever rumors had reached her ears?



Aleytys amiled grimly. “Good or bad?’

“What? Oh. Good, | suppose” Hand s mouth trembled into a smile. “Depending on what Sde one
favored.” She dropped athin cold hand on Aleytyssarm. “I'd like to tak to you. Perhaps a cup of cha?
Or kaffeh, whichever you prefer. There are things | need to tdl you about Esgard. Do you mind?’ Hana
tugged at her am. “Please. There' s a courtyard in the back that’ s very pleasant now.”

Hana stopped taking as a serviteur brought them hot cha and smal sandwiches. The court was larger
than seemed possible from the narrow facade of Esgard Housg, filled with flowers and trees, a wide
dretch of lawn and a spare degant fountain that added quiet water mudc to the muted sounds of the
wind playing through the grass and leaves.

Aleytys sipped a the cha then hdd the cup between her pams, savoring the warmth, staring into the
brown-amber liquid. “ Sl Evareen?’

Hana nodded. “Avaon. The Ides of the Blessed. Nadon-madana. Kahlak-laksmin.” A gamile tugged
a the corners of her mouth. “Vrithian.”

Aleytys chuckled. “Sometimes | wonder.”

“Dreams. Myths” Hana clicked her nalls againg the sde of the cup. “Sensble persons don't take
them for anything else. Mysdf, I've heard a Vryhh tdl Esgard that the Vrithian men talk about never has
exiged.”

They sat together a a amdl table of polished wood in chairs that were like sawn-off barrels whose
stubby backs were just high enough to hit the Stter in the middle of the spine,

“Sl Evareen,” Hana said. “lbex's myth. This world isn't much now.” she moved her shoulders
impatiently. “When | was alot younger, Esgard used to tak to me about it. Showed me photos from the
sadlite cameras. You know.” She began spesking in a quick impersona voice, the words pouring out in
a soft patter as if she'd learned to mouth them but didn’t understand what she was saying, or a least
understood it only intdlectudly, not in her blood and bones. “ Some three to five thousand years ago there
was a widespread high tech avilization here with a population in the billions. And they were on the verge
of leaving the planet. There are Sgns they reached their moon. But that was the end of it.”

Aleytys bent forward and touched the back of Hana' s hand. “What happened?’

“According to Esgard, it was war. And the pestilence and famine that followed. They pounded ther
dties into rubble. Killed off dl but a remnant—poisons, diseases, missles bombs, hand-to hand
wespons, you name it, they did it to themsdves. Rid themsdves of ther technology. Used up the metals,
hydrocarbons, whatever. They destroyed themselves, bankrupted the world millennia ago. And they're
dill fighting each other out there. | don’t think the Ibex warswill be over

until every indigeneis dead.” She drew in a deep breeth, Sghed it out. “SI Evareen is supposed to be
the angle city that survived from the ancient time of glory. The few here who bother to interest themsdves
inthe indigenes of 1bex think it's just that, a golden age myth. Oh yes.” She brushed the back of her hand
across her mouth. “It's illegd to have contact with the indigenes, enough to get you barred from the
Enclaveif anyoneisforced to take notice. In spite of that there’ s some contact beyond the Wall. A bit of
trade. Poisons mosily, some drugs, an art object or two. They do know then-poisons out there” She
shivered ddicatdy. “Esgard got aong with the indigenes as wel as mogt, even had his pets.” She pinched
her lips together, distaste twiging her face. “One time ... Phah! He brought this filthy savage into the
Enclave. Brought it here. If Center had found out, he'd have been skinned. The business confiscated,
yes, but that’s not what | mean. Hung from the scaffolding outside Center and his skin peded off, that's
whet | mean. And me sold.” She turned her head away so that Aleytys could see only the soft shining
waves of pae blonde hair. A shudder passed dong her thin body. “The last ten years especidly, he
sucked up every whisper he could get about SI Evareen. He had a stroke, you see, a minor thing, but he
was incapacitated for a few days and it reminded him of his mortdity.” Her head came round, her eyes
darted at Aleytys and away again in mat shifting glance that was like a nervous tic. It was beginning to
irritate Aleytys.



“S0,” Hana murmured, “Esgard started sending out men and women to dig up what they could.
Many of them never got back; ill, there was dways some idiot willing to chance it for the money he
offered. He certainly spent enough on them.” Her mouth thinned, her hands wound together, resentment
and disgpprova blasted out of her. “Hnaly heleft off when he wasn't getting anything new.”

“Then he has gone out himsdf thistime?” Aleytys Sghed as Hana nodded. “Dead, do you think?’

“Do you have any idea what it's like out there?” Hana unlaced her fingers and lifted her cup. Her
hands were shaking. “Unless you know what you're doing, you take two steps past the agri-fence and
you're skewered. Wdll, possbly not you, if your reputation has any truth in it. You'd think grinding
themsalves back to stoneculture would teach them something, but they keep killing each other.” She
twisted the cup round and round, staring pengvdy a the turgid liquid. “No “ It was a breath, no more.
“Not dead,” she said more firmly. “I don't think so. The ones from here they kill, doesn’'t matter where
they kill them, they dways bring the heads back and catapult them over the wal. And Center sends its
Peacers to collect them. They know Esgard wel enough. They’'d cdl meif they picked up his head.” She
gulped down the cold cha, nearly choked, coughed, set the cup back on the table. “For questioning, you
see? What was he doing outsde? Why shouldn’t we confiscate his business, give us some good reasons,
huh? His head hasn't come over. For what that's worth.”

“Wdl, what isit worth?’

“God knows.”

“S0. Since he took himslf into that mess, he must have some idea where he' s going. Wheat did he tdll
you?”

“Nothing.” She tilted the cup, stared a the dregs, set it back. “He Ieft piles and piles of notes. On
paper, in the computer. He didn’'t block access to those, not like he did to his Vryhh-data” She cut off
the last word asiif she regretted saying it. “No one diesin Sl Evareen, that’s what the stories say. No one
dies” She scratched a the table top, shivering now and then at the harsh sounds she made. “No one
dies” she repeated very softly. “He was deding with Vrya dl the time, the same people over and over,
year after year, decade after decade and no change in them. It got to him, especidly after the stroke. He
went dyer than before, more secretive, and that' s saying something. And he spent money faster than ever
asifitwas ... oh, | don’t know ... asif it was leaves off that bush.” She jabbed a thumb a a squat bush
not far from the table. “Ancient artifacts, there' s abig market in ancient artifacts. | could understand if ...
but that’s not why ... no ... immortdity ... my god, Hunter, every culture has such stories. If it isn't in the
genes ... he spends ... spent ... he ...” Agan she gruggled for cam. Her hands squeaked from the
pressure as she twisted them together. “Old fool,” she burst out. She jerked her hands apart and

dapped them flat on the table. “What did you want from Esgard? What do you redly want?’

“You read the note.” Aleytys made an impatient gesture as if she brushed a cobwebs. “It's not
difficult to understand, no hidden meanings. My mother was ... is ... Vryhh, she l&ft a message for me
with Esgard. It's no secret I'm hdf Vryhh, that's probably the only true part of the stories about my
meking the rounds. | want that message. That's dl.”

Hana reached into a dit in her belt, brought up a crumpled sheet of paper, smoothed it out on the
table and gazed down & it. The note. “I'll need more than this to run a search.” She drew a forefinger
across the paper. “Vryhh. Umm. Esgard kept his Vryhh records gpart from the rest of the business,
guarded in layers from snoopers, never let anyone know what he was doing. And when he léft ....” She
stopped taking and stared past Aleytys asif she saw something she wanted there.

“When he left?’

“The day he Ié&ft he changed the access code, sedled it so no one could get at it. | don't have access,
I'm sorry. Unless something you know—dates, names, whatever—might let me sidestep the Sed”?”’

“l know my mother’s ful name and clan, some dates” She scowled a the backs of her hands,
closed them into figs “Another name. I'll have to think ....”

Pde eyes darted up, away, down; shaking hands smoothed across the paper. Hana fought to concedl
her eagerness. “The more data | have, the more avenues | can explore, the bigger the chance | can find a
path around the Sedl. I'm very good at that, you see, | do know computers, even Esgard had to admit
that. So he was extra careful. I've tried ....” She passed the note across to Aleytys. “Thisisn’'t enough.”



Aleytys took the paper, reread the scrawled words. She was reluctant to give out more informetion
because she didn’t trust Hana any more now than she had when she wrote the note. She could read the
mess of emations working in the woman—anger, resentment, fear, greed, londliness, ambivaence, doubt,
dy amusement, sdf-pity—so much emation she could miss even an outright lie and hdf-lies were
possible.

“Your father isn't likey to get discouraged and come back on his own?’

“No.”

Aleytys began tearing the thin tough paper into amdl bits. “My mother—I don’t remember her &t dll,
even in dreams.” She gathered up the shreds, held her hand a eyellevel and let them cascade down.
“She crashed, logt her ship, but made it off Jaydugar anyway, it's a long story, and she made it back to
Vrithian. | think she did.” She closed her eyes, digging into memory, cdling back scraps of her
conversations with Kel when she was his prisoner on Sungurdingu. She shook her head. “1 think she
did.” She licked afinger, pressed it onto one of the paper bits, turned it over and contemplated the loop
of black ink cutting across the dirty white. “ Shareem Atennanthan di Vrithian clan Tennath.” She. scraped
her thumbnail across her fingertip, sent the wisp of paper into a soggy arc. “That's about it.”

“Thirty years-standard. A long time.”

“Getting here wasn't easy.”

“Interegting, though, the little I’ ve heard.”

Aleytys shrugged.

Hana dtirred the bits of paper with her forefinger, pushed them amlesdy around. “If you'd write
down dl you can remember?’ She danted one of her twitchy glances a Aleytys. “I'll run the information
through and see what | can come up with.” Aleytys had to srain to hear the soft voice over the sound of
wind and water. Hana straightened in her chair, then leaned forward, her body taut. “Hunter.” Her voice
was louder, dmogt harsh. “I can't afford your fees. Couldn’t come close. But | want you to find him. |
want access to the data he sedled from me. | can’t get a it on my own; I’ve tried, oh god, have | tried.
I'll try again, but | don’t have much hope, he's acunning old ... so you better find him.”

Aleytys lifted a hand, let it fal. “Damn,” she said with quiet fervor.

“Huh?’

“I put my foot down firmly againgt just this kind of coercion less than a year ago.”

“I’'m not trying to force ... you're the one came to me, .. would you at least take alook at Esgard's
notes?’

Aleytys Sghed. “1 suppose | mugt.” She did round in her chair and sat gazing at the water playing in
the fountain, too irritated to look at Hana any longer. So many difficulties. Every time things seemed
about to smooth out in front of her, another snag turned up. She was tempted to let the search dide and
try again some other time. It would be so easy to go back to Wolff and settle into life there. So easy to
sy hdl withiit, | don’'t need to know. But she did need to know, the need had eaten at her so long there
was no way she could escape it. And if she backed away now, the time would never be right again.
There' d never be enough time free, never the right circumstances. She passed her hand across her face,
graightened her shoulders and faced Hana once more. “When will you finish the run?’

“Can't say until | make some prdiminary checks” Hanas anxious body angles were dowly
softening. “After you give me your data. If you wish ....” She got to her feet, stood with her hand resting
lightly on the back of the chair. “If you wish, you may move from the Inn to a guestroom in this House.
Theréll be rumors dready, you mugt know that. You're too ... driking ... to much like the Vrya that used
to come to Esgard House not so long ago. Even if you're not recognized, Hunter, ther€ll be noses
aiiffing round you. Rumors ... you see?’

“l see” Aleytys pushed her chair back and stood. “Thanks, Hana. I'll come.”

Three days pass in a confusion of papers and computer printouts, of searches and tentative
sorting out of data. Hana hovers about on the fringes. Aleytys tears at her hair, she is not really



good at this kind of activity but dowly she manages to bring a kind of order into the chaos.

4

Aleytys sat in the sunny courtyard, poring over sheets of paper, maps, computer printouts. She
looked up when she heard alight tapping againg the door. Hana stood in the doorway, a squat serviteur
beside her.

Aleytys brushed hair out of her face, rubbed a her eyes. “Noon dready?’ She blinked up at the sun,
surprised to see it hanging directly overhead. “Unnh. Lost track of time” She rubbed at her back, then
gathered the maps and other papers and piled them on the chair beside her. “I'm hungry.” She shook her
head. “Did | forget breskfast agan?’

Hana smiled, nodded, then stepped aside to let the serviteur rall past.

As the sarviteur did the dishes from the cavity in his body and set them with delicate precison on the
table, Aleytys leaned back in her chair, Idtting the gentle sounds of water, birdsong and rudling leaves
wash away some of her weariness and frudration. “Any results yet from the search?’

Hana seated hersdf, her eyes a grayish flicker in the habit that made Aleytys want to take hold of her
head and set it up Sraight on her shoulders. She lifted the cha pot and filled a cup. “Nothing so far.” She
passed the cup across the table to Aleytys. “I keep damming up agang Esgard’'s Sed. He was
lamentably thorough.” She filled a second cup. “He knows me far too well. Nothing I've tried—even
with your new information ...” A hand wave, angulaly graceful, acknowledging the Hunter's
contribution. “Nothing seems to pierce that sedl.”

“Perhgps you can't get at the data because Esgard erased it dl. Ever think of that?’

“No.” The word came out quickly, a gasp of negation. “No,” Hana said more dowly. “Esgard, he's
not a man to blow away his pods. One way or another hel s figuring on coming back, whether he finds Sl
Evareen or not, there' s not the dightest doubt of that inmy mind. Or in his, | think. And he wouldn’t even
consder having to start from nothing again. That's not hisway.” There was little overt emation now in the
oft voice, but a stew of resentment behind the quiet mask. “And you,” she said, “Aleytys ....” She
hestated over the name as if to emphasze her diffidence. More games, Aleytys thought. “Have you
found out anything you could use?’

“Mainly that your father was a meticulous note taker.” Aleytys took up a sandwich, lifted the top dice
of dark bread to ingpect thefilling. “A few hints. If SI Evareen exigts

anywhere, it's across the western ocean on the smdler continent. There should be maps, more than
this” She dropped her hand on the paper pile. “I’ ve found mention of severd | haven't seen yet. You say
he's a cautious man. Would he expect you to organize rescue if he takes overlong to return?’

Hana surprised Aleytys with a chuckle of appreciation, awarm bubbly sound. There were these rare
and dartling moments when the woman behind the construct Hana showed the world glinted out of the
eyes of the mask. “He knows me, Hunter. If | have to go after him, | certainly will. But it [l cost him.”

“The Vryhh data.”

“That and afew other things”

“So ther€' |l be maps logged into the computer, not conspicuoudy but available if you hunt for them.
This too, Despina Hana—he mug have left more comprehensve notes as to his intentions. All this is
research, nothing about the route he planned. Check for me, will you? Maps, route, perhaps some
journds” She began eating. The whispering slence settled once more on the court.

When the med was finished, Aleytys laced her hands behind her head and frowned at the legping
water. “One thing puzzles me.”

“Only one?’ Hana brushed a hand across her mouth, hiding a smdl amile.

“The satellites can select out and photograph a legf in a forest of leaves. How could a dity exist and
escape that kind of survellance? Then she laughed, answered hersdf. “Camouflage, underground,
whatever. Stll, there would be traces. Good planning and a year’'s work with a flitte—given a
competent surveyor-pilot—would answer dl the questions he's left dangling here” She tilted her head,
raised a brow.

“There are no flitters on Ibex.”



“What? When Hana said nothing, only stared at her plate. Aleytys sighed and brought her hands
down fla on the table. “You didn't mention I’d have to walk if | took this on. All right, tdl me.”

Hana settled hersdlf in the chair as she went from chét to lecture. “Thisis what Esgard said. When
Memephexis built the Enclave, he had to hurry up the wal because the indigenes objected. Not that they
were that dangerous, it was just the congtant interruptions, the need to stop work and dap them down.
They wouldn't stop, no matter how futile their attacks—and those attacks weren't that futile, redly, those
poisons, remember? and they had some sort of trained gnats whose bites were regrettably fatd.” Hana
wound a strand of pale hair about a pale finger, watched asit loosened and fdl away. “The Wall stopped
that. But ... not long after the sectors were sarting to be settled—with Memephexis stting in the Center
Dome like a spider a the heart of his web—not long after they were moved in, a Singarit Empire
merchant sent out a heavily armed trade misson to the indigenes. Those poisons.” She giggled. “A fad
attraction.” She danted a glance at Aleytys, then shook hersdf back into the bland, uninflected speech.
“As soon as the Chwereva, Fiynch and Wel-Chu-Hsien Companies heard about that, they cursed a blue
streak ...."” She blinked. “Blue streak? Well, they cursed and assembled their own missons and sent them
out. Armed, of course, and with flitter escorts. The satdllites weren't in place yet. Free Traders watched
and gloomed. They didn't have the resources to match the Companies.” Hana leaned back in the chair
and closed her eyes. “The Singarit misson vanished. No trace. Not a hair.” A smdl amile lifted her lips
for amoment but she didn’t bother to open her eyes. “Not till later. Um. Of the Company missions, the
Frynch misson vanished at night. The flitter was down. There were guards out, a sentry circuit up, a man
was even taking to the Ffynch rep in the Encdlave. He broke off in the middle of a word. Nothing more,
not a squeak. The other two were hit in daylight. There was an incoherent cdl from a pilot as his flitter
went out of control, something about swarms, things crawling over him. There was a steadier report from
a camp—indigenes rushing them, getting past the energy weapons somehow, past the outriders and the
guard shidds. Then nothing. Like before, nothing. Five days later indigenes from hdf the settlements
about the Plain were gtting in hodtile groups outside the Enclave, catgpulting things over the Wall. When
Memephexis sent Peacers out to examine the objects, they found the decaying heads of dl the folk in the
four missons. All. Even those of the flitter pilots. Asif they were

purging their world of the souls of the invaders. The Companies, they wrote off the loss. The
Sngarits—well, they're Singarits. They sent a punitive force to blow to ash whatever indigenes they
could find. No one knows exactly what happened though a few reports did come back. Center tapped in
on these, that’s how we know the little we do, the Singarits never opened their mouths, these reports
were about equipment not working, cregping fungus, bugs, gases, stinks. Then nothing. Three months
later Yastroo was under sege, battered by Singarit and Company weapons, Company flitters in the
hands of indigenes. Wdll, it survived—bardly. Since then, the only weapons dlowed down here are
persond sde-ams and taking those outsde the Wal means death on the spot. And no flitters.
Absolutey non-allowed past orbit. And the folk that smuggle you out, you can’t fool them. High tech that
could be twisted into weapons stays inwal, you agree or you don't go. And you're skinned if you try it
on your own. Skinned. Not a metaphor. Remember?” She danted a glance a Aleytys. “Esgard’s agents
went out on foot with bows and knives, you know. Those that got back, wel—sometimes | helped
Esgard when ‘one of them crawled back, nibbled at, you know, or wingling on some drug an indigene
fed him.” She gazed down a gently twitching fingers. “Enough of that. I’ ve found something, oh no, not in
the computer, in one of Esgard’s hideyholes, one | missed before. Journds. In a sort of code; at least, |
can't read them. Maybe you can. | suppose they train you for that sort of thing.” She turned a pam up,
sgned; her three-part glance flickered. “Maybe he's got some clue in there to the new access code, a
way past the Sedl. | don't redly expect it's there, but maybe there’ s something ussful to you, you did ask
meto look for journds.”

“l didn't expect you to come up with them quite so quickly, even before | asked.”

“I thought you might be going to ask, so | looked around.” She beckoned to the serviteur standing
patiently by the door, snapped open a cavity in its Sde and pulled out four soft-bound books. She
pushed her plate asde and put the journds on the table before her. The sarviteur began collecting the
dishes and gowing them in its body. “Y ou know how to program a trandator? That's glly, of course you



do. Asafavor to me, if you can break the code, will you set up a program so | can read them?’

“Mmm.” Aleytys rubbed at her nose, trying to ignore a twinge of distaste. “Pay my docking fees
whileI’m gone.” The pae eyes opened wide,

“No.” Aleytys frowned, tumning cautious as she caught awhiff of greed behind the seraphic gaze. “On
second thought, put a sum in escrow equd to the cost of ... mmm ... say Sx months docking, to be
released to me when | turn over the program for the trandation.”

“Escrow?’ Hand' s pae pink lips worked over the word and it came out dow, stupid.

“Play your games with someone ese, Hana Esgard,” Aleytys said briskly. “I'm tired of them. Ligten.
One of the things | am is empath. You hear? So forget the posng.” She snorted. “Ligen, my girl, if
there's one lesson I've learned the past severd years, it'sthat | don't give my kills away.” She hefted
one of the soft-bound journds and waggled it before Hana's nose, dropped it on the table. “Make up
your mind, Hana Esgard; if you want to use me, you pay for the privilege”

“Oh...” Hanalet the word tral off, making an effort to look crushed. She dropped her gaze to her
hands. “I can’'t ded with people,” she murmured. “Esgard despised me, you know: he wanted a son and
dl he got was a deformed daughter.” She turned her giff hand over and hdf-closed it, meking it evident
thet she could not close the fingers farther. “Empath,” Aleytys said and grinned & her. “Save it for the
susceptible.”

Hana s tongue flicked out to touch the fold in her lip. She seemed to shake hersdlf, then said camly,
“There' s nothing about your Shareem inany memory | can get a. So far. I'll keep looking, there's a few
more things | can try.” For the thousandth time, the three-part flicker of her eyes. “I know a smuggler
who can get you beyond the Wall.” She pressed her lips together hard, then stretched them into a wesk
amile “I’ve no choice, have I? Sx months docking feesin escrow. Agreed. When will you start out?’

Aleytys rubbed a her nose, scowled. “Depends how fast you can equip me. Tomorrow or the next
day a the latest. | hope.”

111. Going Out

Spread out on the floor about the smuggler:

Maps—computer drawn from data contributed by the imaging satellites, printed on tough fine tissue
and folded flat to take up aslittle room as possble.

A digest of Esgard' s notes on his projected route.

A compeass, a folding sextant, a telescope of sorts (little more than a collapsed case and matched
lenses), a chronometer set in a thumbring (wafer thin and not much larger than her thumbnail).

Long knife (blade the length of her forearm), three throwing knives, much smdler, a hone.

Saff—two meters of tough hardwood, sted-shod a one end, amed a the other with a
hollowground, three-sided spike, each edge honed sharp enough to split a bug in flight.

Laminate, recurve bowstave, extra bowstrings, two dozen arrows, extra points, a shoulderstrap with
quiver and a soring dip to hold the bow when she was on march, packet of glue bits with a cail of fine
wire for fletching (in a pocket on the quiver).

Coail of rope, cail of monofilament line (very fine) ussful for various purposes induding fishling
assorted fishhooks.

Soft lesther belt, wide with many pockets. In these: sdt, spices, assorted herbs, soap, needles, pins,
thread, wax, flint and stedl, burning glass, matches, folding knife with assorted blades and gadgets, solit
lead shot for fishing, assorted amd| supplies. Packframe, packsack. Canteen. Solar powered ill. Hour,
dried eggs, dried meat, dried fruit. Spare underwear, soft lesther moccasins, spare soft-sded boots,
second set of trousers and tunic. Cookware, assorted utensls, superlightweight, some of it

collapsad.
Blankets, ground sheet with grommeted corners, plagtic



shedting.

Shortrange, pre-set com.

He took up each item, turned it over in ddlicate Sx-fingered hands, set it down.

He was asmdl blue-gray humanoid, a nocturnd with large liquid eyes, large mobile ears set highon a
ardl round head, the short har on that head like blue-gray plush. He was nervous beneath his outer
cdm; amusdle jerked beside an orange eye.

He took up the packsack, hisfingers passing over every surface, feding, pinching, prodding, even the
nested lightweight stiffening rods. Finished with that, he ran a smal buzzing detector over the Sdes of the
pack, his tongue dicking as it continued to register negative. Without comment he refilled the pack with
quick precise movements that Ieft it neater than he'd found it. He wiped his fingertips delicately dong his
ghorts, rose to hisfeet with a smooth flow of muscle. He looked her over from head to the scuffed toes
of her gray suede boots, held out his hand, snapped thumb againgt finger.

Aleytys unwrapped the gray gauze turban, let the length of webbing flutter from her hands. He
watched it fdl, stood waiting. She shrugged out of the coat and handed it to him. He turned it indde out,
ran hisfingers over the clipped-fur lining, then passed the detector over every inch of it. He dropped the
coat. “Boots,” he said, his voice a grumbling burr.

Sghing, she dropped to the floor, tugged the boots off and tossed them to him. He pinched and
probed them, ran the detector over them, examining with greatest care the soles and hedls, grunting as he
found nothing.

Aleytys sniffed. “I'm not trying anything, Ha chtman.” She bent to pull on the boots.

He stopped her. “Strip,” he said.

“What?" she shook her head. “Run that thing over me, that's enough.”

His mouth pursed with distaste. “You no treat to me, ‘spina” He snapped hisfingers. “You choice.”

“Strip or forget it?” She got to her feet. “Ah-ha, | wonder if it sworth it.” She jerked loose the neck
laces of her tunic, pulled it over her head, threw it at him, snapped loose her trousers and kicked out of
them. She sniffed, held out her ams. Her underwear was flimsy, tranducent, more a protection of her
sin from the materid of her outer daothing than anything meant to conced. He ignored her irritation,
passed the detector over her body, then began running the soft gray materid of the tunic through his
fingers

Aleytys sghed and began to rewind the gray gauze, tucking in stray wisps of hair escaping from the
braids pinned close to her head. “You're redly serious about this” She stepped into the trousers as he
handed them to her, dapped the closure shut, reached for the tunic.

“l like my skin where it be.” He hdd the coat for her, then helped her on with the pack. His wiry
body was stronger then it looked; he handled the pack’ s waght with ease. “Y ou got any notion what you
waking into?

“Some. I'm no tender flower.” She followed him from the room into a narrow noisome tunnd.
Bundles of lightfibers and fingerwide conduits snaked like tangled roots dong the top of the burrow.
Short sections of light strips cast a pae blue glow that turned her skin into something maggots might love
and made little impresson on the murky shadow she was wading through. Though the floor was dry
enough, moigture dipped in greasy runnds down the metacrete wals and did into draindots. The ar was
chill, with a moldy mugty smdl. The occasond scrape from ther feet, ther respirations, these amdl
sounds traveled far ahead and behind them until it was impossible to tdl new from old noises.

The smuggler went quickly from one tunnd to another, winding in a complex pattern of twists and
turns. She suspected that he’d be coming back by afar more direct route, that he only wanted to confuse
her so she wouldn't be able to return done when the time came for her to return. Protecting his income,
she thought, made a face a his narrow back and set hersdlf to memoarizing the way though she certainly
didn't plan to make a habit of this.

They met no one in the subterranean maze but dogged dong in unrelieved tedium.

Her guide hated without warning, took a sudden step to one side when she dmost sumbled into him.
“Wait here,” he muttered and darted around a turn a few paces ahead, the words lingering behind him,
broken by echoes. Aleytys mopped a her face with her deeve and considered taking the coat off, but



decided againg this, having her hands free seemed more important a the moment than getting rid of a
litle discomfort. She touched the coarse gray maerid of the deeve, thought of the smdl grayish nocturnd
ahead somewhere. “There are mice in your walls Memephexis,” she murmured and chuckled at her
feeble joke.

Ha chtman the smuggler returned. “Come” Meodrama, Aleytys thought, tried not to grin. She
followed him around the bend and stopped with him in front of a neat opening in the sde of the tunnd. A
plug lay on the floor beside him, a spider on its back, long thin clamps like legs lifted into the air.
Ha chtman jabbed a thumb & the hole. “Go down that,” he said. “If you be planning to get back in,
you'd best note that the door here and on the other end, they open from insde. There€'s no coming back
without someone opening for you. Best not lose the com or you'll need a ded of luck and more to cross
the Wdl.” He was cool, remote, uninterested in her or in her motives for venturing outside, doing the job
he was hired for without fuss or effuson.

Aleytys shrugged the pack to a dightly more comfortable aignment, chagrined and amused at that
chagrin. She was not accustomed to indifference, found it a salutary dash of cold water that settled her to
the task ahead. She frowned at the unlit and uninviting hole, sghed and bent ungtably to ease hersdf and
pack into the passage. As soon as she was clear, the light behind her vanished; the smuggler had swung
the plug up and into place. She heard a series of thuds as he snapped home the toggles. The blackness
around her was thick enough to taste.

She reached out, touched metacrete, smiled. A secret pas-

sage lined with metacrete. How practicad and how absurd. She groped her way dong the tunnd,
hoping there were no branches to confuse her. The thought of wandering for hours or days or forever in
this claustrophobic blackness made her itchy, but she forced down the digtracting uneasiness and went
on, one hand dragging dong the wall, the other probing the darkness before her.

Her outstretched fingers stabbed panfully into something blocking the tunnd ahead of her. For the
firg time she thought of the matchesin one of the belt pockets; she sghed at her idiocy but didn’'t bother
getting them out now. She explored the surface of the plug, discovered a stubby lever that jutted upward
from a narrow dot and shoved it down until it clanked againg the bottom of the dot.

The door did open. She could make out the fronds of a fern drifting beyond the edge. As soon as
she pushed past the lacy growth, breath coming fast and shdlow with anticipation, the door snapped shut
behind her. “Wdl,” she murmured, “good thing | don’t want to change my mind.”

She glanced up. The moon had set and the air had the cool dillness of predawn about it. The sky
was thick with stars, lusher than other skies she knew, even Universty’s. And night on Wolff was starker
by far. She pulled at the lgpds of her coat, amiled as she remembered Head' s daughter who kept tugging
her tunic down when she was nervous. Aleytys shifted the straps on her shoulders, Sghed. Tamris was on
her firg solo Hunt. She'll do fine, her mother over again, though she wouldn't thank me for saying it. She
thumped the blunt end of the gaff againg the dampish earth in the bottom of the wash she found hersdlf
ganding in. “Move your feet, Lee, imeto get on with it.” She started walking away from the Wall.

The banks on ether sde of her did not quite reach her chin. Visudizing her gray-wound head diding
dong like some odd-shaped badger siffing after mice, she chuckled, then began looking about her as
she grolled dong the wash bottom. Stubby brush grew here and there on the tops of the banks, rows of
old dried weeds leaned againg these or fell over into gray piles, making way for new weeds pushing up
around them and where there were no weeds or brush, matted grass grew, winter-dried and limp, paein
the blaze of arlight. Spreading as far as she could see to her |&ft or to her right were plowed and planted
fidds ahaze of early growth beginning to mask pae brown earth; robo-cultivators like smdl dilly goats
ambling down the rows. In a few of the fidds sprays of water from sorinklers gligened like siver mig.
Over dl the fidds hung a profound slence where the whisper of the wind was like a shout, the hiss of the
sprinklers penetrating. The cultivators moved in eerie slence with the fluid grace of flesh rather than the
metd diffness and clatter Aleytys expected. The cultivators she knew were the women of dient families
attached to the Houses of the Ragsidan and they had never labored in such dlence. No, there were
groans and grunts and sneezes, laughter, gossip, shouts, dl done to protest or pdliae the crushing labor
demanded of them.



She waked dong the winding wash, the gaff thumping in the increesingly sodden bottom. When that
bottom began to ooze and hallows in it had a skim of water in them, she moved up onto the bank, the
heavy pack threatening to overbaance her until, catching hersdf with the staff, she worked out a way to
wak that wouldn't strain her too much. She shrugged and wriggled the pack to a new angle and in the
end was able to ettle into a steady three-point rhythm. Now and then she glanced back at the looming
Wial, feding absurdly conspicuous, wondering whet it was that kept someone, anyone, from seeing her,
coming after her. If anyone at dl bothered to look she had to stand out from the landscape as if she
ydled and waved a flag in their faces saying here | am. But she went on, unchalenged, marching away
from that greet pile whose shadow dill weighed on her, would press down on her even when she crawled
beneeth that outer fence that was no defense but only something to keep wild ruminants out of the fieds.
A shadow that weighed heavier on her than the backpack though that was heavy enough. I’ ve gone soft,
she thought. Too much gtting. Hitters. Hying. She shrugged the backpack about again, shifted the
webhing straps. Haven't settled to the work yet, she thought. She smiled suddenly. In an odd sort of way
this was like the night she ran from the vadi Ragsidan out into aworld she

knew nothing about, hunting then—as she was hunting now— something that more than likely did not exist.

She waked on, haf-expecting to hear ydls of outrage from the Wall, to fed the shock of a sunner in
the middle of her back, set to react, dmaost disappointed when the night remained so very tranquil, her
drengths untested. The mush in the bottom of the wash grew deeper and dushier, the Hiff round reeds
thicker; a stagnant musy smdl wafted from the skim of water and a hum of glassy insects filled the air a
handsbreadth above the bottom. A few minutes later the agri-fence was before her

It was metd mesh for the fird meter then dectrified barbed wire stretched between the metd
fenceposts on white ceramic insulators. Where it jJumped the wash it left a gap that someone had
attempted to fill with a half-moon of mesh. Aleytys glanced over her shoulder at the Enclave, saw the tip
of the center dome showing above the Wall. She sdluted it, grinned at hersdlf then began examining the
gap.
The mesh paich was broken, twisted, rolled aside, part of it buried in the mud, the rest covered with
rug and scay lichen. She looked from the soupy mud to the rusty, snaggled wire, grimaced, then
shrugged out of the pack, laid it on the bank, drove the spiked end of the g&ff into the dirt to hold it out
of the muck, settled hersdlf beside it and pulled off her boots. She scraped them on the wiry grass, folded
them indde her coat, thrust that bundle through the shoulder straps, rolled her trousers above her knees,
quatted in the ooze and used the g&ff to musde the pack through the jagged opening. Her feet kept
diding in the dime, but the tough roots of the reeds gave her a precarious purchase as she sruggled with
the awkward burden; with a grunting heave she managed to land it on the far Sde of the fence mostly out
of the muck. Breathing heavily, dill squetting, the reeds combing through her toes as she moved, she
inched forward and wriggled through the gap. She straightened, joints cresking, waded afew steps more,
threw out her aamsin an exploson of triumph and freedom—though the W’ s shadow dill held her, not
too far ahead she could see garlight frogting the grass. She dtretched her senses out as far as she could,
searching for the indigenes in ambush Hana had led her to expect, but ether it was the off-season or she
was smply riding a belated bit of luck. Kicking her feet through the limp dew-spangled grass until most of
the mud was washed away, she ambled dong the bank, yawvning and dretching, until she was back
besde the pack. Ruefully aware that an hour’s walking was nothing compared to what lay ahead of her,
she rubbed at her shoulders where the webbing straps had reddened the flesh, then she eased down on
the damp grass. The creaks and grains of dl beginnings, she thought. She yawned again, pulled her coat
from the packstraps and dabbed at the last of the mud. She did her feet saverd times over the grass,
enjoying the fed of the cool wiry sems as they passed beneath her soles. It fdt so good she was
reluctant to put her boots back on, but the pack was too heavy and the going was too ragged to dlow
her the luxury of barefooting it. She worked the boots back on, hestated over the coat; the air hed
inimations of warmth to come, so she tied it on the pack, then muscled the pack around, worked her
amsinto the straps and used the gaff to heave hersdf onto her feet. She stamped her feet to settle them
into the boots, wriggled and humped the pack about urtil it felt comfortable and stable enough, shook her
head as another sweep confirmed the tranquility and uninterrupted solitude of the night, then Started



waking south.

ESGARD’SNOTES

Notes on the planned route with warnings about what to watch for on the way, located by
Hana in a guarded loop; she used a key found in the journals once they were trandated. The notes
were computer printed and bound into a small black book.

It would seem easier to follow the river westward, but | have been advised this is too certainly
dangerous. War bands from both sides of the Plain travel the river upstream and down to raid
villages on the other sde. Therefore, | shall leave the Enclave on foot, but Fasstang my best
hunter will meet me with his troupe outside the agri-fence and we will

head south to the NewCity ruins and thence west along the remnants of one of the ancient
roads. Fasstang reports and the satellites confirm that there is plenty of water, a series of springs
and several small creeks at comfortable stages along the road. This route has its dangers, but it's
better than the river way.

You who read this—if you plan to follow me, watch for my sgn: X& [I'll try to leave it at
reasonable intervals.

Beyond the irrigated land the wash bottom began to drain. Soon the bottom was hard and dry,
drewn with brittle-thorned dead brush and smooth pebbles that were treacherous footing in the
deceptive brilliance of the garlight. She followed the wash until the grim grey wadl of the Enclave had
sunk behind the ralling hills, followed it south until the sun was clear of the horizon. The wash findly faded
away, leaving her in prairiland with smdl hillocks packed as thick as harripilation on a wind-chilled skin,
She glanced at the sun, unsnapped a belt pocket and consulted the compass, glanced at the chronometer
on her thumb. “Lot left in the day,” she murmured and started moving a a dow trot up the sSide of the
hillock before her. Now that her body was loosening up and she had grown accustomed to the shift in
baance required by the pack, she intended to run as long as she could without tiring hersdf too much,
then continue walking. Her body was in good condition, but exercise was one thing, eight hours of travel
(or more, depending) on foot was something entirdly other. Still, there was no hep for it, not until she
could buy or stedl hersdf a mount, and from dl she'd learned there was little chance of ether before she
got close to the hills

Her body on automatic, she fished about for something to take her mind off the resdua aches and
pains, findly went back to SI Evareen, wondering if it even existed, deciding soon that it did not matter to
her whether it existed or nat, it only mattered that she be able to follow Esgard’'s Sgns and find a way to
cut into the six-month lead he had on her, deciding too tha catching up with him was more a matter of
luck than planning.

It was early summer on the Plain. Dry scrubby broom shook dust on her as she loped past the
soindly dumps. Squat and thorny brush snagged at the soft suede of her boots. At the periphery of her
senses she could fed an intricate web of busy amdl lives eating, meting, fighting, birthing. A breeze began
to gtir the weeds and blow into her face, a soft and dlky breeze, heavy with the pungent odors of brush
and broom, noisy with the blended hum of insects and the tooth clicks and chatter of smal rodents in the
grass.

At firg she fdt frustrated as the ground passed with painful downess under her feet. She had to fight
her urgency to keep from running hersdf out too soon. Accustomed for too long a time to great gulps of
space taken S0 eadily by flitters, skimmers, even skis during Walff's winter, her pace seemed like that of
a figure in a nightmare running and running and getting nowhere. And the unchanging landscape,
reinforced this sense of effort spent to no result; one hillock looked much like the last or the next, brush,
broom, grass, even outcroppings of rock, but as the morning wore on, she began to adjust to this dower
rhythm and fed more relaxed, more comfortable with that dowing.

About mid-morning she stopped for a short rest. Thefitful breeze tugging at the turban ends fdt cool
and welcome when she took the turban off and let the air play againgt her neck. She dropped the pack



on a patch of grass, pulled loose the thongs of the neck opening, swabbed at the sweat trickling down
her throat with the bundled-up turban, rolled her deeves up past her ebows. She stretched her hands
high over her head, rigng onto her toes, twiging about, working every musde she could. With a groan
she stretched out on the grass beside the pack and eyed her feet. They were hot and sweaty but she
decided not to pull off her boots, having doubts about her ability to get them back on. She drank
goaringly from the canteen, checked the compass, decided it would suit her better to ding it around her
neck with a bit of leather thong than to leave it in the belt pocket where she’ d have to fish for it when she
wanted it. She thought of checking her position on the map but at best it would be little more than
gtabbing afinger a random, there were no landmarks, only the swels and dips that stretched identicaly
away to the horizon on dl sdes now. With aggh she cut off a bit of thong, tied the

compass about her neck, consulted the chronometer and got to her feet. Maybe make the ruins close
to sundown. Maybe. She took another drink from the canteen and clipped it to the belt, hefted the pack
and worked her arms through the straps, then forced her diffening body into a downhill lope.

Planning’s only guessing, she thought. /'// have to go from sign to sign, hope | can come up
with something to cut the lead. In her head, words and phrases came to echo the shift and dide of her
body. Don't know nothing, don’t know nothing ‘bout this blasted world. She nearly tripped over a
dump of grass gigdling at the pun that had dipped into her stream of thought. Blasted world. That it
was, oh yes it was. Wonder if there's daving here. Hai-ah, kill the last hope | have of finding
friendly souls. Esgard, damn you, why not wait a few months more? Savers, no ah no, don’t think
s0. Not logical. Not reasonable. Kill themselves, kill anyone come near them—except, oh yes,
those who' ve tamed themselves to value profit over precept. Not worth the trouble, no, | think.
Esgard knew things he couldn’t possibly, things they wouldn't tell their cousins, never an outsider.
Bribery? Weapons would untie their tongues. That’s out, | think. He was too wary a man to put
his hide in hock like that; skinned, Hana said, hanged from a scaffold outside the Center Dome.
No end for him, too wary a man. | think he was. What do | know about him? Something, | think,
from the notes, a thing or two from Hana. Locked the Vryhh data away from her. | wonder why,
oh yes | wonder. Is it that he wanted his business tight in his own hands? Or has he promised to
protect his Vrya? Has he a thousand, thousand reasons | couldn’t even guess? Oh Madar, it's a
pain not knowing. And no way of finding out, not now, not without finding him and who knows,
maybe not even then.

Her fest moving automaticaly over the dry earth, she loped up and down those hillocks, her ams
swinging free a her sdes—the saff was tied out of her way now, riding the pack—and she had no way
of knowing which hillock she was dimbing or running down the backside of and no reason for trying to
know, they dipped behind her unnoted as the sun did farther dong its day arc. The sky was a pae, pde
blue. Cloudless. A bird was a dark speck off to her Ieft, the only thing moving across that blue.

S| Evareen and Kenton Esgard. Like Vrithian. A little like Vrithian is for me. A place | look
for. A place to be. A place to explain what | am now and what | might become. A place to fit
myself into. Not have to worry about jealousy, about hostility, about the thousand pains of living
along lifein the midst of shortlives. (And even as she thought this, she knew it wasn't true; she'd met
Vryhh Kdl. The Vrithian that had formed him was certainly no paradise.) Is there a dot for me on
Vrithian? Madar knows. Does it matter? Madar knows. Haven't | been making a place for myself
on Wolff? But what happens fifty years ahead? Time. There's ill time for Grey. | think. If | can
patch things up again. Again. How many times have we ... Grey and Swartheld glaring at each
other like two silver coats over a hunk of meat. Miserable coincidence. The two of them getting
back the same time; the same day almost. She shied away from the memory of that volcanic encounter

S| Evareen, she thought. A dream of immortality. Harskari and Shadith and Swartheld, they all
had a kind of immortality and all of them seem eager enough to quit it. Esgard swallowed those
tales. A shrewd man, both Hana and Swartheld say that, but the shrewdest of men will swallow
whales if their desireis great enough. I'm as bad, she thought suddenly. What am | doing, running
like a fool through this beat-out world chasing a ghost chasing a dream? Ghost? Could be. An old



man. Sill—a canny old man. Hana said he went alone on foot like me, but that's all she saw. |
wonder if she watched me leave? He left alone but he didn’'t stay alone long. Oh no, he knew
better than that. Old man. Spent the last ninety years-standard insde Enclave walls. Even with
daily workouts and other training he wouldn’t be ready for this, no, he smply wouldn’'t be attuned
to life in the wild. Book knowledge isn't enough, it just isn’'t enough, takes too long to react in
emergencies, has to go through the intellect; still, he seemed aware of that, provided himself with
men who wouldn’t need to think before they acted. She chuckled. How many angels can dance on
the head of a pin? All this is speculation, word play with no data, usdless. Sill, he did manage to
survive the cutthroat world of the free-traders for nearly a century. Chasing a dream ... ah,
Aschla’s hells ... what else am | chasing ... a dream I’'m not even sure | want ... at least he knows
what he wants ...

The sun sank low in the eat, the shadows lengthened, pooled about her feet as she dipped into
hollows and miniature washes between hillocks. In spite of severa rests and a lengthy lunch break, she
was tired, her feet hurt, her legs were heavy, her head ached, but she refused to stop. She intended to
reach the NewCity ruins before hdting for the night even if that meant she kept moving long after sunset.

She trudged up the side of a hillock and stopped at the summit. One of the ancient roadways she'd
read about came dashing out of the east, alittered black surface here and there twisted and distorted by
andent and recent earth movements but remarkably intact and shockingly incongruous in this primitive
scene. She went wearily down the dope and stepped onto the road. Up close the surface was not quite
o0 unmarred as it seemed from a distance; a webbing of amdl cracks like lines on an ancient’s face cut
through the reslient topping, and scattered spots had gone hard and gray and were beginning to flake
away like cancers eding into the substance of the road. She began waking dong the pavement, feding as
ancient asit was, dl the more tired since its presence was asgn that her day’s effort was nearly done. It
was hard, hard to keep her feet moving.

As she started to circle around a spill of glittering white dirt where the face of a cut had been torn
away by a shifting of the earth in the not too digant past, she kicked agang a pae round object tha
went dunking off. With some surprise she saw it was a bit of skull, humanoid from the Sze and shape.
She blinked at it a moment, then turned to stare at the denuded earth. Not even grass grew on the steep
dope though she could see a whitish-green fuzz of roots reaching over the rim of the cut. By the end of
the summer the grass would have damed much of the dope asit had claimed and lost and daimed again
the rest of the Plain. She went closer.

A curious conglomerate, that nenly bared earth. Fragments of glass fused into irregular iridescent
lumps, redbrown lines of corroson from metd lodged among and around the glass lumps arranged in a
pattern she couldn’t quite make out, fragments of bone, the most clearly recognizable being teeth and the
bl joints of thigh bones. The matrix was hard dkdi soil, a ydlowish white, brittle, chaky, paer than the
pdlor of the bones. Bits of plagtic that even the centuries had not melted away. Straggles of doth that had
aurvived the ages locked in the sail, fluttering now in the wind, fraying againg bone and divers of pladtic.
Moastly bones. Humanoid skulls, beast skulls, large and smadl, jaw fragments and teeth and temple bones,
the curve of ribs, a finger bone pointing a her from indde an eye socket. Bones. She waked over land
that was the flesh of men and beasts, layered with the bones of men and beasts.

She shivered and turned away, overwhelmed suddenly by the weight of the dead, happy to have her
bootsoles insulated from them by the pavement. Hana had mouthed the words tdling of the wars without
any red understanding of what they meant. And Aleytys had, haf-unconscioudy, blamed her for this
thinking she hersdf understood the pain of what had happened, but now she knew she' d been as ignorant
as Hana, the redlity of death here was beyond the understanding of anyone, even those who had lived
with thet redity. She walked on the dead, layer on layer of them, numberless and namedess as the stars
that filled the night sky. Numberless and nameess, covered in the end by that grass, sanitized by eons of
aunlight, leached of their poison by ages of rain, the dead, the ancient untimdy dead.

The wind whispered through the carpeting grass, rustled through newly green brush. A smdl brown
rodent with front teeth comicdly protruding from a blunt black muzze sat erect on the top of a hillock,
holding in black forepaws a bit of debris that caught the sun and gave back a blinding glitter. Clutching its



prize to the puff of reddish fur on its chest, it watched Aleytys gravely as she plodded closer, then with a
flirt of a plumy tall, it vanished down the far Sde of the hillock. Aleytys amiled, her dark mood lightened.
She waked on dong the road, tired, sore, but more contented than she'd been, moving dowly but
Seadily toward the setting sun.

The road curved in along arc about arash of hillocks. Above them she saw the top of awadl, a pde
flat dash againg

the sky. As she got closer, she saw the dark green of trees that hugged the curves of a amdl creek
she couldn’'t see but knew from the map. NewCity ruins, she thought, then started as the sky ahead filled
with noisy black apostrophes, smdl birds, heading for their nests as night approached.

She rounded the curve. The road sraightened and she was waking into the glare of the sunset, the
NewCity walls a black slhouette againgt the crimson sky. At that moment, as she waked toward the
cty, she saw it as a child's replica in modding day of the darkly massve Enclave, a flegting notion,
indantly banished as she came close enough to touch thewdl and stepped into the acove formed by the
set-back gate.

The gate was made of massve planks, mottled blue-brown and gray, changed by time and rain and
chemicd action to something close to stone. She pushed on them but there was not the dightest give—as
far as she could tel—the ages had cemented them into place. White dust rose in drifts in the corners and
agang the planks, except for her own footprints, the dust was unmarked though the wind had carved
ripples into the surface. She backed out and began fallowing the wall, one hand dipping aong its surface.

Around the curve some distance from the gate, the wal was breached for at least three meters, the
opening spreading wider near the top. She stepped into the gap, touched the dust of the crumbled bricks.
Thewal was made of sun-dried akai mud dug out of the Plain and mixed with some substance that kept
the bricks impervious to water as long as the outer skin was intact. The broken bricks had mdted out of
their transparent shls, leaving these behind, and the shdlls had been battered and shattered by wind and
wesgther. Aleytys crossed the width of the wall, nearly three meters and twice that many steps. There
were shards of brick shdl in the thick dust piled agang the indde of the wall, dginting red out of the
shadow as they reflected the dying sunset. The buildings ingde the wall were thrown up in a bewildering
maze, broken down and roofless, gradudly mdting to meet the dust risng againg the wadls as time, man,
beast and bird destroyed the integrity of the shdls. Kegping close to the indde of the great wadl, she
moved back toward the gate. It seemed to her thet there, if anywhere, was the place to find Esgard’'s
sgn—if he'd Ieft any, if he'd actudly come here.

Theman gate was much the same insde as out, drifts of floury dust rigng againg it here too, no wind
ripples but pocks from drips and miniature coulees eaten into the dopes, running into the stream which
came into the ruins though a broad low arch quite close to the gate, an arch that spring floods kept
flushed clear of most debris, though mosses and dimes thrived there. She kicked aside a drift of dudt,
waked close to the inner Sde of the gate, ran her fingers over the new mark chisded into the ancient
stone-hard wood— X& . She sat down suddenly as her legs mdted under her, the dust whooshing up in
billowing puffs, faling back on her as she bowed her head to her knees. For a moment she could only St
inthat dowly settling white fog, could nether think nor move. Then she lifted her head and stared a the
mark, bewildered by the excess of her reaction. “I don't understand,” she said. Her voice croaked,
broke over the words. “It'stoo much. It's a game, isn't it? Why .... What's hgppening?’ She rubbed a
her thighs, her hands trembling. Need, she thought. / must, no, it can’t be my choice any more, | never
felt like this, never before, never .... | didn't realize ... She got shakily to her feet and started to turn,
not sure what she wanted to do, where she wanted to go, not redly thinking of .anything at dl, trying to
fed her way through the confuson she'd created for hersdf.

A blow. In her back. Low. Beside the backpack. At firg there was no pan, only a vast unfocused
aurprise. Her knees trembled, her head swam, but she managed to finish the turn; she stared a the
cresture with the bow standing between two of the shattered houses, waiting with predator’ s patience for
her to fdl down. She sensed his eagerness, his—or hers? or its?2—utter confidence in the efficacy of the
shot. The pack shifted alittle, bumped againg the shaft. She went to her knees, heat flashing through her,
then sudden intense pain piercing the shock. She set her teeth on a whimper and reached for her river.



And fdtered as poisonhesat followed painheat and brought weakness and fuzziness of will with it. Poisons,
Hana Esgard said, they know their poisons. She struggled with the weakness, a weakness tha grew
paradoxicaly stronger with time the longer she fought the more surdly the bettle was logt. The ground
boiled around her, the dead boiled up from the ground, blue-white and rotten, sinking and maggot-filled,
daing a her out of white bulging , eyes, sO many dead—men, women, children—heads hanging by
grings, ams flopping about loose on the ground, hands crawling for her, she screamed as a soft soapy
hand touched her, screamed again as the dead converged on her, packing together, mutilated, hideous,
the stench drowning her. She struggled againgt nausea, struggled for focus, tried to reach agan ...

Then Harskari was with her. It seemed to her the ancient sorceress stood beside her and scolded
her, though dimly, digantly, she knew this could not be so. Harskari’s degp contrato beat at her though
ghe couldn’'t understand the words. She lifted a hand and it seemed to her Harskari took it. She felt
grength pouring into her and for the third time reached for her symbalic river. And the power came
roaring into her, the black water was flushing through her, driving out the poison. She sat up, blinking,
and with much rdief saw only the spreading white dust, lit by a moon dready high as the sunset faded.
She eased her arms out of the pack straps, let the pack fdl with a dull thud she gave no part of her
attention. With Harskari blocking the pain and Shadith whispering encouragement, she reached around
behind and caught hold of the shaft

And forced the fanged head through her unfeding flesh till it poked out through the skin at the front of
her body. She lifted the tunic and stared gravely at the shining white point streaked with her blood, faintly
aurprised to find it a substance resembling porcdan rather than the metd she was familiar with, faintly
surprised too when she heard an undulant dill cry from the creature. She paid it no atention as she
dipped the long knife from its shesth and began sawing at the shaft close behind the point.

Shadith’s wordless cry of warning brought her head up. The creature—she couldn’t cdl it men or
woman—the creature had its bow raised once again. Harskari was wholly occupied with the wounded
flesh, but Shadith melded with her as she'd done before on Maeve and dsawhere and in an indant had
sought, found, and struck againgt the wegpon’s weakest point. The frayed bowstring snapped a the very
moment the cresture had it at full stretch, about to release a second dhaft a her. The arrow tottered, fdl
a itsfedt. Itsarms jerked, it gained its balance, stood ggping at the arrow haf-buried in the dust beside a
misshapen foot. With a cry of rage it tossed the broken bow aside and charged at her.

Truding Harskari to hold her body together, Aleytys lifted onto her feet; brandishing the long knife
and roaring a chdlenge at the charging mongter, she dropped into a crouch, the blade angling up to meet
it. With another howl, this time a screech of fear, it back-pedaled franticaly, kicking up clouds of dugt,
reversed direction and fled into the maze of broken buildings

Hoating detached, ignoring the not-now-exiding pain, sanding with her feet spread, her knees
locked, Aleytys finished cutting the point away, noting aosently as it fdl from the shaft thet bits of it were
missing. She watched it plop into the dust then reached around and pulled the shaft from the wound. It
came away eedly enough. She flung it asde and fumbled at her back, touched a warm wetness. She
brought her fingers around, stared a the dather of blood on them, fet a touch of anxiety, which she
ignored as she would ignore an undemanding itch, and reached for the energy she’'d need to reknit the
flesh.

Harskari dapped her down quickly, gladidly. “Clear the wound fird,” she said, her contradto
booming painfully ingde Aleytys's head. “Y ou've got garbage |eft in there, girl. Wood fragments and the
tips of the tangs”

Oh, Aleytys thought. Obediently she began to probe in the lacerated flesh with mindfingers that were
dumsy and uncertain, aresult of her uncertain training. Even at universty, though they acknowledged the
exigence of the ps-skills, they tended to focus on more predictable and controllable events—at least in
the schools where she'd got the greater part of her education. All she had to guide her was the haphazard
indruction Harskari and Shadith had provided, ingtruction by example rather than exposition, indruction
centered about chance events rather structured lessoning.

When Harskari was satisfied, Aleytys simulated the growth

of her flesh and heded the long wound, working from the insde out in both directions Until she findly



seded off the skin, atask so easy now from much practice she hardly needed to think what she was
doing. Shadith sghed with relief; Harskari let go her hold on the pain center. “Tha should not have
happened,” she said gernly. “You were careless.”

“Yes alitle cardess” Shadith said with reluctance and a taste of wariness—Harskari had been
digant and snappish for the past few months as if she were trying to work out some problems of her
own.

Aleytys turned dowly, her eyes moving over the medted houses. “Yes. | suppose | was.” She nodded
a the gate. “The bones we saw out there, they showed me the past clearer than | wanted to see it. |
forgot about the present.” She kicked at the pointless shaft, sent it flying in clouds of floury dust. “That
was apanful reminder.” She svung her amin along swooping arc. “Look at this place. It's too ancient,
t00 ... oh, what can | say ... too dead.” She shivered as she remembered the putrid flesh of the dead in
her poison dream. “Who would think of anything living here now?’ The creature was not that far from
those lunatic images, but at least it was dive. Piebad, crook-backed, scay like a lizard with a lizard's
crest fringing the misshgpen head, short torso asif there was only a sngle pair of ribs and organs shoved
high and tight, fral spidery legs, feet more like crude hands with their long knobby toes. It wore daothing
of a sort, rags, bits of animd hide. She looked a the bow half-covered by the dust, walked over to it,
touched it with her boot-toe, picked it up and examined it. Good work, she thought. If that hideous thing
meade it, then the thing was a man—or a woman, she reminded hersdf and fdt sick a the thought. She
walked to the remnant of a house wall and lad the bow on it, looked around again. With garlight and
moonlight glowing on the pae dugt, the pae brick, dl tha lifdess pdlor and dl those shattered empty
shdlls about her made her fed more as if she walked in a surredidtic dream. Ruins, yes, but as much the
ghodts of ruins. And the creature was the ghost of a man, well, not exactly a ghost but a battered remnant
of his ancestra type. She shivered again.

Shadith was jittery. Aleytysfdt her like an itch ingde her head. “I don't like this place. Let’s get out
of here. What if that thing comes back and brings its friends dong?’

Aleytys fdt a sudden wave of sadness. “I don't think it can have any friends”

“What difference does that make?’ Shadith blinked regpidly. “You've found Esgard’'s mark, that’s dl
you wanted. Let’s go.”

Aleytys nodded though she knew Shadith could not see the nod. It was satifying to speak with her
body; anyway, what Shadith couldn’'t see, she could fed. Harskari had retreated to that remoteness that
was her private place and was unavalable for comment or converse. Aleytys hefted the pack, worked
her ams into the straps and trotted back out the breach in the wall to look for a spot dong the creek
where she could set up a reasonably safe night camp.

Thefirg day had been tentativeness, excitement, urgency, fear, confuson—mogt of dl confusion.

The second day began in pain and diffness and depression and ended in a weary euphoria

She ran dong the road until her feet began to hurt then walked on the dirt and grass beside the road.
She saw no one, nothing except a few birds and startled rodents; there was nothing to break into the
tedious sameness of the landscape, the road thrust westward unchanged without even a dhifting of the
eath to mar the draight black line At sunset she reached one of the springs marked on the map,
aurprisng hersdf because she'd covered more ground than she’'d thought possible. She dmost passed
the dump of trees off to the right; only the tops were vishle over the swells of the hillocks, dark green
domes, near black in the crimson glow of the setting sun, but a noisy flock of smdl birds came swooping
over her head, twittering, wingfesthers whiffling as they passed her, breaking the trance of weariness she
moved adong within. As the birds settled in the trees, she stared after them thoughtfully, waking to a
sudden awareness that she was hungry enough to eat a dozen of them, feathers and dl.

Later, besde a gowing heap of cods in the firehole, replete with cha and roasted fowl and fried
bread, she spread the map across her knees and found the next water. “Noon here, | think.” She raised
her brows as she saw another of the ancient roads crossing the one she followed, folded the mgp and



tucked it away. She took off the belt and draped it beside her on the groundsheet, stretched, yawned and
looked lazly about the amdl hollow. The fire painted the leaves and branches over her bright red, dark
red, changing, continually changing, bright and dark with the shift of the wandering wind that crept about
the hollow. Out beyond the roof of leaves the moonlight was a spread of ice on the bubbling spring. Dark
fliers the 9ze of her fig dipped low over the uneasy surface, dawing up smdl fish as they came to feed on
the skater bugs darting here and there over the moonlight, Sarlight sparkles. “No dgn of his Sgn.” She
yawned again. “But he d travel faster mounted then | did on foot. Maybe the noon stop, probably the
crossroads. That sounds likely. Crossroads.”

After she drowned the fire, she stretched out on the groundsheet, folded her coat for a pillow and
rolled hersdlf into her blanket. She lay garing up a the interlacing branches and the layers of leaves and
fdt every ache in her body. For what seemed an eternity she lay there, dl the interminable internd
arguments running on tracks around her head—Grey and Swartheld, Vrithian, her own reluctance to dig
into what she thought of as the cesspool of her inheritance from her mother, her violent and unexpected
emotiona invesment in this search, and Grey again—and a sudden urgent need for him that built and built
and sent her writhing out of her blanket her breasts aching—until findly, weerily, she used her breathing
exercises to shut off her mind and drifted off to the twittering of birds in the trees, the buzzing burring
chirps of cicadoids, the lazy bubbling of the spring, the squeaky papery insstence of the diff round leaves
as they rubbed againg each other.

4

The third day she woke filled with energy and generd well-being. Her feet had stopped aching and
her body fdt comfortable again. She tore a strip of cloth from the end of the turban and used it to tie her
hair into along red tal flopping clear of her neck so the air could get to the skin.

Again the quiet of the day was undisturbed by any threat from predators—either human or animd.

That night she sat dreaming over the fire and the map—her face warm, the wandering night breeze
cool agang her back and ears—sat daring into the cods, not-thinking, drifting, relaxed, content, in a
semi-trance, amiling a little, rubbing the fingertips of one hand over the tough dick film the map was
printed on; decisions to be made, but nothing urgent, another dozen days at least, nothing threatening, dl
the time in the world available to her; Shadith and Harskari were with her, sharing her contentment,
sying nothing, just there in her head as companions and friends. She could fed then” presence and it
made her happy. If she closed her eyes and looked within she could see ther eyes shining in the dark,
she could see the ghost images of their faces sketched about those eyes. She watched red and yelow
play across the shining black charcoa. She fdt like laughing but was too comfortable and too weary to
make the effort.

After drowning the fire, Aleytys stretched out on the ground-sheet without bothering to pull the
blanket over her. The moon was a ragged hdf round of milky white rocking across a safidd whose
blaze dmogt killed her light. She blinked up at the display, yawned and did with an ease that Startled her
inthe morning into a deep and mogtly dreamless deep.

The days passed, dow golden days. She stopped thinking—asif the running became more important
then the god she was running to reach. Day on day, picking up some of Esgard's sSgns as ther hdts
coincided, missing others, unworried by ther absence, stopping early some days to hunt her dinner, other
days to fish for it in creek or spring. Dry golden days, warm and filled with a peace she could only
compare to the midy white days, the ice time, when she ran with Grey into the wild, that wild trek so
long, so very long ago.

Her placid dream lasted until mid-afternoon on the seventeenth day out.

A short time after her lunch-break she began to fed edgy. It was rather like the oppression before a
sorm breaks, but the sky was a shimmering blue dome without awisp of cloud in the great round vishle



as she stood atop one of the innumerable hillocks. She kicked fretfully at a dump of grass, swore as her
toe scratched up a bit of ancient bone. She booted it away, depressed by this reminder of dl she'd
worked to forget about this blasted world. This time the phrase didn't make her amile. She scanned the
sky for the hundredth time, the edginess building within her. South and west of where she stood, near the
horizon at firgt then soaring closer, she saw asmdl dark speck, a hawklike bird riding the rigng thermdls,
moving in lazy spirals not quite toward her, more north than west.

Moving dowly, with great care, nothing sudden to catch the eye, she lowered hersdf until she was
crouching beside the dump of dried-out broom growing like a topknot out of the crest of the hillock.
Prickling dl over as if shed brushed inadvertently againg the rim of a tingler probe, she glanced
repeatedly but briefly at the flier, amused (briefly) by her sudden likeness to Hana Esgard, then sent out a
wary probe to touch the bird.

And snatched it away, cut it off, cdamped her shidds tignt. Awareness. In the bird.
Someone—something—searching for her. Her? Wdl, searching for something. The bird glided toward
her. She dtiffened. It curved back on its northern course. Aleytys flaitened hersdlf againg the brown-gray
gems of the broom, hoping her matte gray dothing would blend with the broom and the ground, at least
blend suffidently to mask her from the flier’ s sharp eyes. Hoping too that the snap-back of her probe and
the snap-up of her shidds were quick enough that the mindrider had not had time to locate her. The
mottled shadow and the overhang of the dusty prickly brush were scanty cover at best but she could find
no 9gn she'd been discovered. She hdd her bresth as the hawk wavered back and forth, swooping east
toward her, curving back dmost immediady to the north line.

Moving as dowly and eedlly as she could, careful about fluttering the broom above her, she dipped
her arms from her pack and .pulled out the gray gauze. Awkwardly, her nose in the dust, she wound the
gauze about the bright hair that was the thing most apt to betray her presence. She was dumsy with the
need to avoid brushing againg the strands of broom, findly tied the ends in a knot, hoping she'd done
suffident; the winding fdt loose and unsteady.

She lay very 4ill for some time after that as the hawk dwindled into the blue haze on the northern
horizon, waited until the prickles running over her skin faded to nothing, waited severa heartbests longer,
than eased up onto her knees. She glanced at the sky, then froze.

The hawk was coming back, no more degant curves, darting like an arrow south and west. As she
<watched, it plummeted behind the horizon, going to earth somewhere beyond her range of vison. She
got to her feet and stood staring into the unresponsive blue, chewing on her lip.

Harskari’s amber eyes were bright glows in her head. “Mind rider,” she said. “Interesting. Explains
some things Hana Esgard said.”

“Soit does” Aleytys brushed twigs and crumbs of dirt off her dothing. She untied the gauze strip and
began winding it into a neater turban, Sghing as she tucked in the last wisps of hair. “Scout,” she said. “I
wonder what it was looking for.” She swung the pack up, settled it in place, looked about, then started
down the dope, the contentment of the past days shattered. She fdt disgruntled, angry at the breaking of
her mood. “Back to work, | suppose. Damn.”

Aleytys I€ft the road, cutting into the hillocks until she'd moved dmogt a kilometer south of it. Her
senses out at widest stretch, she kept to a dow but steady walk, thinking this less likdy to attract
searching eyes. Severa times more she saw the hawk and froze, but it showed no interest in her; each
timeit spirded northward, each time it came darting back dropping to the earth somewhere roughly west
of her. She could see the mountains, a faint blue line low on the horizon, a gently undulating line like the
worn-out teeth of an ancient ruminant; they were dill severa days away; according to Esgard’s notes the
indigenes when not on araid kept close

to their settlements so she should have had at least another two days of peace. She frowned, trying to
visudize the map, then nodded. There was a Blight ahead, not hdf a day’s journey south from the road.
That could explain the presence of an indigene band this far from the hills.

ESGARD’S NOTES:

Like cancers the ancient cities are dotted about the Plain. Pockmarks in the grass. Sathers of glass,
dag, twisted shdls of rotting stedl, afew snagtooth ruins, not many, the greater part of each city is melted



levd with the ground. Dangerous radiation ill, though the wars that flattened the cities are millenniain the
past. Don't know precisely what they used, but it was dirty and uncontrolled; they were most thorough in
thar intent to destroy. Blights. Filled with mutated plants and animds (Fasstang says people too, but |
find that rather hard to believe), most of these poisonous, plant and animd dike, some ussful, many
equipped with psychogenic defenses dong with the poisons built into glands, spores, darts, symbiotic
insects. The Ecology of a Blight would be a fascinating study if one could survive the circumstances. The
indigenes prospect the Blights much as men on other worlds hunt precious metds and gemstones. Mark
the Blights STAY AWAY.

The hawk was up and cyding close as Aleytys broke a dry and hungry camp, swung into the
packstraps and settled the pack comfortably agangt her spine. She watched the hawk a few minutes,
frowning, then cautioudy climbed a hillock and stood on the crest looking about, wondering how she
should proceed. In the south, some distance from the point the hawk was cirding, she saw a dump of
trees poking like black fingers high above the rest of the Plain. “Harskari,” she murmured, “ Shadith, tdl
me. What do you think about a jog south for alook around? It’s not too far off-line”

There was no dgn of Harskari but Shadith’s eyes opened. A sketch of the ddicate pointed face
formed about the purple eyes, the red-gold curls were bouncing with energy. She grinned. “Why not.”

Senses outreaching, watching the hawk with wary, quick glances, ready for any change in him,
Aleytys started moving south toward the trees. A look across the land, that was wha she needed. A
look to help her avoid the mind rider and whoever was with him, someone had to be—no one but me
would be fool enough to come out here done. She dowed her walk, glanced nervoudy a the hawk. It
was, she thought, hovering over the mind rider and his band—if there redly was a band with the
mindrider—and it was working dowly south and east, angling to intercept her path not far beyond that
dump of trees. That was only an estimate, perhaps she was wrong, but even the possibility bothered her.
She didn’t want to come anywhere near that mind rider. She dmost turned aside and headed back to the
road, but she couldn’t forget the scouting flights of the bird. Something was coming out of the north.
Something. That high tree looked better and better the more she thought of the difficulties ahead.

An hour later she was stlanding on a hump of ground beside tangled underbrush sailling out from
among the trees, looking over a lowland dough spreading across sunken bits of ancient road, muddy
scummy water filled with tules and purple-flowered pad plants and a thousand, thousand other sorts of
vegetation, ugly bulbous plants trailing across bubbling pools of muck. No two plants seemed dike and
few of them -even this far from the Blight were without dead and decaying patches. Here and there amdl
shadowy besasts fled from dump to dump of vegetation, attacking and being attacked by the vegetation
and other beasts. The dough wasn't quite a Blight, but close enough for her. She shivered and turned
away.

Struggling not to breathe—the rank amdl from the rotting mess was thick enough to chew—she
began forcing her way through the tangled undergrowth. The bark of the smdler trees was filled with an
oozing fluid whose baeful amdl was strong enough to mask the stench from the dough. She tried very
hard not to touch these. The grest tree in the middle stood atop a naked rise; not even grass grew under
it. This made her nervous but she wasn't going to be around long, so she ignored the pinch in her
stomach, hung the pack from awarty branch and started dimbing. It was a parasite, that tree,

adrangler; a seed blew into a crotch of another tree, rooted there, then dropped tendrils to the earth
some distance below, tendrils that swedlled and swelled until they choked the life out of ther host. She
could dill see that other tree' s rotting fragments ingde. At least the bark on the srangler’s multiple trunks
was dry, though brittle and crusty like a fosslized sponge.

The brittleness of the bark made dimbing treacherous, drops of acid sap dung to her hands, but it
was easy enough, especidly when the firg limis began spirding up around the trunk. The branches grew
shorter as they wound higher and the conceding crust of foliage drew in closer. The tree began to sway a
little. She went up more cautioudy, intent on getting as high as she could, and when the trunk split, pulled
hersdf into the crotch and settled hersdf sraddling the fork, hedls braced on amdler, lower limbs She
broke off a few of the leaf-bearing spikes to give her a window on the world, then she dug out the
collgpsed telescope and began fitting the parts together, looking out across the Plain as she worked. A



group of riders was huddled in a hollow between two of the swells. There was a tautness in the amdl
wiry forms tha caught her eye. Ambush? She polished the lenses, set them in the expanded tube,
attached the eyepiece and brought the scope to her eye, fiddled with it until she had a clear image.

The head of a hawk, feral golden eyes, cruelly hooked green-brown beak, snaggy gold-brown
feathers, black-tipped russet feathersin a crest swooping up above the black-rimmed eyes.

She did the telescope down the hawk. The fidd of view was so limited she could only get smdl bits
of the scene.

Sim brown hand resting, trembling, on leather leggings.

Sim bare brown arm.

Girl's face, not pretty, but handsome, a brilliantly colored, brilliantly drawn hawk's head
painted on a flat brown cheek. Aleytys moved the lens around rapidly, until she was dizzy from the
jitter of the images.

Jump face to face to face, twenty women, young to middle-aged, pale tan the color of sundried
grass to a rich red brown like oiled mahogany. Some with bi-colored hair (large patches of blond,
or white, or red among browns and blacks), others brindled brown and black and white like the
back of a darshee hound, one among them with hair as pale as moonlight and skin like polished
walnut. Hair twisted into tiny braids threaded through wooden beads that shifted with every
movement.

They all wore leather, tunics laced close to the bodies, stained in complex floral and faunal
designs, leggings, sandals. Each rider held a short bow, a quiver of arrows jutted past small
heads, a short green vine as thick as her thumb wound around left arms of most, right arms of
two, a loop of vine heavy with shiny blue-purple gourds was tied to saddle pads beside
leather-clad knees.

Aleytys lowered the telescope, held it on her thigh while she scrubbed at streaming eyes.

Down in the hollow the women were taking, gesturing, excited, exuberant, waiting for something.
Waiting for what's coming out of the north, she thought. She shivered. This miserable bloody world. She
turned away from the women; the riding beasts weren't waiting to kill—or if they were, it wasn't out of
malice but merdy their natures and their need for food.

The beasts were tdl limber-necked crestures with short shiny black horns growing in graceful curves
between leaf-shaped ears, a smdl tal flap, black around the edges with a white undersde that flashed
bright as a mirror Sgnd each time a tal flipped over. Ther coats were a short deek dappled gray like
dightly tarnished silver.

The moon-haired womean rode over to the hawk rider, swung an am up and jabbed a flat-held hand
north. The girl nodded. She smoothed a brown forefinger delicately down the hawk’s neck, let it rub its
beak dong that finger, then put her leather-wound right arm beside the perch. The hawk danced on the
perch, sdled onto her arm, spread its wings and powered itsdf into the air. It spirded a few times above
the rider, then darted away toward the north. In her tree, Aleytys nodded at this confirmation of her
fears, sghed.

While the hawk rider was digpatching her bird, the moon-haired woman was spreading out the other
riders, usng crisp

abbreviated gestures. A number of them rode across a dip in the hillocks—Aleytys had teken it at
firg glance to be along shalow wash, but alook through the tel escope changed her mind. It was another
of the ancient roads, this one in much worse condition than the others she'd seen, more a series of
fragments sketchily lined up than a continuous paving. The women did off their mounts, tapped them on
their hindquarters to send them dancing away a short distance, then kndt behind topknots of broom or
crouched low enough on the offdopes that the dant of the hillock and fringes of new grass concedled
from anyone riding dong the road.

The leader and three of the riders were ill mounted, waiting in the hollow. One of them was the
hawkrider. The leader was holding her in the saddle, her dight form limp, dumped. Aleytys scowled,
wighing she knew more, the telescope wasn't much hdp in interpreting cultures. The other two women
were focused on the girl, their lips moving. Chanting? What did that mean? Something to do with that



hawk? Something to do with what was coming dong the road?

The hawk salled in tight loops above the broken road, coming gradudly closer to the ambushed
women. The fragmentary glimpses she got through the telescope were confusing, made her head ache;
she st the scope on her knee and leaned forward, frowning at the scene. A second group of riders came
in view, the hawk soaring above them, fifteen of them, broader in the shoulder, stockier with thicker
ams. With adgh she lifted the scope. Men. Armed with Saffs like the one Aleytys carried with no meta
sheathing and no spike, short-shafted spears and spear throwers lashed beside the staffs. Saddliebags
bobbed like gray egg sacs againg their thighs They wore heavy cuirasses of diff leather, stamped and
carved with bold angular designs, flared hdmets of the same leather, carved with the same designs. The
points of the spears shone milky white through the haze of dust stirred up by the hooves of the beasts,
reminding her of the arrow point the creature in the NewCity ruins nailed her with.

The women in ambush crouched on ther toes, taut with anticipation, arrows nocked, bows ready,
waiting for that moment when they’d surge up and loose those shafts. The riders came seadily on. She
frowned a them, disturbed by their unjudtified confidence. They hadn’t even bothered to send scouts
ahead to check the route, but rode as if they knew, absolutdly knew, the way was clear. What about the
hawk? she thought. They must have seen the hawk, they must know what it could mean. Are they
S0 isolated, then, these groups, that they know nothing about the folk they kill? Do they refuse to
know? One of the men did ride out front, alone, but he was only a beast-length ahead of the
others. She turned the scope on him, gave a soft Sartled exclamation. Blind. He had to be blind. Under
warty wrinkled lids his eyes were a chaky white without a Sgn of pupil or iris. His gaudily painted face
was dack, idiatic; he swayed on the saddle pad, dinging, it seemed to her, by inginct done. Drugged,
she thought. Why? Are the others? Ignoring the drain that made her eyes water, she jumped the scope
from face to face. No, she thought. Not pretty, some of them, but certainly not drugged. She rubbed
a running eyes. What's he doing? She scowled at the tiny figure. HE's something special. Shaman?
Psi-man? Whatever heis, he's not warning them about the ambush. She leaned againg the forward
branch of the fork and gazed from the women to the men and back. They seemed human enough, more
then that thing in the ruins. Offshoot of the cousin races from that firg diaspora back in mythic time?
Impossible to tell.

The riding beasts moved at a brisk walk, rapidly dodng the gap between them and the ambushers,
the men relaxed on the saddle pads, taking lazly, scratching, yavning. A wizened little man with patchy
white hair and a nervous twitching face kicked his mount into a shambling trot and went to ride beside the
painted man. After a few moments of scowling sllence, he leaned close and asked him something with
overtones of urgency, got back a waobbly shake of the blind idiot’s head.

The ambushers waited, their presence unsuspected.

Aleytys began taking the scope apart. Time to go if she wanted to snaich a mount while the indigenes
were occupied with each other. She dipped the lenses into their suede pouches, tucked them away in her
belt, collapsed the tube and put it with the lenses, took afind look at the road. The

leed riders came even with the firg of the women; she didn't move but drew in on hersdf, quivering
with eagerness. “I don’'t want to watch this” Aleytys whispered, but she didn’'t look away.

Like a driking storm the women uncoiled, painted arrows with creamy ceramic points whidling egrily
as they sped toward the men.

At the fird sound severd of the men dived off ther mounts, but dower reactors had no chance.
Three fdl screaming, no deeth wounds, but the poison on fiber bundles tied behind the points worked
fagt and the screams cut off as they hit the ground. Two swayed on the pads, scratched on face and am
by gancng shafts, weakened by the poison but far from dying. The leather armor and the speed of the
rest of the men kept them clear.

The painted man was untouched. Ddliberatdy so, Aleytys thought. He sat without taking notice of
whet was happening about him; when his mount started to wander off the road, away from the chaos
around him, he let it go on without atempting in any way to guide it.

Almog before thar feet hit the ground, the surviving men grabbed spears and sent them whislling a
deeper song at the attackers.



As soon as they loosed the shafts, the women dropped. Like the men, severd were too dow. Two
died, spearheads dicing through them and burding out their backs, another caught a spear in the throat
and tumbled down the hillock sde away from the road, soraying blood everywhere until her body was
emptied, the fourth was dashed across the shoulder, the spear thrown with such force it cut through the
short leather deeve of her tunic; she fdl writhing to the ground, foam spattering from her working mouth.

The men who were dill on ther feet dragged gtaffs from the nearest riding beasts and went charging
up the hillocks. Two more fdl to the few arrows the women had time to get off, severa nearly reached
the crests only to begin a hadly retrest as the women snatched up purple gourds from vine loops ready at
their feet and hurled these as fagt as they could. Some hit the ground, shattering, splattering, releesng
amdl dust clouds. The men twigted franticaly to avoid these, flinched and ducked away from the gourds
dill flying at them. Those that were hit began dawing at themsdves as the red-purple juice bubbled,
fumed, and the clouds settled on them, bits of the clouds crawling into the crevices of ther armor and
their bodies. The remaining men came weaving up the dopes again, svinging their g&ffs a the purple
gourds, trying to pop them while the women ill held them.

A woman snatched the short green vine from around her arm and snapped it a the man charging her.
It whipped through the air, touched his shoulder, writhed, dapped around his neck and began strangling
him. He sawed at it with a stone knife, but the tough, fibrous skin of the vine turned the blade. In seconds
he was on the ground twitching feebly; in seconds he was ill.

The riding beasts were scattering, shying away from the popping gourds, away from the curses and
shrieks of both sets of fighters. By mutud consent neither side injured the beasts—as if the combat was
an act so familiar and formalized that it more nearly resembled an eaborately choreographed dance than
the happenstance of war. The history of this world, she thought, this blasted world. She swung out of the
fork and dropped swiftly down the tree. No more time for looking on; if the care with which they
avoided hurting the beasts meant anything, the victor of that battle would expect to daim them once the
fighting was done, and she had no desire a dl to face ether of those bloody bands of fighters.

She hooked the pack off the warty limb, dipped her arms through the straps though she didn't like
the bulk it added to her body when she needed to dtay inconspicuous, but she didn't want to have to
come back for it and there was more than afair chance she wouldn't be able to come back.

Keeping to the shattered road, she loped toward the fighting, dowing to a wak and fading into the
brushy hillocks when she got near enough to hear the noise of the conflict. She moved forward more
cautioudy, hedtated, then eased out of the pack and stowed it under a drooping dump of brush.
Dropping to her scomach, she crawled to the summit of the next hillock, dust and pollen sharp in her
nodrils, cries and cracks sharp in her ears. Concedled by a squat bush, she found hersdf watching two
women and aman o intent on

whet they were doing, she could have walked around them without attracting any notice.

Aleytys bit her lip as the trandator in her head dammed into action with the usud blinding pain,
triggered by the curses the fighters were hurling a each other. She lay carefully 4ill, eyes screwed tight,
watering, head throbbing. When the throbbing findly stopped, she opened her eyes and found nothing
much had changed.

A woman with a white flower and three heart-shaped leaves painted on her cheek was throwing
gmdl white discs with razor edges at the man, one after the other. The other woman— she had a branch
with berries on her cheek—held one of the green vines lightly looped between her hands as she circled
him, searching for an opening.

He was remarkably quick, attacking with the staff, kegping the women off baance, flicking one end
up to deflect the knife discs, halding off Berry and her vine with darting stabs of the staff.

Abruptly he dipped on atuft of grass. With a triumphant cry Berry whirled her vine a him. He rolled
up, grinning, snapped the end of the gaff around, knocked the vine into the grass where it lay coiling and
uncoiling though there was nothing for it to close on. With a smooth continuation of the motion he
cracked the gtaff’s end hard againg Berry’s skull. Without waiting for her to go down, he went after
White Rower, plunging recklesdy a her, howling his hate, matching her hate, red-eyed with fury.

An indant before the butt of the saff crushed her throat, she flung a dart a him. It cut his face, a



shdlow scratch but that was dl she needed for her vengeance. He fdl in agony on the dead woman, his
body arching backward into a hdf-circle, the bones of his face and frame looking for a hideous moment
asif they would burst through his skin.

Enough of this, Aleytys thought. She scooted down me dope on hands and knees and crouched in
the hallow, probing for the fed of the beasts. Gyori, her mind told her. Ahead. Yes. A little to the right,
farther away from the road. She moved quickly toward them, keeping low, her outreach set to warn her
if she got too close to one of the indigenes. The warm placid furry fed of the gyori came more strongly to
her. She dropped to her somach and wriggled as quietly as she could over the grass, tuming the swel of
ahillock with great caution, froze as an darm rang in her head. She crept to a weedy pile of rocks and
eased around it until she could see what was darming her.

A dender form came plunging over the crest of a swell ahead, dug her heds in, wobbled around to
face the way she'd come. A girl. The hawk rider. In her left hand she had one of the short spears, in her
right hand a glass knife. This glittered in the sunlight, host to amdl rainbows, deadly and lovey. She
backed down the dope, waited taut and dert in the hollow.

A battered, ugly man with a knobby daff appeared on the crest of the hillock. One eydid drooped
over an empty socket, his ears were enormoudy enlarged, the lobes flopping as he moved; palps of soft
flesh dangled past the corners of his mouth. The hands that held the gaff shook alittle. Age or infirmity,
Aleytys thought, certainly not fear. His dark brown eyes were greedy on the girl child's dight form but he
was wary of the knife. After a moment’'s hesitation he came down the dope toward her. She backed
away dowly, began to circle round him, darting in to use the knife whenever she saw a chance but never
quite touching him because he was too quick with the gaff and she had to twis away. Sometimes the
jabs she made with the knife were faints. When he reacted to these she cut & him with the point of the
spear. She was very quick but she was tiring, her face flushed and dripping with sweat, her breathing
harsh. The man was tiring too, but grimly intent on defeating her. There were amdl cuts on his face and
legs from the spear point, one on his neck very close to the large artery. Either the spear point was not
poisoned or the poison had been rubbed off. A har closer, though, and he would be lyingin a pool of his
own blood.

Hidden behind the weeds, Aleytys cursed under her breath. She couldn’'t leave without being seen
and she wouldn't bet anything againg them declaring a temporary truce and setting after her. And there
were no beasts close enough to judify bresking cover, though she could see a smdl herd beyond the
arding man and girl, not twenty meters away, browsing placidly at the soft green tips of new growth on
the brush.

What bothered her most was the quieting of battle noise beyond the hillocks. She could hear triumph
growing in the shriller voices of the women, fdt anger and fear blagting out from the remaining men. She
waited, hands clenched into fists, while the contest played out before her.

The man dammed the end of his saff suddenly againg the spear, the crack of wood againg wood
peainfully loud; the spear flew out of the girl’s hand and she let it go, lunging a him, knife seeking flesh, any
flesh, to unload its poison. He flipped the saff around and drove the butt into her digphragm just under
the join of her ribs, abruta blow that drove her into a backward sprawl. Before she could catch hersdf
and rall up, he dammed the saff againgt her head. From where she lay Aleytys could hear the crack of
bone dong with the dull thud of the blow.

The man straightened, glanced over his shoulder toward the unseen fighting, his large ears flapping.
Muttering a curse, he shouldered the saff and loped toward the gyori.

As soon as his back was to her, she was on her feet and racing after him, careless of sound, intent
only on speed. He started to swing around but she was too close. She dapped her open hand across his
face, activaing the sunner implants as she did o, jerked her hand away as she fdt the hard muscles
under her fingers go soft. Hefdl at her feet. She kndt beside him, fdt the strong pulse in this neck, stood
agan. At leest she wouldn't have to explain a dead indigene, though from what she'd just seen, the
indigenes would understand her far better if she smply dit his throat.

She started for the gyori. Shadith's eyes popped open. “Lee” The singer's shout throbbed in her
head. She stopped walking and rubbed her temples. “My head’s dready tender, take it easy, Shadi.”



She sghed. “What isit? Be quick. | want to get out of here”

“A body,” Shadith cried; the face forming about the purple eyes was twisted with anguish. “The girl,
Lee Dead. Just dead. Look at her. Seeif you think | can ... seeif it's possible. Please”

Aleytys pulled her hand across her face. “What a time to choose.” She moved quickly to kned
besde the smdl broken body. “She's cartanly dead.” She closed her eyes and moved her hands over
the girl’s head then down the body. “Brain damage, cracked skull, internd injuries, broken ribs. You sure
you want to try this?’

“You can fix that, you know you can. Once I'min, anyway. Please, Lee, | want to try it

“Harskari, what about you, what do you think?’

The amber eyes opened. “If Shadith is determined—we can be ready to snatch her back. | an
ready. Quickly then or the chanceis gone”

Feding unduly rushed and precarious with the victorious women—Centai-zel, she noted—about to
come pouring over that hill to collect their spoils, Aleytys closed her eyes, reached and drew power into
hersdf, filled hersdf until she fdt the symbolic black water overflowing, rippling about her. She shaped a
funnd and poured the power into the body, gathered the forces that were Shadith like a bal balanced on
her fingertips, helped and held steady by Harskari, she flung Shadith into the dead girl’s brain and bodly.
When what was empty was filled, what was on hold an ingant before began to change; irred by the
touch of Aleytys, the lgoping power, the amdl burry fidds of Shadith, the bones began to knit together as
Aleytys hed the bitsin place, the torn flesh began to repair itsdf. She flooded the body with more energy
to keep it going, to kick it over again from death into life. Time passed, Aleytys never knew how much,
S0 intently was she focused on the constant struggle to support Shadith as she fought to fit hersdlf into the
body.

Fndly Shadith could blink the girl’s eyes, move the girl’s hand. She opened the hand flat, closed it
into a fist. She swallowed, worked the mouth. The heart was beating steadily, the body was bresthing not
s0 geadily, but it did keep breathing. She moved one foot, then the other, bent one leg then the other,
licked the lips, then the eyes, bright with new life, shifted from Aleytys s face to the sky beyond Aleytys's
head. The mouth opened. The tongue ran over dry lips. A croaking sound came from the mouth. Once
again the tongue moved aong the top lip, back dong the bottom. “I amin ... 'min ....” The words were
blurred, hard to make out.

“Wat, let me finish,” Aleytys said. She put her hand on the girl’s forehead and began searching
through the brain.

The grosser injuries had aready been repaired, now she began work on the finest Structure, cdeaning
away dead cdls, mending the most delicate of the nerve cells, replenishing the trace chemicals, so intent
on the work she once again lost track of time, saw nathing at dl but the near abstract images in her mind,
leaving dl her own defenses to Harskari, truging the sorceress to protect them from attack. Now that
she' d started this thing, she had to finish it thoroughly, Shadith’s life and happiness depended on her care.
Time passed in agray haze.

But the task was findly done and as well done as she could contrive. She let go of the breath she
seemed to have been holding forever

Shadith blinked, her eyes beginning to glow, the girl’s masklike face warming into a crude likeness of
the livdly image Aleytys had seen so often in her mind. Rather dumsly, but much less so than before,
Shadith reached across her body and touched Aleytys s am. “Let me up.”

Aleytys closed her eyes, let the power snap back into her symbalic river and lifted her hands away
from the warm and vitd bodly.

Shadith fumbled at the grass, pushed hersdf up until she was dtting. She hed her hands out, padm
down, turned them pam up, threw her head back and laughed with delight. She tried to stand, tumbled
back on her buttocks, giggled, pushed away Aleytys s hands when she tried to help. “Let me do it,” she
sad. “Been along time” Her voice was burred and thick, but the words were coming clearer each time
she spoke. Shifting her weight more carefully, she got to her feet, took a step, swayed uncertainly, caught
her balance, blinked at a sudden wild shout from beyond the hillocks. “We better get out of here”

Aleytys chuckled. “Who's holding us up? | ask you.” She rose to her feet, surprised a how tired and



diff she was. She moved her shoulders, stretched cautioudy, twisted hersdf about until the worst of the
diffness was gone. “Catch us a couple mounts, I’ ve got to fetch my pack.”

Iv. Mountain Passage

1

Aleytys svung up onto the gyr, shifted about to settle hersdf as comfortably as she could on the thick
rather lumpy pad, wiggled her boots in the woven-rope stirrups until they took her weight properly. The
gyr pranced about whooshing and hoomping and shaking his head. Aleytys bent forward and patted his
ralling shoulders, scratched vigoroudy aong the curve of his neck as high as she could reach, down again
between the shoulders. The gyr vibrated with a deep rumbling purr, stopped his fidgeting and stood
nosng a the grass, cdm and contented. She amiled, stroked his shoulder a last time, then glanced
awxioudy a Shadith who was gtting her own mount a litle awkwardly and gazing blankly at the blue
waver of the mountains. “You dl right?

“Stop fussng. I'm fine” Shadith moved restlesdy on the saddle pad; her voice was dill a little rough
but her articulaion was much improved. “Where we going now?’

“North. Back to the road.” She looked over her shoulder, shivered as she heard a few shouts and
more muttered conversation. “Back on Esgard' s trall.”

They left behind the dead, the living, the dying confusiory and cut into the ralling land, heading directly
north, back to the ancient road. Now and then Aleytys scanned the Plain dipping behind her, worried
about possible pursuit by the remnant of the Centai-zel band; each time she saw only the heat haze gilding
the brush on the swells; the afternoon was filled with a profound slence—even the smdl lives in the bush,
the rodents, reptiles and insects, seemed to have retired for the duration of the fight and perhaps for the
duration of the heeat. High overhead the hawk was cirding tentetively after them, dipping up to them as if
he expected something and when that didn’'t happen, saling away, dipping back toward what was left of
the women's band, returning to renewed disgppointment, fathful in the end to the body even if the mind
was changed.

Shadith’s new body was short and dight, fine-boned with long narrow hands and feet. There was an
unfinished look to her face, her breasts were shdlow curves, she seemed very young, bardy past
puberty. Her skin was baby smooth, fresh, a warm pae brown, her long thin braids a golden-brown,
threaded through beads carved from at least a dozen different woods. The fine short hairs that escaped
the discipline of the braids curled about her face, caught the thick light of the lowering sun and glowed a
bright gold in a festhery halo. Her eyes were a brown so dark it was dmog black; they danted down at
the outer corners, nearly rectangular in outline, giving her alook at once quizzicd and deeply serious. On
her |eft cheek she had a hawk’ s head painted with exquisite detail and brilliant color; the leather tunic she
wore was stained in imitation of a hawk’ s feathers, done with the same fineness of detail as the head.

When they rode away from the ambush place, her face wasin repose, dmost no expression; only the
restless dhifting of those dark eyes showed the presence of the life sitling into the body. During the first
hour of the ride she said nothing, concentrated instead on the double task of keeping her baance in the
body and on the gyr.

Aleytys waiched her anxioudy, ready to catch her in a hammock of power if she should fdter,
relaxed when she saw the dow return of easy naturd movement to the body, saw the face dowly light to
life to match the eyes. Shadith was beginning to ddight in her new body, Aleytys could smdl the perfume
of that ddlight spreading out from her.

With watching Shadith and checking the backtrail for followers Aleytys had enough to contend with,
but she was dl too soon aware that she had another problem. Harskari. The amber eyes flicked in and
out of her mind; Harskari was there and not there, waiting to help if Shadith’s body tried to reject its new
owner, fighting at the same time a desperate new loneliness, a londiness that seethed and boiled over,
inundeting Aleytys as wdl. Aleytys knew a little of what the sorceress had passed through in the firg
centuries after she succumbed to the trap of the diadem—trapped aone and aware, seeing, hearing,



knowing without eyes or ears. Centuries of madness and hate and despair until the old disciplines of her
learning reasserted themsdlves and she moved beyond madness to a dow gathering of memory and
purpose and applied hersdf to expanding the claustrophobic circumstances of her exisence. Findly, in
the ruins of an ancient world, a wandering poet and singer found the diadem. Shadith. And Harskari
found a companion to share her prison with her.

For a short lifeime they roamed from world to world, Shadith wandering as she wished,
unconcerned with roots or family, usng her hunt for songs and tales as an excuse for that wandering,
many of her finds merdy serendipitous. Wandering was her hunger; she was restless, easly bored by the
familiar. She thieved where she had to, worked when she must and dways the god was a new place, a
new people to dip into. Something of this Aleytys knew from the years a Univerdty when she retreated
from the difficulties of dedling with others as arrogantly shy and manipuldive as she was and didn’t want
to be.

Now Harskari was done again, trapped done and feding it. No matter how she gathered her
emotions to hersdf, she'd had no time to prepare for being so abruptly bereft of her last companion;
londiness, fear, envy, shame and regret escaped her and Aleytys fdt them dl. Fdt them and was hersdf
disturbed by the chaotic whirl, disturbed too by her own inability to comfort Harskari or even speak of
these things to her. In spite of their intimate connection, Harskari held hersdf intensdy private. There
were moments when she relaxed and spoke of her world before the diadem entered her life— snatches,
digointed vignettes—but Aleytys learned more of her from Shadith’'s rambles and from the friendly
sparring between the two of them.

The hawk gave a plantive questioning cry asit dipped low over them on one of its hestating returns.
Aleytys frowned, then reached for him. Once before, a long time ago when she ran from the Ragsdan
and was logt and was out of water and was desiccated from thirst, she had mindridden a highflying
predator, driven by her desperation to master a skill she'd only touched on before. She fdt the hawk’'s
fear and uncertainty, its need; she risked a brief projection of warmth. The flier twisted, lost the wind a
moment, re-oriented itsdf and dlimbed with afew quick strokes of broad wings. Carefully Aleytys eased
onto the brain and after a few moments gazed with the bird a the unreding Plain. She hooked her hands
under the saddle pad, a little disoriented hersdf as she looked through two sets of eyes a radicdly
dffeing views— not dmultaneoudy, of course, but switching rapidly between them, so rgpidly she
rapidly grew dizzy. She closed her eyes and willed the hawk back dong the broken road urtil it hovered
over the ambush place

The zd had rounded up the Stray gyori; some were sripping the corpses of the maes, ditting throats
if they showed the least 9gn of life, others were packing the spare beasts with what their ssters gleaned.
She found the man she'd left sunned and saw without too much surprise or even regret that he was
stripped, his body tumbled on the grass, his throat cut. There was no Sgn of the painted man. He wasn't
among the dead or anywhere the hawk could see.

Though she kept the bird high, one of the women looked up and saw him, pointed him out to the
others. With a soft annoyed exclamation Aleytys sent the bird darting eastward and down until it was out
of the women's range of vison, then brought it back to hover near her. She opened her eyes and saw
Shadith watching her. “Wanting to fly, hawkrider?’ she said, amiling into the eager face.

Shadith drew her hand dowly down the front of the tunic, stared down at the hawkfeethers stained
into the leather, “Think | could?’

“Better not try it yet. Wait till you're settled in a while longer.” She grinned suddenly. “1 don't think
you' d much like spending the rest of your life as a hawk.”

“Hunh!” Shadith fingered the soft leather of the tunic. “1 wonder if she made this hersdf; | like to think
s0.” She rubbed her nose, her brows pulled together, a short vertica line between them. 1 wish | knew
more about her.”

They rode in a comfortable slence for severd moments, then Shadith began humming. She hummed
amoment, ligened to hersdlf, hummed some more, ligened again. When she had enough of that, she
began some vocd exercises doing them dowly, carefully, ligening intently with a gradudly increasing
gow as she discovered the flexibility and rather astonishing range of what was as yet an immeature voice.



She laughed, tried out a few snatches of song, then began snging softly to hersdlf.

It was dim and cool under the overhanging branches of the pungent riveroak. Aleytys sat with her
back dumped into the curve of athick ancient trunk, watching Shadith pace about in and out of shadow,
findly snk onto aflat rock jutting out into the river. Shadith threw her head back, shook it, ligening to the
wooden beads knocking mudcdly againgt each other; she sniffed with ddight a the mix of odors—the
damp earth, the dry tart smel of the trees, the lingering salty warmth on the wind blowing west across the
Pain, teasing up shdlow ridges on the smooth surface of the water. Risng onto her hands and knees, she
tried to see hersdf in the water, but the wind and the current and the glitter of sunlight defeated her. She
laughed again, her gigdle as liquidly rippling as the water moving past her. She reached down, swished
her fingers through the water, caught up a handful of it, let it fdl in a cascade of Slver, snatched up more,
let it fall, wiped her hand on her leggings lifted the tunic's bottom, raised her brows at the negtly pleated
loindoth, the points of the leggings tied with flat smooth knots to the leather belt that held the loindoth.
She folded the tunic back down, crooked her right leg, ingpected the sandd, fingered the lacing that tied
the straps together. She stretched her leg out again, scratched a fingernail through the thin layer of moss
on the rock, sniffed at the finger, pulled up a sem of grass and

cleaned the green muck from behind the nail. She amiled. Threw back her head again. Laughed a the
clatter of the beads. Shook her head until the thin braids danced wildy and the wooden beads clacked
like rain on a rooftop, her chuckling dminishing to amdl triads of gurgles. She swung around, drew her
legs up and wrapped thin arms about them. “Oh, I'm drank with this, Lee. Drunk. So drank. Drank on
amdls and sounds and feds and oh—everything. It's a great body, it's a marvelous body, it's a splendid
body. It angs” She shook her head again and laughed with the noise of the beads. Then she lifted her
hands and pressed their backs againg her eyes. “I'm tired.”

“Busy day. How are you fitting now?’ Shadith yawned, looked dartled. “I'm hungry.” Aleytys
pushed away from the tree. “Haven't done any hunting, you know that. W€l have to catch some fish.
Y ou want to do the catching while | get the fire started?” Shadith yawned, nodded.

Aleytys busied hersdf with the pack. “1 think I'll digtribute these things among the saddlebags. We
can dump out the weapons or whatever ese we can't use. That later, though.” She drew out the sections
of fishing pole, dug deeper for the cail of line and the packet of hooks. “Anything at dl left of that girl?’

“You asked Swartheld that. Something like that. | remember.” Shadith sounded drowsy. Her voice
dragged a little, the words were durred. Aleytys glanced anxioudy at her, frowning. She had her ams
crossed on her knees, her cheek rested on her forearm, ¢ her eyes blinked dowly as she stared at the
ladng of light and shadow drawn around the trunks of the grove. “Some habits ... | think ... don't know
... got the language ... from you ... before you transferred me ... | think ... no ... memories ... no ....”

“Shadith?” Aleytys dropped the rod and ran toward her as she began dumping over. “Harskari, hdp
me” As the amber eyes came open, Aleytys lifted Shadith’s head, her pams firm againg the ddicate
hollows of Shadith’s temples. She fdt the uneasy flutter of lifein the shel beneath her hands and reached
franticdly for the power to shore up that life With Harskari supporting and helping shape the force, she
shook Shadith into a sort of dertness and funneled that energy info the body.

Gradudly the Shadith entity woke from lethargy and began to seize control again. The body seemed
to fight them dl, to try rgecting the new indweller. At times the body trembled with sudden flashes of
intense pain, a times the young flesh glowed with a fever that burned Aleytys's hands, at times the body
convulsed and though she was by far the stronger, she had much difficulty keeping it from doing injury to
itsdf. The night deepened about them. The wind fdl. The intervas between spasms lengthened as the
fragile fluttering of life within the body settled toward alow but steady burning.

Aleytys dipped the rag into the pot of riverwater and drew it once again across the 4ill, amdl face,



nating that the colors and fine black detailing of the hawk’ s head had worn away with the sweat and tears
and the passing of the rag as she sought to cool away a little of the fever. Though the colors and the
findining were gone, the outline of the head remained, a medium brown line not too much darker than the
skin, tattooed or set there with some other process that permanently melded pigment with flesh. She
dipped the doth in the pot again, wrung out excess water and draped it across Shadith's forehead,
socowling as she did so, staring down into the face that was no longer the face she knew so wel. She
moved her shoulders impatiently.

Shadith made a smdl sound, nothing like the animd noises of the fit where her voice had turned
harsh, shapeless, ugly. Aleytys lifted the rag, looked anxioudy down. The girl’s eydids fluttered and
opened. Dark, dark, chocolate dark eyes—a shock like asmdl jab of dectricity to see brown where she
unconscioudy anticipated lavender. 1t was the same with Swartheld, the face she knew from the ingde of
her head; both faces now, Swarthed’'s and Shadith’s, different, the eyes different—she had to will hersdf
to recognize them each time she looked at them.

Aleytys shook hersdlf out of her depression and touched

the girl’s cheek just below the hawk’ s image. “In the saddle again?’

Shadith blinked. Her lips worked like a baby’s mouth hunting for the nipple, then spread in a weary
but triumphant grin. “Almog thrown,” she whispered. She moved her hands, tried to push up, shook her
head when Aleytys sought to persuade her into staying stretched out on the grass.

With Aleytys's hdp she sat up. “Ah. That's better.” She lifted her hands, held them out, watched
them tremble, then smoothed them over the multitude of tiny braids with their noisy wooden beads. She
amiled, rubbed her ssomach. “I’'m hungry.”

4

Aleytys woke to rusling darkness, not knowing whet it was that roused her. She sat up, her extra
senses sweeping in a cirde scan and finding nothing to judify her sudden wakefulness. She amiled,
shrugged, brushed tangles from her eyes and looked about. Only garlight played with shadow under the
trees. Shadith lay beside her, wrapped in the blankets she found tied behind the saddle pad of the mount
she'd adopted. Beyond Shadith the river glimmered black and siver in the icy light. Aleytys ran her
fingers through her hair, scrubbed at her eyes. | ought to go back to deep, she thought. Madar knows
what we'll have to face tomorrow.

But she didn't lie back and pull the blankets about her. She got to her feet and went to St on
Shadith's rock where she could wetch the endless changes of the water flowing past. Unthinking, logt in
the anking of the sarlight, deep, deep into the water, her breathing dowing with her pulse, she fdt
unmixed the weariness of the ancient land, its weariness and its patience. Having endured the millennia of
assaults, having been bombed and burned and raped and poisoned to near Serility, it had outlasted findly
the maevolence of its parasite humanoids, dow and dow and dow the grass grew over the sores though
the heding was't finished, no not yet, oozing ulcers dill pocked its surface. But the grass had time now.
The metds were gone, corroding dowly back into the soil, the lagt of the tanks and bombers and other
lethd machines had used up thar fud and were crumbling away, most of the ancient deadly kills were
logt. Timeto hedl.

Aleytys shifted on the rock. She probed for Harskari but the sorceress had retreated somewhere
deep within the diadem and was answering no cdls. It fdt very strange to see the old one so uncertain
about her wants and needs, so moody, so withdrawn, radiging an itch that reinforced the painful
uncertainties dready troubling Aleytys. She gazed into the water, floating as if she hung hdf-in, haf-out of
her body.

/ don’'t know, | don't know, why struggle anymore? | don’t have to like my mother, | just have
to find her. | certainly despised my father. She watched glver lines curl and dide away across the
black water. My people. | wonder. Vryhh Kell called me mud. Half-breed. Hate in his voice. What
does it matter anyway? No. It does matter. My body thinks so anyway. Body? Madar knows, |
certainly don't. Kell. Ancestor of some sort. Great—how many greats?—qgrandfather. He'd more



then hinted he'd been her mother’s lover, Kel whom she'd fought and defeated on Sungurdingu, then
cured of the disease that was withering him, Kdl who'd gone from Sungurdingu to destroy her son, who
hed somehow driven her son from hishome and into the arms of Stavver, the thif who had brought her
the curse of the diadem. She stared into the water and saw again Stavver’ s face in the viewscreen, pity in
his milky blue eyes—pity, somehow, a greater inqult than hate or indifference ever could be—as he'd
told her that her son refused to talk with her, refused even to let her look at him. She fdt again the pain of
that moment and shied away from considering it. Wriggling uneesily on the stone, she stared up through
the fringe of diff leaves a the spray of stars. Walff's sun wasn't visble from here; she wouldn't have
been able to find it in that blaze anyway. Walff. She rubbed at her nose.

Thetiming of Swartheld's return couldn’t have been worse— the day before Grey returned from his
Hunt, weary and troubled, needing her more than ever, quigly furious, then bitterly voca about his pain
when he found Swartheld with her. She shivered. Bad. Other dangers, other agonies, even

other quarrds, they dl had the virtue of being rdatively cut and rapidly cleared up, one way or
another. Here nothing was clear, ,she didn't know what she wanted most—no, not true, she wanted
Grey, she loved him, needed him, needed the need he had for her; he vdidated her, gave her direction,
restrained her excesses. The prospect of leaving him was such a pain she didn’'t want to think about it.
Grey was nering the end of his Hunt years, wanted to stand for Council, said Head needed some
support for a change. Aleytys gazed into the water without seeing it any longer, wondering whether she
would be an asset or aliability in this. There was a group, a farly smal group, but a vocd one, virulently
opposed to her presence. Vicious about it. And he wants a child. Wants to tie me to him. He knows |
couldn’t leave another baby and keep my sanity. She dipped her fingers through the water, let a ran of
crydd drops fdl back, ligening absently to the musc this made as she did it over and over. Her fird
experience of motherhood had been a disagter, though she couldn’t be sorry her son existed—and there
hed been happy times, times she didn’'t dare think much about even now because the loss was ill too
sore. She was tempted, she had to admit that, she would like Grey’s child, problem was it would be hers
too with dl that entailed. | have to see my mother, she thought. | have to know her so | can know mysdf
better, so | can know more about what my child might be. Another reason for finishing this, she thought.
Bdanced againg her growing desire for that child, she was aso beginning to fed a net tightening about
her. Sometimes she actudly liked that net, it gave her afeding of security, of belonging; sometimes she
fdt so difled she wanted to scream.

And there was Swartheld. She twisted her mouth as she remembered her old bear and Grey facing
esch other, iff, polite, hogtile. How could she bear to part with him, so long, so very long a part of her?
Who made her lose control of hersdf, who, like no other man or woman or child—even Grey, jarred her
outsde the Shdl of defenses she'd reared about hersdf. She loved him as friend, father, lover, her other
of, afeding naurd to her as bregsthing. She had to work hard a her rdaionship with Grey. With
Swartheld there were no points to make, no confusion, no awkward maneuvering. / want both. | want
Grey and Swartheld both She closed her eyes a moment, passed her hand across her mouth. We'l
work it out, she thought a little desperately, trying to prop up afeeble hope it might be so.

But that hope soon washed away, drowned by too many other anxieties. Vryhh. Half-breed Vryhh.
She gazed at the water, remembering the night before she left to come here. Remembering waking,
dipping from the bed and standing beside Grey who was sunk deep into a deep that nothing could
breach, his face dill showing some of the weariness and the hbitterness of the day. She watched him a
moment, sadness and tenderness so mixed in her she didn't know where one stopped and the other
began.

Abruptly she turned away and padded to the wal mirror, touched on a hooded light and began
examining her face and body. No scars. That was the firg thing. All the bestings and burnings and
wounds and mischances that had happened to her hide—there was no 9gn of any of that, dl the marks
vanished into the quicksand of time and the sdf-heding of that hide. Not even sretch marks. She
smoothed her hand up over her somach and fdt like weeping, no dgn at dl she'd ever borne a child; this
seemed somehow to wipe her son out of existence, at least for her. She tried laughing a her foolishness,
but the sadness remained.



She leaned closer to the mirror, pulled at the skin around her eyes, drew her fingertips down her
cheek past the corner of her mouth, rubbed at the firm flesh beneath her chin. The skin was soft and fresh
and unlined as it had been the day she'd run from the vadi Ragsidan. She stepped back and gazed a
hersdf. / look older, she thought. No lines, but there's an assurance | didn’t have a dozen years ago.
There was a knowledge of life that altered her expression, the way she stood and moved, a knowledge
of pain and grief, a knowledge that one survives and goes on, no matter what the pain. She turned dowly,
swiveing her head to watch hersdf. Longlife? Shortlife? leant tell.

She shook her head, touched off the light and padded back to the bed. Grey was dill desping
heavily, muittering now, the words unintdligible. Dreaming, she thought. / wonder what. Not pleasant,
whatever it is. She sghed and turned away,

circled round the foot of the bed and settled hersalf beside him. She touched him with her fingertips,
caefully, so she wouldn't wake him, stroked them across his forehead, brushing sweat-damp strands of
har off his face, smiled a the softness and fineness of the gray-streaked black strands, drew her
fingertips down the side of his face, feding the taut musdes as she heard the grinding of his teeth. There
was anew scar close to hiseye, a nick in his javline. She hadn’t noticed those before and fdt a snking
coldness as she saw how close desth had brushed by him. She touched the nick. An inch from the artery.
She closed her eyes. Ay-Madar, so close. She sat very 4ill for several minutes, then sighed, relaxed and
began samooathing her fingers across his forehead, letting the heding flow gently into him. He relaxed under
her touch and was soon desping more esslly.

She sat crosdegged saring into the darkness of the bedroom, going over one more time the quarrel
S0 precarioudy made up this night because of the physica need between them. Old hurts and new. Sores
skinned over and picked open and worried at. She'd come close to tdling him who Swartheld was but
she didn’t, a complex knot of loydties tangling her tongue.

Aleytysleaned down to theriver, flicked her fingers through the cold swift water; she was beginning
to shiver, beginning to get deepy. He's a little afraid of me, | think. He doesn’t know it yet. Hasn't
put all he knows together, no, not yet. When he does ... ah-Madar, I’'ve got some time left me. A
little. She stood, grunted at the giffness the riding had Ieft her with, that and the cold. She Stretched,
yawned, glanced at the sky. A little time. She amiled. For degping. She went back to the groundsheet
and stood looking down at Shadith— curled on her side, a figt pressed againgt her mouth. Shaking her
head at the complications knotting up her life, she wound hersdlf back in her blanket, closed her eyes and
hoped determinedly for deep.

The hawk circled high over the Centai-zel—the eight of them left from the band of twenty—diding in
and out of the gathering clouds, riding the thermas above the Blight. The women were scattered and on
foot, searching through the vegetation on the fringes of the Blight, wading out into the noxious liquid with
an insouciance that startled Aleytys (watching them through the eyes of the hawk). Esgard had written:
they prospect the Blights much as men on other worlds hunt precious metals and gemstones.

Aleytys coaxed the hawk back above her and left him to follow as he would. She watched Shadith
awhile The gil wasriding easlly, her face far more animated than yesterday; the chocolate eyes scanned
the road ahead and now and then turned widfully to the hawk. Aleytys sighed, hoped she'd have the
patience to refrain from trying out her newly acquired talents, at least until night camp. She examined the
eager young face and doubted thet the girl did have the patience. Young, she thought. How very young
she seems. She gmiled. Young and ancient at the same time It was hard to think of her being
centuries—no, millennia—old. She groaned. / don’t really know her, she thought, even after all these
years. The body makes a difference, ay-Madar, it does. She sghed again, rubbed at the crease
between her brows as she contemplated the mountains ahead, gaining definition as they drew nearer.

The road ran more or less pardld to the generd course of the river, cutting across the twigts and
turns without coming within haf a kilometer of it. Her gyr moved dong & an dadtic canter, his hooves
dancing over the hard surface of the road as easly as they had over the variety of footing on the



plain—dirt, grass, gravel, brush and rock. She chuckled as she fdt the soft nose of her gyr nudging at her
knee. Mild affectionate creatures, these beasts. She leaned forward, dug her fingers into the fleece
growing thickly on the limber neck, chuckled again at his soft lowing grumble of pleasure.

Shadith broke into her musing. “Y ou're not taking this very serioudy.”

“Not a the moment,” she sad after a moment's condderation. “Why not reax, there's no
world-shaking urgency about this. Nothing much riding on what happens.”

“Nothing much?’ Shadith raised both brows.

“All right, al right, you know better, | know better. | gill say | could go quite happily through life if |
could forget dl

about Vrithian and my mother and dl that.”

Shadith looked a her and looked away, skepticism printed on her face.

Aleytys smiled, but the amile quickly faded. The jar agangt | expectation that Shadith’s new body
and her increasing independence kept ddivering to her was showing her things about hersdf she didn't
want to see. Control. She' d fought any way she could others having control over her mind and body and
she'd struggled with the temptation of controlling others. But the distress she was feding at Shadith’s
independence made her falure in that fight distressingly clear. Having lost control of Shadith by freeing
her from the prison on the diadem, she was now having trouble coping with that freedom, an ugliness that
gopaled her.

She shook hersdf from her developing depression and frowned a the mountains ahead—till a few
days ride off. It was time to make up her mind about what she wanted to do. She dipped the map from
her bdt, unfolded it and spread it out on her mount’s shoulders. After locating the Blight, she moved her
finger north, found the road and followed it until it met the river close to ther last camp, then skipped
dong it until she thought she’d located them. Not too far ahead a bridge crossed the river. A part of the
broken road. Where the men came from, she thought. She traced the road and the river with her thumb,
fallowing them into the hillsuntil the road disappeared for a space, covered by hdf of the river as it Solit
around an dmond-shaped idand at least hdf a kilometer long. There was something written beside the
idand, tiny letters, black ink in the finest of points. DANGER, they said.

CENTAI-ZEL. LEAVE ALONE OR I'M DEAD. Thet little note to himsdf

brought her avivid image of the old man bending over the map, scratching a reminder to himsdf with
his fine-nibbed stylus. Centai-zdl, she thought, so that’s where they were coming from. Almond-shaped
idand with a deep swift moat around it. She tapped a thumbnail againgt the pass above the idand, then
drew her hand back down to the bridge, followed the broken road north cutting across the arc of the
foathills until she found another valey, a deep bite out of the mountain chain, dotted with smal blotches
that might be houses. A thick dark line blocked off the front of the valey. A wall? she thought. She
shivered. Whatever it was, it blocked access to the pass she saw higher in the mountains. She ran her
fingers up and down the mountains. The next pass ether north or south was a least two months' ride
away. She frowned at the map. There was no red time limit, but supplies were getting low, the attrition
worse now that Shadith was with her. Soon she' d have to live completely off the land and that could be a
hard scrabbling existence, especidly if the rest of the indigenes proved to be as hodtile as those she'd
aready seen. It was one thing to ligen to Hana speak of the vehement animogty of the indigenes, another
to see them fighting to the death with such vicious determination that they smeared poison on dl edged
wegpons. Riding too close to folk with that mindset made her very nervous. She began refolding the map.

Shadith cleared her throat with an annoyed peremptory scrape. “Could | have alook?’

“Sorry.” Aleytys kneed the gyr closer and passed the map to Shadith. “I forgot.” She waited until the
arl had the map open in front of her. “1 was thinking we'd do best keeping to the road, wdl, not exactly
the road, that’s probably too dangerous. We' d better cross over the bridge ahead and cirde round the
Centai-zd.” She glanced at Shadith’s intent face. “Y ou see what Esgard says?’

“Ummm, right. Wonder how he planned to get past them?’

“Maybe he didn’'t. Maybe he's moldering bones fertilizing the grass.”

“If they caught him, he sure is—from what we saw back there” She nodded toward the south,
dapped the map back into its folds and tossed it to Aleytys. “Not much point in speculating.”



“Not much.” Aleytys tucked the map back into her bet. “It would have been a bit more hdpful if
he' d marked the route on the map he planned to use when he dipped past them. There' d have been
show on the ground when he passed. Did that make it easier or harder? His guide knew. Locd
knowledge—which we don’t have.”

“Right” Shadith tilted her head back, searched the sky until she found the hawk, then watched him
simming in and

out of the clouds. “A map’s wedl enough, but the data is a bit old. I’d fed happier with a look at
what’s there now.” Her face determined and rather defiant, she shuck a glance a Aleytys.

“Not you,” Aleytys sad firmly. “Keep an eye out.” She dumped on the saddle pad, settled hersdf
comfortably, closed her eyes and reached for the hawk, then sent him winging north dong the broken
road, wanting to see for hersdf that thing that might be awall, wanting to take a good look at the possible
dternate route across the mountains. For some time the prairie land and the foathills reded past
unchanging, then she saw a large herd of ruminants edting its way over the hills like a many-mouthed
worm. She took the hawk lower. Severd smdlish indigenes—boys or prepubescent girls—rode laaly
about the herd. As she watched, one amdl figure kicked its gyr into a trot and went chesng after a
lolloping younggter hot-footing it away from the rest. As she sent the hawk winging on, the rider turned
the calf and chased it back.

A little to the north of the herd she saw a few scattered stone structures—then the wdl itsdf. She
sent the hawk higher, soaring through wispy clouds. Blocking the mouth of a broad chunky veley she
saw a massve stone wal with crumbling diffs of rotten rock on ether sde. There had to be rockfals
often, especidly in the soring after the wear of winter ice. It was hard to estimate the wal’s height,
looking directly down on it as she was. The only break init was a complicated double gate, a sone maze
between inner and outer. Insde—squat one-story houses built of dressed stone or brick with thatched
roofs, fieds enclosed in stone wals, a green blush of vegetation in some, animds grazing in others. Smdl
figures walked in the rambling lanes between the houses or worked in the fields It seemed a placid
peeceful sort of life, but the hawk didn't like it there and began to rebd againg her control. She let im
crde back toward her, soothing him with small friendly touches. Gradualy he grew cam again; when he
was easy once more, she teased him south toward the main flow of the river, let him ride the thermas
above the water and stroke himsdf againgt her hold until he and she had shared the pleasure of such
soaing.

Aleytys shook hersdf out of her absorption, |ft the hawk on along lead, opened her eyes, stretched,
twisted her head about to get the stiffness out of her neck. “Just aswel | got alook north. Confirms what
the map shows and Esgard said. No way across there. Wall.” She rubbed at her eyes. “Lot of rotten
rock, ligble to break the neck of anyone trying to dimb it.”

Shadith shifted impatiently on the saddle pad. “Let me look ahead.”

“No.” Aleytys yawned, patted the yawn. “Not yet.”

“Why not?’ Shadith frowned a the sky. The hawk wasn't visble, but she ignored that and yearned
toward him; she could fed him, that was obvious. With a soft curse, Aleytys dapped her back and
dipped into the hawk before she had time to recover. Once she was sure Shadith was Smmering but
settled where she belonged, Aleytys touched the hawk south and west, dong the river to the moated
Settlement.

The long snuous valey was not blocked by a wall, there was no need of a wdl. The fidds in the
valey proper were lush with growth of dl kinds—row crops in some, graze in others with amdl furry
beasts cropping busly at it. The varied areas were separated by prickly hedges—or it might have been
thorn-vines growing thickly over posts and connecting threads.

Theidand, a pointed ova, had a curtain wal of prickly vine thrice the height of a tal woman woven
between trees growing around the rim. A laughing, shouting crowd of women and girls kndt at the
riversde scrubbing dothing and sticking the pieces they rinsed on the thorns of the great hedge. Insde
this green wal the idand was thickly wooded with many samdl dearings where beasts grazed in pole
corrds, where pole fences outlined miniaure garden plots, where more groups of women and girls
worked, spinning, weaving, twising rope, daning, cutting, sewing leather, learning chants, a thousand



things

As the hawk drifted across the idand and circled back, Aleytys found no exit in the hedge and no
dgn of boats, smdl or large, no bridges of any kind—and the women certainly didn’t wade across, both
branches ran deep and swift, so deep even the hawk’ s keen eyesight couldn’t see the bottom though the
water was clean, clear. Y et there were

more women and girls working in the fields, stooping to pull weeds, pick bugs and worms off plants,
collect ripe pods or fruits. She frowned, sent the hawk drding round again. No housing vishle anywhere.
Did they live underground? In the trees? She thought of sending the hawk lower, but there were severd
of his brothers loose in the clouds with him and she didn’t want to gtir up interest and have it waiting for
them when they tried to dip past. Shetried to cdl the hawk away. He fought her hold. She clamped that
hold tighter and wrenched him away from the settlement. He struggled againgt her, his flying erratic, until
he left the valey behind, then began to cam as she petted and soothed him. Findly he calmed enough to
let her withdraw without fear of lasing him. With adight shiver she left him and opened her eyes.

Shadith was scowling. “When are you going to let me try him? How can | know if | can unless you
do?

“Givehim arest, Shadi. | ran him hard.”

Thegirl pouted. “Y ou’re dways putting me off. Worse than Harskari when she goes maternd.”

Aleytys snorted. “You say that after last night? Try acting your red age, not your body’s age and I'll
try not interfering.”

“Lagt night.” Shadith fluttered her fingers, arily dismissng last night. “That’s dl over. I'm in solid

“Why take a chance?’

“Why not?’ Shadith moved restlesdy on the saddle pad. “You can catch me easy enough if | dtart
wobbling. Come on, I’'ve gat to try sometime. It's no big dedl.”

“Big ded?’ Aleytys grinned, firmed her mouth into sobriety. “That body of yours has overactive
glands”

“Hunh. Well?’

Aleytys shook her head. “1 knew you wouldn't wait.” She closed her eyes, swept a probe around
them as far as she could, used the hawk’s eyes for a double check. Nothing moving, nothing threstening,
not yet anyway. She glanced at Shadith; the eager reckless young face was not at dl reassuring. She
Sghed. “Ligen, Shedi.”

“Wdl?" The word was like a stone flung a her. Shadith had no patience Ieft.

“We don't have time for playing ....”

Shadith made a amdl uitting sound, like an angry cat.

“No,” Aleytys said, impatience meking her louder than she liked. “No. Stop fusing and ligen. | need
your help. | got chased from the settlement before | had time to search the mountains. We need to find a
way round, Shadi, you know that. While you're trying out your flying, keep wdl away from the vdley
floor, find us away. Can you do that?’

Shadith's eyes sparked with enthusiasm. “Sure.”

“Go ahead. But take it easy. You know what | mean.”

“Yes, mama. Of course, mama. I'm not afool.”

Aleytys amiled. “Remember, ancient sage, you're in a young body and it's affecting you. You're
acting fourteen, not the fourteen thousand you daim. Cool the mix or you' re asking for trouble.”

“You didn't dig at Swartheld like this” Shadith squeezed her face into an exaggerated pout, then she
gigged. “All right, mama All right. I'll be good.”

“Hah. I'll believe that when | seeit.”

Shadith grinned, then wriggled about, settling hersdf onto the saddle pad, her feet into the tirrups.
She took a deep breath and closed her eyes.

Aleytys watched over the entry. In moments she fdt immaterid tendrils extruding tentetively from
Shadith. It was very strange seeing this happen from the outside. The tendrils moved more swiftly, more
aurely; then the hawk gave a series of short sharp cries, logt the wind a moment, caught it again and



began turning tighter circles. He had accepted Aleytys passvely enough, but this seemed both joy and
pan for him; he dmaogt recognized the touch, though the mind behind that touch had changed—enough
residue of the last owner left to disturb him.

She amiled a Shadith’s brimming pleasure and excitement as she mounted the hawk’s brain and
eased within until she was looking through the bird's eyes. She watched the gil a moment longer, then
relaxed, satisfied, and |eft her on her own.

Aleytys lifted her head to the morning breeze, pulled off the turban and let the ar play dong her face
and neck, enjoying the fugitive coolness, it was early but already there was more than a hint of the hest to
come. Dugt and pollen lay in a golden haze about the hocks of the gyori, kicked up by ther

hooves as they paced dong the thick-strewn road between degpening swdls that were reaching for
the stature of hills The two of them were yet a day’s ride from the mountains, but dready she could fed
them drawing her. She pulled the gyr to a dower walk, the other gyr dowing with him, pace for pace; she
was reluctant to reach those mountains, as if they were a kind of trap, asif they meant a commitment to
something she was not willing to face—though she had to wonder about the outcome of the tug between
what she wanted and what something deep and primitive demanded of her. Mountains. They marked a
change. Once past them, this light-hearted journey would turn to serious labor.

Brooding over these discomforts, Aleytys forgot about Shedith—until a nip from Harskari recdled
her. She swung round and stared at the girl.

Shadith was riding easily but her face had gone dull and empty, her eyes had a glaze that grayed ther
rich chocolate. Aleytys reached out to her . The gifl had an attenuated fed that Sartled a curse out of
her. “ Shadith,” she caled, her voice sharp with anxiety. “That’s enough. Get back.”

Shadith ignored her. Or didn't hear her.

Aleytys reined her gyr closer until she was riding knee to knee with Shadith. She set the flat of her
hand againg the cean curve of the girl’s cheek, poured a jolt of energy into her and cdled agan,
“Shedith!”

A look of grain twisted the young face, then the dark eyes were open, blinking. Shadith drew a deep
breath, hdd it while she rubbed her face, then exploded it out. “Wild trip,” she said on the tal of the
breeth. Her voice was hoarse with atremblein it.

“l wouldn't try that again. Not for a while” Aleytys nudged her gyr until she rode at a comfortable
distance. “Did you find away?’

“Hard to be sure” Shadith frowned. “In a skimmer | know how to find my way about; funny, though,
to have to wak over ground I’ ve flown over, it gives a different perspective somehow even if nothing ese
changes. I've found a way, | think, if the gyori can wak it, on the north sde of the valey. You're right,
well have to cross over the bridge, leave the road behind. I'd like to take the hawk into the mountains
agan once night comes, see how the way looks by garlight. 1t's too exposed for daylight crossng but
maybe when they're dl adeep ....” She shrugged.

They rode on through the golden morning. The heat rose with the day and the dust and muted the
invishle noises of insects and smdl rodents as if the soft pungent touches of the lazy wind sucked away
the energy from them.

“I'mtired,” Shedith said suddenly. “And hungry.”

“You and the hawk.” Aleytys pointed. The bird plummeted into the dust and heet haze, high now as
the sun was swinging low. He rose again with something limp and furry in histalons and flew down to the
dark line of trees hugging the river.

“You think it's him working on me?’

“Or you on him.” Aleytys rubbed her nose. “Mmmh. It's a bit early.”

“Hah. | told you. You'rein no hurry.”

Aleytys chuckled. “Wdl, you're right.” She pushed the nudging nose of the gyr away from her knee,
scratched absently at its neck. “Besides we need to do something for supper. Bird, beast or fish?’



“Hdh, | think.” Shadith yawned. She wiped swesat from her face, pulled her hand down and grimaced
a the smears on it. “I’d forgot about sweet.” She eased hersdf on the saddle pad. “Or the aches and
pains a body can fed. At least you fish Stting.”

Aleytys raised her brows, turned her gyr toward theriver. “I’ve sweated enough on occasion.”

“It'snot the same.” Shadith wriggled once again on the saddle, reached down to touch the amdl area
of bare flesh between the top of the leggings and the edge of her loincloth. “Ooh! Y ou're going to have to
do some hedling, Lee. You'd think this body would be used to riding. Maybe it's just I’ve got a different
way of doing it.” She reached ingde the tunic and scratched thoughtfully. “Eh—Lee, there's a drawback
or two having a body of your own.”

Aleytys chuckled. “It'll dl come back to you, ancient child.”

“You're abig help. Hunh!”

“What you think of this?” Shadith twisted the hook from the fish's mouth, held up the flgpping body,
her mouth compressed into a disdainful pout. The fish was long and skinny, gnarled, warty, with many
scars and open suppurating wounds. She held it a moment longer then tossed it back into the river.
“Enough to kill a goat’s appetite” She frowned over her shoulder at the fish piled on a swatch of grass.
“You think any of those arefit to eat?”’

Aleytys yawned, watched her own float bob energeticaly, decided it was only the tug of the current.
“I'll take a look at them later.” She twitched the pole, watched the float hop about, looked lazly at the
hegp of fish. “Think that’s enough for the two of us?’

“Urn. Who cleans them?’

“Hipyou for it

“Hah.” Shadith began looping the fishline into a smal neet coil. “1 might as well get busy.”

Aleytys grinned. “You saying I'd cheet?’ She started pulling in her line.

Shadith sniffed and settled hersdlf by the hegp of fish. “When you can make things dance like ther
feet which they don’t have are on fire?’

“That's supposed to make sense?’

“Yes” Shadith picked up afish that was limber and snakeike with hard and very sharp fin spines,
“Udy bastard.”

“But edible, one hopes.” Aleytysfitted the hatchet head onto the handle and began lopping limbs off
adown tree, the dead wood brittle as glass with orange crystals of solidified resin spirding through its dull
cream. She gathered the light fragments and brought them back to the hole she'd dug into the bank and
lined with water-polished stones from the river. She kndlt, glanced a Shadith as she began arranging the
wood in the hole. “No need to hurry,” she said findly, swalowing her urge to protest more vigoroudy as
Shadith’s knife dashed recklesdy at the fish, snicking off the dangerous fins, stabbing a the bdly to
empty out the entrails.

“Yes, mama” Shadith didn’t bother looking up or changing the way she was working.

“I'm taking to mysdf.” Aleytys went back for more wood.

“What are you going to do?” Aleytysfinished the chain her mug, picked aledf off her tongue.

“Do?

“Once we get off thisworld?’

“Haven't thought much about that.” Shadith searched among the bones for the last flakes of ddicate
white figh, then set the plate on the grass beside her. “Hook on with Swartheld for a while, | suppose.
What about you? After Vrithian, | mean. Going to stay on Wolff?’

Aleytyslifted a hand, let it drop. “1 don’t know.”

Shadith snorted. “Playing games.” She got to her fed, brushing her greasy hands together. “Where's
the soap? Never mind, | see it. Setting up paper targets because you won't face what's redly eding at



you.” Towe over her shoulder, she hdf-ran, hdf-did down the bank, landed on a chunk of sodden wood
a the edge of the water. “You're not going to leave Grey until you have to. Unless he kicks you out over
Swarthed or something dumb you do. That was one blazing row you had, the two of you after Swartheld
took off.” She kndlt and began scrubbing her hands.

“You shouldn’'t be fouling the water with that soap.” The words were fla, tight, her body fet flat,
tight. She was suddenly and furioudy angry, so angry she could bardly tak. So angry she frightened
hersdf. She clamped her teeth on her tongue lest she say things that would drive Shadith irrevocably
away from her, things she knew she would neither fed nor believe in a quieter state. Like the collgpse in
the NewCity ruins, there was too much fury, afury so far beyond anything caled for thet it had to be
coming from some source beyond

the irritation of the present moment. She pressed the hedls of her hands againg her eyes and tried to
stop shaking.

Shadith chuckled, willfully unaware of the struggle behind her. “Pollute this?” She splashed water
about. “1 shudder to think whet it's doing to my skin.”

Aleytys ground her teeth together. The fire crackled and hissed, overhead waxy leaves rattled, an
unseen bird chirped , few times and fdl slent, night bugs flitted over the water, between the trees,
whirring and chirrupping with mindless persistence, and under dl these varied sounds, the brushing roar
of the river. Aleytys shuddered, sighed, pulled her hands down as Shadith came up the bank, her face
gowing from its scrubbing, her voice rippling energeticdly through what sounded more like voca
exercises than any formd song, to Aleytys a least.

Aleytys checked the cha-pot, Flit the last cha between her mug and Shadith’s. She fdt deeply tired,
lasstude like chains on her body—a reaction to the rage that had burned to ash moments before. She
handed Shadith her mug without speaking to her, then sat Spping at the lukewarm liquid while Shadith
Seitled with a9gh of contentment and a boneless grace againg the trunk of an aged gnarled tree. Aleytys
hesitated, the slence between them was comfortable enough now, but she spoke anyway, embarrassng
hersdf but unable to help it. “Grey wants a child.”

“l heard.” Shadith crooked an am behind her head, leaned againd it, turning her face toward
Aleytys. Her lips curled into a quick gmile that quickly faded. “What about you?” The amile agan.
“You're the one who'll face the fuss”

“l don’t know,” Aleytys mumbled into the mug. “Look what happened with my son. Why bring forth
another fresk like me?’

Shadith stretched, dropped her am into her lap. “Well, | never regretted being dive and look what
happened to me. Y ou figure out what you redly want then to hell with what might happen.” She drew her
leg up, tapped her fingers on the knee. “How far would you say tha vdley is? We should am for a
couple hours before dawn, | think. Reaching it, | mean. People generdly deep hardest about then. Those
women scare hdl out of me. Poison, gahh. Nasty. Bugs. Strangle vines. God knows what dse they've
got on home ground. Remember what Hana said. Them and others like them, they wiped out a Sngarit
attack force armed with weapons that could blow away the world. Armored fighters bregthing their own
ar. Armed and armored fliers. Think about it.”

Aleytys shifted uneaglly. “I am. I'd rather not.” She drew a hand across her eyes. “Couple hours
ride, I'd say. Make it three to be safe. Madar, I'm tired.” She dapped a a gnat on her arm. “It's been
easy S0 far. Easy enough.” She brushed impatiently at gnats looping about her face. “Bugs. The plain is
empty except for ghosts” She shivered. “Ghosts. And bones.” Twigting round, reaching, she found a
length of twig. With a grunt at the effort she Straightened and sat bresking the twig into smal pieces. She
looked at the bitsin her hand, flung them at the fire. “Toss me that bag by your feet.”

ESGARD’S NOTES:

The settlements that ring the Plain are fragments broken off the old society, each fragment considering
itsdf the only whole and true representation of the genius of that society. Sl Evareen to them seems, from
what | could gather, ether heaven or hdl, the representation of dl that is desired, the reward for
achieving perfection—or it isthe repository of demons for the torment of those who fdl from grace. Due
to thar self-enforced isolation dong with externd and internd pressures, these—call them tribes—these



tribes have petrified to an extent | would not have thought possible in any except the most moribund
societies—and one mug admit, these folk are far from moribund in spite of their determined attempts to
exterminate each other—or perhaps because of them. How’ s that, fond reader, for fence stting?

Theroad and the river meet close by one of the odder fragments. The Centai-zdl st like a minefidd
across our best route to the seg, the ancient road and the most managesble of the passes. If | could start
later in the year, we would have a broader choice of passes, but too many things have to lock into place
for me. | have played with the pieces and shifted them about, and the answer is dways the same—for
me, the optimum time to leave is late autumn or early winter. Fasstang aso prefers crossng the mountains
around the fird snow. Saysit's safer. The Centai-zdl are less gpt to be roaming the hillsdes.

CENTAI-ZEL Daughters of the Green. All-femde society. Nothing especidly odd about that, there
are saverd such represented here in the Free Trade Sector. Use parthogenesis and sex-determination for
continuance. A little strange sometimes, but not impossible to deal with. Too busy and too sdf-confident
to bother with hodtility toward those of other persuasions. Not the case with the Centai-zel. No indeed.

The Zd have severd means of mantaining their numbers. Adoption of adult femdes is possible but
rare. Natura birth is much more common. Rading parties capture sdected maes, who survive a few
months or until a sufficdent number of pregnancies is confirmed, then are ritudly dain. Mde offspring are
kept until weaned, then returned to the father’s tribe. Female children are mothered by the whole adult
population, suckled inturn by dl lactating femdes. They aso raid for specid children who are mixed with
the born members and the diginction between them is ddliberately and thoroughly wiped from the
collective mind so that in afew years the born and the snatched are indiginguisheble to themsdves and to
the adults. In both cases—raiding for breeding mdes, rading for chosen infants—the head witches or
whatever they are send someone dong to dowse for exceptiona taent (both conventiona and ps) and
exceptiond intdligence. Though how they combine giftedness and intdligence with such a rigidy
gructured and difling existence, wdll, that's beyond me. You who read this, waich out for them, believe
me

A smuggler's group managed to cut out a zd from a rading party crossng close by Yastroo. They
brought her ingde under heavy sedation and interrogated her with a probe. Looking for some way to get
to the Zd, wanting to acquire one of ther plant-herds or at least samples of the semi-sentient plants they
use to guard ther settlement. The stories some of my collectors told about those, well! The zd played
them like she' d been agtinger dl her life, gave them alittle generd information (I bought it cheap from the
aurvivors), lulled them into thinking she was safe to handle, then mushed the psi-damper, near wrecked
the lab, fried some brains, came near getting awvay. Would have except one had gone out to fetch
something and came back intime to get off alucky shot.

You who read this, be warned. Pass the Centai-zd with fear and trepidation and at the greatest
distance feasible— and you just might survive.

Aleytys closed the book. “Y ou're satisfied with that way you found?’

Shadith frowned at the dying fire. “I don't know. Fear and trepidation, he said. | suppose we take a
chance and go on tiptoe, well ...” She grinned. “Not exactly on tiptoe. What about our other? What does
she think? She's been very quiet the past few days unless you' ve been forgetting to tdl me”

Aleytys st the notebook aside. “Y ou're right. The word is quiet. Harskari?’

The amber eyes came open reuctantly. “Do what you want. What do | know about this world?
Don't bother me with nonsense, Aleytys, | thought you were over that dependence. Y ou know your gifts,
you read wheat the man said, make up your own mind.” The eyes snapped shut.

Aleytys fdt as if she were a waterweed whose roots had been jerked loose leaving her bobbing
uncertanly in a flood whose direction and force were incaculable. Rootless and uncertain and shapeless.
She ran her fingers through her tangled hair.

Shadith's beads clattered. “What did she say?’

“She declined to say anything.” Aleytys frowned. “ She's acting ... well, odd.”

Shadith shrugged. “ She gets these moods now and then. All you can do islet her work it out. Stir her
up and she bites” She grinned, winced. “ Swartheld provoked her once. Let me tdl you, | folded in tight
on mysf until they finished scraiching. We were locked up in the RMoahl treasure vault then. Nothing to



do. She was getting antsy. About the Centai-zel. Comes the push, you can handle them. You and
Harskari. And me, | suppose | can do a bit of scratching too. Still, prudence is better than rashness.” She
grinned at Aleytys, mischief glinting in the chocolate eyes. “I know, the way I’ ve been, it's a laugh for me
to be talking about prudence. Umm.” She rubbed at her nose. “Ligten. Let me tdl you what | saw. Can
we both look through the hawk’s eyes, that would be useful, no? Too bad, well, there's this long dope
thet leads ...." Her gesiures as she spoke were snuoudy expressve. Her face was never dill, changing
expression with each flitting thought like cloudshadows shifting with the wind.

Ligening absently as Shedith described in rapid detall her planned route, Aleytys watched her and
fdt once again how little she understood of this woman who knew her so intimately. The new body was a
digraction and a complication, but she was trying to look behind that and what frightened her was the
strangeness of the spirit inhabiting that body. She rubbed her hands dong her thighs as Shadith finished
and waited expectantly for her comment. “ Sounds possible. I’ d better have alook.” She sraightened her
back, patted a yawn. “Dammit, | don't fed like moving.”

Harskari’s eyes snapped open suddenly. “Tdl young Shadith that a few second thoughts and a lot
less babble about things she doesn’t understand would improve her immensdy.” The eyes shut again.
Aleytysraised her brows. “Wdl,” she said.

“What?’

“Harskari.” Aleytys picked up the notebook and dipped it into the saddlebag, repeating Harskari’s
words as she worked.

Shadith grimaced. “I’'m just as pleased she can't pin my ears back persondly.”

“And me in between the two of you.” Aleytys shook her head. “Time to fly the hawk and forget dl
the rest of this” She amiled, leaned againg the trunk of the tree behind her, closed her eyes and fdt about
for the bird.

9

The waning night was cool with dew thick on drooping grass, dripping disconsolately from the diff
waxy leaves of the trees. They rode through the gray hdflight, the night blackness thinned by the blaze of
the stars. The salit gyori hooves whispered through the grasses and the squat wiry brush. The land was
rigng, its aternate dips and dimbs were each a little higher than the ones behind. The mountains were
close enough to tower over them, dark and dlent and vagudy threstening. “Psi-pool,” Shadith said. She
was taking to both of them, to hersdf and Aleytys, but more to hersdf as if by her words she thought to
probe into the oddities of the body she was now tied into. “There's nothing of her left, a least nothing |
can find, that | can reach now. Except echoes. Echoes. Ghodts, | suppose. Psi-pool has that kind of
echo. All the zd areinit, | think. That soundsright. Lee ...."” “What?’

“A chill just walked my spine.” “Wrap that blanket around you.” “Not that kind of chill.” “Oh. Wdl?’

“Maybe that's a tdent this brain has that’s mine now— precognition, hunch, whatever. Maybe we
should wait till tomorrow night. Maybe next year.” “Fear and trepidation?’

“Definitdy.” She shivered. “There s dways the joker in the grass who never shows up until you step
onhim and it's too late for second thoughts. Taking about second thoughts, what was Harskari going on
about? Never mind, | suppose | know, she was ligening when | was taking about her snits” She fdl
slent again and they rode past the dripping trees, around them the amdl of riveroak and resinous woods,
of wetness and dark earth, of rot and life. Around them soft whispers of water and wind, plops of fish
feading, hum of insects, deepy twitters of birds.

Aleytys pulled her gyr to a stop. She looked a the mountains looming ahead, twisted around to gaze
back for along

moment a the black and slver serenity of the Plain. “1 tdl you, Shadi, hdf of me wants to ligen to
your chill, turn back and spend the next 9x months drifting.” She swung back around. “Other hdf says
let's get going or the sun will find us il on the mountain.”

Angling away from the river they started up the long dope for the fold in the mountainsde Shadith
hed spotted, finding the going more difficult than ether of them had anticipated; it was one thing to plot a



route over the convolutions of the landscape through the eyes of a hawk soaring on even winds, it was
another to crawl over those convolutions. Again and again the creases and conformation of the mountain
tried to nudge them down toward the river and the settlement, asif the land itsalf had been shaped by the
women for their defense.

Beow, on the rdatively flat floor of the valey, the river began its divison. The light from the stars
caught drifts of vine out from the hedge and sparked off what had to be drops of dew dthough even the
hawk’s eyesght wasn't keen enough to pick out the individud drops. The hawk flew in long spirds over
them, a day-bird forced from his naturd cycle and unhappy about it. Aleytys had to keep cdling him
back from the idand. He was unhgppy about that too, indined to be noisy about it so Aleytys had to
keep soothing him and choking off his cries. The wind blew the amdl of damp earth and new green into
her face, blew aso snatches of bird song and the degpy muttering of animd life. It was very quiet, very
peaceful—

Until Aleytys saw a second hawk dimbing in dow circles above the idand’s trees. She pressed her
lips together, sank hersdlf more deeply into the hawk and sent him edging closer to the ide. Uncertain
whether they’d been seen or not, uncertain about what she should do, she temporized by seeking more
informetion—tdlling hersdf that if they were aready exposed a little more wouldn't hurt, dl she was
venturing was the hawk, if the Zd hadn’t spotted them, again dl she was venturing was the hawk.

Clugters of trees with smdl open spaces, grazing beasts, garden plots, she'd seen those before.
Recklesdy she sent the hawk swooping low. Great swallen trunks, holes in them dark againg the pde
smoath tree-skin. That answers one question, she thought, they live in the trees. Severd andl zd
were busy in the pole corras, driving the squat blocky beasts into a long lane that led to a thatched
shelter. Milkers? Probably. Aleytys dipped into dim memory, called up animage of herd-girls bringing in
brimming pans of milk not long after sunrise. For several minutes she saw no more zd, then she giffened.
There was a movement high in one of the boundary trees, a scraggly giant considerably taler than the
rest. Asthe hawk spiraed higher, she examined the tree each time he came round facing it, snatching
quick looks that showed her a watcher, perched high, straddling alimb, leaning out away from the trunk,
face turned toward the rigng bird.

She fought the hawk away from the idand, swooping him out and around in a wide arc, bringing him
inlow and coaxing him onto the crude perch they’'d fixed on Shadith’'s saddlepad, soothing his protests
until he sat dill and sullen on the perch. She withdrew from him, leaving only a tenuous thread to hold him
where he was, opened her eyes and looked around. They were in a steep-sided coulee, going downhill.
She frowned. Out of Sght, but once again being pushed toward the river. In a dillness broken only by the
souffling hooves of the gyori, she heard a distant warbling whistle. Then another, an answer to the fird.
Then a third. She rubbed at her neck; it was giff and sore from being held without moving for the long
search with the hawk. She glanced a Shadith. “Hear that?” “Whidles”

Aleytys smiled. “Uh-huh. There was a watcher. Perched in a tree. She spotted the hawk. | think she
knew it was ridden, maybe she spotted us. Any Sgn of that?’

Shadith screwed up her face, scowled at the gyr's twitching ears, the hawk’s hunched shoulders,
then she gazed over her shoulder at the left bank of the coulee up where it merged with the bulge of the
mountain. “Nothing | saw, but when we came over that bump, if she's got good eyes ....”

“You don't set up a near-sighted watch.” Aleytys sighed. “Damn.”

“Wdl, there was dways the chance.” Shadith shivered suddenly, looked startled.

“More chill?’

“Spiderswaking up my spine” She fidgeted on the saddle pad, glanced at Aleytys, chocolate eyes
parking with excitement. “What now?’

“We better get out of this, it's taking us Sraight to the river.” She heard a harsh chdlenging cry, fet
her hawk tugging a her hold. She looked up, saw the village hawk dirding overhead. “No use trying to
hide now.”

Shadith laughed, her eyes bright with excitement, then set her gyr at the dope. There was a frisson of
fear in the exaitement but that seemed only a pice in the mix. Aleytys was dismayed as she followed her
up the bank. This reckless buoyant creature was no one she knew. She forced the thought away.



More whidling, dmost constant now. They topped the bank. The idand was closer, damingly
closer. A long sustained warble. Aleytys clutched a her head as the trandator there dammed on, pan
blinding her an indant as it aways did, knocking her loose from the hawk. She shuddered, digantly
aware that Shadith had taken hold in her place. Asthey dipped into the next coulee, into the next wrinkle
on the mountain's face, she shook hersdf back into order. “Whidle tak, that last blagt did it.” She
nodded et the bird. “Thanks”

“Recognized the symptoms. Better you than me, though it comes in handy | suppose. What they
sying?’

They dimbed the bank and dipped again. “They don’t understand what they're seeing.” Aleytys
frowned. “They’ve recognized the body. Hawk rider did and passed it on. Me, I'm enemy. Stranger.
Though they find it puzzing I'm femae and aone. They're very worked up about a stranger in the valley.
Not much love your enemy here. We re confusng them, you riding free beside me. Doesn't follow the
rules. Y ou should be trying to kill me, not riding dong with me. They're sending out more hawks to ook
for ambushers set to take them while we distract them. The hawk rider has reported that you're not
bound or anything, there's more about that going the rounds, sounds like the ot of them are in those trees
now.” Aleytys shook her head. “Not much use going on, just more of the same.”

Shadith laid her finger againg the hawk’ s head, let him take it in his beak; he held it amoment as if he
tasted the familiar flesh and took comfort init, then turned his head forward and sat more comfortably on
the perch, swaying easly with the swing of the gyr's back. Shadith frowned a him. “He's upset,” she
sad. “He feds the hodtility coming from the idand and it’'s confusing him.”

“Lethim goiif it gets too bad.”

“Maybe,” Shadith said grudgingly. There was a stubborn, dmaost angry look on her face..

They were cutting across the wrinkles as expeditioudy as possible, trying to get as much distance as
they could between them and the idand, again and again turning uphill only to be driven down again by
some gnarl or twig or crack in the mountaingde. Up. Over. Down. Around. Hunt the easier dopes to
gpare the strength of the gyori. And dways the mountain turned them away, pressed them down toward
theriver.

More whigle talk. An aviary indde the hedge.

Anger and aggression building. Bubble about to burst. Hornets disturbed.

Hawk riders they are done, there are no ambushers.

Hdf the population in the treetops. If the idand were a boat their weight would capsize it. Armed.
Bows. Madar knows what else. They’re worried about Shadith—clothes, hair, gear, hawk;, it's dl theirs
but what is one of theirs doing riding so docildy with Centai’ s enemy?

Aleytys smiled suddenly, tugged the leather thong from about her har and let the long mass flutter
loose behind her. The wind caught it and whipped it off her face, blowing it back like a tattered banner, a
flaunting chdlenge to the watchers. Holding her har off her face, she glanced behind as they topped
another of the rises. There was a touch of red in the east—dawn down on them before she was ready for
it, though when she thought about that, it made little difference since the night hadn’t hidden them dl that
wadl. She snatched a quick glance at the idand before dipping once more down the sde of a coulee.
They were even with the western end of

it, right oppodte its pointed prow. She shook her head, leaned back to balance the gyr as he
scrambled down the crumbling bank.

Thevillage bird dipped lower. Aleytys tossed her head, fluffing her fiery hair, laughing as the whidle
tak increased again. Woman. Witch. Daughter of fire Much congternation. Test her. Test her.
Test-test-test-test. The echo bounced round the mountain, round the idand. She turned to Shadith.
“How's your hawk now?’

“Better,” Shadith said. “It's easier for im when he doesn’'t look. He' s dozing.”

“The Zd are getting antsy about us, working themsdves up to an attack, | think. Maybe | can make
them think again. I'm going to seeif | can take that hawk from its rider.”

Shadith frowned at her, loodng her recklessness aoruptly, absurdly in maternd anxiety. “Waving a
flag in ther faces. Think you should?’



“Ves”

“ “Ware the joker, then.”

“Here” Aleytys tossed her the braided rein. “ See us clear whileI’'m busy.” She locked her hands on
the front edge of the saddle pad, wriggled about a moment until she fdt steady, then dowly, warily, began
ingnuaing hersdf into the hawk.

The rider was immediatdly aware of her. She struck at Aleytys with shocking speed and power. A
little shaken, Aleytys countered.

More minds, bubbling up, merging with the firt.

More minds, psi-pool. The Zd whole.

Stepping up the rider’ s power.

A wave looming over her about to break over her.

Aleytys countered.

Wave disspating, mdting into mist.

The bewildered and beleaguered hawk lost hold of the wind and tumbled, shrieking its distress.

The Zd are chanting.

Can't hear the words.

Tathun, tarthunn ta-thunnnnn, tarthun, ta-thun, ta-thunn.

Bedting into her blood.

Besting with the throb of her heart.

Web spun around her. Silver strands shimmering in her mind, in the darkness of her mind.

Caught. I'm caught.

Ydlow glowsin the darkness in the dullness of her mind.

Harskari.

Help me.

Harskari holding her, like a babe in arms, holding her.

Harskari chanting, the sound a dlver knife dicing through the siver threads.

One by one, two by two, the threads fdl away from her.

Free. I'm free.

And she cdls on the black water the river of power and the water roars into her and fills her and
takes hold of Harskari’s chant and thundersit back at the Zel-pooal.

And the pool is a magstrom.

And they are caught, they are caught, they are caught.

Intheir own trap they are caught.

Franticaly they counter.

The madsrom dissipates, mdtsinto a mis.

And they are away.

The hawk gave a great hoarse cry and died, tumbling into the swift current of the river-moat, carried
away by the current.

And there was a sudden terrible slence in the vdley.

And Aleytys snapped back into hersdlf.

Shadith was halding her in the saddle, her chocolate eyes dark with worry. “What happened?’

“Sky fdl on me. Let's get out of here. Esgard was right. Swing wide around the Centai-zd if you
want to live” She straightened, drew her hand across her face. The hand was shaking. She was trembling
dl over. She swallowed, drew a deep breath, exploded it out again. “Harskari?’

“Yes? The amber eyes opened. The sketched face forming around them had a measure of
complacency inits amile. “Thanks, Mother.”

“Mmph.” The nose of the image twitched—or that might have been imagination, a trick of Aleytys's
tired brain. “It's time | began teaching you ...." Harskari’s voice tralled off. “Thet's for later. We' ve
dirred them out of their nest, daughter.

And they learned entirdly too, much about us from that encounter.”

They st the gyori at the coulee bank, hestated on the mounded top, looking back, as Aleytys



sketched to Shadith what had happened. She stopped talking abruptly and stared, then pointed.

Shadith bit her lip, glanced at Aleytys and away. The thorn hedge was coming apart a the west end
of theidand, spreading by itsdf it seemed into a broad arch wide enough for three to ride abreast. Over
the northside branch of he river-moat amigt was forming and thickening, incorporating in its ghostly white
atouch of rose reflected from the burgeoning dawn.

“That answers tha question,” Aleytys murmured. “Semi-sentient plants. What Esgard wrote.
Remember?’

A band of riders came three by three through the arch. Thefirg three wore long white robes bunched
up awkwardly because they rode adride; ther heads were shaved bare and painted. Those who
followed were like the warriors of the zd band that had ambushed the men. They dl came at afast trot

through the arch and raced improbably across the mig bridge, urged on by the hoots, howls and
whidles of the watchers perched in the trees.

Aleytys swung around and frowned at the green corrugations dretching ahead. “We might as well
givein and head for the valey floor. No speed over these humps” She looked gravely a Shadith. “Even
with Harskari’s help, Shadi, | don’'t think | can handle them.” She scowled at the shdlow coulee, turned
to Shadith with raised brows. Shadith nodded and set her mount at the dope.

They went at a quick lope dong the narrow bottom of the wash. They were in between deegpening
green wdlls riding in dillish ar and a growing grayness as the night's dark fled before the riang sun, the
only sounds the dashing of gyori hooves through the grass, the grunts from them as they ran downhill.
Shadith rode ahead, her beaded braids bouncing and dicking in a buoyant smdl rhythm hdf the time logt
in the noise of ther progress. She was riding eeslly now, having settled into her body far more
completdy. The old muscle memories no longer had to fight the mind.

Aleytys rode behind her, darms ringing in head and body. She'd stowed most of the supplies from
her backpack in the saddle bags on both beasts, but the wide belt Hill rode her hips. Driven by an
impulse she didn’'t seek to understand, she unbuckled the belt, dung it across the pad in front of her and
hdd it there as the coulee Sdes spread and flattened and they plunged out onto the valey floor. She
swung out and around, prodded her gyr into a faster run until she was riding knee to knee with Shadith.
“Shadi,” she cdled. “Catch.” She tossed her the belt. Her voice a hoarse scream, she yelled, “Go ahead.
The pass.”

They raced dong flatter ground, moving past the outermost of the thorn fences. Aleytys glanced back
repeetedly at the riders coming after them dong the riverbank, the width of the vdley floor and its
patchwork of thorn-fenced fields between them, glanced back then gazed hopefully at the inner end of
the vdley where the land rose in a series of lumpy waves toward the pass she dill couldn’t see. The road,
she thought. If we can only reach the road ahead of them, we've got a chance. “Shadi,” she ydled, her
voice urgent. When the girl turned toward her, she held up the angle rein. “Take this. Keep us going
while | do some probing.” Shadith caught it deftly, nodded, leaned over her mount’s neck and urged him
fagter, knowing that Aleytys s gyr would match his speed without any urging from her.

Aleytys gripped the saddle pad and probed at the riders. They were wadled off from her behind a
barrier like a sheet of thick glass. A touch or two was enough to convince her she would need quiet and
time and concentration to pierce it— none of which she had in great supply at the moment. She scowled
a the riding beasts, whose dlly complacency annoyed her, scowled a moment later a nothing. As
unobtrusvely as possible, she tried to indnuate hersdlf through or around the barrie—and diffened as
she caught a taste of hate and furious anger and surging power. The aura of murderous rage hanging
about the pursuers

was directed in large degree againgt Shadith—or rather, a the body she wore. Their own, as far as
they knew. Their own turned againg them. She shivered and withdrew her probe. “Go on ahead,” she
cdled to Shadith. She snatched at the rein, got it back, scowled at Shadith who was ignoring her and
watching her rather anxioudy. She urged her mount faster. What those women would do to Shedith if
they discovered what she was didn't bear thinking about. “ Get away. | can't protect both of us”

Shadith blinked, nodded, dapped the rein agangt her mount’'s neck and sent him scampering on
ahead.



Aleytys relaxed a little. If one had to fal—and she didn't yet concede that—then better it was her.
Even now, even so imminently threatened, even so surrounded by attack as the white-clad elders or
whatever they were reached around and through the barrier to dam probes againg her shidds, she did
not redly fed endangered; she knew bone-deep she was going to get out of this, that nothing so puny as
abunch of regressed indigenes was going to make her cease to be.

Hawks came a her, stooping to drike with taons she surmised were smeared with poison; they
tumbled in helpless flutter as she dapped them away, snatching a the many mind leashes with devadtating
accuracy and effect. Four, five, Sx—agionishing hersdf at her sureness.

Ahead of her grass grew twice its haght in minutes, tangling about the gyr's ankles, tendrils from the
thorn hedge grew with the same rapidity and dashed at her with their tainted spikes.

She withered the grass, deflected the canes and took her gyr away from the hedges, up onto the
more uncertain ground beyond the cultivated land.

The grasses on tha uneven ground grew even faster, longer, more tenacious. The ar was thick and
thrumming with power. It was hard to bresthe, it was harder to think. Midges swarmed up from the
hedges to attack her, hornets swung nervoudy around her.

The gyr sumbled, the coarse grass winding about his ankles.

With a blast of exasperation she withered the grass, reaching deep within hersdf to discover the limits
of this new kill, the obverse of her heding gift.

The gyr righted and she fled on, beginning to fed desperate.

The attack dowed her. Shadith was gradudly pulling ahead, her dighter body and easier passage
meking the difference. Now and then Aleytys saw her looking back, her face anxious, her brow furrowed
but she didn't dow to wait for Aleytys for which good sense Aleytys was ruefully glad—as she was
relieved to be the main target of attack.

Air pummeled her, short sharp blows to her body. She endured them, bent lower over the gyr's
neck, comforted his worry with words and touches.

Sound drilled into her head—agonizing shrieks close to the limit of her hearing, screeching irregular
rhythms. The gyr moaned and fatered. Harskari laid hold of her spesking parts and sang a countering
chant at the beast while Aleytys wove a shidd out of ar that damped the sound. Between the two of
them they took from it its power to hurt.

Wasps long as her little finger dived at her, sung her. She endured. The sudden sharp burning was
digtracting, the poison loosed in her body turned her light-headed, but she endured. She turned, laughed
as she saw how much the distance between her and the zd had increased. We're going to make it, she
told hersdf, and giggled, then got afirm hold on the pad and hersdf and reached for her river, flushed the
poisons out of her body.

They were both a good distance beyond the idand now, nearing the end of the cultivaied land.
Shadith was dready riding up the tumbled waves at the end of the valey, angling across them toward the
road. She was dmost out of ght, a flicker of movement and color over the top of each rall of the earth.
Aleytys looked back once again as she came round the end of the last fidd and crooned the weary gyr
into a run for that road. The women were Soreading out, riding dower, the three elders knee to knee,
holding hands, their painted heads bobbing in unison. She wanted to laugh again, instead bent low over
the gyr’s back and urged him on.

The wasps came again, camein waves, atacking not only her but the beast she rode.

The gyr screamed with pain, screamed and bounded in

convulsve twigts as he sought to throw off his tormenters. He fél, jarring to his knees, lurching until
he lay, moaning, twitching, his neck stretched out flat againg the ground, his large red eyes tearing, his
mouth working.

Aleytys was thrown in the firg series of bounds but managed to roll up onto her feet as she hit the
ground.

Shaken, trembling a little, she stood by the gyr's hindquarters and faced the advancing zd.
Triumphant warbles and whoops mixed with the gyr's plaintive moans, rage flamed high in her. Without
thinking, she gathered power in her hands, shaped it into glowing spheres and flung one after the other



agang the shidd to claw savagdly at it, rebound from it, seek again the targets, mind driven, humming
round and over the shidd, danming into two of the warrior women, charring them indantly black and
dead. The gyori of theliving screamed with pain where the molten light spattered on them, burning holes
inhair and flesh. But the shidd held. She couldn’t break through it. Drained, empty, she stood watching
them come.

The gyr surged suddenly to its feet and ran off, head pulled back o it wouldn't trip on the dangling
rein, disgppearing after Shadith before Aleytys could collect hersdf enough to remount. “Harskari,” she
sad, her voice bresking over the word. The answer came immediatdly, but it seemed weak, the eyes and
face dimly sketched in the darkness of her mind.

Sowly she got control of her breathing, dowly her trembling stopped. Once again she reached.
Rdief poured into her with the power, both filled her. She lifted her hands again.

The warriors spread in a shdlow arc. The three elders stayed close in the center of the arc, fadng
her. Thar shaved heads, thar faces, were wildy intricate interweavings of flowers and vines, painted in
brilliant color until the festures were so obscured she couldn’'t make them out. Aleytys saw them with an
extraordinary darity asif the air between them had gone perfectly clear and curved itsalf into a magnifying
lens The grass was blowing with tender delicacy in a dow-motion dance; every movement the women
made took an eon to complete. Aleytys gathered hot gold light about her hands, raised them to fling it at
the women.

Ropes of ar twisted tight about her body, tightening with every breeth she took.

She burned the ropes off and began backing away.

The painted heads swayed more vigoroudy, a throbbing chant beat out from the three.

The ropes whipped around her. Her mind began to grow duggish as something like an inhibitor field
settled round her with them. She whispered to Harskari to hold the attack steady on the women while
she fought the double force that sought to bind her in place. As she fought, she continued to back dowly
away from the zd. She won perhaps twice her body length, dmodt to the road on the river-bank, and
was beginning to rgoice agan as the power of the dders attack lessened rgpidly with the greeter
disance between them. With Harskari shidding and widding the power Aleytys pulled in, with Aleytys
gripping away the dinging ropes of air, the dulling cap of power, they were winning a dow and panful
victory.

The zd came stubbornly after them, sung but not stopped

by Harskari’s sniping.

Aleytysfdt the hard reslient paving under her feet. The road. She smiled. A little more. A little more,
blessed Madar. The road was rising, afair gradient, she could fed it by the ache in her calves. Theriver's
roar was steady and caming.

A little more.

Tough fibrous ed-like creatures came whipping from the river, wrapped around her ankles and
caves. More of them came—with a speed that shocked her—snapped up and around her body as high
as her wais. She fought them, tried to burn them but they wouldn't burn; she stabbed probes into them,
searching for centers of valition she could take over as she' d taken over the hawk, but she found nothing
and then there was no time, no time at dl. She was choking, an ee—or was it a vine—about her throat.

Her mind dulled. Blanksin her percepts came asif the world had winked off an ingant then on again.
She was exhausted. Her will was leaching away. Her mind retreated from the barrage, she ignored
Harskari’ s urgent demands. The Hiff overlaid coils of the vine-eds held her upright or she would have
collgpsed. She retreated deep into hersdlf, not

exactly unconscious, just esewhere. Her body heet rose a few degrees as the neglected power pool
dirred restlesdy within her. The vine-edls creaked and shifted, made uncomfortable by the unaccustomed
heat indde their coils. She retreated il farther until even Harskari’s prodding could not reach her.

10

In the shadow of the forest Shadith heard the zdlS triumphant cries as they echoed eerily back from
the mountain. She gritted her teeth and turned off the road, threaded through the trees until she spotted a



grangler like the one Aleytys had climbed at the edge of the dough. The gyr wouldn't go near it, so0 she
tied him to aresiny conifer, ran across the bare earth surrounding the strangler and threw hersdf a it,
ignaring the crackle and tear of the bark as she pulled hersdf up, ignoring the wet prickle and burn of the
sap she released. She reached the topmost fork and scrambled into it, broke away branch spikes with
their scabby foliage until she could see back dong the road, could see what was happening.

She saw Aleytys sanding beside the gyr, flinging fire at the zdl, saw the gyr scramble to his feet, saw
Aleytys begin her step-by-step retreat. Her hands closed tight on the forward branch of the fork shaking
it as she fought each step with Aleytys, fought too her near overwhelming urge to go racing to Aleytys's
defense. If she couldn’t defeat them, Shadith certainly couldn’t; it would be futile to get both of them
captured. “Go, Lee, do it, Srive the bitches, ah!” Aleytys reached the road and began backing dong it,
increaaing the distance between her and the zd. “That'sit, abit moreand | ... oh god.” Long ropy things
dithered from the river and lay coiled beside the road as Aleytys backed closer and closer to them. She
opened her mouth, closed it again. Shouting was no good, the wind was againg her, the river was too
loud. She struggled to project warning, chewing her lip in her frugtration. “Around,” she breathed. “Turn
around, Lee. Oh god.” She watched, helpless, shaking, as the ropy things whipped up and around
Aleytys “Do something, Lee. Don't just stand there. Do something.” The things were around her neck
now and the zd were svarming up on her. “If they kill her, if they kill her ....” Tears streamed down her
face, she bit her lip until it was bloody, worked her burning hands on the branch. Rage seared through
her, arage that was as much fear for hersdlf as it was anger at the stupid hodlility of the women below.
She pressed her face againg the trunk of the tree, dinging to the trunk as if the life in it could sustain her
life. Chills went through her in waves as she thought about her predicament if Aleytys was killed. To the
traders of the Endave she would be an indigene, a zd, since she wore the body of one even the
smugglers would shun her after their experience with the other, the one Esgard wrote about. Getting into
the spaceport would be near impossible, getting up to Aleytys's ship worse, getting into it something she
didn’t want to think about. The possibility that she might be trapped on this hdlhole world and be forced
to spend the rest of her hard-won new existence here chilled her somach and roughed

her bresthing.

She glared down at the zd. Damn them for putting me in this mess. Damn us for our stupid
over confidence.

The zd moved about Aleytys, now obscuring, now reveding what was happening to her. Shadith
saw one of the white robes stroke a thin hand dong a ropy form. The eds or whatever they were
unknotted themselves and dithered back into the river. Aleytys crumpled into a heap at the white robe's
feet. She stepped back, gestured, the warriors closed in around Aleytys.

Shadith stopped breathing—then went limp with relief. They picked up the body and tossed it over
the saddle pad on a gyr, then a zd mounted behind the body and the rest of them remounted and rode at
adow canter toward the idand. She can’'t be dead, Shadith thought. Or they’'d not bother. Unless
they're cannibals. Oh god, let them not be cannibals. She fdt horribly aone, not londy, not even
olitary, just done, sngle only, kin to nothing thet existed here or otherwhere. She clutched at the tree
and fdt like howling. Aleytys had kept off the redization with her presence because she and Harskari
within her were kin of a sort—now came her body’s reaction, a hard denching of muscles, everything, a
twitch, a jerk that loosed her grip and nearly threw her from the tree. Her kin and kind were dead and
gone, dead and gone, logt in the millennia she rested incomplete in the diadem’ s snare, a concatenation of
forces that formed a core of consciousness with abilities to reach around the confines of its point
presence to know the lives of the ephemerals who clustered about her repository, the only thing that kept
her sane and whole, insofar as she was whole—measuring hersdf againgt the lives she shared; she
waiched her chosen families, saw them haich, reach adulthood, mate, flourish, die, suffered with their
auffeing and through dl this hdd on to her sdf with painful desperation so that she didn't lose the
memories and gifts and fedings and reactions that made the sum of her persondity, her sense of hersdf.
She'd codified that sdif, held it rigidly unchanging for dl that time because she was afraid—no, more than
thet, terrified—that if she let anything go, anything at dl, let anything change, it dl would go and she
would forget, be no longer Shadith but only a namdess, purposdess wrath who had not even the



promise of degth to free her from that futile existence.

And then Aleytys.

And then borrowing Aleytys's body to be hersdf again, whally, wonderfully herself. To sing, to fed
the physica pleasure of fingers writing, smoothing across paper, seeing the deep black ink looping across
the page. Poetry had dways been as much a phydca as a mentd exercise with her. The dide of the
gylus across the ivory paper. The tiny vibrations of stop and start and dot in the diacriticals. The fed of
the paper under the dip and dide of her hand, even the smdl of it very fant, dry, and the amdl of the ink,
dark and musky. Unnoticesble, but there, there to be noticed and savored, and when not there, to have
its absence noticed. The jagged grings of black lines. Peripherd things, but cherished, needed, dl the
more S0 Snce she had them once again after that long, long hiatus. Aleytys had laughed once when she
emerged, laughed at the memory of Shadith sniffing and caressing a particularly lovely sheet of paper.
The words came when her hands wrought them. When she had no hands, they did not and she suffered
for it. She'd laughed hersdf, senang though not actudly hearing that laughter in her niche within the
diadem’s rooted forces. Gradudly she’ d loosened the hold she'd put on hersdlf until she findly found her
songs again. Oh, the joy of that loosening, the generosity of the woman, to let her live again awhole being
even if for no more than an hour or so a atime. Harskari had never asked and had even refused such
loosing when Aleytys offered. Shadith had been shocked at that refusd; in the subtle secret way they’d
developed over thar millennia of bonding, she asked her why. But Harskari seldom explained her
actions, never if she was not so indlined, and she Imply didn’'t answer, leaving Shadith astonished and a
little gppalled.

She shook hersdf loose from her gloom, scowled a the zd riding now across the mig bridge. They
vanished through the arch, the hedge writhing closed behind them. She sighed, leaned againg the fork of
the trunk behind her and ingpected her hands, rubbing a brown splotches burned in them by the acid
sap. “Need a heder,” she murmured. She shook her head, then siwung out of the fork and started down
the tree. There was nothing she could think of now to help Aleytys. Nothing.

11

Aleytys woke, numbed and claustrophobic. Leaf-dappled light glanced through irregular shapes on a
pimpled wal. The smdl of the earth was rich and loamy, mingling with the odors of bits of desiccated
wood strewn about the pounded dirt floor. Another smell—one that could only be caled generic
greenness. Crumbling hardness under her. Voices coming from somewhere, she couldn’t tdl, indiginct
and stripped of meaning, burring into each other like the whine of mosquitoes. A fig was clamped about
her mind, clamped about her body. She gasped for bresath.

And discovered she was stripped and bound, wrigt and

ankles.

Shelay on her side, curled up, breathing in floor dust and motes of the rotted wood. She was vagudy
aware of two other people in this odd room with her, but she couldn’t focus on them and they remained
indidinct asif they were soun up from snarls of black thread instead of flesh.

She swung her wrids closer to her face, saw thick green vine wound round and round them. It was
dive, seemed to her a digant rdative of the vinesin the river that had trapped her. An image forced itsdf
up through the haze in her head—a woman snatched the short green vine from around her arm and
snapped it at the man charging her; it whipped through the air, touched his shoulder, writhed,
dapped around his neck and began strangling him. Aleytysfdt its stubborn life, green mindless life. It
was locked tight about her wrists and she knew without trying that al her strength wouldn't shift it. Her
head ached.

With a grunt knocked out of her by the effort she had to put forth to move, by the stepped-up
throbbing of her head, she sat up, closed her eyes unitil her somach settled and the room stopped
blurring and swaying. After an uncomfortable minute or two, she opened her eyes agan and looked
about. She was in a roughly circular room with grass metting hanging on the wall, an inverted vee of
greenish light filtering through the coarse mesh. At one side of this doorway sat an aged woman in a
voluminous and very wrinkled white robe. Her head was shaved and painted, the whole waxed to a high



geam <0 that the mote-filled rays from the holes and the speckles of light pushing through the mesh
reflected brightly from it. A much younger zd sat beside her, dressed in the same wrinkled white, painted
with the same primitive colors.

The wdls of the room had a dick brown surface, a kind of inner bark much like the outer. Asde
from the hanging mats, the women, the shifting beams of |eaf-filtered dusty light, the room was bare even
to the smooth-skinned celling, a pointed dome. After a while she became aware that more than light and
ar was coming in the holes. Smoke. Baeng fanned in. Now that she listened she could hear the whisper of
fans outsde the windowholes, a sound just a little louder than the scraping of the leaves. I'min one of
the bloated trunks, she thought. Her mind moved duggishly, it seemed to take enormous energy to form
agngle thought.

She pushed tentatively at the thing closed tight about her mind.

The old woman made a series of amdl sounds, a meaningless rhythmic chant that tightened down the
net until she was gasping for breath again. She lifted her bound hands and pressed her fids firg agangt
one eye then the other, then againg her lips as her somach threatened to revolt. That was the drugged
smoke. So many things working againg her. If the smoke were absent, she could use time to build
grength for defeeting the women and breeking free of the damper, if the damper were absent she'd have
no trouble dediing with the drug in her system or the vines on her wrigts and ankles. The combination was
continuing to defeat her, but she had confidence she could defeet it, given time. That was the question,
would she be given enough time?

Time passed, the minutes diding away with the tick-tock of her heart. The leaf-dappled shape of the
windowhole on her left crept down the opposite wal and did toward her feet. She swalowed. The
smoke was drying out her mouth and throat. She endured it a while longer, then croaked at the glent
women, “Water.”

Neither the old zd nor the young one moved a muscle. “So you plan to torment me,” she said, putting
dl her scorn into her hoarse voice. “ Savages. | thought so. Ignorant of dvilized custom.” Her throat hurt
and she fdl slent, her eyes on the old woman's impassive face.

The zd’s face didn’'t change expression by so much as a dhift of awrinkle. And. she said nothing.

Aleytysfdt a surge of rage that stirred up the pool of power trapped within her, heating up her body
dangeroudy. She cdmed hersdf, damped down the pool. She’d forgotten about it, it was something to
think about, a powerful weapon againg these women—if she could use it properly. One thing & atime,
that was dl she could think about, one thing a a time, that was dl. She stared at the old woman and
knew her anger showed but she didn’'t care. Hunger and thirst, something to add to the draining effect of
the smoke and the dulling of the damper powered by what? The chant? The drug? Wéll, she'd survived
hunger and she' d survived thirst. She settled hersdf to endure.

And grew bored with that in minutes. She began meking tiny tentative nibbles a the forces binding
her, testing her various kills to see if a possible ignorance of such skills could give her a window to work
through.

Each smdl nibble brought a response from the women; they blocked access to her talents, blocked
dl attempts a outreach. She had the reserve pool seething in bare control, knew how dangerous the
powerpool could beif she held it unused for too long, but it was her greastest chance for survivd so she
refused to bleed it away.

Her passive receptors worked wdl enough, dthough somewhat numbed and dow. She could sense
the hodility in the women guarding her, a hodlility especidly hot in the younger one who watched her with
a persond rancor Aleytys couldn’'t understand. What surprised her more, though, was the lack of
curiogty, especidly in the elder zd. It seemed to her that curiogty should be a driving force in any
intdligent being; the probing of the Blight for new plants and animals and insects had to be the result of
some sort of curiogty. Perhaps curiogty wasn't quite the right word. Perhaps that search was so long
inditutiondized into the culture of the tribe it was in a way indinctive. Wasps, she thought. Complex
behavior that looks like intelligence but is only wiring, a program. That doesn’t seem to fit what Esgard
wrote. Or does it? Don't know enough to judge.

Her Walff implants were powered up, the sensors drawing in data without disurbing her guardian



zd; she located a score of large lifeforms moving past her tree or lingering near it. Three or four more
moved about above her, something that would have puzzled her except for her dredged-up memories of
Maeve' s forest people he danted a glance at the chanters and smiled, knowing she could sun them if she
could just free hersdf from the vine.

The zd sat cross-legged murmuring a near inaudible series of nonsense syllables. Aleytys knew it as
nonsense because her trandator didn't manifest itsdf; even the most effective ps dampers she'd come up
agang had never managed to suppress its operation. The young one glanced a her, hate in her dark
eyes, went back to rubbing her thumb over and over a amdl shining smoothstone, her chisded lips
moving about the nonsense syllables, tasting them with a sort of triumph.

She edged onto one buttock and swung her tethered ankles around so she could reach the coails of
dingvine binding those ankles. She fdt it throb and jerk a little as she stroked her fingertips dong the
uppermost sections, teesing at the vine a little with the tractor function grown into the fingers of her left
hand—tiny fibers wound round the stunner fibers (their minute projectors nested fla beneath her nals),
reaching up her arm and down her body to the organic power cdls implanted in her buttocks. The Wolff
surgeons had worked their minor magic modly on her left hand which was margindly dumser and
weaker than her right. She came close to being ambidextrous but was not quite; there was a measurable
difference between her right- and left-hand skills. She stroked her right hand (with its heat and depth
sensors) dong the coils and sought to probe into the vine by a mixture of active and passive perceiving.

But the zd by the door grew rapidly aware of what she was doing and clamped the net tighter on her
brain.

She sghed, stretched her legs in front of her and wondered what she could do to escape a growing
boredom dmost as numbing as the drugged smoke.

She tried again to reach Harskari. Agan there was nothing. She examined the zd. The panting on
thar shaven heads was an intricate knotting of vines outlining eyeshapes with flowers, insects or smdll
beasts painted in the openings. The design on the heads of the two zd were smilar but not identical.
Matifs were the same, but the hands that painted them were manifesly different. On the eder’s head
there was an infinity of fine, dmogt finicky detall with ddicatdly shaded colors. On the other the vines had
vigor and smplicity, asif drawn with dashing strokes that only a skilled hand kept from disaster. The
colors were bold, unshaded, demanding. The robes they wore were cruddy made, far more so than the
fitted leather tunics of the warrior band. Two rectangles of coarsdly woven white cloth, sawn at top and
Sdes, leaving holes for head and arm. There were wrinkles and stains on the white, epecidly under the
knotted bet tied round the waist. Hand loomed, uneven, weaving of the smplest kind, no sort of
embroidery. The robes weren't even hemmed; threads straggled out from the ragged edge, bits of
ydlowed grass were caught by the doth fibers. It had to be deliberate, this roughness, something to do
with ther cdling, their talent.

But that was speculation. Aleytys smiled. Angels and pin-heads again, she thought.

The eyes of the younger zd came back to Aleytys agan and again, dark eyes, darker even than the
chocolate brown of Shadith’s new eyes. They had a matte umber flainess that was as opaque as a siretch
of obgdian. The elder zd’s eyes were a mud color with a bit of ydlow in them when the light hit them
right.

The younger zd radiated a fierceness barely controlled. She’'d cut my throat in a minute if something
weren't stopping her. The older was nat filled with hate so much as with a sheltered, shuttered certainty
of rightness. It oozed from her like melted butter from a biscuit. She was gdled, immobile, no feding in
her, no emation in her to be directed toward Aleytys. As fa as Aleytys could read her, she smply
refused to admit the outsider to her life Nether one offered much opportunity for rapprochement, but
Aleytys began after awhile to think that she preferred the younger one's active maevolence to the utter
indifference of the older. She closed her eyes; her head fdt thick and drear, scattered haphazard into bits
and pieces. She drew in a bresath, filled her lungs, drew her shoulders up and back to pull in more air.
She held the ‘ breath, seeing the lined gentle face of the man who'd taught her how to cam her anger so
long ago. Severd lifelimes ago, she thought, remembering the sullen londly child she'd been. She emptied
her lungs, scolding hersdf for inattention, focusing in on the exercises until she was purring dong at a dow



cam pace, modst irritations brushed aside, dl of her focused on her breath.

And a ydlow glow lit the back of her mind, a glow that wavered then strengthened to become
Harskari’s bright amber gaze.

“Aye, Mother,” Aleytys said doud, her voice and her body tranquil. The two zd irred as she
spoke, the older settled back without further reaction, though the younger scowled, perhaps because she
didn’'t understand the words and resented that; perhaps because she resented the captive spesking &t al.

“Rashness has received its own reward,” Harskari said severdly.

Theyoung zd dtirred asif she'd found an itch she couldn't scratch.

“Don't scold, mother,” Aleytys said dreamily. “Are you bound within, my mother?’

“Not exactly.” The amber eyes blinked dowly. “If | use your gifts, I an bound—for now, yes, for
now; lale—we Il see. Shadith is loose and well.”

“Good.” After her heart speeded in reaction to the rdief, Aleytys went back to the exercises and
dowed hersdf into tranquility. “1s there more?’

“She's restless up there. | think shelll come back in the night to prowl about and see if there's any
way she can help, to be thereif you manage to break loose”

Theyoung zd started a whispered argument with the older, her obsdian eyes flashing now and then
a Aleytys.

“Can you get word to her?’

“No.”

Aleytys measured her breathing some moments more, then she closed her eyes. “Thereé' s more” she
murmured.

“Yes. The zd, they are debating what to do about you. Kill or keep; it Sts on a balance now, could
tilt ether way. Be ready to jump.”

“Mmmm, hard to jump with my head bound like this”

“Don't speak,” the young zd shouted suddenly. “No more, don't speak.”

“My god,” Harskari said, “I think she senses me. I’d best be quick. Fed the cycles of the chant, Lee,
learn to drift with them.” She went slent, a far-off ook in the dimming eyes.

Aleytys eyed the fidgety zd, subvocaized, “Wha?’

“Ligen.” Harskari’s eyes blinked, dimmed, grew bright again. “That young one is extraordinarily
powerful, if she were as trained as sheistaented .... | had better take mysdf off before | tip the baance
the wrong way. Ligen to the chant, Lee. Ligen and fit yoursdlf onto the pulses of the chant. Once you
know the besat, you can counter it by disrupting it, or change it by riding it. Think. Go with the beat and
let it help you wash the drug from your system.” The eyes narrowed to a gimmer as if Harskari frowned
with pain. “Quickly,” she said and dipped away.

Aleytys sghed. Listen, she thought. What'n Aschla's hells

does she think I've been doing this intermingble day? She swallowed, grimaced as her dry mouth
hurt, her dry throat hurt. “Ligten,” she whispered, grinned at the furious young face, then closed her eyes
again and went back to her bresthing exercises until mind and body were quiet enough to lisen. Agan
and again, she cdmed hersdf when frudtration roughened her surfaces as she thought she'd caught the
thing Harskari meant, then logt it. Findly, by ignoring the pulse of the sound, by ligeningffeding to the
pulse of her body, ligening/feding to the pulse of the zd bodies and fitting these together, she found
hersdf riding a rigngffdling ocean of whipped cream. She did dong with sately grace and knew with a
gleam of triumph that temporarily spoiled the glide (she got it back easlly enough) that she could reach
out and trap her trappers in their own net. She laughed aoud, opened her eyes and met the venomous
glare of the young zd. Why? she thought. Why hate me with such a personal rancor? What have |
done to you?

Her third was a torment now. “Water,” she said, not asking now, demanding. She touched her
fingersto her cracking, caked lips

The old zd ignored her, the young one smiled.

Aleytys shrugged and turned inward again. It was easy now to ride the beat and twig it round her
capacity for sdf-hedling, freaing it for her use, then was surprised to find it little needed. Unbidden, her



body had spent the long hours dowly, imperceptibly changing itsdf, organizing itsdf to ded with the
intruson of the smoke-drug. She flushed out the stubborn remnants of that drug and fet leaner, easer.
“Harskari?’ she subvocalized, but wasn't much surprised when she got no answer.

When the light coming in the east hole was greetly diminished and that coming in the western one had
atinge of red, the doormats were pushed aside and another zd came in. She was short and stocky, more
musdle then fat wrapped around her sturdy bones. She had a rounded face and pae eyes, bi-colored hair
braided through beads larger than the others Aleytys had seen, the end beads stone rather than wood.
Heavy lines cut from her nodtrils to the corners of awide, full-lipped mouth. Her chin was only a gesture,
anarow dash of bone apparently there to underline the sensudity of the mouth. She rubbed her thumb
across tha chin as she gazed at Aleytys. “How long has it been awake?’

The older zd answered. “Since mid-morning.”

“Hasit tried anything?’

“It's been poking and prying about, tesing more than trying. It has no way to escape and it
discovered that, so in the past hoursiit has settled into cam.”

The younger zd looked as if she wanted to dispute this. The newcomer frowned at her, bent and
whispered in her ear, ligened to the answering whisper, eyes diding now and then to Aleytys. She
draightened. “Spokash is ready as it can be in these dangerous times.” She stroked her forefinger over
the gyr's head painted on her cheek. “Bring it.” The doormats dropped behind her, scratching and
bumping againg the smooth inner bark.

The old zd came to her feet and crossed to stand by Aleytys's bound ankles. She bent with an
awkward ease, touched the vine, crooned at it—d| this while continuing the beat of the chant deep within
her. She put her hand down beside the vine and waited a moment while it whipped from about the ankles
and up around her gringy arm. She straightened and stepped back to the door. “ Stand,” she said.

Aleytys worked her ankles, drew up one leg and began massaging the foot with her ill-bound
hands. Ignoring a repetition of the command and waves of irritation from the two zd, she repeated the
massage on the other ankle, then got carefully to her feet, ssamped each foot hard agang the packed
earth. She raised an eyebrow, grinned at the young zd. “Wel?

The two women stepped apart, moved away from the door, sdling dong the curving wall. The older
flicked long bony fingers a the mats. “Go outsde,” she said.

With alift of her brows, Aleytys looked from one painted face to the other, then moved dowly to the
door, amiled briefly as she fdt Harskari grow strong within her. She shoved aside the mats with her
bound hands, stepped outside

into alamp-lit gloom. She moved afew steps from the door, glanced up.

Overhead, living vines were woven into a thick matting

that ceiled the entire clearing. Bulbous porcdan lamps hung here and there from the vine mesh,
cading a gentle amber glow over the slent seated figures packed into the smdlish dearing about her
prison tree. The lamps gave off a clean green scent that brought back suddenly a memory from her
childhood—the scented candles that burned in the night lamps of her home on holidays—a pleasant
perfume that mitigated somewhat the pungent body odor of the assembled zd. She heard the soft dgp of
the doormats and knew her guards had come out to stand behind her.

There was an ade left open in front of her, wide enough for five to wak abreast. At the far end of
that aide, seated on high seats benegath the outstretched limbs of another sort of tree were five women.
Waiching her.

The Center she knew, the chunky woman who'd come to look a her. On her right was a very
andent woman, head shaved and painted, white robe gathered in folds about her skinny body. On that
one' s right was a woman dressed in the fitted leathers that most zd wore; she hdd a gaff whose gpex
was carved to represent long thin leaves curled tight about a center stem topped by a head showing three
rows of grain. On Center’s l&ft sat a long lean woman with dlittering eyes, those eyes fixed on Aleytys
with fanetica intentness. A short bow lay at her feet and she held an arrow in her right hand, casudly, as
if it were no different from any other. But even a her distance Aleytys caught the copper sheen of the
head, the Slver sheen of the flignts Metal—on this world where free metd virtudly did not exist. A



measure of her importance. Beside this zd, seated at her left, was a quiet withdrawvn woman. She was
harder to read than the others. There was consderable interest in the gaze she fixed on Aleytys, a sort of
measuring. She was Smply dressed, leather tunic, the rest of the common gear. A gyrhead was painted
on her cheek and the staff she hed was a sort of anima compendium with beast heads carved one above
the other, agyr's head topping the whole.

Aleytys waited, wondering if she should move out farther. Since her guards said nothing, she did
nothing.

The Center zd took up asmdl hand drum and drew a rapid rattle from it. Eyes svung from Aleytys
to the seated zd. The Center stood, her hands curling around the drum. “The question,” she declaimed.
“The question is—what do we do with that? She jabbed a forefinger a Aleytys. “We caught it this
morning. What shdl we do with it? Your Miuvit have pondered and asked of the Green and the Green
has answered, but the answers have no meeting ground, the Green has answered desire more than need.”
She svung her torso to her left, held out the drum. “The midd Medveh of the beasts.”

The arrow-holder took the drum and passed it to the quiet woman on her |eft.

Medveh, Moulder of beasts took the drum, tapped a dow rhythm while she sat with eyes down,
contemplating the yellowed parchment drumheed. *“ Our blood grows thin. Oh Centizdtal, O daughters of
the green world, our purpose is strong in us gill Ah Hai! (the exdamation is echoed by the seated zd)
But we are less each year than we were.” She threw up athin hand to stop the protest. “I do not mean in
numbers, though a few days ago we lost two hands, two fingers of our zd. It's easy enough to replace
the bodies, though we shdl misstheir souls and grieve for them. | do not mean in kills, the tranjiti we do
have are more skilled than mogt; | mean we are less in the energy with which we pursue our purpose. We
have grown too easy in our lives. | say we are less than we were. | say to the Warleader, our ranjit
Sursa. Pardon meif | say what seems to lessen you and those you lead, | do not meen that, but our
defense is strong if our tranjiti are strong. Ah Zd, | speak long, my throat is sore with the unhappy words,
but they make a truth we must face if we redly desire to fulfill the Purpose. We are weaker than we were
when | was a zdling cravling through leaf-shadow. Thereit stands.” She lifted the drum, gestured with it
toward Aleytys. “Our captive. Look & it. Look at the length and srength of the limbs, ask ranjit Sursa to
speak of the strength of those limbs. Ask tranjiti Vaah, Vetross, Vetar of the strength within. Ask how it
nearly won free even after Vetar Beastherd set the wasps on it. Ask why tranjit Vetar set the wasps on
the gyr and not the rider, ask our great three how it fought them. | say we keep it and breed it. The
daughters we get from it will be zd, zd of srength and power. Others of your miwit say it is too
dangerous to keep. | say there is more danger in not keeping it. Hamdring it so it must crawl. Blind it.
Tear out its tongue that it may not curse us, though the Green and the Lady surdly would not hear a
sranger’s curse. Drug it so it cannot impose itswill on us. Do what we must to make it safe, but keep it
and breed a new linefrom it. We need its gifts for the Purpose. | have done.” She passed the drum back
to the Center.

The leader qudled a risng mutter with a few taps on the drum. “The tranjit Madicha speaks.” She
gave the drum to the withered ancient on her right.

A ratle of the drum. A breethy old voice raised higher than usud to send the words to the back of
the dearing. The Spirit Moulder spoke. “The Purpose. Ah Ha! (she waits impatiently as the seated zd
repeat the words). It istoo big. It istoo strong. It istoo dangerous. It will pervert the Purpose to its own
ends. It will corrupt the Zd. Ay Zd, ask the three how powerful, how dangerous it is, ask them how
close it came to amashing them. Ask Abdla and Cantise—ah, you cannot, you say? And why? They are
burnt and black and dead!” She shouts the last word then quels the murmur from the crowd with a
gesture of the drum. “Ask Tranjiti Milice and Juli how it keeps twisting and testing and fighting the things
that hold it, the smoke and the green-friend on its ankles and wrigts, the gtill-chants of the two. Not one
tranjit but two are needed and that when it's hungry, thirsty, weak. Ask young Juli how it summons an
ancient spirit who dwdlswithin it. Demon-kin it is. Ask the hawk-herd meld who fought it in the bird and
lod. It istoo dangerous to keep among us. We do not want it, | speak for the tranjiti-sve who must bear
the whole of its presence. We do not want this burden, not for ayear, not for a month, not a day. Kill it.
That ismy word.” Without waiting for the Center to receive the drum, the tranjit Madicha passed it to the



womean at her right. “The Veril Savilis speaks with me”

The plant-herd took the drum, didn’t bother to sound it, just hdd it and said cdmly, “Kill it. We do
not need wild blood.” She passed the drum back.

The Center scowled at the tranjit as she took back the speaker’s drum. The tranjit would not look a
her, only a the coarse white doth she was plegting and unplegting over her knees. The Center Sghed,
held the drum in two hands before her. “The ranjit Sursa speaks.”

The Warleader took the drum and made it rattle loudly with the slver point of her ceremonid arrow,
then sat holding the drum on her knees. “Wild blood, phah! What dse do we search the edges of the
Blightsfor if not for wild blood to enrich our lore and our stock of green-friends? What do we dowse for
when we rad for breeders and for daughters, if not for wild blood to bless the Purpose? If we seek it for
our green and for our own, how can we not rejoice that the Lady and chance have brought us such a
blessing? | say to you, Zd, give me three bred zd like that who stands so cam and watching and ready,
look at it, dl of you, look at it! Give me three zd like that and the Purpose will be gained within my
lifetime. The cursed lodga would be wiped from Centilla's face, the world would be purified, the
greatness of the Zd spirit would be loosed across the face of the great Mother. | say breed it. Do what
you must to make it safe but get daughters on its body. If you, Zd, give the word, | would dam my one
from it, one to replace my love, my ranjih Treainah, so latdy dan. Give me my one. Make it ours this
way for the Purpose. For the seeing of the Purpose made true in the lifetime of us dl, not in some distant
future when we are dl and findly one with the Green. Let the Purpose be fulfilled. Ah Ha!”

“The Purpose, Ah Hal,” the zd repeated dutifully. Their eyes kept darting toward Aleytys, in ther
response she thought she heard more doubt and more enthusiasm than before.

Aleytys pressed her lips together, little enchanted by either fate proposed for her. Sheftilted her head,
examined the basket weaving above her. There were severd layers of the woven vines forming a tight
redlient celing. Close to the trunk of her prison tree, though, she saw a section of rot, withered vines and
jagged holes. A hit of good fortune to lighten the bleak outlook—perhaps less good fortune then the
effect of thefire that produced the smoke used to stupefy her and the smoke itsdf. The heat and smoke
that escaped the fans had eaten away a the vines and killed enough of them to give her access to the tree
top if she decided to go that way. They must keep the breeding madesin that tree and drug them

too, too much damage for just one day. “You see that? she murmured, winced as the young Juli
pinched her and hissed awarning in her ear.

“Yes” Harskari answered, golden eyes narrowed with thought. “The only way if things get tight.”

“I’'m going to get ready to sun the vine. Cover me?’

“If I can. That child is agonishingly perceptive. I've never before met a senstive who could detect

my presence.” Harskari was dlent a moment, brooding. “Take her out first and fast.”
“Will.”

Aleytys lowered her chin and frowned at the Center, the jidar Zhutra, the Mediator. She had been
summaizing the arguments on both sides. What Aleytys heard as she fitted hersdf onto the beat of the
chant was the end of a clear and concise statement of the dternatives. Ready to burst her mind bonds the
moment it seemed necessary, Aleytys twisted her Ieft hand round to touch the bindervine.

“l can see no middle ground,” the Jdar said. “Kill or breed, that isthe choice.”

“They could just let me go,” Aleytys muttered. “I'm no danger to them no matter now powerful |

“They don't seeit that way,” Harskari murmured dryly.

“Thisis not a thing to be decided a a angle Stting,” the jidar said. “The Lady rides full soon, there
are things we shdl have to do before then whatever you choose to do, Zd. Sisters and Daughters, circle
and speak and by morning light, choose. Kill or breed. Each line will speak its choice. If the baance
remains, my word will decide. Look &t it.” She waved the drum at Aleytys “Remember the words of the
Miuvit—the tranjit, the veril, the midil, the ranjit. Weigh and decide, Zd of the Centai. The Purpose. Ah
Ha!”

“The Purpose. Ah Ha!” The voices came back in a subdued roar.

As the crowd benegath the caling began to break noisly apart, the tranjit guards took Aleytys's ams



and led her back through the doorway. As soon as she was seated again, the older woman stripped the
vinefrom her am and wrapped it around Aleytys's ankles.

The doormats dapped aside and two new tranjiti came through into the prison tree. They hed padm
agang pam with Milice and Mi, touched foreheads for along moment until the newcomers had taken up
the chant without break or roughness. Ui followed her companion out but couldn’t resst a last glare at
Aleytys.

As the mats dapped shut after her, the new pair of spirit moulders separated and began strewing
round blobs of fungus about the perimeter of what Aleytys thought of as her jal cdl. The fungus gave off
a cold white light that didn't carry far but was quite bright close to its source. The tranjiti settled
themsdlves one on the right Sde of the door, the other on the Ieft. They looked like twins, identicd in
voice and gesture, identical in the careful neutrdity of their gazes.

The night passed dowly. At fird the tranjiti were as dlent as Aleytys but as the dark thickened
outsde and in (despite the glowing of the fungus), they began to talk. Aleytys dozed and listened now
and then.

Thetranjit a the left of the door: Like fire that hair.

Thetranjit a the right of the door: Fire. Fire-demon.

Left: Maybe. Fassa sad it’s heavy as a yearling inuk.

Right: Doesn't ook it.

Left: No. Sinny I'd say. (She smoothed the coarse white doth over plump ful bressts with a
complacent amile)

Right: Skinny.

Left got to her feet and crossed to Aleytys, squatted beside her, took hold of the vine about
Aleytys's ankles and with a grunt of effort heaved a it, lifting feet and legs hdf a meter from the floor,
dropped them, prodded a Aleytys sthighs and calves with an exploratory forefinger, then went back to
gt beside the door—all without losing a beat of the chant.

Left: Tight and heavy.

Right: Different flesh. Sterile most like with a Centdlli breeder.

Left: Looks like us, except that hair. It's young enough.

Right: Hot to handle, though.

Left: Quiet enough now.

Right: Biding.

Left. Think so?

Right: Look &t it. Ligening. Waiting.

Left: Come the sun, no more waiting.

Right: Think so? Don’'t know. Got a point, the ranjit. Zd off that one and we could go againg the
Shippua-shen and their Zumar, get our own back for the zd they killed just now.

They continued to debate the question of kill or breed. In the beginning they were on opposite Sdes,
mildy so, but as the hours passed they dowly reached agreement—Aleytys was too different, too
dangerous. Nodding gravely in tranquil accord they began taking about something they caled ildHibran
which Aleytys trandated as fire-fete. At firg she paid little attention, drifting in and out of a light doze,
then she began to understand what they were saying and no longer felt any desire to deep. On specid
occasions, when they collected a speciad breeder or an unusudly effective and vigorous enemy, they
absorbed its vigor and power by roasting the individud whole and passing out portions to every zd, even
the nurang infants who got afingerful of dripping to suck on. Bones were ground later to feed the green.

Aleytys was not a dl charmed by the prospect of serving as honoree a a feast, not when it meant
she was the main dish. With a Snking feding she suspected that the outcome of the debate between the
two tranjiti was an accurate foreshadowing of the outcome of the morning's vote.

Later. The tranjiti were showing Sgns of being at low ebb, mentaly and physcaly, Hill spesking now
and then, short phrases about nothing much, making noise to prod themsdves awake. Aleytys began her
breething exercises, no need to cdm hersdf but she had to drive off torpor and pull into focus her drifting
mind. She twisted her hands about and got her sun-fingers firm on the binder vine. “All right, mama, ride



thet chant,” she whispered.

Harskari chuckled. “At your command, O daughter.” Usng a bit of Aleytys's brain she climbed onto
the chant and began dtering it, not enough to free Aleytys completely, but enough to smother any
gpprehension or warning from the vine when Aleytys began her attack.

With a breathed plea to fortune, Aleytys rolled onto her sde and stung the vine It contracted
panfully until she thought it was going to crush her wridts. Grinding her teeth together to keep from crying
out, she sung it again. The ends went limp, the vine loosened enough for her to pull both hands free.
Cautioudy she brushed it back until it was coiled in atight miserable knot againg the wall. She arched her
back and drew her legs around until she could reach the ankle vine. She gave it a larger jolt, used her
tractor implants to pull it off her, then pushed it away as she had the other.

She stretched out, groaned with pleasure as she exercised her stiffened muscles. Then she curled up
on her sde, her back to the dreaming zd, and rested while the stunners recharged.

An hour passed. Harskari withdrew and waited quietly. Aleytys yawned, touched the checkpoint on
her wridt. A little longer, she thought, just a little longer. She shifted around so she could waich the zd,
ligening to the chant, feding the pulse, amazed a how thoroughly Harskari had fooled them. They're as
shuttered as the old one, she thought and spared a moment to bless fortune for sending Juli away. While
this pair was certainly adept in shaping their power, that was a weakness as much as it was a drength.
When things went dong as they expected, they could cope with anything. The unexpected brought panic;
it was that as much as generd caution that would condemn her, Aleytys thought suddenly. They can’t
cope with me, so they’ll do their best to kill me. Jli was different; not that much kill, but raw strength
powered by hate and suspicion made her far more dangerous. She checked her charge again. “Time”
she whispered. Harskari’ s eyes twinkled. “Vidgt's over.” Aleytys suppressed a chuckle. “We don't want
to gtrain their hospitdity,” she whispered.

Harskari reached out and rode the chant again, twiding it to tranquilize the women so they wouldn't
panic or cdl for hdp when they saw Aleytys rise unfettered and come toward them. It would have been
ampler, more certain, if Harskari could have imposed the stasis on them, but she was uncertain about the
effect of thison the rest of the zd; it was dl too likdy to act like a warning Sren to those senstives and
bring the whole zd psi-pool pouring onto them, so she turned the chant and tranquilized the tranjiti into a
date of indifferent euphoria. As she got to her feet Aleytys could fed Harskari’'s satisfaction. “Yeah,
mama, you did good.” She grinned at

Harskari’s snort. The two zd watched dreamily as she bent over them; she applied fingertips to one
temple then the other, unning one then the other, the damp findly gone from her head. Free, she
thought. Finally. But she would not let hersdf rgoice yet in her freedom, kept her shields locked tight.
Too many sengtives around for her to let hersdf expand however deeply she desired that.

She pushed the doormats aside. The lamps were out, the celled dearing thickly dark, but to her
sensors there was no one about, no auxiliary guard. Tense, gpprehensive, she crossed the dearing and
began winding through the trees, moving as directly north as she could, heading for the curtain hedge. The
night was quiet and cool; down here among the trees the ar was ill and soft againg her. The idand
might have been deserted.

A sudden exploson of breath, two smdlish hands that clamp about her am, jerk her around.
“Demon-kin,” Juli screamed at her. “What did you do with her?” While she shouted at Aleytys she was
blaging amind darm to the rest of the zd. “What did you do with my laska?’

Aleytys wrenched hersdf free, dapped her Ieft hand hard againgt Juli’s face and emptied the dregs of
the stunner into her.

Shouts in the dark, rudlings, snaps, unseen zd moving hedily, a heat gathering around her as the
psi-pool presses on her.

She legps AUli’s body and races for the curtain hedge, running full out, the blaze of the stars and the
light from the ripening moon coming through the leaves enough to show her the boles of the swollen trees.
The ground is clear between them. She weaves recklesdy through them, vaults a pole fence, sumbles as
an arrow whidles past her shoulder, catches her stride, dodges precarioudy around a startled hooting
beast little more then a shadow shape, more arrows, dl missng but not by much, she vaults another



fence, races on. There are zd on the ground now, converging on her. The ps-pool thrumms, pressing
confusion on her.

The hedge looms ahead. The senting trees grow within it. She legps for the nearest, catches hold of
the twisted trunk, with a grunt pulls hersdlf up. Long canes whip out from the thorn hedge, dgpping and
dawing a her, trying to dig their thornsin and drag her off the tree. The tree writhes and bucks, sending
out darms asiit tries to didodge her. She goes up it like a frightened cat, crawls out on a whipping limb,
hurls a blast of NEED into the night, screams Shadith’s name after it, legps out from the bucking branch
into the north arc of the river-moat.

Pain. Arrow in her shoulder, scading burst of confusion. Poison. She grinds her teeth, fights her body
upright, flashes the poison away with a touch of hoarded power. Pain again. And again. Arrow through
her sde, arrow driving through her thigh.

She hits the water feet down with ajarring splash, sinks, the breasth knocked out of her. No time for
that. The poison is churning in her. She is disoriented, not knowing* up from down, but can’'t ded with
that now; she uses more of the power pool, flushes away the poison. Can’t do anything about the points
grating in her flesh.

Her lungs are burning, the current of the river is tumbling her over and over, involuntarily she gasps,
swalows too much water before she can catch hersdf, flounders desperately until her head dmost by
accident breaks the surface. She coughs and chokes, gasps in ar and water, fights to keep her head up.
More of the arrows are arching at her but sheisamoving amdl target and dl miss her. The current has its
hands on her. She gasps and tries to ignore the grinding of the points and the pain as she kicks and
reaches out, struggling to fight the current and swim for the northern shore,
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Shadith twitchesin her deep.

(Aleytys. Naked. Running.

Running between nightmare trees that dap and snap & her.

Heang a black wave of fury, the ps-pool rearing up to crash

over her.

Aleytys dawing up atree that convulses under her.

Aleytys plunging feet fird into the river, shafts festhering her

body.)

Shadith deegping swests.

(Water closes over flying fine hair.

Minutes passing, passing.

Aleytys floundering up, tumbling away as the current takes her.)

Shadith jerks awake, gasping and dripping Swest.

The dream was vivid, though fading swiftly even as the worst nightmares do once the dreamer
wakes. She sat up, drew her am across her face and considered the dream. “Prognogticator,” she
murmured, grinned briefly, scowled into the darkness under the trees. “Better take a look; whatever.”
She got to her feet with a vigorous thrust of her muscles and bustled about repacking the saddlebags and
raling up the blankets. She stopped and frowned down at the pile. “Might be chasng me. Might not.
Better to have a stash.” With cheerful, dap-dash movements, she flipped the saddiebags and belt over
her shoulder and went swinging up a deciduous tree ressmbling the riveroak of lower devations. She
tucked them in a crotch high enough to be invisble from the ground, returned moments later with the
blanket ralls. On the ground again, whidling softly, she kicked afew old leaves about, scratched over the
little clearing with a half-rotted branch, leaving it superficdly returned to its wild state. It wouldn’'t fool a
tracker but a casud glance would miss her traces.

Minutes later she was riding down the road leading the second gyr, Snging a livdy song under her
bresth. Stedlth hadn’'t worked before, now maybe boldness might. Anyway it was a lovely night for a
ride and if her dream waan't just a dream Aleytys would be about ready to take on the zd and hdl with
them, hdf a sec and I'm away with her and devil fork the hindmost. The road dipped down from the



corrugations at the far end of the valey and flattened out beside the river. She wrinkled her nose at the
water flowing close beside the black paving. “Don’'t you look pretty, you. All shiny in the sarlight and
worms in your belly.” She rubbed absently a her gyr's neck. “I wonder if those thingsll be after her.
Gahh, what ughs” She grinned. “Creepy-crawlies” She reached the western point of the idand
unchdlenged and rather taken with the soundness of her judgment. Scratching thoughtfully at the hollow
between the gyr’s shoulders as he ambled dong, she murmured, “ See, grall by like you got dl the time
and dl the right in the world and they bow and scrape and urge you on.” Her voice tralled off as noises
drifted to her over the brushing roar of the river. “Or Aleytys has got them so bothered they got no time
to watch the road.” In any case the road was leaving her, dipping under the water to come up on the far
dde of the river. She urged the gyr up onto the weedy space between the river and the fidds “Some
timing, if that’swhat | think it is” She bent over the gyr's neck and urged him into a ground-egting lope,
the other fallowing nose to flank as if he were glued there. She glanced anxioudy and repeatedly a the
dark blob of the idand, the thin foliage of the sentind trees like black lace againg the starfield, galloped
past without stopping when she saw the turmail in the solid blackness of the hedge and the silhouette of
one of the trees bucking about asif a hurricane had got hold of it. She shivered under the impact of that
shout of NEED, just made out the palor of the plunging figure, heard the splash as Aleytys hit the water,
but nonetheless kepi the gyori racing dong the riverbank.

When she was past the eastern point of the idand, she swung her gyr about and sat peering axioudy
a the dart water, trying to spot Aleytys when she came up and before she went whirling past. The
current wasn't something to fool around with.

With an explosion of reief, she saw awhite arm dicding through the water. After dropping the second
gyr'srein and leaving im with a command in his head to stay where he was, she urged her mount into the
water and set him svimming toward the sruggling woman. Aleytys dammed into his sde and kept
kicking blindly on, fighting to reach the bank. She didn't seem to see Shadith and the gyr. Coaxing and
encouraging him, Shadith got him turned around and was back beside her in moments. She bent and
caught hold of Aleytys's unwounded am, ydled her name as she tried to lift her onto the gyr. Wet,
dippery, too heavy, Aleytys dmost unbalanced the desperately svimming gyr even when she woke up
enough to add her hdp to Shadith’s efforts. Findly, she shook her head, dung to the saddle pad and let
the gyr drag her ashore.

It was dill a fight; the gyr moaned his distress and more than once seemed about to give up and let
himsdf be carried away, but Shadith prodded him and crooned to him and caressed him with hand and
mind until his hooves touched bottom and he heaved himsdf up out of the water to stand panting and
gasping on the bank. Aleytys dropped on her face and lay like alog on the sraggling grass.

Shadith patted the gyr, then swung down and kndt beside Aleytys “Come on, Lee” She looked
over her shoulder at the idand. It had gone quiet, but she didn’t find that quiet very reassuring. “Hep me;
| can't lift you.”

“Yaaah ...” Aleytys sucked in a breath, shuddered. Her ams and legs twitched, drew up. With
Shadith helping her, she rose on hands and knees then got her torso erect. She sat on her heds while
Shadith led the spare gyr closer. She swallowed, tried to push onto her feet, but her legs were too weak.
“Get hm to kned.” Her voice was blurred, mushy, she had to repeat the words before Shadith
understood her.

Once they were both mounted, Shadith urged her gyr into a lope, heard the other following close
behind. There were shouts and whistles from the idand, more arrows. A curse from Aleytys, Shadith fdt
ablast of heat behind her, swung around. Energized by her anger, Aleytys was gathering light about her
hands, she saw Shadith watching, smiled grimly. “No more,” she said. “I’'ve had enough.” The diadem
flickered about her wet hair, a ghost image as she summoned everything she could command and
compressed it into that light about her hands. With a long ululaing scream she flung the fire at the hedge
and the sentingd trees.

Shadith grinned as she watched the flames legp dong the black, searing the thornvine woven into the
hedge, legping from treetop to treetop. She whooped with glee, then quieted as she saw Aleytys's
weary, hdf-amiling consternation.



No more arrows came a them as they rode past the idand. Shadith shivered a little though as she fdt
the rage and fear and hate that hung with a cloud of black smoke like a pdl over the zd settlement. She
urged the weary gyr into a faster lope, then bit her lip and turned to Aleytys to ask if she could stand the
rougher ride.

Aleytys freed a hand, moving with dow panful care, and waved her on. “Don’'t mind ....” She didn’t
try to finish but hooked her hand once again about the front of the saddle pad; she leaned tensdy forward
over the gyr’'s neck, her face gaunt, strained, wet hair she was too tired to shift plastered in strings across
it.

An ominous dillness settled over the valey as they fled up the road—asiif the valey and the zd were
gathering themselves for one last effort. Even the river ran hushed, or so it seemed to Shadith. The ar
weighed down on her.

Wind suddenly pounced on them, howled at their backs, the gyori went wild with fear and something
ese, as if the wind had breathed a demon rage into them. Shadith clutched at the saddle pad as she
fought to control her mount; gradualy she managed to pluck rule from the wind and drive him on dong
the stegpening road; she tore a second loose to look round at Aleytys, worried about how well she was
coping with the buffeting.

Aleytys rode crouched low over her gyr, not in trouble, handling him wel enough though the drain in
her face, the glaze on her eyes warned Shadith that she was running on the dregs of energy and will.

The gyori bounded up the Hiff grading until they reached the band of trees embroidered across the
crests of the mountain, a dark green hatching on the lighter green of the grass.

“Aleytys Thisway.” Shadith waggled an am & the trees, dowed her weary gyr and turned him into
the darkness under the trees. The wind pushed unimpeded up the mountaindde, a tidd ram of
maevolence. Once they were out of this ram the gyori settled to their usud amiability with snorting rdlief
and ambled dong nuzzing at each other and &t thelr riders knees.

Shadith clucked to her gyr and tried to get him to move faster but he was too weary to respond. She
frowned at Aleytys, Sghed and settled hersdlf to wait until they reached the clearing where she'd stashed
the supplies.

She touched her gyr to ahdt, swung aleg up and over, came down running to catch hold of the other
gyr's hdter and pull him to a stop. Aleytys s face was flushed. There was enough light coming into the
dearing from the stars and the setting moon to show her that. Her eyes were drifting about restlesdy as if
she didn’t understand anything she was seeing. Shadith dapped her on the thigh near the arrowshaft but
ghe didn't show any awareness of ether the dap or the jiggling of the point within the flesh. Shadith
frowned and chewed on her lip, then lifted her head. “Harskari,” she shouted. “Hep me. Ride her off this
beast and get her flat.”

The dlence dretched out. Aleytyss body sat unmoving. Shadith fumed at Harskari’s extreme
reluctance to embody hersdf. She jigged from foot to foot trying to think of something else to do,
frustrated because she couldn’t think of anything. The body she had now was amdler, lighter, weaker
then Aleytys, if she tried to shift Aleytys off that gyr she'd drop her and god knows how bad those
ceramic points would chew her up indde.

Aleytys's head turned. Her lips moved. “Blankets” Shedith cursed her flitter-headed stupidity, ran at
the tree and went up it double time. She tossed the blanket rall from the crotch, then went down again in
a bardly controlled fdl. Aleytys's body was standing by the gyr, dinging to the saddlepad. The diadem
was chiming softly about the wet hair, its ghost image waking highlights from the darkness of the damp
red. Her face was Hiff as awax mask, Harskari obvioudy refusing to do more than she must.

Shadith whipped the roll open, discarded one blanket and spread the other over the littered earth.

Harskari staggered afew steps, dropped Aleytys s body onto its knees in the middle of the blanket.
Aleytys's head turned. “Work the points through, Shadith, they’re fanged, you can't pull them out. And
you'll have to do it, she can’'t.” The mouth moved without sound, the tongue fluttered dong the upper lip,
then Harskari drove the voice on. “Push them through, I'll guide you so you don't chew things up too
much. Not the onein the shoulder, you'll have to cut that out. Bone in the way.” Aleytys's eyes drooped
shut and the body began to dump; a moment later it Sraightened, the effort of that sraightening visble in



face and neck. “Need bandages, antiseptic powder. Hurry. Her strength drains rapidly. Yes, you'd
better hurry.”

With a sobbing curse Shadith was away again, up the tree and down in a scrambling rush, carrying
the saddlebags and the belt. Hurry. Hurry. Hurry. The word beat in her brain. She shuddered as she
thought about what would happen if Aleytys died, her fear as great as her grief. Kin and kind. Dead and
gone. Alone. Bereft of Aleytys, of Harskari, yes, of Harskari too, if Aleytys went. Alone.

Aleytys's body was 4ill on its knees but dumped like a sun-softened wax figure. Shedith dropped
her armload and went for water.

The next hdf hour was not something she wanted to remember but the job was findly done, the
points and shafts cast aside, the wounds bandaged, even the gridy holein Aleytys's shoulder. Aleytys lay
on her ssomach on the bloody blanket, strips of bandage drding her body, the white dready vanishing as
blood soaked through. Shadith sucked air through her teeth, lad her hand againg the swesaty forehead.
“Fever. Damn. Lee, can you hear me?’ She bent until her ear was close to Aleytys s mouth, straightened.
“Nothing. What do | do now?’” She watched Aleytys shudder with a sudden chill. “Fire. Get you warm.
Cha? | wish | knew if that'd help or hurt. Leg!” She listened again but there was no answer, no Sgn
ather Aleytys or Harskari heard her.

She rubbed wesarily a her eyes, looked around for the discarded blanket, shook the leaves and
debris off it and wrapped it about Aleytys. Even through the blanket she could fed the waves of
shuddering passing through the battered body. She touched Aleytys s face again. Hot. The wrong kind of
heat. Aleytys s bresthing was raspy and uneven, each breath a struggle. Shadith dragged her hand across
her mouth, looked up. The sky was pding. Dawn was close, might bring searchers from the idand. She
didn't like to think of that. She touched Aleytys. “Oh god, | have to make a fire” She gazed blindly
about the dearing, not redlly seeing the trees and brush. “Lead them right to us. | have to fix that.”

She jumped to her feet, swayed a little as her head swam with weariness, then dashed about
collecting wood, rushing over every few minutes to check on Aleytys. She scraped out a fire hole,
meking dirt and litter fly, stabbed four branches into the earth and tied the tips together, draped one of
the blankets over them and tied it in place, leaving the Sde toward Aleytys open. Cheered a little without
thinking about it by the brisk physica activity, she began whisling through her teeth as she huilt the fire in
the hole and set cha water to heat.

When the fire was burning steedily she took hold of the

end of the blanket Aleytyslay on and hauled her closer to the

heat, watching anxioudy, hoping that the necessarily rough ride wouldn't do too much damage.
Aleytys moaned and

moved her head.

“Lee” Shadith cried; she scrambled on hands and knees until she was looking down a Aleytys's
face, the sde of it she could see, the vishle eye hdf-open, no dgn a dl she heard the cry, no Sgn she
knew where or who she was. Shadith touched her shoulder, fdt wetness under her hand. Blood was
seeping through the blanket that covered the wounded shoulder. She pulled the blanket away. The
bandages had dipped; the pad was bright with fresh blood. “There isn't much more, you didn’'t bring a
lot, oh god, what do | do when these run out?” She lifted the soaked pad and tossed it a the fire
scowled at the blood weling up from the wound. “Lee, oh Lee” she whispered as she pressed new pads
over the three wounds, tied them in place with the old straps, frayed and bloody though they were. “How
do | reach you? | don’'t know what more to do.”

The fire hissed as the water boiled over. When she took the lid off to drop in the cha, it clattered
agand the pot. Her hand was shaking. She threw in a handful of chaleaves and fumbled the lid back on,
lifted the pot from the fire and set it to steep close beside Aleytys so that bit of heat could be added to
the rest. She drew her legs up, wrapped her arms around them and rested her head on her knees. Behind
her she could hear the gyr moving about, nipping & the tender tips of new green on the brush, at a greater
distance the twitter of birds, the soft soughing of the wind through the treetops, tentative rudles in the
grass as amd| rodents woke up. She was tired. So tired. In spite of her desperate anxiety she nearly
dept, had to force hersdf to raise her head when she'd given the cha more than enough time to steep.



She forced her aching body to move, to search out a mug. She hdf-filled it with the strong amost black
liquid, gulped it down, burning her tongue but gaining a spurt of energy from the heat and the imulant in
the drink. She poured more cha in the mug and frowned down a Aleytys. She didn’'t want to move her
again, but there was no way she could drink lying on her somach. Shadith set the mug down, pulled the
covering blanket away and eased Aleytys onto her back as gently as she could. Aleytys moaned with
each movement. Shadith sweated, chewed on her lip. Again, as gently as she could, she lifted Aleytys, an
am about her shoulders just above the gouge where she'd cut free the arrow point. She raised the cup,
held it to the dackly open lips and tilted alittle of the hot liquid into the mouth. After along tense moment,
she rdaxed jud a little as she fdt the throat working. Aleytys had swallowed the cha. Shadith trembled,
swalowed alumpin her throat, blinked away tears that blurred her vison. Little by little she got the cha
down Aleytys, then lad her back on the blanket. The awful shuddering had stopped, even the fever
seemed not so consuming when she touched Aleytys s face.

Shadith sat on her hedls, both hands wrapped about the refilled mug, savoring the warmth that was
hedting the worst aches out of her own body. She emptied the mug with hasty gulps, set it aside and bent
over Aleytys.

“Leg” dhe said. “Ligen to me” She touched Aleytys's face, turned the head so Aleytys's eyes
would see her if they opened. She waited. No reaction. “All right,” she said. “We try something else.
Harskari.” She made the name sharp, demanding. She cdled again, louder, when there was no response.
She dapped the face, pulled the hair. No response. She sat back on her heds, sarting to grow frightened
agan. I’ ve got to reach her somehow, she thought, before she bleeds hersdf empty. Somehow. How?

Asif in answer ahawk cried in the distance, her hawk that she'd forgotten for so long. She rubbed a
the nape of her neck, turned her head to one side then the other. Mindrider? she thought, then shook her
head, the wooden beads clacking loudly in the hush. “Mindrider?” she said doud, as if by saying it doud
ghe could convince hersdlf it would work. She closed her eyes. Sowly, very carefully, she tried reaching
into the fever-ridden mind of the woman before her. She didn't know what she was doing, though she
knew thet brain

wel enough, having used it for hersdf when Aleytys permitted. Permitted, that was the problem. She
had no permisson now, not for what she was doing. She told hersdf she wasn't trying to take over the
body, not this time, only to reach some spark of consciousness. She didn't like this, it fet creepy, it fet
like she was voluntarily giving up her hard-won freedom, re-entering the trap of the diadem. She shivered
and fought hersdf and continued to probe. Aleytys. Lee. Hear me. Wake up. Lee. Heal yoursdlf before
it stoo late. Harskari, come out, help her, help us.

On and on this went, this wandering in blackness, in nothingness, cdling out futildy in blackness, in
nothingness. She began to fed tenuous, disoriented, she began to doubt she'd ever find her way back
into her own body, it was new, yes, but it was hers. Yet she went on. Aleytys. Lee. Hear me. Gather
what strength you can find. Try, Lee, please, please try. Hear me. You're dying, Lee, you're
bleeding to death. You're fever-filled and poisoned and torn up and you have to wake enough to
heal yourself. Hear me, try ...

And findly, oh findly, Harskari was there, dimly, weakly, but there, chanting something, chanting
grength into hersdf, Shadith could neither truly hear nor understand what she was chanting but the fog
and fever haze began to thin and findly, oh findly, Aleytys was there, dimly, digantly, oh weak so very
weak, but there.

And Shadith began trying to find her way back, a maze, a desert, a featurdess land, but the tiny tug
grew stronger and she fled toward hersdlf and found hersdf and fitted back into hersdf with a tidd reief
that left her weak and trembling.

And she opened her eyes and she looked down a Aleytys.

The face she saw was no longer vacant but grimly scowling. The hands she saw were clenched into
figs. The body was taut, Sraining.

Sowly the grain lessened. The face logt its hectic flush.

Caefully Shadith turned back the blanket and lifted the pad over the high shoulder wound so she
could see that bloody gouge. No more oozing blood. The hole was filled and the new skin that was



thickening over it was brightly pink. As she watched, the pink began to fade to the cream-gold of hedthy
in.

Shadith closed her eyes, her head buzzing with weariness and rdlief. She settled on her heds to walt,
poured hersdf another mug of cha. It was lukewarm, strong enough to float a rock, acid enough to tan
her indgdes, but she drank it down with pleasure, laughed when cha leaves stuck to her tongue and her
front teeth, spat them from her tongue and rubbed them off her teeth; she fdt like anging but sat in
vibrating slence, she fdt like dancing, but stayed where she was, too comfortable to move, and she
watched Aleytys hed hersdf, replacing lost flesh, replacing lost blood, washing away the last corroding
taint of poison.

Sometime later, when the fire was dead and tree shadows were black bars didng across the clearing,
Aleytys sat up and began dripping away the pads and gauze straps, dropping them in an untidy pile. She
wrinkled her nose at the clutter, grinned a Shadith. “Thanks” Scratching absently at a smear of blood on
her sde, she nodded at the cha pot. “Any water left but thet?”

“Some.” Shadith yawned, blinked. “Want it hested?’

“I'd love it heated but I'll take it cold.” She grimaced. “Can’'t say | like it here this side of the
mountains. Sooner we make the pass the easier I'm going to be.”

“Uh-huh.” Shadith nodded, heard the clack of her hairbeads and scowled. “Use your comb? I’ ve put
up with these long enough.”
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About an hour past noon the ancient road findly flattened as they reached the winding saddle of the
pass. Shadith was dozing as she rode, lulled by the easy rocking gait of her gyr and the pleasant warmth
of the sun. Her gyr stopped suddenly, jarring her awake.

Aleytys had stopped; she sat her gyr facing adant of rock that was dill smooth and intact except for
a little eroson near the top thet let trickles of coarse dirt tral down the dope. She turned her head.
“Look, Shadi.” She pointed.

“What?' Shadith scrubbed at her eyes, rode closer.

“Old fox. He got past.” Aleytys amiled at a mark negtly chisded into the rock.

V. Rolling To The Ocean And Collecting More Than M oss

Shadith yawned. Her lids drooped so low over her eyes dmaost none of the chocolate showed. She
rode comfortably dumped, left foot in the stirrup, right leg crooked before her across the ralling muscdes
of the gyr's shoulders. Her har was an exploson of brown-gold fuzz about her thin young face. In a
revulson againg dl things zd, she'd torn the beads from her hair, combed out the profuson of braids,
each drag of the comb a bit of barely controlled anger. She would have torn off and thrown away every
ditch she wore if she'd had even arag to cover her, but snce she did not fancy riding in a blanket, she let
prudence rule her rage. “1 think I’ d kill for a hot shower, shampoo and clean clothes” she said, watching
envioudy as Aleytys got dressed.

Aleytys glanced over her shoulder. The black paving dimbed in lazy loops behind them, vanishing
findly behind a bulge on the mountain. The hawk flew above them in long graceful curves. What wind
there was blew againg their faces, a soft tickle laden with green amdlls and the aroma of damp soil, damp
rock. Of larger beasts, ruminants or predators, there was no sgn, though now and then she heard smdl
secret ruglesin some hits of grass. For an ingant she looked through the hawk’s eyes, but even to these
the road behind was empty, and the mountain on ether side of the road. She shrugged off her uneasiness
and turned to watch Shadith. Somehow in the past few days, especidly the traumatic hours of lagt night,
Shadith seemed to have dtered muscle and bone, growing closer to the mind image she had of her. Or
wasit the play of expresson, the combination of gesture and overal body language that had changed? Or



am | simply getting used to her, she wondered. She does look different now. The hair? | don't
know. What does it matter? She twisted around to gaze once again at the dopes and the road.

A shadow had followed them across the mountain. A shadow of a shadow—so fant she only knew
its fed, a fugitive itch in her back har. Eyes and her other senses told her there was nothing there,
common sense and experience told her there was nothing there—except perhaps a phantom born of her
overhested imaginetion.

“Wha's the matter, Lee? We got lice?’

Aleytys straightened. Shadith was watching her, no longer deepy, body taut, eyes sparkling, a fierce
haf-grin on her face. Aleytys chuckled. “Down, girl. | don’t know,” she went on more soberly. “Got a
feding | can't trap. | never see anything, hawk never sees anything. Ghogst.” She shivered, curved her
hand around the back of her head. “But the itch won't go away.”

Shadith wiggled her body, dumped again. “If that's dl it is, then forget it.” She yawned. “Stand
guard-turns when we camp, that’s dl. When do we camp? Sun’s low. No river for fishing so we'll need
game. Four's dmost gone, dried Suff too. Better keep it for ....” She broke off, the last word swallowed
by another yawn. “For emergencies.”

Aleytys twisted around and watched therr elongated shadows dancing on the dope behind them,
diffusad vague shadows as fuzzy as the shape of the sun glowing behind the thickening layer of clouds,
black and heavy with water, shreds blowing past above them, a blanket over the unseen lowlands ahead.
Evenin the past few minutes the ar moving againg them had picked up a damper fed. “Going to rain.”

Shadith lifted her head, her nose twitching as she sniffed the air. “Uh-huh, maybe not tonight, maybe
tomorrow.”

“Maybe. You awake enough to fly the hawk and find us a campsite, preferably with water?’

Shadith snorted. “Don’'t get above yoursdf, mama. I'm no child.”

“Sorry.” Sheran her eyes over the dight body. “I keep forgetting.”

“Hunh!” Shadith grinned at her, then set hersdf to ride the hawk.

Midmorning the next day, a gray and glowering day, they came round a curve and found a long and
gnuous valey laid out before them, both ends vanishing in dull gray haze, the ghosts of mountains on the
far Sde, topless, smothered in clouds. A river, date gray, taking its color from the lowering sky, snaked
dong the vdley floor, dark splotches snugged in its curves. Wadled cities. The nearest of these had a
patchwork of fidds fanning out from it, people a work in them, bits of dark moving between the rows.
Beyond that, like dapples of textured shade, more fidds, north and south. Peaceful. But the cities and
thelr surrounding fields were as isolated as any of the settlements ringing the Flain on the far sde of the
mountains, no vishle roads except the ancient ones that Hill webbed the land, evidence of a different
pattern of living, no boats on the river, its whole length empty of traffic.

Closer, between them and the vdley floor, was a richly bluegreen patch of forest, a rough ovd, the
long axis pardld to theline of the mountains. It sat across the road like a hairy amoeba. Aleytys twisted
around and touched the left saddlebag but changed her mind about wrestling with it. She straightened.
“Shedi, get me that book, will you? It's easier for you.”

Shadith backed her gyr and dug around in the bag until she found the extract of Esgard’s notes. As
she passed the book to Aleytys, she flicked a hand at the river and its cuddied settlements. “Them?’

“And that.” Aleytys nodded at the forest. “ Since the road goes through it.”

ESGARD’S NOTES:

Dryad forest. Not much to say about this, except that Fasstang is emphatic about going through it
fad. | can't get any idea what the danger is, only that it exists. Can’'t go round. South, there's a marsh,
not exactly aBlight, but close enough. North, bands of mutant outcasts from the cities. Kill anything that
moves, sometimes for eating, sometimes for fun of it. Tossed out of the cities because they're too ugly or
too maimed to be ussful. Soon as they reach ther fourth year. City rulers cdl themsdlves righteous and
mord and will not abandon infants to die, but they are practicd and don’t want an overabundance of



hungry and angry ferads hanging about. The fourth year seems an acceptable compromise between
mordity and practicality. Not many of the gected manage to say dive. Those that do become very good
a surviving if not much else. Go past the aities with some prudence. Don't stop. If you somehow manage
to irritate the city indigenes, they’ll swarm out after you but if you can leave them behind, they won't
persst. According to what Fasstang and others have told me, they don't like to go far from thar
homegrounds. Satellite cameras seem to confirm this. Go waxily.

“Comforting.” Shading her eyes, Shadith leaned forward and peered down at the forest. “Looks
peaceful enough.” She settled back, passed a hand over her hair. “ *Ware the joker.”

Aleytys shook her head. “Cross your fingers, Shadi, and hope that’s not quite so prophetic as the last
timeyou said it.” She shoved her gyr's nose away from her knee, tapped her heds againg his sdes and
started him dong the road that looped through rambling switchbacks down the face of the mountain into
the dreamy peaceful vdley so far below them.

The trees were immense. Even before the two riders got close, the dome-shaped crowns blotted out
alarge portion of the sky. On the fringes of the forest amdl trees and brush grew in a tangled brake of
exuberant complexity. They wove together into a tunnd arching over the road. Smdl tendrils like feders
dropped from the roof, naked except for a few trembling leaves a the tip. Heavy, thick slence dowly
filled with innumerable subtly hodtile whispers radiated from the brake. Aleytys pulled her mount to a
stop, eyed the murmuring blackness with considerable distaste.

Shadith ran a hand through her curls. “Why don't we jugt take a chance with the mutants?”

Aleytys rubbed her nose. “Y ou might have a point.”

Both gyr were nervous, Sdling about, backing away from the tunnd as much as Aleytys and Shadith
would dlow. Her mouth set in agrim line, Aleytys fingered her thigh where Shadith had shoved the point
through. Her hand was unsteady, fingers trembling. She glanced at Shadith, looked away again. “I'm not
reedy to face power minds yet.”

“Esgard didn’'t say they had those”

Aleytys shrugged, said nothing. Her fingers dill moving up and down over the vanished wound as if
ghe fdt it even through the soft brown suede of her trousers, she stared at the tunnd’s mouth. The
darkness gradudly lightened. She could see open space at the other end filled with a deep twilight and a
glimpse of the massve boles of the giant trees. “It's not that long,” she whispered. “Once we're through
... She tilted her head sharply back and stared up at the Slent giants looming over them. Abruptly she
was no longer worried. She laughed, kicked her hedsinto the gyr's sdes and urged him forward.

The dangling shoots trembled about her, the soft leaves caressed her; the whispers had changed
moments ago, caming her, cdling her, a sweet enticing song. She broke out of the tunnd into a world of
tranquil mgesty, of dreamy beauty. Beamns of light ddlicaidy greened, dotted with gold motes, broke
through the canopy and streamed in a static dance about the dark glent trunks, touching here and there
the lacy white skirts about their bases, thickly interwoven air-roots shaped into wide-based cones.

Esgard’s warning a tiny spot of dam at the back of her mind, Aleytys kept the gyr to a quick trot
aong the crackled black paving, but the wonder of the forest was dowly overwheming that reservation.
The trunks rose graight and sheer Sixty meters before the firg branches arched out from them. And these
branches rose higher, legping across the wide empty spaces between the trees, growing into each other
to create alacework groining whose highest peak might be eighty meters above her.

The song grew sweeter and a little louder, a cooing hum that was as pleasant and enticing as the
sharp green scent of the trees\\

Aleytys lets her gyr dow to a wak. She breathes in the beauty and serenity around her. She is
vagudy curious about the strange song but not darmed by it. She turns to Shadith, smiles at her, but says
nothing, uwilling to break the peace. The song grows louder and more indstent, though dill of a
lovdiness and tranquility to wring tears from a stone. It threads through flesh, bone, brain until body and
mind are thrumming with it. Aleytys hears Shadith begin to ang with it, a wordless rise and fal of the clear
young voice.

Smdl brown-green figures dip from the greet trees as if they dwdl like spirits within them; they are
tranducent like tinted glass, cast in the moulds of sexless little girls about a meter high. First one appears



and moves slently dong the side of the road, then another and another and many more, mdting out of the
shadows, tiny naked figures moving with boneless grace, fine greenish har fluttering about narrow
shoulders, waifs with glowing green-gold eyes and tiny mouths pursed to shape the croon thet is filling the
space around them. The smple meody has gained complexity, added chords to the linear progression of
the song, more lovely, more heartbregking than before. They crowd around her, they crowd around
Shadith; before she redlizes what is hgppening the gyori amble to a stop and stand with hanging heads,
dazed into Hillness by the song.

Undisturbed for the moment, she watches with ddight the dfin faces as the dryades dance in ther
circle about her and about her until she begins to fed dizzy. Of course, she thinks. Dryad forest. How can
it be anything else.

But even as she vibrates to ther song and to the beauty around her, a vague uneasiness begins to
scratch at the velvet overlay they have woven for her.

Shadith has surrendered whally to the dryades spdl. She dides down from her gyr and joins the
carcdle dance, hand dinging to hand, echoing the wordless song with her own

song. She dances off with them as the two circles salit, the greater numbers of the smdl creatures
remaning about Aleytys. Aleytys watches them drift away, uneasiness growing pricklier under the cream
and velvet.

The dryades dancing about Aleytys intengfy their croon, besating a her resstance, a touch of
impatience roughing their surfaces. Up to now she has et hersdlf surrender to the song, because of its
seductive charm, because of its serenity. Sheisweary to death of dl the crises waiting for her decisons,
dl the questions rubbing a her. She feds a gresat rdief a being able to set dl these asde, at leest for a
moment. Sheis so tired of pushing hersdf to do what she ought rather than what she wanted.

But the pressure the dryad song is putting on her is becoming an attack, not a seduction any longer.
She looks around, suddenly adert, and sees Shadith has vanished. “Harskari,” she cdls, -alarmed by this,
the harsh cry shattering for an ingtant the numbing drain of the dryad song. Her shidds snap tight, she
snatches a the ties of her metal-shod gtaff, tucks it under her am as she kicks her gyr into maotion.

Or tries to. He stands without moving; even a sharp jab a his mind cannot reach him. Out of the
corner of her eye she catches a flicker of movement, twists around. Two dryades are mounted now on
Shadith’s gyr, others have hold of the rein and are sarting to lead him away. Thereis a sudden amdl pan
like a bite. She twids to look at the back of her upper am. A bit of fluff dts on the skin just below the
auff of her short deeve. She plucks it away. There is atiny black thorn in the center. Holding the fluff in
her fingers she stares at the dryades who stare back, waiting. She amiles a them, a broad mirthless amile
“No,” she says. “Not thistime”

She reaches, she flashes out the poison, burnsit out of her blood. She reaches agan, drawing gulps
of power into hersdf. It is esser now—as if the sruggle with the Zd had opened pathways blocked
before. The diadem chimes, flickering about her head; she cannot see it but sees its reflection in dryad
eyes, hears its phantom song. The power churns in her. Digantly she feds more pricks but she ignores
them until sheis ready, then with a shrug and aflick of the power, the poison is burned away. She points
afinger. Gold fire so searing bright the dryades moan with fear gathers about that hand, runs in drips
about it like molten meta. She jabs the finger at the nearest tree. Fire legps from her hand in along hot
blade; she dashes the fireblade againg that tree; a dryad screams with pain as the blade bites through
bark into the living wood. The tree screams dlently. She closes her hand into a figt. The blade vanishes
among the moans and curse sounds from the dryades. She turns her hand pam up, unfolds her fingers A
flame dances on her padm. Her eyes on the shuddering creatures, she curls her am about the bladed
deff, hugsit close to her Sde, snaps the fingers of her left hand, re-absorbing the flame. “I don’t know if
you understand me” she says, spesking dowly and very clearly, usng the zd tongue, willing them to
understand her. “I want my friend back.” She touches hersdf over her heart. “1 want.” She points to the
empty saddle pad on the other gyr the dryades have abandoned. “My friend.” She snaps her fingers, the
flame legps high. “I want her back or | will burn this forest about your ears.” She points a flame-gloved
hand, swings it round in a circle. The dryades shrink back, whining with fear. She closes her fig about the
fire, then makes the blade again and bites deep into another tree. “Where?’ The word rings under the



canopy like the clash of sword on sword.

The dryades mdt away from her, they don’'t seem to grasp what she is saying. They are filled with a
rage they are too afrad to vent on her. Two of them are whining and squeding with pain, long burns
cutting across ther stained glass torsos. She swings a leg up and over, dides off. She stands a moment
looking around, then stalks away from the gyr. She burns a tree, hears/fed s the yeping of the dryad. “My
friend,” she cries. She drides on, starts to burn afourth tree, hesitates, cannot quite bring hersdf to do it.
She stops by one of the root-cones, re-absorbs the fire, attacks the fragile-looking roots with the butt of
her saff. A andl wafts up to her, the Sckly sweet smdl of old death. Her g&ff rebounds from the reslient
roots. Snarling, she whips the gaff around and dashes a the roots with the bladed end. Bleeding a
visoous reddish fluid, the roots spread away before her, like curtains pulled asde. The battered frightened
tree is shuddering and swaying, that massive, somber giant swaying back and forth as if caught in a high
wind. A dryad is huddling againg the curve of the trunk, staring at her, radiating pain/fear/rage, with fear
the greatest of the three. The ground within is littered with bones, she does not think they are dryad
bones, too big, wrong shape, do the dryad’s even have bones? Severd withered and rotting bodies are
more or less intact, enmeshed in flimsy cocoons of hair-fine white roots hanging down from the ar root
cone. Biting her lip to hold back nausea, not breathing, Aleytys moves closer. Mutants, she thinks.
Young, not much bigger than the dryad. She backs out, hand pressed hard agangt her mouth, sick,
shaking, cold with fear. Somewhere in this maze Shadith—she refuses to think about that. She backs
farther, turns. There are eyes watching her, she can fed them, but no dryades linger in view. “Give me my
friend,” she screams. “You want me to burn you dl to ash?” The words fdl dead in the slence. She
awings the gaff high over her head. “Burn and cut. And you can’'t touch me.”

She doesn’'t want to do this, the threat done makes her as Sck as the smdl of the rotting bodies. The
dryades are only acting out of ther natures. She suspects they are animd rather than human, acting from
inginct rather than intdligence. They might once have been human, but that is so long ago there is little
vedige of it except perhaps in the shape. They don't understand what she wants of them, that is
becoming clearer with everything she does to them.

She stdks to another tree, attacks the air-root cone with the saff blade. It opens. Another dryad.
More bones. More bodies. No Shadith. She backs out, moves to the next tree, trying to follow the line
Shadith was teking the lagt time she saw her. She is drowning in fear and pain. To lift the shaft and dash
a the roots one more time is dmaost more than she can endure, but she can’t endure, ether, the image of
Shadith being sucked dry, rotting indde a cocoon of fine white roots.

A dryad appears suddenly before her, trembling, dmost opague with terror, a second comes with
equd reluctance to join it. They wait for her, hand in hand like frightened children. She aches for their
agony but cannot let it stop her.

Thefirg beckons, the pair begin to back away. Warily she follows

A root cone opens before her.

Shadithis curled up, her back pressed againg the trunk, white roots aready beginning to curl about
her. The roots are hedlily retresting. Aleytys drives the two dryades in before her, she does not trust
them. They dip round ether sde of the trunk and hide in the darkness beyond. Aleytys forgets them,
flings the gaff beyond the circle of the roots and kneds beside Shadith; she wants to burn away the
sucking roots, but only for a moment. Forgetting them, she lifts Shadith, stands with her, backs out and
tuns to see the two gyori waiting for them. Shadith is bleeding from hundreds of tiny wounds but she is
dive Sheisnot conscious, but sheisdive

Eyes watch as she ties Shadith’s body across the saddle pad. Hate, anger, fear smother her, swirl
around her, the trees are hating her cresking and groaning with that hate. She turns and dips to pick up
the d&ff, has to force hersdf to move agangt waves of hate and regjection. The closest tree seems
hygericad as she comes near, quiets when she turns away. She ties the gaff in place and swings up onto
the saddle pad. She rides close to Shadith’s gyr, snatches up the dangling rein and starts dong the road.\\

Behind her a dill keening rose, blasted a her, the trees were swaying, creaking, groaning, the
dryades were dhrieking, high whining sounds that drilled into her. They were pushing her out, willing her
to leave faster. She was no longer raging, only saddened because there was no mdice in any of what



happened, only hunger and indinct. Maybe they’ ve learned something, she thought. Maybe the next
few through will have an easer time. She thought about the shadow and chuckled a the irony.
“Cleared its way, if it's there at dl.” Trying to ignore the hate throbbing behind her like the thuds of a
massve drum, she pulled the gyori to a hdt and frowned at the tunnd through the westernbrake. It was
dive with the same hate, the dangling withes snapping so vidoudy they tore off the tiny leaves a their
tips. Twiding on the saddlepad, she glared back at the trees. “All right, you,” she ydled, “You want me
out of here, then you ease off.”

Nothing changed. She didn't redly expect it would. Weary, annoyed, she summoned fire to her
hand—and was a little startled at how easy this had become—used the fireblade to shear through the
brush, saplings and thorn vine until the blackened surface cleared her head by a least a meter and was a
meter wider than the width of the pavement. She clenched her fid, but kept the fire burning around it,
liquid red-gold flowing round and round it as she thrust it high over her head.

She rode through the quieted tunnd, unhurried, ignoring as best she could the slent roars of pain and
rage that thumped againg her, but she sghed with rdlief when she emerged into gray daylight.

Beyond the forest the road cut across a short stretch of rocky barren soil then rode the arches of an
ancient bridge across the river. Not about to trust that bridge without giving it a good look, she turned off
the road and went north aong the bank until she could look back and see those arches. Dropping the
reins to groundhitch both gyori, she dismounted and walked to the edge, jumped back as dirt crumbled
under her feet.

Theriver had eaten deep into frangible whitish earth, the banks fdling away in soft vertica wrinkles,
ardl bluffs a few meters high. She licked her lips, swallowed panfully, dehydrated from the effort in the
forest. Canteen and waterbag were empty, dry camp last night, a pot of cha for her and Shadith, the rest
for the gyori. She jerked her eyes from the water and scowled at the bridge. The spare graceful arches
seemed intact enough, constructed of some smooth gray-white composte rather like metacrete with,
gpparently, some of its gability and strength. She looked over her shoulder at Shadith, then at the forest
before her. Sturdy enough. | hope. She frowned at the bridge. There were sets of wavery lines on the
composite, dried mud and moss, high water marks. Flood and drought and flood again and it's gill there.
No point in staying here dl day. She looked a the sun, a fuzzy round bardly visble through the clouds.
Jugt past noon. Not much time logt after dl. Cupping both hands about her eyes, she gazed across the
river at the land waiting her and Shadith.

Brush. Brown and gray. Dull. Even the migt of new green was dull. Wasteland. She sent a probe out
asfar as she could reach, swept itin an arc across the brush. A life sysem complex and vigorous, smdll
lives and dightly larger, smdl and dightly larger heet sources, touches of fire againg her face, but nothing
as large as a man within that arc. All right, she thought. She swdlowed again, then turned from the
tempting but out of reach water and walked back to the gyori.

She touched Shadith’s face. Fever. Lifted an eyelid. Stll out. She smoothed gentle fingers over the
tangled mop of brown-gold harr, tested the artery under the angle of the jaw. The pulse beat strongly.
With a rather guilty smile, she patted the face, aware thet it was ardief not having to tak to the girl, argue
with her, accommodate to her. She turned away, caught hold of the reins of both gyori and swung up
onto her mount, frowned a last time at Shadith, then clucked the gyr into a fast walk.

On the bridge the paving was worn and spotted with smdl holes, pieces of the raling had crumbled
away here and there but the understructure was steady as the earth itsdf. In the middle of the river, she
glanced north where there was a wide bend, wondered how many of those bends before it reached the
next waled city, glanced up at the lowering sky wondering how long the threatening rain would hold off.
And redlized suddenly that the hawk was nowhere about. She reached out, searching for him, but he was
gone out of her range. Shadith isn't going to like this. Must have happened when the dryades knocked
her cold. He's been fidgeting this Sde of the mountains. Cut loose. All he needed.

On thefar Sde of the bridge she stopped the gyori and frowned a the road curving gradudly north
until it was logt in the brush. “Water fire.” She kicked her hedsinto the gyr's sdes and started him dong
the riverbank, hunting a place where she could get Shadith, hersdf and both gyori down to the water.



Late afternoon. The bridge gone from dght. The brush dretching on and on. The forest only a
smudge on the horizon. The bluff findly began sheving back, its dope gradudly gentling until she reached
awrinkled indine she thought she might manage. The gyori seemed sure-footed beasts, their split black
hooves could find ample purchase in that chalky soil. Would it hold them without crumbling? The dope
was easy enough that she thought it might. She looped the rein up into the hdter so Shadith's gyr
wouldn’'t sumble over it, then started cautioudy down.

The river was shdlow for severd strides out, the white soil gleaming through the clear cold liquid and
patches of grass that leaned with the current.

The gyori snorted with pleasure and waded into the water until they stood hock-deep, the weed
tickling past them, then started sucking greedily at it. Aleytys laughed. Baancing precarioudy on the pad,
she pulled off one boot, then the other—couldn't afford to let them get soaked and diffen on her, the last
pair she had and no way of replacing them. Twiding around, she examined the bank, tossed one of the
boots at a weathered fold a little way up it. It caught and settled with a dugting of chak settling on and
around it. She moved her shoulders, svung the other boot and loosed it, nodded with satisfaction when it
thudded just above the first. She crooked aleg, rolled the soft suede up above the knee, grabbed at the
saddle pad and switched legs. Theriver droned past. The gyr durped contentedly, more dowly now that
the edge was off his thirs. Now and then the wind up above brushed grit over the rim, sending it in
scattered smdl avaanches down the dope, grains cascading into a dancing patter and fading again.

Aleytys did off the saddlepad, asmdl cry startled out of her as the cold water closed about her legs.
She shivered and stood ill until she'd got used to it, then dug in her saddlebag until she found her mug.
She dipped up some water, swalowed a mouthful and waited. No fuss in her body. “Mugt be dean
enough.” She scratched her gyr dong his neck, laughed as he pushed a dripping muzzle againg her sde.
“Go back to drinking, you.” She gulped down the rest of the water, eyes closed with pleasure as the cold
clean liquid did down her parched throat. Shefilled the mug again, drank more dowly, sighed, wiped her
mouth, then tucked the mug back into the saddiebag. The gyori were beginning to tear up mouthfuls of
watergrass and crunch them down. The Sght made her remember her hunger a bit too vividly with dl that
water dashing around in her. One more bit and we both can eat, she thought.

She waded around behind her gyr and stopped beside Shadith, flattened her hand againg the girl’s
forehead. No change, far as she could tell. She unroped the body and carried it to the bank, stretched
Shadith out close to the water. With the river’s drone and gurgling descants in her ears, she set her hands
on Shadith and reached.

Thefever yielded quickly, the smdl festering wounds cleared and closed, the poison was washed out
and its corroson repaired—and Shadith sghed, blinked up at Aleytys. She lifted an am, frowned,
moved it diffly and touched Aleytys s hand. “Lee? What ....”

Aleytys sat back on her heds. “Your little friends, they tried to feed you to a tree.”

“What?" Shadith tried to St up. “God, I'm whipped.”

“Wait aminute. Lie down will you.” Aleytys flattened her hand on the girl’s shoulder, fed energy into
her, a short burst, took her hand avay and let the tap dissolve. “That better?’

“Some.” Shadith pushed up, dapped at hersdf, sending out amdl puffs of white dust. “I’'m hungry, |
think. Thirgy for sure.”” She jabbed her thumb at the river. “Tha water safe?’

“Uh-huh. Cold too.”

“Good. And a bath after.” She plucked at her tunic, dapped at the leggings. “These're darting to
grow on me.”

4

They threaded through dumps of brush; the risng wind out of the north that tossed the brush about
danted across them, cold and drear. Therain dill held off. They rode south and west, cutting through the
wadteland to regain the ancient road.



For the fird dozen minutes they rode in slence, then Shadith scanned the sky, a startled look on her
face. “Where s the hawk?’

“Other Sde of the mountains by now.” Aleytys spoke more camly than she fdt, kept her eyes fixed
on the bailing clouds. She was tired and cold in spite of the rest by the river while they fished and
recovered from the drain of the passage through the forest and she didn't fed able to cope with
Shadith’ s irritetion.

“You sent im away?’ Shadith’s brows drew together, her body seemed to pull in on itsdf.

“Stop scratching, bantam. Of course | did no such thing. He was gone when we came out of the
forest. The dryades broke the link between you when they added you to the larder. He was happy
enough to leave. You know he wanted back with his mate”

Shadith rode in gloomy silence scowling a the bobbing head of her gyr. “1 suppose,” she muttered
after awhile

More dslence between them. They rode dong the bank of a gully, watching it gradudly narrow,
jumped their gyori over it, turned southwest again.

“e”

“Whet isit?’

“I’ve got to have a change of clothes”

Aleytys waved a hand a the scrabbly growth around them. “Take your pick.”

“No. You know what | mean.”

“Right. | just don’'t know what to do about it.”

Shadith stretched, reaching her arms as high as she could, her body undulaing with the roll of the gyr.
She yawned, gave a vigorous wiggle of her torso as she dropped her arms. “Jump someone when we
pass the cities”

“That's agreat idea.”

“Wel, we could leave one of your dSlver bits. Should mean a lot here, there being very little free

“Or nothing at dl, there being very little free metd. Damn.” Aleytys stretched her back, glared past
the gyr's head at the broad gully ahead of them, just too wide and deep to try jumping. “Blasted hawk.
We could redly use hm now to save us the bother.” She stood in the stirrups and gazed dong the
irregular crack. A heavy cold raindrop broke over her nose. She wiped the back of her hand over the
wet. “You know, Shadi, | keep feding we' d have been ahead if we' d spent the day in camp.”

Shadith giggled. “Way things are going, yah.” A few more drops splashed down but stopped at that
fira minor flurry. The wind blew in heavy gusts, amdling of damp and pollen and something dead
somewhere not too far away. Shadith began shivering. After afew minutes she broke out her blanket and
wrapped it around her. She followed Aleytys around a stand of whipping briers. “How far is that road?’

Aleytys shrugged. “Probably not too far. | don't know.” “Raining now and we need to hunt. You
think we should camp there? On the road | mean. Anybody’s ligble to come on us. Why don't we stop
now?’

Aleytys shook her head. “I don't want ....” The wind took her words and cast them away and she
didn’t bother finishing the sentence. Though Shadith continued grousing, she stopped ligening. Something
was touching her, neither rain nor wind, soft brushing touches. She shivered, then caught her lip between
her teeth, closed her hand tight about the saddle pad as pain arrowed through her, sudden sharp pan.
Then it wasn't pain but a desperate agony. It stopped. Began again. Stopped. Began. As if a man, a
projective empath, were being beaten not too far away, dowly, seadily, the beater taking time to rest
between blows. Her ssomach churned. She turned her head dowly, swept the probe across the cresking
shuddering brush. The wind howled in her ears, the grains of coarse dirt skipped across the earth, ratling
through the brush, noiser than raindrops, dapping againg leaves. Hair in her face. Shadith riding close,
touching her arm. “What isit?’ Five bright burning heat sources, four triumphing, one shooting out those
shafts of pan, piercing her until she shook with it, couldn't shut it out. She had to do something,
something to stop it. “Lee!” Shadith was tugging a her arm. She turned, stared at the girl without redly
seaing her. Burning. She clutched at her groin. Burning. Oy-ay Madar, it hurts.



She wrenched hersdf loose from the hold of the tormented man, bent over, hands gripping the pad,
shuddering with the effort. The victim, whoever he was, had to be a projector, his attackers must be
protected or naturd non-receivers. She fdt cool fingers, at the same time severd drops of rain broke
gpart on her face. She looked around.

Shadith's face was drawn with anxiety. “What's happening?’

Aleytys brushed aside another jab of pain, saw Shadith wince. “You fed it?’

“Something.” Shadith hugged her arms across her chest. “Let’s go. Get away. Leaveit behind.”

Aleytys pulled away from her hand, startled by a reaction she hadn't expected. She continued to
look at Shadith, saying nathing.

“Oh, dl right, Lee, but 'm sick of ....” She clamped her lips shut and looked away.

Aleytys nudged her mount into a dow walk, questing ahead of her for the heat sources, holding
hersdf as doof as she could from the empath’s uncontrolled projections, watching warily for a change in
the auras of the tormentors, a waning that they’d heard or seen something that derted them to the
presence of strangers.

Asthey got closer, the blasts from the tormented man grew more demanding, as if he knew she was
there, asif he'd fished for her and yanked on her now to set the hook. Hooked Shedith as wdll; the girl
was shivering in convulsive waves, aware of what was happening, a sullen resentment growing in her. But
the compulson had her now.

More rain, blown againg them by the wind. The five hest sources were close now, though she
couldn’'t hear them, not even the screams of the victim. Thunder rolled across the valey; lightning walked
ahead of it. More rain, ill no steady fall, only flurries driven flat before the rushing wind.

She pulled her gyr to a hdt. Dropped the rein to ground him. Slipped from the saddle. Unlashed the
gaff. Dropped onto her somach. Pulled the gaff with her as she crept forward, twising through the
brush, the smdl sounds of her passage covered by the thunder, the wind and the rain.

Hidden by a screen of brush, she looked into a round dearing. Four outcasts were shifting about a
shdlow pit at the center of the dlearing. As soon as she saw them, she shuddered and her eyes did away
without her willing it to the pit and the captive staked out on the flat bottom, wrists and ankles tied with
smoath thongs to bits of brush sem pounded into the earth. Besde him a amdl fire was seaming to
blackness as the cods succumbed to the ran. A smdl man, naked, spread out, parts of hm charred,
other parts smeared with blood. She closed her hand tight about the staff and forced hersdf to examine
the others.

The four ... creatures? ... men? were busy cutting brush and carrying it back to the cleared ground,
beating dump into clump, building it into a crude shelter from wind and rain. Men by courtesy only in that
they shared the common shape. A shape eaten away, distorted, until only the ghost of the pattern
remained. In spite of hersdlf Aleytys found she could not watch them for more than a few minutes a a
time Thisworld ill had its pustules—the Blights, the rotten marshlands where corruption leaked in dow
eddies. What she saw before her were the pustules of the race that had reduced itdf to tiny cdls that
even now were not proof againg the consequences of their ancestra murder sprees. Thrown from the
dty because their fathers could not bear to look upon them, these were scapegoats for the ugliness of
Soirit that had set going the process that made them.

Shadith crawled up beside her, peered through the screen of twigs and leaves. Aleytys heard the
breath catch in her throat, touched her on the shoulder.

The creatures—outcasts—were chuckling, grunting, gobbling incomprehensble syllables, obvioudy
pleased with themsealves and waiting with excited anticipation for the full force of the storm, each of them
glandng repestedly at the staked-out man. One caught hold of a scraggly throat ornamented with gray
spongy masses, probably externd gills, thrown out by a body that thereafter forgot what they were for,
then he jabbed a the captive with a two-fingered thumbless hand. A flurry of ran spattered on the
outcast, waking him to cackling, convulang laughter; he beat on himsdf and repeatedly pantomimed a
gasping for breath. Gurgling. Drowning.

Aleytys swdlowed. Shadith’'s hand closed hard about her am, her eyes were wide, questioning.
Aleytys nodded. Sow inexorable drowning. The creatures in their shelter watching. Enjoying.



Thevictim was a little man, might have been a boy except

for alined, ravaged face older man the earth, a face mat popped out of the gloom with ‘each flicker
of lightning. He was naked, blood smeared over plummy bruises, mouth swollen, eyes swollen amost
shut, battered, moaning, tugging feebly at the thongs, wrists and ankles raw, purple, swollen.

Shadith moved close to Aleytys, whispered in her ear, “Bow.” She began wriggling back, moving
with limber ease, the sorm too loud for her to bother with much caution in her movements except to
keep her head down. The wind tossed the brush over Aleytys's head, made it creak, groan, shudder,
though its thick amd| leaves caught the paitering rain and kept her reasonably dry. Lightning cracked
suddenly, so close it blanked out the scene. She snapped her eyes shut. As soon as she blinked away the
purple blotches, she saw tha the pit was aready beginning to fill. The litle man was ydling, twising
agand the thongs, he understood now, if he hadn’t before, what would happen to him. Water splashed
about him. He blasted out slent ydls of pain and rage, demanding, yes, demanding help. She sruggled to
blank him out, moved, without thinking, with such violence the brush about her rattled loudly enough to
be heard over the storm.

The outcasts snatched up spears and came loping raggedly across the dlearing toward her.

Shelunged up out of the brush. An outcast hurled his spear at her. She knocked it aside with the gaff
and ran a him, moving far fagter than these maimed grotesques could manage, drding around to come a
him before the others could close on her. She feinted a his digphragm with the blunt end of the gaff,
twigted it up as he dodged and tried to run backward, caught him on the side of his tiny ball-shaped
head. She twisted away from the spear points as the other three closed on her, circled warily, holding the
g4t at its baance point, the clack-clack of gaff against spear so rhythmic and continuous it was like a
peculiar music, seductive because her feet found the rhythm and if she let them, they’d take her into
predictable patterns. She was wary of the points too, they made too free with poison on thisworld.

A shaft whistled from the brush, missed one of the outcasts by a few inches, he howled and swung
about, his spear coming up and back for the throw. A second arrow caught him in the shoulder; he went
to his knees, foam spattering from a rubbery working mouth. Aleytys dammed her daff agangt a spear,
knocking it from the hand of the startled creature, did her hands down the gaff and punched the
metal-shod butt into its bely with a force that knocked it againg the last of the creatures, jumped over
the writhing bodies and kicked that one in the head. He stopped his mewling and went limp. Aleytys
draightened, the gaff dropping with a muted dunk againg the beaten earth, turned to face Shadith, her
hands brushing repeatedly againgt each other. “You'd better collect the arrows.”

Shadith raised her brows. “What's got into you?” With a soft grunt she unstrung the bow, wiped her
am across her sreaming face, though the rain wet it again immediady. She coiled the bowstring and
dipped it into a pocket in her leggings

Aleytys shrugged. She looked at her hands, rubbed thumbs across fingers. “I don't know. Don't
fuss. Do what | told you. Get the arrows.” With a quick impatient movement of her hand, she turned
away and knelt beside the two creatures. Again she rubbed thumb across fingers, then forced her hand to
touch the thing. Fighting with nausea, she did her fingers over the cold wet skin, feding for any life left in
the creature. Over the nubbin of an ear, the skull gave under her fingers with a grating sound that was
more tactile than audible. Thunder rumbled around her, the wind blew rain agang her, the brush
creaked; somewhere not too far away something long dead tainted the wind. She touched the other. The
long knobby head moved too eadlly, ralling awvay under her fingers. Dead. “Too easy,” she muttered. “As
if they didn't ....” On her knees she moved to the others. The one skewered in the shoulder was cold and
dead, not even much blood had come from the wound, only a few short worms of red. The arrow was in
place. | told her .... Sill on her knees she whipped around to blast Shadith, an unreasonable fury
suddenly possessing her. The heat drained out of her when she saw Shadith kneding beside the man,
sawing a the thongs that held his wrigt to the stake. | forgot about him, she thought, stupid, tupid. The
water was aready above his ears,

the knife was splashing through it, sawing at the thongs. The little man's face was 4ill, he radiated
wariness as well as pleading, his hook wel sunk in Shadith if she read right. She watched them, lisened
to Shadith crooning to him in interlingue like a mother to a amdl and naughty boy. She shook her head



and turned back to the corpse.

Sickened by it, Sckened by her reaction to it, she began cutting into the soapy flesh intending to
extract the arrow intact. She drew back, pressed her fist against her mouth and fought to ill the knotting
of her ssomach, not sure she could force hersdf to continue cutting into the creature's corpse. Creature.
She sat on her heds and stared through the rain a the dark heaving line of brush. Creature. The mind
plays subtle games with words without the will’s consent or knowledge. Creature. As well say beast.
Man, she thought. “Man,” she said doud. She bent her stubborn neck and looked more dosdy at the
body. “Woman,” she whispered, closed her eyes. Somehow it was worse tha the thing ... the body ...
was femde. “Tool-user, language maker,” she whispered. “I won't let mysdf ....” She let the words go,
forced down revulson, pity, shame, and went briskly to work, cutting free the arrowhead.

She gat it out, swished it through the deepening water by her legs. When she lifted it she saw why s0
trivid awound had killed the woman. (She sumbled over the word in her head but said it firmly enough.)
The point gleamed milky white in the gloom, the poison-steeped fibers behind it like black barbed wire.
A zd arrow. She got heavily to her feet and walked over to Shadith. The collecting rain doshed about
her boots. She looked down, remembering her care to keep them dry, shrugged off what couldn’'t be
helped, glared at the arrow and held it carefully before her.

Shadith looked around, raised her brows at the arrow. “What did you expect?’ She sat unconcerned
inthe water, the little man’'s head on her knee, rain running down her face, plagtering the exuberant curls
close to her narrow head, her chocolate eyes wide and defiant. “Forget thet thing, Lee. He needs you.”
She amiled down at the little man, absently patting his shoulder. Aleytys circled round his feet, knelt
besde him, grimacing as cold water rewet her trousers.

His bruised swollen mouth moved, a wince more than a amile. He had stubbly red-brown eyelashes,
thick like fur, soft short red-brown hair darkened by the rain. His ears were large, pointed, but not
excessvay so. His eyes were swollen, ditsin puffy darkening flesh. His expresson changed, he lifted his
hand, tried to speak.

“Hudhthush,” she murmured, pushing his head gently onto Shadith’s knee. He yidded with some
reluctance, opened his battered bloodshot eyes a little wider, then began projecting warmth, friendliness,
trust. His lips moved, soundiesdly ét firgt, then produced blurred mushy words. “Who ... are ... you?’

Interlingue. Aleytys raised her brows, then brushed away his attempt to set his hook in her. “Never
mind that now,” she said, and reached.

The shdter had brush walls, chunks of brush crushed together until they were reasonably watertight,
the groundsheset lashed over the top. Aleytys sat beside a amdl fire built in a shalow depression burning
away the poison fibers, digging the points of the zd arrows into the earth then passing them again through
the fire to burn off the last vestiges of the poison. Shadith was out hunting, working off her annoyance at
the scolding she got for usang that poison.

He watched her as he worked, amused, wide blue eyes in a crumpled net of laugh-wrinkles. The
Eload ven-myda Wakille. Free trader, he said. Sometime samuggler, she thought. Age uncertain. Vigor
definite. Cunning probable. They had recovered his gyori, Shadith had, and picked up as much of his
gear, supplies, tradegoods and acquisitions as they could find, though the outcasts had trampled, torn,
and flung about a good ded of his things in an orgy of destruction that had overtaken them. For no
discernible reason, he said. Frightened the diffening out of his bones, he said. She didn’t think so then,
watching him as he pulled on trousers and tunic much the worse for spear-points. And she didn’t think so
now as he sat, busy with needle and thread, meking quick negt repairs in the tunic, his hands clever as his
round face.

“They let you into the cities?” She dedlt with the lagt of the points, moved about on her knees, adding
wood to the fire, digging out the pot for cha, filling it from the waterbag and seting it to heat on the
three-legged stand contrived from soaked green brushwood.

“Not ingde” He snipped the thread, ran his thumb over the repair. “No. But the news gets round



when | show up and anyone interested eventualy shows outside. Chancy.” He rolled a knot in the thread
and fdt for another rent. “They get bored with what you've got to show ...." he grinned, rubbed the hand
holding the needle across his throat. “Or you show too much and they get greedy.” A flicker of long dim
fingers. “Takes patience and craft, my lioness, but once you get them used to you, there's a comfortable
profitinit.”

Aleytys chuckled. “Doesn't hurt if you' re a projective empath.”

“Doexn't hurt.” He ran a hand over the red-brown plush on his head. “Y ou trading?’

She drew her legs up, rested her ams on her knees. “No. No competition, Eload Wekille”

“l rgoice, my lioness” Hisvoice was rich, caressing, an indrument of some power, especidly when
delicatdly underlined with his talent.

“Hands off, Wakille, before | get irritated.”

“S0, swest lioness”

“That's the third time you called me cat. Should | be flattered or angry?’

“Ever waich a Haberdee lioness gaking? No? Too bad. You might know what | mean. Grest
golden beast pacing through dry dusty grass, powerful muscles diding and shifting under her skin.
Formidable and beautiful and terrifying.”

“Postic, but not terribly applicable.”

“You can't see yoursdf.”

“Clever, aren't you, little man.”

“Urn, | think, yes” He worked in slence for a moment, setting the last stitches to close the rent, then
looked up, his face going quiet, his eyes wide and serious. “I owe you.”

“Right.” She said it with some satisfaction, tapped lightly on her knee as she watched his mohile but
unreveding face. No clues there that he hadn’t put there. “We could have ignored you, just ridden past.”

“Um.” He lifted his brows, thick red plush hyphens tilting into an inverted vee, clipped the thread,
knotted it, brows down now in his concentration on what he was doing, shifted the tunic to a new hole.
“So what are you doing here?’” The brows went up again. “If | may ask?’

“Tourigs” she said chearfully. “My friend and 1.”

He snorted. “Not likey.”

“It sdl the answer you'll get.”

“Thought it might be.” He reached behind him and brought out the note extract, lobbed it to her. She
caught it, anger flaing in her that he carefully refrained from trying to soothe away. “When you went out
for wood,” he said. He smoothed his thumbnail dong an invisble moustache, his wide mouth curled up at
the corners. “A trader without a nose is poor and maybe dead.”

She st the book beside her. “So?’

“You'll find it.” He said that with such certainty she had to smile “So, | think I'll come with you.”

“Why?

“For what | can pick up.” He snapped the thread, tucked the needle through a fold in his trousers,
pulled the tunic over his hand, searching for other tears. “Dama Fortuna throws your way, you're a fool
to let it pass.”

“Throws hunger, thirgt, discomfort, even deeth.”

“But you can't know what it means, can you.”

“You don't gamble”

“En-lioness, what else can a poor trader do?’

“Not without a solid edge on your side.

“True, but then ...."His eyes twinkled a her from ther nests of laugh wrinkles, his grin bared amdl
nedt teeth. “But then | have an edge on you, don’'t . A Walff Hunter. The Walff Hunter, | might say.” He
laughed, a rumbling bumble dmost a basso giggle “While back, | happened past Helvetia; friend of mine
got meinto the hearing room.”

“Goggle-eyed foals, the lot of you.” Aleytys sniffed. “None of your business, any of that.”

“Interesting, you have to admit. Besides you never can tdl when a bit of stray fact will prove useful.
Look at us, now.



How much more confident it makes me to know Aleytys the Hunter is around to save my hide when
circumgtances dictate.”

“Looks to me | made alarge mistake saving it this afternoon. Perhaps | won't repeat that mistake.”

“Ah.” He amirked at her, shook his head. “You couldn’t do that, now could you, lioness”

“Don't keep cdling me that. Y ou know my name.”

“Degpina Aleytys”

Aleytys lifted the lid on the pot, dropped it back. Not bailing yet. She shifted until she was Stting on
her hedls, tilted her head and gazed at the groundsheet stretched drumtight above them, the few drops of
rain tapping out an irregular rhythm on the taut surface. The greater part of the sorm had passed to the
east not long after they finished setting up the camp. She frowned, swept a probe over the wasteland
outside, touched nothing. That worried her. Shadith had been gone over an hour, not too long for a hunt
in these conditions, but worrying dl the same. She glanced at the trader. He was falding the tunic with
amdl, neat movements that made her amile. “Have you ever crossed the ocean?’

He looked up, startled. “No point to it, Hunter. No shipping ether. And the markets on this continent
aren't that close to being worked out.”

“Better rethink coming with us” The fire hissed as bailing water forced the lid to one sde. She
snatched the pot off the stand and dumped in a handful of cha leaves, set it asde to steep, picked up the
book, flipped through the pages, found what she wanted and began to read doud.

ESGARD’'S NOTES:

The ocean has a number of strong, broad, multi-stranded currents. The one you should be interested
in, my follower, sweeps dong the western edge of the ocean, lits into two sections, one of which
disspates in turbulence among the ice floes in the far north. The other flows south dong the coast of the
Y astroo continent, turns west dong the equator. (Strongest and speediest here from my observations,
thank whatever gods or devils there be, because that’s where the speed is most welcome,) Completes
the circle somewhere under the bdly bulge of the second continent. Floating idands ride the current,
taking just over ayear to complete the circuit, shore to shore and back. By the way, dl the oceans have
these idands, even the west wind drift around the bottom of the world and severd idands seem
to—what? —trandfer ther loydty from one current to another, if you, my follower, will dlow the
anthropomorphism. Fortunatdly, that happens far more often in the southern hemisphere than in the north
50 unless you are blessed with an excess of ill-luck, it isn't likdy to happen to you. However, since the
danger does exig, | record it here. Some of the idands are smdl—a stunted tree or two, an apron of
weed, ahit of brush. Others are very large, dow and stable. Their trees act as salls, their mass lets them
ride out the storms without bresking up or cgpsizing.

The ancient road leads to a finger of land protruding from the west coast A series of sandbanks go
out from it, dmog touching the fringes of the current. Now and then, severd times a year, these banks
will trap one of the larger idands. It breaks loose after a week, a day, sometimes only an hour depending
on the tide and the wind. The larger ones grind loose most quickly, especidly if a falowing wind
combines with large waves kicked up by a scorm out at sea and aflood tide. | have tracked these idands
for severa years now. Since the currents aren’t angle but braidings of many strands, the courses of the
idands are impossible to predict, though the mgority of the larger ones seem to hit the sandbanks near
the end of the winter— the increased speed and veocity of the storms, | suppose. One of the dements
that determined my departure date. With Fasstang and his men we'll need a good sturdy mount to carry
us and wegther the storms. Y ou who follow, be sure to bring dong adill of some sort. Water will be the
biggest problem you face. The idands have extengve skirts of seaweed. Dried, it makes a passable
fodder for the riding beasts. And, | understand, a good enough flavoring for fish stew. Also bring
something to pass the time away; the fastest speed you'll make is five or gx knots. There will be an
abundant assortment of crustaceans and smdl fish living in the weed, so food will be no problem,
monotonous but

nourishing enough. The life in the oceans was nearly destroyed during the hot war but mutation and
time have begun to fill the empty niches and being left done by the indigenes haan't hurt. If you forget the
dill you could build a catch basin. Depending upon the season, you could catch enough rain to survive. |



wouldn't try depending on it any season, though. And be prepared to wait. Don't take the fird idand thet
lodges in the sand unlessiit is at least hdf a kilometer long. Less then that a storm could flop over, or
wagh over, nether of which is very good for lengthy surviva.

Three days through the unchanging waste, riding warily dong the ancient road, riang early, stopping
to hunt before sundown, cdm, uneventful, Eload Wékille earning his way with a thousand tales of
downfdls and sudden reversads and cunning tricks inexplicably gone wrong. He was an entertaining
companion and Shadith succumbed to his charm, her surrender helped dong by the subtle touches of his
tdent. Aleytys never caught him at it, he was a bit too clever for her, but she suspected him. She was
sure of only one thing. He hadn’t told her his real reason for ataching himsdf to them. Already, though,
Aleytys found his congtant presence an irritation. She and Shadith had to watch their tongues or tdl him
more than they wanted about themsdlves, things they’d rather no one knew. They could and did chat
eedly and pleasantly, but kept to impersona subjects.

On the third day as the sun poked up over the mountains, they broke camp and rode yavning and
deepy onto the ancient road. Ther shadows, grotesquely elongated, jerked and flirted on the pavement
ahead of them; droplets of dew on the brush twinkled in another kind of dance, hidden and revealed and
hidden again by ther progress dong the road. All traces of the sorm had vanished. The sky was
cloudless and in the strengthening light of the sun, the shadows had sharp edges and even disant objects
had a darity of form, a solidity in their thingness that made them oddly less red—as if such solidity and
darity existed only in dream landscapes. On the horizon, dark againgt the pdlor of the coast range, lay a
wdled city. Digant as it was, Aleytys could see the sharp outlines of the corner towers and a few
roof peaks behind the wall.

The road curved very gradudly northward, nudging around to meet the skittishly advancing and
retregting river. The city before them was the last one they would pass, the only one they’ d come close to
according to the map in her bet. The road touched the river again beyond it, then went up into the
mountains, crossed a lowish pass and went down to amild unspectacular coastal plain, neither sdt marsh
nor sea diffs, just grass and sand fading into sea.

From a vague blotch againg the pale blues and greens of the folded hills, the walls grew solider and
higher. And less threatening. They were a cobbled together conglomeration of mud and stone and
anonymous chunks of ancient things, scraggly with grass and weeds growing here and there like patches
of hair on amangy dog. A mud dauber’s nest plunked down in the gentle curve of the river. The ancient
road cut through the cultivated fidds, according to the map they could go around the fidds, thread
through the brush and take the road again beyond them. It was the prudent thing but suddenly she didn’t
want to do it. She fdt relaxed, filled with a lazy well-being; reluctance was a wal before her, an invisble
reslient wal, shutting off the possihility of going around. She glanced at Shadith. The gil was dumped,
her dim utterly relaxed body moving as one with the gentle rall and dip of the pacing gyr. She pulled up
her own mount, waved Shadith on when the girl looked lazily around, then drew in close to Eload
Wkille,

“You traded with those?” She nodded at the mudpile ahead.

“Some”

“Hodtile?’

“Now and then. Depends.”

“Think we need to go around?’

“You don’'t want to.”

She eyed the bland rubbery face, amiled. “Feding lazy.”

“Um.” He twisted around. The sun was dill gtting on the mountain peaks, a narrowing streek of red
on ether 9de of the squat red circle. He shifted back, frowned a the walls ahead risng over the thick
brown brush. “Haf-hour, more,

getting there. Fields will be filling with the miserable clots the families half starve and work to desath.
They don’t count. Won't lift their heads more' n a minute from their work. Afraid of being culled. Thrown
to the outcasts. A few overseers. Um. Could raise a fuss, those. Probably won't. They used to me
coming through. Moglly done. Hadn't got this far this trip, not yet. You' re women, you and the young



‘un up there—though how you turned a zd friendy beats me” He sSghed with exaggerated
disappointment when she declined the ploy. “Fgure you're entertainment | brought dong. Um. ‘F we
stopped, 1I'd get an offer or two for you.” She snorted and he chuckled, the low rumbling giggle that
continued to amuse her whenever she heard it. “Not my idea, lioness”

“Don't cdl methat.” She kicked her gyr into a quicker gat and rgjoined Shadith.

There was a ragged fence of jammed brush and crude stakes around the cultivated fidds. At the road
that barrier was reduced to afew dry branches scattered over the pavement, a stake broken into shards.

Aleytys stopped her gyr in the opening, the others stopped with her; she could fed them watching her
though neither spoke. She moved her shoulders impatiently as she scanned the planted land. There were
people on ther knees in some sections, gray bundles humped dong the rows of plants like ragged
beetles. A man sat on ahigh stool placed in the center of the nearest fidd, dumped, haf-adeep, a strung
bow swinging from a hook screwed into one of the stool’s legs, a whip coiled on the same hook. More
like hm sat in other parts of the enclosure. In the distance a worker walked a waterwhed around. The
clack-swish of the lesther buckets and water came dearly to her. The broad high wdl of the city was
deserted except for afew smdl birdsflying into and out of holesin the mud and the patches of grass and
weeds that shifted a little in the duggishly moving ar. The morning was very quiet, cool and dew-wet,
crigp and filled with distant sounds, soft and murmuring. The scattered overseers were slent. The nearest
of these snorted, woke himsdf, sat up, saw her, but he said nothing, did nothing, just sat garing lumpishly
a her. He lifted a hand and ran it over an unshaven face; she could hear the rasp of his hand againg the
subble. With a brisk nod of her head, she clucked the gyr into an easy walk and started across the fidds.

Her lipstightened as she got a closer look at the folk bent over, grubbing among the plants, but she
got a grip on her anger and tried to keep from seeing the desolation about her. There was nothing she
could do, nothing to change their miserable lives or help them in any way. She could destroy but not
create, destruction took seconds, creation could take years. She could free these serfs easlly enough, but
free them to what? To a quick degth, eaten or tormented by the outcasts. To dow sarvation and desth
from exposure. And she'd learned a little more about people—ordinary people who needed familiar
things about them and would fight and claw to keep a hold on these until the last hope was gone, ordinary
people who were suspicious of promises or even proof of a better life, sugpicious of strangers, generous
and loyd to their own kind, a solid block againg the intruson of outsiders. There was nothing she could
do to make their lives better. All the power she controlled, dl the skills the years had taught her meant
nothing here. Time and energy and hope, that's what they needed and she was not willing to spend any of
those to hep them. Mountain girl, you' ve finally learned your limits, she thought. Look away. Refuse
to see. She looked away from them, turned to gaze thoughtfully at Eload Wakille. The one hope, she
thought and amiled to hersdlf. Him and others like him. He wasn't enough by himsdlf, but there had to be
other traders working these people for the profit in it. Maybe they could catch the fever from the traders,
these shut-ins, maybe they would gtart up some trade for themselves, city with city. Her amile vanished.
No. Not yet, anyway. If the socid structure in that mudhegp iswhat | think, the ones on top will sensg, if
not fully understand, what opening up would mean to them. Siill, there were others close to the top that
might take the chance. She amiled again, a tight curving of her lips. Angels and pinheads again. You're
meking towers out of nothing. No data. Or not enough.

The slence held behind her. No darums, no shouts, no missles coming at them. She relaxed il
more as she reached the narrow gap in the brush fence where the road Ieft the fidds.

The gyori began to snort and sdle about, sheking ther heads, twitching their ears as if gnats bit a
them. Then something amdl and agile and brown darted from the gap, scrambling dong, usng the bulk of
the gyori to shidd it from the view of the nearest overseers.

There was a shout from the fields, but Aleytys didn’t turn or stop. Instead she bent down and offered
a hand to the child running beside the gyr's front legs. When she got no response to her offer, she
frowned, caled softly, “Let me hdp you.” The child glanced up. Aleytys difled an exclamation. The amdl
pointed face had no eyes, just shdlow indentations over the high cheekbones. Born without eyes,
Aleytys thought. Histhin lips were pursed and pulaing, the large mobile ears shifting about, ther pointed
tipsin constant movement.



“Take my hand,” Aleytys said, anchoring her left about the saddle pad, moving her right in a dow
flutter she hoped the little boy could perceive.

The boy’s mouth stretched briefly into a broad grin, then went back to its pulsng flutter. Two smdl
hands closed tight on hers, the samdl body leaped with her lift and was quickly settled in front of her on
the gyr's back. He had understood ether the gesture or the words or both.

“There goes my trade route,” Wekille said.

Aleytys scowled a him. “Too bad,” she said. She touched the narrow shoulder resting againgt her
ribs. Up close the child's skin was covered by a soft short pelt, a pale beige dappled with fantly darker
gplotches. He twisted his head around and up at her touch, curiogity written in the spare lines of his face.
“What' s your name, child?’ she said, hoping he did indeed understand the words, it would make things a
lot eesier.

“Linfyar, Migtress.”

Aleytys damped her dtartle reaction at the extraordinary music in the boy’s voice; he did understand,
that was dl that was important now. “That’s a pretty name.”

He continued to “watch” her with his whistles, indifferent to her praise. “Take me with you?' Smdl
hands closed panfully tight on her arm. 1 Sng for you.”

“Don’t you think you' d be better off with your family? You might be angry with them now, but sure
as sure, you' Il miss them come the night.”

“If I go back, Bigman, he cut off my feet. Besides, | got no family.”

“Y ou're young for that.”

“Old enough for gdding to keep m' voice” Linfyar spoke with a gim matter-of-fact lack of
emphags that was more convinang than any angry protest.

“That why you ran?’

“That and OI' Kus. He like boys. Me Mam, she die a week ago. Long time she was Bigman's cook,
S0 she get to keep me” The boy’s ears fluttered, then he leaned back againgt her, warm and soft and
amdl, his head between her breasts, the tangle of brown-gold curls fluttering againg the russet of her
suede tunic. “She die & somethin, don’ know what. Bigman, he been having me sng for him long time
too. Now hetdl me, he sdl me to OF Kus who going to cut me, keep the voice from changin. We kradj,
we know moren big fok they think. Lots stories about OI' Kus and things he do. Me Mam, she
wouldna like any of that, no, nor me, so | figure better to get ‘way, outcast they eat me maybe, but that
over fag, the cuttin, it for dways” Aleytys could fed the dight body tremble againg her, then the tiny boy
sghed with pleasure and moved with a twiding motion againg her as if he wanted to be sure he could
fed her there halding him. “They guardin me after Bigman tol’ me, he not softhead. But Klian, she new
cook, me mam's blood kin, she bring the guards hot drinks when she dare, comes back close to nightend
when drink makes them deep. She aks me | want stay or cut out ‘n | say 0 yes, cut out, ‘n she give me
this to wear.” He patted the coarsaly woven shorts and deeveless top dyed a dull brown. “ ‘N she put
mewith the fidd kradj who bound out to pull weeds. They don’ say nathin, they don’ care nothin but do
they work and eat somethin if they can sneak it ‘n waich out for they overseer whip. So | snesk out with
them and when overseer not lookin ....” He grinned then and bounced a little on the saddle pad, feding
quite a home now and secure, something that told her a lot about his short life Women must have
aways been kind to him, dl women, not just his mother. He had a quick acceptance of kindness, a sort

of expectation that the world would be good to him. Even the troubles ahead of him hadn’'t struck
deep; with the help of one of his protecting women, he'd got away from that and was sure now that he
was safe, sure of her.

“Not looking,” she said. “How do you know that?’

“I know, | do.” Linfyar gave a soft gurgling laugh. “I fed when they look, be like bugs crawling on the
place they lookin at.” the thin shoulders moved in alittle ripple. “Then you dl come ‘n | get out ‘n go with
you.” He relaxed againg her again with alittle contented sgh.

“Linfyar ...” she started, then fdl slent as the amdl face turned up to her, the lips fluttering in those
dlent pulses of sound that drew her face for him. “We go into strange lands, Linfyar, there's dways
danger in that. IS't there anyone anywhere you can stay with?’



“No, Migtress. Take me, | Sng for you.”

She fdt the amdl body gather itsdf and hedtily touched the boy’ s cheek. “Not now, Linfy. We're too
close to the city yet.” She looked over her shoulder. There was no Sgn of pursuit so she relaxed again.
Shadith was scowling and Eload Wakille looked sour, but she didn’t care about them, Linfyar was a way
to sdvage some of the self-respect she' d fdt dipping away from her.

“WEe re running a damn conducted tour,” Shadith said. Then she shook hersdf like a horse getting rid
of flies, amiled rductantly. “I suppose we redly couldn’t leave him to the outcasts.” She rode closer, ran
her eyes over the boy. Aleytys could fed his bresth dowing. He was close to being adeep. “Adeep,”
Shadith said. “He knows he' s found himsdf a home.”

“Shedi.”

“Never mind, Lee. | understand.” Shedith looked from the smdl fur-child to Aleytys s face and back.
“Me, | never had any kids. Just as wdl, consdering.”

“That’'s enough, Shadi.”

“More than enough, | think,” Shadith said chearfully, not at al oppressed by Aleytys s sern tone.

They rode in silence dfter that, the boy dumbering in Aleytys's arms. The extraordinary darity of the
ar vanished with the rigng of the wind and the girring up of a haze of dust and pollen over the
everpresent brush and the ydlowing grass. On the right the river hushed briefly beside them before
turning north. The land began riang toward the mountains, more grass now than brush, long grass
whigpering in the wind.

Linfyar stirred, yawned, sat up and turned his head from sde to side, his lips fluttering rapidly as he
scanned the rippling hillSdes on ether Sde of the road. Aleytys watched, curious about just what it was
the eydess child perceived. What a strange world he mugt live in, she thought. She swept a swift probe
over the hillades, but the quiet emptiness on the surface was echoed by the hidden quiet. Smdl-lives in
large numbers and variety pattered about, nogng out grubs, picking crawlers off leaves and grassblades,
munching on tender greens, sucking juice from plants or other animals, grubbing up roots and tubers of
kinds, a web of busy life invigble and vigorous and non-threatening. The boy turned his head up and
gmiled a her, the broad angdic amile that turned her ingdes to mush even as she redized it was
something he cultivated, part of hissurvival game. “I'm hungry, Midtress,” he said, pathos lightly touched
into the lovely voice.

Aleytys glanced a the sun. “Not time to stop yet, Linfyar. When did you eat lag?’

“Klian she give me a bit bread fore sunup. That be long long time since” His slvery voice was
coaxing, teesing, setting alilt into the words that made them amost a song.

“Hang on.” She ran her fingers over the pockets of her bdt, found the pocket where she'd stashed a
tral bar. “Here” She touched the boy’s am, put the trailbar in his hand, “Take the skin off before you
edt this It's sweet, but et it dow. Slow, Linfy, or you'll give yoursdf a bellyache”

He giggled, sghed with pleasure, settled back againgt her, gnawing a the smal sicky square with
litle murmurs of delight as the sweetness of the dried fruit touched his tongue.

6

The stream sang down the mountainsde, sank into a culvert that passed under the road and let it cut
itsway downhill to the river. A amdl fire hissed initsfirehole. Overhead afew

insects whirred and clicked, a tree-nesting amphibian chirped its two-note nightsong at measured
intervas. Aleytys sat gpart from the others, cradling a cooling mug of cha between her pams, leening
agang the knotted and twisted trunk of asmdl tree much like the willows that favored riverbanks on the
world where she was born. Long supple withes with heart-shaped leaves paired dong them swept back
and forth before her face, paper-thin leaves that fluttered at the end of long stems and whispered thinly at
each breath of ar. She took a dp of the cha and amiled at the three by thefire.

Eload Wakille was over his snit—amost over it. He sat across the fire from Linfyar and Shadith,
watching them with a speculative look he kept shidlded mogt of the time behind a mug of cha. He took
repeated smdl sps and kept hislight eyes on them.

Shadith was back to her old habit of collecting songs. Her earlier irritation forgotten, she'd focused



on the boy—who was ddlighted at the attention and intensdy proud of his skill. Songs rippled out of him
inan easy dlver flood. His boy soprano was clear and sweet and agtonishingly powerful. When she firg
heard the volume of sound he was producing, Aleytys grew uneasy, afraid of who that voice might be
reeching; she swept a probe around, dretching as far as she could reach but she touched neither
maevolence nor intdligence, certainly nothing large or hungry enough to threaten them, so she relaxed,
seitled back againg the willow trunk and watched the play unfold through the tips of the long thin
branches.

Shadith quickly dowed the boy’ s outpouring and demanded he teach her his songs. They squabbled
cherfully over them. The boy yielded to her at firgt with automatic charm. Gradudly, though, he began to
respond to Shadith’'s quite different expectations and argued fiercdy with her, sometimes, Aleytys
thought, for the sheer joy of being contrary. Aleytys watched them with affection and some amusement.
Shadith who in spite of her centuries had never matured, ancient precocious child in a child's body a
long ladt, reverting to adolescence with an exuberance that wore Aleytys out just waching it. And
Linfyar, another ancient child, wise beyond his years in the darker sides of human nature. She amiled
agan, wondering just what she was loosing on the world, took a sip of the cha It was amost cold now,
but itsfaintly bitter taste fet clean and refreshing in her mouth.

Shadith and Linfyar were dnging a duet, a raunchy song about the exceedingly improbable
adventures and misadventures of afully functioning hermaphrodite.

Harskari’s eyes opened, thair brilliant amber grown disurbingly dim. Her voice when she spoke was
remote, flat, asif she were only partly there, asif she sruggled againg that remoteness and was present
now as part of that sruggle. “Many of ther songs seem to be about mutants” she said.

Aleytys nodded. “Yes. Especidly the ... um ... less respectable ones”

“No doubt mutants both terrify and fascinate them. An escape from a rigid class structure, but a
horrible one.”

“Rigd class dructure?’ Aleytys wasn't especidly interested in this speculation, having bored hersdf
with amilar ones earlier in the day, but she was worried about Harskari so she provided verbd
encouragement.

“The other mogt frequent sort of song is the one celebrating the tragedy of star-crossed lovers. A
kradj daughter and a ruling son. Always a tear-jerk ending. | presume it's the few on top who the boy
sang his songs for. They can fed noblein their pity and safe in their mastery.”

Aleytys sipped a the cha. Harskari was looking ragged about the edges, (she amiled to hersdf—an
illuson showing strain was an absurdity). But as she thought about it, she wondered if her brain was
interpreting sublimina clues and presenting her with the result. “Y ou're acerbic tonight,” she said.

Harskari made a shapeless amdl sound that hed compressed impatience, disgruntlement, weariness
aid generd maaise “Too many times,” she said. “I’ve seen them too many times, these Static societies.
And I’ ve seen the carnage when they explode from self-generated pressures.”

“You think the dities on the river are primed to explode?’

Ancther sound, something like the dicking of teeth together. “I’'m saying nothing of the sort. | don’t
know enough to predict anything.”

“But ..." Aleytys broke off as the amber eyes snapped

shut. Ragged around the edges in more ways than one, she thought. She gulped a the cha, her
pleasant mood shattered. One thing more she had to worry about. What am | going to do with that
child? she thought, too disturbed by Harskari’s fraying to think about that anymore. Shadith was
teaching the boy a fast bouncy whigtle-song. She narrowed her eyes as she watched Wakille saring at
Shadith and Linfyar. That's an agent’ s dlint if ever | saw one. She grimaced. More than one of the breed
hed been sniffing around her since the fird time on Helvetia, the glint of gold shining in their organs of
sght; whatever species they belonged to, the dglint was the same. Damn, she thought. She dropped her
head back againg the knotty trunk and closed her eyes. It was a solution of a sort, not so bad a life, he'd
be sure to keep the boy in good hedth. But she couldn’'t convince hersdf. The boy ran to escape the
knife, ran in spite of what seemed insuperadle difficulties. Eyeless. Sheltered. Tiny child. If his chances of
aurviving his escape here were so limited, what would they be in a high-tech, heavily populated world? If



his new masters decided to take the same measure to protect that voice, how would he run there?

She opened her eyes and watched the trio at the fire. The boy was chattering with Wekille, teesing
him, fliring with him. That was the only way to describe the teasing approach and retreet, the flutter of
hands, the flatter of the boy’s words. She could tdl Wakille knew what was happening, could aso see
him beginning to succumb to it. The boy broke off his courting at that point, having the inginctive wisdom
to avoid pushing too hard. She finished the cha, feding tired and a little amused. No use worrying about
that imp. No matter how hard he landed, he'd find his feet, long as there were people about—especialy
women—he d find himsdf an advocate, make himsdf a safe nest. As he was doing now. What was he?
Sx? Seven? Older? Prepubescent according to him. Whatever that meant.

The boy got to his feet and sauntered out of the firdight. Humming a soft tune he curled up on a
blanket and pulled part of it over him, wriggled about a bit and went ill, dready adeep. Aleytys stood,
ducked through the dangling withes, srolled over to the fire. “Well Folit the watch three ways. How do
you want to work this?’

Wakille shook her awake. “Quiet,” he said. “Something's hanging about, but not threatening. Don't
know what it is. Curious mix of emotions. Stays on the edge of my reach.”

Aleytys sat up, drew a hand across her eyes. “What next.”

“If you will take on Strays ....”

“You objecting?’

“Ah. That's a quegtion.”

She snorted. “Get some deep. WE Il be off early.”

Much later, near dawn, she prowled about the camp, looking down a moment on each of the
deepers, ressing a srong urge to tuck a thin am under the blanket as she hovered over Linfyar. She
turned her back on him and moved out from the shade of the scrubby trees to stand looking down at the
road, a black scar gartling againg the pdlor of the sun-bleached grass, the light gray of the scattered
patches of bush drained of color by the moonlight. Once again she fdt the presence hovering behind
them, the thing Wakille had noted. The fed was familiar enough. The follower, of course. She'd missed
hmor her or it awhile, after the forest, hadn’t thought of ... well, cdl it her, Snce more than likdy it was
one of the zd, hadn’t thought of her for days. Still coming, gill hanging on. As Wakille said, the mix of
emoations seemed strange. She could only catch whiffs of these like faded perfumes, but she thought she
andled anger and fear, desolation and doubt and findly uncertainty. A deep eroding uncertainty that
distressed her when she touched it, yet she went back to it again and again, like someone with a rotting
tooth, exploring the aching hole over and over with his tongue. The ghogt of a ghogt, that fallowing zd.
Not threstening but there. A bother.

There was afant glow in the east. Time to wake the others.

They reached the pass a noon. Aleytys saw Esgard’s Sgn cut in a rock wadl, met Shadith's eyes,
amiled her rdief. They nodded, but said nothing and continued placidly on. Aleytys danted a glance a
Wakille. He was grinning a her, fully aware of what that 9gn meant. Blasted snoop. Linfyar rode with
hmthismorning, back a his coquetting, pulling stories out of the trader, though pulling wasn't precisely
the right word. Wakille s stories were part of his trading craft, a way to ingratiate himsdf with those he
needed. In away he and that imp were much dike, the imp doing by inginct what years of experience
hed taught the man.

All that day they rode undisturbed, even the smdl black biters that had swarmed about them and the
gyori vanished once they started down from the pass. The dope of the road was gentle, the wind blew
mild with the sweetness of summer light on it. The sky was overcast, a high thin layer of clouds that was
enough to blank out shadows while leaving the ar about them with an underwater darity, dl colors
darkened alittle until they glowed with the unredity of a color photograph.

A little after nooning Shadith took the boy up with her and threw off the brooding that had kept her
glent and rather melancholy during the morning. She began playing up to histeasing, joining him in whistle



songs he'd learned from her the night before, questioning him about life in the city he caled Courou,
learning new songs, their voices making a pleasure in the undisturbed beauty of the mountain dopes.

When the sun was low in the west, dissolving into the migs that dung to the treetops, they reached
the coagtd plain. It was open and parklike, grassy, with widdy scattered trees and groves of trees that
dripped muscaly with condensation from the mists caught in thelr crowns. Except for the muted sounds
of the breeze, of the gyori hooves, the muttered exchanges between Shadith and Linfyar, the parkland
was edily slent.

A herd of dender brindled beasts moved out of asmdl grove beside the road; flicking drops of water
off large hairy ears, twin jasper horns turning gracefully down in perfect moon arcs beside each degant
elongated face, the herd turned as one to watch the riders coming toward them. Cam, unafraid, vagudy
curious, they continued to watch until Aleytys was less than a dozen meters off, then they moved off
across the load, disappearing behind another grove.

Aleytys touched her bowstave, took her hand away. Somehow it was impossble to disrupt that
serenity. She met Shadith’s eyes. The girl stared, then laughed, the ripple of sound oddly shocking in the
dillness. She lifted Linfyar off the pad in front of her, passed him to Wakille, then she kicked her gyr into
atrot and went after the herd.

“A lioness with a plushy heart.” Eload Wekille twinkled a her over the matted curls of the deepy
boy. He was being charming again, she didn’t quite see why.

The mounds turned out to be hard-packed earth platforms with a splotch of black ash a one end.
She rode her gyr up the danting side onto the flat surface, did down and turned to face Wakille who was
gtting his gyr out on the grass, watching her. “I don’'t see any dternative, do you? Unless you want to
deep wet”

She turned back to her gyr and began stripping off the gear, starting when Linfyar appeared suddenly
a her dbow and took the blanket rall from her. She looked over her shoulder. Wakille was leading his
mount to the center of the mound.

He dropped the angle ren and beckoned to the boy, made a soft dicking sound as he redized the
futility of the gesture.

“Eh—Linfy, come hdp mefind dry wood if any such exigsin this showerbath.”

Linfyar dropped the blanket rall and ran eagerly to him. Aleytys started to protest, Madar knew what
lurked out there, then she met Wakill€ s chalenging, too-knowing gaze and bit back that protest. Linfyar
waan't hers, no matter how powerfully he aroused her possessiveness—the trait that had troubled her
with Shadith not so long before and came back to haunt her now. Control. The boy in her hands. A need
for akind of loving that neither Grey nor Swartheld had ever, could ever supply. She watched the two of
them wak away, amdl hand in dightly larger hand, the man not greetly tdler than the child. She watched
and fought with the urges that surged up out of some morass within and appaled her with ther ferocity.

She went to work stting up the camp, testing the air, watching the clouds. It wasn't going to ran,
she was sure enough of that but she converted the ground sheet into a tent with the collgpsible poles that
hed been the giffening ribs for her backpack. No rain, but the mig would certainly thicken and drop
before the dawn, condensing on every available surface, promisng damp, cold discomfort if they dept
uncovered. It would be crowded, but possible; none of the other three were very large—though they ate
enough. She thought ruefully of the supplies that were supposed to last her severd months. Never meant
to feed two let alone four. We live off the land from now on, she thought. And hope it proves
generous enough so we don’'t have to cut too drastically into the amount of ground we cover each
day. Thisis madness, really. She started rummaging among the packs for the cha pot. Jumping off the
edge of the world. At least the Eload had his own supply of cha. A while before we run out of that. As
for therest .... She Sghed.

By noon the sun had burned the mis away and the upper levd winds had torn the covering clouds to
rags. Down where they rode there was little Sgn of that wind, only a continuation of the profound illness



they’ d experienced the day before. The sea was close enough to amdl. There was a briny tang to the
voluptuous Slky ar that nudged so gently and intermittently at them. Linfyar was riding with Shadith and
the two of them were laughing and Snging and filling the stillness with exuberant noise.

Abruptly the boy stopped snging and leaned forward, his ears swinging out, quivering with the
intendty of his concentration.

“What isit?” Shedith said, a bitein her voice.

For a moment he didn’t answer. There was wonder in his voice when he spoke. “Music. Funny
musc.”

“Funny to laugh or funny scary?’

“Scary.” He wriggled closer againgt her, his ears folding closed and shugging back agang his head.
Aleytys rode over to the pair, touched the boy’s arm, her fingers barely denting the brown plush. He was
trembling but at her touch he quieted and his ears unfurled allittle.

“Don't fuss, imp,” she said. She stroked her fingers dong the fur that dung so close to bone and
muscle, crooning the words as she spoke. “I won't et anything hurt you. None of us will et anything hurt
you. We can handle it, | promise you we can.”

His mouth unpursed into atiny smile

Shadith chuckled. “Believeit, Linfy. Y ou haven't seen Lee working, but | have.”

He sghed and relaxed againgt Shadith’s narrow torso. “It fed bad, it don't like us”

“Wil, Linfy, with your warning maybe we can change hismind.”

Linfyar said nothing but radiated an intense skepticiam.

Aleytys laughed. “We Il do our best. Shadi, you and the Eload stay back, you hear?” She didn’t wait
for an answer but clucked her gyr into a quick trot, stabbing probes out to the front and the Sides,
pushing as far as she could, flicking them out like afrog's sticky tongue. She touched things like gossamer
burrs, harsh and poisonous but without substance. Something touched her then, something that ill-wished
her. She heard the boy cry out. Rage flushed through her. She urged her gyr fagter, leaving the others
farther behind. A dozen long gyr strides and she heard wisps of the music

Linfyar had proclaimed, eerie wavering sounds that plucked at her nerves, brushed past her, winning
more moans from the boy. She screamed out her rage and clawed furioudy a the burrs with her mind
fingers, clubbed a those shapel ess maevolences.

Themusic got stubbornly louder. Her strikes accomplished nothing. Each resistance mdted away the
moment she touched it. She ground her teeth together, pulled the gyr back to an easy lope. Foalish to run
himinto the ground chasing will 0 the wisps.

Themusc was dill louder. More than music. The boy fdt it firg, the other thing. It crept into her-and
maddened her. The gyr beneath her began to hump his back irritably and curl his limber neck around so
he could nip a her knees. The new irritation was oddly a rdief, something she could counter easly
enough. She smoothed away the induced rage, returned the beast to his usud placid amiability. And
smoothed out her own jags a the sametime.

And heard afdtering in the music.

“Ah.” She brushed aside the renewed attack on mind and body and projected instead friendliness,
serenity and interrogation—not a probe but a broad-fronted warm glow.

She brought the gyr to a stop and waited for the others to come up with her, sending out warm
pulses as she waited.

Wakille had Shadith’'s bow strung, arrows ready. Shadith followed, worriedly trying to comfort
Linfyar who huddled againg her, shaking as with a chill. The merchant stopped beside Aleytys, peaked
hisfurry brows. “ Smothering them with sweetness?’

“If it works, en—Eload.”

“Doesit?

“Startles the hdl out of them,” she sad, her laugh dmogt a giggle “Give me a hand? You're a
gronger projector than | am.” She ran her thumb thoughtfully dong her jaw line. “Fact, you could do it
while | weave ashidd around us” Tapped her thumb on the end of her nose. “Do it better than me, I'm
sure. More practice.”



“ Shegthe the claws, lioness.” He grinned at her, flicked up a brow, then melded his projections with
hers. He took her crude mixture and modified it, modulated it, weaving in hints of laughter, a pinch of
acerbity, athread of determination and other subtle messages that contributed to the taste of the whole, a
bouquet-garni of emotion. She laughed doud at the wonder of what he'd done, then began her own
weaving, blocking out dl but the few disconnected trills that were reaching them. The boy was dill
winang and uneasy but hisfear was gone; he was stting up, tumning his head from sde to Sde, vibrating
with interest and excitemen.

They began moving forward to adow wak, advancing steadily, evindng a determination to proceed
whatever waited for them.

Short agile figures came out of the shadows under the trees, dight, naked or dmog so. Unarmed or
90 they seemed. Pdle hair like danddion fluff caught the brilliant sunlight and shimmered with it. Weaving
inand out of shadow, like shadows themsdlves, gleaming like smoky amber in the sunlight. They kept a
congtant distance from the intruders and their mounts. In the dillness of that bright day, their movements
were soundless, asif they were images rather than living beings.

The road curved about one of the larger groves. Two waited, ganding hand in hand in the center of
the road, seeming identical in their androgynous beauty, dim and brown with beaten bark cloth tucked
about their loins their dandelion manes pae as moonlight standing out from narrow ddicate faces. A
second look showed them mae and femae, a dight difference in outline, width of shoulder, width of hip,
the shdlow curves of the girl’s breasts. The boy hed a syrinx casudly, the aggregetion of pipes dark
agang the pae bark cloth. The girl hdd a gourd againgt her thigh, its nubbly gold and orange a bright
gplotch of color on the pae favn skin.

Aleytys halted her gyr. She exchanged a measuring gaze with the pair, glanced a Wakille, brows
raised. A dight but emphatic shake of his head. He knew nothing of these folk. And Esgard’s journd said
nothing about them.

She draped the rein across her thighs sat with her hands lad lightly over it. “I greet you,
brother-sigter,” she said.

The girl gazed into the boy’s eyes, then turned to face Aleytys the tip of her tongue, pale and
colorless, dipped

round her parted lips. Fndly she spoke. “Am bli’idu-tes binlau-bilau [aki-laki harroumindarou.”

Aleytys Sghed, pressed a hand across her eyes as the trandator worked. When the pain passed, she
looked up. The boy-girl and the girl-boy waited, faint lines marring the smooth flesh between their perfect
brows asif they fdt dong with her the stabs of pain as the faculty within her reached out and swallowed
their language. Indigestion of the brain, she thought and amiled, then logt the smile as she beaedly
understood what the words meant: You took life from the brother in fur, you drinkers of blood.

Aleytys dropped her hand. “The life was taken in need, not play, Two-are-One. The least of the
herd, not the best.”

“Go away,” the pair said, speaking so closdly together it was difficult to separate the voices—voices
as dike as the narrow delicate faces.

“That is not possble” Aleytys sad dowly, cadmly, backing her words with an implacable
determination. “We will not stay here longer than we need, but that long we will stay. Since it appears to
digtress you, we will refrain from hunting your brothers-in-fur. As long as there is sufficent provided by
the land and the sea.” She lifted a hand, let it fdl. “We cannot promise to starve to suit your scruples.”

Y dlow-brown eyes watched her, unblinking, humorless, unresponsive. “Go away.” The gl spoke
aone, the boy nodding, his spiky hair fluttering about his face. He lifted the syrinx, pressed it agang his
fla cheek, ready to his mouth but not playing yet.

“No,” Aleytys said. She waited.

Two sets of andl white teeth bit on lush lower lips, the lines between two pairs of winged brows
deepened in each young face. The gourd shifted, rattled fantly. The syrinx rasped softly againg the boy’s
cheek. He shifted it suddenly to hislips and blew a cascade of notes.

Aleytys waited for him to go on, but he moved the syrinx from lips to cheek and stared a her.
Stalemate, she thought. What happens now? She glanced a the Eload Wakille, but there was nothing to



read in his bland trader’ s face. We wait, she thought. We wait.

Linfyar made a rude impatient sound. She looked around. He was bored, she saw, by the words he
didn't understand and troubled by currents of emaotion he apprehended but aso did not understand. In
that hive he was born into he grew up unused to slences, he was aways humming or murmuring or
gpping hisfingers or tapping them on handy surfaces, making his own sound to fill quiet times when he
was awake. She thought of shushing him, but changed her mind and let him fuss however he wanted.

The sun beat down on the Two-are-One and was caught in brown glass flesh and played around the
shadows of bone and organ hung indde like fossls in dark amber. They stood utterly Hill, ther eyes
unblinking, ther fine hair spikes raying out from ther heads. Then the girl blinked once. Then the boy
blinked once.

Linfyar's mouth fluttered as he sent out his pulses. Suddenly he laughed, a ripple of siver sound,
dmly echoed—to Aleytys' s astonishment—by the pair. He began a lilting wordless song, full of gaety
and bounce.

The immoabile pair dissolved from their hierdtic stance, laughing and echoing the boy’s song. Then
they were dancing, the mae picking up the song on his syrinx, the femae shaking her gourd as she spun
round in her sudden joy, wheding round and round, a Snuous sensuous teasing playing dance around the
amilaly snuous sensuous dance of the mae. Aleytys relaxed, not quite sure why it had happened, but
pleased to have the danger leached from the scene. Linfyar wriggled energeticdly, trying to get down
from the saddle pad. Aleytys nodded to Shadith and she let the boy go.

He ran between Aleytys and Wakille ill snging, he circled round the Two-are-One, fascinated by
them, though what he perceived of them was something to wonder about later when it was certain that
the danger had passed. She watched Linfyar charming them and laughed slently at hersdf. And | was
worried about him, she thought. A shadow brushed at the back of her mind and she shivered. The
follower again. Stll there. | wonder how these folk will react to the zd. She did off her gyr and walked to
meet the Two-are-One and the slent groups of men coming from the groves to stand and watch the
dance with a wonder and a wariness that matched hers.

9

Aleytys sat on the tip of the sand finger, watching an empty ocean with growing impatience. Two
months. Two nothing months. Shadith was out on the ocean with a party of fishers, intrigued by the
fishr-angers that caled the schoals to the nets. Having picked up enough of the language from her (he had
atdent for languages, something most useful in his business), Wakille was busy with the elders of this odd
people, coaxing supplies out of them, supplies and their secretsif he could, dl this paid for in advance by
the entertainments the four of them had provided, Linfyar and Shadith snging, Wakille with his tales, and
sometimes Aleytys who did minor magics when Harskari consented to break her slence and take over.

The old one was increasngly less reluctant about accepting Aleytys's willingness to share her
body—as if she dowly and somewhat awkwardly was preparing hersdf for an independent existence,
dowly and awkwardly because (or so Aleytys thought) even after Swartheld's sudden, dmost accidentd
embodiment, even after Aleytys's fervent promise to find bodies for her and Shadith, she hadn't redly
grasped the truth of her coming freedom, nor was she ready to accept it. She was afrad but fighting that
fear now, having come to terms with a redity that sad in another year or two—or maybe even
tomorrow—she would be torn from the womb of the diadem and thrugt into the body of a stranger.

Behind her Aleytys heard a steady thudding punctuated by the voices and laughter from a gather of
Ekansu women. The trees most common on the gentle plain bore twice each year athick crop of nuts.
The women gathered these and boiled them repeatedly in sea-brine until the acids and impurities had
been leached away, then set them in the sun to dry. Now they were grinding those nuts into a pale beige
flour that made a tasty chewy bread that took alongtimeto go stale. She looked out across the blinding
blue ocean. Near the horizon a few white clouds puffed south. They were deceptively solid, might have
been one of the idands, but she had been fooled too many times to be taken in now. Funny how little she
knew about these folk. One night and a day had taught her far more about the zd; of course there were
aways Esgard’ s notes to add to her own experience.



Linfyar was playing with the Ekansu children. She could hear his Snging now and then in an eddy of
the sea breeze, sometimes other voices laughing or mdding with his. She stretched, yawned.

The Ekansu seemed scarcely advanced enough to be called tribd. A collection of elders had an
unspecified mord force on the actions and attitudes of the younger folk, but she didn’t see how it
worked, or any of the principles behind their decisons. The role of the Two-are-One was even more
enigmaic. No one spoke of them. For severd days a friendly young woman followed Aleytys about like
a puppy, fascinated by her har; she would sdle up and sneak her hand out to touch the hair, draw it
back, then, if Aleytys showed no dispostion to deny her, she would stroke the gleaming mass a few
times, then draw back again. When Aleytys put tentative questions about the Two-are-One to this
child-woman, she reacted oddly. It was as if she Imply did not hear the words. She continued to amile,
no drain or other awareness vishle to Aleytys's eyes or other sensors. It was asif Aleytys hadn’t spoken
thewords at dl, asif she'd only dreamed the question. After the same thing had happened with severa
others, she sghed and gave up. More than once the Two-are-One came wandering dong the shore
when Aleytys and some Ekansu were there. No Ekansu took any notice of them. On ther firg
appearance Linfyar had scampered to them, chattering in a mixture of tongues. The pair drifted away
from him as if blown like thistle-down before the wind of his exuberance. He quieted, bewildered and
confused by the lack of response; with a deep sad sigh, he trudged back and curled up againg Eload
Wakille,

Despite the gift he shared with Shadith, Linfyar was most powerfully attracted to Wakille. Linfyar had
been drifting, lost, needing some pole of gability. The strength in Aleytys was inaccessible, he'd tried
menipulating her and was resgned to falure. And Shadith had no desire to let hersdf be adopted. She
was good enough for a fair-wesather friend, but he seemed

to redize that she would dump him the moment he became too much of a burden. In Wekille he
found a core of gsrength and a vulnerability he could exploit. Eload Wekille fought againg the gradud
in-cregping of the boy—Aleytys and Shadith had watched the play unfold with some amusement and
concern, something to help pass the interminable days of the waiting time—but in the end he succumbed,
camouflaging his surrender by tdling himsdf that he'd caught a vauable asset in the boy and that might
have been patly true, but it was nathing like the whole truth. Fghting and kicking dl the way, he
gradudly began to accept a rdaionship that was an odd combination of repressed sexudity and
friendship and need and a growing reluctant affection.

Day merged with day, one like the next. Ekansu wandered into the strangers camp, wandered out
agan with asllittle fuss. The femde Ekansu tended to linger close to them far longer than the mdes, as if
the strangers presence served to aryddlize ther fluid existence. Sitting in chatty circles weaving baskets
from thin gtrips of wood salit from sgplings or twisting net cords from the fibers in the inner skins of bark
gripped from those same saplings, they spoke to each other, their words indirect questions of Aleytys
and Shadith, Wakille or Linfyar. Often they sang rhythmic repetitive worksongs, sometimes the songs
drew in the Two-are-One who breathed into the syrink and shook the gourd and were gently
disregarded.

And the gyori grew fat and deek on the lush grass and frisked with the smdl four-legged fur brothers
and were reveing in the attention they got from the few Ekansu children who ventured near the shore.

A darkness mdted into the white clouds flowing toward land from the northeast. Storm, she thought,
and looked away. Linfyar flowed like water, changing effortlessy to match each of them, a son to fill her
empty arms, a companion and song-source for Shadith, for Wakille, what? Part lover, part son, part
daughter, part merchandise. The thought distressed her. He was a child now, filled with vigor and joy in
life and his chameleon quality was enchanting. But as an adult? She'd met a few men who lived on their
charm and found them rather sorry sorts of folk, losers in important ways no matter how successful they
seemed to others. She sighed, brushed the tips of her fingers lightly across the front of her tunic and
flicked them severd times asif brushing away something unpleasant.

The darknessin the north was larger and less vague and it dung stubbornly to the sea, didn’t rise and
scud south like the yeasty white clouds. She frowned at it. Dark and dow. “Wdl,” she said. “If so, it's
time”



She got to her feet and ran dong the sandspit, through the dunes, then up the grassy dopes to the
camp. Wekille was puttering about baskets of leached nuts and dried fih and tubers and the
fish-bladdersfull of nut flour and the multitude of other things he'd twisted out of the Ekansu eders. He
looked up a she came troting dong the worn path from the sea “Idand?

“Might be.” She stopped by the meager pile of their own possessions, dug out the pocketed belt, ran
it though her hands until she found the pocket she wanted. She thrust her thumbnall under the snap and
jerked the flap loose, swearing as she tore a jag into the nal. She shook the pocket over her hand,
caught the parts of the skeletd telescope. “A closer look will tel. Anyway, it's hours off ill.” She flipped
the belt back over the bags and went trotting back aong the path.

It was an idand. A large one. The kind Esgard recommended. Now if it just came in far enough to
get stuck. Even with the scope she could only make out the jagged tops of stubby trees, the low dark
meass of the land.

A touch on her arm. Wakille stood beside her. “May 17" His eyes laughed at her a little, admitted his
impatience, his mouth was pursed into awrinkled knot.

“Rignt,” she said. The rdief a her coming release from stagnation was meking her giddy. She
watched him a moment as he adjusted the crude scope to his eye, then dropped to the ground beside
him, pulled her legs up and draped her arms over them, the bubbled fringe of the retreating tide teeding at
her toes. The Ekansu lived tranquil unbusy lives, quiglly attuned to the rhythms of season and growth.
They were a chearful people and even the most ancient had elegance of bone, a certain fragile beauty.
They had to be more complex than they seemed, there were hints of subterranean things

they hed so privatey they never spoke of them even among themsdves. And they bored her. In spite
of the subtle puzzles they presented, they bored her. She bored hersdf right now. Much longer in this
eventless tranquility and she would start screaming.

Wakille dropped to the sand beside her, handed her the scope. “Looks like what we need.”

“Madar be blessed. Another month and ....” She laughed and shook her head. “I don't seem to
thrivein tranquility. Head told me once if my troubles stopped 1'd die of boredom. | didn't believe her.
Then”

“Um. Restful, but not much profit in them.”

Aleytys frowned at the 9ghing sdt water a few inches farther from her sandy bare toes. “They're
catanly a surprise after the hodility inland.”

“Um. Not many children.”

“Keeping numbers down, | suppose.”

He pursed his mouth. “Y ou think that’s dl?’

“l don't know.” She rubbed at her nose. “Probably not. No.” The word was a long Sgh. “Dying

“Aty inaway.”

“Yes. A pity.”

10

They sat ther gyori at the point of the finger, bags and baskets roped high on the packer and high
behind each rider, nuts and nut flour, dried fish, tubers, rolls of cording, asmdl net, flattened fish bladders
for holding caught water, rolls of skin from the fatfish, a huge placid creature much prized by the Ekansu
who made boats from the tough skin, fish med from the flesh, ink from a gdl gland, various implements
from the bones, medicines and dyes from other parts. Aleytys passed her hand over her har as she
watched the mongter idand rock closer. Huge, slent, unstoppable, mass on the move that would grind
down before it anything that stood inits way. It had dowed amog to a stop but wasn't quite there yet. A
long way out from the land, too big, too much below the water surface to let it come in much closer.
How did that ever manage to floa itsdf? She rubbed at the back of her neck. The follower had circled
wide around them and the Ekansu, shuttling back and forth in a wide arc, running before something,
Two-are-One perhaps, or others, but not retregting, hanging about, refusng to go avay. Sometimes she



thought she heard the hate musc again, but Ekansu, both made and femae, showed no dgn they knew
anything odd was happening. She was back there now, watching, that stubborn zd, a gnat too amdl to
see, too agile to swat. Aleytys glanced a Shadith. Shadith laughed. “Have to give up soon, our shadow.”
She waved her hand at the idand. “If that thing bothers to stop for us”

“Mm.” Aleytys looked once more over her shoulder, past Wakille who was having some difficulty
keeping hold of the boy who was s0 excited he couldn’t St ill. She spared him a brief amile, then
focused on the base of the sand finger.

A number of Ekansu were gathered there, waiching slently, afew children, afew eders, a number of
the ageless adults, the bright morning sun tumning their tranducent flesh into crysdlized honey. They
dtirred, broke apart to form an open ade and the Two-are-One came waking through and stood hand in
hend watching them. Just watching, faces blank as far as she could tell.

Aleytys swung around when she heard a dhrieking groan. The idand shuddered and screamed and
jammed to a stop just beyond the point of the spit, about a kilometer out, a precarious stop. The rear end
continued to sway as it ground naisly againg the sandy bottom. “Well,” she said. She nodded to Shadith
and Wakille. “Timeto go.”

The land doped so gradudly that even hdf a kilometer out the water was brushing againg the
bottoms of the rope stirrups. Ripples occasondly broke over ther feet. But it dropped off with gartling
suddenness when there were a dozen meters left between them and the weed fringes The gyori
complained but swvam the last stretch, paddling strongly, heads held high, whining their fear and didike of
the At water.

As Aleytys set her gyr at the tangle of roots and weed near the point of the idand, she heard shouts
behind her, gyr-hoots, and awar scream. She got her mount onto solid ground, dipped off his back and
dapped his rear, sending

hm a a cautious trot into the trees. She set her back againg a tree and frowned at the land.

A zd. Crouched low on the back of a gyr, charging up the finger and into the water, the gyr running
full out, whining and roaring and fighting againgt the contral of itsrider. Tranjit. Head shaved a while ago,
anew growth of brindled hair hiding the painted design on the skull, dirty white robes hitched high on
reedy legs. Juli. She sighed.

“Lee” Shadith was at her Sde, bow srung and ready. “Let me....."

“No.” Aleytys rubbed her face. “No. She's a baby, Shadi, can’'t you see it? No older than you.”

“You know her?’

“l know her. A zd. One of my guards” She moved her shoulders, straightened her back. “I'll wait
for her here, Shadi. Go and hdp Wakille set up camp. Fed that wind? You can andl the rain. | can
hendle this one.”

“If you'resure ....”

Aleytysraised a brow. Shadith grinned and rode on, trampling the bracken and the spindly sgplings
dinging to the ungenerous edge of the idand. Before she entered the shadow under the trees, she turned
agan, scowling. “Watch yoursdf. Lee”

“Not ‘ware the joker?’

“Bad precedent. Don't let her on board, Lee. Like cuddling a viper.”

“l hear you.”

“Huh. Y ou hear but you don't lisen. Never mind. | go. And you do what you have to.” She plunged
into the shadow. Aleytys heard the crashing sounds of her progress through the underbrush gradudly
diminishing.

The zd reached the idand and drove the weary gyr up the treacherous footing of the tangled roots
and tough weed. She stopped her mount in front of Aleytys and sat there breething hard, her dark eyes
heting, her mouth pressed into atight line.

“di,” Aleytys said. “Tranjit Juli.”

Thezd gulped in air, clamped her mouth shut again.

“Go home, Tranjit duli, there' s nothing for you here.”

Qi glared at her, brought her stick down sharply on the gyr's bleeding rump and drove him into a



sumbling run into the trees.

Worried, Aleytys followed her, running aong the trampled path through the bracken.

Inagmdlish dearing at the base of one of the hillsin the middle of the idand where a large old tree
hed fdlen victim to the shaking of a summer storm, she found Wekille standing by the tangle of branches,
Linfyar huddled close to him disturbed by the sorm of emotion in the dearing, Shadith caught in the
middle of sripping gear from one of the gyori, dl of them saring at the shouting zd.

As Aleytys came from under the trees, Mi went quiet and giff. Before she could say anything, the zd
tumbled off her mount and ran to Shadith, arms outstretched. When she was amogt touching the slent,
unrepongve girl, she faltered, stopped, stood daring, her ams dropping dowly to her sides. “Madlil,”
she whispered. “Laska ....” She reached out again, closed her hand into a fig and drew it back in dow
jerks until it rested againg her somach. She was ill a moment, then she whedled to face Aleytys. “You
..." she whispered, her voice hoarse, bresking. She swalowed. “Let her go, take your demon from her,
lethergoor...”

“Or what, child?” Aleytys sghed. “Juli, ligen. You don’t understand anything.” She pushed the har
out of her eyes. “Forget what was, it doesn’'t exigt any more. Y our laskais dead. And not by my hand or
hers. Her organs scrambled, her skull broken.” She spoke the words with brutd darity, meaning to
shock the young zd out of her hygteria. “Shadith,” she said. “Come here. Wakille, untwitch your nose
and keep on what you're doing. That ran’s coming soon enough. We Il be back to help once we sdtle
this problem.” She ignored his not-quite-audible grumble and scowled at Shadith who was daring with
much unfriendliness at the imploring zd.

Shadith circled round the zd and marched pugnecioudy to Aleytys s Sde.

Aleytys touched her arm. “Go back to the edge,” she said. “We I follow.” She waited a moment unil
Shadith vanished under the trees, then said, “Tranjit Juli, come, ligen. Know what happened. Be
comforted. There was nothing you could

do then, there is nothing you can do now. Come.” She kept on talking as she started away from the
clearing, her voice soothing, making sense more or less, repeeting hersdf, the sound a fragile rope linking
the two of them, her and the zd, and the zd followed.

At theidand's edge Aleytys settled on a root, Shadith by her shoulder. The zd stood dumped in the
broken path until a sudden lurch of the idand sent her sumbling onto her knees. The wind was risng and
the cottony cloud puffs were thickening, lowering, getting darker. The swing of the idand’'s rear grew
more exaggerated, the groaning and cresking grew louder, the idand inching dong, grinding againg the
sandy bottom. The current was powerful enough in conjunction with the strengthening wind to drive it
dong the path it had taken before, the path that was the same but never exactly the same as the thousand
timesit had come thisway before.

Qi crouched on the trampled bracken, her dark tragic eyes shifting dowly between Shadith and
Aleytys, back and forth and back and forth, an autometic swing with little awareness or valition behind it.

Aleytys sghed, glanced at the shore. The sandspit was dready severd meters behind the idand. A
few Ekansu women lingered on the sand, watching. The Two-are-One had vanished, the elders were
gone on their way, snking back into the leisurdy rhythms of the day-to-day Ekansu life, the way things
were before the strangers intruded.

She faced the zd. “Tranjit Jli,” she said softly. “Bdieve me, if you can. Shadith is no demon. | did
nothing at dl to your laska. Before | touched her she was dead, completely dead, killed by a man from
the settlement north of you when your gather-band ambushed a band of theirs. If it helps any, that man is
dead, the zd cut histhroat.”

QUi looked up but didn't look a Aleytys. “Madil,” she whispered. “Please remember. Please. We
pledged to death and beyond the year of your testing. Can't you remember? When you flew the hawk
the firgt time and they burned the sign in your flesh, 1 hed your hand and ate your pain so you wouldn't
shame yoursdf. Please remember. You hed me down when | drank the dika-sovis for my passage
dream. And we pledged ... we pledged ... Still on her knees, she crept closer to Shadith.

Aleytys fdt tenson coiling tighter and tighter in the zd; she got to her feet and stepped between her
and Shadith, knowing as she did so that the act might precipitate the attack she wanted to prevent. “Go



home, child,” she said.

The zd uncoiled, legping so fast she caught Aleytys off balance and knocked her flat. She fdl
awkwardly, lay sprawled over the bracken, the zd's knife hard againg her throat. “Run, Madil,” QUi
ghrieked. “Get away. I'll hald thisthing. You!” She glared down at Aleytys. “Let her go.”

Shadith stepped over some roots and crunched through the bracken and came without hurry or fuss
to stand beside the zd. She bent down, touched Juli’s shoulder. The zd trembled. Aleytys saw her eyes
ghift, the tendons in her neck drain, then reuctantly, dowly, againgt her will, the zd turned her head and
gazed up a Shadith.

Moving with smooth sudden violence, Shadith did her arm about the girl’s neck and wrenched her up
and back, flinging her away from Aleytys. Whirling, Shadith pounced on Jui again, twisted the knife from
her loosened grip, then leaped back to stand beside Aleytys. “You dl right?’

Aleytys got to her feet, touched her throat and grimaced at the film of blood on her fingers.

Qi lay trembling and beaten on the trail, saring in anguish a Shadith. Her mouth opened, trembled,
clamped shut as the idand shuddered and ground a few meters farther. The wind overhead deepened its
note to agrowl and the rear of the idand swished back and forth with a twisting surging mation, throwing
Aleytys and Shedith off their feet. The zd said something but the words were log in the noise of the
idand and the gathering storm. Juli spoke again, dmogt shouting, “Why?’

Shadith shook her head, the brown tangle of curls whipped about by the wind, blown back from her
high round forehead. She got back on her feet, balanced precarioudy for a minute until the idand settled
for awhile, then stomped across the short distance between her and the zd. She reached down, caught
firm hold of Juli’s hand, though the young zd tried to wrench hersdf free, and dragged her up onto her
feet. “Look,

zd,” she sad, refusng to use the name even though she knew it. “Your laska is dead. How many
times do we have to tdl you? Get it through that hard head. Madil is dead, dead, dead, dead. You hear
me? The body ismine now. Think of me as a demon if you mus, though believe me I’ ve got nothing to
do with gods or magic or any foolishness like that, but get it through your head, there's nothing left of
Madlil and there’ s nothing at dl we had to do with that.” She stepped away. “Get your gyr and go back
to your people. Aleytystold you the truth. There' s nothing for you here.”

The zd bit her lip, wheded, ran sumbling into the trees.

Aleytys sighed. “Compli ....” Theidand lurched vidently, squirted forward, caught momentarily, then
did smoothly away from the shore. There was a sense of movement now, a gentle rocking, the hiss and
dgp of the sea againg the edge near them. When Aleytys found her feet and looked back, the shore was
rapidly retreeting, empty, and touched with the gloom of the advancing storm.

Shadith came and stood at her shoulder. “Stuck with our little viper, it ssems” She looked up.
“Appropriately gloomy.”

“You're the soul of compassion.”

“Hunh. Better she faced facts and went home. Too late now. How much you bet she can't svim.”

Aleytys shook her head. “No bet. Come on.” She looked up. “We ve got work to do before that
breaks.”

and Wakille went prospecting for shdlfish. When everything was ready, she looked &t the others,
frowned, then went to the edge of the cdlearing and called the zd, but the girl stayed hidden in shadow and
would nat come though Aleytys cdled her severd times.

V1. Ocean Passage
day |
The storm passed rgpidly behind as the powerful fallowing wind rocked the idand back to the center

of the current which sucked it in and took it south.
Aleytys and the other three worked at setting up a shelter of far sze, usng four trees at the edge of



the amdl dearing for corner posts, cutting the sraightest sgolings they could find and driving the
sharpened ends into the soil. As the strongest of the four, Aleytys did the driving, Wékille cut and fetched
the sgplings for her, diced the ends to points, Shadith and Linfyar took smdler branches and wove them
horizontdly between the verticas. The work was dow and tedious, they only had the knives and the
angle hatchet to work with, but they were going to deep wet until they finished the shelter, the ground
sheet being needed to protect the food.

They stopped working a little after noon, ate bread baked by the Ekansu women, drank some cha,
started tubers roasting for supper, fish slew smmering with some greens Wakille found when he was
looking for more sgplings, set the Hill producing water for supper’s cha. There was enough water caught
in the hollows, water from the storm, to keep the gyori from thirst for a few days so they didn't bother
worrying about the beasts.

By nightfal they’ d finished three walls and hdf the fourth, Shadith and Linfyar ill weaving as Aleytys
built up the fire

day 2

They finished the walls of the shdter, leaving a low narrow opening for a doorway, then began
arguing about what would serve as a roof. Wakille ligened a moment, went off and came back with the
rall of fishskins he'd eased out of the Ekansu, each skin taler than he was, enough to cover hdf a boat’s
skeleton. He produced a day pot of the glue the Ekansu used to waterproof the boats and set it on the
remnants of the breakfast fire to heat. Shadith groaned as a powerfully nasty smdl began risng from the
pot, but Linfyar was enchanted by it, he twittered about the fire, sniffing with ddight at the rank odor.
Shadith eyed him with some trepidation. “Keep yoursdf away from that, Linfy, or you'll be sorry.” He
ignored her after flashing her a grin. She snorted and went to help Wakille unrall the giff skins.

Aleytys left them squabbling chearfully about how to set up the roof and support it. Worried about
the young zd, she swept the idand with a probe, searching for her. She touched nothing definite,
frowned, then remembered how dusve the follower had been. There and not there. Asif the zd had
thrown a shdl about hersdf so tight only the faintest amdl of her got out.

She started to track the ghost, then frowned again and turned back, dug out one of the fla round
loaves the Ekansu had baked for them, then she wove through the tree-tangle, the grass and thick
bracken, following the ghogt traces of the zd as she'd follow wisps of smoke to find a fire, working her
way gradualy toward the nose of the idand.

The zd was gtting close to the water, legs drawn up, ams wrapped about them, hands dutching
forearms, chin on knees, a package, dl ends drawn into the knot of flesh and bone, eyes fixed on the
water ralling past her feet. Since they rode the current and were moving at nearly the same speed as the
water, there was no bow wave, only a touch of turbulence that came more from the thick school of slver
fish himmering in the water before the broad blunt snout of the idand.

“di,” Aleytys said. The fish were legping in shining arcs, myriads of them flickering in the ar a
fingerlength above the long dark rolls of water; the continuous plopping of their bodies, the soughing of
the wind, these noises were loud enough that Aleytys thought at fird the zd hadn't heard her. She
worked hersdf out on the roots beside the girl and squatted beside her, touched her am. “Zd i, |
brought you some bread. Y ou have to be hungry.”

The flesh under Aleytys's fingers was cold and unresponsive. The zd would not acknowledge her,
but Aleytys fdt a quickening in her. She had to be half-starved; her body reacted to the bread Aleytys
offered her though her will regjected it. Some of the diffness went out of her. Her mouth opened a litile
and her tongue touched lips that trembled before she dlamped her mouth shut again.

“There’'s water inrain pools,” Aleytys continued, separating the words and speeking as dearly as she
could to make hersdf heard over the noise. She set the round loaf on the roots just behind the zd, far
enough awvay so shed have to move to reach it and couldn't amply fling it into the sea in a fit of
petulance. She' d come here with the intention of taking the zd back with her, by force if needed, but now
she thought it would be better to leave the girl on her own. No emergency, not yet. Let hunger, thirst and
exposure operate awhile longer, let the girl convince hersdf to join them, coercion would only siffen her



resstance. I'll send Linfyar with food tomorrow, she thought, fet suddenly very very old and wondered if
she'd ever suffered so intensdy the minor tragedies of her own life—wdl, losng a lover to death and, |
suppose, worse than death, isn't that minor—conveniently forgetting her own stubbornness and the rage
that had churned so furioudy in her and so complicated her aready complicated life the years before she
findly ran.

After a short slence, she got to her feet. “There's water and hot food when you want them. You're
welcome to join us whenever you fed likeit.” She looked at the rigid set of

back and head. How they do suffer. As she started for camp, she remembered what the child had
endured and gill mugt endure and was briefly ashamed of hersdf. It was so easy to make fun of an
unsophigticated inarticulate younggter, to point out with quick clever logic how foolish she was, how
much of her pain she created hersdf, but the pain was red and not of her making. Not of mine ether, not
redly, just the perverse maevolence of chance. She amiled, shook her head at the rall of the words.
Suddenly she thought of that moment when Stavver told her that mad Maissa had sold her and gone off
with her baby. She stopped walking, closed her hands into figs until her nails cut into her pdms. For a
moment, a moment only, she was that girl again and the loss was as raw and new as it had been those ten
years before. Only a moment, then she straightened her back, lifted her head, anger a the zd flashing
through her (the zd who was somehow mixed with Linfyar in her mind), anger for waking memories
she'd prefer to leave undisturbed.

When she stepped back into the dlearing, Shadith was chasing Linfyar away from the seaming glue
pot. He danced before her, avoiding her sweeping grabs, skipping over obstacles as if he had a ring of
eyes about his head instead of none a dl, ggging in between his pulang whistles. Shadith saw her and
stopped running, stood glaring at the boy. “Lee” she said, exasperation sharpening her voice. “Tdl this
hard-head that we Il have to shave him naked if he gets stuck up with that guff.” She drew her forearm
energeticdly across her sweaty face. A sharp cdl, rather panicky, from Wakille. “Oh shit.” She trotted
around behind the shelter. “Look, | told you that wouldn't work, here let me ....” Her voice dropped urtil
it was too muffled for the words to be more than staccato noises rigng and faling and bumping into each
other with the lower growl of the man interrupting the rush here and there. Aleytys snapped her fingers
“Come here, imp.”

Linfyar canted his head, his ears moving like moth wings as he thought over what she said; then he
whidled a fragment of song and ran to her.

Aleytys stood gazing down at him a moment and then she laughed and reached out to rumple his mop
of curls, but didn't touch him. His face hadn’t changed but she stopped her hand. “Y ou don't like that.”

He sghed, an exaggerated puff of air, an exaggerated lifting and dropping of his narrow shoulders.

She took a step back. “Linfy ...” she started.

He smiled up at her, a three-cornered angdic amile

Aleytys gazed at himin slence, opened her mouth, shut it again. He was a child, a sengtive intdligent
child, but not ready to understand what she’ d meant to say. He'd have to learn for himsdf that he didn't
have to flatter and manipulate them. “That glueis hot, Linfy. And it won't come off once it's on you. Do
you want to burn yoursdf? Do you want to look like one of those mocker crabs your Ekansu friends
showed you, dl stuck up with dirt and leaves and bits of junk? If you do, then go right ahead and make
an idiot of yoursdf.” She frowned, amiled & a sudden thought. “I could use your help if you fed like
doing something hard. Will you?’

The grin on the smdll face broadened, the ears twitched eagerly. “Oh yes, midress” he sad. He put
out agmdl hand. “Please, what isit?’

Aleytys took the hand in hers, fdt a surge of pleasure as the bird-light, feather-soft fingers quivered in
hers. “Y ou remember the girl who came on the idand after us?’

Linfyar nodded. “Sad and mad,” he said.

“Right. Well. She's just lost someone, like you logt your mother, and she's feding upset. You know,
Linfy. She's hating hersdf and the whole world. She won't ligen to me, but maybe you can persuade her
to come for supper and comfort her alittle. It won't be easy. She doesn’t want to be comforted. But tak
to her, see what you can do. If she won't let you help, she won't, so don't fed bad. W€l just have to



give her more time. Will you try?’

Linfyar nodded, no longer grinning, but radiating red pleasure in being given so serious a task. He
loosed his hand. “If she won't come, can | take food to her?”

“I'd appreciate that, Linfyar.” She watched him run into the woods, his whigles a ghost echo in her
ears. | wonder if that was smart or supid, she thought. Have to wait and see.

Linfyar led the zd to the fire that night. She sat in the

shadows but ate the fish stew and bread he brought her, drank a cup ful of hot cha. Though she
never looked directly at Shadith, she continualy stole peeks a her asif she couldn’t keep her eyes away
from the thing that pained her. With an indinctive tact that both impressed and oppressed the watching
Aleytys, the boy left Juli done mogt of the time, coming back at intervas, though, to touch her lightly and
let her know he was 4ill there and hadn’t forgotten her.

Shadith was uneasy but refused to give in to her vague guilts. She did not look at Juli but chattered
brightly with Wakille, giggled at his slies, listened with apparent ddight to the stories he told. Later she
and Linfyar sang, blending at times, contesting at others, a song contest not meant to be taken serioudy.
Sometime in the middle of this Juli dipped away.

day 3

The shdlter finished, they began digging holding ponds for gyori—and for bathwater. Aleytys left
Wakille and Shadith working on the ponds and went hunting for the zd.

QUi was back at the nose of theidand garing at the heaving water, the slver arcs of the fish. Aleytys
stood beside her a moment, looking a the endlesdy ralling blue ahead, the land line logt in dinging
moming mig. There didn't seem to be much change in it, the little she could see, but then they hadn’t
come that far south. She' d checked their position as best she could last evening, would check again this
night for a more accurate esimate of their speed. When she located them on the map she was appaled
by the distance they had yet to cover. Only thirty kilometers a day so far, according to her rough
edimate. Nine hundred kilometers south before they even began to turn west, another two thousand,
more, across the ocean. A hundred days, give or take a few, if thelr progress continued constant,
something she didn't expect. According to Esgard the speed of the current could vary considerably,
depending on alot of things

She heard afew birds crying overhead, watched them plummeting from the sky to snag and carry off
the little fish. She shut her hands into figts. Slow, dow interminably dow. Interminable impossble quest.
“Ove!” she shouted suddenly, then fdt foolish, protesting so vehemently what couldn’'t be helped. She
looked down at the old-young face of the zd, then settled hersdf beside her.

The roots were damp and dick and springy, with a tendency to shift with the rall of the idand and
prod into the tenderer parts of the dtter’s anatomy. It is disconcerting to be immersed in a vast brooding
philosophica dissertation with onesdlf and find onesdlf suddenly goosed by an intruding root. She giggled,
shifted hersdf. “You'd be surprised,” she said, looking out over the ocean. “You'd be surprised how
quickly you forget what home is like. The place where you were born and grew up, | mean. Now me,
just look at me, | gt here muttering—well, shouting—curses & the ar because this damn idand moves
dower than a gyr can wak. | should know better; time was, the fastest thing | knew was a horsg, |
should find adjugting easy enough. | think it's having nothing much to do but wait. Wait and waich the
dow days creep past. | don't think I'm very good at waiting. Then ther€' s knowing if things were just a
pinch different, if 1 had a skimmer, I'd dready have the coordinates | need and be scooting back to
Woalff, done with this blasted world. I've got a ship, young Juli, hanging up there with skimmers in her
bdly powered and ready to fly. If | knew wha my cousins seem to know, 1'd rebuild one of the
kimmers so it'd come when | whistled. Like Maissa's ship, the one Stavver turned up with awhile back.
Wonder what he did with her and how he got round the ship’'s safeguards. Probably never know, he
can't be liking me much now, not that he ever did even when we were lovers. Maybe when | come up
with my dear mother | can get a few modifications out of her. I'd prefer a ful re-doing of my ship.
Trouble is no one knows anything about what Vrithian'sredly like. | can't get an idea of what to expect,
s0 how can | plan anything? | met one Vryhh who said he was kin to me, but what' s that? Kell. If they're



dl likehim ... but how can | tel? How many Vrya are there? Who makes beds for them, cooks, dl that?
Robots? Saves? Wouldn't put it past Kdl to keep daves, the others, | don't know. Could be there's no
more than a dozen, could be there's not even standing room left. There's the Vryhh who fixed Maissa's
ship for her. Mischief, a debt, a whim, what? Turning that madwoman loose on the universe, that’d
apped to Kdl. | keep taking about him, Phahh! wash my mouth out. You don't understand a word of
this, do you. Where was I? Ah. | did have something to say before | started maundering. If you'll just
stop fighting it, time will begin heding your grief. You'll get used to being done; it's not easy, | wouldn’t
lie to you and say it is, you wouldn't believe me anyway. You should have let us go, Juli. You should
have grieved with your sisters and let us go. Think about it. I'll see you home again if you wish it.
Somehow. My word on it, child. Though, dammit, it may take another year’'s trek to get back where |
started. Madar grant there' s some way out of that. Bad enough to have to spend dl thistime reaching the
place, retracing the same miserable steps is too much, not even the little bit of excitement about what
comes next to lighten the boredom.”

She went on taking, rambling on and on about nothing much, hoping that time and habit would soften
the young zd’s resolute hodtility. As she kept her soft unassuming voice flowing, she probed very lightly
a the zd’smind, drew back amost as soon as she touched it, disturbed by a darkness and pain beyond
anything she' d ever fdt even a the severd nadirsin her life. | can cure the body, she thought, but not the
soul. Wakille mogt likdly could operate on her; no, he wouldn’t touch this, nothing in it for him. In a way
ghe regretted her lack of skill—for the girl’s sake, that is, not for her own, she had enough mord
dilemmeas to resolve without adding another. Brittle, she thought, she won't bend, just break. That zd
culture, rigid, fosslized. She' s young, though. Maybe she' s dill flexible enough to survive this Damn. Too
bad she had to see Shadith in her lover's body. Ground's sheking under her. Funny, it's dmog the
opposite of what happened when Swvartheld came out. My friend, my lover, in another body. Hard to
see him behind that strange face. What are we going to do with her? | don't want the responghility for
her on the other side. | wish she'd go home. That's the best place for her. Madar, I'm darting to fed like
the boy with the magic goose who collected himsdf a parade of followers, each one stuck to the one
ahead and bound to follow wherever he went. That old tale had a happy ending, for the boy, at leadt, |
don't remember what happened to the others. She's uneasy, unhappy with me here. And stubborn.
Determined to keep on suffering.

Aleytys sghed and got to her feet. For a moment she stood gazing out over the sparkling blue swells,
then siwung around and went to take her turn digging the ponds.

day 4

The zd wandered about on the periphery of ther activities watching as they hauled in long fronds of
seaweed and gathered the crustaceans growing on the stems, watching when they cast the net out
beyond the nose of the idand to haul in a caich of the little Slver fish. She made Shadith nervous. She
hung around like a bad conscience, grating on the girl’s nerves, a congtant reminder that she had in a
sense dolen the body she wore. Shadith grew irritable and avoided the sad girl as much as she could.
Linfyar worked hard to break down Juli’s resstance and make her fed welcome in the group. In
optimistic moments Aleytys let hersdf hope the boy would findly succeed. He did get her to come to
medls, he surprised a amile out of her now and then, though these were dways brief and reuctant. As
Aleytys watched, keeping her distance to make the boy’ s task easier, she began to fed alightening of the
gloom in the young zd and thought she saw her garting to accept Shadith as Shadith and not the person
she kept trying to make her be.

But with this lightening and this acceptance came rage, a rage the zd turned on Aleytys and Shadith,
but most of dl on hersdf. She was refusing to let hersdf hed.

day 5

Black storm clouds hung in the northeast, creeping gradudly closer as the day passed by, but there
was no smdl of rain in the air despite the pummeing of the wind. They spent most of the day building a
gmoking rack for fish and a drying rack



for weed, then a wattle screen to keep the wind from attacking the fire. In the evening when they sat
around that fire, the wind noisy about them, Wakille looked up from the net he was mending. He kept his
hands busy as he talked, the firdight shifting in and out of the crevices of his face. “A long way from here
and along time ago in a place where trees are as big around as this idand and the rivers are sometimes
wide as sess, there lived an old man (Y es Linfy, older than me, older by alot) who had severd fine sons.
He was athief, his sons were thieves, hisfather and his father’ s brothers were thieves and his grandfather
and s0 on back longer than anyone could remember. Now, when the old man got too old to dimb in and
out of windows or legp on travelers going from town to town, he and his sons followed the family
tradition and turned to swindling. (Another kind of thief, Linfy, someone who uses words to sted. Take
that grin off your face, Hunter; me, I'm just an honest trader trying to make a living) He and his little
band came into a rivertown one day and settled there for awhile, looking about for a mark.

“In that rivertown there lived a merchant who bought and sold anything he could find a profit in. That
was hislegd trade. Under the counter. (That means, Linfy, that no one in power was supposed to know
about it, yes, like the men who brew beer in Courou.) Under the counter he was a moneylender; that was
agang the laws of that place; no one was supposed to charge interest on money lent. (Interest has
another meaning, Linfy, when it's used like that. It's a kind of rent men pay to use other men's money.
Money? Don't ask meto explain that, child. Just figure, in other places it's something men want a lot of
and will do mogt anything to get.) He was a mean man and a rather stupid man, but Snce most of them
owed him money, they kept tdling hm he was the cleverest of men and laughing a his jokes until he
began to bdieve that he' d never been wrong in hislife

“It didn’t take the old man long to find this out, so one day he walked into the merchant’s shop with
an embroidered fan he said was his mother’s and some other bits and pieces he said he had to sl to pay
hisrent. (Yes, Linfy, the old man was about to play his tricks on the merchant.) He came in off the street
and crossed to the counter, a frousty bumbling old sort, haf senile and more than haf blind, with a mild
and hdpless face like he wouldn't harm the peskiest fly and couldn’t think up alie to save his life. He put
the things on the counter and began haggling with the merchant about what he could get for them. After
about a minute of this, a young man came into the shop and walked over to him. The young stranger
greeted m most courteoudy, handed him a letter and a package, saying ‘your son in Luktanara (that's
another rivertown, Linfy), ‘honored sr, knew | was bound upon the river with my father's boats and
gave methisto carry to you. | was on my way to your house when | happened to see you in here” He
bowed to the old man, bowed to the merchant, circled round some other customers in the shop and
vanished into the Street outside.

“The old man opened the letter, held it close to the end of his nose, shut one eye, then the other, then
shook his head and handed the letter to the merchant, saying, ‘I left my glasses home not knowing |
would need them. Would you be so kind as to read thisto me’

“The merchant read the letter doud, most of it complaints about the son’s wife and the pranks of his
eldest child who was a very naughty little boy and inthe end it said, ‘Honored father, as a name day gift,
knowing you like such things, | send you thissmdl carving of a deeping jyag. (That's a little beast, Linfy,
that hunts and eats vermin, rather like the cedi you know.) An old man who looked like a tree-root gave
it to me for somefigh. It's a nice copy of an Ogaretz. (Ogaretz, Linfy was an artist whose carvings men
vaue like your Bigman vaued your voice) May the seven Great ones ran blessings on you this
nameday.’

“The old man opened the packet and took out the carving. He looked at the other things he was
ling, looked at the carving and sighed. ‘Let me see it,; the merchant said. ‘It might be worth a little
something to me.” So the old man handed it over.

“The merchant weighed it in his hand. It was as heavy as jewelwood, it was the color of jewelwood,
it was as smooth and shiny as jewelwood. And Ogaretz was sad to be a little old man as tough and
wrinkled as aroot. And Ogaretz was

the only man who knew where to find jewelwood and how to work it. And on the bottom of the little
caving he found the 9gn Ogaretz made on dl his work; the merchant had seen a piece or two of it but
hed never been able to afford to dedl init. Stupid old man, he was thinking, stupid son, why should | tdll



ather of them. (Yes, Linfy, he was going to cheat the old man. That's what swindlers count on. You got
to watch yoursdf in this universe, anyone will do you if he thinks he can get awvay with it.) The old man
dithered and dithered, yes and no about the carving, put in, take out and each time he changed his mind,
the merchant offered him more money, but never even a taste of what he should have offered if the
caving was what he thought it was. Then findly, the old man sghed again and sad, ‘Ah it is such a
sadness, but lifeis like that, a poor man cannot afford sentimentality. Not when the rent is due and the
bdly says feed me’ So the merchant counted out the coin, a lot more than he'd thought he'd pay, and
the old man left with his sack of money.

“As soon as he had tottered out, a customer sanding near the counter started to snicker (like this,
Linfy, he-he-he) and said, ‘Looks to me like you been took, migter. That old man he's been a swindler
for years, but | was afraid to say anything while he was in here, that young bully who brought him the
things he breaks legsif you get in hisway.’

“Frowning like a thunder cloud about to rain on the world, the merchant took a knife and scraped at
the base of the carving and found a plug of lead to make it weigh so heavy and found that the color was
dain, that what he had wasn't jewelwood but common ollawood. (Worth about as much there, Linfy, as
apat of gyr dung here)) He clamped hold on the customer, sent his clerk for an offidd of the dty and
together the three of them, they went through the city toward the Dimgd gate, one of the three gates in
the atywdl where the customer said the old men lived. (I didn’'t say the city had wals? Well, it does, so
be quiet.) And close to the gate they saw the old man stting with some others in an open-face wine shop,
drinking and laughing. ‘ There he is’ the customer said. *You grab him, I'm going.” And he did off into
the crowd and no one ever saw him again. The merchant elbowed his way through the drinkers and
grabbed the old man by the collar of his shirt. ‘Arrest him,” he told the officd. *You crook,” he shouted
a the old man, ‘you sold me a fake carving for good coin.” He shoved the statue's base under the old
man's Nose.

“*1 never sad it was anything but a copy,” the old man said. He spread out the receipt the merchant
had given him, beckoned to the officd. ‘Look,” he said. ‘Doesn't it say there a copy of an Ogaretz? |
haven't got my glasses, you read it” And the officd did and the paper did say a copy of an Ogaretz.
And the old man took the paper and shook it under the nose of the merchant. ‘Copy, see. And if you
thought it was redl, why didn’'t you say something. Y ou trying to cheat a blind old man?

“And the merchant looked about him and saw the anger in the faces of the men collected there and
looked into the officid’s face and saw the suspicion there and he drag-tailed it out of the shop. And the
gory spread through dl the city so in the end he had to leave and start over in another place.”

Linfyar clapped his hands, giggling with appreciation of the old man's game. Aleytys amiled. “A story
with amord of sorts.” She folded the trousers she was brushing and trying to clean, set her hands flat on
them. “I remember something a hiiri maid told me once, when | was a dave on Irsud. Once in the dawn
time before the hyonteinim (No, Linfy, I'm not going to keep interrupting the story to answer your
questions, you'll pick up most of what you need if you ligen hard enough and use your head. You can
ask me later anything you redly want to know.) Where was |, oh yes, before the hyonteinim made a
sadness where there was joy, a prison where once dl things went free, there was a man with seven
daughters and no sons. Now, you don't know the hiiri so you don’t know what a terrible thing it was to
have seven daughters and not a sngle son, no son to hold his face at the tulkoda, no son to care for im
inhis old age, no son to Ing him into the blessed land when he died. So he mourned his fate and cursed
his wife, but he loved his daughters, loved them dl and the youngest most of dl. He took her with him
everywhere, taught her how to hunt and track, how to read the winds and signs, everything a son should
know, forgetting completely at times she wasn't a son. Each daughter was

more beautiful then the lagt, the eldest could sng to charm the birds from the air, the second danced
more suppldy and seductively than a lumikaer, the third knew dl the herbs to cure and flavor; each of
them had a gift, even the youngest who knew the language of beasts. Even so, even with the beauty and
the gifts, it was hard for him to find them husbands. They were daughters of a mother who bore only
daughters. But one by one he did it, by hard work and stripping himsdf of his possessions, he did it, one
by one, until only the youngest was left. Sadly, he was too poor to find a dowry for her, so poor he ae



the scraps from the tables of his clan-brothers.

“Now that you know him, let's go back awhile. When the youngest, whose name was Takti-Perglli,
was only four, a great worm crept out of the darkness and made himsdf a nest at Makemaha pools, one
of the best waters of the desert plain, and before soring had used up two moons, the worm had
swalowed a double hand of man and beasts. There was no choice for the hiiri dlans, they had to use the
pools, so they tried staking out asx of herkaa, their amdl striped cattle, a double sx of kayrilli, fast little
beasts with long white hair, but the worm had a taste of manflesh now and would not be appeased. One
night al the witchmen dreamed and dl the dreams said this, the worm will withdraw a time from the pools
if they fed it tender girlflesh or boyflesh, ten years to fourteen, no older and no younger. So it came about
that each time a dan drew near the Makemaha pools a drawing was made and a daughter of the dan
was taken into the grove that grew around the pools and tied there to a tree and Ieft there for the worm
to eat. For ten years this was how it was, for ten years each hiiri dan lost a daughter to the worm. When
the time came again for Perslli’s dan to approach the pools, Takti-Perslli went to her father and said,
‘Dear Father, you have stripped yoursdf of goods for my sisters until you depend on the charity of the
dan for your sustenance. | am only a daughter. | cannot hold your face in the tulkoda, | cannot care for
you in your old age, | cannot 9ng you into the blessed land, what am | but a drain on you? What does it
matter if my life finishes sooner than it might? Let me win honor for you the only way | can. Let me take
the dan burden on my shoulders and go to meet the worm fredy and with laughter instead of tears.” But
her father loved her too dearly to let her do this. So she said to him, *Y ou have taught me hunting, Father,
you have taught me well. Let me speak to the dog Kaermelka, give me your skinning knife, give me six
bdls of fa kneaded with honey about sharpened sticks bound with gut and let me go to face the worm.’
And he said, ‘My daughter, my son.” And he embraced her and he sad, ‘Come back with honor, my
son.’” And he took her to the headman and said, ‘My daughter is fourteen and wishes to face the worm
for the clan.

“They led her off with crowns and song, with flowers woven into her long fine hair, dressed in fine
white leather beaded and fringed, the fringes swaying gracefully about her dim young body, her eyes
bright and laughing, a spring in her step. Others of the dan marvded & her and marveled a her father
who stood proud and draight as a tent pole, beaming a his daughter. Then he went back to his tent and
loosed the dog Kaermelka with the skinning knife and the sack of fatbdlstied to his harness.

“The dan brothers tied her to the tree like dl the others were tied and she did not object; they
wrapped the rope twice about her wrigts and twice about the wrapping and tied it and took the other end
and tied it about the tree, then they went quickly away, not quite running, and it was very quiet under the
trees, quiet and cool, but the gink of the worm was heavy in the ar. She looked at the braided leather
about her wrigts and she lifted her head and waited for the drums to begin, the drums that cdled the
worm and she waited for the dog called Kaermelka to come to her as she'd told him to do. But the stink
of the worm was strong and strong and she began to be a little afraid, so she stood hersdf sraighter and
she stared with anger at the tangle of thornbush and at the round black hole where the worm would come
for her.

“The dog Kaermelka came trotting into the tree-shadow and he stopped before her, growling low at
the stink of the worm. And she cut hersdlf free of the tree and she cut her wridts free of the rope and she
piled the bdls of fat and honey in a little hegp twice her body length from the hole and she moved back
and sank onto her knees another two body

lengths from the pile of fatballs. And she sent the dog Kaermelka to the downwind sde of the hole.
And then the drums began their beat. And she smiled and kndlt with her head high, laughter in her eyes.
And she waited.

“And the dog Kaermelka crouched in the shadows laughing a dog’ s red laugh. And he waited.

“The worm came out. His head was longer than Kaermelka, even with his curling tal stretched
draight, and his eyes were black mirrors bigger than both Perglli’s fiss. And he opened his red mouth
and his red tongue came out and tasted the air, tasted the fat and honey piled there ready for him. He
came gliding out, dry and gligening, gaudy red and black and yelow, poison dripping from his fangs, he
came out of his hole, careless and fat with easy living, he came diding out of his hole and gulped down



the fatbals and gulped down with them the sharpened and springy twigs tied together that Persilli had set
inthem to avenge her death if death was her fortune under the trees.

“Tekti-Perdlli amiled. She sgnded to Kaermeka and Kaermelka crouched low in shadow, his
brown and black and white mdting with the light and shadow and he crept on his bely slent, slent
toward the worm.

“Theworm raised his greet head and opened his great mouth and tasted the presence of Perslli and
came undulating toward her, the shimmer of light through the trees dancing on his scales. And she
ggnded again to Kaermelka and the dog Kaermelka legped at the worm's soft underthroat and set his
teeth in the worm’s flesh and began grinding inward. And Persllli threw hersdlf onto the worm and rode
his neck and drove the skinning knife into the hard black eye and ground it round and round and deeper
and deeper and the dog Kaermelka held on though the worm battered him againg tree and ground and
the girl Persilli held on though the worm battered her againg tree and ground, and the dog Kaermelka
ground his teeth deeper and deeper into the worm’s neck and the girl Perdlli ground the knife deeper and
deeper into the worm's eye and findly the worm lay down and died.

“Tekti-Perslli cut the skin from him and Kaermelka gorged himsdf on the flesh of him.

“In the worm’s nest Tekti-Persili found the skulls of dl the girls who' d gone before her and she
sghed over them. ‘With a little courage and a little thought,” she said to the skulls, ‘you would not have
come to this case. | 9gh for you, but not for the men who sent you.’

“She waked back to the camp snging, the wormskin roll on her shoulder and the dog Kaermelka
prancing by her side, his bdly bulging but his spirits high, knowing as dl good hunting dogs seem to know
that the day was good and he'd done a great thing. She marched into the camp and she dropped the
wormskin roll by the headman’s tent and she stood waiting.

“And the headman came out and looked at what lay at his feet and looked at the blood smeared over
Perdlli, blood from head to toes, but none of it hers, and he looked at the dog Kaermelka grinning beside
her and he bowed his head in honor of her courage and her ill.

“And the clan sought to honor her; they named her son to her father, and dl the other dans paid her
great honor. She wed no man, but cared for her father until he died and she lived to a great age hersdf,
honored by her dan and by dl the hiiri that lived. This is a womansong passed from mother to daughter
s0 it will not be forgotten.”

Linfyar clapped his hands, caught up in the cadences of the story and the triumph of the girl in the
story. Shadith chuckled and Wakille looked amused and rather too knowing.

Shadith glanced at Juli who had come in closer to the fire during the last two Stories. “I've got a story
too,” Shadith said. “A long time ago before any of you were born, on aworld along long way from here,
a poor young men left his father’s farm to seek his fortune. Handsome he was like dl such poor young
men in stories like these, charming, of course, and not quite as smart as he thought he was. He walked
dong the road, red dust floating as high as his knees, whigling and enjoying the bright soring day,
expecting the road to turn gold under his feet and the pebbles turn to diamonds. They didn't, of course,
but the westher continued fine and the farm wives dong the way continued kind, so he had a roof over
his head each night even if only a barn, and sufficient food to keep his bdly off his backbone and his eyes

bright enough to fascinate the wives and daughters who helped him on hisway.

“But fortune proved more dusive than he expected. Spring passed and he was dill on the road.
There were holesin his boots and holes rubbed into his dreams.

“One day toward the end of summer he was walking beside a river that wound through a series of
gmdl hilly valeys. The mornings were growing chill though the days kept hot and golden dill. HE d come
along way snce morning, across one unfriendly valey and into another no less unwecoming. The folk up
here were dannish and hodtile to strangers especidly one whose height and golden beauty— that il
aurvived in spite of dl his troubles—made them fed squat and dark and mean. If women and girls looked
widfully after im they didn't let ther menfolk catch them at it and they offered him not even the coldest
charity, not at dl the bounty that he' d found in the lowlands. He was tired and hot and his feet hurt. The
riverbank was grassy here, with a gentle dope down to water flowing round a wide lazy bend, dow
enough on the inner curve to breed patches of cattails and water lilies cool and green in the shadow cast



by ancient huge river oaks. He sat on the grass beside a dump of cattails and pulled off his boots,
wiggled a finger through one of the larger holes, laughed, shook his head, set the boot down, rolled up his
trousers and let his feet dide into the water. A smile born of pleasure more intense than any he could
remember—at that moment anyway—spread over his hot tired face. He stretched out on the grass, used
his hat as a fan for a moment, decided he didn’t need to do that because there was a nice little breeze
following the water, dropped it over hiseyes, and let the sounds of river and wind, the hum of bugs and
heat, carry him into a deep drowse that was not quite deep. He wasn't quite as stupid as some like to
think big handsome blonds must be. There was a cold hungry night ahead if he didn't stir himsdf to find
some sort of shelter. But right now he didn’t want to move, he was feding too good to move.

“Something started tickling his feet. It would brush past, then something like fingers would move up
and down from hed to toes and back. The firg time he thought it was grasses or maybe a fish. The
second time his eyes popped open and he sat up. The third time, he jerked his feet from the water and
stared down into eyes greener than the leaves dipping low overhead, set in a lovdy pae face framed in
finewet green-gold hair. The watermaid's lush mouth pouted dightly, then widened into a teasing smile
He stared and stared into the green eyes, reading wonders in them he could not quite put into words even
as he was waiching them; he looked and looked and could not get enough of looking, seeing in the
fathomless eyes the fulfillment of dl the desires that drove him from his father’s farm. He bent closer and
closer, teetered on the verge of tumbling into the water, tumbling into the reaching ams of the watermaid.

“Behind him, up on the road, there came the cresking of wheds, the steady clop of hooves, the tinkle
of a amdlish bell, a wagon and team passing to the north where he wanted to go. He was distracted,
svung round, svung back only to see a green and white flash as the mad darted away and was logt in
the depths of the river. For just amoment he thought of legping after her, but a that same moment, a girl
garted Snging, a husky attractive voice, a familiar childhood song. He shook his head, snatched up hat
and boots and ran up the dope.

“It was avintner and his daughter meking the rounds of the smdl mountain vineyards. | could go on
and on about how the vintner offered hm work and the vintner’s daughter fdl in love with him and
wanted to marry him, about how he shucked his dreams and worked like twenty demons, to make his
own chance for fortune, to forget the things he saw in the watermaid's eyes, how he prospered, how he
married the vintner’ s daughter, how he got firgd a son and then a daughter how he became a happy and
modly contented man. And how, over and over, he dreamed about the watermaid and what he thought
he saw in her eyes.

“Dressed in rich woal riding garb and a fine glk shirt and a pearl gray hat, mounted on a spirited
black gdlding, his harr dill gold, his face dill handsome, his body dill strong and lean, with five years of
hard work and prosperity and a good marriage surrounding him like a scented aura, he rode back down
the chain of valeysto the river bend where once he'd

drowsed an afternoon away. Men watched him, and he saw the envy in therr eyes. Women watched
him and he saw the beckoning in their eyes. But he left them behind without a twinge, he had everything
he needed and wanted. And that too he'd left behind but not with any intent of abandoning it. No. There
was judt thisteasing itch that had to be assuaged so he could go back and fully enjoy the good things that
life had heaped on him.

“He dismounted, tied the horse's reins to a low hanging bough, waked down the dant and Stared
into the water. Stared a long time without seeing more than water-skaters dimpling the surface. After a
while he sat down, pulled off his boots, set them carefully on the grass beside him, rolled up his trousers
and did his feet into the water. It was cold, far colder than he remembered, and he didn't like the thick
black mud that oozed around his toes, or the rotten amdl that rose from it. He'd forgotten too how his
feet had burned and ached, making the mud a heaven those long years before. He lay back on the grass
and waited. Bugs crawled on his face, dust was an aggravation in his nodrils and the grass blades
pricked the back of his neck. He lay along time, siff and cold and uncomfortable. When he fdt the rapid
tickling that walked the soles of his feet, he sat up and gazed into the deep ludtrous eyes of the
watermaid. But they seemed shdlow now, rather dull, somehow expressionless, even fishy, the pearly
skin had tiny scale markings, not deforming but rather off-putting. He thought suddenly of his wife's



fantly tanned face with the flush of rose on the cheeks and the light dusting of orange freckles on her nose
and was suddenly and terribly homesick. He shook himsdf and refused to give up his dream, forced
himsdf to look deeper into the maid's eyes, trying to ignore the burgeoning rall of fat under the ddlicate
pointed chin, the smudge of mud aong one cheek. Fghting, dawing to regain that long-ago dream, he fit
himsdf findly into the boy he was and saw again the fugitive fluid promises in the green green gaze.
Closer and closer he bent; pade ams reached up and closed around him, drew him down under the
water.

“He drowned, of course. And the watermaid went serenely on doing what she'd aways done. She
hadn't cared when he got away before, she didn’'t care now that he'd whipped himsdf into succumbing
to her. She did what she did because that was what watermaids did, she neither questioned nor accepted
it, having naither the need nor the capacity to do ether.”

When she finished there was a rather gppalled slence. Ji stared at Shadith’s unamiling face. Sowly
she crossed the circle of firdight until she stood in front of Shadith. She reached out, touched the faded
brown outline of the hawk’s head, then she wheded and ran into the darkness under the trees.

Linfyar turned from one to the other, not understanding what was going on, disturbed by what he
sensed in that dearing.

After awhile, Aleytys cleared her throat. “Rather like usng a dedgehammer on a gnat, don’t you
think?’

“And delicacy has been working so wel?’ Shadith sounded both defensive and combative. Moving
with a dap-dash overflow of energy, she gathered a handful of plates and pots and flounced off toward
the pool they used for washing up.

Late that night the storm broke over the idand, making it rock much more than usud; the trees
groaned, the roots groaned beneath them. The sheter hedd wel enough, the glue-mixed mud turned the
rain, even the heaviest spate when water came down more like ariver fdling over a diff than amply rain.
But the trees that were the cornerposts shifted about under pressure from the wind, opened amdl leaks
that by morning and the passing of the storm had let in enough rain to make the four of them thoroughly
uncomfortable. Not even Linfyar had been able to persuade the zd to take shelter with them.

Morning brought the sun and air so dean and cool and mild it ran like slk on the skin. Water droplets
glittered everywhere, dinging to leaves, to blades of grass, to the tips of twigs, catching the sunlight and
shooting it out again. The cisterns were full, overflowing, with clear clean water, the mud rapidly sstling
with the gentle rocking of the idand as it wallowed dong across the long swells the storm left behind. The
gyori were grazing placidly on the grassin the little clearing, grass that seemed to grow as she watched.

Wakille bused himsdf ingpecting the shelter, Linfyar pacing beside him, pulsng the walls with the
gravity of an elder inspecting his wedth. He was very good a finding the tiny breaks. Shadith snatched
up the hatchet and went whislling into the trees. Aleytys fidgeted about, nervous and uncertain, a hundred
things for her to do; she began dearing away some of the debris blown down around the shelter. Of the
hundred things this was the smplest, the least demanding. Lifting a limb heavy enough to try her strength,
she hauled it to the recumbent trunk and heaved it up among the broken branches of the tree's crown,
then went back to gather up those stones they’d searched out for the firehole. Rock was scarce on the
idand and to be cherished. She reassembled the firepit, annoyed to find one of the larger stones shattered
into pearsized gravel and a second split into three awkwardly shaped bits.

And as she worked, her thoughts reverted again and again to the young zd. Juli was not responding
any more to Linfyar’'s charm. A dozen times Aleytys had fet her begin to soften, to respond, but the
moment the zd redized what was happening, she wrenched hersdf away from them, her anger and
hodtility redoubled. Time, Aleytys thought, give her time. It's something we got plenty of. She surveyed
the results of her effort at recongtruction with a dissatisfaction that had nothing to do with the nestly fitted
arde of rocks. With an explosive dgh she got to her feet and plunged into the tangle the sorm had
whipped up under the trees. The ground was soggy with a tendency to dip unexpectedly under her feet if
she put them down carelessy enough to tear through the frall webbing of bracken roots.

The idand's snout was draped with puzzles of looped weeds, the dark green leaves wilting though
the morning was cool and damp. Juli crouched on the roots, huddled in on hersdf until she was a damp



miserable lump. Aleytys leaned againg a tree watching her, frowning, bothered by what she sensed, a
blackness gathered like afog around her, a fog of carefully maintained despair. That wasn't exactly right
ather, yet it was true that Juli stoked her despair regularly and kept it billowing about her.

Aleytys pushed away from the tree and moved quietly to stand beside Juli. “You dl right?” She
pitched her voice high enough to cut through the noises around her. Once out of the shelter of the trees
the gudting wind blew so strongly and so uncertainly that she found standing difficult. She dropped beside
Juli, sat like her, arms wrapped about her drawn-up legs, huddiing in on hersdf againgt the dhill of the
wind-driven spray that broke againg the side of the idand and struck singing againgt them. She looked
axioudy at Juli. The young zd sat with apparent golid indifference to the battering, but Aleytys saw her
shiver with each gugt of the wind. Juli ignored these periodic shakings as she ignored Aleytys. In one of
the sudden short lulls her bresthing sounded hoarse and labored. There was a hectic flush on her thin
cheeks, a bright enough flush to glow through the worn spots in her disntegrating face paint. Aleytys
hesitated, knowing only too wel how franticaly the zd would react if she touched her, then her anxiety
took afirmer hold. She rose onto her knees, found a fast balance on the springy roots, caught the zd by
the arm, laid her free hand againg the girl’s face. She sucked in a breath. “You're burning up.” She was
suddenly angry. As the zd began sruggling againg the hold, she jerked the gifl to her feet and dragged
her back to the comparative shelter of the trees, taking at her though she knew it was futile, the zd was
refusng to ligen. “Foal, idiatic young fool, what do you think you're doing, making yoursdf sick, meking
yoursdf ... ah ... sorehead ....”

The zd was fighting her now, kicking, dawing, mindless as a frightened beast. Aleytys trapped her
ams and tried to soothe her, findly pushed her onto her face, ams twisted up behind her back. She
straddled the child, held her down. “I’'m gaing to fix that fever, Juli,” she said to the back of the girl’s
head. “Y ou think you want to die. | won't let you. Foolishness.” She sat, halding the girl pinned with her
weight; she broke a hand free, caught hold of the inch-long stubble growing through the paint on the
delicate skull and turned the zd’s head so she could breathe and wouldn’'t choke on the muich and mud.
She continued taking in between the convulsve surges of the frall body under her. “This ruins any dight
chance | have of reaching you, doesn't it, though why should | ask you? | don't have to ask you, you've
made it plain enough. But | can't let you die” The last word came out like

asob; Aleytys closed her eyes, breathed deeply afew moments. “I can't et you die” she whispered.
“Young fool, grow up, damn you.” Stupid, she told hersdf, trying to talk to someone when she doesn’'t
want to ligen. “You can't get away, child. I'm stronger. You see?’ The druggles did not stop though
they grew feebler as duli’s strength ebbed. She was gasping raggedly now, liquid bubbling in each bresth.
Aleytys hdd her a few moments longer until she stopped fighting and started sobbing, each breath a
gruggle that shook her whole body.

Aleytys touched her cheek again, but Juli jerked her head away as far as she could, though she didn’t
interrupt the steady rhythm of her tearing sobs. Aleytys sighed. She loosed the zd’s wrigts and pressed
both her hands flat on the zd’s narrow back, closed her eyes and reached. Ui shrieked as the heding
force poured into her, or rather, she tried to shriek but the sound got caught in her throat and bubbled out
in a hoarse whisper.

The heding was finished quickly. Feding like a beater of babies, Aleytys got diffly to her feet and
stood gazing down at the fragile sprawled figure, the sodden white cloth dinging to the too-thin body with
itslimbslike sticks. Honey hair striped with black was growing again on the shaved skull; the damp had
coiled the inch-long stubble into tight curls so she seemed shaved again, the irregular black lines like an
indecisve design running through the dark honey of the blond ground. She lay without moving. Aleytys
sghed. “Your fever is gone for the moment,” she said quigtly. “You came close to drowning in your own
juices. Do you have any idea how miserable a death that would be?” She sghed again. “If you would
only ligen ... | can't reach you, can |.” She hesitated a moment longer, then walked away. Before the
trees closed around her she looked back alast time. The zd hadn’'t moved.

day 10
The days settled into routine, busy enough with the drudgery of staying dive, but monotonoudy the



same, hauling in strands of the seaweed, plucking off crustaceans for ewing, hanging the weed to dry for
the gyori, netting the amdll fish that schooled ahead of the idand, reparing the nets, cooking, running the
dill, going over their gear, deaning it, deaning themsalves in a bathtub contrived from one of Wakilleé's
fishskins and a framework of branches, doing a dozen niggiing little tasks that took time and patience to
complete. Juli drifted around in her cloud of gloom, wary of Aleytys, gill unable to stop watching Shadith.
For severd days after Aleytys had forced heding on her, she followed Shadith around, trying to tak to
her, rambling on and on, disconnectedly, in a husky murmur that swallowed a good many of the words.
Followed Shadith and murmured at her until Shadith refused to take it anymore and rounded on her,
temper flaring, shouted at her hdf the length of the idand, ydling she was sick of the zd’s Supidity, that
the zd should accept fact and leave her done, get it through her hard head, her laska was gone, gone,
gone, and there was no way Shadith was going to let hersdf be chorused into taking her place. The zd
fled before the storm of the raging voice and vanished for the rest of the day.

day 14

The next severa days after Shadith’s ondaught, Juli hung around the camp’s edge, a shadow under
the trees, never coming into the open; though she would take the food and drink that Linfyar brought her,
no one else could get near her; she fled into the trees at the dightest Sgn anyone was coming toward her.
Aleytys watched her, fretting and helpless. With Harskari nervous and irritable in her head, with Shadith
impatient with her and angry at the whole stuation, with Linfyar incressingly reluctant to waste his time
coaxing the zd to eat, with Wakille waiching the passng play, not bothering to hide his amusemernt,
Aleytys began to fed asif she had ants crawling about just under her skin.

Day piled on day. Theidand rocked steadily aong through the aternations of sun and moon under an
empty sky, the air about them il and hot, hotter and diller the farther south they went. Aleytys sat with
the map spread over her lgp looking at the marks onit, each day’s progress, fourteen

marks now. Thirty to thirty-five kilometers a day. Nearly five hundred kilometers of the passage
behind them, more than two thousand left. Somewhere below her she could hear Shadith and Linfyar
whidling to each other. She folded the map and went down the gentle dope of the hillade and back to
the camp to put the map away. She found Wakille puttering about the pile of supplies, fussing at
something, humming to himsdf; he looked up when she came into the dearing, raised one of his furry
brows, but said nothing and went back to what he was doing. She snapped the map back into the belt
pocket, stood and looked around. No sgn of Juli anywhere. “ Seen the zd this morming?’

“No.” He dropped into a squat beside one of his packs. “Not ance yesterday.”

Aleytys swept a probe across the idand, but fdt nothing, not even the ghost of a presence. Sheran a
hand through her hair and looked about the dearing. A few coa's glimmered in the heap above the baking
pit where tubers and fish were cooking dowly under the embers. She moved her shoulders. Make things
worse, she thought. Always make things worse by sticking my nose in. She walked quickly into the trees
heading for the idand's snout where duli usudly parked hersdf, walked fagter and faster until she was
amog running.

She burst from the trees, sumbled to a stop, swalowed. There was no one there. The briny samdl
was dean and drong in her nodtrils. Out in the distance ahead of the idand a large fish arched from the
water, splashed noisly back. A pair of sea birds fought over a bit of fish, dropping it in turn, snatching it
up again in turn, the chunk disntegrating as they clawed at it. Aleytys rubbed at an eyebrow, then cupped
her hands about her mouth and yeled Juli’s name, then listened. Though she didn't expect any sort of
answer, she hoped to dartle a reaction out of the zd. Straining, she fdt nothing, heard nothing but the
sounds of wind, water, fish, birds.

A cold knot in her ssomach, she began to search the woods, moving dowly back dong the idand,
leaving no bit of space unexamined. She moved past Shadith and Linfyar busy with the gyori, playing with
themn, brushing knots out of the short manes and the giff hairs on the tal flgps, working at the beasts until
they were groaning with pleasure. Shadith called out to her, but she was too involved in her search to do
more than nod at her in passing and ignore her questions. Across and across, waking every inch of the
idand, a kilometer and a hdf long, about athird of that wide, across and across, up the sdes of the hills



down the long trailing tail until she stood looking out over the bright blue swells of the ocean, a the pae
blue line of the coast. Close enough to swim, she thought, trying to convince hersdf of that. Close
enough, she whigpered to hersdlf. She stared at the thick stroke of blue for along moment then shook her
head and turned to walk back to the dlearing.

Shadith left the gyori and Linfyar and came after her. Waking beside her, she said, “What's wrong,
Les?”

Wesrily Aleytys brushed at her face, drew her hand back over her har. “She went into the water.
Must have been sometime last night. So usdess”

Shadith made a amdl brushing motion with a hand. “ Took long enough to make up her mind.”

“ Shedi!”

“S0? You did what you could. Wedl did.” Shadith turned away, took a few steps, looked over her
shoulder. “Wadlow init if you want; me, I’'m going to reax with that sour sister off my back.” She clasped
her hands behind her and strolled off with exaggerated nonchaance, beginning a whistle song that Linfyar
took up, Shadith’s defiance waking an echo in him. He added overtones that converted song into the
equivaent of sght, took Shadith’s hand, interrupted the whistles with a rapid rippling giggle

Aleytys watched them, her depression deepening. “Ay-Madar.” She waked the length of the idand
dowly, arding round the clearing because she didn't want Wakille's eyes on her, didn’'t want to have to
answer his questions. Unconscioudy aping Shadith she clasped her hands behind her and trudged through
the trees. “Harskari,” she said. “Tak to me. Tdl me not to be a foal like | tried to tdl Mi. Tdl me there
was never anything | could do, she was as she was.”

She sttled hersdf on the roots at the idand's front end, the spray pricking a her. The day was
beginning to go gray; ravelings of cloud did by overhead and the rain smdl mingled with the briny stink of
the shore. “Harskari?’

The amber eyes opened but Aleytys fdt little lessening of her solitude. Harskari was very rductantly
present. “What isit, Aleytys?’

“I logt duli.”

“You?’

“Oh, | suppose Shadith’'s as responsible as any, | don't know. | did my best to hep the child.
There's nothing more | could have done, at least nothing | can think of. | didn’t even like her, not redly.
So why do | fed so rotten?’

Harskari blinked. “Y ou don’t know much about yoursdlf, do you.”

“l thought | did. Before this sinking world. | thought | knew who and what | was. But ... but, you
know, in the NewCity ruins, you know what happened. And after thet ... | thought it was a game. A kind
of game. | thought |, ah you know, the need that keeps surprisng me. And this. Look a me”

Harskari sad nothing but her presence was comforting in spite of her protracted slence. After a
while there was an eerie noisdess 9gh echoing in Aleytys's head. “Why?" Harskari said, her voice very
soft. “Why. How often have you falled the last few years, Lee? How often when it redly mattered?’

Aleytys blinked a the graying swells, wiped the spray from her face and thought about it, flipped
through memories of the years snce leaving Jaydugar. “You need to ask? Sharl. My son. Again and
agan.” She closed her eyes. “Funny. That's about it. Out of the things that redlly mattered. About it.” The
words dragged as she sought the reason Harskari asked that particular question, then her eyes opened
wide. “You think | saw JUi as a surrogate for Sharl?” She moved her shoulders, disturbed by the
thought, about to deny it with passionate certainty, stopped before she spoke, brushed her hand across
her face. “I don't know.” She was beginning to fed dowed down, tired, very very tired, as if something
grung taut indde her had broken and let everything ese go limp. She yawned, moved about on the
springy roots, yawned again. “Failed. Y ou mean more than Sharl?”’

The amber eyes blinked.

Aleytys went on. “Sharl’s more than enough, don’t you think? The rest—I was just doing my job,
never mind | was forced into those Hunts, a job I'm good at and | suppose, wel yes, one | do enjoy.
Nothing earthshaking about that.”

“But you won every time In other words, daughter, you've had control of your life and its



circumstances to a degree that would wake envy in most people, no don’t interrupt. The games you've
played you ve won and even the Cazarit Hunt you played on your own terms, not theirs. More on your
own terms then even Head knows. Right? Never mind. Success is addictive. You're suffering
withdrawa.”

“l try.” The words were devoid of energy as if what little interest the old one had in Aleytys, her
problems, and the whole Situation had drained away. Without saying anything further, she closed her eyes
with afindity that forbade any more disturbances.

Aleytys watched the darkening swels a little longer, then got wearily to her feet and walked back
toward the camp.

day 30

The coast was beginning to recede. Juli was a distant memory, not even a ghost—except for a few
wryly sad memories that came back at inconvenient times, epecidly when Aleytys woke late a night and
was ungble to get back to deep.

On the thirtieth night after they’d Ieft Yastroo's continent, Aleytys left her blankets and wandered
about, the idand rocking gently beneath her, the swels dgoping quietly and continudly againg the
shoreline. They were near the equator now and beginning the curve that would carry them across the
widest part of the ocean to the amdler continent. A hot breathless night, the full moon directly overhead
henging so low, shining so brightly you could read by it; she went back to the dearing, hunted around
until she found the smdl black book and took it to the idand's nose, the one place she could find with
even the dightest breeze. She settled hersdlf on the roots and ruffled through the pages. The NewCity
ruins. The Blights. The lig of the indigene settlements about the Plain,

their habits and perils, a sketch of cultures she might touch on. The dryad wood and the cities on the
plan, the outcasts, nothing about the Ekansu, the idands and their habits. Having this dim black volume
hed given her something of the same confidence her mother’s letter had given her, something to hold
onto, not real, not necessary, like a nice teddy bear to cuddle againg. She laughed a hersdf a little, then
turned to the last passage and read it again.

ESGARD’'S NOTES:

Follower, if you've caught yoursdf a proper idand, then you are on the edge of the known. The
sadlite maps, limited as they are, will have to do for the rest of the journey. Depending on the season
and chance, the ocean passage can take from ninety to a hundred fifty days. During the summer and fdl
there are some horrendous storms that could break up the idand, perhaps capsize it, leaving you to tread
water a thousand miles from anything. Cheered up enough? No tdling where you'll hit land, | never did
figure that out. The idands nose againg the bdly of the coast there, tapping into land severad times. Avoid
the swvampsif you can, evenif it means a lot of extra days. All the pictures of those swamps I’ ve teased
out of the satellite cameras have shown me just how deadly they are; makes the dryad forest look like a
playground—you probably know more about that now than | do if you followed me through it. It's
difficult to advise you, my follower, so use your own judgment. I’ ve circled the area I'll be heading for on
the map I'm going to leave with this book. Follow me there. I'll start leaving my Sgns again, sooner or
later you'll come across them. I’'ve watched for you, Follower, | think | know who you'll be. You'll
come after me and you'll find me and you'll get your answer then. | wish you good fortune, Follower,
and not too many disastrous surprises. KENTON ESGARD X&

Aleytys closed the book, looked at it a moment, then with a sudden irritation, flung it into the
moon-slvered swdls diding past the idand. She moved restlessy on the roots, then sat daring at the
cam beauty of the ocean. Off to the right some great sea beast broached and breathed sending a plume
of seam severd meters into the air, shimmering slver againg the blackness of sky and water. She rubbed
absently at her breasts, missng Grey abominably at that moment, needing him with an ache that began in
her loins and spread up through her body. She stretched, shifted on the roots, clasped her hands behind
her head. Wakille knew what was bothering her, damn him, that empathy of his that she couldn’t seem to
block, and he'd managed to convey with a subtle tact that was an inault in itsdf that he'd be more than
willing to help relieve her tensgon. She couldn’t be too angry with him, not when she was giving off agnds



like a pulsar. Well, it would pass, aweek and she'd be camer, wanting Grey and Swartheld with mosily
mind not body, an itch that was easier to ded with, a least more private, even with a powerful empath
about. I'm not going to deep any more tonight, that's sure. She pulled her legs up, wrapped her ams
about them and sat as relaxed as she could, saring at the water ahead.

day 35

The idand rocked on through long swdls into daly thunderstorms that fdl draight down like
showerbaths and uncertain winds that niggled a them and teased the idand into swooping zigzags,
wobbling from one sde of the many stranded sream to the other, its foresting and three smdl hills
providing surfaces for the winds to push againg.

Hve days out from the coast the rains stopped and they began to nuzze through bits of broken idand
and idets without mass enough to plow undisturbed through the swirl of conflicting forces crossng the
flow of the current. Sometimes being on even an idand the size of the one they rode was like trying to
ride a worm with the hiccups and a warped sense of direction. What was worse as far as Aleytys was
concerned, their forward progress dowed to near nothing.

Linfyar was perversely ddighted with the indability of the earth beneath his feet. At fird Aleytys was
troubled about

him, wondering how he was going to manage the uncertain footing, whether his other senses,
whatever they were, would be confused by what was hgppening and trick him into danger. She followed
him about for a few hours after a sorm that left swollen waves and erratic winds that pitched the idand
about energeticdly enough to make her worry about his safety. But he was sure-footed as a squirredl and
twice as energetic. He danced up one side of the middle hill and down the other, wound through the
trees, racing over the idand from end to end as if he burned with an energy that wouldn't let im rest a
moment.

Shadith sat crosdegged on the grass lazily making half a dozen smdl mice-like rodents dance on tiny
hind legs for her. Linfyar trotted past her without noticing the dancing beasts, perhaps they were too amdll
for his senses. Or, even if he did notice them, it was only as amdl warm presences scurrying about
Shadith’s feet.

Aleytys dropped beside her. “Ay-Madar,” she breathed. “I’ ve never fdt so antique.”

Shadith giggled. She caught up one of the soft furry mousdlets and let the others scamper away. She
sat holding the smdl brown bal of fur in the pam of one hand and scratched ddicaidy behind tiny
tranducent pink ears. The mouselet stretched out fla on her pdm, alook of bliss onitsfurry face.

“Maybe you shouldn’'t get too friendly. We may have to eat them,” Aleytys said. “Not that | think |
could.”

“Me either. I'll stick with fish.” Shadith Sghed. “When we get off thiswdlow I'll never touch another
fish”

Aleytys chuckled, nodded.

Linfyar came trotting past again, showing no sgn of running down. He warbled an ascending trill a
Shadith, giggled happily as she inverted the trill and played a few changes on the notes. The idand gave a
sudden wild lurch. Aleytys fdl over, caught hersdf with her hands, but the boy danced with the lurch;
ears twitching with delight, tralling a burst of giggles behind him, he vanished under the trees.

Shadith sraightened, set the mousdet down and let it scurry off. “Linfy’sflying.”

“Tdl me about it. I ve spent the past hour tralling him to be sure he could cope with this” She patted
the shifting earth.

“| keep forgetting he can’t see.”

“I know. Me too. Whatever he does, it's efficient enough.”

“Bat blips” Shadith yawned and lay back on the grass, saring up a a sky empty of clouds. “Does
the sky look a bit odd to you?’

Aleytys stretched out beside her. “More than sonar, | think. Odd? How odd?’

“Kind of fuzzy. Not clouds but like a very thin layer of dirty glass between usand it.”

“Mmm. Air’ s tricky sometimes. Ever wonder what this world must be like for Linfy?’



“Sometimes. Lee ....”

“Umm?’

“Storm’s coming, | think.”

“Because of the way the sky looks?” Aleytys pulled her tunic up and scratched idly a her somach.
“Hot and gticky. Maybe alittle ran would cool us off a bit.”

Shadith moved uneedlly, lifted her arms and spread her fingers between her and the sky. “I've seen
skies like this before, particularly once. Ever ridden out a hurricane?’

“No, but I've read about them. Y ou think one's heading for us?’

“Read.” Shadith lowered her arms. “Reading’s no good.” She blinked dowly, yawned agan,
shivered. “| got that fed, Lee. The amdl. The hush. The swdls long and deek, no whitecaps, ar heavy,
thick. Clouds should be whipping in soon. And my premonition’s jumping. There' s ahdler coming, Lee”

Aleytys scratched some more, then laced her hands behind her head. “This isn't the land, might blow
us about some, but we can ride the top.”

“Maybe. | dill say you don’'t have the faintest notion what’s coming a us.”

“And you never saw Jaydugar in the winter.” Aleytys turned her head, eyed the dender eager face.
“And you've got a story to tell.”

“Fool! Hunh, | got a notion not to.”

“Not much of anation.” Aleytys chuckled. “All right, if

you want to be coaxed—got nothing else to do. Please, pretty please.”

“That’s what you cdl coaxing?’ She rubbed a her nose, closed her eyes. “Long time ago there was
aworld called Yag, frontier world, just cut loose from mama and feding its oats. One thing and another, |
was grounded there, couldn’t get off for near four years. | rambled about, doing this and that and after a
couple years ended up on the south coast of the best developed of the nine continents, snging for my
Supper etc. in a port tavern a couple steps above a dump. Late summer when | got there was hot and
dirty and the air was so thick you chewed it instead of breething it. Hadn't rained for a month or more
which was not usud according to the types | talked to. The weeather dmost beat out women and money
as a topic of conversation. The folk who ran the country were getting worried. They had planes and
satdlites searching the ocean but there were no storms heading for Merzit, that was the port’s officd
name though some of the others | heard were a lot more descriptive though not printable in any
moderately repressive society and that one wasn't moderate in much, certainly not inits officd attitude
toward mordity, or what they cadled mordity. The folk | was in with lived in the cracks of things rats
living in twilight and night, degping mogly during the day, liable to be hassded any time by the police or
the church enforcers. Those who could carried getting-off money hid somewhere on them, sometimes
severd stashes according to how times were going, and everyone knew the police or enforcers you could
pay and those who used the knot on you if you tried it, when to run like hdl and when to weasd and
when to crawl. Something you picked up through your skin by living there. Though | was a newcomer,
I’d been in places like that before, or close enough that | could make the right moves, wdl, keep from
meking an idiot of mysdf while | learned them. If | hadn’t been flat broke at the time, | wouldn't have
stopped there. | could ve shipped out just about any timeif | wanted to go as shipwhore, but that wasn't
achoice that appealed much to me and | thought I'd take my chances earning a stake. Seemed to me
that with al their security, the rich quarter here was easy enough for some little tools | happened to have
with me. Meantime, | was anging to keep my bdly off my backbone. Don't poke me, | like that phrase,
it says what | meen.

“Wel, | was garting to get a bit of a name for snging after working a month or so and | was drding
about just about decided on the house | was going for, when the weather started getting redly weird and
folk started getting edgy, then the westhermen started giving warnings of a sorm out on the ocean
heading our way. And what you know, the important types cleaned out their homes and took off like
someone goosed them. The rest of us went about best we could, those that could got their kids out or
took off themsdves, those that couldn’'t spent most their time fiddling about with the shacks they cdled
home, not that there was much they could do but ride the sorm out and hope. Me, | was too dumb to
know what the fuss was about, I'd never seen a hurricane. 1I'd heard about them, but I'd never tried



gtting in the middle of one. So | waan't that worried; | figured I'd get mysdf into one of those fortress
houses the rich were abandoning so recklessdy and spend the sorm time in comfort and in a lesurdy
prospecting of the place, maybe pick up enough to finance my way off world. | was beginning to get a bit
fidgety. There was this church enforcer developing a thing for me, | could see it in his little squinty eyes
and the way he kept hanging about whether | was snging or down in the market looking for fresh fruit or
a bit of meat for my supper. Long gaunt man, hollow cheeks, mouth that looked as friendly as a
snapper’ s beak, wore a tight-fitting cap, going bad, | think. Shows you, ugly as warmed over dogshit
and van as any Adonis. He was looking me over before he made his move. If he findly decides I'm
good enough for him, | spread my legs for him or | end up in the workhouse with them doing whet they
cdled correction on me and if | don’'t keep my mouth shut about what he tried, what'd happen to me
then was something you don't talk about to anyone with a weak stomach. | began hoping the storm
would hurry here before he got set and then | thought maybe he was hurrying himsdf because the storm
was coining. | got ready to go to ground fast.

“The reports kept saying it's a paper mongter, poorly organized, low windspeeds and dl that, but the
bums that nested under the wharves and in doorways, they were dl

vanishing, walking out of town, the barman told me. He was a good sort, liked me but no problem
there snce he had himsdf a steady boyfriend. He knew dl the rules to saying dive, though he didn't
adways follow the one about not trugting anyone and keeping himsdf to himsdlf, he just couldn’t do that,
and it was going to kill him one of these days and he knew it but he couldn’t help liking people and going
out of his way to hep them. He spotted the enforcer hanging about and warned me what could happen
when | dill thought it was some kind of sick creep | could brush off and forget. He said the vanishing
bums meant this was going to be a killer. Their brains were rotted so they couldn’t think, but they been
there so long they knew by fed when a sorm was going to hit and when they cleared out it was time to
duck your head and pray. | nodded and thanked him as if | understood but | redly didn't and | think he
knew that but there was alimit to what he could do.

“Wdl, next day | scrounged some drugs | knew about from a dedler and made mysdf redly sck and
came and told my boss | just couldn’t go on that night, that | was going to have to hole up awhile and get
over whatever it was. He took one look a me, | looked like degth on the hoof | think, backed off and
told me to get the hdl out and not come back till | kicked the thing. When | left the place, | saw the
enforcer coming. For me, | suspect. | made sure he got a good look a miserable suffering me. | was
sneezing and dripping and My eyes red and my hair a mess and reeking of this gunk | rubbed on my chest
and he looked like he'd got awnhiff of something rotten. | was a mess and he wasn't wanting any part of
me now. The look on his face made me fed alot better though the suff in me was just getting worked
up; | had a hard time not grinning a him.

“l had this little battery radio in the hole | lived in and | turned it on soon’'s | got there and this
announcer was having fits. Seems like the sorm had taken a sudden hook and sort of pulled itsdf
together and was heading right for us. Up to a few hours ago they thought it'd hit land a ways up the
coast and we'd get the fringes but nothing more. Now it was heading right for us and the wind speeds
were up, the eye was tightening, getting smdler by the minute. They were sarting to cdl it a killer and
they were saying the roads out were clogged with people trying to get away and there was a hefty panic
going on and they were evacuating the evacuation centers because it looked like even these places
weren't going to be safe and anyone with any sense was getting out while there was time. There was dill
about afew hours before the thing came on land. It was so quiet outside you could amost hear the fear
around you. High up, the clouds were coming in, there was dill no rain, but there was this fed to the air
asif you couldn’'t get enough of it when you breathed so you opened your mouth and bit off big chunks
and were panting and that was enough to scare anyone. | was garting to fed that making mysdf sck right
now was not the greet idea I’ d thought it was.

“Therain began just before nightfal and the gtillness broke and that made things a little better, but |
could fed that whole damn dity waiting. Then the falk at the radio station were cdming down a bit. A
little after sunset the storm took another jag and everyone started breathing again, a least here, down the
coast the panic was beginning since the ssorm had completdy reversed direction and was going back the



way it came. | lay in the dark ligening to the mosquito buzz of that radio and beieve me | was bregthing
eader and not only because the effect of the drugs was passing off. | could hear my neighbors garting to
tak, to cdl to one another outside. Usudly this part of the dty was noisy enough you had to be clubbed
to deep, but up to now you'd have thought it was a city of the dead.

“A couple hours later when | was getting dressed for my bit of burgling, | heard a long warbling
dhriek from outside. | turned the radio on again. It said the sorm had wobbled like it was moving in
circles. No one, not even those who'd watched the weather for a lifetime knew where the thing would
findly come ashore, but folk were again bdieving the worst. | heard doors dam, most of the tenants in
this rickety pile, from what they were ydling a each other, going to try getting out of town or & least to
the safest of the shelters and if the respectable types wouldn't let them in they were going to rush the
doors and get themsdlvesiniif they were killed for

it which some of them might be, but that was better than trying to face that mongter.

“| figured tonight was the best night for hitting the rich quarter and it was just as wdl to have some
money before the enforcer got back on form, something to bribe one of the fruitboat captains who
sometimes came to the tavern when they were in port. It didn’t seem like | could get out legdly, there
were too many laws | didn't know about that could be twisted to keep me if anyone with some pull
wanted to keep me. | could have gone overland, worse come to worst, but that mean traveing hard and
degping cold and | liked my comfort. I'd have to stay off the paved roads. There were police
checkpoints every dozen kilometers. Those in power in this miserable hole of a country liked to keep
their populationsin place. There are dways ways, you know there are, to get around those kind of rules,
but they're hard and grubby and dangerous. A lot easier shipping out. | was a fool ever to go there, |
knew whet the place was like, but there was afiddler | wanted to ligen to and talk with, and some others
who had anew sort of music that | could only get snatches of outside, so | had to stick my nose in. The
fiddler, he was dead by thetime | got to Merzin, they said he hanged himsdf one night when the jimjams
got too bad, but | did pick up some songs, worth the trouble they cost me, | suppose. Y eah, worth the
trouble, musc to tear the heart and laugh at the tearing and curse the drong and curse the weak and
mock dl that men dream of while sorrowing for the sorrows of the world. Sing you a couple sometime
when I’'m in the mood, you'll see what | mean.

‘ The rain was coming down like someone opened a faucet somewhere when | went out the door,
and garting to blow, though the wind hadn’'t made up its mind yet where it was going to blow from. |
cleaned out the things | cared about in the room, left some clothes and things, a pot or two I'd bought,
but | could ways get more clothesif | had to. | had my tool bet wrapped round my middle and the
darter down my leg, what money | had left suffed in the toe of my boot. | got into my coat and hesitated
whether to take the radio or not, but it had a bonephone | could stick on my head and wouldn’'t make
any noise. | was beginning to get a bit worried by thistime, though | il didn't think any storm could best
some of the wars I’d near got killed in. | stuck the radio and the bonephone in my coat pocket, looked
around the room. There were a couple carvings and a tapestry I'd have liked to keep, maybe | could
come back for them, but right now | didn’'t want the weight about me.

“By thetime | got to the security fence | was soaked and feding like | was being beaten by clubs, the
ran was coming down that hard. The current in the fence was enough to kill an ox and there were guards
supposed to be waking the wal top, but thanks to the rain they weren't, no one came by while | was
busy bypassing that current; it was hard to see, rain kept getting in my eyes, making my hands dumsy,
two-three times | was sure I'd muffed it, but luck or ill got me through thet part, then | had the inner
wal to ded with, three meters high and topped with broken glass, more wires and outcurving spikes.
They liked their privacy, these power-types, or maybe they knew a little about how us poor rats fet
about them. You want to play with tigers, tease and torment them, better be damn sure you got a good
fence between you and them. ThisI’ll say for them, they had themsdlves one dandy fence. | was in good
shape, though, had mysdf a ladder of memory plagic that wouldn't trigger the sensors, though |
suspected some of those were shorting out because of the rain, and the guards anyway wouldn’t pay too
much atention to blipsunless| got blatant. | was up and over that wdl alot faster then | got through the
wires. The thing was two meters thick and solid. Take a tank equipped with penetrator rockets to get



through it. Anyway | was in and dipping aong with my darter out. They turned loose killer cats whenever
they |eft the place empty, or so rumor said. | didn’t see any that night, so | don’'t know if it was true.
Bang cats, maybe they had enough sense to be under something where they could keep dry and warm. |
was very much in the mood for dry and warm mysdf by the time | was hafway up the little hill they’'d
built for themsdves ingde thewal. Me, | was aming for the king house, the highet of them dl.

| got in easy enough, they put ther trust modly in the wals and the outer ring of security. Found a
safe in the basement, behind some racks of wine. Took awhile to puzzle the lock out, but | won't be
tedious about that, just say | got it open in ways the maker never dreamed of; why not brag a little, I'm
good, I'm damn good. The satisfaction | got out of emptying the thing amogt paid me back for my
trouble by itsdf, | was grinning like afoal thinking about the look on his exatedness s piggy face when he
opened the safe once he got back from where he was hiding. | figured that'd be a few days after the
gorm, he wouldn't want to have to look a battered and bedamned riffraff or amdl the dink of
backed-up sewers or whatever. | suffed dl | could manage into the shoulderbag I'd brought aong for
that, made a pile and burned the rest of the papers and paper money and stocks and whatever. Then |
started futzing about the place, seeing what there was to see. Nobody there, not even a servant, |
suppose he wouldn't let the servants stay, they might stedl a bottle of his wine or maybe piss in his
persond toilet or something horrendous like that. | was thinking pretty serioudy about trashing the place
while | was there, soon’s | was finished looking around. | went up and up until | was looking out one of
the highest of the windows, looking out over the port along way down from there. | was looking out that
window when the storm hit. My god, you never fdt anything like the power of that wind, it tore into the
aty and when | say tore, | mean just that. And the water dimbed up out of the harbor and came ramming
inland and nothing, 1 mean nothing, stood before it, and it came on and on and the firg of the tornadoes
set down and came roaring up the hill toward me. Tak about paralyzed, | couldn’t have moved if
someone jabbed mewith a hyped-up caitle prod. That big black funnd like desth itsdf came roaring up
thehill right & me. It came through that fence and that wal like the wall was tissue paper, turned a few
houses into kindling so easy | couldn’'t breathe. | think | left handprints in the stone on that windowsll. It
missad the kinghouse, went past not more than a hair away. There were more of the mongters dl around,
| could see them around me, see them edting through the city down below. And that was jud the
beginning. | stayed by the window until 1 was so much into the power and noise and grandeur of that
gorm, | wasn't thinking about mysdf &t dl, | was riding a high like none I've ever had before or since,
ydling and laughing and beating on the stone. It seemed to go on forever, but when the eye moved over
us | came to mysdf enough to know | had to get the hdl out of there. The night turned ill and very
quiet. | could see stars for the fird time and the moon was coming out from behind shredded clouds. And
that was only hdf the scorm. Leg, it flattened that city and Merzin was't any haf-assed back-water burg,
it was amgor port with tons of materid passing in and out, over a hundred thousand living there. | don’t
know how many were killed. A lot of bodies got washed out to sea when the water pulled back, most of
them us rats who nobody would miss much. When | findly got out of the house, there was a rusty old
coast freighter gtting perfectly upright across the wal, driven through that two meters of reinforced
concrete. Far as | could see there wasn't a building left whole anywhere.

| sat out the second hdlf of the sorm in the cdlar of the kinghouse, praying to dl the gods | could
remember that the house wouldn’t fdl down on me. | could heer it tearing apart even over the noise of
the sorm. It was a toss-up for me whether | went outsde or into the cdlar, which would be
better—blown away and drowned or trapped down by the rifled safe just waiting for pigface to get
back. | tossed a coin, heads outside, tails the cellar, came out tails so there | was, hoping my luck would
hold. It did. The second wing of the sorm turned the house into a pile of rubble, but didn’t quite block
my way Out.

“l got out of Merzin with a bunch of looters on a boat they picked up somewhere when the police
and enforcers came swarming back once the storm fizzled out inland. Had to knock manners into some
heads, but that’s another story. Anyway, Lee, if that ssorm coming hits us full on, we've got about as
much chance surviving as aworm in front of a stampede. First thing, | think you should get a look at it so
well know for sure just how bad off we are, then see if there's maybe something you could do about it.



WEe ve got some time yet. The back of my head’ s twitchy but not twanging.”

Aleytys lay looking up at the clear blue sky, feding the idand rocking beneath her. She turned her
head. Shadith’s eyes were closed, she seemed to be hdf adeep asif she'd

abruptly forgotten the urgency that had driven her aminute before. “Good story,” she said. “Where's
Wekille?’

Shadith’s nose twitched, she sucked in a breath, let it out in a groaning yawn.

“Wdl, if it' s too wearying ....”

“Sarcasm doesn’'t become you, Lee. He's fishing off the back of the idand somewhere, you
should've seen him when you were chasing Linfy about.” She yawned again. “I suppose he's dill there. |
redly think you should go take alook at that storm.”

Aleytys dragged her hands down her face. “How? Thereisn't abird in Sght.”

“Ever thought of riding a fish?’

“No. Too many goneinto my belly to make that a comfortable thought.”

“Right. Maybe | shouldn't've sad fish. What | meant was something bigger, good eyes, farly
complex brain. Whae or something like that.”

“Mmm.” Aleytys amiled, stretched, her body moving dowly on the grass. “I hate to admit it, Shadi,
but that's a good idea.” She rolled onto her somach, rested her forehead on her forearms, then lifted her
head again. “ Keep them off me.”\\

She went deep, deep and out, searching for eyes and brain complex enough to make a mount for
her. Deep and away, touch a myriad life-fires that were not enough, not right, too smdl, too limited,
bundles of ganglions not brains, eyes tha saw <o little they seemed usdless to ther owners except
perhaps some Sght was better than no-sight. What was the world like for Linfyar?

Group mind, if mind it could be called, group fed, group feed, schoals of fish or tiny things like Sngle
cdls of avast amorphous entity. The ocean teemed with life where niches had been emptied a thousand
years before, where radiation from the sun passing through the shattered ozone layer daughtered whole
species, new species had evolved to fill the emptiness or old species dill lingering had changed or
expanded their options. The water seethed with these smdl fires and dightly larger ones, but none was
what she needed. She saw nothing, only sensed them. Isthiswhat other-lifeis for Linfyar? How strange.
She kept on searching, her mind pushed by touch not 9ght and it was far more confusng, far more
uncertain than the sharp certainties of Sght. It came to her then how much she depended on her eyes and
the information they provided. Perhaps in some way that was why the firg thing she saw of the diadem’s
indweller-captives was their eyes, her unthinking response in symboal to the importance of sght to her. Or
perhaps it was nothing of the kind. She heard hersdf, chuckled at the thought and was dmost jerked
back into her body. But she was't ready to surrender yet and pushed hersdf to continue the search. On
and on, out and out, deep and shdlow—until she suddenly sensed purpose. It was a fire that was hotter
then dl the rest, drifting close to the shifting boundary between air and sea; she fdt its idle adjustment to
the bounce of the water, a kind of pleasure it took in the motion of its grand body. It fdt a little like the
tars she once knew, the sami-intdligent beast that in hisway taught her how to hed, or rather, taught her
that she could hed. She remembered (comfortable now, floaing with the creature here) that time and her
reluctance to leave the magnificent predator who had befriended her and saved her life and more than life
for her. She wondered for a moment if he gill remembered her, then remembered for hersdf how brief
his life would be, five winters a mog, fifteen years standard, and probably less. He was adult, dready
passed hisfirg winter when she came across him, he'd be dead now, certainly dead after twelve years,
his body food for worms, his skull perhaps a trophy on a hunter’ s wall, though this, she thought, was less
then likely, he was a shrewd creature, abeast of purpose and even a little wisdom if that word could be
stretched to fit his deep and wide awareness of the animd and vegetable life around him and how he must
fitinto it. Sadnessfilled her, tears dripped from the eyes of her body, a friend forgotten in the many twids
o her life It seemed to her it was a betraya to forget so thoroughly one to whom she owed so much,
with whom she shared so strong an dfinity. This sea beast sunning just benesth the surface had something
of the same ferd grace and strength of purpose, something of the same possihility in him, something of the

same curiogity, the beginning of self-awareness. She came close and linked lightly with the creature.



Legsrippling, lifting and faling. Arms. Legs. The sensations are the same, ams or legs. Data coming
in. Controlled flood of sensation. Legs/arms weaving about each other, brushing againg each other. Data.
Pressure. Change. Orientation. Color. Shape. Taste. And infinity of taste subily differing, continudly
evauated. Sense of repleteness, of lethargy, of vast contentment.

It seemed a strange combination of squid and whae, stretched its length a hadf dozen meters below
the heaving surface of the ocean, its forest of tentacles moving with the shifting. Whae-squid. It was
drifting ... no, he was drifting with the current, trailing lazily behind the idand. She had the impresson of
vastiness but it was hard to evaluate Sze, the creature didn't think of himsdf this way. If he thought &t dl.
She got the impresson of a deepy, rather amiable predator, amiable now because his ssomach was full
and the water was warm about him, taking him where he wanted to go without any effort on his part. He
hed a large complex brain; it needed to be large to cope with the amount of information his multiplex
sensors fed into it, needed its Sze to accommodate the switching mechaniams that ran his huge body.
Aleytys no longer doubted he was huge, the sense of mass she got from the whid? squae? She grinned to
hersdf. Cdl it a squae, The sense of mass she got from the squae couldn't be that far off actudity. One
part of the brain was continudly busy, a kind of automatic control and computer, receiving and evauating
sense data, while another part of the brain dozed—one might even say snored—through the mild
uneventful morning. Aleytys took her time getting to know the fed of that brain. She had to ride the
sguae wel enough not to endanger him. She giggled softly again at the word squale, alittle distracted by
her enjoyment.

The squae came dreaming past the idand as she girred it cautioudy to putting forth a bit of effort,
that effortless effort doubling the speed he was making without waking the dumbering part of his brain.
The squde came dreaming past the idand, incurious and unhungry, a combination of attitudes aways
occurring together, Aleytys thought, amiling, and as she drifted with him she pried open one great eydid
and saw the tangle of roots dangling below the mass above her. The squale moved on, his head coming
out of the idand’s shadow before the feethery ends of his idly beeting arms came into it. Longer than the
idand, over a kilometer and ahdf long. Aleytys fdt awe-stricken and somewhat disconcerted to find her
edimates of the great mass of the squale erring on the low side. Nearly two kilometers long, eyes as big
as her own head, bright intdligent eyes that saw in color, saw in the sharp detal common to most
predators wherever they hunted. Cautioudy she began to increase her control on the brain.\\

Shadith pushed up off the grass, some mites on the stalks were dimbing off the blades and onto her,
into ticklish creases in her body of which she seemed to have an oversupply. She dapped a hersdf, ran
her hands vigoroudy through her hair, wincng as she ran into knots, dawing from the tight bouncy curls a
ran of amdl twigs, bits of leef and other debris she'd acquired. “Having a body is greetly over-rated,”
she muttered. Her hair fdt giff and greasy. No wonder | pick up so much junk. Time | washed you.
“Yukk,” she said. She looked up a the textured sky with its accumulating strands of clouds, then across
a Aleytys stwitching body. “Wonder what that means?’ She sat on the fdlen trunk, pulled her legs up,
draped her arms over her knees and frowned at the stubby trees thick around the little cleering, not redly
seaing them. Tie down the gyori, she thought, keep them from being washed away, something to do,
something to mdt alittle of the ice packed under her ribs. Fear. Helplessness. Colder, she amiled, colder
then a Jaydugar winter. It would hit them or it would miss them or it would brush them, that thing rolling
down on them, tha juggernaut. There was nothing she could do. There was probably nothing Aleytys
could do. Power. It was laughable if you didn’t think too hard about it. Aleytys controlled enormous
power and used it Sometimes wisdy, sometimes not. Enormous power when compared to the srengths
of even the strongest of bodies and like a blunt-nosed needle againgt the sword of that storm. She knew
it was a mongter, her body vibrated with its emanations. If it hit the idand direct-on, the idand would flip

over or break up or become so water-logged it ceased to float. Maybe it would blow them closer to
the coast, maybe even into the coast. Head on, brush, miss No way to know until Aleytys surfaced.
Don't know if | want to know. What could | do if it was coming right at us? But knowing might be better
then this gut-twigting uncertainty. Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe. Maybe not. He loves me, he loves me not.
Oh god. There won't be a wdl of water out here, just a swdl that goes up and up and up. And the
winds. No tornadoes, that's over land. What do they cdl them out here? Waterspouts? I’ ve never seen a



waterspout. Isit as bad as atornado? Or do hurricanes birth them before they're close to land? | thought
| knew so much, hunh! More than Aleytys anyway. | concentrated on surviving the things, not learning
about them. Stupid. Stupid. What good's hinddght now? Sill, | suppose it's better to act like we're
going to make it, get things tied down. Tied to what? Trees, | suppose. She kicked with her hed at the
trunk she was gtting on. Trees go down, but they’re the best we got. They go, everything goes. Us too.
Lifdines. The hills might help a little. God. What are we going to do about the imp? He's not going to
take to being tied down. Poor kid, he's never going to understand what's coming at us. | bet he's never
seen anything worse than a blizzard, maybe nothing worse than a summer thunderstorm. Seen? Wal,
heard. Aleytys giggled suddenly and Shadith turned to stare at her. “What the hdl?’ She got to her feet
and nudged Aleytys with her toe, but got no response. “Hurry it up, Lee” she said, knowing that Aleytys
couldn't hear her. “I'm getting antsy.” She watched a moment longer then trotted to the shelter.\\

The glue-earth mixture plastered on the woven twigs had hardened into a tough, resilient substance
that gave a hair when she kicked it but as far as she could tdl was as drong at leest as any of the trees.
Might last awhile, she thought. There were other trees around, close enough to lend them some
protection and even if the wind uprooted them, they were too close to crash down on the shdlter, their
branches would catch in other branches. WE Il be safe enough. Unless the whole idand goes. That
happens, a few crashing trees won't matter a spit in the ocean. She giggled, then shivered as she
remembered the freighter driven through the wal. When she came round to the front of the shelter,
Waekille stood beside Aleytys, a dripping gring of fish in one hand, his pole in the other. She was
twitching again, making soft sounds, that were a lot like Sghs of pleasure, embarrassngly so, Shadith
thought. She scowled at the little man, cleared her throat.

Wakille looked around. “What's going on?’

“Leg’ s gone swvimming. Never mind her. Dump those runts” She jabbed afinger at the fish. “We got
aproblem.”

“Linfyar?” Weakille dropped the fish, stepped over Aleytys'slegs and came toward Shadith.

“Hold it.” She graightened her am, interposed a hand between him and her. “Cdm down. Nothing
to do with the imp. He's running about somewhere, chaang his tal, | don’'t know.” She chewed on her
lower lip. “You ever been through a hurricane?’

“Ah.” He dtraightened, swung around, clasped his hands behind hm and began examining the sky
and the herringbone clouds that were beginning to take over the blue. “Blow coming? He answered
himsdf. “Long swells. That sky.” He sniffed at the air. “Uh-huh.” He swung back around. “I've seen a
blow or two, here and there. Now and then. What about this one? Coming at us?’ He scraiched a an
eyebrow. “At us or by us?’

“Leg staking alook. | think it's awhile yet before things start kicking up.”

“They'retricky.” He looked down at Aleytys. “She doesn't look bothered about much.”

Shadith shrugged. “Whatever. We better get started roping things down.”\\

A pulse rippled dong the powerful black body. Aleytys smiled. Never—even when she blew the
Tikh'asfour to dust and radiation—never, ever, had she had such afeding of power. The squale hummed
with pleasure as she stroked his brain, she swore he was purring or was it Snging? She nudged him out of
the stream and sent him straight to meet the storm. Despite his greet S9ze he was young, not at his prime
even yet, and he liked to play and his body was a

ddight to him, so he was easy enough to send into a race againg nothing but his own strength.

He dropped lower, tagting the water until he found a layer he liked where he was clear of the surface
turbulence and went flashing dong, brushing the edges of the current, going faster and faster until he was
far outpacing it, driving through the water with powerful snaps of the mighty arms, faster and faster until
Aleytys was gasping and dinging to the brain, too numb to do more than ding and exult in that speed and
the violence of his passage, then he was flashing up, arcing through the air, expeling the air in his lungs,
sucking in fresh, arcing down again, plunging down and down, going down and down endlesdy and then
he was curving up again, up until he was back at his chosen depth, flicking dong

beside the stream, Snging now, low creaking basso songs, Inging for sure, throwing out to the ocean
and everything in it the magnificence of himsdf. He was king of everything in range of his voice and he



knew it and he reveled in it and he made sure the rest of the world knew it. Aleytys cheered, caught up in
that overweening joy. The water grew turbulent. The squae dropped lower, then

lower again. He was getting restive. And hungry. That bulk took a lot of feeding. Aleytys Sghed and
put away her

pleasure. Business now. Too bad. She drove her reluctant

“mount around and around the turbulence, estimating time and using hislength to measure how broad
it was, how fadt it was traveling, what direction it was going. Two hundred kilometers from ripple to
ripple, the squale going his own length once a minute roughly. She ducked him under and up into the eye
50 he could breath and she could get a look a what was hgppening on the surface. Out of the water his
vidon was less acute but gill good enough to give her detalls of wind and clouds and surging water, the
fed of the mongter, how it was organized, what seemed to be driving it, enough to show her the books
hed not exaggerated and neither had Shadith. The only thing even remotely comforting was the direction
of the sorm. The eye was north of the current and traveing just a har north of east, so it and the
strongest of the winds would pass them by, but even the fringes were enough to turn her hair white. She
expanded her senses, trying to grasp more of the storm, but it was like trying to close her hand about a
shadow and the power init rasped at her nerves.

The squae was buckling under her hold, losng his temper with this gnat pricking a him. She held him
until she had as much as she could grasp, then let him flop over and go deep. Before she left him, she
tickled him back to his pleasure in himsdf until he was drifting lazily through the cam and friendly deep,
aiffing about for food to fill his demanding bely. With a lagt affectionate touch, she floated loose then
snapped back into her own body.

Little, weak, ineffectud, dumsy, she sat up, ruefully comparing her present form to the one she'd just
put off. It was not a cheerful thought, nor was the information she had to report.

day 37

They huddled together in the shelter, Linfyar shaking with terror, dl his senses overwhelmed by the
clamor outside, blind now as he' d never been before, blind as the others were in the blackness ingde the
groaning wals. He climbed into Aleytys s lap and pressed againg her shuddering and near hysterica. The
trees outside groaned and creaked and even over that noise and the noise of the wind and the noise of
the sea, she could hear crashes and explosions as tree &fter tree broke and tore apart. The sheter made
itsown noises, a continud cresking and thrumming, the wind bresking past the trees to dam againg the
walls and pluck at the roof. And the idand twisted, rolled, bucked benesth them, benesth Aleytys, rain
hammered at them. And the storm roared, most of dl it roared, engulfing them; they drowned in noise,
the amdl persond sounds of living utterly lost so that Aleytys had now and then to touch hersdf to
reassure hersdf about her redity, to convince hersdf she hadn’t melted avay and become one with the
sorm.

And it went on and on—endlessy—until it seemed impossible that anything could sustain that level of
violence. On and on and on. Morning came, a subtle graying of the blackness ingde the shelter. Aleytys
hdd Linfyar in her 1gp, hissmdl

soft body lying hot againg hers. She cupped her hand over his curls and held his head againgt her
breasts, did her other hand up and down the narrow back, soothing him, whispering comfort he couldn’t
possibly hear though he was relaxed now, limp, heavy, hot againg her, his ears pinched tight againg the
clamor of the sorm. He was adeep, deeply, profoundly adeep, insulated by that deep from the things
that terrified him. And her leg was adeep. She didn’t want to moveit and disturb Linfyar, but the niggling
litle pain was rgpidly growing unbearable. She draghtened her leg, the splash and brush of the
movemeant lost even to her ears in the sorm noise, clenched and unclenched her toes, tightened and
loosened the musdes until the tingling numbness went away. Linfyar moved and grumbled a few
shapeless sounds, she heard those. Mother’s ears, she thought, smiled, but the pull of her face told her it
was more a grimace than a amile She eased Linfyar onto her other shoulder, rubbed a her back,
wriggled about in the mud doshing under her. It seemed to her the noise around her was growing louder,



the roaring of wind and water againg them dmost but not quite swalowing the tearing and crashing of
trees, the corner-post trees sraining, rocking, roots shifting through the sodden earth, churning it to mush.
The beaten earth floor, now awash with water, doppy with mud, dropped away Sckeningly under her,
then dammed up again in an irregular dternation impossible to anticipate or adjust to. Drop them dam,
roll, dide, throwing her againgt the wall, throwing her a the others.

About midday she knew the battering was going to be too much, the idand was mdting away
beneeth them.

With Linfyar dill desping heavily, retregting into that deep from the danger and noise that
overwhemed him, Aleytys began probing through the idand, her mind-touch feding the particles of ol
grown dippery, diding one againg the other, more and more loosdy as time passed. The idand's edges
were dready beginning to let go, crumb by crumb diding into the churning salt water.

Aleytys trembled as the idand trembled. Wait. All she could do was wait and hope. No. Something.
There had to be something ...

Linfyar murmured a deepy protest, his whimper warning her that she was squeezing him too tightly,
that there was a danger of hurting him if she got too deeply involved in whatever it was she had to do.
“Shedith,” she called, but the sound was logt in the sorm noise. She cleared her throat, tried again
louder. “ Shedith!”

“What?’

“Take Linfy.”

“Huh?’

“Take Linfy. I've got to do something.” As she began freaing hersdf from Linfyar's dinging fingers,
she ft a searing mixture of emations escape from Wakille—anger and a touch of fear, but mogt of dl a
raging helpless jed ousy— lesking from behind his shidd as if he was too driven by them to keep from
exposng himsdf. Linfyar was the focus of the emotion. The boy had turned to her, not him; for
sef-preservation, survivd, he' d turned to her because he knew she was the strongest of the three adults
and thus mogt able to protect him from the horrors around him. Wakille had to be as aware of that as she
was but he couldn’t seem to help himsdlf, however irrationd the reaction might seem to this very retiond
men who knew only too wel how to exploit the emotions of others and how best to insure his own would
never make him vulnerable. Y et he was and knew it and couldn’t hate the boy for doing that to him so he
hed to hate Aleytys, turn on her the anger, jedousy, hatred dirring in him. She grimaced in the gray
darkness, knowing she' d watch him aways from now on, never turn her back on him. “ Shadith, here.”

“Right.” Shadith took the boy, settled himin her Iap, patted him, soothing his deepy protests. “What
are you going to do?’

“Don’'t know.” Aleytys continued her exploration of the idand. Trees, bracken, seaweed, fragments
of earth were bresking away in increasng numbers, roots ripping through the softened earth; the whole
surface of the idand was mushing, sarting to dip.

Got to get rid of that water, she told hersdf yet there was no way she could think of to suck up that
disastrous soaking that was continuing as the rain continued to fal. She tried to build a screen that would
shunt wind and water away from the idand. Each time she tried it, her efforts crumpled before the power
of the storm which howled on, ignoring her, indifferent to her needs and her struggles. She thought of it as
abeast, a great immensdy powerful beast too big to notice her and her puny stabs into its substance.

Everything she tried falled and that falure stirred up emations she tried to put aside but could not.
Failure. Emations without name, without shape, a raw surge of something like pain, there was surdy pain
init, but more than that. Rage, yes, there was rage in it. Frustration. A boiling mess pouring out of the
comers and crannies of body and mind. She trembled—no, nothing so gentle as a tremble, she shook
with it until her bones threstened to raitle out of her flesh. Her teeth clattered, her bresthing was hoarse
and uncertain, the sorm noise somehow blocked. She saw things in the dark, not her companions, not
the faces from the diadem. Kédll, his bony face like a handsome skull, his red hair lank and lugterless. He
sneered at her. The face twisted, dissolved, reformed. A woman. A face she'd never seen that she could
remember. Remember? “Mother,” she shrieked. The face she'd never been able to remember even in
her dreams. Rage exploded in her, rage more powerful than the storm, rage focused on that face; she



wanted to tear it, to burn it, burn it to ash. She was burning, wreathed in fire. She could see nothing but
that amiling mocking face, hear nothing but the roar of rage in her ears. She was going to explode, that
face, thet face .... Chimes struck through the noisein her head. They fdt familiar, she should know them.
Chimes. Wavery light bathed the forms of the others, flickered dong the walls of the shelter. She saw
their faces. Shadith, eyes wide, mouth open. Wakille, closed in, brooding, eyes fixed on her with a dark
cdculaion in them. The pulses of the fire consumed her, he shuddered, put his hands out, she knew she
was griking through his shidds and he was burning with her. She opened her mouth to scream but silence
came out; she stretched her mouth until her eyes were forced shut by the bunching of her facid muscles, a
long terrible slent scream. And dways the face, the amiling mocking beautiful face hanging before her,
indifferent to her, looking through her.

Harskari came from her retreat, hovered beside the rage and fought againd it, then took hold of it
and used it to power a shunt that turned the winds away from the idand, a canted shidd that caught the
ran and kept it from the burdened soil. And somehow—though she powered it, watched what was
happening, Aleytys didn’t know how it was happening—the old one got a suction going that pulled water
from the soil and spat it into the sea, set a force going that sent the grains of earth locking into each other,
tightening up, solidifying.

Aleytys hdd hersdf very dill and let Harskari use her body and work with that sure knowledge and
ill she could never stop envying; she let the old one shape the power she provided and with thet fdt a
growing cadm in hersdf that began to match the growing cam outside. They dill ran againg a high sea,
st water crashing over them and trees torn loose dill groaned with the whipsawing of the idand as
current fought with wind, but the ar around them was quiet and the idand was dabilizing dowly to a
steady rall and pitch—and Harskari had drained away dl the rage-heat from Aleytys and was pulling
hard on the power from the symbalic black river source. Cool and reasoning again, not just feding,
Aleytys expanded the tap into her powerflow; with the calm gray skill of an accountant, debit, credit,
debit, credit, no magic left in it, the conduits she controlled blasted wider by that trauma a moment ago,
an eon ago, she supplied dl that Harskari needed from her, on and on, holding the shunt, holding the
shidd, doing things she could not have done only a day before.

Until the idand emerged from the storm, until the idand was rocking dong placidly, dimbing the long
swels diding down again, a steady rise and fdl soothing as a rocking cradle and the world around them
was quiet, serene, now and then a gentle rudling of leaves overhead, the snorting of the gyori, hungry and
wanting loose—until they were out of the pounding, she hed the shunt, she hdd the shidd, and the
diadem glowed and sang its four-note song into the hush within the shelter. Harskari sighed findly and
went away, letting shunt and shidd collapse, Aleytys sghed and fdl back againg the shelter wal, the
diadem was gone, the light gone, the song slent.

She fdt burnt-out, gray-ash; she arched her back, rubbed hard dong her spine. Her face ached from
thet endless dlent

scream. She tried to swalow, it was painful, her mouth was dry and giff. She coughed, her hand
covering her mouth, winced with the cough as musclesin her back and arm protested.

Wakille and Shadith were saring at her, Shadith worried, Wakille disturbed and cautious. He was
frightened of her now, she sensed that in passing without even trying (it startled he—not the knowledge
itsdf but the ease with which she acquired it). Covered over by the fear there were other things to bother
her, greed and ady cdculation focused on her. She didn't like that and didn’t bother to hide her didike
as she scowled at him.

Linfyar was awake, his ears fluttering, his pointed smdl face screwed into a puzzled frown.

Shadith patted his shoulder absently. “For amoment,” she said, “I thought you were going to cremate
yoursdlf and us with you.”

Aleytys dowly unbent her legs and stretched them out in front of her, fitting her feet between Shadith
and Wakille. She eased over and began massaging her knees. “A confuson,” she said. “I don’'t want to
tak about it.” She closed her eyes. “If you want to go outside, it should be safe enough. Turn the gyori
loose and see what deaning up we have to do. I'm beat.” She rested her head againgt the wattle-wall,
sghed. “I'll be out in awhile.



Shadith watched her a moment, chewing on her lip as she often did when she was worried, then she
dumped Linfyar hedily and without ceremony on Wakille and began working at the rope holding the
doorflap shut. The water lesking in had swelled the knots and the jerking of the wind had jammed them
tight. Shadith broke a thumbnail, cursed, her voice ghill with frugration; she took the pae zd blade she
wore a her wast and dashed the ropes apart, shoved the flgp asde and scrambled out on hands and
knees.

Aleytys heard her shout of exultation and release, heard her start kicking through the storm debris,
danging a the top of her powerful young voice. She smiled, feding the girl’s spirit expanding as she threw
off the cramps of body and soul knotted into her by confinement in that smdl crowded shelter, by having
to face a sudden and rather ignominious loss of the new life she saw before her, the extent of what she'd
endured dl the long night and the longer morning could be measured by the violence of that release.

Linfyar was whining and unhappy, roused to wakefulness by Shadith’s rough handling, plucking and
scratching a the mud that matted his short fur. Wekille was soothing him and shooting uneasy glances a
Aleytys.

“Tekehim outdde,” she said. “Theré salitle wind, that’s dl.”

Wakille nodded, said nothing. He shoved the boy through the doorhole and crawled out after him,
leaving the flap partidly pushed aside. The light coming in the triangular opening illuminated with crud
dlarity the doppy trampled muck and her muddy feet, her soaked and muddy trousers. She rubbed at her
temples, leaving streaks of mud on her face, knowing that but not able to raise the energy to care. Her
head was throbbing, her eyes were watering, she fdt like death warmed over and the thought of moving,
meade her ssomach lurch, but everything in her rebelled at spending a moment morein this hole. She eased
onto her knees, crawled dowly, panfully, into the sunlight.

day 39

The morning dawned clear and cam, the sky a radiant blue, the waves dill higher than normd but
beginning to subside. After breskfast Aleytys left the others working desultorily at the clean-up, cutting
away the branches of downed trees, stacking them for firewood, Wekille sarting to work on a floor for
the shelter, usng the hatchet to cut flat sdes on some of the larger branches. She climbed to her favorite
retreat, the grassy nob on top of the center hill, settled hersdf on the sun-warmed grass, yawned and
stretched, and stared blankly into the blinding blue. “Harskari.” She waited. Nothing. “Harskari!”

The amber eyes blinked dowly open. A sense of yawning, men Harskari spoke, her voice drowsy
and unwecoming. “What do you want?’

“l need to tak about what happened.”

“We ve had this conversation before.” The voice dragged a little; the eyes narrowed to ydlow dits.
“Why go over it agan?’

“How could there be so much anger inme and | not know it?’

Harskari said nothing; her eyes continued to gaze beyond Aleytys at something she done saw. She
was waiting. Obvioudy and irritatingly waiting for Aleytys to tak hersalf out and let her go.

“I'm frightened,” Aleytys said, refusng to let the old one retreat, demanding that she be present to
ligenif for nothing dse. “What if | explode like that and try to kill her. My mother.” Her voice faltered,
her mouth was suddenly dry.

“What did you expect? What do you want me to say? It's yours, you ded with it. Transform it.
Contral it. You're not a child, stop acting like one. Surely you understand you must order yoursdf before
you confront your mother? 1 know you understand you'll have to fight for your place on Vrithian.
Whatever you fed about her, Shareem has seen you honed and moulded for that task. You owe her that
if nothing else. You know the disciplines that lead to saf-knowledge and you've avoided usng them,
finding a thousand excuses for not disturbing your comfort. You've got no choice now and you've got
time Useit”

Aleytys closed her hands into figts. “Seen me honed? No! She's got nothing to do with what 1 am
now except for the genes she gave me” She pressed her lips hard together, swalowed, closed her eyes,
started orgenizing her bresthing to cam hersdf. She broke off after a moment and started again, broke



off and started again, broke off and stared down at sheking hands. “You're right about one thing. I'm in
no shape to take on Vrithian.”

With something like a slent aniff of disgust, the amber eyes snapped shut and she knew no amount of
shouting would get Harskari back again, not soon anyway.

Aleytys gazed out over the bright blue swells that merged indiginguishably with the bright blue sky.
The sun was warm on her back. A gentle breeze teased a her hair, ruffled dong the curve of her
foream. The sky was empty, the sea was empty. Somewhere below and behind her Linfyar was
whidling bits of song which Shadith would take up and vary back a him. The cadm about her mocked
her lack of cam.

For the rest of the day and the days that followed, she sat on her hilltop wresling with the uglier
aspects of her nature, with hatred and resentment and sdlf-loathing. With need and fear and anger.
Memories of love offered and regjected, the times when she was hurting and helpless, the times when the
other children taunted her about her mother, what they called her mother, what they caled her, having to
face the truth of some of what they said, that her mother had Ieft her, abandoned her. Carrying Sharl
curled in the curve of her arm. Sharl, nurang with such determined energy. Sharl, whom she loved with dl
the agony of her own need for love. Her need for love.

She hugged her ams across her breasts and stared unseaing at a sky newly streaked with red, the
day gone without her noting it. Need for love, fear of rgection. What if she looks a me like Kdl did?
Despises me? Anger. Why not come for me once she made her way home? She rubbed at her forehead,
remembering Grey and how he kept her from exploding in a frenzy of destruction when she came back
from seeing her son, when Vgd denied her and forced her to leave the child behind.

Y et when she looked more deeply into hersdlf, into what she was then, she redlized suddenly that
Grey was able to stop her only because, in spite of her very red pain, there was more than a little reief
behind the grief. Ambivalent to the end, she thought. | ached for him and | knew he'd be a drag on me.
She blinked at the brilliant display thrown up by the setting sun, drew in along breath and hdd it until her
head roared then let it out dowly. “I am Shareem,” she said. “She's me. The same. Ay-Madar. The
same” She rubbed hard down her face. “I knew it, that was part of the rage. As angry at mysdf as| was
a her”

day 42

As the sky darkened, Shadith climbed the hill with a pot of fish stew in one hand, a pot of cha
dangling from the other, both hdd carefully away from her thighs She set them on the grass by Aleytys
and stood gazing down &t her.

“You looking better.”

Aleytys moved her shoulders, twisted about on her buttocks. “I've been soring-cleaning my head.
Not much fun, but | think I’ ve about reached bottom.”

“Jugt as well. Wekille s garting to pet me a bit much, not long till he wants to work on my head, I'm
afrad. Nothing | can't handle so far, but it's irritaing. I've had to dap him down some. | think he'd
behave himsdf better if you were around. Y ou and Harskari, you near scared him honest when you fixed
the gorm.”

Aleytys stretched, straightened out her legs, worked her knees. “In the moming I'll have a talk with
him. Unlessit’s urgent.”

“He just needs reminding.” Shadith blushed, gartling Aleytys. “This body’s virgin,” she said. “Be
damned if I’'m gonna be forced by the firg horny bastard who gets an urge” She looked fierce, then
laughed. “But | mean it.”

“Bring your blankets up hereif you want. Y ou won't disturb meif you don't talk.”

“Thanks, | think I'll do that.”

Aleytys watched her run down the dope and into the trees, fdt a sudden burst of jedousy that she
ridiculed at firg then forced hersdf to face. No more hiding. Can't afford it. When we get back to Wolff,
sell be going off with Swarthed. My love. My other love. Her mouth worked. A problem resolved
without any act of mine. She closed her eyes, stretched, laced her fingers at the back of her head. | want



them both. No way | can keep them both without hurting too many people. What about me? Swartheld
and Shadith. It hurts. Madar, it hurts. Come to terms with it, Lee. Maybe it won't happen. Maybe
they’ve known each other too wel too long. If it happens, it happens. Make up your mind, Lee, face it.
You are not going to leave Grey and go off with Swartheld. You know it. Swartheld knows it. Grey’s
probably the only one not sure of it. Time. It'll pass and well drift away from each other, Swartheld,
Shadith, Harskari and me. We ve been too close too long and need some distance now. Madar grant we
don't lose each other entirdly. It could happen. | don't want it to happen. | need them, dl of them.
Shadith and Swartheld. And Harskari when she gets out.

She moved restlessy on the grass. There was that familiar ache in her loins, her nipples were tender,
her breasts swollen. Thistoo, dammit. Her hands moved restlesdy over her thighs, her breasts, combed
through the hair she'd let hang free about her face. She folded her arms again, hugged them tight against
her. Shadith, damn you, she thought, her mouth twitching into a wry haf-amile. Taking about horny
bastards. Y ou're no hdp, girl. She sighed, picked up the spoon and began on the fish stew.

day 43

She dirred, looked around. Shedith lay close by, wrapped in her blanket and degping heavily as if
she hadn't been getting enough rest. Why did | let him leech onto us? He'd have followed anyway, but |
didn't have to let him get close. I'll skin him if he bothers her anymore. She got to her feet. The moon
was long set and the night was so quiet each breeth was like a shout. She was tired, very tired, but there
was a find dough she had to drain, the sdf-loathing that lay beneath the worst of her fears. Say the
words and pull their ging. She sank down onto the grass, ran her hands back and forth dong her thighs,
worked her mouth, this was the worst of dl the things she' d dug for and she was very reluctant to begin.

“l am a fresk,” she whispered. Something to frighten babies with. Thing. Thing. That's how | see
mysdf. Ugly. Nothing about me anyone could like let done love. A grotesque. | buy people with my
killsand my power but | hide from them. If they redly knew me, they’d despise me, hate me, kick me
away from them. So | play my tricks. Clown. Puppy wagging her tall, begging to be noticed judt a little,
whining. If | face Shareem, sell see dl this Kdl saw it. Mud. Shell turn her back on the thing she
birthed.

Sad like that, brought into the light instead of festering unspoken, she saw the digtortion in thet view
of hersdlf, and seeing it found the pain greaily diminished. Againg dl the

rgections of her past—her cousins and hdf-gblings, her lovers, her son—put againg those was her
pleasure and pride in what she'd accomplished the past few years, a sense tha she was doing things
worth doing and doing them wel. Roots put down into Wolff, her ship, house, horses, the job. Then
there was Grey. Jugt Grey, loving her, needing her, that was red, it had to be. And Shadith. She looked
down & the girl, deeping curled up on her sde, a smdl fig pressed agangt her mouth, fdt a surge of
afection for her. And Harskari, when she settled down again. And Head, Canyli Heldeen. A red friend.
A woman who demanded respect, who gave respect where it was earned, gave hersdf fully and fredy to
her friends, once her friendship was earned. And Swartheld, old bear, old dear.

She stared up into the star clugters that lit the ocean and the idand with a cold white light, twisted her
torso hard to the right, then hard left to get some life into her spine. It fdt like a solid spike of chdk and
about as fragile. OFf to her right there was a touch of faint pink near the horizon. Sun coming up, she
thought. What day? She counted on her fingers. Forty-three. Over athird of the way, if the sorm hadn’t
blown them too far behind. She siwung around so she was gtting with her back to the degping Shadith,
fadng the dawn, very weary but findly content. There were questions dill to be answered, but that could
wait now. She yawned, snapped her blanket out, rolled up in it and went to deep.\\

The days rocked tranquilly on, hot, sticky, monotonous, one fading into the next, the same faces, the
same food, the same trees and grass and soil. To avoid bickering and bitter feuds, Aleytys, Shadith,
Wakille and Linfyar took to separating after meds and keeping as far gpart as they could in the limited
area of theidand. They marked out amdl territories and snarled at anyone who set foot on them without
being invited. Linfyar developed a habit of mdidous tricks that gave vent to the resentment once
suppressed benegth his charm; he stopped being a puppy and became a pest. He got very good a



directing his whigtles so they turned into something like weapons, knocking birds out of the sky, killing
mousdets whenever hefdt likeit. He stayed away from Aleytys, except for a whisle now and then that
went through and through her until her head fdt like her brain was sheking itsdf to pieces, usudly after
she'd punished him for some thoughtless or hurtful bit of mischief.

One day he drove the gyori into frantic flight, kicking and squeding, the length of the idand and
amog into the sea before Aleytys got close enough to snge his fur and soothe the frantic beasts. She
chased him through the trees until she cornered him, then turned him over her knee and gave him a few
hearty whacks on the buttocks to reinforce the scold she planned to give him. She set him on his feet,
scowled at him. “Don’t move, imp. Now tdl me agyr hurt you, bit you maybe, stepped on your foot?”

Linfyar hung his head and looked miserable.

“Makes you fed big, does it? Strong? Important? That you can hurt them and not get hurt yoursdf?
That's fun, right? Now, let me tdl you something, Linfyar. I'm going to make sure every time you hurt
something, you fed exactly what it feds. Uh-huh. That's, not so much fun, isit. You understand what I'm
taking about?’

He sniveed pitifully, his smdl body dumped, his ears rolled shut and folded tight againgt his skull.
After a short while, he nodded.

Aleytys eyed him skepticaly. “Wdl, we ll see. Now, imp, go and get some dried weed for the gyori
and 9ng them camer. They’'re going to be your responghility from now on. Brush them, keep the burrs
out of their coats, make them forget what you' ve been doing to them, make them like you.” She frowned
a the huddled amdl figure. “It'll be something to keep you out of mischief, maybe teach you ... never
mind. Scoot, imp. Y ou've got work to do.”

Shadith retreated into a solitary brood, surfacing for medls, complaining about having nothing to write
on, disgppearing back into the trees and going on with whatever she did to pass thetime.

Waekille dept alot.

Aleytys spent hours running, exercisng until her body trembled with weariness, then sat sunk in
meditation, going over the events of her life, beginning to find a symmetry in them. The trek across lbex
was a kind of recapitulation of the

trek across Jaydugar. This dow and seemingly tranquil progress across a water ocean was very like
her long dow trek across the ocean of grass, the Great Green, with the medwey herd. Sweating, hot,
dusty, heavily pregnant, she walked beside the animals and rejoiced in the smooth diding of her
muscles and the strength flowing in her body. Underfoot the springy grass pressed up againgt the
thinning leather of her moccasins, living grass pressing up from the source of life, the flesh and
bones of the world. On the water ocean she was older and presumably wiser, separated by too much
knowledge and experience from such dementa sources of drength and comfort. A loss, one she fantly
mourned. Other amilarities Tarndan, holding her captive until she escaped and findly killed him. Centai
zd holding her until she escaped and findly killed—or helped kill—Juli. The downed Romanchi trader, a
spot of high-tech on alow tech world. SI Evareen—a high-tech dity that might or might not exist on this
world that had regressed to the stone age. The same and not the same, echoes not identities, but there to
look at, there to wonder a when there was nothing €'se to do.

day 104

About two hours after dawn the idand ground to a jarring hdt. Ignoring the excited exclamations
from the others, Aleytysran for the middle hill, the highest point on the idand, but when she reached the
summit, she saw nathing on ether sde but water ralling dowly, heavily north, bresking now and then into
foam as the strengthening south wind blew the tops off the waves. No sign of land, not even the deadly
swamps. Theidand rocked and twitched under her, battling againgt the hold of the bottom.

“Too far out. Ever figure how much water we draw?’ Aleytys turned. Shadith stood beside and
dightly behind her, hands pressed fla againg her head, keeping the wind-whipped curls from dinging into
mouth and eyes. Her chocolate eyes were over-bright. There was a flush darkening her tanned cheeks. “I
loethe this damn idand,” Shadith said suddenly. “And this worn-out, usdess world. All this ....”

She flung out a hand with an excess of drama and awkwardness that was oddly unlike her, glared at



the heaving water ralling for the horizon, then turned and waked down the hill, a iff-legged stk that
seemed to spurn the ground under her feet.

day 105

Morning brought high tide and awild heaving thunderstorm that kicked the idand loose and shoved it
farther dong the coast. Rain refilled the holding ponds and washed away alot of friction between the four
of them. They were dl nervous, irritable, with a floating sense of expectation that made settling to any
task close to impossble.

Aleytys boiled water, pot by dow pot, and poured it into the fishskin tub, washed hersdf, her har
and her underdlothing, then stood guard while Shadith did the same. Later, she sat on the hilltop, her long
wet har spread out to catch the sun, not-thinking as fiercdy as she could, concentrating instead on the
fed of the sun on her body, the play of the warm wind in her hair. At the moment she didn't care what
was happening with Shadith or Linfyar (though she could hear them ydling at each other down below) or
what Wekille was up to. She forced her wandering attention back to the caress of wind and sun, to the
briny tang of ar fresh and clean from blowing over the water ingtead of the land. Hies began buzzing
about her, crawled in the sweat-drippings that ran down her back and arms and face, thair tickling feet a
nuisance that kept her in a congtant twitch until she wound up thefirein her hand and used a tiny blade of
fire to zap the pests. They szzled when she got them, charred fly corpses fdling like rain to the grass
about her, the necessty turning quickly into a game of sorts. She went after the flies with the
concentration she'd give a baitle for her life She got two a once and laughed with triumph. But the
supply of flies findly ran out, there was a limited number of them riding from the land on the legs of
Segbirds.

She gat to her feet and stood gazing north. No closer to land even now. Esgard said we should bump
severd times | don't know. I'd hate to ride this idand into eternity. She hunted through her clothes,
found her comb and began running it through the long hair, teesing at the few knots, taking a minor
pleasure in the rake of the comb’s teeth across her scalp. When she finished, she hdd up the tranducent
underthings, let the wind blow through them. Dry and warm and clean. She dressed, Ieft the sun-caressed
hilltop and went down the easy dope to the camp, her bare feet taking pleasure in the fed of the grass
under them, not spurning it as Shadith’s feet had done.

day 109

Theidand nudged a sandbar, ground to a momentary hdt, broke free, shuddered on for a short time,
bounced off another sandbar, rocked ponderoudy onward, a blind mole bumbling toward something it
didn't know what. Back on her hilltop, waiting for some due about what she should do, she fdt like
screaming with frugtration. The idand had dowed until it was hardly moving, its momentum stolen by the
bottom and the tides, its mass too greet to be swept up to speed by the current, however powerful it
was.

The sky burned from blue to a curious dirty copper that in turn atered the ocean’s tint, turning its
blue to a muddy green. The odd-colored water went heavy and aily, the air turned heavy and hotter than
before with a burnt smell/taste. The wind dropped until the air seemed to hug the contours of the idand
without moving. The idand did heavily on with no 9gn of fdtering or even hestation. Sounds were muted
and few. Aleytys stood on the hill summit, turning round and round, probing out over the sea, searching
blindly for some sort of explanation. Her hair crackled with dectricity.

Linfyar came rushing up the sope, his ears pinned tight againgt his skull. Hislips pursed now and then
for one of hisguide whidtles.

He sumbled to an awkward, stop beside her, panting and excited. “Shadith,” he cdled, jumping
from foot to foot, dinging to the hem of Aleytys s tunic. “Shadith, she say git everything packed, git the
gyori saddled. She say something coming. She say you better come down and talk to her. She say hurry,
hurry, she got one powerful damn itch.”

Down on the flat, the air was even more oppressive. Leaves hung without a shiver. She saw two
gyori trotting through the clearing, duggishly avoiding Shadith’s lunges, ignoring the curaing Wakille.



Aleytys stood daring, then shut her mouth. She marched into the dearing and began gahering the
thousand bits of gear rucked into odd corners of the shelter and the dearing. Frantic was the word for
Shadith. Chasing those beasts. When dl she had to do was stand in the dearing and summon them. Proof
of the intengity and awful-ness of the premonition. Now what?

A gyr came trotting past her. Aleytys stopped it with a snap of her fingers that sent gold fire 9zzing
before its danty black nose. Shadith broke panting from the trees, gaped at the gyr sanding ill, head
down, eyes ralling, sdiva dripping from its mouth. She turned wide terrified eyes on Aleytys, white
showing stark againg the chocolate, sweet Stting in droplets on her burnt-gold skin.

“Shadith.” Aleytys spoke as camly as she could. “Hawk-rider,” she said and amiled, the word a
gentle reminder. “Stand and cdl them. That way you won't wear them out and yoursdlf with them.”

Shadith stood frozen. Then seemed to collgpse dl over from stone to limber redlient flesh. She
grinned, tossed her head, her curls bounding like springs suddenly unleashed.

“Yes mama” she said, then giggled and sauntered out of the shadow into the odd light in the little
clearing. The light seemed to collapse on her, around her, hdoing her head, her limbs moving when she
moved, power danced around her unnoticed as she sank with childish, awkward grace into a hegp of
ams and legs on the grass, the glow moving with her, only jugt a fraction of a second later, an eerie
afterimage. Wondering if what she saw was there or only in her mind, Aleytys got a rope and tethered the
gyr to atree, tethered each of the other four as Shadith cdled them in. Then she went to st in front of the
girl. “What's coming?’ she asked.

The fear returned momentarily to the chocolate eyes, sweat oozed again from the smooth dark
forehead, for a moment of

panic the body was stone again, then a sgh escaped from her. “Tsunami,” she said. “Tidd wave.
There was an explosion of some kind south of here. Volcano, | think. | get the fed of intense hedt,
immense violence, suddenly focused then released. Heat and violence like you wouldn't believe, like half
the world blown away, ka-boom. | don’'t think it's quite that bad, maybe amost. Spewed out dust and
seam. Wind brought the dust north. That's why the sky’s that color. Tsunami coming a us, driven by
that. Surge of water out there. Wdl of water a dozen meters high when it hits the shdlows” She
shivered. “When it hits, it will drive us into the shalows and roar over us, ether capszing the idand or
tearing off everything above ground and battering the rest to bits againg the bottom.”

“How long? Both senses, Shadi. How much time do we have before the wave hits, how broad is the
wave front? And could we possibly outdistance it?’

Shadith's face took on a distant, ligening look, then it twisted into a grimace of frudtration. “I don’t
know.” She pounded with dow heavy anger on her thighs. “I don’t know. It's huge. It crushes mewhen |
think about it. | can't breathe when | think about it. | fed like I'm shut in a room with no door and the
adling is moving down to crush me and the wals are moving in to crush me” She shuddered. “Huge and
unstoppable and ungtopping. It's far enough off yet, | can Hill bear the pressure, but it's fagt. It's coming
fast.” She looked up at the sun. “I think ... | think it comes with the dark. We got to be off this hunk of
garbage by then. | suppose you might survive even this, Lee, but the rest of us, we won't. Not if we day
here”

Shading her eyes with her hand, Aleytys looked up, chewed on her lower lip. “Sx hours till dark.
Around that.” She rubbed at her eyes. “And we have to get off soon as possible so we can get some
way inland. Right. You hunt up Waekille and set im and Linfyar to packing the gyori. Keep the packs
light, we' re going to have to move fast and through difficult going. Essentials only, but | don’t need to tdl
you that.” She got to her feet. “I'll hunt me some eyes and take alook dong the coadt, seeif | can spot a
place to land.”

Barrier idands like dunes pushed up by the sea, long and narrow with pale green saw-edged grasses
bent in low arcs, weighed down by the dinging sdt crystas tha turned the pae green dmost white.
Patches of scraggly brush. And birds. Thousands of birds large and smdll, hundreds of species exiding in
noisy comity. Beyond the idands, beyond a hdf-kilometer more of sea, winding fingers of sat water
thrust bludy into the dark thick marsh growth. More birds and a multitude of life in the sdt swamp,



hedithy vigorous life, not so deadly as Esgard had suggested, but bad enough. The swamp was ginking,
humid, full of death, full of life preying on life, but the aura of disease and decay and digtortion that hung
over the blights and the doughs of the Plain was pleasantly absent here. As the mottled gray and white
seabird swooped low over the tree tops, she frowned at what she saw. No way they could make any
time going through that mess. She sent the bird winging west dong the coast, hoping to find better
footing. For about a hdf hour the bird flew on falowing the coast, then Aleytys caught a glimpse of
something alittle north of west and some kilometers inland from the sea—dark towers, severd of them,
with sharply squared corners.

The tree-swamp turned to grass-marsh with patches of Hill, sScummy water, teeming with things that
dithered in and out of aght in the flicker of the bird's eye, aweb of life as busy and deadly as that anong
the trees.

In the center of a vast ruined city stood rows of tal buildings, windows in bands about their spare
unadorned sides. For a moment they seemed intact, then the bird was in among them and the illuson
evaporated. They were shdls. A number of the windows gaped empty, birds flying in and out of them,
some had fragments only of their glass, the shards mdting like sugar under the wear of the ages, more
then she expected had their glass intact, glaring out over the waste about them like blind black glittering
eyes. The veneer attached to the rough base was crumbling and fdling away; there were fragments of it
cradled in the leef clusters of the thick vines that crawled up the Sides of the great structures, other bits
fdling into the ill, black water thet filled the spaces between the towers. Here and there dabs of veneer
not quite broken away flapped in the wind, creaked and crackled until they too were ready to fdl. Down
near the water, near the base of those towers, the wdls were smeared with 0ozing mosses and dime
molds, higher up they were pocked with layered fung and scabby lichens. Smdler structures, more
broken and littered and overgrown than the towers, rayed out from them in serid clugters that dill hdd a
battered memory of their ancient organization. The city spread for kilometersin dl directions, even on the
far Sde of theriver, crossed and recrossed by eevated roadways that were cracked and littered with the
debris of the ages snce they were last used, but many of them seemed far more intact than the best of the
buildings, ready—after alittle svesping—for traffic to use them again. Rether like the ancient bridges on
the other continent.

She sent the bird turning and turning over the city, looking for other forms of life, looking for some
remnant however dight of the folk thet had once lived in that city, or some life form large enough to
threaten them when they passed through it, but saw nothing more than shadows that vanished as soon as
the bird turned toward them. Shadows in her imagination perhaps, born of the lingering horror she fdt
whenever she thought about what the people of this world had done to themsdlves.

Theruins sat like a patch of rot in the bend of ariver that flowed south in broad lazy sweeps, a huge
river that looked as if it drained mogt of the continent. One of the raised roadways that crossed the city
went dong the river, a causeway now, raised on thick pillars thet lifted it less than a double handspan
above the flickering needle points of the salt-grass. In places it was overgrown with weed and lichen and
tangles of bramble vines, littered with bones and shdlls

and dead leaves and mud and rotting carcasses, shapeless in decay. Aleytys began to breathe a bit
esser asthe bird flew

south dong theriver. If it just went dl the way to the coast,

that causeway was going to save them.

Then the bird was swooping out over the river's broad mouth, the Slted fresh water cregting a wide
fan of pae green in the darker green of the ocean. She sent the bird spirding higher until she could see
the idand, a dark spot on the dingy sea, a speck agang the copper sky, lumbering with ponderous
inevitahility in a wide curve as the current got set to swoop dong the delta and pass out beyond the
countering current from the river mouth. She tried to estimate the distance the idand would have to travel
before it got within reaching distance of the causeway, but only got confused. She turned the bird loose
and snapped back into hersdlf.\

The day hurried on. Late in the afternoon the idand lodged for the third time againg a sandbar. The
wind blew rdentlesdy out of the south, too loud to speak over. Gregt clouds of birds rode the ar over



them as the idand shuddered to what might be itsfind hat. Thefind hdt certainly for the four of them.

Standing on the springy roots at the idand's nose, Aleytys watched the water retreating past her, as if
the onralling tsunami was sucking it up to add to its substance. It's only a normd low tide, she told
hersdf, but she didn't believe it. The water was retreating but the shore was il out of sght, too far away
for her to see anything but discolored water.

She diripped off her outer clothing, rolled the boots indde pants and tunic and tied them to her
saddlepad. Then she turned to the others. Shadith in her zd leathers and loincloth, the leggings rolled
around sandds and tucked away in saddle bags, her chocolate eyes shining as they had not for too many
days, eyes focused not on Aleytys but beyond her on the heaving water. Wakille the uncertain, grown
more uncertain and more certainly dangerous in the long Slent days just past. He made her uneasy and
she couldn’t hide that from him. There was something stranger about him than she’ d seen before, as if the
dow wearing away of the days had taken off one by one the layers of concedment he'd plastered about
himsdf, decade by decade of hiswandering ill-regulated life; as urbanity and dvilized habit thinned away
something was darting to peer out of his eyes, something that frightened her. She looked quickly away.
Linfyar was perched on Juli’s mount, ears glowing pink and tranducent, stretched to ther utmost, moving
restlessy about, tasting dl the sounds; he was as excited as Shadith, at the same time afraid of the empty
unknowns ahead of him, tired of thisidand and reluctant to leave it. He was amiling again, about to burst
into chatter given the dightest encouragement, back to working his charm to keep his place with them.
Aleytys sghed, pulled her hand across her face. “It shdlows fast,” she yelled, rasng her voice over the
whine of the wind. “Firg kilometer or so well have to swim. Wakille, you and Linfyar, if you have
trouble with your mounts, ydl for Shadith or me. Linfy, you hear me, don't wait till you're redly in trouble
to ydl for hdp. Tide s going out, that’ll be againg us, but the gyori are strong enough to fight that. Keep
close as you can. Soon's we hit the causeway, we don't stop for anything, head inland top speed we can
make, each of us make top speed he can and let the others take care of themselves. I'm not going to
wadte breath taking later. Any questions?” She looked from face to face, sucked in a long breath,
exploded it out. “Right. Let’s do it.” She swung around, dapped her gyr on the rump and followed him
into the water.

The swells were long and heavy, just too close together for a whole number of completed strokes,
the water dropped beneath her in mid-stroke and she found hersdf kicking head-on into the riang wave
ahead of her. The waves kept plucking a her, burying her with ther tops as they turned over on her.
Blasted world, she thought. Damn dl oceans. Why haven't | ever learned how to svim in ocean waves?

Then the gyr was plunging past her, his feet gaining purchase on the swiftly shalowing bottom. She
caught hold of the saddle pad and let him pull her dong until he splashed up onto one of the long skinny
barrier idands. She looked over her shoulder to see the others close behind her, caught the gyr’srein and
began trotting dong the length of the idand. There was a deep channd between this idand and the next;
the tide was pulling more strongly now and she had to fight the sucking that threatened to take her back
out, but she thrashed her way onto the sand and kept on trotting.

She kept looking out to sea, she couldn’'t help it, not knowing what she should expect to see, seeing
nothing but the disturbed water and the darkening copper sky, the bloody dain from the setting sun
moving out and out from the west. Idand to idand she ran, fighting across the narrow channds between
them, the others behind her, grimly following. Until the delta curved out before her, flat and pae, a wide
dretch of sand. She set the gyr a the shdlow water and ran beside him, the water never coming above
her waist. When she reached the shore, she stopped the gyr, sivung onto the saddle . pad, drew her legs
up and raised hersdf until she stood balanced on the beast’s back. The sdt-grass swamp stretched out
before her in unbroken pae green, bending gracefully before the huffing south wind, the sky was filled
with flocks of birds that swirled thickly up, darted in dark angry zags across the blue, swooping down to
settle momentarily, only to flare up again, a visble expresson of the uneasiness that worked in her, an
unesasiness that grew out of the world' s waiting for the thing coming, the wave that hung over them dl.

Fndly she saw along fla stresk—the causeway raling— and breathed aSgh of rdief. She dropped
back to the saddlepad, glanced over her shoulder, her eyes moving quickly from face to face, then she
swung about again, kicked the gyr into an easy lope. The wind was worse, hammering inland; it smelled



of heat and mdlting copper, a poisonous, unpleasant gink laid over the briny fisy amdl of the shore. The
gyr's hooves cut into the wet hard-packed sand and kicked up heavy spurts.

At one time the shore must have poked much farther out into the ocean, or there was an idand out
somewhere beyond the mouth of the river, there had to be some reason for building the causeway, but
that reason was gone now, the causeway broke off a few meters into the water, the concrete sde rals
broken, the reinforcing rods twisted and rusted away to fragile ghosts that the wind was adready tearing
loose and the wave to come would finish.

She kicked the reluctant gyr into the turbulent water and circled round the broken railing, the gyr
putting his split hooves down with exaggerated care, shaking his head, his moans logt in the shock of the
wind and the crashing of the water. He jerked his head about, spray driven into his face, snorted his
disgud.

When they'd turned the end of the causeway, she clucked to him; he tensed, settled low, then
leaped, the powerful hind legs uncalling to drive him up onto the flaking concrete with rags of old black
paving dill dinging to it. Momentum and the wind carried him severd strides after he landed. She heard
Shadith’'s whoop and kept him moving to make more room for her, held him to a tiff-legged walk though
he fought her and wanted to run. She looked over her shoulder. Shadith and Linfyar, Sde by Sde,
popped up onto the pavement and rode toward her. As soon as they were a few steps in, Wakille came
up, the pack gyr fallowing without need for guidance. She looked beyond him. There was alow dark line
on the horizon and a near subsonic rumble underlying the scream of wind, the crash and groan of the
water. Shivering, she let the gyr out until he was moving in a reaching lope, hoping she wasn't
overesimating his strength.

Thelight was dowly dying from a sky turned a muddy sorrel in the west, a bloody purple overhead.
The murky uncertain light made judgment of the surface a haphazard thing of guesses and hopes. She
rode as lightly as she could, baancing her weight to make it easier for the gyr. He was tiring. She was the
heaviest of them dl and when she looked back after a few moments, she could see the other gyori being
hed in to keep them behind her. She scowled, waved her am. No use trying to shout, no voice could
break through that roar. Come on, she thought a them, go by, fools, don't wait. She waved agan,
putting more energy and urgency in the sweep of her arm, pulled her gyr out of the lope into a jolting trot,
waved agan, relaxed a little when Wakille and Linfyar went past, the packer following nose to tal.
Shadith rode dride for stride with Aleytys, shaped dow words with her lips and body. —Why? What
are you doing?—

Aleytysleaned down, stroked her hand over the laboring shoulder of her weary gyr, straightened and
mouthed some words to Shadith—He's tiring— She shaped the words dowly, carefully, saw Shadith
frown. —I can try fixing thet, but you go ahead.— Shadith glanced over her shoulder, shuddered, then
looked despair a Aleytys. —Go.— Aleytys stabbed her hand urgently toward the other riders. Findly,
sheking her head, Shadith loosed the rein a bit and took off after them.

Aleytys looked back, the dark line was thicker and blacker. She urged the groaning beast faster,
reached and began to feed energy into him, washing away the poisons of fatigue, replenishing the energy
he' d expended, feeding the power carefully; she could start him burning away muscle tissue and tear him
gpart with excess force if she didn’'t keep the inflow balanced. She focused dl her will on him, got into
the rhythm of the feed and relaxed a little, then she couldn’t keep from looking over her shoulder. The
line was huge and black and getting higher and coming faster and faster. She could see it moving now,
coming like a great broad ram, she couldn’'t even see the sides, it filled the horizon on both sdes of her.
“Ay-madar,” she gasped. She wrenched her eyes from the wave and turned hersdf to look ahead at the
causaway.

The other riders were dark fuzzy shapes in the sunsat murk. She thought she saw Shadith looking
back at her. In case it was s0, she waved a hand a her. Or maybe Shadith was looking a the wave.

On and on. Nightmare. They were forced to go dower as the sun sank below the horizon. The gloom
meade footing treacherous, dong with dippery moss, broken paving, the gaps here and there, the patches
of dinging brambles, the razor-edged shells. Nightmare. Heaing a a wak, sandpaper on the nerves. On
and on. Gdloping over the few patches that the starblaze showed comparatively free of traps, waking



agan, forcing the reluctant beasts through thick patches of bramble, on and on, until the whole world
seemed to shake and the noise was a thousand hammers beeting on them, a noise so pervadve it was
around them as solid as the air damming againg them. Letting the gyr run on his own, she looked back.

The great wdl was broken, filled with glassy green-gray spaces interrupted with vens of foam,
broken againg the land, broken into huge boulder-sized fragments, but coming on, sweeping on in its
broken might, unstoppable and terrible. Therr flight was hopeless, no way were they going to outrun the
mongter, but they kept riding, every meter gained a meter more of hope.

On and on, drowning in noise, gyori staggering with weariness and the uncertain footing, then the
water was &t their heds about to crash into them.

And Harskari was out, the diadem was dhrieking with the drain of power and Harskari was holding
them dl safe in a bubble of something. And the shell she wove about them, a flickering gimmering gold
sphere, that sphere rode the turbulent water. On and on, dowing gradudly as the water findly began to
dow and fdl away. And the dide back began, faster and faster the water went back to the sea bottom,
the elaborate dance of the tsunami dowing and dowing, fdling avay. With a last burst of power,
Harskari shifted the sphere back over the causaway, then it popped! and Harskari was blown out like a
candle flame and Aleytys was shivering convulsvely with a weakness thet left her with no grip in her arms
or legs, with a mind that flittered about like the bits of light from a glitter bal turning in some cheap and
gaudy paace of the dance. Her mount sumbled as the bubble dropped him into the foot or more of
water dill on the causeway. With neither mind nor strength enough to ding, she let the lurch didodge her.
She was fdling. Fdling into darkness. She didn’'t hear the splash as she splatted face down into the filthy
water. She didn’t fed the cold singing brine that closed over her.

VIlI. On The Road To Sil Evareen At Last

Shadith had no time to catch her breath. When the bubble collgpsed; dumping them into the last
weak surge of the tsunami, she was too busy holding onto screaming gyori threstening to bolt in blind
panic, maybe taking them off the causaway into the river, drowning them dl. Dimly she heard Wakille
curang as he jerked & the rein of his packer, in a panic hmsdf at the thought of losng everything that
might help them survive the hardships ahead, heard him muttering resentfully about being stripped of his
possessions, curdng Aleytys, blaming her for his losses, never himsdf, never his decison to tag dong
when he wasn't wanted; she seethed with resentment as she fought to hold onto Sx dippery rebeling
minds. Controlling al sx was beyond her, but she rotated her hold rgpidly from one to the other,
damping them in place long enough for the panic to run down. They were placid, amiable creatures in
ordinary circumstances and as the circumstances around them became more ordinary, they quieted
rapidly.

She was too busy to see Aleytysfdl, but when she heard a double splash she looked around. Linfyar
hed dumped himsdf off his mount and was sguatting in the water holding Aleytys's head up agang his
shoulder. He couldn’t turn her over, he hadn’t srength enough for that, but his .hands were locked in her
har and he was holding her head out of the water. Shadith finished with the gyori, then did down and
splashed over to him, scowling, wondering why Wakille hadn’t done anything to save Aleytys, he had to
know how dependent they dl were on her strength and her tdents, besides, she'd saved his life back
there when the outcasts had staked him out to drown, now he was letting her drown. Gratitude, she
fumed, that’ s dl it's worth. He sat on his gyr, watching with a detached fant interest that made her want
to kick him. “What do you think you're doing?’ she yeled a him, then kndt beside Linfyar and pressed
trembling fingers beneath the clean line of Aleytys's jaw, let out the breasth she hadn’'t known she was
holding when she fdt the strong steady throb. She amiled at Linfyar, never mind he couldn’t see it, knew
the amile was in her voice when she spoke. “Good job, Linfy. She owes you her life” She fdt the
pleasure and pridein hislaugh, enjoyed for a moment her own rdief, then looked ruefully at the long dim



body clad dill in the trand ucent—now transparent—undershirt and pants. Sim but too heavy for her and
Linfyar to get back on the gyr. She eased the body over, brushed the sodden red hair off the face. It had
gone dack, the mouth hung open, the skin had logt its golden velour ook and even in this darkness had a
chdky palor that frightened her.

She looked around. Wakille sat watching them, his face logt in the murk except for an occasond
gleam of eye-white. “What are you doing? Get over here and hdlp us, trader.”

He sat without moving for what seemed to Shadith an eternity, then swung siffly down and splashed
through the receding water, stopped behind her. “Is she dead?’

“Fool! Would | bother if she was” Rdief that she was't made Shadith’s voice louder and harsher
than she intended. “Hedp us get her on that gyr. Bdly down, | supposeit'll have to be. Wdl?’

“You take her legs, leave me the head and shoulders,” he said amiably enough.

Together they fought the limp awkward burden up and over the saddlepad. Shadith frowned. Aleytys
looked both uncomfortable and precarious hanging that way. It couldn’'t be good for her. But when
Wakille came with alength of rope to tie her hands and feet, she rgjected that with considerable passion.
He shrugged and went to his gyr, mounted with some difficulty—they were dl close to the limits of ther
srength— and waited, his body shouting his refusdl to take any responghility for this expedition. It said if
| weren't too tired right now, I'd abandon the lot of you to your probably miserable fate. Shedith
glared a his back then cdmed down. Y ou're imegining things, she told hersdf.

Linfyar stood beside her, shivering, his soft fur clumped and matted by the damp. “Can you ride by
yoursdlf, Linfy, or do you want to come up with me?’

Hestantly Linfyar held out his hand. The thin trembling fingers were hot and frall agang Shadith’'s
pam. She touched his face. Fever, she thought, another thing on my head. Resenting dl the pulls that
demanded she take responghility for them, resenting Aleytys for being unconscious when she was
needed, resenting Wakille for meking problems he had no business meking, she svung Linfyar up onto
her gyr, mounted behind him. She saw Wakille gazing at her, his face a pale round in the dark. The buzz
of the insects was loud and congtant, clouds of them hovered about the gyori and the riders, settled in
every opening, crawled on every available surface. It was dmaost too much. But there was no one dsg,
0 she gritted her teeth, straightened her back and looked around. The dust cloud from the distant
eruption dimmed and reddened the sarlight, the moon wasn't up yet, so there was little she could see.
The water was dill receding, running out between the holes of the railing. Snakes, she thought, sure to be
snakes. God knows what else is crawling around up here. “Wekille”

He said nothing. She fdt him resdting her, paying her back for times on the idand when she'd told
him to keep his hands to himsdf, for the time he caught her bathing and she had to knee her way free of
him, for the time she'd lost her temper and told Aleytys about his pestering and what happened to him
then. She held back the words that waited to snap off her tongue. Right now she needed him, no matter
how intensdy she resented that need.

“Ride point,” she said, ordering him, not asking him because she knew he'd take pleasure in denying
her evenif it

hurt him too. “Ware snakes and other jokers. And keep us clear of traps.”

For a moment she thought he was going to refuse after dl. “How far?’ he sad findly.

“Till you find a place we can camp without getting esten dive or overgrown with fungus. How the hell
do | know how far?’

“Whet about her?’

“Either she wakes or she doesn’t. The camp’s the thing. We got no choice, trader. No place for us
round here.” She waved with irritation at the bugs swarming about her head. “Let’s get out of this, huh?’

Wakille svung around, started his gyr forward at awalk.

On and on, dowly and painfully, Wekille waning them when there were problems ahead, sweeping
snakes and other crawlers out of their path with Aleytys's metad-shod gtaff. He'd produced that from
somewhere, gartling Shadith who thought they’d left it on the idand as excess weight. The moon came
up after an hour of fumbling through darkness thick enough to cut and helped alittle to light the way, a full
moon, bloody with the dust across its face.



The city ruin was a blur ahead of them, outlines gradudly sharpening until the towers loomed dark
and eerie above them. The causeway began to dant upward. The gyr Shadith rode groaned and
sumbled and stood with its head hanging. She sghed and did from the saddlepad, feding not much
better off hersdf. She hedtated, then patted Linfyar's thigh and told him to stay on. Ahead, Wakille
dismounted aso and started leeding his gyr.

They went up dowly, dumsly, the gyori reluctant but gill moving, inch by inch they went up that long
grade that was only onein eght but in their present condition dmaost too much for them. Broken buildings
were scabs on the left of the road and on the right of the road and the stench was drangling. Shadith
could hear amdl indeterminate sounds, cresking noises, heavy plashes as they curved deeper and
deeper into the city and the towers began interfering with the sweep of the wind. The gyori shuffled on,
Shadith shuffled on, tense and aware that even a ghost would be too much for her to contend with now.
A shred of ectoplasm—her lips twitched into a grimace that tried to be a smile—even aflick of nothing
like that would knock her flat.

On and on, one hour crawled past, then another as they findly crawled out past the dead towers of
the dead city’s center and into the ruins of smdl houses and other structures beyond. The land was risng
to meet the road and a few of the * houses on the dope were dmog intact but Wekille didn’t stop and
Shadith didn't bother asking him why. She was as reluctant as he to face whatever made the vines sway
in the windows of those dwelings. Then they were out of the city. There were grass, trees, bushes
growing thickly, crowding in on the road ahead of them. Shadith saw those trees with intense rdief and a
weaknessin the knees that made her wonder if she could manage to reach that inviting patch of moonlit
grass just before the grove began. The end in Sght undermined her grim concentration on continuing to
wak and made continuing ten times the struggle it had been before.

But she did reach it and saw with pleasure that the grass was heavy with dew. This meant no hauling
water for the gyori, the dew was enough for them to get by on until morning. Indeed morning couldn’t be
that far off though the precise amount of time it had taken to come from the coast to this point seemed
whally beyond her ability to cdculate. It fdt like a week, mugt have been severd hours. She found”
hersdf sumbling the last few steps beside an impetient gyr, going over and over this asif this was the only
important thing left in the world. The gyr bumped into her as he stepped dumsly off the roadway and
began ripping up great chunks of that dewy succulent grass.

She pulled her hands hard down her face, rubbed at her eyes, stared a the grass and tried to find the
ladt bit of strength in a body that threatened to fold under her.

She went to the gyr with Aleytys dill draped across his back, cupped her hand dong the side of
Aleytys s face, lifted the heavy head, the sweat-ticky har dropping to curl about her wrigt. She stared at
it a moment. ‘A bracelet of bright hair about the bone,” she thought, blinked. Where did that come
from? Oh god, my brain’s mush. She let the head fal back went round behind the gyr and wrapped her
ams about Aleytys's hips, pulled her off the gyr with a desperate lurching rug, fdl with her onto the
grass. The dew struck cold into her. She coughed. / hope Aleytys can cure the common cold, she
thought and giggled, the giggle breaking into another cough. She pushed Aleytys off her and went to help
Wakille unrall the groundsheet.

When they had Aleytys wrapped in a blanket and Linfyar tucked up next to her, Shadith straightened
and stood rubbing at her back. “We should stand watch,” she said dowly. “No tdling what's out there
wanting to eat us” She amiled wearily a him. “At the moment | wouldn't care much if something did try
to eat me. You?’

Wakille yawned and didn’t bother covering the gape. He svung his blanket around him. “Me? I'm
going to deep a week. Mangxi’s twenty demons ssomp any fool who tries waking me” He went to his
knees, fussed a bit with the blanket, rolled about until he was stisfied, then went ill. A moment later
Shadith heard a soft snore.

She untied the strap to her blanket roll, snapped the blanket out, hesitated. She turned in a dow
circle To the south, the dty was a dark blotch outlined againg the dimmed blaze of the stars. To the east
there were more trees, here and there among them glimmers of white, ruins of fancy houses, she thought,
riverfront property. It doesn’t seem to change world to world, well, not domed cities, but on oxygen



worlds like this whatever the species, the privileged have the air and the sunlight and the
riverview. She flipped the blanket about, knowing she’'d make the same choice if she wanted to settle
anywhere and had the money for it. Which | certainly don't have. Never been this broke | can
remember. She grinned. Except the day | was born. About the same thing, | suppose. | think I'd
better settle on Wolff if anywhere. Has its problems, but it'll never have too many people and the
ones it’s got are too bloodyminded to admit anyone could be better than them. | wonder if Lee will
settle there. She's got a nesting look about her. Not me. Wonder what the lifespan is on this body.
She smiled and turned a little more. Thick trees to the north. Forests on this world seem to have
nasty secrets, wonder if thisis the same. | should be deeping. I’'mtoo tired to deep. Can't find the
stop-switch. She waked past the grazing gyori to the shdlow biuff and stood looking down at the great
river. Two-three kilometers wide. Hope we don't have to try crossing that. No way, unless some
natives are running a ferry. She stretched, yawned. It was getting cold. Heading into winter. Front
must be passing through. Rain? No clouds, not yet anyway. Could be it's going to stay clear a
while. She shivered. Lee, you better wake in the morning. My throat feels like something with a lot
of teeth and claws died there. And Linfyar ... | hope you're with us tomorrow, healer. Besides,
Wakille's getting snarky again. Thank god, he's such a little creep. Strong though. Lot stronger
than this body. Hey, Shadi, it's your body now, get used to that. And take care of it. You're stuck
with it. A corner of her mouth curled up as she thought of the body she'd redly like to have. Aleytys's.
But that was impossble and she might as well be satisfied with the one she had, she'd asked for it, no,
demanded it. Time to forget what was and get on with what is. She stretched out on the pladic, the
blanket tucked around her, beginning to rdax as she grew warmer. Her last thought was about Swartheld
and joining him once she got back to Wolff.

Shadith woke with a feding of urgency, great danger, lay very 4ill in the blanket’ s warmth holding her
breething steady. Cautioudy she opened her eyes.

Wakille was bending over Aleytys, his hands about her throat.

With a surge of desperate energy dredged up from she didn’'t know where, she was on her feet the
blanket dropping away, launching a kick that tumbled him away from the inert body he crouched over.
Then she was ganding between him and Aleytys, the zd knife in her hand gleaming like ivory in the long
ligt of the early sun. His eyes on the knife, Wakille got carefully to his feet, stood without moving, the
dappled |eaf-shade playing over his face as the morning breeze stirred the branches over his head. When
he spoke, his voice melded oddly with the wind until it seemed the wind not he spoke the words.

“You saw her back there)” it said. “You saw the diadem. The RMoahl diadem, little savage. You've
got no idea what wedth that means. Off this cursed world and living high the rest of your life, everything
you ever wanted, everything you ever could want. And power. Who are you, little savage? What are
you? So what if she saved your life You aren't lovers, I'd know that. There's some tie between you, |
don't know what it is, but think. Friends and lovers, little savage, they’re easy enough to find out there if
you've got wedth enough. Don't be a fool and let a splendor out of your life Whatever you owe her,
you've repaid her a dozen times over. Look at her, she's worse than dead in this State, a vegetable, not a
person; help me release her fromthet ....”

The voice went on and on, searching out her weaknesses, but that was the least part of what he was
doing. She fdt warm touches in her mind, touches that gently and steedily leached away her anger, or
rather turned that anger from him onto Aleytys, touches that searched out and enhanced the resentments
she aready felt—and was ashamed of—and tickled away that shame. Wakille, the trader, working at his
top, seducing her as much with his mind manipulations as with his words, which were after dl just the
pant on the surface, patidly there as a distraction from what he was doing in her head, not from any
great hope he could talk her around, though he might think he could do that too since he was ignorant of
some very important details about her rdaionship with Aleytys. And he was succeeding to some extent,
digracting her from her focus on him into thinking about that relationship, the years of give and take, of



generosity given and regiven, of learning to hold Aleytys dear, very dear. She wondered if Harskari had
known that passionate consuming commitment to Swartheld and hersdf and thought perhaps she had.
Perhaps it was a necessary thing for those prisoners of the diadem to be able to love the bearer,
necessary in order to endure the intimacy of the connection. We' ve dl been lucky, she thought, one after
the other, in the bearers the diadem found. She blinked and looked a him. No, she told hersdlf. No.

Without thinking about it, without giving im any warning, she collapsed and lay on the clean smdling
grass, her forehead resting on a forearm, her head tucked into the curl of that aam, her other hand
pressed againg her ear asif she could no longer bear to ligen to his words. He came closer. She could
hear the scrape of his boots on the tough plagtic as he walked around her and stood beside Aleytys. He
kept taking, the same soft amooth tones, kept pressing a her—but now she ignored both the words and
the attempted manipulation of her mind, gathered her tdent and drove into Aleytys's body, the body she
knew better than the one she wore now. She settled into that mind, gtifling her doubts about the right she
had to do this, took hold in that body. The body came onto its feet with a surge of strength and potency
thet startled Shadith as much asiit terrified Wekille.

She looked through Aleytys's eyes and saw Wakille legp back, eyes wide, mouth open in a dlent
scream, terror turning the round face ugly. Too frightened to use his taent to read what was happening,
Wakille ran full out to the gyori and vanished among them, reappearing a moment later on the strongest of
the beasts, dready saddled with bulging saddlebags. Ready for flight before he started on Aleytys. Once
he got the diadem off her, he wasn't about to encumber himsdf with a girl and a blind boy, he was going
to abandon them with the corpse. She watched him flee into the forest, too bound in Aleytys's body to
stop him. And she didn’t dare release it, not until she could be sure he wasn't coming back.

When she could no longer hear the sound of the gyr’s hooves she closed Aleytys's eyes but kept her
body standing for a moment until she was sure of what she was doing, then she sat the body down and
with a continuation of that movement, laid her on her back. Shadith sat up, rubbed a her temples. A lot
harder than riding bird brains and prodding them a bit now and then, doing this from the outsde. She
leaned over, her face inches from Aleytys s “Harskari,” she shouted. “Moveit, old witch. Chase her out.
Dammit | need her hdp.” She swallowed, rubbed at her throat. Her voice was dissppearing fast. “Linfy is
sck and | don't fed so bright mysdf.” Her croak traled off as Aleytys lay like a corpse. Linfyar, she
thought. She reached over Aleytys and turned back the blanket. He was very ill, shrunken, pitiful. For
an indant she thought he was dead. She bent lower and

heard the soft scrape of his breath. She fdt weak with rdief. She touched his cheek. Hot. The fever
dill burned in him. He looked miserable, his soft fur matted, roughed, his breathing hoarse and panful.
Tiny fragile creature. She pulled the corner of the blanket over him, then sat on her heds, contemplating
the inert body stretched out before her. No use trying to dap or shake her awake, not if a little srangling
hed no effect. “I swore | wouldn't .... Twice in one day. Hel, Lee”” She shut her eyes and invaded the
brain again, shouting as she moved about in it, prodding and jerking a every nerve she ran across until
ghe fdt a sudden blast of presence. She jerked away.

Aleytys sat up. “Ay-Madar, Shadi. What the hdll did you think you were doing?’

“Waking you up. | did, didn't 17’

“Thet you did.” Aleytys moved her shoulders, frowned and touched her throat. “What happened?’

“The wave hit us. You remember that?’ Shadith swalowed, amiled a Aleytys as she too rubbed at
her throat. When Aleytys nodded, she went on, spesking dowly, hoarsdly. “You and Harskari, you
dumped us on the causeway and you crashed. Bugs driving us crazy, wet dl around, we couldn’'t stay
there. Linfy was feverish and | didn’'t fed so good either. You think your throat’s bad.” She grimaced.
“Ligen to me croak.”

Aleytys nodded. “I'll take care of that if you want.” She looked around. “You said Linfy was sick.
Where is he?’

“That lump beside you. HE' s not so good but dive, just adeep.”

Aleytys touched her throat. “1 don’t fed sick, just sore.”

“You redly don't know?’

“Know what?’



“Diadem put on some show, like the other time. And Wakill€ s a man who knows a treasure when
he sees one. Woke awhile ago and he was doing his best to strangle you. He had to figure this was his
best chance for akilling—in both senses of the word. You dead, no more a danger to him, he gets back
a you for dl the times you put him down, the diadem drops off into his hands—you know, I'd bet
anything he knew about it dl dong and came with us on the off-chance he'd get a hack a it—then he
rides off and leaves us, me and Linfyar, to get on how we can. But | woke a hit too soon, good of
premonition kicking me out of my nice comfortable deep. | take my turn kicking him off you, then he
garts sdling me on heping him do you. He's something, could sl teeth to a tyrannosaur. When he was
playing me, | started not knowing up from down, so | jumped into you—I know | swore | wouldn't do
thet, | don't like it, but this was an emergency if there ever was one—I jumped into you and got you up
on your feet fast. And he took off like twenty devils were biting at him.” She shook her head. “Took dl |
hed to keep you on your feet.” She frowned. “He's not going to give up, bet you.”

“I know.” Aleytys closed her eyes, yawned, ran her hand through her har. “I'm drained, Shadi.
Don't know if | could raise enough comph to light a match.” She pushed the hair off her face. “All right.
Suppose you check what our little friend has left us while | see what | can do with the imp.” She went
over onto hands and knees, turned round until she was looking down on Linfyar, sraightened until she
was Stting on her hedls. As Shadith went off to look for the saddiebags and the rest of the gear, Aleytys
was turning back the blanket.

When Shadith came back with her meager gleanings, Linfyar was Stting up and tumning his head
about, his ears quivering, hislips quivering as he probed about him.

Aleytys lay on her back, staring up at the cloudless sky, hands laced behind her head. She looked
tired and depressed. Shadith wondered what she was thinking but didn't redly want to know, right now
anyway, she had enough with her own problems. She dumped her armload on the plagtic. “This is about
it”

Aleytys turned her head, then pushed reluctantly up until she was stting cross-legged, shoulders
dumped. She yawned. “Looks like he pretty wel cleaned us out.”

“Looks like” Shadith dropped beside Aleytys and began picking through the odds and ends
discarded by Wakille when he'd stuffed his own saddlebags. A few lengths of cord, three pots, a moldy
dab of dried figh, a ripped bladder of nut flour. “He took both bows, the staff—yeah, | know, but he
brought

it with him, don’t ask me why. All the arrows. The lagt of the trailbars. All the cha we had left, worms
edt hismean little soul.”

“We dill have this” Aleytys groped among the blankets and came, up with the pocketed belt,
dapped it down beside Shadith. “He had it off me, but | suppose you scared him into forgetting it.”

“Midress” Linfyar's voice was sweet and coaxing. “I’'m hungry.”

Shadith started; she'd forgotten him in her irritation at Wakille. No longer anger, just afeding she'd
like to swat him as she would a pesky fly. She sivung around, amiled at the boy. “Aren’'t we dl. Tdl you
what, Linfy. Seeif you can sun us a couple birds for breakfast.”

Aleytys made a quick little sound that was a bitten-off protest, but said only, “Stay away from the
river, imp. You fdl in that, neither of us could fetch you out.”

They watched him trot off. Aleytys rubbed at her forehead. “ Seen any of Esgard’s Sgns?’

“Not likdy, isit” Shadith tossed the dab of moldy fish into the shade under the trees and began
packing the things she thought worth keeping into a pair of saddlebags. “Got the hatchet too, damn him.
We're redly going to missthat.” She looked around. “He get off with your knife?’

Aleytys yawned. “Um. No. Sl inits sheath.”

“That's a hdp.” She chuckled. “Means you get to hunt up wood to cook the birds Linfy’s going to
bring us” She ran her thumb dong the split in the bladder. “Needle and thread?’

Aleytys yawned again. “1 can't remember ever being thistired.”” She scooped up the bet and began
pulling it through her fingers until she found the pocket she wanted. “Here” She hdd out the miniature
sewing kit, then went back to fiddling idly with the belt.

Shadith opened the kit and began poking the end of a thread at a needl€'s eye. “Damn. Ah. Got it.”



She cut off the thread, twisted a knot into the end and began repairing the rip in the bladder. “Where do
we go from here?’ Her hands went ill a moment as she looked over her shoulder a Aleytys.

Aleytys had a map unfolded, resting it on her thighs. “Follow this road north. Fed around,” she said
absently. “Look for Esgard’s Sgns” She dapped the map back into its folds, tossed the amdl square a
Shadith, then stretched out on the groundsheet, hands under her head again. “Esgard drew a cirde
around the headwaters of this river. Way north of here, takesin some thousands of hectares.” She patted
ayawvn. “Where he said he was headed.” She stopped tdking, lay breasthing deeply, hdfway on to
desping.

Shadith cleared her throat. “ Before you get too comfortable, we need wood. It's your knife”

“Mmmm.”

“And you better gir your head alittle and keep watch for Wakille. He took both bows, remember.”

“Mmmm. | don't fed like moving.”

“l notice.”

“Hah.” Groaning and moving with exaggerated care, Aleytys got to her feet. She stood a moment
beside Shadith, tuming in adow circle, adight frown pulling her brows together. Then she shook hersdf
out of her reverie, scooped up the belt and dapped it around her middle. As she worked the buckles, she
sad, “Linfy’s coming. He went overboard a bit, got half a dozen birds. You're right, time | got busy.”

They followed the road which followed the river north, riding through huge ancient riveroaks and
amdler more anonymous trees, low-lying brambles that rioted through clearings and encroached on the
road until at times the gyori were doing a twidy dance, picking through the tangle of thorny shoots.
Where the sun reached the brambles, they were thick with amdl sweet bluishred berries, a very
welcome supplement to ther diet of fish and birds and amdl mammals

They started late and stopped early, forced to live off the land. Linfyar grew very good a sunning
the beasts that seem to litter the ground under the trees, amdl furries of assorted kinds that roasted up
wel enough on the improvised spits they had to use. Though there was no pressure from hunger

or even time, Aleytys quickly began feding uneasy and her spirits remained low mogt of the time
during the ride. It was the emptiness of the land that bothered her. Emptinessin fullness There was much
life here, hedthy life with little of the lingering contamination of the other continent. But man in any of his
forms was missng. They rode through what could pass for virgin wilderness—except for the road they
followed and the others that split off from it. It fet strange and unnaturd to her, but insengbly she began
to relax her vigilance. All of them began to ride through the land as if it belonged to them, even Shadith,
though she fussed over the posshility of Wakille waiting in ambush somewhere ahead. She mind-rode
birds a intervds the firg two days, sending them drding low over the road ahead, then back dong it,
searching for the little man. But she saw nothing of him and worried at thet, trying to figure out where
he! d gone and why she couldn’'t get asmdl of him. By the afternoon of the third day she wasn't bothering
anymore. She settled into the tranquility of the land, rdaxing into that sense of the emptiness around them
that gave them at least the illuson of security.

Wakille had vanished into the distance, too frightened to come near them. Apparently too frightened.
Aleytys fdt an itch between her shoulderblades that told her not to beieve it, but it was hard to
remember the danger as the tranquil days cycled past, unchanging except for the growing chill in the
mornings and the amdl of autumn in the air. Whenever she thought of him, though, she was troubled. Up
to this point Wolff had protected her, Wolff and before that her disappearance into the vastness of space.
She was too wel known to do that now. It seemed to her Wakille was only the first she'd have to watch
for now, there' d be more &fter the diadem, tougher than Wakille would ever think of being. She pressed
her lips together, scowling at the flicking ears of her gyr. Vrithian. Her refuge? She laughed adoud but
wouldn't explain when Shadith asked her what was funny. Refuge. Everything she'd learned so far about
the Vrya made Vrithian look like the kind of refuge a spider offered a fly. They went after things like the
diadem, her Vryhh kindred. And they’ d be the worst she’ d ever have to face if she was right about them,



fighting her with her own weapons. She probed tentatively for Harskari, but found no sgn of her and
gave that up for the moment.

On the fourteenth day the trees thinned, there were wide stretches of open grass and patches of bald
ground showing pae through the litter of old leaves. About mid-afternoon Aleytys pulled her gyr to a
stop and looked down a steep crannied bluff into a river winding in from the east to join the one they
were following. At one time there must have been a bridge here, but it was so long gone there waan't a
trace of it left. She scowled at the wide expanse of water. Not a chance of fording it. It was nearly as
wide and powerful as theriver it joined.

Aleytys did off her gyr and went to stand a the edge of the bluff. “Far as we go thisway,” she said.

“Looks like” Shadith dismounted and stood beside her.

Linfyar said nothing. He cared little which way they went. He was happy with this life and as long as
they were around to scare away the demons of the night and the devils of the day, he was content.
Aleytys looked a hm and amiled. He was turning out better than she'd expected, taking earnest and
proud care of the gyori, taking intense but unvoiced pride in his role of hunter and provider. The fretful
crudty of theidand had vanished asif it had never existed.

“What now?’

“Tun east until we can get across. Then dog back.” She pulled the bet around, flipped open a
pocket and took out the map. As she shook it open, she said, “I was hoping for some kind of bridge.”

“Way the luck fdls” Shadith did off her mount, came to lean againgt Aleytys s arm and look down at
the map. “What's that?” She scratched lightly at a dark line crossing the river some distance inland.
“Looks to me like that’s your bridge.”

“Mmm.” Aleytys frowned at the map. “Five or 9x hours' ride, at least. We ve got time to make it by
sundown if it still there. Better get started.” She looked around at the grazing gyori. “Where' s Linfy?’

Shadith went back adong the road afew steps. “Gone hunting, | suppose. | don't see him or hisgyr.”

“He worries me when he goes off like that, he’ s il a baby, Shadi.”

“Yah, Mama. Don't let your maternd habits get out of hand. I’ ve seen that glint in your eye when you
look a me. | know I'm only afew years older than him.”

“A few millennia” Aleytys dapped the map back into its folds. “All right. | know what you mean.
Damn, that's awhole day logt.”

“Wl, no one here sin dl that much of a hurry. Though to say true, I'll be glad to get off this world.
I'm tired of it. Wonder what Swartheld's doing now. Hope he left some way for me to get in touch with
him”

Aleytys looked sharply at her, then shoved the map back into its pocket with unnecessary force and
had trouble sngpping the flap down. “We Il worry about that when we get finished here” She looked at
the sun again, a gesture since she didn't redlly see it. “We need dl the time we can get. Find the brat, will
you?”
“Why not.” Shedith swung up onto the saddlepad, settled hersdlf, smoothed her hand back over her
hair; it had grown hdf an inch and the curls were looser and heavier. “You're going to have to ded with
that sometime, you know. Never mind. I'm going since you're in a mood.” She kicked her mount into a
trot and vanished quickly into the trees. Aleytys heard her dternating between whistle talk and shouts for
Linfyar to get back to them.

She sat down on the grass and looked out over theriver to the forest beyond, tdl dark trees like the
ones behind her. The wind was blocked by a thick stand of brush, the sun was hot on her face. She
stretched out on her somach ligening to Shadith’s whistles and the low pleasant hum around her. Shadith
was right, she had to wipe out that possessiveness or she'd wreck everything. She drifted into a drowsy
half-deep, fragmentary images passing through her mind, drifted in a sort of timedess trance—until the
brush shadow moved across her face and she redized suddenly that too much time had passed and the
only things she heard now were the forest sounds.

Sherolled over and pushed up, sat rubbing at her temples, glanced a the sun, her eyes widening as
she saw a least an hour had passed snce Shadith had gone hunting for Linfyar. She jumped to her feet
and stabbed a probe into the forest.



Touched alargelifeform. A gyr. Close. Her own mount. She probed farther. Nothing. Driven by an
impulse she didn’'t stop to examine, she kicked off her boots and started waking dowly back dong the
road, her feet dlent on the paving, the sun that trickled through the canopy hot on her head and
shoulders, the shadow patterns of the wind-teased leaves dancing in front of her. Sll nothing. She
stopped waking. Linfyar would have gone off the road to hunt. No use going any farther like this
Stretching her senses in a wide delicate web, she went questing cautioudy into the forest, sck with the
redization that she’d been aimindly careless, that she'd let the tranquil sameness of the days seduce her
into a dream of security. It was Wekille, she knew that without needing more proof than the slence
around her.

She eased up to one of the huge old trees, the acrid woody amdl of the bark sharp in her nodtrils,
usudly a pleasant enough odor but too sirong now, didiracting her. She crouched in the space between
swollen roots and tried to ignore the ache under her ribs, swept the fragile probe carefully north to south,
moving out from the roadway, coming back to it as far south as she could reach. Nothing. She rubbed a
her forehead. Wakille was strong. He was hiding them. But there had to be a due they were the bait in
his trap. She knew he fdt her searching; he was waiting for her to come on deeper into the trees. She
mede the sweep again, dower thistime. Again nothing.

But at one place there seemed to her to be an excess of that nothing, an absence of life fires that
could be unnaturd, like locating a planet by watching the stars it occulted. Subtle bait for a trap. She
swept again. Sl there, that emptiness. Heat began to bail in her a growing anger that he dared attack her
companions, friends. She clamped down hard on it, as afrad of it as she was afrad for Shadith.
Harskari, she whigpered into the red darkness of her head. It's happening again. No answer. She hadn't
redly expected one. She tightened her shidd. In that at least she was as strong as he was.

A shadow in shadows, she drifted toward the emptiness, moving in a loose uneven spird, zagging this
way and that to avoid the brambles and dead weeds, twigs and dry grasses that littered the forest floor,
anything that would make a

noise. Practice, much practice, bunting in the Wildlands with Grey, hunting with ding and stones so
they had to get close without spooking ther prey. A kill she was glad of now because the game she
stalked was far more dangerous than any of Wolff's predators. And he knew she was coming.

She rounded her lagt arc, started dodng on the slence. She could dmost andl Wakille, as if he
exuded a musk, a thick aily stench of danger. Still nothing. All that was imagination. Nothing. Nothing.
Where is he, may his hair fdl out and his tongue grow worms. Where is he? If he's hurt Shadith or
Linfyar .... Rage threatened to erupt through her. She swayed to a stop and throttled it back, too
digracting, too betraying.

Ahead, dust motes danced in fans of light coming between the great trees. A dearing of some kind.
She moved on, ghosting in a wobbly cirde round the dearing, searching the trees as she passed them.
Nothing. Asfar as she could tel, no little man perched on a limb waiting to leap on her. She dipped on,
keeping to the shadows, trying to avoid even the faintes whisper of a sound, knowing he could fed her,
hoping he was unable to locate her very precisely. Ahead, a giant had toppled some years ago and was
in the process of rotting back into the soil. She eased into the shadow of the great round of straggling
roots and of the amdl tree growing among them. Keeping low she moved her head until she could see
into the clearing.

She froze, clamped down the fury that threatened to erupt.

Shadith lay in a tumbled heap on the limp ydlow grass, a trickle of blood dried beside her mouth.
Linfyar crouched beside her, his head tied into a bag, his limiss bound tight againg his body in a position
that must have been increesingly panful as time passed. He was gtting very ill. At firs she didn't
understand, then she saw the loop of rope about his neck. If he moved, he tightened theat loop, srangling
himsdf. She pressed a hand hard over mouth and nose, sruggling to maintain her slence and control.
With deep anxiety she watched the thick dry grass beside the girl’s mouth. After a minute, she thought
she saw the grass move. It might have been the wind, she couldn’t tdll, but there was a chance Shadith
was dill dive. And because there was that chance she had to wak into Wakille' s trap. She stood and
walked into the clearing.



A blow. Arrow in her Sde.

Degpair, 0 intense shefdl to her knees, her mouth open but her throat locked. No sound.

Terror. She shook, sck with terror. Couldn't see anything. Shadith and Linfyar forgotten. Wakille
forgotten.

Fear and terror ralling over her like the tsunami, crushing her.

No resstance.

No use fighting.

Nothing.

A blow.

Pain and nausea.

An arrow in her back. Poison. Happened before hadn't it? Let it work. What's the use trying?
Nothing was worth this pain, there was no escaping the pain of living, of being who she was, the freak,
ugly, midit, no one redly wanted her, they al despised her, used her, threw her away when her
ussfulness was finished. Mud. Flthy haf-breed nothing. Rotten mother, went off and abandoned your
baby, whore, lie with anyone who'd lie hard enough to get round you, use you, throw you away. There's
no refuge for you ever, no place, you have no place. There is no meaning to your life, you're nothing, the
pattern of your lifeis not pattern only chaos and futility, only absurdity. You are nothing. Let it go. Let it
go now, be a peace.

Despair mdting her like wax.

And the rage she had fought to contral tore through her and exploded out of her.

She was on her feet, burning, screaming.

The trees drding the dearing burned. Like torches steeped in resin they burned, a circle of fire.

A shriek. Agony. A burning screaming thing fdl from atree, rolled over and over, afrantic firesqual,
whirling about and about the clearing.

Face contorted, burning awvay from the bone, Wakille rushed a her. With the last of his strength he
legped at her, ams terrible in thair srength closed about her and dung to her and the fire that ate his flesh
passed into hers and she was edting hersdlf.

She reveled in the pain, in the deanang fire. For an indant only. Before it shocked |oose the mountain
grl in her, the sturdy practical womean that remained after the high flights had ashed and her lunges into
ecstasy or despair had gabilized. She wanted to live. She would live

And she came to hersdf, burning, a charred corpse locked to her body by its death-grip, the forest
burning around her, grass and debris burning a her feet. Shadith and Linfyar burning.

With a croak of disgust and loathing, she tore Wakille from her and flung hm away, caled a dduge
of her black water, washed the fire from her body, pulled the arrows from her, heded the jagged
wounds. Breathing shdlowly, the air searing throat and lungs, she sumbled to Linfyar. She cut him loose,
jerked the bag off his head, cut away the gag. “Harskari,” she gasped, “Get your thumb out and shidd
=

A branch crashed behind her, its heat seared her. The grass was gone, fire had flashed it awvay and,
fud gone, had l&ft char behind. Linfyar was crying and dutching at her, so frightened he didn’t know what
he was doing.

Shadith lay as she' d lain when Aleytys firg saw her. Impatiently Aleytys tugged her hand free. Linfyar
seized it again and tried to dimb into her arms. Fear and need making her rougher than she thought, she
shoved him away and dropped beside Shadith. Sick with worry and doubt, she touched the girl.

Life Huttering fegbly under her hands. Like a sudden dash of ice water in the face, the rdief steadied
her. She forgot the chaos around her, forgot Linfyar, forgot Harskari, forgot everything but the fluttering
life under her hands. She did her fingers gently over the body, feding for the injuries.

Cracked skull, blood clot pressing on the brain. Puncture wound high on the shoulder near the neck,
bedly lacerated flesh there, more blood distending the flesh. Burns and internd bleeding.

Aleytys flattened her hands on the body, reached and poured energy into the body, powering the
flesh to repair itsdf, burning away the blood dogging the hollows under the bone, washing it out of the
battered flesh, simulating the marrow to replace what had been logt, pushing the broken bone of the skull



into place and knitting the bits together.

Shadith’s eyes opened. She blinked a few times. Aleytys sat back on her heds, naticing for the firg
time that the seering heet was gone. She could see trees like torches around the dearing but the ar was
cool around her. A tree leaned toward them, pressng down on an invisble barrier. In her head Harskari
chuckled. “What are you going to do when I’'m out, Lee?’

“Die, it looks like” Aleytys said. “Thanks, Mother.” Shedith sat up, looked around. “Wel! What
happened here?’

“You might say | was atrifle annoyed.” “You might at that. Where's Wakille, the litlle rat? “Roasted
rat.”

“Hunh. Can't say I'm sorry. Linfy?" Aleytys looked around. “I forgot. He should be dl right, but ....”

Linfyar was huddled as far as he could get from her Hill within the cool. She sghed. “Come here,
Linfy,” she said. He quivered but didn't move. “I’'m sorry | shoved you away, little imp, but Shadith was
near dying, do you understand? | couldn’t ded with you then and | had no time to explain.” She held out
her hand. “Come. You hurt. Let mefix it.” It wasn't the whole truth; she knew it and suspected he knew
it as well. Shadith was far more important to her than he was. If it came to a choice between them, he
was out. Sowly, rductantly, he crept toward her, twitched sharply as she touched him.

Shefdt that and regretted it but there was little she could do about it and she wasn't even sure she
much wanted to try. She reached, energized his body to hed itsdf, it only took a few minutes, then she
took her hand away and got to her feet. Shadith was standing, frowning & the fire that was beginning to
sweep away from them, driven by the wind out of the west. She bared her teeth in a brief nervous grin.
“Hope you never get that mad at me”

Aleytys shrugged, turned away. Over her shoulder she

sad, “Let’s get out of here” She scooped up Linfyar and began running toward the river road,
ignaring the pain of cinders scorching her bare feet, gppaled by the dead and smoking trees, the
scattered fires dill burning. Harskari held off the heat and smoke, pushed aside tongues of fire. The black
sretched on and on, then there was grass and bramble and trees whose leaves were withered by heat
but otherwise intact. She ran on until she reached the road, then stopped to hop from foot to foot as the
surge of need left her and the pain came back.

With what fdt like aSgh of weariness Harskari let the bubble collgpse. Hot ar Sammed into Aleytys
with aloud poof dmogt like a shout of laughter. Wakille's laughter. She set Linfyar down, stood on one
foot and brushed debris off the bottom of the other, windng at the sores in the tough surface. She sat
down &bruptly, feding curioudy wesk, as if she had been feeding off her own reserves rather than
reeching for the force she thought of as coming from outside, she only the conduit, the shaper. She
dghed, closed her eyes, but her feet were too sore to ignore longer, so she reached agan.

When she looked up, the sores patched over with new skin that would be tender for a time yet, she
saw Shadith coming aong the road, frowning. The girl stopped in front of her. “The gyori are gone” she
sad somberly. She dropped Aleytys s discarded boots on the grass beside her. “Thought you might want
these. Not asmdl of the beasts far as | could reach.”

“Hre” Aleytys said. “Damn.”

“Yah, running ahead of it, more' n likdy. Kilometers on and getting farther by the minute. What do we
do now?’

“Wekillel”

“Yéah, | know, worms eat him.” Shadith plopped down beside Aleytys. “What now?’

“Go on. Only now we wak. If thereé's nothing in Esgard’s circle, we come back, find oursdves
another idand.”

Shadith groaned. “ Another three months, more, god knows how long, on a damn idand scratching to
day dive”

“Jugt hope we do find Sl Evareen.”

“More n likdy that's smoke and dream. And Esgard is bones and scum, growing grasses out of his
eyes”

“Right now, way | fed, you're probably right. Ah, Shadi, why do | get usinto messes like this?’



“Hah. Don't ask me. Y ou wouldn't like the answer.”
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They walked east dong the river, kegping as close to it as they could. The bank was the same sort of
chdky bluff they knew from the days of riding dong the river road. The heat from the fire was dill
intense. Now and then tongues of it licked at them, but for the mogt part the great expanse of it was
ahead of them, speeding away from them driven by a heat-energized wind, leaving behind a smoldering
smoking deadness. Aleytys plodded dong the river bank, tired and depressed, sweeting, filthy with ash
and dust and debris from the whippy thickets of new growth going gold for the winter. The river bluff was
far too steep to negotiate except when they needed water and in sections the growth was thick enough to
force them into the cindery smolder. Linfyar whined and dung to Shadith, dung to Aleytys when Shadith
rebelled. Her scratches sung and itched, her bones ached with a weariness she wasn't used to and
couldn’t throw off, and the forest kept burning, death and destruction, dl her fault, her lack of control.
Oddly it was far easier to ded with the dead men in her past then it was to think about the beasts out
there, dying, hurt, or dangeroudy displaced. Madar be blessed, it was autumn and no helpless newborns
hed to be abandoned to the fire. She tromped aong morosdly, eyes on the ground, as miserable in mind
as she was in body.

Shadith caught a her arm. “Lee. Look.”

“At what?’ She tilted her head, stared up a the smoke darkening the sky, rubbing absently at her
upper arms as she findly managed to see what Shadith was trying to show her. The three of them stood
inagrassy open space, ash drifting gently about them. And in the white-gray-black seethe above them a
shimmering bubble hovered, twenty meters across, very fantly iridescent, as insubgtantia as a dream,
more so than some dreams that had plagued her. She wiped a the sweat and ash on her face, doing little
good, only smearing it more, wiped her hand down dong hip and thigh, leaving a smear of black on the
worn brown suede, annoyed at having to face strangers when she was such a mess. She looked a her
dirty hand, danted a glance a Shadith. “Looks like | lit us a beacon.”

Shadith nodded, then scowled resentfully at the bubble as it continued to hover and do nathing else,
meking no sgn that it saw them. “I don’t much like their manners. Not so friendly.” She absently patted
Linfyar, who had shuggled up close to her, his ears flickering, his mouth fluttering as he probed & the
clouds, trying to find for himsdf what they were taking about.

Aleytys Sghed. “I'm tired of this” She dropped to the grass, sat crosdegged, round-shouldered.
Slently she cdled Harskari, saw the ydlow eyes open dowly, weaily. “Be ready to screen us if they
attack.” Aloud she said, “Shut Linfyar up and st.”

Minutes passed. They sat without moving, without speaking, the three of them tired and gpprehensive
but mogt of dl just numb. Aleytys would not look at the bubble. It might be the finish of the long trek, it
might be nothing. It could open to them or leave when it was finished observing them. There was nathing
she could do ether way, nothing but St and wait and watch the smoke eddy over the blackened forest.

The sphere was drifting lower, weightless and uncertain as a soap bubble, yet purposeful. It hovered
before them not quite touching the rudling brambles that it crushed againg the ground, hushing thar
rudle, freezing their smdl flutters. A square opened in its Side, a bright insubgtantid ramp extruded from
the bottom of the square, flattening the grass close to where Aleytys sat.

A man stepped into the doorway, tal, spare, with a cut-glass beauty and fragility. Pale bloodless
skin, smooth and nearly tranducent. Pale bulging eyes, the green-gray-blue that lurks deep in clean ice.
Short hair, white as spun glass. Elongated hands. Silvergray tunic and trousers that hung smooth as
polished stone, gving little hint of the body benesath. His mouth was ddicady curved, pae pinkish
brown. He scarcely seemed to breathe, more not-there than present to dl Aleytys's senses but sght. For
amoment she wondered if this was an android or a holo. She rested her hands on her knees and sat
glent, waiting and bracing hersdlf for the ache in her head when the man findly spoke.

For some time it seemed neither would speak firgt but Aleytys wasin no hurry and was willing to wait
forever. Shadith was fidgeting and Aleytys could fed her fighting to hold her tongue. The man turned his



pae gaze on the girl, put pressure on her, but that merdy gtirred up Shadith’s stubbornness and she set
her lips and sat gimly slent, her narrow face as unreveding as she could make it.

Aleytys smiled.

The pale eyes returned to her. A long narrow hand lifted and fdl with a caculated grace. “Caran
tethy dun-ta,” he said, with a casuaness that she thought was intended to deny the test of wills he had
suddenly ended. “Thii tedhna lor-ta ka?’

She kept her face dill as the trandator pain bounced about insde her skull. “What are you, woman?’
(The word he used for femde person the trandator told her was a derogatory term with overtones of
intent to insult one into one's proper place in the chain of being, somewhere down among the animals))
“And wha are you doing here?” None of the inault wasin the man'slight tenor voice. She got to her feet
and stood looking up a him, throttling her irritation, thinking no more about her battered filthy
appearance. She amiled a him, tirred out of weariness and lethargy, energized by his unspoken disdain.
A hitchy amile, she knew that. And she enjoyed the flicker of resentment that tightened the lips of the
mean, the first visble reaction she'd forced from him. “I hunt,” she said.

“Those?’” He was looking a Shadith and Linfyar.

“Companionsin the hunt.”

“What do you hunt?’

Aleytys smiled but said nothing.

“That isyour doing?’ A graceful gesture that took in the smoldering blackness spreading south from
them.

“l was attacked.”

“There is no one on these Flains but you and your ... companions.” He hesitated on the last word
and gaveita

twid that spoke of contempt for her and for them. “Thisland is preserved pure.”

The corners of Aleytys's mouth twitched down into a quick wry grimace as she remembered the
Centa Zd's determination to purge the other continent of al but their own kind, and she supposed a few
breeding maes though she couldn’'t even be sure of that. She stared at the man and wondered what kind
of insanity had infected this world and driven the people to scourge themsdves off its surface leaving only
remnants behind, remnants that never increased because each devoted too much of its energies to
dedtroying the others. She smoothed her face. “Perhaps so, | couldn't say; aman came with us but let his
greed overcome his sense and attacked me.” She turned her head, looked a the charred trees. “1 was
irritated.” Then she wrinkled her nose and chided hersdf for turning that once-joke into fake, smug
deprecation.

A mustle a the corner of the man’s mouth twitched twice then smoothed away. “You hunt?” For the
fird time she noted a tremor in his voice and began to fed a bit better, more in control of the Stuation.

“l hunt amean caled Kenton Esgard.”

“You hunt a man here? | have said there are none here outsde of oursaves”

“Sl Evareen is here and Kenton Esgard came here” She spoke without hesitation or any sgn of her
doubts. “I seek Esgard, thus SI Evareen.”

“Why?

“Because | must. Why dse? Look a me”

“Why must you?’

“Thet, goodman” (a word with connotations of amusement and faint dighting, not actudly insulting but
not far away), “ismy business not yours.”

The men stared down at her, protuberant eyes narowing a little as his thin white brows drew
together and a shdlow verticd wrinkle appeared in his smooth forehead. He let moments dip by. Aleytys
fdt hersdf tightening with a tendon she couldn't soothe away. Bastard, she thought. Her sense of
controlling the Stuation began to dip away but she didn't speak or move or change the dight amile on her
face or turn her gaze from him. She waited and hoped she looked as rdaxed and confident as she
wanted. “You have a name, woman?’ (The same inaulting word but there was more of a sngp in the
pleasant voice)



“l have a name, man.” She chose the counterpart to the word he chose to use for her, saw with
condderable satisfaction the tightening of hislips, the reddening of that chisded pde face. He took a step
back from the opening and she began to regret turning her rancor loose—but he had to have a reason for
asking her name. Esgard, she thought. “My name is Aleytys. Hunter of men and anything ese that pays
wel enough.”

He took a step forward, repositioned himsdf in the doorway. She suppressed a amile. Esgard for
aure. The ice-colored eyes were fixed with a peculiar intengty on her. “Aleytys the hdf-Vryhh?’

“l see you do know Kenton Esgard.” He wanted something of her, that was obvious enough, and as
long as that was true she had an edge over him. * Aleytys daughter of Shareem of Vrithian,” she said.

“We know Esgard. What do you know of S| Evareen?’

“Know? Nothing. Snippets of legend and speculaion.” She spread her hands, smiled. “Notes Esgard
left behind.”

“What do you want of Sl Evareen?” There was a curious indifference in his voice now, as if his
guestions were a ritud, no more than that, as if he didn't care what her answers were but had to go
through the motions.

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?” Now there was skepticism in the light voice, aglint of interest in the pale eyes.

“You've got nothing | want, nothing but five minutes with Kenton Esgard.” She put her hand out to
her sde. Shadith took it and moved to stand close by her, Linfyar pressed againg her side. “I'm willing
to ask politely, goodman, but | will have those minutes any way | can get them.”

“That isathreat?”

“Certanly not. Merdy a statement of intent.” She looked at Shadith. The girl was scowling at the
Evareener and trying to quiet Linfyar who was wriggling about, moving restlesdy from foot to foot. She
put her hand on Shadith’s shoulder, heard a muttered word from her she preferred to ignore.

Harskari was weatching too, her eyes open wide, shining with curiosity and amusement. She turned
back to the man, wondering if she should prod him about his intentions but decided it was ether not
necessary or might produce the wrong results, so she smply stood waiting.

For savera minutes there was a tense slence as the man did nothing but stand looking &t her, then he
turned his head and began looking a something ingde the bubble.

A moment later Aleytys fdt a subtle probing at her body, consdered defending hersdf and the
others. Again she did nothing. The probes were only seeking informetion, not threstening them. Whoever
they were ingde that bubble, they’d gan some information about her body, but ressing the probes
would give them far more dangerous information about her cgpabilities. Perhaps they would think she
couldn’'t do anything about them and relax a bit, a nice bonus for alittle patience.

The man turned to her, insolence ddicaidy concedled by a spurious courtesy. “To speak to Kenton
Esgard, you mud reach and enter S| Evareen.”

Aleytys raised a brow. “That’s reasonably obvious, goodman.”

“Your companions will wait for you here. We will return you, no need to concern yoursdf about
that.”

“No. Not the least need. My companions will remain with me.”

“Thet is not possible”

“Then you' d best close up your pretty bubble and flit back home. We Il be dong in our own time”

“There’'s no need for such intransigence, goodwoman; we will provide food, dothing and shelter for
the child and the pet.”

“Thereis no pet, only asmdl boy. Y ou don't impress me much with thet kind of ignorance, man, not
to know the difference between an animd and abeing.” She let contempt dip into her voice and had the
pleasure of seeing him flush again. “Good day, man.” She turned her back on him.

The dlence grew thick behind her. Shadith squeezed her hand and grinned a her. When she spoke, it
was in the language of her own ancient people. “Getting under his skin and scratching, aren’'t you. Not
thet | mind, | don’t think him and me will ever be soul-mates. What was that dl about?’



“He wants to leave you here, says héll bring me back. The firg part | believe, the second | strongly
doubt. There's alat going on here | don’'t understand, Shadi. More | tak to him, more | think he's got
some strong reason for wanting me. Far as he's concerned, the way he acts, I'm something on the leve
of agyr compared to his exdted sdif, but he takes insult from me and comes back for more.”

“Like Wakille? The diadem?’

“Madar knows. | get the feding Esgard’ s been talking fast and free. That doesn’'t sound like what we
got from Hana. What you think?’

“Or what we got from Swartheld. Tricky man, hard to fool, not about to give anything away.
Wonder what they did to him. Y ou sure you want to take the chance?’

“If I had any choice ....” She broke off as she heard her name cdled from behind, a new voice.

She turned, Shadith turning beside her, standing by her shoulder. A woman stood in the opening, at
least she thought it was a woman, the same dongated form, the same short ice-white hair, the same
rather bulging ice-colored eyes, the same cold chisded beauty, but the line of hip and shoulder was
dightly different and the very faint curve at the breast of the tunic suggested a subdued femaeness. This
Evareener had more vigor, a sparkle of energy in her frozen eyes. “Viyn Aleytys” she said, her voice
light, cool, melodious, an honarific now gracing the name the man had refused to use. “We did not redize
you would fed so drongly about your friends” (Another change, Aleytys thought, companions to
friends) “If you will enter, we can carry you that long distance more easlly than your feet could. It is your
choice, of course. We wait.”

Aleytys looked at Shadith, switched languages and said, “ She wants us to walk into her parlor.”

“Well, like you said before, we haven't much choice. | don't fed like walking another thousand miles
if | don't have to. Old one awake?’

“Awake and watching.”

“You know, the thing | mink I'm going to miss mogt is that trandator of yours. It's a bore having to
wait for trandations.”

“Hah. You never had the headaches.” She turned back to the walting woman, switched languages
again and said, “We thank you for the courtesy, Viynya”

They followed the river until it narrowed to a thread of Slver intermittently visble between trees thick
on mountainddes, trees whose leaves were frost-turned garnet, plum, apricot, saffron and gold, followed
it until it twisted high into the mountains and left the lowland forests behind, entering into a sparser,
greener world of conifers. Fndly they hovered over a circular lake that shone like a ruby mirror,
reflecting the crimson of the setting sun. The valey around the lake was mosilly meadow, a few trees, a
bush or two, a smdl herd of ruminants placidly grezing a one end, nothing ese visble The sphere
dropped, merged with the water, sank dlently, swiftly to the muddy bottom, sank farther into the mud
until mud closed over it, rocked bubble-light to a stop.

The mde Evareener had kept himsdf out of sght the whole of the journey. Sulking, Aleytys thought.
Aleytys and Shadith rode in the control room in padded egg-shaped seets, Linfyar on Shadith's lap,
troubled and confused by this strange place. Shadith wouldn't let him sound his whidtles; according to the
Evareener woman they interfered with some of the indrumentation. He had his other specid senses so he
wasn't completely out of touch, but he was lost and uncertain and as a result dung franticaly to her. The
bubble-master had settled into a smilar chair and apparently did nothing the whole trip but watch the
passing scene in a great rectangular screen. Now and then Aleytys fdt little tickling touches, not probes
but some sort of connection the woman had with the machine.

When the dark frothy mud obscured the view through the screen, the bubble-master stood. “If you
and your friendswill fallow, Viyn Aleytys, | will take you into Sl Evareen.”
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What had looked to be a mountain was not, only a projection that hid the city. They walked from the
gowing opdine tunnd into a garden touched with the crimson of the setting sun. A scented breeze, fresh,
light, caressng, meandered around them. Looking around, Aleytys marveled, a fird seeing only a
profound beauty and perfection, then she fdt an equdly profound emptiness. She touched the trunk of a
tree and felt cold metd. The trees and the other plants of the garden were sculptures of a sort, not living
things dl of them made of metd with leaves of tranducent light. The garden had the impossible darity of
objects in a super-redist panting, the stripped-down qudity of something that had passed through the
ordering mind of the artist. The farther into the garden she got, the more design she saw. It was a
complex and subtle design but she fdt weighed down by the deadness of it.

There were graceful aryddline structures risng here and there in the sculpture garden that the
bubble-master told them were Evareener dwellings, but they saw no one urtiil they reached the center of
the garden and went into the largest of dl the delicate structures. Their guide led them through snging
caydd hdls falowing a spird in toward the center. Others like her, mde and femade, came to stand in
the mouths of Side passages and stare slently at her, hunger glisening in their bulging eyes.

Shadith’s fingers closed tight on her am, nals biting into her flesh. “Premonition time” she
murmured. “Not as bad as the wave, worse than a toothache.” She said nothing more but walked beside
Aleytys with the springy readiness of a tars in drange territory. Even Linfyar was dert, his whistles
waking amdl songsin the crystd and metd around them.

Esgard lay in a crysd cocoon in a room like a cavern melted out of ice, a huge place with a red
garden, a stream flowing gently through it, a carpet of lushly green grass, fresh bright amdls of hedthy
flowers and plants, here and there, muting the glitter of the tranducent wals, some primitive tapestries he
mug have brought with him, whose brilliance and uneven fibers should have sworn a the surroundings
but didn’t, provided instead a counteractant to the excessive palish of the place. He looked at her out of
bright blue eyes, his overwhdming vigor giving Aleytys some intimation of why Hana was as she was.
Crystd threads wound round and round his arms and legs and torso, only his head was free of them. He
amiled with triumph and satisfaction. * Shareem’s daughter,” he said.

“| see you expected me” She moved her hand in an impatient gesture. “I came for the message.”

“Been expecting you, yes,” he said. “Firg time | heard about the Walff Hunter Aleytys, | knew you'd
turn up one day.” He grinned a her, dominaing her with his fierce enjoyment of this moment. “You sent
that hard-faced scav, Quayle or whoever he was. That's who he said he was. Sent him to look me
over.”

“Yes” shesad. “1 sent him. How did you know?’

“Been getting transcripts off of Helvetia. Y ou mentioned a man named Quayle in the hearing on the
Haestavaada hunt.”

“Transcripts off Helvetia. That isn't supposed to happen.” She shook her head, sghed. “There goes
one of the lagt of my illusons”

Hewinked a her, then raised both brows. “Why didn’t you come yoursdf?’

“Busy. Wdl?’

“Ohno,” hesaid. “Not so fast.”

“Yes” she sad. “What's the problem? | want to get out of here. Out of this” She waved a hand in a
quick circle.

“It' s very beautiful.”

“Soitis” She clasped her hands behind her. “I'd rather Wolft.”

“What about Vrithian?’

She didn’t respond, Smply waited.

“Would you be so surprised,” he said, “if | said those here would agree with you?’

“So let them leave.”

“They can't, Aleytys half-Vryhh.” He lingered over the last word; he was deliberately dropping hints,
playing with her like a tars kitten with a mikmik in its claws. “They’re bound to the machines that keep
this place going. Can’t leave it for longer than a few months or changes begin that are irreversble and
they rot. Half SI Evareen is deserted, you must have noticed that. Over the centuries a number of the



Evareeners have used this as a means of escgping the endless boredom of thelr lives”

“And you want that sort of existence?’ She gazed at the vividly dive face and eyes of the old man
and couldn’t believeit.

“Whatever itis” he sad, “it's better than dead.” He went solemn a moment but he couldn’t hold his
face out of its grin and his bright blue eyes filled with awild excitement that challenged and frightened her.

“l don’t know,” she said. She fdt atingling numbnessin her fingertips, shook her hands. The past few
moments she'd been feding duggish, finding it rather hard to think, but she'd put that down to the
weariness that dill dung to her. Now she looked up, angry and dert. “What's happening?’ He laughed at
her. “You would come.” “The message, old man. Tdl me now.” “Too late, little Vryhh, the city has you.”
“Oh no, old man. The message.” The numbness was dimbing her arms. She raised a hand, touched her
face. It was like touching hersdf with a handful of twigs. Harskari, she whispered, guard a moment. “The
message,” she repeated. “Down the pipe,” he said. “Wha?’

“You mother said to send word the way | dways did, but with a specid key. We worked it out
together, a one-time key no one dse could use. Code thisinto the computer. The day, month and year of
your birth in Jaydugari loca numbers. Then this Tennanthan scion four seven Sx five AL two seven nine
ought ought dash onefive. That will release access to a satellite trangmitter and establish your identity a
the same time. The satdlite will send you on another leg, they’re a cautious lot, your kin, haf-Vryhh, that
oréll pass you on to Shareem and you can say hello. Want me to repeat the key? No. Good. In case
you're interested, that represents your mother’s age on the day we st this up and the year, month and
day of her birthin Vrithi years” “Would that unlock the Vryhh data?’

“Hana”

“How esewould | be here”

“You don't know how right you are, Shareem’s daughter. | do take care of my responghilities, can't
sy | don't. | left the key with Hana”

“Ah” Anger surged through her but she blocked it quickly. This was no time to surrender to that
mindless destruction so she tried to ignore what he'd just said. “Does it unlock the Vryhh data?’

“Of course not. | told you. One-time key. She knows that too. You tdl Hana to be patient and walt.
Y ou might enjoy doing that, seeing what she’s done to you. Be patient and wait. The Fund will take care
o her.”

“Hana hasn't much patience.”

“Not much sense either.”

“Enough to send me after you.”

He cackled with glee a that. “Did, didn't she”

“You expected her to, didn't you?’ The numbness was cregping farther up her ams and legs. She'd
logt touch with them, didn’t dare move without looking at them. Harskari, she subvocalized. Be waiching.
Soon as I’'m sure I've got the key, well start shaking these twisters up some.

Harskari’s answer had a distant echoing to it. “Don’t wait too long.”

Right. Aloud, she said, “You st her up, didn’t you. To get me here. Why?”

The old man’s eyes danced with glee. He was on fire with himsdlf. “1’ve kept track of you since the
Harewalk. Told you that. When | heard you had your ship, | began weatching for you. That scav you sent,
| cdled in a few debts and found out about him. You mugt have wiped his mind or something. He's
changed, he has. Soon as | was sure he came from you, | sent word here | had the price they wanted.”

“Price. Me.”

“You.” His eyes gleamed. “The Evareeners are Sck of being tied to this place. But they hang onto life
with a determination equd ...” he bared his teeth in a mirthless amile “... equa to my own. | promised
them a half-breed Vryhh to experiment on and here you are.”

“Why not afull-Vryhh?’

“Now, Hunter, that would be very bad for busness”

“And your promise to my mother?’

“You have the key. That'sdl | contracted to do. If you' d pushed Hana a bit more, you wouldn't be
here now. A gamble, Hunter, but it paid off. It did, oh yes”



“How do | know you haven't lied about the key, crooked man?’

“I never break my given word, Shareem’ s daughter. Bad for business”

“The letter only.”

“Of course. What dse? It's expected.”

“S0. | have the key. Did you warn your skinny friends | might be a trifle hard to handle?”

“Ohvyes. | trandated the transcripts for them and we ve been planning for you. Go ahead, Hunter, try
your tricks.”

Shadith gave asmdl sgh and collapsed at Aleytys s fet. Linfyar was aready down, asmal boneless
heap.

Aleytys gazed eadily a Esgard. “One thing, my friend. They're hurt ...” she nodded at the two on
thefloor, ... and | don't leave stone on stone.” She was darting to breathe hard, the fury she'd learned
so wel on thisworld cailing up in her.

“That only mattersif you can do it.” He was weatching her closdy now, satisfaction like sweat on his
face.

Aleytys threw her head back and shouted to the dull dead air, “Harskari, spin us free, Mother.” Not
caring that he heard, thet they dl heard. She forced lifdess arms out from her sides, closed her eyes and
fought againg the sticky cohesion of the damper fidd, searching for her power river, dl the travails she d
passed through readying her for this moment.

Theinhibitor surged on harder, clamped down on her. She gasped again and loosed the age until she
was riding it like a surfer riding sormwaves, precarioudy in control ill, drumming againg the congraints
of the fields around her as she had sought and over-ridden the congraints the zd witches had thrown
about her. She found the pulse, rode with it, flowed with it through its irregularities, forced it agand its
timing; it whined and strained, driven by the grest machines that powered the city—and they began to
overheat, whining and graining. She spent her power recklesdy until she burst loose from dl congtraints.

The diadem was snging on her head; Harskari dipped into her body, began a contrato chant that
pulsed with power. Meshed with her Aleytys opened her conduits wide and gave into the old one's
hands a roaring flood of power. And the diadem sang its clear lovdy song and the crystal walls picked up
and amplified that song and began to stress and crack as it vibrated in them. And the metd garden sang
and vibrated and shivered toward destruction.

Esgard isterrified.

The Evareeners rush about franticdly. They try to attack her. But the power is thrumming smoothly
through the Aleytys/Harskari meld. She is draning Sl Evareen’s heart. She can destroy it utterly and
gtand unscathed in the ruins. She has forgotten Shadith and Linfyar isn't even dust in her mind. She had
the key and sheisgoing to pull the city down.

Evareeners revolve about her, they can't reach her, they besat futildy at her with weak hands. They
try weapons only to find ther most powerful beams dissipated or blocked, the weapons beginning to
burn in their hands.

The bubble-master is there suddenly, in front of Aleytys standing with her hands out before her,
pams out, hands empty and shaking alittle. “Vijn Aleytys” she says.

Aleytys hears thisdimly, her own name caling her. But she is too wound up to pay much attention to
anything but what she is doing.

“VIIN ALEYTYS!” The words are as low and loud a bdlow as the bubble master can produce.
“STOP. PLEASE STOP. YOU ARE DESTROYING US. PLEASE. WE SURRENDER. STOP.
STOP.”

Harskari/Aleytys powers down, Aleytys too caught up in the heat and fury to want to stop, but
overridden by Harskari. Then they are both cool again, ashes in the mouth, weariness in the bones.
Harskari goes away and Aleytysisadonein her body.

She was rather surprised to find S| Evareen the Fabled easier to overcome than the primitive Cental
Zd. But perhaps primitive was the wrong word, its demeaning and insulting connotations having nothing
to do with those women and their honed skills and the power they controlled. Those Zd. They might just
come close to achieving their Purpose. Given time. She shivered a the thought.



She blinked and looked into the harried faces around her, then at the treacherous and appaled
Kenton Esgard, trapped in his cocoon, helpless to resist the anger of the Evareeners once she was gone.
She looked down, saw Shedith on her knees, shaking her head, Linfyar sarting to move arms and legs,
then looked back a Esgard. She was beginning to fed sorry for himin spite of what he'd tried to do to
her, she didn't quite know why, perhaps because he was so futile lying there, dl his energy and
intdligence usdess to him. She bent and gave her hand to Linfyar, helped him stand, wondering what she
was going to do with him. School. A trugt fund maybe to give him security. She cupped her hand about
his shoulder, grinned into his grin, findly looked up. “I’'m not about to volunteer my brain and body for
dissection,” she sad.

The bubble-master nodded. “Understood.”

“However, I'll work a trade with you. Y ou wanted to study my body, | don't want to spend another
five months retracing my footsteps. Blood and some assorted cdls for you people, a quick trip back to
Yastroo for us. Enough genetic materid for you to study, not enough for me to miss. That will give you
something, if not dl you sought.”

“We do not leave this continent.” The Evereener spoke dowly, rather tentatively, a look smilar to
Esgard’sin her pae eyes.

“No bargaining,” Aleytys said. “You picked up Esgard and lad his phony trail, don't try to tdl me
you didn’t. You can easly drop the three of us outsde the wdls of Y astroo. Wdl?’

The Evareener looked around at the other faces so Smilar to hers, then she nodded. “Agreed.”

Shadith stood watch when they took the blood and bits from Aleytys. She was deeply angry and told
the bubble-master (in the harshest and most emphatic words the zdtongue provided) that she thought
Aleytys should have pulled the place down about their ears and rid this damned world of one of its worst
plagues—so the Evareeners walked on tiptoe to avoid suspicion.

On thethird day after their arriva Aleytys went to see Esgard again. She stood over him, pity strong
in her, too tired of deeth and destruction, too weary in body and spirit to fed anger any longer—pity and
alittle fear, not of him but for hersdf. She’d thought about this aspect of longlife before but hadn’t redly
understood how much some could covet it, how much they’d go through to achieve it. If the Sgns of
aging didn’t show on her soon, she' d have to figure away to counterfeit them—if she wanted any kind of
life on Wolff, any kind of lifewith Grey. After along slence she said, “Want me to get you out of this or
would you rather take your chances with the Evareeners?’

He looked tired but there was a glow in his eyes, not of life but of desperation. “I'll take my
chances” he said.

“We're leaving in hdf an hour or s0,” she said. “If you change your mind, send for me.”

“l won't.”

“l didn't think so. But | had to say it. Good-bye, crooked man.”

“Good-bye, Shareem’s daughter. Watch out for the Vrya. | may be crooked, but they’re an endless
knot.”

She nodded, reached out and touched his cheek a moment. His desires were going to punish him for
histreachery to her, far more than she ever could.

“That isthe red key,” he said suddenly. “Don’'t doubt it, Aleytys”

“l don’t, Esgard.”

“And don’'t be too hard on Hana. She'swhat sheis”

“I'm too tired to be hard on anyone.”

He amiled briefly, closed his eyes, gave himsdf back to what the machines of SI Evareen were doing
to his body.

She shook her head and I€ft.



It was odd to look down on land and water they’d traversed with so much sweat and pan and
tedium, to see it passing behind them in an eyeblink, a heartbest. Aleytys turned to the Evareener femde
whose name she'd never learned. “We had some gyori, our riding beasts. They ran before the fire with
the gear 4ill on. If you could find and strip it off them, I'd be grateful.”

The Evareener nodded. “Certainly. That would be done in any case. We like to keep our beasts
pure.”

The floating idands were trundling in their complex aircuits. Shadith looked down at them and sniffed,
then explained to Linfyar what she was looking at. Aleytys thought she saw a dark form break water in a
geaming legp, traling a cluster of limbs that looked like threads from this height. She wondered a
moment if it was her squae, felt amoment’s nostdgia as they left it behind.

Thetrip had been planned to bring them outside the walls of Y astroo about three hours before dawn.
Clouds hung low over the Plain, athick dark pal that was heavy with snow not quite ready to fal. The
bubble started down but hovered a moment in place when Aleytys put a hand on the Evareener’s arm.
“Wait,” she said. She glanced a Shadith, at Linfyar gtting in her lap. “1 don’'t know the limits of this
carrier. Could you put us down inside the wals without triggering too many darms?’

“No.”

“Ahwel, it was just a thought. Mmm. Do you have any kind of portable light source?’

Shadith chuckled. “Getting dow, Lee. | dready thought of that.” She held up a short length of crystd
rod. As Aleytys watched, one end began to glow, then Shadith shut it off and tucked it away. “You'll
haveto get usin. I'll light the way.”

“Get usin. Wakille went off with the com; could be a problem.” She flexed her fingers, ran her thumb
across ther tips. “I don't think so, that was't a very complicated latch, just hopeit isn't too heavy.”

“If itisyou'll just have to try something ese” The Evareener stood. “We are down. | mugt ask that
you hurry.” She looked at the blurred massin the center of the screen, the wals of Yastroo. “1 must not
be seen.”

The bubble was hovering a handspan above the yelowed grass outside the agri-fence. They jumped
from a narrow dit, kndt as the wind generated by the rapid retreat of the bubble blew debris againgt
them. Aleytys stood, stretched. Linfyar was turning dowly, exploring his surroundings, a little startled by
what he perceived around him, but re-invigorated by it; his reslience amazed and amused her. She
watched him a moment, then cdled him and Shadith. “We' d better get started, we' ve got a way to go
and | want you up in my ship before the morning's too old.”

VIIIl. The Circle Closes

Aleytys sauntered down the tree-lined Promenade that cut through the free-trade sector of Y astroo
Enclave, sauntered because she didn't have to hurry any longer. No more doubts, only a weary
willingness to finish what she's started. Shadith and Linfyar waited above in the ship, safe from Hana's
madice, if mdice there was. Esgard’s daughter was't going to be happy with the answers she had for
her.

Themorning had brought the snow so the lights were fighting cold gray gloom though the forcedome
kept the streets clear. The wind that came through was chill and dank, whining dong the empty
Promenade, flgoping the skirts of her black coat about the ankle folds of her soft black boots. She
stopped before the door of Esgard House, straightened her back, brushed her hand across her face. No
use dragging my feet, she thought, tapped the nameplate, waited for the door to open.

A couple of minutes later she stepped into the pleasant waiting room and found some things changed
there. It dill had green and blooming plants scattered about (not the same plants, the season hed
changed, but the effect was the same); its diglay niches dill hdd amdl art objects, there were 4ill bright
tapedtries like those that hung about Esgard’s cocoon. But this morning the room hummed with voices,
this morning the scattered nooks were filled with men and women of assorted races and species, drinking



cha, kaffeh or other hot liquids from hand-glazed stoneware or eaborate, painted porcean. Waiting.
Tdking casudly. Turming to Stare at her as she waked out to the center of the room and stood looking
around. It made her nervous. She'd never liked folk saring at her, liked it even less after her double taste
of treechery during the past months.

Hana came rushing from the office, two scowling men following her. They stood in the doorway,
planted there as if to deny anyone access until ther business with Esgard House was finished. Her
blue-gray eyes gligening, her face dive with hope and anticipated satisfaction, she put her hand on
Aleytyss am, looked up a her, said, “I didn't know you were back. | didn't expect you for months
yet”

More changes, Aleytys thought. She's dumped a lot of her habits, Madar be blessed for that.
“I'm interrupting your dediing,” she said.

“Oh no.” Hanalooked over her shoulder a the menin the doorway, a glimmer of her old manneriam
in the movement, especidly when she brought her head back around and smiled up past afdl of pde
hair. “We had about agreed to disagree.” There was a touch of acid in her soft voice. “If you'll wait a
moment.” She waked to the door, briskly and with very little dragging in her I€ft leg. “Come back
tomorrow,” she told the men. “If you're interested in dedling a my prices. If not ...."” She pushed the harr
off her face. “There are other Houses.”

The office hadn't changed that much, dill amdl and comfortable, a pleasant combination of earth
tones, its only furniture a few float chairs and a massve table set near a broad window meant to let
naturd light into the room on the days when that light was available. Today, handwoven terre-verte
drapes fdl in soft folds across the glass. Hana led Aleytys to afloat chair on one sde of the table, took a
char on the other, sat tensely, her hands pressed flat on the polished wood. Y ou found him?’

“l found him,” Aleytys said.

“Sl| Evareen?’

“Exids, but it's no dream, more a nightmare” Aleytys tapped the top of the table with her thumbs,
nodded at the door in the other wal. “I need to use the access.”

Hana caught hold of hersdf. Her eyes dipped, her head came down, the draight Slken hair fdl
forward putting her face in shadow. “Y ou can prove that you found him?’

“No games, Hana Esgard.” Aleytys examined what she could see of the woman across the teble
from her. Her coloring was very like the Evareeners’, but Hana was so much more vitd than the best of
them. More dive now than she' d been sx months ago. Esgard’ s absence was good for his daughter. She
amiled. He was going to have a hard fight on his hands if he tried to take the business back. If the
Evareeners found what they needed in her blood and other bits. She watched Hana, surprised to fed so
litle anger at the woman who'd lied to her, fooled her, sent her on that long, destructive and usdess trek;
no anger a being mided, nothing but the need to finish this, to close out the circle. She went on, “I should
be raging a you, but I'm too tired.” Her mouth curled into a smdl sour amile She could taste the
sourness and didn’t much like it—or hersdf a this point. It should have been comfortable not to have to
fight down that rage, but she didn’t fed comfortable, only numb. She passed her hand across her face.
“That doesn’'t mean I’'m going to trust you a hair more than | have to, or get less than I'm owed. Esgard
told me he left the key with you and | bdieve him; he was enjoying himsdf too much when he told me not
to be tdling the truth. Then he gave me what I'd labored so usdedy to get.” Again she passed her hand
across her face. “I'm asking now, Hana Esgard. Access to the computer and the satdlite link. In another
minute | won't bother to ask.”

Hana looked up, her face diff with the effort she was making to control her need. “What did he tdl
you, what did he give you for me?’

Aleytys took hold of the table's edge and pushed, the float chair bobbing back and away. She stood.
“Nothing,” she said. “Except to tdl you to be patient and wait.”

“Nothing?’ Hana's knuckles whitened as she cdlutched the chair ams, she jerked her head, tossng
the fdl of har off her face, and stared up a Aleytys, her mouth thinning until it dmost disappeared.
“Nothing? The word rose into a high squesk. “He promised ....” She broke off, looked away, down,
her hair fdling back to hide her face,



“Promised you the Vryhh data. If you sent me after him.”

“No. No. If I could find him, if | was clever enough to find him.” It was a little girl’s voice now, her
face was aumpling into alittle girl’s face. “He promised.” She went 4ill, bresth hissng through her teeth,
then she came surging up from the chair to stand bent over the table, a bird of prey. “You're lying. He
told you. You're trying to punish me for sending you off. You're lying”

“Don't be a bigger fool than you were before. | was the price he paid for S| Evareen. He told me. A
hdf-Vryhh for them to experiment on. He used you to get me there, that's dl. He tricked you and he
tricked me and in the end he tricked himsdlf, because he couldn’'t keep me, nor could they. Hana, I'm
tired. | want off this world. You can let me into the access now or you can try blocking me. Make up
your mind.”

Hana pressed a shaking hand across her eyes, stood bregthing deeply, her other hand clenched.
After a minute, she shuddered, drew her hand down her face, looked up. “I haven't been very smart,
havel.” She didn't wait for an answer. “But I'm not completely stupid. Come.” She crossed the room,
flattened her hand on the padm plate, stepped aside as the door did smoothly into the wall. “You know
the protocol. Take as much time as you need.”

Aleytys seated hersdf a the console, waited uniil the door did shut with its usud lack of fuss or
sound. She looked up at the screen, hesitated, feding a little sick but mostly sill numb, her head under
pressure as if it was hed between the jaws of a nutcracker, then she pressed her lips together, began
entering the numbers and letters of the key.

The screen flickered. A face came into the center of it, a bluish metdlic face, stripped to essentidls,
remote and passionless. Android. “Trander in process,” it said, stared a her for severa more minutes,
flicked away. Aleytys sucked in her bresth. A woman's face there. In front of her. Not quite the one she
saw in her mirror, but enough like it to make her uneasy. She couldn’t quite believe it, she fdt unred. The
woman spoke. “Aleytys” A rich contralto, rather like Harskari’ s voice when she was in a mdlow mood.
“So you madeit to Ibex.”

“Shaream,” Aleytys said. There was no way she could say mother to that woman. “Yes, | made it.”
The bandlity of the conversation troubled her, it seemed ingppropriate, but what do you say to a totd
dranger even if once upon a time she bore you, suckled you? She waited for the rage, but nothing
happened, perhaps she'd blown it dl away, scattered it across the face of 1bex.

“I’ve heard some remarkable stories about you, Aleytys”

“They do get around. Don't believe dl you hear.”

“l never do. You ve made alife for yoursdlf. A good life?’

“On the whole, a good life”

Shareem rubbed at her nose. “I don't know what to say next, what to ask you,” she said. “What do
you want, Aleytys?’

“Vrithian,” Aleytys said. “A choice. Mine” She hesitated, plunged on. “To know you. To know who,
whet | am.”

Shareem’s mouth curled into a haf-amile, for a moment she looked down a something out of the
range of the com, then she nodded. “1 see. I'll come for you. | think that would be best.”

“Not here. Wolff.”

“Of course. Walff. When?’

Aleytys rubbed a her nose, jerked her hand down, laughed shakily. “Three months standard. There
are some loose ends | have to tie off.”

“In three months then. You look tired.”

Aleytys raised a brow. “Turning maternd? It doesn’t suit you.” She sghed and dumped in the chair.
“l am tired. It's been along haul.”

“| suppose it has. Tl me about it when we meet. Take care.” The screen went dark.

Aleytys sat without moving for some minutes. She had no strength in her, none & dl. So that's my
mother, she thought, but knew Shareem would never be maother to her. A friend perhaps, or an amiable
acquaintance, if the medting went well, an enemy perhaps, if the megting went badly. That was dl. When
shefdt alittle surer of her knees, she got out of the chair and went into the office.



Hana was done at the table. The drapes were drawn back. She sat with her arms folded, weatching
dead brown leaves blow across dead brown grass. When Aleytys came through the door, she swung the
charr around and stood “Y ou got through?”

“Yes” Aleytys stopped waking and frowned a her. “Look, Hana, | don’t know why I’'m doing this,
but I've got an ideal Shareem st the key up with Esgard’s hdp. Starts off with my birth date, that you
know. Finishes with Shareem’s birth date, did you know? No, | thought not. Your father has a peculiar
sense of humor, you mugt know what he's like. The entry code to the Vryhh data, you told me he
changed that the day he left. Think of it. Y ou and me, mother and daughter. How it would suit him to play
that game with you, to base the code on you, knowing you'd probably never think of anything so smple.
A gamble. Like his gamble with me.”

Hana s mouth dropped open and Aleytys knew Esgard had won his gamble—up till now anyway. If
he' d even made it. “It's only a possihility,” she said. “A very dight possibility.” Hana blinked, stared at
Aleytys but didn't see her, then walked like a dreamer to the access door, padmed it open and went
ingde

Aleytys watched her settle hersdf at the console, begin whispering to hersdlf, her fingers rippling over
the sensors. Obsession, she thought, rubbed a her nose, looked at her fingers and smiled. “We ve dl got
them,” she said doud and walked out of the office. The waiting room was empty again, Slent.

She passed through the slence, passed through into the street and waked dong the Promenade, the
wind blowing her coat back away from her legs, blowing her hair back away from her face. For years
she'd dreamed of Vrithian, the place that was hers, shaped for her. Dreamed. It was the old impulse
behind the magic tales of so many cultures—wish upon a star and get what you so earnestly desire, get it
whole and ready, prepared for you, get it without effort. Ibex had, after dl, given her something
important, given her time to think and paradigms to guide that thinking. There are no magic places, there
are only places you build for yoursdf with hard work and caring and commitment. But not autonomy.
Autonomy she had now. Nothing could touch her unless she let it. Nothing is what she had unless she et
things touch her. She passed through the checkpoint onto Starstreet, busy, noisy, and raucous, even in
the gray gloom of the snowfdl. The noise blasted something loose in her and the numbness began to drain
away, even the grayness lightened for her. She lengthened her stride, eager to get off this world and back
to Walff, eager to start her building.



