Jo d ayton
Shadow of the Warnmster

Two hours before zeropoint—+the neeting of Swardheld Qual e and Adel aar ai ci
Arash (from which events will be dated, backward and forward as circunstances
warrant).

Prin Daruze/ Telffer.

Sonetime round m dnorning on the third day of the second week in the spring
month Cal ftime, Nuba Treviglio, Freetrader and free soul, set her ship down on
the stretch of metacrete Telffer laughingly calls its star port, discharged
one passenger and droned into town on the ship's flit to see what the world
had to offer her.

Adel aar aici Arash watched her |eave. To the ground, Treviglio said, what you
do after that is your business and by god, she neant it. Adel aar bent over her
case and thunbed on the a/g-lift, straightened and | ooked for some neans of
transport.

Metacrete, flat, filthy, chalk white, seemed |like there were kilometers of it
on every side, reaching out to touch the mountains in the west, the blue
glitter of the sea in the east, and the long dark line in front of her, the
city that serviced this desolation. A brisk wind blew fromthe distant
seashore, dragging with it pungent sea snells (seaw ack, dead fish, iodine and
brine); it lifted off the 'crete a heavy white grit that it drove hi sssssing
agai nst half a dozen shuttles and a massive barge, against a battered weck
being stripped for parts, against two tenth-hand stingships snugged cl ose |ike
link-twi ns, against some ancient flickits gray and

vaguel y insectile, against Adelaar's boots in a soft continual patter, against
her tan twill trousers, the close-fitting tan twill jacket, against her face
forcing tears fromher half-closed eyes. She flattened her shoul ders, tugged
on the case's tether and started wal king, noving with an easy contained stride
toward the city ahead. Except for the dimnishing dot that was Treviglio on
the flit, nothing but the wind and the grit noved in all that shimery white
gl are.

She was short, slight, neatly made, hovering about early mddle age with the
hel p of ananile drugs. She wore her tan hair trinmed cl ose to her head so she
could run a conmb through it and forget it; the wind was teasing it, tw sting
it into a ragged hal o about her face, angering her though she wouldn't permt
her annoyance to show except in the slight deepening of the shall ow

crows' -feet at the corners of her eyes, large eyes, gentian blue, cold eyes in
a face adept at concealing what went on behind it.

After twenty mnutes of brisk wal king, she reached the edge of the field and
stepped onto Telffer's StarStreet.

StarStreet/Prin Daruze/ Tel ffer had a fuel dunp, a shipsupply store that from
the I ook of it operated by appointment only, a short stretch of pavenent and a
very tall fence. Adelaar angled toward the Gate and stopped before a wooden

ki osk painted black with a battered plastic wi ndow so scratched by w ndborne
grit it had lost any transparency it had ever had. The Gate was shut, there
were eyes and heat sensors soldered to the fencewire, nelters perched on

swi vel posts atop the wire. She | ooked fromthemto the kiosk. "T k t'k, sweet
sweet . "

She | ocated the outside palmer, a dullnmetal oval freckled with old bl ack

pai nt, slapped her hand against it. A wall section shuddered, squeal ed,
pleated itself until there was an opening wi de enough for her to edge through
Tuggi ng the case inside with her, she crossed to the heavyduty conset screwed
onto the back wall and inspected it as the door squeal ed shut behind her
closing her in with an unpleasant snell, a mx of ancient sweat, dead noss and
dryrot. Fungus

grew in scaly patches on the greasy netal ot tne comset; there was an ugly
olive-ocher filmon the corn's thunbgl ass.

She touched the glass, her face rigid with distaste, rubbed her thunb
repeatedly along her side as she watched a hol d-pattern shiver over the plate.



A mnute passed. She glanced at the ringchron on her left hand, glanced again.
Again. "If | was paying you, you' d be out on your ass yesterday."

Two minutes, three, five. ... Aloud ting. Aface in the plate, male
functionary, a slash of a mouth, a thin nose so long it approached the

gr ot esque.

"Name, origin, ship, purpose of visit." A bored nonotone.

"Adel aar aici Arash. Droomin the Heggers." She slipped her diCarx from her
belt, touched it to the reader, slid it back in its squeeze pocket when the
pinlight flashed red. "Passenger tradeship Niyit-Nt, owner/captain Nuba
Treviglio. Business with a resident of Telffer."

"What busi ness? Who?"

Adel aar hesitated; as she'd built up her client list, she'd dealt with nen
like this and knew how unproductive annoyance was; push at them and they set
their feet like nmules. On the other hand, she wanted to say as little as
possible to local authorities, she didn't know what their under-the-table ties
were. There was a man on Aggerdorn asking questions about her the day she
closed with Treviglio for passage here; the Niyit-Nit lifted before she

| earned nore, but she had little doubt who he worked for, |ess doubt that
there were people in Prin Daruze with the sane ties. Bol odo had stringers
wherever there was a narket for their contractees and raw worlds |ike Telffer
al ways needed nore hands. Hmm throw him Quale's nane if he keeps pushing ne,
no point trying to keep that quiet, soon as | hit the Directory, who wants to
know wi | I.

"That's my concern, not yours," she said, her voice neutral, nonaggressive,
despite the implicit challenge of the words. "Should |icenses be necessary, |
will apply at the proper tine and pl ace."

"What busi ness? Who?" He wasn't going to drop it

t hough he knew and she knew he was goi ng beyond his instructions.

"Swardhel d Quale. 1'll let himknow your interest in him |I'msure he'll be
del i ghted soneone cares.”

Concedi ng defeat with a mal evol ent gl ower, he gabbl ed anot her setspeech
"Qualified access granted, downtime coincident downtine Niyit-Nt, overstay
downtime, fine one thousand telfs m ni mum assessed per day, business, ful
disclosure liabilities required on penalty |ocktime, |ocktinme set conplaint
Tel ff, flake evidence, no recourse offworlder, |ocktime possibility conversion
to fine by Camar Prin Daruze, schedule fines determ ned Camar, warning,
altercation with Telff, presuned guilty, onus on offworlder t' prove case,
congel , madura, ol hon, grao, ebeche, viuvar, tendrij woods consensua

nmonopol y, license required for export, severe penalty for attenpted renoval,
any questions?"

"None. "

"Gate open." The com went dark

"T'k t'k, sweet sweet."

She tugged on the case's tether, slapped her hand against the interior pal ner;
when the panel shuddered wi t hout budgi ng, she gave it a kick with her boot

heel that sent it sliding open, squealing and whinpering as the pleats fornmed.
Wanting to kick the functionary where he'd feel it, she booted the door again,
then swore at her folly as it died on her, the opening barely w de enough to

| et her waggle the case through and squeeze after it.

Qut si de, she brushed at herself, tucked away her annoyance and strode through
the Gate.

As it clanked shut behind her, she | ooked about. She was on the outskirts of a
gridded cluster of |ow, blocky, w ndow ess buildings, gray and brown,

scrat ched, dingy, not a bush or blade of grass to break the nonotony.

Aut omat ed factories. Deliveries of raw materials already made, production in
process, everything tucked neatly out of sight and sound. The patched, dusty
streets were enpty; as.far as she could see there wasn't an intelligent entity
within kilometers of her. No trans-

port. He hadn't given her the chance to call a cab. "T k, aninmated spleen.”
She started wal ki ng.



There was a tall octagonal tower lifting |like a raised finger over the city, a
flagpole stuck in the top with half a dozen tattered banners flapping in the
wi nd. She assuned it marked sone sort of official center and used it to guide
her through the factory section
After another twenty mnutes wi thout seeing anyone, a ground car |like a black
beetl e hutmmed around a corner and sped past her; its driver stared at her, but
went on without stopping.
-Friendly."
More of the hunpy little vehicles zipped past, drivers and passengers staring,
no one offering a ride, a word, a favor. Geat little world. Unh-huh! Bol odo
woul d have a market here, selling closed contracts that took the | aborers away
when the job was done. Probably why the settlers cane way out here in the
first place, five generations of hernmits, misanthropes and social inadequates
whose idea of a good tinme had to be sonething Iike nasturbation in a hot tub
Solitary masturbation. Hah! m ght as well put out a sign saying stay away, we
don't want you. Leave your coin, but |eave. She funed a while |longer, then
| aughed, shook ber head. Eh-eh, Adelaar, you're just annoyed because your feet
hurt. Multiple maledictions on those perfidious perjurous unprincipled
boot nakers who foisted these instruments of torture on ne.
The streets wi dened, lost their rule-drawn rigor as they turned and tw sted
anong | ush greenery, trees, shrubs, grasses, flowers, a thousand versions of
fern fromgreat, graceful clunmps fanning overhead, their shadows a dark |ace
on the pale gray pavenment, to gossaner cilia hanging fromthe trees. In this
tangl e, tossed down haphazardly, she saw bits and pi eces of smal
free-standi ng structures, sone doned, some with peaked roofs, sone |ike
tumbl ed toy bl ocks. Living places. The silence of the factories was gone; she
heard birdsong and bug hum children's laughter and their screans as they
pl ayed anong the ferns, voices of nen and wonen tal king, a man's shout. Now
and
then she saw the Tel ffs. They stopped what they were doing and stared at her
but no one spoke. The beetle cars came nore frequently and were no friendlier
than before; several tinmes she had to junp for the gutter when a driver
swerved at her, shouting obscenities. Sweat beaded on her skin and stayed
there, adding to the disconforts this world laid on her the noment she set
foot onit. If it had been anything el se but Aslan that'd brought her here.
Aaah! he'd better be good, Quale dam well better be good.
The streets straightened and grew wi der, the vegetation thinned. She gl anced
up, kinking her neck to see the top of the tower, stood watching the banners
flutter as she smiled in weary anticipation of a bed and a bath and food in
her belly. Traffic was heavier and | ess aggressive, the drivers too involved
with their own concerns to |l et their xenophobia | oose on her. She went round a
final curve and found herself trudging up a short ranp onto a rai sed wal kway.
"Areal live sidewalk. Gvilization at last."
She noved past a clutch of small stores offering everything fromstacks of
fruit to electronic gadgets. The stores changed to eating houses, then
taverns, then she was in a griny rundown area, stepping over men spraw ed
sl eeping on the wal kway, around vomt and splatters of urine; she junped down
into the street several tines to avoid clusters of |ounging idle nmales who,
when they saw her, whistled, popped their |ips, made suggestive sucking
noi ses, groped their crotches and shouted offers of assorted body parts. Twice
a man grabbed at her, but she managed to avoid his hand and nove on without
havi ng to damage him they were Telffs and by functionary's warning, onus
woul d be on her to justify whatever she did and she knew from frustrating
experi ences el sewhere that her presence here unacconpani ed woul d be excuse
enough for whatever they tried on her. Despite her growi ng fatigue, she set a
qui ck pace for herself, her heels clicking briskly on the boards; she | ooked
directly ahead of her, her face inpassive, ignoring the taunts, counting on
her peripheral vision to warn her of any-
thing coming at her fromthe side, on her ears to warn her of an attack from
behi nd.



"Drop." Femal e voice, loud, coming fromthe street. Wthout hesitation Adel aar
went down, curling round as she dropped, |anding on hip and el bow, shenl
darter out and ready.

She didn't need it. Two nmen lay crunpled on the wal kway sone five or six
nmeters off. She swung her | egs under her and was on her feet a breath later. A
flit curved over to her, its offside door open

"Junp." Sane voice

She grabbed the case's tether and junped. As soon as she was inside, before
she'd sorted herself out, the driver slapped in the lever and the flit took
off as if she'd goosed it. Adel aar straightened up, clipped the darter back
under her arm and arranged the case by her feet. "Thanks."

"Nada." Ahhmm kill then®"

Nope. Stunned 'em Didn't know maybe they were friends of yours playing a
prank. "

-Not . "

"Takes all types." The driver swung the flit round a corner and slowed to a
nor e decorous pace. "That shoul d be enough to keep us clear of lice. You just
i n? Thought so. You want to believe the shit they tell you at the Gate, ness
with a local and you | ose. You got credit, they suck blood, no credit, Bol odo
gets you. Reason | yelled, one of your unfriends had what | ooked like an

Ifklii yaganouche; if he was a pro, he could' ve fried your brain 'fore he went
down. | | oathe those things."
Adel aar shivered. "I owe you. Let ne . " Moving her hand slowy so she

woul dn't startle her rescuer, she eased a business card fromher belt. "Here.
Gve nme a call sonetine."

"Shove it in the abdit there in front of you, no need, though."

"I know. Nonetheless ..." She dropped the card into the hollow "That's a
qui et stunner you've got, | didn't hear a thing."

"Built it nyself. Any place you want to go?"

"City Center, the Directory. You're not a local."

"Sweet lot, aren't they. No. But I've a friend here and a map on call. Center
Directory it is. O . . . mmm. . . nothing like a long hot bath after hard
traveling, there's an ottotel not too far from Center, got a complate in the
nor e expensive roons, these're tapped into the Main Directory, you can bypass
nost of the hassle that way, let your fingers do the talking." She grinned,
droppi ng nore years off her absurdly childlike face. Barely past puberty, if

| ooks counted. A pretty child, kafolay skin, kaff brown eyes, Iight brown-gold
hair in an exuberant halo of tiny curls. There was a brown tattoo on the cheek
nearest Adel aar, a detailed drawing of a hawk's head. A sudden dinple made the
hawk dance as the girl broadened her grin when she caught Adel aar staring at
her .

Adel aar drew her hand down the side of her face, |ooked at the snear of nud in
the palm "Ototel," she said. "Please."

"Know what you nean. Shadith. My nane."

"Adel aar aici Arash. Mne."

"Pl eased to."

“And |."

Adel aar | ocked the door, activated a sweep fromthe case to ensure her privacy
(local authorities |l egal and otherw se tended to ignore regulations when it
suited them). Calling blessings on Shadith's head from every god, saint and
holy force she knew, she scrubbed off Telffer's grit, grime and sticky sweat
and with themthe greater part of her irritation, pulled on a robe tailored
frommdnight silk, dialed up a pot of Nara tea and settled in front of the
plate. Whistling a snatch of an old song, she fed tokens into the slot.
"Qual e, Quale, where are you when you're home? If you're home ..."

She scrolled through the directory.

"Let Treviglio be right, let himbe home, wherever that is. Werever ... ah!
here we are. Swardheld Quale/ Quale's Nest. T k t'k, how cute. God hel p ne,
suppose his nmind really works like that. Lat 2 deg 31 min W Long 48 deg 53



mn N. In residence, open for offers. Blessed be whatever.. |'mrunning out of
time and noney. Damm. If | could handle this nyself . She thunbed off the
directory and sat sipping at the tea, taking a noment to rel ax before she
dressed and | ooked for transport out to Quale's Nest.

1

A short while before the neeting, |ess than an

hour. Quale's Nest/Tel ffer

| was out in the back yard working on a harpframe, |ovely wood, dark and
resonant, didn't have a nane, Herby snagged the tree out of the river and took
it to his curing shed. Herby's a nei ghbor upstream he belongs to one of the
settlenent families, his land's tax free so long as he or his kin own it; got
t he tenperanent and habits of a nmudweasel, but he keeps to hinmself unless he
scavenges sonething he thinks he can sell me, so he's not all that bad as a
nei ghbor. \Were was |? Ah. The harp. The shape sang under ny hands and | ooked
like nusic; whether it would sound as good, well, | was hoping. It was al nost
ready for stringing; | was carving a design into it, nobst conplex pattern |I've
attenpted, double spirals and woven | aci ngs, amarel o buds and | eaves in oval
cartouches, took concentration and nore patience than | thought | had until |

started working on it. 1'd put together frames before this one, trying one
thi ng and another, different shapes, different woods, you get the idea; |
wanted to make the sound as perfect as the shape. Far as | could tell. My
ear's not so bad, but ny fingers are all thunbs. The | ast one before this had
a warmrich tone, I was quite pleased with it. Wen Shadith sent word she was
comng, | got it out with a couple nore and tuned them | wanted to know what
she thought.

Back yard's a confortable place. | spend a lot of tinme here, working, reading,

contenpl ati ng nmy navel, whatever. Got a plank fence around it to keep the
vermn out. Flowering thornbushes grow in stripbeds agai nst the planks. A
sight to see, they are, come spring when every cane is thick with bloom No
roof, but there's a deflecter field for when it rains, keeps the wet out

wi t hout ruining the skyview, which can be spectacul ar during sumer storns.
One of themwas blowi ng up the day |I'mtal king about, clouds were gathering
over Stornbringer's peak, they'd be down on us in an hour or so. |'ve got the
ground under my worktabl e paved with roughcut slabs of slate. Some of themare
cracked; griza grass grows in these cracks and between the slabs, that's a
native grass, dusty |ooking gray-green, puts out seedheads in the spring, not
the fall, they stand up over the bl ades like m nute denuded unbrella ribs.
Beyond the stone there's mute clover, griza doesn't have a chance against it.
There are stacks of wood sitting around, some roughcut planks, sone stripped
logs. I've got a largish workshed in the south corner, the roof is nostly
skylight; | store nmy tools in there but don't work inside except in winter
when it's too cold to sit in the garden. O when | need to use the | athe or
one of the saws. There are two viuvars (like short fat wllows) grow ng beside
the shed and a tendrij in the north corner. The tendrij was here on ny
nmount ai nsi de before | built nmy house. The trunk's a pewter colum a hundred
nmeters tall and thirty around; branches start about fifty meters up, black

spi kes spiraling around the bole; the |leaves if you can call themthat |ook
like ten meter strips of gray-green and bl ue-green cell ophane. Wen the storm
wi nds bl ow them strai ght out, they roar |oud enough to deafen you; on |azy
warm spring days like this one, they shi mer and whi sper and throw patches of
shifting greens and blues in place of shadow

My worktable is a built-up slab of congel wood. Tough, that wood, takes a

nol ecul ar edge to work it, but it lasts forever; a benefit to living on
Telffer, you pay in blood for congel offworld. Mttled nmediumbrown wth
patches of gold |ike a pale tortoiseshell

Pretty stuff, which is a good thing because it won't take stain any way you
try it and even paint peels off, something about the oil, they say. | had the
gouges | was using laid out on a patch of leather close to hand, the tool kit
beside it, the frane | was working on set in padded clanps, the finished harps
down at the far end waiting for Shadith to try them



Butterflies flittered about, lighting on the thornflowers, feeding on their
pollen; a sight to add pleasure to the day, but it nmeant 1'd got worns in the
wood and | was going to have to fum gate the yard. There were quilos squealing
in the viuvars. Quilos are furry mats with skinny black | egs, six of them and
deft little black fingers on their paws. Never been able to find any sign of
eyes, ears or nose on them though they're fine gliders and can skitter about
on the ground like drops of water on a greased griddle. They drive the cats
crazy, how can you prow downwi nd of a thing that's got no nose or chase

somet hing that can switch direction without caring which end is front? | had
five cats last tine | counted and they're all neutered, so that should be
that, but none of them are black and two days ago | saw this bl ack body
creeping lowto the ground, going after a quilo who was chewing on a beetle it
pi cked off a thornbush, it's why | tolerate a few of the things about, they
keep the bug popul ation down. | threw a chunk of wood at the cat and it
streaked off. A young black torn. Pels says he thinks there's sonething
nmystical about black toms, there's never an assenbl age of cats wi thout one of
t hem showi ng up, he says he's convinced they're born out of the collective
unconsci ous of cats, structures of unbridled |ibido created to assuage cat
lust. He may be right.

Pel s kurk-Orso. Let's see. He's ny comoff and aux pilot. He's got a thing
with plants and keeps ny Slancy green; he's heavyworl d born and bred,

Mewyaur ang; not many have heard of it, Aurrangers aren't nuch for conpany or
traveling. 2.85 g. \Were they have three sexes. Spermcarrier (Rau), seed
carrier (Arra), wonb-nurse (Maung). He's Rau. Hmm There's a heavy burden he
has to bear. Drives himinto craziness sonetines. Feral es of every sentient
species |'ve cone

across, even the reptilids, want to cuddle him they all think he's
devastatingly cute. Fluffy little teddy bear with big brown eyes. Barely up to
nmy belt which is small even anong his own people. Tal king about the
Aurrangers, they're agoraphobes in a big way, live in huddl es underground.
Funny, they're frightened of just about everything and they're the best damm
predators |I've net. You ought to see Pels stal king sonething. That fuzz of his
isn'"t fur at all, when he's up for hunting, it kicks over into a shifting
canoufl age that beats hell out of a chaneleon web. Thing is, he was born a

m sfit, always going out on the surface, fascinated by space and the stars
that gave the night sky a frosty sheen; he was different enough to be

m serable with his own people. He applied for a work-study grant to University
and got it, being very very bright, but once he got his degree, with an honors
list a kmlong, no one took him seriously enough to hire him He was too damm
cute.

When his nobney ran out, he had a choice between scavengi ng for scraps and a
life of little crines or living in luxury as a fanmly pet. He was a reasonably
conpetent burglar by the time | put ny Slancy Orza into orbit park over

Adm n/ Uni versity.

I was finishing a job for some xenobi ol ogi sts, delivering a cargo of rare
plants. The comoff | had on that trip, she had a sweet paper trail and was a
gol den goddess for |ooks, but she was a whiner. Kumari and nme, we cane cl ose
to strangling her, but we held off till we reached University. W fired her

wi t hout recommendation; it was safer than pushing her out a lock if not so
satisfying. We turned over the plants and went out to cel ebrate our freedom
fromthat rockdrill whine

Sonetime round dawn we got tangled up with Pels who was conmitting rmayhem on
what | ooked to be half the thugs on StarStreet. Amazing thing to watch. W
haul ed him | oose and took himhome with us because Kumari was curious about
him No, she wasn't about to go notherly over him | talk about her as she,
because she | ooks femal e, but she's a neuter, got the sex drive of a rock and
her maternal instincts could be

engraved on a neutrino with a nunmber ten nail. Mst of her energy goes into
curiosity.

W needed a comoff, he needed a job. W took himon for one trip to see how



he fit in. That was seven years ago.

Pel s was di ggi ng around the thornbushes, pulling weeds, cleaning away sawdust
and bits of paper and old | eaves, |oosening the earth about the roots. He
keeps after me about the plants in the back yard, says |'m neglecting them

but those thornbushes could use a little neglect, they're volunteers blown in
by the hefty winds we get in the thaw storns. |If | panpered themthe way he
wants they'd take over the yard, hey, they'd take over the world. He was about
three-quarters finished with the thorns, baroom broom ng al ong, happy as he
could get on a m serable one-g world.

Kumari was stretched out on a padded recliner, leafing through a book of poens
conposed in inter-lingue and interlarded with local idiom She read snatches
of themto me when she canme across sonething she thought | ought to like.
Mostly | ignored her, being too concentrated on gouge and wood to have much
mnd eft for other things. Al the same it was a pl easant noi se. Shadith cane
about an hour after |unch.

Shadith brushed aside curls and chips of wood, swng onto the table; she set
her hands on her thighs, waited until | finished the cut and ran ny thunb
along the line. "I need a sneaky |ander," she said. "Lend ne Slider."

"Hrmm See what you think of those harps. You like one, you can have it."

She | aughed at ne. "A d Bear, put down your ax." Hooking a foot around a table
| eg, she | eaned back, ran her eyes over the three harps, chose one, not the
best, | thought, but a start. Wth a treble grunt, she straightened, settled

t he harp agai nst her shoul der and drew her fingers along the strings.
"Interesting tuning. Well?"

"Why d'you want it?"

She wrinkl ed her nose at ne, concentrated on her playing. Even | could tel

the tone was dull; the song was dying on her. One dud. | think the wood was
the problemthere, no resonance to it. "Gay's disappeared,” she said, "I'm
off to see what happened. ™"

"I see. Vant hel p?"

"This is a |loser, Bear." She did her |ean again, sw tched harps, straightened.
"Don't think so." It was ny favorite she had this time, she sniled at the
sound of it, played a snatch of some tune or other, noved on to another, then
another. "My first chance to go off on ny own," she said after some m nutes of

noodl i ng about. "In nmy own body. Got a tuning wench around? | want to try
somet hi ng. "

"In the kit." | lifted the tool kit over the harpframe I was working on and
pushed it toward her. "Keep it if you want, easy enough for me to pick up

anot her, you m ght be too busy where you're going." | watched her as she began

retuning the harp. This was the first tine 1'd got a good | ook at that new
body, couldn't really count the web signal, the picture flats out here on
Telffer, it's a long way from anywhere. And the col or bleeds, runs round the
image like lectrify jelly. Lot of dunps and glitches around us. | found nyself
t hi nki ng, what's a baby doing junmping into sonething hairy as that? Then | had
to laugh; Shadow, little Shadith sitting inside that head, she was what?
three, four thousand years older than ne? Thing is, it's hard to renmenber that
| ooking at her. | was glad |I'd had the nous to keep nmy mouth shut. | doubt
havi ng a body has changed her that much; she had a nasty turn of speech when
she was annoyed.

She finished the tuning, began to play. Weird resonances. Tried to do things
to ny head. If 1'd listened harder, | mght've had visions |ike sone fl aked
out holyman. Hmm Nice, once you got used to it. | went back to carving, the
nmusi ¢ made the cuts seemeasier. Kumari closed her eyes, l|laid her book open
facedown on her stomach. Pels stopped his hunm ng but kept on with his

di ggi ng. Renenber his ears? They were

up as high as they went, spread out and quivering, he had themturned toward
the table.

"I like the tone of this 'n," she said.

"That's the one | thought cane out best, but try the other."



"Why not . "

She traded harps, played with the newone a little, set it aside. "You're
right, the second one's by far the best."

"You needn't sound so surprised.”

"Poor old Bear, that rubbed at you, eh? Put your fur down, | didn't nean it
that way. The | ander?"

| looked at Kumari. She managed to shrug wi thout noving. Pels sat on his
haunches and gave ne a slitted look. He didn't say anything, but | got the
point. "Take it, Shadow. Anythi ng happens, the cost comes out of ny share of
profits.”

Kumari has a sound she makes when she's amused. It isn't quite laughter, it's
a conbined rattle and hiss |like the noises a kettle makes when the water's

about to boil. "Damm right," she said.
Pel s grinned, baring a pair of fangs that al nost made hi muncute. "Yes," he
said, "if anything's sure in this unsure universe, that is." He voices his

si bSants and shifts or drops his plosives; it's those teeth, but |I'mnot going
to try to reproduce how he sounds. "Shadow, be sure you get the Sikkul Paens
to run you through the basic finger patterns. The Paenms and ne, we haven't
finished working on her, so the coding's a nightmare. Don't get yourself in a
spot where you have to switch about fast."

"Slow and sneaky. CGotcha.™"

"Gr." He went back to fiddling in the dirt.

She slid off the table. "This harp have any kind of case?"

"I'n the workshed, on the table by the lathe."

"Thanks, O d Bear."

"Call it a coming-out present."

She | aughed and went trotting to the workshed.

Kurmari raised a brow "A bit young to be running | oose, isn't she?"

Crew knows ny history, nakes things easier when | get down and dark, so they
knew what | was tal king about when | said, "She's older than ne."

"Comi ng-out." Kumari pinched her nose. "Shame, Swar."

Before | could answer that, the incomtinged and the housekeep cane on. "One
Adel aar aici Arash to see Swardhel d Qual e, business, no appointnent." The

pl ate showed a small wonman with a determ ned face whil e housekeep waited for
nme to decide what | wanted to do.

"Eh, | know her." Shadith cane to stand besi de ne, swi nging the harp case.
"When | was coming fromthe port, | saw her wal king along Sterado Street. Two
men were going after her. Locals, | think."

"On the street? Not pros then."

"Well, one of them had a yagampbuche, so they were serious about it. | stunned
"em took her to that ottotel on Fejimao, her business card's inny flit if
you want an extra check on her. Um | got lots of the nen, they're in the
flit's menory. You want, you can have them" She frowned. "If this is business

com ng up, won't you be needing Slider?"
"A deal's a deal. The lander's yours long as you need her. What we can't

finagle, we'll fake. M nd her seeing you here?"

"Course not. Wy?"

"I"ve got to call Kinok about Slider, ve'll want a | ook at you so ve knows who
tolet in. Best do that in the office. Wile we're up there, you can give ne
the access code, 1'll have housekeep tap your flit. If there's |ocal talent
after her," | nodded at the plate, "I can use the fots to place them mi ght

even recogni ze them nysel f, who knows. Better | have sone idea what we'd be
getting into before | close with her."

| told the housekeep to let the woman in and take her to the living room |

wi ped ny hands off, brushed at the wood chips on ny shirt and trousers and for
maybe ten seconds thought about changing nmy clothes. Decided if she wanted a
three piece suit she could buy one.

"Kurmari, Pels, |I'H open the com you keep an eye on what happens, give ne a
call if you see sonething I'm m ssing."

"Aukma Harree's blessing on her little head." Kumari yawned. "I was getting



bored doi ng nothing. Lean on her, Swar; soneone that close to being of fed
shoul d
have a strong idea of how nuch her life is worth." She made her happy noi se.
"Alean for a lien; the one on your share.”
"That's not even worth a groan. You finished, Shadow? Come on, let's find sone
air without verbal farts init."
| like towers so | built nmyself one; taller than the tendrij it is, faced with
fiel dstone and paneled with the finest wood on Telffer. Makes you want to
reach out and caress it and I'mnot saying | don't if I'malone so | don't
enbarrass nyself. My office is on the top floor of the tower, got a desk and
all the gadgets | need to keep ny peace unruffled, a pair of tupple chairs for
my clients, a stunner or two in the walls in case one of '"emgets anbitious. A
droptube under ny chair, sanme reason. Handknotted rug from Gonmirik, couple of
paintings |I like, a stone scul pture by a man on University, what's his nane
ah! Sarmayl en. Place | ooks nice if | say it nyself. The tower's tucked
into the southeast corner of the main house, you get to it through the living
room there's no outside entrance, at |east not one | show an ordinary
visitor. The guest roons are freestandi ng, connected by a wal kway; they've al
got outside doors, for ny privacy and theirs.
Har pcase bunpi ng agai nst her backside, strap over her shoul der, Shadith
followed e in.

The wonman was standing in the mddle of the Iiving room prissy disapproval in
the curve of her downturned mouth. Hmm There was a bit of a mess in there, so
what. Nothing to do with her. Her eyes flickered when she saw Shadith, but the
expression on her face didn't change. Looked |ike she was plated with
stainless steel, a |lot of anger underneath, though; no passion, no warnth

only anger and a hard control as if she'd explode if she let go her grip a
singl e instant.

"Come," | said, and pal ned the tube open. "My office is the tower's top
floor."

She nodded, a taut economical jerk of her head, then foll owed Shadow and ne
into the lift tube.
Approaching zero. Quote's Nest/Telffer.

The flickit was battered, rusty, with an intermttent eructation inits field
generator that jolted a grunt out of Adelaar every tine because it wasn't
regul ar enough o let her get set for the drop. The seat she sat on was dusty,
streaked wi th ancient grease and sweat, polished to a high gloss by years and
years of antsy behinds. \Wen the driver pulled open the door for her and she
snelled the interior for the first time, her stomach |urched and she coul dn't
help flinching fromthe filth, but she clinbed in without comment. She
couldn't afford to antagonize the driver/owner; he was the only one willing to
take her out of Prin Daruze, the only one. If he dunped her, she'd have to do
her negotiating over the comcircuit and that would be |ike broadcasting her
woes to the world. Specifically, to Bolodo Neyuregg Ltd. Besides, she had to
see Quale, to know him So rmuch depended on him

The driver was a dour and silent nan. Pressed to go faster, he slowed to a
crawl ; she recogni zed defeat and kept her fuming internal. The trip wasn't al
that long, only about an hour, but his stubborn silence nmeant there was
nothing to distract her fromher fretting.

The past three plus years had been a heavy drain on her resources; she'd taken
her best researcher off markets and tech breaks, set him hunting out
nmercenaries, she'd put in escrow a sumfor hiring the nost reliable of them
once she | ocated her daughter, she'd |eft

Adel aris Ltd. in Halash's hands. He was a good manager, he'd keep things

goi ng, but he wasn't up to finding new narkets or people, the company woul d be
treading in place. She'd drawn her travel and research expenses from Adel aris'
current account; the search had taken far |onger and was nore costly than
she'd expected, the account was dangerously | ow now, she really couldn't pul
nore out w thout destroying her business, bankrupting herself and her



partners; they'd been patient with her. They nore or |ess had to be, she was
Adel aris. Wthout her patents and processes, w thout her energies, Adelaris
Security Systems wouldn't exist, but there was a linmt to how much she could
ask of them If Quale didn't work out, she'd have to tap into the escrow fund
and that mght start a henorrhage that would kill all chance of getting Aslan
back. The driver's fee was one nore stone on the pile, which didn't nmake it
easier for her to tolerate his sour m sogyny.

The flickit flew west and a little south, |abored along a steep-walled river
gorge which cut deep into nountains that rose and subsided |ike waves of
stone, each wave higher than the | ast, narrow grassy valleys dividing them
mountains thick with trees and brush, with fortress houses scattered w dely
along the slopes. It |abored through a pass and cane out into a broad valley,
turned several degrees farther south and followed the river to a house on a
nmount ai nside, a ranbling structure with scattered suites |ike nodes on an
angul ar vine, a tower at a corner of the |largest node. The Telff circled wide
round the house, set down at a detached | anding pad at |east two hundred
nmeters off, cranked the door open for her and settled hinself to sleep while
he waited for her to finish her business or send himaway. Wether she went
back with himor not, he'd gotten a roundtrip fee fromher. Wen she was out,
he cracked an eye. "Stay on the path," he said. "You won't |ike what happens,
you go off it."

"Thanks." She shut the door, |ooked around. There was a sleek black flickit on
the pad, a ship's flit beside it. She frowned, wal ked over to the flit,
nodded. That girl, Shadith. Tick's Blood, was that a setup? She

shivered, feeling trapped and |loathing it, banged her fist against the side of
the flit, shivered again, with rage this time. Inpatient with herself, she
shoved away her apprehension and went striding, off along the netal ed pat hway.
There was no time for this nonsense; she was here, she'd know what she needed
to do once she nmet the man. Everything el se was uninportant. Aslan, ayyy,
three years gone, she could be dead, no! | won't think that, she's a survivor,
she I et herself be trapped, but killed? No!

She followed a small floating serviteur along a hallway, past several closed
doors. The wood of the walls and ceiling had a deep shinmering glow, the grain
was a subtle calligraphy flowing Iike nusic under the buttery shine of
lightberries on golden bronze stal ks. She narrowed her eyes at the serviteur
eased closer to the leftside wall, drew her fingers along the wood. After a
few steps she dropped her hand and wal ked faster.

The serviteur led her into a roomfull of light, gray light fromthe gathering
storm spidery with distant [ightning, a roomw thout corners, irregularly
shaped with a bite out of one side where the tower was. Huge w ndows ran from
floor to ceiling, a ceiling nore than ten nmeters high with cathedral beans a
di stant richness of texture and line; polarizing glass in them pale now the
wi ndows | ooked out across the valley or up toward the nountain's peak. Chairs
were clustered about these wi ndows, confortable, |eather covered, ancient
design. Trays on the floor, remants of today's noon neal congealing on plates
and bow s. Books and papers pil ed haphazardly about, drifts of themnext to
the chairs. Set into the wall opposite the door there was a huge firepl ace
meant to take logs, not linbs or splits, atable in front of it littered with
several pieces of wood and some gouges, chips and curls of wood scattered
about, a glass with a sticky residue coating the sides and hardening in the
bottom a bow of fruit with a half-eaten apple turning brown, a tea tray with
a plain pot and drinking bow s.

Tea set, windows, walls, chairs, the nubbly dark green rug on the floor, stone
and wood scul ptures scattered about, tapestries, paintings—fromthe nonent she
cane through the outer door, she'd been bonbarded with texture and color; that
sai d somet hi ng about the nman, she wasn't quite sure what.

Also clutter. She | ooked around and silently sneered at the debris of |iving

i n what night have been an el egant room He had serviteurs, he wouldn't have
tolift a finger to clean up after hinmself once he'd properly progranmred them



that he didn't could nmean he was confortable with this nmess, maybe even
preferred it to order. Cluttery mnd. Cutesy nmnd. Quale' s Nest. She began to
feel alittle sick.

He cane into the roomfollowed by the young girl who may or may not have
rescued her.

A tall man. Thick black hair, a streak of white running through it, extending
the Iine of a scar which touched his eyebrow with a dot of white, skimed past
his eye and swng down to the corner of his nouth. Pale gray-green eyes,
droopy eyelids, nose like a predator's beak, nustache, beard, both clipped
short. Broad shoul ders, long arms, a |oose, easy body. Easy body, easy man, if
you left himalone, at |least that was her first response to him He wore
scuffed ol d sandal s with bronze buckles, heavy tan trousers, cut off above the
knees, a shirt made fromthe same cloth, sleeves ripped out. Faded, softer
than vel vet after many washings, winkle on winkle, frayed at the seanms and
edges. Uni npressive, she told herself. Unprofessional. She didn't believe it.
He noved |ike a man confortable in his body, not an athlete or a dancer
not hi ng so sel f-conscious, just one who expected it to do whatever he required
of it without fuss or |agging.

He crossed to the bul ge of the tower, |ooked over his shoulder at her. "Cone,"
he said and pal ned open the entrance to a lift tube. "My office is the tower's
top floor."

At least the office was neat. He gestured to a tupple chair hangi ng soft and
shapel ess beside a tall w ndow, waited until she was seated before roundi ng
the desk and settling hinmself. "A nmonent," he said, "there's sone business |
have to finish."

He beckoned Shadith to him tipped up a sensor piate, touched a sound barrier
bet ween Adel aar and them He | ooked up at the girl, raised a brow, said

somet hing, his mouth blurring so Adelaar couldn't read it. Shadith smled,
made a quick curving gesture with one hand, spoke rapidly, |eaned on his

shoul der as he worked the sensor plate. Adel aar watched his hands. They noved
with the controlled clunsiness of a craftsman, no flash to them easy, slow,
sure. Long scarred fingers, tapering to spatulate tips, nails cut short, clean
but scratched, he didn't take care of his hands. Too bad. They were the best
part of himas far she was concerned. She sighed and | ooked away. The storm
had broken outside, rain streaked the wi ndow gl ass. The valley was green swept
with silver, the river cloud-black and rain-silver. Soundless rain, the office
was too insulated fromthe outside to et the patter through. Too bad. Still,
the storm gave the rooma cozy feel, especially when she | ooked around again
and saw the girl was gone, anbiguous uncertain figure that reni nded Adel aar
how [ittle real control she had over events.

Qual e |l eaned forward, forearns on the desktop (another of Telffer's jewel
woods), hands cl asped, watching her, waiting for her to tell himwhat she
wanted from him

She touched the controls and brought the tupple chair hummng closer to the
desk, slipped the diCarx fromher belt, laid it in front of him "Adelaar aici
Arash. Droom In the Hegger Conbine."

He collected the diCarx and fed it into the Evalua-tor, glanced at the plate.

"Ah. Adelaris Security Systens." He | ooked up, his eyes laughing. "I've heard
about you, never could afford you."
She lifted a hand, let it fall. "I have a daughter," she

said. "Tenured Associate. University. Xenoethnol ogi st. Awarded a G ant,

perm ssion to study the Unntoual ar on Kavel da Styernna. Franed. Torture of a
subj ect. Perversion. Sentenced, death. Sentence commuted to thirty years
Contract Labor. Bol odo Neyuregg Ltd. the Contractor. | want her out of that.
What's it going to cost me?" "Depends on where she is. Do you know that?" "No.
I know how to find out. It took ne nore than three years to get that far."
"Those nen Shadith stunned, the Directory placed them Looks |Iike you annoyed
Bol odo sometine during those three years and they managed to | D you. Shane,
that." He drew his thunb along his bearded jawine, ruffling the short black
hair. "They're not too worried yet, or they'd 've sent pros instead of



dependi ng on local talent." The ends of his nmustache |lifted, subsided, a
shadowed smile. "Assuming there's sonething they' re tw tchy about that

i nvol ves your daughter. Qtherw se they'd ignore you. It doesn't cost them
anything if you peel her |oose, they' ve got their fee. Looks to me |like

Bol odo's up to something that'd give thembig trouble if it canme out. Gve us
trouble if they think we're getting close. HMm" He sat back, his eyes fixed
on her face. "You know what it is. No? You' ve got sone idea?" "Yes." He lifted
a brow. "Terse."

" G

"Hmm " Hi s eyelids drooped until his eyes were slits, he brushed the tip of
his forefinger slowy back and forth across his nustache as he thought that
over. After a nmonment he | eaned forward, tapped in a code that brought a |arge
viewpl ate unfolding froma slot in the desk top. "Kinok," he said, "Kunari,
Pel s, Conference." He |ooked up. "Bring your chair round here," he told

Adel aar, "but keep your nouth shut, if you don't mnd, unless you' re asked
somet hi ng. "

The plate split into three cells. Furry cuddly type with twitchy ears set high
on its head. She didn't know the species. MIkglass maiden, pale hair thick
and silky, pale skin, pale gray eyes cool and intelligent.

Hadn't come across that kind either, interesting. Ropy coils, clusters of
succul ent bl ack eyes, col ored pul se patches, hairy exoskel eton, Sikkul Paens,
them she knew. Adult with a yearling bud crouching by ves head. Quale's Crew?
"Bol odo Neyuregg," Quale said. "You heard. We start this thing, we'd better be
prepared to dodge a lot."

What's this? Adel aar thought, Tick's Blood, do | have to sell all of then?

Mul tiple mal edictions on nmy mserable luck, | hadn't planned on letting any of
this out. Not until after we closed the deal anyway. Wiy did that girl have to
be tied up with hinf

The ni | kgl ass nmai den opened her pal e pink nmouth (what species? not one of the
cousin races, nust be some backwater bunch that never made space).

"Snat ching." She had a husky purring voice, nore life in that than in her
face. "Slaving undi sgui sed. Wat el se. Considering what Jaszaca ti Vnok told
us." Her voice was cool, her cool eyes distant. "Spotchals has to suspect
somet hi ng chancy is going on, but they won't press it as long as no one rubs
Spotchal lix noses in the mess. 1'd say the trade is small but enornously
profitable, otherw se Bolodo wouldn't risk it. They've got a strong base in
Spot chal s, but they've got to be careful; they own sone pols and some career
functionaries; even so, they've got potential for problens, renenber?" The
fuzzy one lifted a black lip, exposed a yellowed tearing tooth four
centimeters long (carnivore, she thought, deceptive little thing). "Yeah,

was in this bar the night before we left. Couple of Bolodo security cone in.
Hunh. One minute you wouldn't 've noticed a grenade go off in your |ap, next
you could hear your hair grow. Spotchallix, they like the taxes Bol odo pays,
but they hold their noses when they hear the name. If it cane out Bol odo was
slaving, 1'd give thema year at nost before they were gone."

Qual e brushed at his mustache, nodded. (Wiy doesn't he just ask? |Is this meant
to i npress me? Ponpous idiot. Ch god, how long do | have to sit here keeping
nmy face straight?) "Kinok," he said, "you know themthe hard way, what do you
t hi nk?"

The bud Kahat skittered along a heavy tentacle, perched on the voice box; ves
unmbi l i cal pul sed, ves hairfine digits mani pul ated the nmi nute sensorboard.
"They are very careful." The synthesized voice was a sweetly nusical tenor

qui etly absurd (a Paem pl ayi ng gentle jokes on vessel f, the heavens shoul d
open). "They hold records on the nmeat back to creation or as close as they can
get. Keep it legal, keep the record trail clean, if there's anything gray,
wash it white or bury it deep. Ve-who-speaks was sold and sold again w t hout
di m ni shing ves debt one ounce gold, they charge for air, they charge for
transport, food, sewage renpval, soilage, anything they can imagine and their
i magi nati ons are vast. Ve-who-speaks nust agree with Kumari; the profit is
beyond conjecture great to tenpt Bol odo across the line. Ve-who-speaks al so



bel i eves very few, an inner circle of execs, know of this operation and this
circle will not allow information about it to escape their hands; even their
nervousness they will clutch tight to their bosons; for beings who suspect
troubl e such urgency woul d be dami ng. Ve-who-speaks thinks that is why aici
Arash has escaped serious difficulty till now This is specul ation, Swar,
errors are likely. Say it is this way, in her search for her daughter, aici
Arash | eaves traces behind that are used to ID her after she is gone; if such
happened before she went, she would be dead. So the circle knows her nane,
connects her with her daughter, realizes her daughter is involved with the
secret thing. They do not know precisely what she has discovered, but they
nmust fear she had enough to go | ooking and that is dangerous. They send word
to their stringers to locate and renove her as a matter of swatting a

nui sance, no great urgency in it, only a chance for an anbitious outerling to
earn conpany points. They woo Luck but will not trust Her. Ve-who-speaks
bel i eves they are now organi zi ng sonet hi ng nore serious. Ve-who-speaks says
deal with aici Arash, it is no |onger possible to stand aside." The bud Kahat
went still, Kinok turned his eye clusters fromthe screen, turned them back
jolted Kahat into renewed activity. "Shadow comes. Byol tok, Swar. Consider."
The cell went dark

Kumari nodded. "I agree. Active or passive, we're init. | prefer to be paid
for working."

Pel s said nothing, showed his teeth in a feral grin that unfortunately made
himl ook |ike a naughty cub. Quale tapped off the screen, sent it folding into
the desk, turned to face Adelaar. "You pay fuel and reasonabl e expenses. That
is not negotiable. My base fee is fifty thousand Hel veti an gel ders. You bei ng
Adel aris, | have a proposition. Ten thousand only, escrowed, the rest I'lI
take in trade, Adelaris systenms for ny house and ny ship, supposing we cone
out of this with skins intact and brain in working order."

"Cenerous, | don't think. Two thousand, house or ship, not both."
"Mmh, think of it as a professional discount. The ship gets a conplete
wor kover, the house an apprai sal with suggestions for inmprovenment, | do the

actual work. Five thousand gelders." "Three thousand." "Done. You |ike

storns?" "Wat ?"

"Storms." He waved a hand at the wi ndow where the rain was sheeting across the
gl ass.

She | ooked fromhimto the shifting silvery streaks. "I suppose | do. As |ong
as it's not raining down my neck."

"Then we'll have tea in the garden."” He came out of his chair with that | oose

ease that continued to stir things in her she didn't want stirred; she didn't
like him he was too chaotic and cluttered for her taste, too wld,

undi sci plined, a weed, too young. She kept thinking of negatives, but as she
gave himher hand and he lifted her fromthe clinging tupple chair, they kept

fading on her. "A serviteur will take you there," he said, "if you don't m nd
['"lIl start shutting the house down, be with you shortly. Pels and Kumari are
there, ask them anything you want. W'|l be |eaving soon as the rain quits."

He wal ked with her to the tube, opened it for her, twitched his nustache at
her as she stepped silently into the tube. Dam the man,

he had to know the effect he had on women. That creature Kumari, his | eman?
The serviteur was waiting for her in the living room the debris fromthe neal
was gone, but the rest of the clutter was untouched, was likely to stay

unt ouched for however long it took to find Aslan. Shaking her head, she
followed the small bot as it hunmed away, gliding a neter off the floor

Pel s and Kumari sat at a table in an open structure of stressed wood nol ded
into a round of arches with a circular roof of roughcut shakes. Its floor was
rai sed shoul der high off the grass and | ooked out over scattered beds of
brilliantly colored flowers and convol uted, variously textured banks of fern
The deflector field shunted aside the rain as the clouds boiled black and wld
overhead and |ightning wal ked al ong the valley floor sone distance bel ow the
house. Adel aar sniled with pleasure as she heard the hoom of the wind, the



steady hiss of the rain, the crack of thunder and |lightning, Quale said the
storns were spectacul ar; that was rather an understatenent. She clinbed the
steps, gave Pels and Kumari a nod, a stiff inpersonal snmile, and settled into
the chair Kumari pulled out for her. "Quale said something about closing down
t he house."

Up close Kumari | ooked | ess human; her skin was white and transl ucent as

m | kgl ass (m | kgl ass nai den) and delicately scal ed, no eyebrows, her nose was
a low knife blade slightly turned up at the tip with narrow nostrils, snall
mout h a pal e pal e bl uish pink, narrow jaw, pointed chin; she was narrow and
angul ar as a primtive scul pture, her hands were extravagantly |ong and thin;
there was a faint drag on her flesh that suggested she'd been born and reared
on a lighter world than this. "He neans we'll probably get away cl ean, but

Bol odo is apt to slag the place out of sheer snittishness. He's setting the
automatics. May work, may not, depends on what they send."

"Planetaries won't keep them out?"

"What pl anetaries?"

"Ch." Adel aar | ooked round. "Then why . . ."

"Don't worry about it." Kumari nade an odd little sound, a rattling hiss that
Adel aar eventually interpreted as |laughter. "He spent half a dozen years
buil di ng the place, he was worse than a wounded augl auk when he had to admit
it was finished. He's been wal king around nuttering to hinself about redoing
this or that, but he can't convince hinself he could do better; if Bol odo
levels it, he'll have the fun of rebuilding. R ght, Pels?"

The furry person produced a runbling chuckle. "lInprove his tenper no end."
Adel aar watched the storma while; she was intensely curious about these two,
but couldn't in courtesy ask for their life histories; courtesy aside, they
were not likely to bare their souls for her, a stranger and a nere client.
"You're Quale's Crew?"

Pel s answered her. "Two thirds ..."

Kurmari broke in, "One half. You're forgetting Kahat."

"Shoosh, Kri, Kahat? That's the third Kahat ve's had since ve cane." He dug
into his face fur with short black claws that | ooked as form dable as his
tearing teeth, explained to Adel aar what he neant. "Kinok eats the current
Kahat every two years when the bud' s about to conplete separation. Sacrifice
to the drives, ve says. You know Si kkul Paens?"

"I know. "

"Me, I'mcomoff and Kumari, she's Ship's Mom she knows everything about
everything."

"Fool!" Kumari patted himon the cheek. "Cute-ness has warped your pea brain."

He growed at her, fell silent as a pair of serviteurs canme hunming up with
large trays. Spice tea, crisp wafers, small glass bows with sections of |oca
fruit, glass skewers to eat themw th. The tea service was native clay, rough
gl azed, a warmdark brown with hints of rust and a deep bl ue shadow where the
gl aze was snooth, the drinking bow s generous with a restrai ned el egance of
form

Adel aar lifted one of the bows, cupped it in her hand, enjoying its wei ght
and texture. "Local ?"

"One of my neighbors downstream she's got a patch of kaolin she's been
working for the past thirty years." Quale came through an arch and dropped
into the fourth chair. "Do anything for thirty years and you tend to get good
at it. Pour for us, Kumari."

He sat sipping at the tea and watching the storm Adel aar skewered a slice of
ruby fruit, ate it. It was good, a nix of bloodheart plumand citrus, firm
fleshy, full of juice; she closed her eyes, swallowed the fruit, savoring the
bl end of flavors in her nouth and the drama of the storm against her ears. She
thrust the skewer through a rose-pink wedge, sniffed at it, crunched her teeth
intoit, smled at the spurt of sweet tart flavor. Alternating bites of wafer
and fruit, washing themdown with sips of tea, she took the edge off a hunger
she hadn't noticed before.

After several nminutes of silence, Quale turned his head. "You send your driver



of f 2"

"T"k, | forgot him | left himsleeping in his flickit." She grimaced at the
rain. "I hope the thing doesn't |eak."
"Who?"

"Sour type called OGorny. Sounds unlikely, but that's what | made of his
mutter."

"Ha! the Worm No one el se would bring you?"

"No." She snoot hed her fingers over the textured gl aze of her bow . "Wat do
you want me to do? Go back to Daruze and wait? | don't think that would be a
good idea."

"No. OF course not. Ship's lander is com ng down here, we're not going
anywhere near the city. Unless you have sonething there you need to retrieve?"
"My case in the flickit, that's all | have."

"Hm Let Wormsleep till the stormis over. He can't fly in that stuff
anyway." He reached under the table, pulled up a servitrage, ordered the
housekeep to fetch Adel aar's case the nmonent the rain stopped and tell the
driver Corny to go home. After he clipped the trage away, he set his el bows on
the tabl e, clasped his hands. "About tinme you did sone tal king, mm®"

"Time . . . how much longer will this stormlast?" "An hour, maybe a little
nore." "Ah." She closed her eyes, weariness sweeping through her, three plus
years working al one, never knowing if the next day, next hour, next mnute
woul d see her bangi ng her head against a barrier even she couldn't get through
or around, or in a trap that got her ashed, three plus years until Quale said
Done and the deal was closed. Three plus years stretched taut, then the

el astic broke. It hadn't hit her up there in the office, but now . . . Now,
soot hed by the sounds of the storm the tea and fruit a warm confortably heavy
lunp in her mddle, a need to talk washed over her, frightening her, at the
same time luring her to say things she'd never said even to herself, to say
nore than she'd said to anyone since Churri the Bard. She understood what was
happening to her, the euphoria that came froma sudden rel ease of tension, but

understanding was no help at all. "Mnd if | ranble a bit?" "Wy not. | need
to get the feel of things." H's voice was distant, alnmost lost in the storm
noi ses, as seductive as her exhaustion. "Just talk, whatever you feel I|ike
saying."

"Mm " Eyes still closed, she slid down in the chair until her head rested on

t he back; she never sat like this in public, never, but she was too tired to
care, just noving a finger made her body ache. "You know anythi ng about the
Saber worlds? | can understand that. Still, people did go there, especially to
Soncheren, sunsets and opal mnes, chasmfalls and tantserbok, hunters cane
fromall over to hunt the tantserbok. | never understood those types, going
after beasts no one could eat or use; their flesh was poison, their skin
wouldn't tan, it rotted in three days no matter what you tried. And nore
hunters died than tantserboks, five hunters out, one back. The ratio changed
now and then, never in favor of the hunters, but all those dead seened to nake
t he next ones nore eager. Can you explain that to me, Quale? Can you nake it
make sense? | think stupidity can't be genetic, it has to be a birth defect or
something like that. Wiy else with the kill rate like it is are there so many
i di ots around? Ah,

that was a long time ago. Churri came to see the sunsets. Churri the Bard he
called hinself, a poet of sorts, |I'mno judge; he noved me, but my brothers

| aughed at him He was a little man, I'mnot tall and he'd tuck under mny chin,
he got ne so nessed up, | didn't know which end was where, god | hate that
phrase, | don't know why | use it, one of ny brothers caught us, nearly killed
Churri, he took off and didn't stop till he was on a ship goi ng sonewhere
else. Anmonth later | was being sick in the norning and bloating up like a
mlagq in a cl oudburst. "

Her voice trailed off, she opened her eyes a slit and exam ned Qual e. There
was sonet hi ng about himthat rem nded her of Churri, she couldn't decide what
it was, but then she wasn't all that good at readi ng people. Not his |ooks,
Churri'd been bald as an egg and dark anber all over, with bronze cat eyes



that |laughed a | ot though never at hinself. A streak of cruelty with little
malice init, like the cruelty of a cat, a spinoff of the curiosity, passion
det achrment that fueled his poetry. Aslan had inherited the curiosity and the
passi on, but hadn't yet acquired that detachnment, probably never would. Quale,
what was it about him sonething of that sane detachnent? that playful

pai nful digging into the other's, well, call it soul? Quale had an easy way
of moving, but Churri was nmade of springsteel and sunfire, to | ook at him nade
her shiver. Quale was am abl e, conmpetent enough but |low in energy. Tepid, that
was the word. Churri was restless and unpredictable, he seened easily seduced
into tangents but was not, no, that was his cunning; he was a stubborn little
git, when he wanted something, he got it, her for one. That was sonething el se
t heir daughter had inherited; she was about as biddable as a bl ack hole before
she could wal k or talk. Ahh, it didn't matter, probably just a question of
hormones. | was upset and tired, let ny guard down. She shut her eyes.
"My father was a man of great honor, hmm He shut ne in a cell and brought in
whores to tend nme because no decent wonman shoul d have to | ook at ne.

It's a miracle or good genes, take your pick, that | lived through that tine
and Aslan was born healthy. My father left her with me till she was weaned,
then he gave her to a baby market. If she'd been a boy he m ght have kept her
though I don't think so, she | ooked too different, skin was too dark, eyes
were gold like Churri's, not washy blue like his. Mg, he sold into contract
| abor. Not to Bolodo, to a smaller Contractor, one you could get |oose fromif
you had the brains and drive. | don't |ike thinking about that tine, but it
taught me what it took to survive when you didn't have a famly back of you.
After three years | managed to buy out and | went |ooking for Aslan. Seens to
be a habit, that. Found her too. Things were fine for a while, | was doing
this and that, pulling in enough credit to keep us confortable. Apprenticed
nmyself to a minor genius and | earned everything he wanted to teach ne and a
ot he didn't want out of his hands. Until Aslan hit puberty. And | turned
into ny father. T'k. W had some royal fights. Aslan was smarter than |'d
been, no roving poets for her, but she didn't like ny friends, she found them
bori ng, nauseating, unethical, she had an obsession about ethics, don't know
where she picked it up, it was bad as a deformity for scaring people off, she
didn't like what | was doing, ethics again, she wanted no part of ny friends
or ny business. The rows got worse, nothing physical, we weren't that sort,
but we were clawi ng at each other with words and she was very good w th words,
better than | was, | sputtered and yelled and got frustrated, but she never
| ost her tongue. W |oved each other, but we couldn't live together. So Aslan
went to University." Adel aar sighed.
"She couldn't stand ny friends, but she took up with sone of the worst nannys
there, flatulent bores, maybe intelligent but ignorant of anything to do with

real life. 1'd visit her, she'd visit me, we'd be polite a while about each
other's friends and oh everything until the facade broke and we had anot her
row. We'd give it a rest till next tine, but we kept in fairly close touch by
submai | . Funny, we had our best conversations on faxsheets, though maybe not

t he nost pri -

vate. We set up a code of sorts, words that nmeant trouble but |I can handle it,
trouble help fast, that kind of thing. She has this fixation about recording
cultures for the poor destroyed native speci es who' d probably skin her and
roast her if they got the chance, she was al ways poking into places no sane
trader woul d go near; we had rows about that, paranoid mana she called ne, you
get what you expect, she said, expect people to be nice, you get nice. |I told
her she was an idiot. She just |aughed. Then this Unntoual ar thing cane up, a
chance to be the first researcher into Kavelda Styernna. She stopped by Droom
on the way there, she was full of it, the first tine she'd gone in al one;
she'd got five student assistants and a manager, Duncan Shears, she said he
was the best there was at handling |ogistics, University was going all out for
her. | was scared out of my mind for her, I'd heard nasty runors about the
Styernnese and the Unntoual ar, | warned her she wouldn't |ike what she was
going to find out and she should be damm careful what she | ooked at,



Uni versity was no good to her if the Aigarchy decided to off her, what could
they do about an accident however fatal? | told her to yell if things |ooked
murky, |'d cone and get her, hell with Styernna and everything. This time she
didn't argue, she knew it was going to be touchy, the Aigarchy was only
letting her in because of |ong hard pressure fromtheir homeworld Bradjeen
Kiell and from University and they were going to watch every nove she nade.
It's a filthy universe and we're about the filthiest things init. If it was

up to me, I'd say sweep the debris into the nearest sun and get on with
today' s busi ness. Knowi ng how sick and perverse we can be is usel ess, doesn't
change anyt hi ng except naybe it encourages the freaks. | told her that,

don't know how nmany tinmes, but she's a passionate creature, Aslan, and she
believes time can repair the damage we do if given material to work with and
it's her mission to collect that material. | said that, didn't I, ah well, ny
mnd' s not tracking, I"'mtoo tired. So she went. | got a subrmail letter from
her a month later, bright and chatty, saying how hel pful the Styernnese were,
no doubt for benefit of the

censor she expected to read it, but she worked the code in and that told nme it
was a bigger ness than even | thought and she was scared but hanging on and if
| didn't hear fromher by the last third of each nonth | should come get her
Conme quiet and careful. | started tying knots in things so | could go as soon
as the mail didn't cone.

"I't happened so fast. CGot a letter one day where the undertext said she was

pi cking up stories that nauseated her, that she was nervous but coping, three
weeks later University subbed over a transcript of her trial and an apol ogy
because they couldn't do anything directly for her, but she was still alive;
there'd been a death sentence, but it had been commuted to thirty years
contract labor. Alive! Under involuntary contract, you aren't alive, you're
wal ki ng dead. The time | was under contract | was tougher than Aslan'd ever

be, but those three years canme close to killing ne. Be damed if | left her in
that mess. She'd been trashed, University said as much, but | didn't need them
telling me. They were going to try buying her clear if they could find out who
had her, and they were going after Styernna; oh, they were hot agai nst
Styernna, gnashing their bitty teeth, shuh! | didn't care what they did, |
want ed nmy daughter. Besides, that |ot of nannys couldn't find their asshol es
wi t hout a map.

"Cetting into Styernna wasn't easy. They'd closed down the ports, not even
honewor| d types could |l and, and they had the satellites on alert for snoopers,

but given the coin, any thing's available. | knew this snuggler, he put ne

down and arranged to lift ne off a nonth later. | nosed around Kay Strenn

that's the capital, trying to sniff out what they'd done with Aslan. It wasn't
easy, Aslan calls nme paranoid mama, but |'ma |anb beside those shits. | have
this medkit which is probably unlegal on just about every world | know of, but
it's useful at times like this, | suppose |I shouldn't tell you that, what the
hell. | went after the trial judge, he was the only one |I could get at w thout

nore preparation than | had time for and | ocal muscle which | had no access
to. He didn't know nuch, except that Aslan nust have found out sonething
really ugly be-

cause the Aigarchy wanted her dead and ordered himto take care of it. Like
al ways, he did what he was told and drowned what qual ms he had in the |oca
version of hi-po brandy. He was involved in the commutation, he had to sign

t he papers; | got Bolodo's name from himand sonething peculiar. If the

A igarchy wanted Aslan dead, why sell her to a Contractor who m ght take what
he | earned from her and bl ackmail then? Didn't make sense. Oficially ny
babbl i ng judge knew not hi ng about why it happened, but he'd picked up runors.
Bol odo had paid certain nenbers of the Aigarchy bribes and proni sed t hem
Asl an woul d di sappear so thoroughly she'd be better than dead. Wy Aslan? Not
for her body, shuh! she's my daughter and | |ove her, but even | wouldn't cal
her a beauty. She's attractive enough, but there are thousands of wonmen nore
so. Not all that sexy either, she's nore interested in scrungy natives and
putting together culture flakes than she is in nmen, they're for recreation



when she's not busy with sonething el se and that shows. To be honest, Quale,
she's a very boring person. Secrets? Everything she's done has been published
one way or another. She's a xenoethnol ogi st, for god's sake, who'd pay a pile
of coin for a xenoethnol ogist? There it is. Wiat it says to ne is this, Bolodo
had an order fromsonme crawly who has the hots for a scholar and Aslan dropped
into their fingers. Scholars do tend to have a | ot of backing, colleagues and
so on who yel p when sonet hi ng happens to one of them | give the nannys that.
"I dumped the judge and got off Styerana with lice hot after me ready to do ne
worse than they did Aslan. That nust have been when Bol odo di scovered sonmeone
was snooping into their business; there was enough |l eft of the judge for that.
| suppose | should have offed him but the easy life |I've had the |last few
decades has made nme soft. Couldn't do it. He was such a miserable little worm
| just couldn't squash him

"I went home for tools, visited sone old friends; by the time | reached

Spotchals, | wasn't ne, had distorters on ny bone structure and twi sters on ny
body

stinks. Just as well, Bolodo had spotters out, bloodoons |ooping over every
port, sniffoons trundling through the streets, don't know if they were | ooking
for me or what they thought they were doing, but if was a nuisance. Local lice
were irritated by all this, that was points for ne, they tended to knock down
t he 'oons whenever they came across them After | got dug in, | didn't have

too much troubl e keeping hid. You know Spotchal s, the police there are nothing
speci al; they do what they have to and not much nore and the government's | ess
corrupt than nmost, and there are thousands of ships going in and out, busy

pl ace, and a huge popul ation

"Cetting through security around the Bol odo conmpound was sonething el se. It
took me three years of digging, slowtedious dangerous diggi ng, dancing tiptoe
around the sleeping tiger to get close enough to work the mainbrain. You don't
know how many dead ends | banged into, but | finally worned a way through
perimeter security and set up a protected corridor that would Il et ne nest in
the walls each night and gnaw away at the records hunting for Aslan's file. In
and out, living on ny nerves, feeling for traps, noving a hair at a time, day
by day, week by week, nmonth by. nonth. Twice | joggled something; it wasn't
exactly a trap, but it alerted Security and there was a general alarm |
stopped breathing, didn't nove and they m ssed ne; they ran all around ne, but
they didn't find ne. And | started again hair by hair, |ooking for Aslan. They
were tense for weeks after each of those brushes, jumping at shadows, it nade
t hi ngs easier and harder for me; all that activity covered a lot | was doing,
on the other hand soneone could stunble on nme any tine if ny Luck went bad, it
was enough to give ne permanent shakes. After two nore nmonths of this, | found
her. She was listed as part of a special shipnent to a world so secret it
wasn't identified except by a code name. This was in a linmted access file,
you needed five keys entered simultaneously to release it if you didn't have a
shortcut like ny crazyquilt. And still that worl dname was coded. | duped a
part of the file, the part about Aslan. All the shipnments were there,

fifty years of kidnapping and slaving; | thought about duping the whol e thing,
but I was afraid of staying in there too long, besides, | didn't care about

t hose others, what | wanted was Aslan. Oh. Yes. | got sonething el se, note
this, Quale, this is inportant. Those shipnments are assenbled at a substation
of f Weersyll, they go out roughly twice a year. There's one schedul ed for
three nonths fromnow, | hope you can follow it. Lyggad says you can, he's the
one researched you for ne, you know you've got a very odd history, dunb, I
don't have to tell you about your life, where that ship is going is where
we'll find Aslan. |'ve got the flakes with ne, | thought you m ght need to see
them That night | didn't try for the code, | took the flakes out of the
conmpound and stowed themin ny case. | gave nyself three nore nights to break
the code and identify the destination, | set up passage off Spotchals, didn't
care where to, on half a dozen ships each night, different hours, | wanted to
be out and off fast, you know Spotchals, there are what, fifty? a hundred?
ships |l eaving every night, if | was quick enough, slippery enough, |'d get



ahead of the guards, the 'oons, even if | tripped alarms all over the place.
As long as | got clear of the conpound. That was the trick. Getting clear
Security hadn't come close to nmy corridor, not once in all those nmonths. It

was worth taking the chance. | went in, set things up to collapse behind ne if
| had to run, slipped into the limted files and started hunting for the key
to the code that concealed the world and its location. | thought | was being

very very careful, but that particular line was |oaded with traps, alnost the
first nove | made set off alarns, turned the conpound into a bonb waiting to
blow. This tine they knew they had a rat in the walls and they weren't going
to quit till they got it."

"I jerked ny taps and went away fast, the corridor shutting down behind ne,
erasing my backtrail. | thought | got away clean. | collected ny case and was
of fworl d before Bolodo Security finished flushing the conmpound and turned
their search on the ports. | dodged about for several nonths, shifting IDs
until | was me again. There was no sign of interest in ne

bef ore Aggerdorn, that was where | got passage here with Treviglio. |

shoul dn't be surprised, though, should I. It isn't that big a step to tie the
agitator on Kavelda Styernna to Aslan and Aslan to nme and gi ven what happened
on Spotchals, adding in Adelaris, well, there | was. Kinok and Kumari were
right, Bolodo's little sideline is nasty, dangerous and profitable; the net on
Asl an's shipment was close to a billion gelders and renenber there've been two
shi pnents a year for nore than five decades.”

She opened her eyes, yawned. The stormwas still yow ing outside the

defl ectors, though the wi nds were dyi ng down, the rain slackening. "You know
the nost frustrating thing? I was on Spotchals two nmonths before Aslan's
shipment left Weersyll. Two damm nonths." She glanced at the stormwith

i npatience, all pleasure in it gone, sat up and ran her hands over her hair,
pulling control like a coat around her. "You can follow that ship?"

"I'f we can set sone ticks. We'll know nore about that shortly. Pels, get on to
Ki nok, have himstart a run on Weersyll, then you get hold of sone of your
dubi ous friends, see what they can give you. If they need time, have them
nmessage you at our drop on Helvetia. Kumari, see if you can get through to ti
Vnok; say we'll make Helvetia three weeks on. If he wants to meet, have him

| eave tinme and place at the drop." Quale got to his feet, stood back to |et
the others nove past him He glanced after them turned to | ook down at

Adel aar. "Helvetia first. W have to settle the escrow and regi ster the
services contract." His nmustache lifted in a smle reflected in his pale eyes.
"Even Bol odo won't ness with Helvetia."

"They could wait beyond the Limt, junp us there."

"Slancy Orza has a trick or two. Hhm G ve you a few hours' sleep and the
world won't be so grim" He bent, reached under the table. "I'll have a
serviteur clear the table. Anything you'd |ike?"

"The stormto end."

"Wn't be |ong now. Relax."

She nade an inpatient gesture. "If your |ander

can't work through this little disturbance, what good is it?"

"I't's being droned down, no use taking chances for a niserable half hour that
we can make up with no trouble once we're insplitted.”" A brow lifted, another
smle, then he too was gone.

She sat and watched the rain thrumdown, watched it dimnish abruptly to a
trickle. The clouds ravel ed, paling, thinning; patches of sky appeared,
vividly blue in contrast to the shadowed whites and pal e grays of the

vani shing clouds. Shafts of sunlight shot down, touching droplets of rain into
blinding glitters; the greens outside the garden shimered |ike polished jade.
Qual e read her too well, curse the man, her gloom dissipated with the storm
Her anbival ence remai ned. Action was on hold for the nmoment, once it began
it'd go with a rush. Qut of her control. Before, she'd been in charge, now
he'd be. Qual e.

Enigmatic man. She smiled, a wy tight thinning of her |ips, as she renenbered
Lyggad stroking his pile of faxsheets, winkled atony, big-eyed elf. The first



part of his life Quale was a violent brute with a strong skilled body and
enough intelligence, or maybe it was cunning laced with Luck, to acquire a
ship and hold together a notley crew of scavs, a sleazy, crude scavenger whose
i dea of subtle attack was rip and run, then he'd tangled with the Hunter

Al eytys and suddenly he was sonething nore. A clever man, quiet, calm cutting
ties to his former . . . well, you couldn't call themfriends, say associ ates,
pal s, buddi es, whatever. A man who kept clear of trouble. Lyggad said it was
like Aleytys gave hima brain transplant. He giggled when he said it, but
obviously nore than half-believed it, A eytys was part Vryhh and who knew what
t hose types could do when they put their mnds to it? He said some of Quale's
ex- buddi es got nosy and demanded to know what happened, inplying in forceful
though linmted | anguage (that was Lyggad being prissy) that the woman had
castrated him They didn't ask twice. In that, Quale hadn't changed, he was
fast and nasty when the occasion required. So Lyggad sai d.

Slancy Orza. Rummul enpire trooper, Lyggad said,

nostly shell and drives when Quale acquired it, a weck flying on kicks and

curses. The drives used to be huge clunkers that ate fuel like it was free.
Qual e yanked those and put in new drives; they were nothing standard accordi ng
to the few folk who got a | ook at themand were willing to tal k. Huge, sleek

powerful Slancy Orza (Lyggad' s voice went wistful, his tongue caressed the
words), she can outrace a Sutt Aviso, sit down on a 3g world wi thout bursting
a seamand lift cargo nearly equal to her own weight.

She heard a quiet runble, went down the stairs to stand on the grass | ooking
up at a small lander as it dropped toward the ground. The pad, she thought,
Worm must be gone by now. She drew her hand down over her face, sighed,
started for the house.

Three years std. earlier

Asl an aici Adlaar daughter to Adel aar aici

Arash riding to an unknown destination in the

hol d of a Bol odo transport.

Asl an muttered and blinked as she came out of a drugged sleep. She lifted her
head, let it fall back as pain lanced fromear to ear. "Stinking . . . what
now?"

Dimblue light. A cylinder. She was on a cot inside a tincan, cots spreading
out on either side, above and bel ow. She was catheterized but was not
unconfortable with it, the appliance was nore resilient than nost; there were
restraints on her wists and ankles, but they had sufficient play to | et her
sit up, even hang her |egs over the cot's edge. She was surprised that she
wasn't under full automatic care, her body processes reduced to a | ow hum
Thi s waking restraint was wasteful and from what she knew of contract | abor
transports, unusual. She tried again and this tinme made it up. Wen her head
st opped poundi ng, she | ooked around.

The other contractees ... no, she thought, don't funk the nane . . . slaves,
some of the slaves were stretched out sleeping, sonme were sitting up, staring
nmorosely into the blue gloom others were tal king together, still others had
books and were readi ng or earphones, listening to flake players. She hadn't

seen any of them before, Bolodo had kept her in solitary for nmonths, probably
so she'd have no chance to pass on anything about the digarchy and what they
wer e

doing to the Unntoual ar; she had two coveralls, one clean each day, whatever
fl akes or books she asked for, but nothing fromher own gear. She'd asked for
that, but no one bothered to listen to her and she deci ded they'd ashed her

t hi ngs, just another paranoid precaution. Hm M/ own personal paranoid was
too too right, manma'll beat ne over the head with that for the next hundred
years. She clicked her tongue, smled as she renenbered her nother's habitua
t'k t'k that used to irritate her so much when she was a teener

She went back to inspecting her conpani ons. They were past adol escence, none
of themold (making allowances for ananiles and nutational differences). Al

of them seenmed to be sprouts on the cousin stemand there was a nore



i ntangi bl e Ii keness—+they were all professionals or artisans (no slogworkers in
the m x) wearing the kind of gear experienced travel ers chose, plenty of

zi ppered pockets and easy to take care of. She | ooked down. She was back in
her own tans, boots and all, the Ridaar unit in its belt case. Evidently they
hadn't ashed everything. Refusing to think about that, she slid off the cot,
stretched, the tethers stretching with her, the catheter giving her no
troubl e.

Her equi pment cases were strapped beneath the cot where she could get at them
if she wanted to.

She edged around and stared at them despair cold inside her. They are by god
sure |'mnot going to get back, unless. . . . She uncased the Ridaar, ran

t hrough the overt index, then called up the last of the hidden files.

Report: deepfile Ridaar: re: Unntoual ar Code: icy eagle's child damm you
Tamarral da | am not 324sub e m nus one one half.

. |"msure of it now, subject Zed has opened up enough to feed nme sone
songs. It's the usual thing, they' ve made an acconmmpdation with the new
powercenters and they're not about to endanger their survival to help a
transient female of nore or less the sanme species as the invaders who took
their world fromthem The Unntoualar I'mliving with are confused, on the one
hand | seemto be here with the blessing of the invaders, on the other they've
been quick to see the not-so-hidden hostility to me. |I've been careful to
l[imt my inquiries to their songs and the story tapestries connected with
these, with those dozens of thready fingers it's no wonder they're marvel ous
weavers. No color vision, so line and texture dom nate; al nost but not quite
witing; fromwhat |'ve seen so far (which I admt is severely linted) they
never did develop a witten | anguage, which was anot her clue since nbst races
with a high psi quotient don't, concepts are too conplex for the forced
simplification of the witten word. Why am | deepfiling this? Their
psi-capacity is the hot spot; whenever | get anywhere near that, Zed, We,
even crazy Tau start sweating bl ood.

M ke and Sigurd have done wonders with the | anguage, it's a stinker, Tam
you' d guess it would be since a good half the nuance comes from esp fringes.
Duncan lived up to his reputation by producing a crystal set, so the
youngsters could record a good portion of those fringes and give us access the
Unnt oual ar and the Styernnese don't suspect. | hope.

They're projective telepaths, that's clear fromthe songs, one of the few such
capabl e of transferring imges into the mnds of species alien to them
Physi cal | y nonaggressi ve but not passive. Their aggressions cane out in
psychic attacks; before the colonists cane, they were the dom nant species on
Styernna, having nore or |ess wi ped out all conpetition. Zed pulled a sneak on
the censor, included a song in the first batch he let ne flake about the
arrival of the colonists and the short depressing settlement war; | haven't
any idea why he did it, there's no evidence he can read me, maybe a gesture of
rebel i on, one he understands is probably futile. The Unntoual ar tried their
standard attack on the invaders, but the full force and flavor of it was
blunted by the stolidity of those alien nminds. Their single weapon was not
only usel ess but proved

to be disastrous for them their nost vicious attacks were perceived as
surrealistic and erotic dreans. The last part of the song is one | ong wail

agai nst Fate as the Unntoual ar realize this and begin dimy to see what it
nmeans for them

Yest erday he brought in Rho and Nu, al pha nmales like him they picked out a
new tapestry and started singing, but the song had shit-all to do with the

i mges. It was about what was happening to the Unntoual ar now. Since the Fina
Di spossession, the digarchs have hoarded for their own use the nost powerful
of the PT's (their nanme in the song is a conplex conbinati on of dream dancer
custodi an of race nenory, spear of the Unn, verbal shorthand: Stahoho idam
kaij), parceling out the lesser PT's for the entertai nment of their favorites.
Al very secret, of course. The homeworld has rules for handling the natives
and Styernna can't live without help yet; besides they know the ordure that



will splatter over themif what they're doing gets out, plus the fact that
hal f the scavs in the universe will come zoomi ng over to harvest their share.
Ch Tam what they're doing, it's a lot worse than forcing a PT to do his
thing. They're torturing the mserable creatures to get nore piquant dreans
out of them Sickening.

| didn't want to hear that, Tam nakes nme nervous. | don't know what the
hell's going on, | thought 1'd better get this deepfiled before Zed' s plot
(whatever it is) starts fruiting. Question: Is this a setup? Are the digarchs
using Zed to snooker ne into accusations | couldn't possibly substantiate? Is
Zed doing this on his owmn? Is he working with or for other Unntoual ar? Wat do
| do? Well, 1've got the kernel down, up to you to see there's heavy pressure
put to investigate the digarchy and how it's using the Unntoual ar

Di storted, bleeding, the Unn staggered into the circle, shrieking with voice
and mnd, ululating interling and Unnspeech, flopping in front of Aslan
accusations foam ng out of him curses

on the nane of the Adigarch who owned him tortured him stole his dreans out
of him Guards surroundi ng her taking her away, taking away the Unn, dead Unn
twisted tormented. Dead too |ate for her. At |east she was al one, Duncan and
the others were at the base canp two sectors away, oh god, she was al one, Mana
was right, she shouldn't have cone.

She stood | ooking at the pal msized plate for a I ong sick noment, then she

si ghed and canceled the read. If they'd bothered to | ocate and erase those
files, she'd have had a sliver of hope that she could get out of this. They
hadn't. Even the overt record was untouched.

She crawl ed back on the cot and sat with her | egs dangling, the fingers of her
ri ght hand movi ng around and around the old bum scar on her left wist, a scar
she'd gotten when she was nearly four and being puni shed by her foster nother
for sonething or other, she couldn't remenber what, but it was about two
nmont hs before Adel aar cane for her. Wen she noticed what she was doi ng, she
stilled her fingers and sniled at the scar, a fierce feral grin. Bol odo
doesn't know you, Manma, nooo indeed, you'll blow the bastards out of their
skins before you're finished with them Hmm Better for ny self-esteemif |
don't sit around sucking nmy thunb waiting for you to show up. Problemis, what
do | do and howdo | do it?

She pulled her legs up onto the cot, pushed herself along it until she was
sitting with her back against the hold wall, then started thinking about
contract |abor. Like everyone else, she'd accepted its exi stence as sonet hing
noral |y reprehensi bl e but generally necessary. Blessed be the Contractor for
he takes away the ugliness of life. Societies always have those they class as
crimnals, anything frommss nmurderers and big tine thieves to heretics and
skeptics who question the way things are. Your average citizen, he's nore
confortable if he doesn't have to | ook at the poor, the

handi capped, the mldly crazy and wildly crazy, the drunks and druggers, the
different, the dregs. Why not keep your citizens happy, reduce taxes, renove
focuses of disturbance—all that in one fine swoop? A way of using what woul d
otherwi se be a drag on the economy, a way of protecting the confortable
assunptions of the majority fromany sort of challenge. Besides, new col onies
need | abor they can eject when the job is done so the workers won't pollute

t he paradi se, heavy worl ds need mners whose health they don't have to worry
about, everywhere an infinity of uses for workers who can't object to

m serabl e conditions and miserly pay. And there you have it, contract |abor. A
marriage of greed with respectability. Blessed be the- Contractor (but don't
let himlive in ny neighborhood).

On her left a youngi sh man was stretched out, sleeping. Sone tine ago his hair
had been sprayed into | avender spikes, there was a | avender butterfly tattooed
on the bicep next to her; his hands were square and nuscul ar with short,
strong, callused fingers. There was a heavy silver ring on his little finger
she couldn't see nuch of it, but the design |ooked famliar. A friend of hers
on University had hands |ike those and a habit of giving rings like that to
his students. Sarmaylen. He was exploring an ancient and | ong negl ected form



of scul pture, working every kind of stone he could get into his studio,

t hreat eni ng t he nei ghborhood with silicosis fromthe dust he was raising. She
| eaned over, tried to see past the coll apsed spi kes; as far as she could tell
she didn't know the boy (she smled, getting old, wonman, when you | ook at a
man |ike that and see a boy), he was young enough to be only a year or two out
of school and she wasn't much into Sarmaylen's life these days. Snuffling

mar bl e dust didn't appeal to her; besides, she wasn't really interested in the
nore exotic varieties of the arts, couldn't talk to hi mabout them because he
snorted with disgust at every word she said. That was one of the reasons
Sarmayl en was only an occasi onal sl eeping conpani on though she found the touch
of his callused, work-roughened hands electrifying. She smled at the menory
of them snoothed

her fingers across and across the burn scar. H's hands were el oquent, his
tongue was not, at least in the public sense, a pleasant change from her ot her
friends and | overs. She was fond of him if she never saw hi magain, she'd
hurt a lot, but she could no nore live with himthan she could with her

nmot her. Their casual off again on again relationship seened to suit him as
well as it did her, though she sonetimes wondered what he was getting out of
it besides the sex, which was sonething he'd have plenty of w thout her. She
frowned at the boy. A student of Sarmaylen, a scul ptor. How did he wi nd up
here? Artists and artisans |ike himnever signed with Contractors. Not
voluntarily. Trashed like me, | suppose. O was he just out and out snatched?
Her nei ghbor on the right was a small fair woman. Huge eyes in an oval angul ar
face with prom nent cheekbones. Energetically thin. Sitting, she seened in
flight Iike sone birds Aslan had known. Her hands were narrow and bony, rather
too large for her slight formthough she nmanaged them gracefully, her feet
were narrow and bony, distorted by the stigmata of a professional dancer. She
was turning a nusic box around and around in her fingers though no sounds
issued fromit, if she disliked the dull rmuttering silence in the hold (the
tension in her body and the fine-drawn | ook of her face suggested that she
did), the nusic of the box would rem nd her of the restraints that kept her
tethered to the cot, so she left it silent. Her nouth twitched into a snmile so
brief it was like the flash of a strobe light. "Kante Xall oor," she said. Her
voi ce was deep, husky, easy on the ears. "Dancer. Bol odo nust have kept you
stashed somewhere?" "Aslan aici Adlaar. Xenoethnologist." "Yipe. Wat's that
when it's home?" Aslan tapped the Ridaar unit. "Sitting around listening to
native remants tell stories about how the world began."

"Weird." Xalloor |ooked past her at the sleeping youth. "You know hinP"

"No. | don't know anyone here. Back there, | saw four walls and an exercise
mat. Bol odo didn't want ne tal king about sonme things | got nmixed up in."

"Snat ched you?"

"Not exactly. Bought me out of a trashing; | suppose | should be grateful, the
maggots that did it were going to top ne. You?"
"I was on Estilhass, 1'd finished a situ with the Patraosh and had an offer of

anot her on Menfi Menfur. Maybe you know the feeling, mshnmosh and jigjag, hard
to sleep, no reason to stay awake, nothing to do but wait for the ship to take

me off. There was this stringnman | nmet in a bar one night, | woke up in
restraints on a Bol odo scout, no stringman in sight, just a pilot who | ooked
inon meto see |l was still alive, then ignored ne. He wore Bol odo patches,
made no nystery about who had me which was hellishly depressing if you thought
about it and | didn't have rmuch else to do the next bunch of weeks till we got
to the substation.” She shrugged with her whole body, a vivid electric
summation of her feelings. "We'll see what we see when they drop us. H myou

were wat ching, he's called Jaunni ko, he says he thunps rocks for a living."
Her thin brows wiggled skeptically, then rose in winkled arcs as Aslan
nodded agreenment. "The big lunp on the other side of him the one with his
nose in a book, that's Parnal ee, he's always reading. He says he's out of
Proggerd, that's in the Pit, the Orphal os Institute whatever that is, he got
drunk the first night in the pens, he had a bottle of tiggah in his cases; he
says he's the best designer in fifty light years any direction, didn't say



what he designs. The three wonen next him they're a group, the Onperiannas,
you heard of then? Ah well, it's a big universe. They were ny nusic the time |
was touring the Dangle Stars. The little bald nman who's doing all the
scribbling, the one who |ooks |like he's made of tarnished brass, he's Churri
the Bard." She arched her nobile brows and converted her |inber body into a
guestion mark as Aslan's eyes snhapped wi de. Aslan tw sted around, |eaned
forward and stared at her father. Curiosity seethed in her and a bitter anger
agai nst him for abandoni ng her, though she knew it was idiotic to think |ike
that, he didn't know she existed; Adelaar had been careful to tell her that,
her nother had a

sentimental attachment to hi mwhich was both anusing and peculiar in a wonman
so icily unsentimental in other ways. That the man who'd fathered her could be
sitting here so close to her, absorbed in his tablets, conpletely ignorant of
their relationship, was absurd, it was the god she didn't believe in playing
ganes with her life. She sighed, settled back, gave Xall oor an encouragi ng
nod.

The little dancer grinned, shrugged, a ripple of her body that said, what the
hell, it's your business. "I got Tom perianne to set one of his poens to
musi ¢, Lightsailor, you know that one?"

"I"ve read everything | could get hold of." It was the truth, it was a way of
getting close to her father without intruding on his life, sonething she was
afraid of doing, afraid of what she'd find, afraid she wouldn't Iike him
afraid she would, afraid he wouldn't |ike her, she suppressed a shiver as she
cont enpl at ed weeks, nmaybe nonths in this seal ed wonb, having to | ook at him
and wonder.

"It nade a great dance. | got the Dangles Tour out of it. Wy Bol odo snat ched
him | can't imagine. | nean if he ever gets |loose and raises a stink, they've
got nore trouble than a swarm of vores up their backsides." She shivered.
"Don't | ook good for us, eh?" She shivered again, exaggerating her fear
fighting it that way, a glint of |laughter in her eyes as she watched herself
perform then she went back to nam ng the captives, those close enough to be
visible in the pervasive blue gl oom

Bol odo Man live in |ove

gold fine gold Bolodo Man live in | ove

pearl and enaral d.

Churri's rich resonant baritone filled the hold; around, beneath, above it,

t he Orperiannas inprovised a driving support (Tom perianne, lectric harp

Nym perianne, tronc fiddle, Lam perianne, the flute).

Tribulation, sufferation Boring Haggard Bol odo Man Sing | sing thee sing we
Bl oody bane for Bol odo Man Get cold get old, senility Cankers chankers dropsy
pox Virus venin worm and tox Bolodo Man live in | ove

gold fine gold Bolodo Man live in | ove

pearl and enaral d.

Kante Xal | oor stretched her restraints to the utnost, standing on her cot,
dancing with the twanging ties, her body singing a wordl ess answer to the
chanted curse

Mal edi ction, inprecation, Jerk his nelts, the B'|odo Man, Mockery, indignity,
cal umy and ban Rash and runor, rancid liver, Bolo Bolo B | odo Man Rot and
rancor, snarl and spoil U cer, abcess, fester, boil, Epilepsy, apoplexy,

I ndi gestion, inflammation, Feccul ence and ful mnation Dilapidation, noth and
rust Treachery, atrocity, malignity and |ust Bolodo Man live in |ove

gold fine gold Bolodo Man live in | ove

pearl and enaral d.

Jaunni ko snapped thunb and forefinger, diving headl ong into the nusic; when
Churri paused and | ooked at him he began his contribution

Wa ha wa hunh

Si basi ba Bird

Cone out

Conme fromthe river cone



Waha

The bird cone fromthe river

Wa hunh

Si basi ba

Eat gold

Eat gold

Eat gold

Eat fat greedy soul

The bird cone fromthe river

Eat those pearl those emarald

Eat you bare, Bol odo Man

Bare ass, Bol odo Man.

Churri | aughed, his boom ng laughter filling the hold, filling that echoing

i mpossi bl e space.

Execration, vituperation

Call your curses, raise them high

Bol odo Man live in |ove

gold fine gold Bolodo Man live in | ove

pearl and emaral d Ful mi nation, inprecation Curse himup and Curse hi m down

Curse himneck and Curse himthigh Curse himheel and Curse himcrown Bol odo

Man live in | ove

gold fine gold Bolodo Man live in | ove

pearl and enaral d.

Par nal ee stood on his cot, straining his restraints, hunched over, sl apping

hi s shovel hands agai nst his nassive thighs, his burring basso waki ng echoes

until his words got lost in them

Thunp them dunp them Down anong the dead nmen Ekkeri akkari oocar ran

Down anong the dead men Bolo Bolo B | odo Man Down anong the dead nen Bl ood and

bone, heart and stone Down anong the dead nen Fillary fallary hickery pen Down

anong the dead nen Bl ackery luggary | amarie Eat the brain, the bod dy Gut and

liver, black kid ney Rowan runen mystery Down anong the dead nen

The Curse Song went on and on, the transportees taking turns at soloing, their

curses growi ng nore extravagant, nore surreal as each dipped into his or her

culture to surpass the contribution of the last. The rest belted out the

refrain until the hold rocked with it. Round and round, Churri playing

variations on his verses, the Ormperiannas addi ng flourishes, round and round

until, finally, the transportees collapsed in exhaustion and | aughter and fel

i nto extravagant specul ati on about where Bol odo was going to dunmp them

"Yo, | remenber you. May's Ass."

"Aslan. "

Abruptly realizing what he'd said, Jaunni ko went bright red, so red his ears

and the tip of his long nose were nearly purple. "Ah," he said. "Thing is," he

said, "May sort of went round saying you had the neatest ah umderriere he uh
" He turned even redder. "The time we nmet," he went on hastily, "it was at

a party, you probably don't remenber nme, you brought your nother al ong and

that wasn't being too successful, | talked to her a while, she was bored out

of her skull, one icy |ady. " He sneaked a | ook at her. Her expression

nmust have been rather daunting, because he stopped tal king altogether

After she cal ned down, she took pity on him and changed the subject. "How d

Bol odo get you?"

He stretched out on his cot, crossed his ankles, laced his fingers over his

flat stomach. "1'd just got ny papers. Junior Master. My found ne a

conmi ssion, he's good about that, you know, Jeengid in the Bl ade, the Keex of

Jelkim | was one of about fifty she hired, she liked ny part of the piece

wel | enough to give ne a little bonus, | was feeling whoooo no pain when this

stringman cane on to nme. Wke up in a Bol odo scout tied down and sick as a

wel |, sick."

"Any idea where we're goi ng?"

"None. Except we aren't com ng back fromit."

"So Xalloor thinks. | expect you're right.



Still two+ years till Aslan's Mama neets Qual e/ four nmonths after she woke in
the belly of the transport/the voyage is finished.

Lake Golga/GlisimGIllin/lnperator's Palace/ afternoon

The Bol odo transport decanted Aslan and the others on Tairanna four nonths
after it collected themat the Wersyll substation. Smallish dark nen with
cold eyes supervised their transfer. Ohers of the same type | oaded their gear
on carts pulled by stocky stolid beasts with horns like half smiles curving up
and away fromround tw tchy ears.

Asl an stepped onto the ground, braced herself to endure the extra wei ght and
found a moment of quiet while their new guards prodded theminto line. They'd
been stuffed with the | ocal |anguage and a sketchy outline of |ocal custonms so
they had no troubl e understanding the terse commands. Despite the

ci rcunmst ances she was nmonmentarily happy. There was an infinity of possibility
stretching out before her, new worlds always did that to her. She stood
docilely where the guards put her, sniffing at the wind that whipped around

t he base of the transport, sanpling the snells it brought to her. Fish and
rotting flesh, dung and nud and the sharp green bite of trampled grass, the
dank musky odor of the beasts, the subtler odors of cart woods and wor ki ng
metal, over all this the faint burnt-cabbage stink of the men. That w nd
wai | ed and whined; the carts rattled; her fellow slaves snapped irritably when
i mpati ent guards shoved at them barking guttural nonosyllabic orders; behind
her the drones servicing the ship clanked and hi ssed; overhead, racy white
birds circled in flittering flocks, their eerie cries a nost proper
acconpani nent to the debarking of slaves into the and of their servitude. The
ext ravagance of word and i nage nade her |augh. Xalloor |ooked a question
flinched froma guard' s goosing prod (an elastic grayish cane a nmeter | ong)
and in her indignation forgot what she was going to ask. Aslan sighed and
started wal king as the guards marched themtoward the towered city a kil oneter
or so away. Nothing to | augh about. She had no control over her life; whatever
happened to her depended on persons and events she had no way of manipul ating,
not now, not until she had sufficient grasp of local verities to do sone

pl anning. Her first flush of interest and excitenment quickly wore off; she was
a slave here, not a scholar. She rubbed at her |ower back. Though the gravity
of this world was unconfortabl e rather than unbearable, she was already
feeling fatigue and fati gue nade her depressed, dimnished her ability to dea
wi th her probl ens.

She risked a | ook over her shoul der, winced as a guard stung her with his
prod. There were other ships down on the pad, three of them Cargo transports.
I nsystem shi ps. Not good. Apparently the only way honme was through Bol odo. She
clung to a faint hope that her nother would be able to find her because there
wasn't much el se to keep her fromthe black despair that sonetimes overcane

her; she couldn't afford that now, it sapped her will worse than any
gravity-induced fatigue. Once the Bol odo transport left . . . she scow ed at
the rutted track ... if she could organi ze sone sort of group . . . she was
enough of a pilot to get themback to busier starlanes ... we can't be the
only shipnent of slaves to this place, the guards are too casual, we're
nothing special . . . why not take the ship, security was lax, it was obvious
the Bol odo crew weren't worrying about their cargo turning on them.

surprise them... if | can get the right people . . . weapons . . . we'll need
weapons of sone kind. She strained to get a | ook at the guard

wi thout letting himsee what she was doing . . . the prods . . . knife in an
external bootsheath . . . sone sort of pistol in a leather holster clipped to
his belt. . . what kind? Depends on the technol ogy here; | doubt if Bolodo is
supplying weapons . . . self-interest would say no ... | don't know

What is the Ievel of technol ogy here? Hard to estimate. Nothing from Bol odo on
that and what she saw around her was anbi guous. The carts had shock absorbers,
bearings in the wheels and pneumatic tires, but they were pulled by beasts and
the road itself was little nore than ruts and nud, no sophisticated | and

traffic here despite the landing field and the size of the city ahead of them



They were led round the edge of the city, past walls about tw ce nanhigh

pi erced at intervals by pointed archways where Aslan coul d | ook down narrow
crooked | anes nmeant for wal kers not wheels, |anes paved in carved and painted
stones, the sinple repeating design echoing the pattern of bright, glazed
tessera set into the creamcolored bricks ofthe walls. Her steps slowed as she
tried to see nore, fascinated and frustrated by the tantalizing glinpses she
got into the life of this world; one of the guards laid his prod across her
shoul ders, remi nding her once again that she wasn't here to study—+hough why
she was here.

The guards took them across a narrow section of wastel and where they wal ked a
beaten earth path between shivering silver-green walls of waist high grass,
grass that buzzed with hidden insects and rustled gently in a soft erratic

wi nd. Xal | oor grimaced and scratched at her thin arns, rubbed at eyes

begi nning to water and redden; she sniffed and spat, glared at a guard who
whapped her with his prod because her spittle had just missed the toe of his
boot .

Ahead of themwas a massive wall nmore than thirty nmeters high, a wall that
ranbl ed over the grassy hummocks and di pped into the water that spread out to
the horizon on three sides. Aslan decided it was a | ake because the snell told
her the water was fresh, not salt. The |lead guard thunped with his prod on an
ogeed gate; it swung open in heavy, well-oiled silence.

The line of slaves marched through arcades and

col onnades and formal gardens manicured to an order and an artificiality that
seened to deny the ordinary processes of change and decay. Jaunni ko was j ust
ahead of Aslan; she could hear himmuttering under his breath as he | ooked
around, his shoulders were pulled in and his fingers were tw tching. She

t hought she knew what he was feeling because this dead place grated on her
too. Figures appeared in the pronmenades, posed in the arches, showi ng a
flicker of interest in the newconers that faded alnmbst as it was born. They
were uniformy taller and fairer than the guards, with a high degree of

physi cal beauty; nmale or female, it made no difference, in their own way they
were as unalive as the garden, nobile ornanments as clipped and trained as the

hedges were. Never, she told herself, 1'll die first, make themkill ne
outright before they drain the soul out of me. She shivered and knew t he words
were whistling in the wind, if Luck wasn't with her ... a few steps on, she

sm | ed, anused at her vanity. She wasn't young enough or pretty enough to
qual i fy as an ornanment, whoever bought her wasn't apt to want her body. There
was a hint of confort in the thought, her useful ness and therefore her val ue
woul dn't depend on how soon her owner tired of her. She nade a face at the
taste of that word, owner.

A tower grew out of springing arches like a tree rising fromits roots. The
guards herded them through one of the arches and stopped themin a paved
courtyard, dusty and barren, a pen for two-|egged beasts. Xalloo'r edged
closer to her. " '"minds me of a casting call." "I don't think |I like the roles
we're up for." "Or the audience." Xalloor flashed a defiant grin at one of the
guards who sl apped his prod against his | eg but showed no sign of coming to
shut them up. She turned her shoulder to him shivered and rubbed at arns
roughened with horripilation. "Fools. They should ve told us we were going to
freeze our assets." Aslan | ooked up at the tower with its ranks of narrow

wi ndows glittering in the light of the lowering sun. "At |east they' ve got
glass in them | wonder if

we're going in there? Hfm Far as |'m concerned, they can take their time. No
joy for any of us in that place."

"I want to know now." The dancer noved restlessly, fighting against gravity,
wor ki ng the nmuscl es of her shoul ders, arching her feet inside her boots,

ti ghtening and | oosening her |leg nuscles. "You' ve led a sheltered life.
Wrking the tran-circuit isn't all that different fromthis. Once | know the
terms, | can root round and finagle a way to live with them"

"You dance, the Onperiannas are musicians, Parna-lee designs |arge-scale
events, Yad Matra's a machinist, Churri's a poet, Appel, Jaunni ko, Naaien, go



down the list, you're all techs or artists or both, but nme? There's nothing
can do that has any neaning outside of University or a place |like that,
nothing I like to think about. What can they want with a xenoet hno-I ogi st?
It's ridiculous."”

"Mebbe so." Xalloor |aced her hands behind her head, bent cautiously backward,
straightened with an effort visible in the tendons of her neck. "I |oathe

t hese heavy worl ds, nove wong and you tear up your legs."

There was a | oud cl appi ng sound of wood on wood. They turned. A man had cone

t hrough a door in the side of the tower; he stood at the top of the steps that
led up to it, a clipboard in one hand, its bottom braced on the | edge of a

hard round belly. "I amthe Inpera-tor's Madoor," he said. "Wen | call your
nane, cone here, stand at the base of the stairs. You will be taken to your
posts. There will be no argunment, no protests, no threats, no struggling.
Awake or drugged, you will go. We have no preference as to the manner of your
goi ng, but consider well, how you begin is how you will go on. You have no
voi ce in your destination or what happens to you there. | want that very

clear. You are not beasts, you are |less than beasts. You are worth only what
services or instruments you can provide. If you choose not to provide them

you will be beaten or otherw se persuaded to change your nmind. If you stil
refuse, we will get what value out of you
that we can. You will serve as bait for our fishernmen or food for our hunting

cats. Do not think to escape and hide yoursel f anbng Huvved or Hordar; you
cannot, you do not |ook |ike us, you do not sound Iike us no matter how well
you have got our | anguage, you do not know customor rite, you have no fanily
here. No one will help you. Cooperate or suffer the consequences." He | ooked
down at the clipboard. "Kante Xalloor. Tom perianne. Nym peri anne.

Lam perianne. Jaunni ko." He naned five others, all perforners of one sort or
anot her, then waited while two guards and an escort of exquisitely robed and
tonsured nal es sorted theminto a proper line and took them off. They went

wi t hout creating fuss, they went with prowing steps and narrowed eyes,
plotting as they noved, too cool, too controlled, too experienced in the

exi gencies of surviving to waste their energies in a futile rebellion. Aslan
wat ched them go and saw her vague notion of assenbling a group to take one of
Bol odo's transports go with them the vision fading |like a nenory of a dream
As she passed through the arch, Xalloor risked a wave and a grin and got away
wi th both. Aslan waved back, then waited her turn, feeling bereft and |onelier
than she had in years.

"Churri di Zan. Aslan aici Adlaar. Parnal ee Pagang Tannairo Proggerd."

Asl an noved as slowy as she dared toward the steps. During the trip here
she'd done her best to avoid attracting Churri's notice, not too difficult
because he was tied to his bunk and except for the tines when he added verses
to the Curse Song and belted themout for the edification of his fell ow
captives, he was either asleep or scribbling in his notebooks. She was afraid
of getting closer to him she didn't want to be linked with him she didn't
want him playing are-you aren't-you ganes with her. She saw his head jerk when
he heard her full name, the matronymc that |inked her with Adel aar, and nade
sure the Parnal ee stood between him and her, but she couldn't mnmiss the nervous
dart of his yellow eyes as he | eaned forward and | ooked around the Proggerdi's
bul ky body.

No robed and perfumed types cane for them A guard prodded Aslan toward the
far side of the court, herded the three of themthrough a bew | dering cascade
of arches and into a holding cell of sorts.' The guard | ooked around the room
his eyes passed over themas if they were |less inportant than the dust on the
floor. He grunted and left, barring the door behind him

Once the light fromthe doorway was cut off, several strips pasted on the
backwal | began to gl ow, producing a bluish twilight that hid nore than it
reveal ed. Parnalee sniffed. "Smells |ike dogshit in here." He strolled to the
door, leaned on it. It creaked and shifted a mllinmeter or so, bal ked.
"Thought so." He rested his nmassive shoul ders agai nst the planks, folded his
arnms across his chest, yawned and |l et his eyes droop shut.



"Aici Adlaar?" Churri's voice.

Asl an twitched. The voice was a |arge part of the Bard's reputation, a nellow
flexible baritone capable of turning a nuance on the flick of a vowel. On the
trip here she'd listened with pleasure when he tal ked to his neighbors, when
he chanted his verses to the hold. Now that voice was turned on her. It was
only a part of her name that he said, but folded into those syllables were
guestion, specul ation, a touch of fear, a touch of wonder, a demand for an
answer and other less identifiable inplications. She drew her tongue across
her lips. "So?"

" Soncher en?"

"l was born there."

"I knew a girl on Soncheren, long tine ago, one Adel aar."

"1 know. "

" How?"

Asl an hesitated, decided there was no point in hedging. "She's ny nother."
"So Ogodon got her married off. That hanfisted cousin of hers, | suppose, he

was hot after her." More nuance—asual overl ay, eagerness beneath, sharp tang
of anxiety, all of which turned into | aughter.

She ignored that. "Married? A spoiled virgin? Don't be stupid. Not on
Soncheren. He sold her to a Con-

tractor after I was weaned, sold ne into the baby market."

"You're mne?"

"So she says."

"I didn't know. "

"She told ne that."

"Why didn't she send ne word?"

"Not much point, considering how fast you cut out before."

"l went back."

"How ni ce of you." She heard the acid in her voice, she felt ugly, she knew
she was maki ng hi m despi se her, but she couldn't help it; years of anger and
pain were erupting fromthe darkness where she'd shoved them

"I did all I could to find out what happened to her without getting nmy head
taken, | assume you know the habits of your nale relatives."

"OfF course you did." Cool, steady and very bitter

"You' ve got an adder's tongue, you know t hat ?"

She shook her head though she knew he couldn't see it. Anything she said would
make thi ngs worse.

"My name gets around. She could have found me if she wanted to."

"Yes."

llAh. "
She could feel himstaring at her; his short stocky body vibrated wth
what? . . . sonething . . . that nmade demands on her she didn't want to

answer. After a noment of thick silence, with a whine in her voice that
appal | ed her when she heard it, she said, "Adelaar made a good life for us,
she didn't need anyone, she didn't want anyone sticking his nose in." He
stirred, but before he could speak, the door rattled, Parnal ee noved away to
let it open (Aslan junped, cursed under her breath, she'd forgotten he was in
here). The guard whapped his prod agai nst the door. "CQut."

Par nal ee anbl ed out, not about to hurry hinself at the order of some snirp who
didn't reach past his ribs. Aslan followed him struggling to regain contro
over her enotions, wanting a mrror to see what was wit-

ten on her face. She heard Churri behind her though he was softer footed than
a thief. Perhaps heard wasn't the right word, felt was nore apt. She was

i ntensely aware of him part of it was a sexual awareness that she

hal f-feared, half-understood; she'd never known himin the role of father, she
had to keep rem nding herself who he was (for the first tine she understood
why her nother kept such fond nenories of him. Part of her reaction was a nmix
of needs that were nore intense than sex. She needed a father. She didn't want
to. She wasn't a child, she hadn't m ssed hi mwhen she was, or so she told
hersel f, refusing to acknow edge the ol d angers that drove her into sniping at



hima few m nutes ago. Now, with himthere, so close, too close, she ached for
what she hadn't known; it seemed sonehow a betrayal of her nother, of herself,
but she couldn't deny the feeling.

The guard took themhigh into the tower, left themin a six-sided roomwth
wall to ceiling windows in four of the sides, w ndows that | ooked out across
the city and the lake. Churri went at once to one of the wi ndows and stood
staring across the | ake toward nountains on the far side, nmountains that were
little nore than a ripple of blue in the paler blue of the sky, their peaks
touched with pink fromthe sunset he couldn't see. Parnal ee wal ked to the

m ddl e of the room |ooked casually about, eyes hal f-shut, his face sleepily
bovi ne, then he went to inspect the two walls that had no w ndows, only
tightly pleated drapes woven froma fiber like raw silk and dyed a matte

bl ack, drapes meant to be drawn across the wi ndows when the sun was comni ng up
and its light struck directly into the room He ran his hands across wood
panel s behind them thick short fingers that seened clunmsy but were not.

Rat her |ike Sarmayl en's hands, Aslan thought, and shivered with the nmenory;
when she realized what she was doi ng, she swore under her breath and crossed
her arms over her breasts as if she were trying to shut

hersel f away from him and everything el se. A |low, backl ess bench angl ed out
fromthe wall near the door; Aslan dropped onto its black | eather cushions. A
nmonent | ater Parnal ee joi ned her

"Anything interesting?" She crossed her legs, turned a little away from him
"Built into the walls if there is." He inspected her, chuckled

She | ooked round. "What . . ."

" Not hi ng. "

Asl an scow ed at her feet, angry at himand herself. He was too perceptive and
what he saw mattered too little to him The sane thing happened when she
visited her nother, Adelaar ended up hitting her in every one of her

vul nerabl e spots.

The door they'd come through opened again and two nmen wal ked into the room
Asl an got to her feet. Before the door closed behind the men, she saw guards
lounging in the triangul ar antechanber beyond.

Churri cane away fromthe wi ndow and stood beside her; he was vibrating with
anger, but managing to control it. H's hand cl osed over her shoul der

ti ghtened hard.

Par nal ee sat where he was.

One of the newconers noved to the |ast wi ndow and settled his shoul ders

agai nst the glass, folded his arnms across his chest. He was a tall man, as
handsome as an addiction to bioscul pture could make him he had skin |ike
thick ivory, snooth and unbl em shed; his hair was a burnished silver-gilt

hel met brushing his broad shoul ders. He wore trousers and tunic of D umahat
spider silk, immaculate pewter gray with crisp white accents. Bol odo rep

Asl an t hought, and no junior on the make, not him Slaver, you pretty
shitface. She bl ew hima nental raspberry and turned to the other

He strolled to a |l arge arnthair beside that wi ndow, settled hinself, waved a
| ong-fingered hand at three snmaller chairs arranged in a shallow arc facing
him "Cone," he said, "sit." In tone it was an invitation, not an order, but
ignoring it would be stupid.

When they were seated, he said, "I am Fangul se Tra Yarta, the Divine |nperator
Pettan Tra Pran's chief security officer, in effect your slavenaster, subject,
of course, to the will of the Divine. Wth that proviso always in nind, | tel
you this: contract |aw doesn't rule here, | do. How you |live depends on ne.

Whet her you live rests on my good will." He smiled at them tapped his
fingertips on the chair's arns. He was a broad nman, not fat, only big; he had
a lined, square, intelligent face, a | ong square torso, heavy arms and | egs,

| arge hands with tapering fingers, rather beautiful hands; he posed themin
ways that showed off their el egance. "You are, of course, indulging in the
fantasy of escaping and capturing a Bol odo transport. Forget it. You won't get
near that field and even if you do, the Bol odo guards have had rmuch experience
in puncturing such fantasies. The dreamers that survive their attentions spend



a few nmonths working in the mnes and energe quite anxious to cooperate."
Parnal ee shifted his feet, gazed dully at Tra Yarta. "Now that we've had the
obl i gatory warning, what do you want ?"

Tra Yarta reached inside his overrobe, pulled out a sheaf of folded fax
sheets. "You are Parnal ee Pagang Tannairo Proggerd."

Par nal ee' s eyel i ds drooped. "Amazing."

Tra Yarta ignored the sarcasm "You design spectacl es and propaganda
canpaigns." He riffled through the papers, stopping to scan several before he
set the sheaf aside and posed his hands in a narrow steeple. "You will have
noticed that two peoples share this world. Hm Share is not the precise word,
of course; however it is close enough for the occasion. The Hordar make up
nost of the popul ation, the Huvved rule them W can discuss the history and
mechani cs of that later, it is sufficient, | think, for the nonent to say that
the civility between us, a civility that had lasted for nearly three centuries
and was profitable for both sides, this civility is falling apart. You will be
required to provide spectacles and other canpaigns to reverse this rot. | want
cel ebrations of past glories, | want idealized versions of |life on Tairanna,
want

heroes to nake the blood thrill, | want good feeling to replace the current
rancor. | want the Hordar nade happy with who and what they are, | want them
made confortable with the way the world is run, | want Huvved to be seen as

el der brothers, w se and caring el der brothers. You understand. | do not wi sh
to teach you your business, nerely to indicate ny desires as to the results.”
Tra Yarta did not wait for an answer, but turned to Churri. "You, Churri

di Zan, will use your talents to underscore the inmpact of Tanmairo's
spect acl es; the Hordar are a people drunk on words and a poet is nore powerful
than a hundred guns. According to my information you are adept at using

what ever | anguage is appropriate to your audi ence and part of your gear is a

| earning device that is supposed to be rather remarkable in its sensitivity to
t he nuances of those |anguages. | understand you will need time and access to
i nformati on sources; you will have whatever you need, subject to security
requirenments.” Again he left no tine for response, but turned to Aslan. "Aslan
aici Adl aar, skilled though they are, these nen are strangers to this culture.

You are a student of cultures. | expect you to study the Hordar and advi se
Par nal ee Tanmai ro Proggerd and Churri di Zan how to acconplish what | require
of them | asked Bolodo to provide sonmeone |ike you; to know a society as you
can know it is to understand how to manipulate it. If | could do this,

would. | can't. | have sonme practical experience, but it's limted to pulling
the strings on one or two people, at nost a family. | don't know how to drive

masses without having to slaughter half of them People never junp the way you
expect when you squeeze them"

Asl an | eaned forward, held out a hand, palmfacing him "Please."

"Yes?"

She dropped her armonto the chair's arm straightened up. "I don't think you
understand precisely what it is | do. | record and to sone extent translate
the histories, the various artistic expressions of dying pre-or non-literate
cultures. This has nothing at all to do with mani pul ati on of those cultures. |
woul dn't know how

to start. You want a nunmber cruncher, a socionetrician who can put his thunb
on the swivel points."

Tra Yarta smiled at her, amusenent softening the harsh yell ow of his eyes.
"I"'msure you realize | had to take what | could get. Scholars don't
ordinarily come onto the contract market lists and University is regrettably,
fromnmy viewpoint, alert as to what happens to its people. However . . ." He
shuffl ed through the fax sheets. "... | amnot all that displeased with what
Bol odo has provided." He found the ones he wanted, glanced over them
"According to your University records, aici Adlaar, you have had consi derable
training in that direction. Admttedly you have not used that training for the
past several years, but | doubt that a scholar of your ability will have
forgotten so much so soon."



Asl an | ooked past him at the Bol odo Rep, saw himsmile and pressed her I|ips
together to contain her fury. Before she could say anything, Parnalee closed a
hand over her arm stared at her until she had to | ook at him

He shook his head.

She pul |l ed her arm away but kept her noputh cl osed.

He gl anced at Churri who was simering but silent, then laid his clunmsy shovel
hands on his nmassive thighs and gazed thoughtfully at Tra Yarta. After a
monent's silence, he said, "Wy should we do this?"

"Why not? These aren't your people. You have no responsibility for them™
Agai n he | ooked through the sheets, folded theminto a sheaf and tapped the

sheaf against his chin. "Considering some of your other clients . . . hm?
This is a conmission |ike any other."
"Not quite."

"True. You don't have the luxury of refusing.
"That isn't what | nmeant and that's not true either. There is no way you can
force us to performif we're willing to back our refusal with our lives."

"Are you?"

"I amif I"'mdriven to it. | can't speak for them" He held up a hand, pulling
Tra Yarta's attention back from Aslan and Churri. "That's rather beside the
point, isn't it? What | intended you to understand is that you

shoul d give us inducenents not threats. You're asking us to dirty our

sel f-images, to engage in acts of betrayal and cynical manipulation. You
shoul d at |east make it profitable. For exanple, you could send us home after
we' ve done the job."

Tra Yarta | owered the sheaf of fax sheets, |ooked at it with raised brows.

"Cyni cal manipul ation? Well, Tanmairo, you should know it when you see it.

Hrmm Send the three of you home? |I'm sure you understand that isn't possible.

Even if | were willing to betray nmy kind, Bol odo woul d never agree. They have
too much to lose. Short of that, what do you want ?"

"I'f we have to live here, then let us live well. You say we are slaves, if so
free us. Pay us. Provide us with a way of sustaining ourselves once the job is
done." He lifted his hands, let themfall, turned his head with nassive

dignity to Churri then Aslan. "Either of you have anything to add?"

Nearly strangling on the word, Churri nuttered, "No."

Asl an gazed past Tra Yarta's head at the man sil houetted agai nst the darkeni ng
bl ue of the sky outside. She | ooked away. "No."

"There you have it. You get what you pay for."

"Your companions show little enthusiasmfor your bargain."

"Ent husi asm costs nore than you can afford to pay, Tra Yarta. You're buying
conpet ence, not conplicity.”

"Conpetence. Hmm Your request is a trifle vague."

"Necessarily."

"Hmm |In principle, | accept your terns; it is obvious to a mninal
intelligence ..." He steepled bis hands, raised heavy blond brows. ". . . that
difficult and conmplex projects requiring creative solutions ..." He cleared
his throat, a distant anusenment gleanmed in his dark blue eyes. " cannot be
sol ved by applying whips to reluctant backs." Eyelids drooping, he

contenpl ated Parnalee. "It will be some tine before your work-product reaches
any sort of coherence. During that interval | can evaluate your efforts and

you can acquire sufficient |ocal know edge to shape your proposal to your
needs. At that time it's quite possible

that we will be able to negotiate a nutually satisfactory arrangenent." He got
to his feet. "At the same tine, be very sure you keep in m nd your

circunmst ances. Be very sure the degree of nuisance you produce does not exceed

t he value of your services. If | can't use your proper skills, I'lIl find other
enpl oyment for you." He ran his eyes over Parnal ee's powerful body. "The mines
can al ways use a strong back. | have had a small conmpound cl eared out and nade
ready for the three of you. | expect you to start work inmedi ately. There is a

com at each of your work stations, preset to the offices of certain of ny
ai des who will be directing you in this enterprise. If you need anything, cal



on them" Wth a valedictory nod, Tra Yarta strode briskly fromthe room The
Bol odo Rep who hadn't said a word during the interview kept on sayi ng not hi ng
as he hurried after the Security Chief.

The conpound was a wall ed-in oval of garden and wal kways, fountains and arbors
with a small one-story structure at one focus of the oval, a delicate airy
house with pointed wi ndows and walls of wood, not stone; fromthe security
arrangenents and the | ook of the place, it seenmed reasonably clear that the

| mperat or had stashed his favorite courtesans here and spent nore than a
little time with them There were four bedroons wth bathroons attached, set

i ke beads at the corners of an obl ong brooch, the centerpiece a |arge
well-lit common room Tra Yarta had noved nost of the furniture out of the
common room and set up three work stations for then these waited under dust
sheets. A fire was crackling behind a pleated glass screen and confortable

| eat her-covered chairs were arranged in a shall ow arc about the hearth. Behind
these there was a dining table with a nunber of open backed chairs about it; a
col d supper was set out on the table, several kinds of salad, fruit, shrinp
and ot her seafood, bread and butter and a selection of jans and jellies, and
finally, a hot fruit ounch steam

ing in alarge ceramic urn with nugs clustered about its base.

Asl an ran her hands through her hair, stretched, groaned. "C ean clothes. A
bat h. Food." She |aughed and went into the bedroom assigned to her

Parnal ee patted the solid slab of rmuscle over his stomach. "I |ike a good

meal ." He chuckl ed, a basso runmble. "Yes, indeed. It's why | usually travel
wor I dship, the E Corini by choice. They raise the nost succul ent crustaceans
known to palate." He skewered a giant shrinp, inspected it with satisfaction
and popped it in his nouth.

Churri shoved his chair back, its | egs squealing painfully across the floor

he bounced to his feet, glared at Parnalee. Wth a scornful t'k of tongue

agai nst pal ate, he stunmped to the urn, scraped out enough punch to fill his
mug and crossed to the hearth. Though the al coholic content of the punch was
nore i magi hation than reality, he'd eaten al nost nothing and was awash with
enough of it to exacerbate a mld nmisanthropy. He dropped into one of the easy
chairs and sat glowering at the flames refracted through the fol ded panes of
the firescreen.

Par nal ee swall owed the last shrinp and got to his feet. He crossed to one of

t he many wi ndows and pushed aside a translucent white curtain decorated
extensively with delicate blackwork. It was a warm spring night with m st
drifting in threads around the fountain and clouds blowing in fromthe west

t hough they were not yet clotted enough to diminish the soft pervasive gl ow

fromthe noons. "I need exercise," he said. "Take a walk with me, the two of
you?"

Asl an joined himat the window "It's getting danp out there, |'ve had one
bath, | don't need another."

"You won't nelt."

She | eaned against him patted a yawmn. "VWay | feel, | mght."

"Alittle exercise will fix that."

"I can think of pleasanter ways to get it."

"Asl an, use your head, will you? Think!"

She giggl ed.

"T'sal" He scooped her up, dunped her head down over his shoul der and carried
her to the door. It was |ocked, but he closed his fingers about the |atch
handl e and applied force. The | atch creaked and gave. He shoved the door open
and stal ked outside with her

At first Aslan was too startled to object, then too amused. She was giggling
when he set her down and went back inside, still giggling (though m stwater
dri pping fromthe eaves rendered her considerably danper) when he cane out
with Churri tucked under one arm Before the Bard woke up enough to react, he
was on his feet beside Aslan, swaying and blinking, sputtering as a large drip
landed in his left eye, building up to an expl osi on

"We need to talk," Parnalee runbled at them "Gan't inside."



Asl an nodded. The fizzy good feeling born out of the food and the bath and
havi ng space to nove in so her elbows could come away from her sides drained
fromher. She scrubbed a hand across her face, pushed danpening hair out of
her eyes. Churri got rid of his anger and insult, peeling themaway as if he
peel ed off his face to show anot her face beneath. He didn't say anything, but
Par nal ee' s words had gotten through to him

Hands cl asped behi nd him Parnal ee trudged off, big head sw nging as he hunted
out a place where he'd feel secure enough to talk. Churri plunged after him
Asl an scratched her nose, |ooked over her shoulder at the warmred gl ow

shi mering through the curtains; she sighed, hunched her shoul ders against the
strengt hening wi nd and fol |l owed t hem

Par nal ee continued his prospecting until he cane to one of the fountains. A

sl ender columm of water rose, broke, tunmbled noisily frombasin to basin
scattered |i ke bronze petals down a manufactured sl ope; he clinbed hal fway up
the sl ope, knelt beside a rough wooden bench w thout a back and ran his hands
over it. He stood, frowned at the bench, then dropped onto

one end of it, the end nearest the stream Churri clasped his hands behind his
back and stood facing Parnal ee, teetering atop a rock

Asl an settled herself beside Parnalee, put her hand on his arm it was rock
hard. He | ooked as relaxed as ever, but she could feel a tension in himwhich
surprised her; in the belly of the Bolodo transport he'd seened such a casual
easy-goi ng man. She took her hand away. "If you expect ne to lay down and | et
that deviate clean his feet on ne. L

"I expect you to do what you've been trained to do. Use your reason. You're
supposed to be intelligent. Wat | was buying back there was tine."

Churri grunted, kicked at the rock with the heel of his sandal

Asl an sniffed. "You really think Tra Yarta's going to keep his side of the

bar gai n?"

"Look at it this way. W produce, the trouble (whatever it is) goes away, what
happens to us?"

Asl an dug a hole in the dirt with her toes, watched it fill with water

dri ppi ng over the edge of the nearest basin. "What | know fromcultures |ike
this says we'd be an enbarrassnent to him So . . ." She knifed her hand
across her throat. "And if we don't produce?" "All right, if you have to hear
it, same thing, a |lot sooner." "Aslan, how |long were you at Wersyll?" "Six
nmont hs | ess three days." "Churri?"

The short bald man didn't answer for a nminute, he frowned past Parnal ee, then
he nodded. "Two nonths, sonething like that." He stuck his thunbs behind his
belt and teetered on the rock. "You were already there."

"Right. They're a nethodi cal bunch, Bolodo, |I'd say they go out tw ce a year
Wiich neans it'll be sonewhere around six nonths standard before the next
transport arrives. W need information, weapons, some kind of plan. Like
said, we need tine."

Churri | ooked up as a brief flurry of raindrops blewintn his face. "I sav we
t ake advantage of this slop and

go over the wall. There're nountains on the far side of the |ake, we can go to
ground there, live off the land." Aslan snorted. "You think Huvved and Hordar
both won't turn on us? Except for Bolodo this is a closed world. You want to
see sone ragi ng xenophobia . " She frowned at her nud-splashed feet. "It's
a thought, though, if things get difficult here. . . ."

Par nal ee yawned. "Wth you and the Bard glowering like twin funeroles, maybe
Tra Yarta took my offer seriously. Let's hope he did and turns his attention
el sewhere." The rain was com ng down harder. He brushed at his hair, soft
brown hair that shed the water like seal fur. His hand covered his face for a
nmonent, lingered a breath |onger than the gesture required. Aslan wondered
about that, remenbering the tension in his arm "The first part is up to you,
Asl an, you have to be convincing. | can play with this and that, work up
projections, but until |'ve got your data, | can't get down to serious work,
at least, | can make a good case for idleness. Find out . . . Mm. . . we'l
need a pilot, soneone who can handl e the engi nes, sonmeone who can figure out



where the . . . um. . . hell we are and how to get back to civilized parts.™
"I'f no one else turns up we can trust, | can get the ship back, close enough
anyway to put out a nercycall." Aslan scraped rain off her face. "Something
I'd better say. Whatever Tra Yarta thinks, whatever the records say, | can't
do what he wants. | can describe, analyze, conpare societies, tease themto
bits under the scope of technique, if you want it in the pretentious jargon
the man seens to prefer. Manipul ate then? Nonsense. | wouldn't know the first
thi ng about that." She got up, went a short way up the slope, canme back. "Wat
happens when he finds out?"

Par nal ee brushed at his hair again. Wien his hand dropped, he was smling.
"You weren't listening. That's ny part of the job. You analyze, | put your
data to work, Churri adds the frills. That's what the man said. Not altogether
a bad idea. Comes close to ny usual practice. Maybe Bol odo told him maybe he
thought it up his little self."

"He did say you were a propagandi st." "Event designer. Sounds better." "Al
that tal k about dirtying one's self-esteen?" "He wanted to hear that, so

gave it to him Bargaining chip. Ah, all right, a bit nore than that. | do not
i ke being coerced." The |ast phrase was spoken slowly with an angry enphasis
on each word. "I choose where and when |I'm going to work, not some tin god on

a backwater world."

Asl an fol ded her arns across her breasts, rubbed her fingers slowy up and
down her biceps. "Un Maybe | don't need to say it." She scow ed at him
"Maybe | do. Don't underestimate the locals, Par. |'ve seen a lot of that

pl aces | was working. Travel ers cone through and just because the locals don't
think the same way or know about the same gadgets, they think they're stupid.
My nother talks like that, | think it's because she knows it irritates nme. She
and her friends have been around a lot, it gives themillusions of " she
| aughed, tasted rain on her lips, "you said it, tingodi shness. According to
themthe | ocals haven't got the brains or the get-up to suck a tit. These
Huvved, nmaybe the Hordar too, they' ve been isolated a long time, but they're
not stupid and | doubt if they're unsophisticated in the art of the cabal. Tra
Yarta woul dn't be sweating like he is if they were easy to handle. He thinks
he's got us |ocked, that we can't nmake trouble for hi mwhatever we get up to.
| hope he's wong. But we'd better be damm clever." She pushed at soggy hair,
drew her hand rapidly back and forth across her nostrils. "And |'m catching
pneuroni a out here, can't we go in where it's warn®"

"Right." Parnalee stood. "l've said what | had to say. Aslan, | agree with you
on nost of that. W won't fool himif we fake it; we have to do it straight
until we're ready to junp, whether we junp at the ship or into the nountains,
otherwise we're in shit to our eyeballs. I"'mgoing to get out of this one way
or another. Don't either of you screw nme up; I'll twi st the neck of the one
who tries it."

Asl an began wor ki ng.

Rel uctantly.

These weren't her people, she had no responsibility for what happened to them
but .

What Tra Yarta wanted was a profound distortion of her work and she was ill at
ease whenever she thought of what Parnal ee was going to do with the data she
provi ded, but.

She had to do the analysis, she needed the information, she didn't trust

ei ther Parnal ee or Churri, but there was no one el se; she drove herself at her
preparations with disgust, distrust and a bellyl oad of fury.

She nade abortive gestures at first, feeling about like a blind worm starting
lines of investigation, letting themtrickle fromher fingers; she wasn't
accustoned to working without a staff to help interview the subjects, collect
data sanples, do a prelimnary sort on them and much of the slog work
thereafter. Not having those eager, ambitious students, she had to reshape her
habits and find a way to do that work herself.

After a week or so of aimess dipping into the Pal ace Library, she called
herself to order and spent several days working with (and cursing copiously)



the conputers Tra Yarta had provided, setting up procedures, protocols and
guestionnaires. Then she began interview ng the Hordar who worked as
gardeners, servants, cook, cat-handlers, nusicians, poets, entertainers of al
ki nds, and | ast of all the few Hordar who nade it into the Guard. Every Hordar
wor ki ng inside the Wall. They tal ked with her because they were ordered to and
were very cautious in their answers to her questions, but she expected that
and had | ong experience in setting up a series of questions that would give
her much nore information than they knew they were providing.

AH that took time, nore tine than usual, because she had no staff, because she
had to do all the analysis herself w thout any of the software she needed on
conputers not designed for that sort of work, because

she was deliberately doing about three tines as much interview ng as she
needed, because above all she wanted to be very careful about what she
actual ly passed out of her hands. Tra Yarta grew restless, but could not fault
her for not working; besides, as she'd guessed fromthe first, he was a

t horough man hinself and they were only a mnor part of his plans for
suppressi ng di ssent and di sturbance. She sank her apprehensi ons and anxieties
ina half-willed ammesia and | et the work absorb her; she enjoyed everything
about her profession, even the dullest part where she was goi ng over and over
material, arranging and re-arranging bits of information to discover patterns
and unexpressed neani ngs.

Asl an yawned, recrossed her ankles. "Where's Churri?"

"Cetting drunk sonmewhere, spinning stories, picking up nore recordings.
What ' ve you got?" Parnalee took the Iid off the carafe he'd brought with him
chugged down half the ice water inside. It was an unusually hot day and the
house wasn't equi pped with any kind of air conditioning, not even a fan, so
Asl an was spending the hottest part of the afternoon outside under shade trees
near one of the dozen fountains, stretched out on a | ounge chair she brought
froma slatted tool shed tucked away behi nd some fl owering shrubs.

"I"ve started getting the history sorted out. See what you can pick up on a
coupl e of prophets; they seemto be inmportant to the Hordar, so you m ght be
able to use them Pradix and Eftakes. Better be careful, though. | suppose you
know how tricky that kind of thing can get for outsiders. Pradix. Hm Center
to the local religion. He was born sonme two nillennia ago, standard years not
local, on a world call ed Hordaradda whi ch was on the edge of the Huvveddan
Empire. By the time he died or was translated or whatever you want to call it,
one half of Hordaradda was swearing

by him the other half at himand the Huvved were agin the whol e thing. Ended
up with the Pradite faction buying a colony transport and lighting out for
parts unknown. Shaking the dust off, usual reaction. Like a |lot of fanatics,
they didn't know what they were doing, but they were sure they were shar per

t han any nundane, so they got cheated on the ship, paid hard cash for junk.
The transport went blind in the insplit. If you believe in that kind of thing,
it was their holy Prophet's intercession, or nmaybe it was Luck, anyway, when
they tinkered their way back to real space, there it was, a nice yell ow dwarf
of a sun with a coolish but confortable planet waiting for them No
intelligent life as far as | can tell fromthe look | got at contenporary
records, but otherwise a flourishing biota | and and sea. They naned the sun
Horgul and settled on the fourth planet out to breed and argue over the
teachings of Pradix. |I've printed up a few of those, you m ght be able to do
something with them Eftakes was born here about five hundred years later, I'm
not all that sure just what his differences are with Pradi x, but the Hordar
had a sharpish little war over themand the Eftakites nmoved down to the south
continent. Guneywhiyk. Silly nane, isn't it. North continent's no better
Kuzeywhi yk. Sounds |ike a sneeze. CGot sone of Eftakes' sayings listed too. Be
careful how you use those up here. On Kuzeywhiyk." She giggled. "I don't know
if Tra Yarta wants you doi ng anyt hing down south; if so, you'd better have a

| ook at Eftakes and his faction."

Par nal ee rubbed the carafe back and forth across his brow, then gul ped down a
good part of the water left init. "Never mnd the sayings, any hero tal es?"



"Yeh, but nobst of themare set on Hordaradda. 1'Il print you up sone
summaries, |let me know which you want to | ook at closer. Un Sone narrative
verse cycles fromthe War of the Prophets. Haven't had tinme to do nore than
ook at the titles." She sipped at the fruitade, w ped her nmouth. "I've cone
across nention of popular verse tal es about the Conquest, the kind of thing

t hat conquered peopl es pass around, nore or less nouth to mouth. Naturally the
Huvved di dn't

record any of them though | suppose they knew about them the mention was in
atrial transcript of a Hordar accused of theft and murder.” Huvved
definitions of both. I think it likely he was some sort of rebel. You m ght
ask Churri to see if he can dig up some of them they should be still floating
around in manuscript and menory, that kind of underground snoot-cocking can
hang on for centuries.”

He smiled, a tight, sour twist of his lips. "lI'll enjoy that." The snile, such
as it was, vanished. "Insolent stupid arrogant shitheads, | could break them
over mmy little finger. Gods, one nore mincing cretin treating me |like a dog.

She filled a second glass with iced fruitade, got lazily to her feet and
carried it to him "It was your idea, Par." He rem nded her of Sarmayl en when
one of his pieces was rejected; the thought nmade her smile and feel nore
tender toward himthan she was wont to do. "You thought up the party catering
bit, you went to Tra Yarta and got himto rent you out. Here, take this."
While he drank fromthe tall glass, she snoothed her cold hand al ong his face
and neck, then noved around behind hi mand began kneadi ng at tight shoul der
muscles. "You're just not used to being a slave; that kind of stagnant society

couldn't afford you, lucky you. Un! |I've been on one or two feudal backwaters.
Uh! No sl aves, but sone of the peasants night as well have been, bonded to the
soil, sold with it. Unh! you're all knotted up. |'ve seen the way their

so-called betters treat them Uh! To these highborn Huvved, you're not as

val uabl e as a dog, you can't be dropped into a pit and live out their
fantasi es of manhood for themw th your blood and pain." She stopped talking,
clicked her tongue. "Hm | wonder. . . . Any snell of pit-fights with nen

i nstead of dogs?" She stepped back fromhim "That's a bit better. My hands
are getting hot, mght as well stop for now " She strolled back to the | ounge
chair, stretched out on it and took up her own glass, resting it on the firm
fl esh over her stomach; her shirt was open except for a single button holding
it together across her breasts. "Well, have you?" He lifted his head, |ooked
at her with dislike that

nmelted into a smle nore professional than warm though that m ght be her own
attitudes getting in the way. "I've arranged several such entertainments."”

She slid the sweating glass back and forth across her bare mdriff. "Ah." She
was silent for a breath or two, then she said, "Be careful, Par."

"Don't angle for a pronotion up to dog?"

"You got it."

She heard the tinkle of ice cubes, then he grunted. \Wen he spoke, he changed
t he subject (the change | anded on her ear with a loud clunk that said he
didn't want to talk about this any nore). "How d the Huvved get here? |Is there
anything in that for ne?"

"Hrm Depends on what you want. You m ght be able to touch in undertones of
Hordar pride and anger and take the curse off them As |long as you don't get
so explicit you rub up agai nst Huvved paranoia." She gl anced at Parnal ee, saw
hi s annoyance, trying to teach himelenmentary tricks of his own trade, hah

she swallowed a grin, but . . . enough was enough, she'd gotten a small jab in
for that | ook he gave her, time to be serious. "Let's see. About three hundred
years ago, again that's standard not |ocal years, when the good folk in the
Huvved Enpire got tired of their bloody rulers, or naybe desperate enough not
to care all that nuch what happened to them they rose up on their hind | egs
and kicked out the current Inperator. Came within a hair of putting their
hands on himtoo, close enough they scared the shit out of the creep. He ran
for his life in his last Warmaster, wapped in her cloud of stingers, nade the



insplit just ahead of a swarmof Harriers. Wen they didn't give up and dived
after him he ordered a random course punched in, ran along it full out unti
he | ost them then popped back to real space so he could find out where he was.
Poor old Pradites. Either Pradix's holiness had worn of f or Luck was out to

| unch because where do you think he was when he stuck his nose up? A spit and
a half fromHorgul. They conme all this distance to get away from home fights
and bl oody Huvved, spend seven centuries getting confortable with their new
worl d, and here conmes the Huvved | nperator and his hopefu

court to sit on their necks again. Hm One of those coincidences nobody
bel i eves, but they happen. Un Shall | go on?"

"This is printed out?"

"Mnus a few editorial coments that night annoy the spy who reads my hard

copy."

He squinted up at brilliant white sunlight glittering through interstices

bet ween t he undul ant | eaves of the | ow broad tree spreading out above them

| eaves |i ke overlapping slices of translucent green jade. "l've got nothing
better to do until it cools down. Go on."

"Thanks a lot." She sipped at the fruitade; it was still cool enough to be

dri nkabl e, though the ice had nelted. She w ped away the sticky trickle
spilling fromthe corner of her mouth and wished futilely for a little wind to
stir the hot still air; with the outer curtain wall and the inner walls that

shut in this rmuch small er space, any breeze around woul d give up and go hone.
"Right. Picture our Inperator and his bunch sitting up there in that nonstrous
Warmaster, drooling over what |ooks |ike a sweet setup for plunder. Picture
their surprise when they tune in on the |local consets and hear a version of
Hor dar speech. It apparently hadn't changed all that much in the centuries
since the Pradites | eft Hordaradda, the Hordar are a pretty conservative
bunch. Far as | can gather, there was an odd m x of technology. A lot |ike
they've got now, in fact. Mnus some flourishes laid on by the slave techs the
present |nperator has been inmporting. Functioning consets, the |anders from
the col ony transport, some stray robotics, sonme sophisticated filters, touches
here and there of tech they'd brought with them and managed to hang onto. They
did some mining in the asteroid belt, dunped their worst crimnals on the next
worl d out, that kind of thing. Ot herwi se, they were pretty well early

i ndustrial with large feudal patches out on the grasslands, what they call the
Duzzul kas. No ground traffic, but a busy sky. Airships. Hydrogen lift. Al
sizes, all over the place. Cheap and reliable. Don't have to build roads. By
the by, I've convinced Tra Yarta that | should visit a Sea Farm soon, tell you
about that later. Anyway, where was |?"

"Al'l over the place."

"I'f I"'mboring you___

"Academ ¢ maundering, which |I suppose you can't help, being an academ cian. Go
on. | have to get this one way or another and it might as well be now "

"So kind. Remind ne to poison your next drink. Hmm Yes. The Huvved cane
roaring in over Tairanna and took her fast and bl oody. Poor old Pradites and
Eftakites hadn't a chance against a Warmaster, stories fromthat tine have her
nmelting down whole cities in a single hour." She sat up, w ped at her face.
"Like I'"'mgoing to nelt in a mnute." She poured nore fruitade into her glass,
tasted it, grimaced. It was warm sh, all the ice |ong gone. She dunped the
pitcher out, filled it at the fountain and enptied it over her head, filled it
again, enptied it again and dripped back to the |Iounge chair. "Fromall | can
find out, the Hordar were a peaceful lot then; they did nore fighting with
words than with fists, they'd rather go somewhere el se when things got tense.
Didn't mean they wouldn't fight, but they weren't rmuch good at hopel ess

battl es. Even then, though, you didn't want to push themtoo hard. Back them
into a corner and you had trouble, serious trouble, capital T trouble. You get
t he Hordar Surge coming at you."

Par nal ee broke open the fastenings on his tunic, w ped at his face and his
neck with a danmp handkerchief. "I presume this will eventually reach sone
endpoint . "



Asl an ignored him "Wat it is, it's a sort of nob action that turns a
collection of individuals into a single being with a single mnd and a single
pur pose which is basically to stonp a threat into nush.” She lifted the danp
ends of her shirt and flapped themidly, trying to stir a bit of breeze al ong
her sweaty body. "To trigger a Surge . " she broke off, yawned, you
put a mninmum of twelve Hordar in sonme sort of enclosed space and apply
extreme stress involving the survival of a genetic group."” She cl osed her
eyes, after a minute cracked the eye on Parnal ee's side. He was flushed with

heat and visibly unconfortable; she couldn't tell if he was listening. Ch
wel I .
what the hell, mght as well finish her recitation. "A Surge grows in |unps of

twel ve, don't know why, but there it is." She yawned again. "Bridges from
group to group until nost of the population is involved. It doesn't quit unti

t he danger is gone or every unit in the Surge is dead." She pushed sweat-soggy
hair out of her eyes and thought about going inside for a bath, but it was
hotter in there than it was here. Too bad the fountain was in full sunlight,
be nice to sit init a while and cool off, but she didn't want a case of
sunstroke, she didn't nuch trust the doctors on this primtive world. Wnder

if there are any unbrellas inside, | could tie an unbrella to one of those
upper tiers and make ny own shade. Hmm Haven't got the energy to nove. "After
| came on the termin the early histories, | tried talking about it in ny

interviews. Every Hordar had a powerful nonverbal response to the word and put
up barriers whenever | tried to nove beyond abstractions to the actua
mechani cs of the thing and the enotional and physical responses."” She sighed.
"You getting any of this, Par?"

"I"'mlistening."

"Hrm You think there's any chance, if it's this hot tonorrow, for us to go
out on the | ake, do some sw nmm ng?"

"No. "

"\Why 2"

"Freshwat er eel -anal ogs. Very hungry this time of year."

"Shit."

"Yeh. "

"Windered why | didn't see any boats out there."

"That's why."

"Swi i ng pool s?"

"Huvved. No slaves or Hordar all owed.
"As ny nother would say, sweet sweet.
"Go on with your lecture. What's the rest of it?"

"I forget."

"Don't be stupid."”

"Al'l right. You noticed that Hordar and Huvved are rel ated cl osely enough to
permt interbreedi ng?"

"l noticed."

"Probably no pureblood Huvved left; they didn't bring that many wonen wth

t hem when they skipped out. Let's see. Surge. Huvved/ Hordar m xes don't seem
to have the capacity for that nelding, but they exhibit much the sane
reactions to the word. A lot of fear there. Pride. Rage. A whole witch's brew
boili ng away down deep. | suppose anything that intense is useful in your

busi ness. "

He grunted, a nonconmittal sound she took for assent.

"I came across the phenonmenon when | was readi ng about the early years. Seens
that the Inperator then was a bit gaga about Hordar, it was a band of Hordar
rebels who cane within a hair of removing his head. He and his happy band of
sycophants had a fine old tinme runni ng down and di sposing of the |ocals. GCot
so bad the Hordar believed he was going to slaughter themall. There you have
it, extreme stress involving the survival of a genetic group. The thing that

ti pped them over the edge was a sort of auto-da-fe he put together outside a
Littoral city called Ayla gul Inci. The Incers were driven into a fenced
enclosure and forced to watch their relatives burn. About ten mnutes into the



bar beque they began nelding into a Surge. About half of themwere killed, but
the Inperator barely got away with his skin intact. Not long after that his
Security Chief took a |l ook around at what was happening to his nen and

mat eri el and convinced the Inperator to abdicate in favor of his npst

conpet ent nephew. That's what the histories say, you can draw your own
concl usi ons. The Grand Sech worked out a schema that gave enough to everyone
to keep themrelatively contented and things settled down. Like |I said, the
Hordar those days weren't into mass suicide once the Surge was defused; they
adapted and there was a fairly easy peace for the next two centuries. Then a
free trader arrived; they don't have his name, but it seens he had connections
wi th Bol odo Neyuregg. The Inperator before this one, he needed techs because
his Warmaster was deteriorating and that threatened his power. He didn't want
to hire anyone who'd give away Tairanna's |ocation; he was

charned by the thought of, shall we say, hire-purchase of those techs. He
didn't stop with them slave holding seenms to be addictive; hmm either that
or Bol odo reps are very persuasive, anyway, two transports a year for over
fifty years, that adds up to a ot of slaves." She yawned. "That's about it,
except the reason there's trouble now is sinple enough when you consi der the
i npact of cranm ng maybe a thousand years worth of technol ogi cal devel opnent
into fifty years and dunping this onto what was a stabl e, nearly unchangi ng
society. Basic stupidity always makes trouble.”

Par nal ee passed hi s handkerchi ef over his face again, w ping away the file of
sweat and the trickles that were dripping into his eyes. "Surge," he said,
"you can't make a noble icon out of a nob. | need stories of individuals.
Looks like you're telling me |'mnot going to get them™

"Not fromthe Conquest," she said drowsily; she kept flapping her shirt ends,
not putting rmuch energy into this. "But you don't want those, do you? | nean |
doubt that Tra Yarta would let you make Huvveds out as what? villains of the
pi ece? no matter how nuch the Hordar m ght enjoy such a treat."

"There are ways. " He brooded a nonment. "lI'mgetting a feel for the
Huvved, but 1'Il be depending on you and Churri to bring nme sonething | can
use for the Hordar. | don't see anything yet . . . after | think about it,

maybe.
She dropped her arnms over the edge of the narrow | ounge chair, began playing
with the short stiff grass. "Well, while you're thinking, what have you picked
up about what happens when a transport's due?" She paused, but he lay like a

sunstruck 1 og, saying nothing. "I hope it's nore than I've got. Any time | go
near anything about the ship, I'mwarned off, sonetimes hard, sonetinmes
subtle, but the end is, | know the twi ce-a-year thing and that's about it."
"Lock down."

"What ?"

He sucked in a long breath, trickled it slowy out. Finally, he said, "Al
techs, anyone they suspect m ght

be able to fool around with the ship, they're locked into the Pens." He lifted
heavy, reddened eyelids. "Means ne and Churri. Probably not you." He spoke
slowy, wearily, as if he were too fatigued to push the words out. "Tra Yarta
asi de, these cl otheaded Huvveds have only one use for women." He pushed

hi nsel f up, got heavily to his feet, stretched, slunped. "I'm going to get
some sleep, Churri wants to talk to you, tonmorrow he said . . ."He yawned
"Didn't say why."

No spring in his step, with none of the massive force that usually hung like
an aura about him he stunped off, wiping at his face and neck with the sodden
handker chi ef .

She frowned after him wondering if he was going to crack up before they got
out of here; she couldn't do much without his backing, mght as well foll ow
Xalloor's advice, find a way to live as well as possible within the limts

al l owed her. And maybe keep alive a shriveled, forlorn little hope that Mana
Adel aar woul d cone and get her out of this ness.

He was a proud man, his size and strength and, well, shrewdness had insul ated
himfromthe kicks and pratfalls that life delivered regularly to ordinary



fol k. One of these days he was going to explode and tell some honme truths to
what ever Huvved creep it was giving hima bad tine. He didn't understand what
it meant to be powerless; he didn't feel in his bones he was a slave. She had
a strong inpression that he'd never been in a situation he hadn't eventually
dom nated. He played with irrational enotions and used themto manipul ate
peopl e, but he was essentially a rational man; despite his experience he kept
expecting people, nmaybe she'd better say nmen, to act out of reasoned
self-interest. That wasn't happening here. It didn't matter how strong, how
skill ed, how val uable he was; at any tinme, for any reason, no matter how
absurd, he could be flogged or even killed. H s lack of control over his life
was beginning to eat into him She frowned at the brilliant glitter of the

wat er droplets leaping up to fall down and fall again from basin to basin,
wondering if Churri was right. Maybe they should go over the wall and try
hi di ng in the nountai ns.

Churn wanted to see her tonorrow, huh? Well, he was going to have to wait. She
was getting out of here, Tra Yarta had set up a visit to a Sea Farm She

si ghed, straightened her legs and lay with her eyes closed listening to the
nmusi c of the falling water; after a while she dropped into a doze.

' The sea was a hard blue glitter reaching into a white glitter near the

hori zon where water nmerged with sky, the blue interrupted with undul ant

ri bbons of what appeared to be shiny bl ack-green plastic, the | argest severa
nmeters long and a neter wi de, |eaves of the primary crop of the Sea Farm the
free-standing alga trees called yoss. Acres and acres of |eaves, fans of
supple strips rising and falling with the lift and drop of . the sea. Narrow
bl ue I anes cut through the black, openways spread in a web about a |arge
col l ection of broad-bottomed barges with | ow structures built on them the
living quarters of the Farmfamly and its affiliates, storage buildings,
gener at or sheds, processing sheds and open areas filled with bales of yoss

| eaves and piles and piles of browni sh egg-shaped pods with heavy nets tied
down over them Witer areas and barge areas alike, the Farm seethed with
activity, children busy at small tasks, adults noving continually in and out
of the water, off the barges and out of small brightly-colored boats scattered
t hrough the | eaf fans, others busy at exposed nachi nery, noving in and out of
wor k structures, doing assorted housekeepi ng chores, hangi ng out wash, working
around exterior ovens where heat rose in wavery lines, vertical mnicry of the
leaf-lines on the water. A floating village, close to self-sufficient.

The small airship droned in a wide circle about the perimeter of the farm The
i nert and di sapprovi ng young Huvved seated besi de Aslan cane reluctantly awake
(Zarkzar Efi Misvedd, though he di scouraged her using his name with a |ofty

gl are when she tried to start ud a conversation). "Yoss," he draw ed. "Aver-
age stemlength, fifty fathons, average dianmeter fifty feet. Leaf |ength,
thirty to fifty feet. Valuable in bul k because they contain a fiber used in

nost areas of Hordar activity. Rope, the outer bags of airships . . ." He
jerked a thumb upward toward the glistening ceiling of the gondola, a tightly
woven, obviously very tough material. "One of the inported techs has devel oped

a process to condition those fibers, fining the threads to produce a soft

sil ky sheen." He pinched at the rmuted blue fabric draped over his arns. "The
side stal ks are harvested, mul ched, nacerated and the juices distilled into
the fuel for the engines of this airship and those runabouts." He pointed down
at the small shells darting about |ike waterbugs. "The main stal ks are hone
for edible parasites, aninal and vegetable, you' ve eaten some of them 1'm
sure. And tucktla. Tucktla shells are crushed to nake red and purple dyes.
Also a very powerful glue. Hordar use it a lot in building. The chair you're
sitting on is held together with tucktla. Near the surface, the subsidiary
stal ks produce | arge clusters of pods, egg-shaped, maybe three feet w de, five
| ong, you can see piles of themdown there, filled w th hydrogen extracted
fromseawater. The farners harvest those, slap glue over the stens to prevent

| eaks and sell them ashore to the airship conpanies. The lift in this shipis
provi ded by yoss pods; having such a resource avail abl e when they arrived, the
Hordar didn't bother devel oping any other transport." There was a casua



contenpt in the Huvved' s voice as he went through his guide's spiel

Asl an gl anced at him decided there was nore of her mother in her than she'd
t hought; she wanted to put a knee where it'd hurt npst and wi pe the smug off
that painted face. She suppressed a snmile at the thought and went back to

| ooki ng out the window as the airship spiraled in to a stubby pylon. She felt
the small jolt as the nosel ock clicked hone, a | ouder humfromthe notors,
then silence, then a few tw tches; she could see small dark figures noving
about bel ow them hauling on ropes, shoving honme the levers of friction
clanps. A nonent later the pilot came fromthe cock-

pit door, wal ked past them and used a rodkey to open the exit door

Efi Musvedd stalked fromthe lift, leaving Aslan to trot along behind Iike a
pet on a | eash which annoyed her again; scraping the bottomof the situation
she dredged up a spoonful of humor (dark and ropy). The man had a genius for
destroying any possibility in ANY situation he pushed his nose into.

Three dignified gray-haired matrons (Ommars) and a silent man with a | ong
white beard el aborately braided (an Al an) had gat hered about the base of the
pylon. As the chief Onmar began a courteous (though nonenthusiastic setspeech
Efi Musvedd wal ked rudely past her, stopped at the narrow footbridge which
joined the pylon barge to the much larger l|iving barge next door. He didn't

i ke Hordar, Aslan suspected he was afraid of them and overconpensating for
that fear with an arrogance both ugly and all too fanmiliar; he wasn't going to
tol erate anything but neek conpliance fromany of the Farners no natter how
senior. "You were infornmed," he said, "as to the purpose of this visit. | see
no point in wasting time." He scow ed over his shoul der at Aslan. "Wat are
you waiting for, doctor?" The last word was packed with contenpt and

i npati ence. "Ask your questions."

Asl an roll ed her eyes up, spread her hands, silently urging the Hordar
officials to believe she had no part in his actions. There was no response,
but she didn't quite despair; maybe the chance would come to push him
overboard. Maintaining a dignified and respectful sobriety she explained to
the Hordar elders that she was there to study their life patterns, that she
wi shed to see how their limted |living space was organi zed, the different

ki nds of work needed to keep their settlenment viable, how they educated their
children, sanples of artforms, poetry, nusic, that sort of thing. She didn't
expect to note down all of that today, nerely an overview She sniled
suddenly, finished, "And why your storage barges don't fly off on you,

consi deri ng

how many hydrogen pods you're storing under those nets."

There was no response to her attenpt at hunmor. A feeble attenpt at best, but
she'd hoped for sonme reaction. None. Only the ancient everplayed story,
conquered and conqueror, hating and fearing on both sides, shanme on both
sides, the shane of enduring hunmiliation, the equal but |ess recognized shane
at inflicting it. She sighed and asked to be taken about the floating village.
Efi Musvedd strode al ong, novi ng ahead of them opening any door that caught
his fancy, ignoring protests.

The Ridaar unit which Aslan wore on her belt was flaking everything around
her, includi ng whi spered conversations not neant to reach her ears. O the
Huvved's. She couldn't check it because she didn't want Huvved or Hordar to
know what she was doing, but she was sure she wasn't getting nmuch useful
except the whispers and she'd have to erase those, she wasn't about to give
the Grand Sech a handl e on these people. The Farnmers were focused excl usively
on Efi Misvedd, vibrating with a resentnent and | oathing that bl anked out al
ot her body | anguage. After about twenty minutes of this she grabbed hold of
her temper's tail, disciplined her face and turned to the white-haired Onmar,
the official greeter. Before she could say anything, Efi Misvedd jerked open a
door and went through it. It was the bedroom of a young wonman who had
apparently given birth not |ong before; when he burst in she was |ying hal f
asleep with the baby in the curve of her arm she gasped with al arm when the
door slammed open, pulled the baby to her and struggl ed out of bed. The Omar



was going to protest; Aslan took hold of her arm closed her fingers tight
about it. "If | may use your conset?"

The wonman was hard with fury, but |ike Aslan she contained it. After a gesture
that sent the other elders into the roomto interpose thensel ves between the
Huvved and the girl, she led Aslan rapidly toward one of the processing

bar ges, opened a door and ushered her into a smallish office.

Wien she reached the A de who handl ed her for the Grand Sech, she didn't waste
time on tact. "Woever assigned that supercilious little cretin to ne ought to
have his brain scrubbed. He's generated so nuch hostility here it makes ne
wonder if someone planned it; there's no way | can acconplish anything with
himin the sane hem sphere.”

The Aide was a fat old man with enpty eyes. He'd supplied her needs w thout
comment the several tinmes she'd called on him he seened to be an efficient
admi ni strator, she never had to ask twice or reject any of the supplies he
sent her and subjects for interviews were on tinme and forthcom ng. Now he
snmled at her, briefly amused. "You didn't object to himbefore you left."

"I hadn't been exposed to the full glory of his

personality."

"What do you want nme to do?"

"Cet himaway fromnme. Far away. You know what the sweet thing just did? He
barged into a bedroomwhere a girl was with her new baby and nearly scared her
into a heart attack. Terrific." She scowed at him "Am | supposed to be sone
sort of agent provocateur?"

"No. I'msure your energies will be fully engaged by the work Sech Tra Yarta
has gi ven you."

"Whi ch brings nme back ..
A hand cl anped on her shoul der and jerked her out of the chair. Eft Misvedd
flung her at the floor, put a boot in her side, then panted and cursed as he
swung his czadeg at her, that |inmber gray cane which guards used to herd

sl aves and Huvved used whenever they were annoyed w th soneone of |esser
status. The beating went on and on as the Huvved gradually worked off his
rage. Aslan huddled in a tight knot, rolling and wiggling, slipping sonme of

t he ki cks and taking nost of the whipping on her shoul ders and buttocks.

The Hordar el ders watched, silent and inpassive; Aslan caught glinpses of them
standing in the doorway.

The Ai de watched fromthe conscreen. Wien Efi Misvedd dropped his arm he
cal | ed him over.

"Zarkzar Efi Musvedd, return imediately to GlisimGIllin," the Aide' s voice
was crisp, flat, "report to the G and Sech as soon as you reach the Pal ace."
The wild energy drained fromthe young Huvved' s face and body; he | ooked tired
and there was a glint of fear in his narrowed eyes. "Wat about the woman?"
"Forget her; she's no business of yours." "I hear." He reached to click off
the set. "No. Leave it. Start back now. " Efi Misvedd sl apped the czadeg into
its clip, smoothed his hair down and stal ked out the door, the watching Hordar
nmelting |ike smoke before him "Omar Tirtky Presij conme here." The el der

wal ked to the conset, stood in front of it. "I amhere, Seref." "The wonman
what is her condition?" "Wth your pernission, Seref." She stepped away, knelt
besi de Aslan and went carefully over her body, prodding at flesh and bone with
strong, knowi ng fingers drawi ng groans and a filmof sweat from the injured
worman. She stroked her fingers in a brief caress along the side of Aslan's
face. "Nothing broken," she nurnmured; a |last pat, then she went back to the
conset. "She is badly bruised and bl eeding fromseveral cuts; there m ght be
internal injuries. If you want her intact and reasonably healthy, you'll have
to leave her with us for a while. If there's nothing seriously wong, she can
travel in three or four days." "I will want a report each evening. hear,
Seref." The screen went dark

Asl an woke late in the night, her body one nassive ache that disintegrated

i nto dozens of agonies when she tried to turn over. Her throat was dry, one
eye was swol |l en shut, her upper lip was sore and so thick it seenmed to be
pressi ng agai nst her nose.



A young Hordar woman sat in a rocking chair a short distance off. She was
reading by the light froma

dim !l anmp, her face in shadows, only her hands and arnms |lit clearly, the scars
on themlike broken wandering threads that started on the backs of her hands
and wound al ong her forearns to trail out above her el bows, the white vividly
cl ear agai nst the bronze of her skin. Wen Aslan began noving about, she

| owered the book to her lap and waited a nonent before she spoke, nmaking sure
her patient was awake and aware. "Thirsty?"

Asl an's tongue rasped across dry lips. "Yes," she managed.

When the gl ass was enpty, the young wonman set it on the table and pulled the
chair closer to the bed. "You haven't been a slave |ong, have you."

Aslan tried to smle, but her nouth felt Iike wood and the cut on her lip
burned and broke apart. "No." She |ay back, stared at the shadowy ceiling.
"No." "Are you angry at us for not trying to help you?" "No. You couldn't do
anything.” Wth her nouth in its parlous condition, her articulation was so
mushy even she had a hard time understanding herself, but she wanted to tal k.
She NEEDED to tal k. "Do you know what touched hi m of f?"

"You shamed hi m before Hordar. Sea Farnmers. W are too valuable to the

| mperator, he couldn't do what he wanted and wi pe out the insult by killing us
all. So he | essoned you."

Asl an nodded, grimaced as the novenent sent dull pain bouncing between her
temples. "I should have known that. | wasn't thinking. Too angry." She |ay
silent a nonent, then lifted a hand and let it fall, a gesture of futility
echoing the confusion in her mnd. "The Grand Sech . . . You know he's the one
who sent the slavers |ooking for soneone like ne? Qut there ..." She tilted
her hand up, waggled a finger at the ceiling. "He's no fool or he wouldn't be
where he is ... or aml the fool. . . no, not this time . . . and | doubt he
tolerates fools working for him Wy did they send that clown as ny escort?
How coul d | possibly acconplish anything with himbulling about? Tra Yarta
paid a hefty price for ny skills, why why why did he undercut me |ike that?"
She stopped, blinked,

then tried out a painful |augh. "Funny, not long ago | was thinking about an
acquai ntance, | was telling nyself he didn't know what it was to be powerless,
that he was going to run himself into trouble because of it, that he expected
power to be rational and was he going to be surprised when he found out how

irrational the powerful could be. I could have been describing nyself."
"Sending that . . . um. . . person wasn't irrational." There was a qui et
bitterness in the young woman's voi ce. "What?"

"Wasteful, maybe, not irrational." "How can. . . ?"

"We've had a long tine to | earn the convol uti ons of Huvved thinking." "And?"

"I don't understand what the Sech wants fromyou." A graceful flutter of
scarred hands silenced Aslan. "It doesn't matter, whatever it is, it's trouble

for Hordar. You see ..." She stopped talking, shifted position in the chair,
fol ded one leg up so the foot was resting on the other knee, clasped her hands
about the ankle. She was |eaning forward, intense, filled with anger and need.
"You see, he doesn't trust you, he'll break you first. That's what this was. A
start toward smashing the part of you that won't submit to him it's |like
breat hi ng, not sonething you can control, you just do it. He wants you sane,

he wants you healthy and he wants you co-opted." "Conplicity, not conpetence."
"What ?"
"The reciprocal of sonmething nmy acquaintance said. | think | see. | have to be

his fromthe marrow out, not just fromself-interest."

"Yes. The Huvved have done that to us. You saw what happened here and we're

t he nobst independent Hordar on Tairanna. Qur first reaction was wthdrawal. No
one chall enged that bastard's right to put his hands on anyone or anything he
chose. One of the I essons of power, it is exercised everywhere, supported to
excess everywhere, no matter how stupid or mndl ess or de-

structive the act. No Hordar is ever allowed to triunph over a Huvved, not
even in the smallest degree. The Huvved mi ght be punished for his act by other
Huvved, but no Hordar will ever be allowed to know it."



"Why are you telling me these things? | could report you to the Sech."

The young woman | aughed agai n, nore anger than hunor in the barking sound.
"Don't you understand? |I'mthe second act. |I'mthe voice of despair, the
councillor of passivity, the object |esson. How to survive and prosper under
the rule of the Huvved."

"You don't seemto have | earned the |esson all that

well."

"Ch, don't fool yourself. | mght talk a good fight, but that's enpty air.
amPittipat's footmat and that's all 1'll ever be."

“"Uh . . . Pittipat?"

"The I nperator. Wrd goes round that he's so wool |l y-headed he'd | ose in a gane
of pittypat played with any healthy three year old. Mikes us feel brave to
call himthat. Subversive. But it's snoke and nonsense.”

"I can't believe. "

"Listen to me, doctor whatever your nane is. Do you know what hangs over our
heads right now? No. Don't bother answering, I'lIl tell you. A battleship
called a Warnmaster. If the Inperator or even the Grand Sech deci ded we were
expendabl e and t hey needed an object | esson to enforce their denmands on ot her
Sea Farners, thirty seconds on we'd be a cloud of steam And there's not a
single thing we could do to prevent it." Her hands closed into fists, then she
forced them open, splayed her fingers across her thighs. "Apply that to
yourself. If you defy him if your capacity for giving himtrouble begins to
mat ch the val ue of your skills, pouf!" She signed, shifted position again. "I
suppose you and your acquai ntance are planning to seize a Bolodo transport and
escape. That's happened, you know. O perhaps you don't. The year before | was
born a band of determined slaves made it on board a transport, they even
managed to take off. The

Warmaster didn't bother leaving orbit, it ashed them and the hostages they
took with them Everyone who hel ped them everyone in the fanmlies of those
who hel ped them everyone who coul d be accused of hel ping them by | oca

enem es whether they were guilty or not, altogether nore than a thousand
people were hung in iron cages and left to die. No food, no water, no shelter
fromheat or cold. The strongest |asted fourteen days. No, whoever sent that

[unatic with you knew what he was doing. And he'll do nmore." The young woman
fell silent; she frowned thoughtfully as she inspected Aslan's face and body.
"l suspect you won't last nore than six nmonths." A quick brilliant smle

warm arused, far fromthe despair in her words. "No, you won't give in, |
don't think you can; poor baby, you'll be dead."

"Cheerful thought."

"Um dead isn't all that bad; when you conme back, naybe the world will have
changed. Any change will be an inprovenent, the way things are now. "

Asl an made a small nonconmittal sound; there was no point arguing the tenets
of a religion she was unacquainted with. "My nane is Aslan," she said. "Aslan
aid Adl aar."

"Aslan." The young woman touched eyes, |ips, spread her hands palmout. "I am
the Dalliss Gerilli Presij."
"Dalliss . . . um. . . diver?"

"That's what the word neans, yes."

"I'"'m m ssing sonething?"

Gerilli Presij stood. "Wy don't you shift onto your stomach and let me give
you a back rub. W don't want you stiffening up." She glanced at a nechani ca
cl ock whose faint regular tick Aslan had dism ssed as part of the noises
endemc to barge life. "Not time yet for your next shot."

"Shot ?" Asl an stiffened.

The Dalliss chuckled. "It won't hurt, I'mvery good at this."

Asl an didn't answer, just began the painful, difficult process of rolling onto
her stomach.

In the norning she was still sore and noving was difficult, but she was
conpletely free of fever. Apparently the gel that Gerilli Presij used as a

r ubbi ng conpound and those shots were effective against infection. She was



al so healing faster than she expected, her lip had deflated al nost to norma
and the other cuts on her face had cl osed over nicely. In one of the baths
(hot and cold water, fresh and abundantly avail abl e, something she found
rather remarkable in these conditions), she inspected her face and rel axed;

t hough she hadn't protested Hordar attentions, the thought of that primtive
goo in her veins had made her very nervous. Apparently it'd done a great dea
nore good than harm She nmade a note to get a sanple of those preparations to
a friend of hers in the bio departnent at University.

Anot her girl brought Aslan her breakfast, younger, with a tendency to giggle.
She nudged the | anp aside and set the tray on the table. "You're | ooking
pretty good, Hanifa," she whispered, put her hand over her nouth, startled at
her own bol dness.

"Thanks to the excellent nurse | had." Aslan lifted the cover off the platter
"Looks good. Mnd telling ne what everything is?"

"Ch!" The girl thought that over, nodded. "I suppose they eat other things
where you cone from'

"Alot of other things." Aslan chuckled. "Very other."

"Ah. Well, these, they're krida, fried in batter. Crunchy, you'll l|ike them
These, they're havya, fisheggs. This is jatine, it's a sweet we make out of
jata fruits, they grow on the yoss. This is fresh jata. Mm you'd better try
a nibble first, it's kind of powerful for soneone who's never had any. This is

a fulla, a kind of bread roll, it's got nuts and bits of cheese in it; we get
the mlk and cheese and flour fromthe landfol k. And for drinking, this is
cimenchi, it's an infusion of a kind of watergrass. It " "Grows on the

yoss?" The girl grinned, nmuch nore at ease. "Doesn't ev-

erything? There's sone nilk here and sone water over here, for if you don't
like the cimenchi. Wen you're finished, just |leave the tray where it is,
soneone' ||l fetch it."

"I hear. Um would it be possible to find nme sone cl othes? Misvedd the creep
just about ruined what | was wearing."

"You sure? You should maybe stay in bed a little longer, | can fetch sone
books or sonmething if you don't want to sleep.”

"I'd rather start working if that's all right?"

"Sure, it's all right. If you feel up toit. Chl M nane's C nnal Sam neh, |'m
CGeri's cousin and one of her isyas." She whisked to the door, turned. "I'lI
bring the clothes soon as | can find some that'll fit, you're kinda tall." She

darted away.

Asl an listened to her sandals pattering lightly on the reed mats. N ce child.
She touched her lip, winced fromthe bare flesh where the skin was split.

I sya. Isya. | renenber seeing sonething . . . yes, Tra Meclin's Hordar
dictionary. A kind of blood sisterhood. O oath-sister. Coser than kinship.
Five to eight per isya. Winder how cl ose he cones to being right? Wonder if |
can spot the other isyas in the group?

She picked up one of the krida and bit into it. Yum rather like fried shrinp.
But her nouth was too sore to enjoy it and the salt on it stung the cut on her
lip. Sonme day, sonme day. . . . She nibbled cautiously at nore krida. Some day
I"mgoing to pull that shithead's teeth and make himeat nuts or starve. She
grinned at the imge, w nced again as the stretching w dened the cut. Ram
sandburs up his asshol e.

Carting a faldstool on a strap, C nnal Sam neh took Aslan on a slow tour of
the village. She'd unfold the stool, sit Aslan on it and bring her anyone she
wanted to talk with. There was a very different feeling to the village as if
everyone on the barges and in the boats had been let out of prison

the Farmers were still wary but inclined to be as friendly as they could in
the circunstances. Aslan responded. This was the atnosphere she was accustoned
to; for a monent she could dream herself free again, working again, studying a
culture she found intriguing though it wasn't her usual area of concentration
The vill age was conmpact and conpl ex, recycling was al nost an art form and
certainly a passion. You will be back, don't trash your honepl ace, they told
her. All things are God, give them honor, they said. They said these things



lightly, anused when she sighed as she heard themfor the tenth tine, but
under the |lightness they were very serious about this, Pradix wasn't a prophet
confined beneath a roof or shut between the covers of a book. Wstfully,
filled with regret because she couldn't share it, she observed their deeply
internalized belief and nmade her notes. Her usual objectivity was gone. She
want ed these people set free. She wanted that even nore passionately than she
want ed the Unntoual ar protected fromthe foul things being done to them When
she was lying on the bed in the roomthey gave her (C nnal Sam neh insisted
she rest for an hour after lunch and Aslan was tired enough to nake her
argunent perfunctory), she contenpl ated her own reactions, picking themto
bits, a habit of hers that was one of the things her nother used to flay her
with. ldentifying, that's what she was doing. The eneny of ny eneny is ny
friend. Maybe because they |iked her. Maybe because they were intelligent and
i nteresting people with a basic kindness to them WMaybe because the Huvved
she'd net were such niserable oppressive dreeps, the kind of people she'd
hated fromthe nmonment she could wal k. Her foster mother was a toe-licking
soci al clinmber who ignored the contenpt of the people she was trying to
associate with and the callous way they used her, then dropped her. The Huvved
were using her with that sane kind of contenpt for everything she val ued about
hersel f. Using her learning and her intelligence to further enslave these
Hordar. She'd hated that when it was first proposed, now she | oathed herself
for giving

into Parnalee's argunents, for letting herself be seduced by the work. She
wasn't sure what she was going to do, what she could do, but she wasn't going
to |l og data any |onger, nothing accurate anyway. Unconfortably aware of the
nai vet e her nother deplored, she frowned at the ceiling, was distracted
nmonentarily because she noticed for the first tine the fine plaster-work, it
was sculpted into intricate geonetric patterns, then scol ded herself back to
t he probl em she was contenpl ati ng. Adel aar wouldn't hesitate to cook the data
and she'd know just howto do it indetectably. That was the problem She had
to fool Tra Yarta who knew t hese people a |l ot better than she ever would and
Par nal ee who no doubt could snell a fix fromfifty paces. Intellectua
integrity was deval ued currency these days. She had a thought and started

| aughi ng; she had Efi Miusvedd to thank for the time she needed. He was worth
something after all; Tra Yarta got what he wanted, yes, but he lost far nore
than he gained. | hope, | hope, she told herself, she held up both hands with
all her fingers crossed, a little trick she hadn't practiced for a while. An
onen, she thought, this is going to come out right. She | aughed again and | et
her hands fall.

What do | need? Paper and pen, | can't do this in my head and | can't trust
the conputers here. She rubbed at her tenples. It's been what, ah . . . thirty
years since | studied socionetrics, | need references. . . . Qut of the

guestion. Have to depend on ny nenory and ny smarts, built up fromthe bases
I"'mfamiliar with. Rule of thunb. | hope ny thunmb's not broke. | always

t hought | was cleverer than nobst, have to prove it now. . . . Parnalee said
he'd wring the neck of anyone who nessed up his chances. H s chances! She

t hought about what Gerilli Presij had told her. That was the end of her escape
pl ans, she wasn't getting aboard any ship liable to be vaporized the nonment it
got beyond the atnosphere. Over the hill and off, she thought, Parnal ee or
not, soon as | can manage it. Hm One of the cities of the Littoral. | need
to go there next. Ayla gul Inci. Wiy not? | can make a good case for it;
that's the city where the Surge began. Mist

be sone old nmenories there. Hhm Maybe | can find a crack to crawl through
Yes. Al right. Fromnow on |'mworking for ne.

Ci nnal Sam neh flattened her hand on the desalinizer. "W bought this about
ten years ago. It gives us all the fresh water we need." She slanted a sly

gl ance at Aslan. "A tech slave the Inperator brought in built themfor him
One of the few good things that cane with the slaves.”

"What did you do before then?"

"Let me show you. It's just next door."



It was a long narrow barge with slat blinds over Iots of glass. G nnal Sanineh
cl eared one section so they could | ook inside. Water was bei ng punped al ong
deep, glass-lined channels, around and past thick stands of remarkably ugly,
twi sted plants; the stens were broad and pul py, the | eaves were stiff, dotted
wi th thorns, succulent, coated with a thick waxy substance. They were
brilliantly col ored, red and purple, orange, gold and bl ue-green,. poison
colors. Aslan inspected them and deci ded she wouldn't go in that place for a
ticket hone; she -wasn't about to suck in any air they polluted with their
exudat es and exhal ati ons.

"Saltplants,” G nnal Sam neh said. "They extract minerals and salts from
seawater. It's slow but sure; by the time they're finished with it and we pass
it through a bit nore filtration, it's alnost pure enough to drink. W used it
for washing and that kind of thing, what we needed for drinking water we
passed through a still. Even now, on Holy Days and Jubil ations we drink water
fromhere, not fromthe machine. Sort of celebrating the past and linking with
the future. You see, don't you?"

"I see.”

Ci nnal grinned. "W have ot her reasons for keeping this going. Those | eaves
gi ve us sone of our best dyes. Poi sonous, sheeh! you have to be very careful
handling them but the results are worth it. And the roots,

you can't see them but they are very, very inportant. Qur best filters are
made fromthe pul p and nenbranes in those roots. Matter of fact, the Zerzevah
Farm it's out around the bul ge south of here, that's their main source of

i ncome, their merm bed was w ped out a couple storms ago and the new bed won't

be producing for a decade or nore." "Merm bed?"

Ci nnal Sami neh winkled her nose. "I can't talk about that."

"Can anyone?"

"Ceri, maybe; 1'Il ask her."

"Thanks. How much water could this . . . um. . . plant produce in a day?"

"Enough for all of us. W had to be careful of course, and we used seawater
for things we use freshwater for these days."

"Interesting. You said | might be able to visit a school ?"

"I talked to my famly's Ommar, she said fine; Schooling is famly business,
nothing to do with the Council. It's quite a walk fromhere. W could take it
easy, or maybe | could whistle up a shell."

"Why not? It's a lovely day for a boat ride."

That ni ght Aslan worked until long after m dni ght, sketching out the

di stortions and outright falsities she wanted to incorporate indetectably into
her data files; when she was too tired to make sense of the nunbers and
symbol s, she tore the pages into small bits and burned them Wen she finally
slept, she slipped in and out of nightmare, dreans where she was endl essly
runni ng, unable to reach a shapel ess goal that seenmed to represent safety; it
hovered continually just in front of her, kept vanishing on her and
reappearing a little farther on. Oher tinmes she was under sonething dark and
heavy that cane rushing down at her. That was a fast dream It recurred
several times and each tine she managed to wake up just before the thing
crushed her;

she lay bathed in sweat, her heart pounding, her head throbbing, the

hal f - heal ed brui ses and cuts adding their own dull nisery to a night that was
begi nning to seem endl ess.

"Rosepearls.” Cerilli Persij dipped her hand into a soft pouch and pulled out
hal f a dozen rounds. She tilted her palmand let themtrickle onto the square
of bl ack suede. The smallest was about the size of a small pea; it was a pale
pi nki sh cream The others went fromcreamto deep rose, fromcherrypit to

pl um si zed. They shared a fine luster with a glow that seened to reach down
and down, drawing the eye after it. Cerilli Persij took a m d-sized pearl

bet ween thunmb and forefinger, held it out to Aslan. "d ose your hand around it
for a nonment, then snell your skin."

The pearl warmed quickly. Aslan opened her hand, sniffed at her palm There
was a delicate floral fragrance, very pleasant though nothing startling.



Anot her noment, though, and she noticed sonething odd happening to her. She
felt tension dropping fromher, her body was vibrating with fine-tuned energy,
yet she felt no need to nove or speak. That rang an alarmin her nind, a
distant flutter that i mediately started fading, but not quite fast enough
Chewi ng on her lip, amazed at how difficult it was, she set the pearl on the
suede.

Gerilli Persij smled and began putting the rosepearls back in the pouch. "One
like that probably bought you," she said. "Depending on how expensive you
were. "

"And t hey come from merns?"

"I can say that, yes."

"And a Dalliss is the only one who can | ocate and handl e merns?"

"Yes." Her nmouth twisted into a wy self-nocking snile. "I wouldn't say that
if Tra Yarta didn't already knowit."

"I see. That's what you neant when you said you

were too valuable to the Inperator to be slaughtered at a whim™

"That's what | neant." She shrugged. "If we don't push it too hard."

"That malignancy in orbit ... if there was just sone way we could get rid of
it. ..

e

"From what you said, |I'mstuck here as long as it's op there."

Cerilli Persij gazed at her a long nonment, then she shut the pearls into a
smal | | ockbox and got to her feet. "You said you' re a good swi mer."

"I spent five years on Vandavrem ny first field assignnent after | was
accepted in the graduate programon University. It was a waterworld, alnbst no
| and. There was a very strange culture of intelligent bubble nesters

Never mind, it would take too long to explain, but yes | got to be very adept
in the water."

"Wwuld you care to visit the yoss forest?" "Yes. O course. Do you freedive or
use airtanks?" "Depends on how deep we're goi ng and what kind of work's

i nvol ved. | think tanks for this expedition." "Right. Lead ne to them"™

Agai n Asl an worked until her mnd was nunb, slept badly and woke wi th despair
and fear a sickness in her belly. It was hard to get up, to get on with
living, but she'd done all she could in the time given her. The airship was
com ng for her shortly after noon and in a few hours she'd be back in the

Pal ace pen, a slave again, with all that nmeant. She conforted herself with the
t hought that the sooner she was gone fromthe Persij-Sanm neh Farm the sooner
Tra Yarta's attention woul d be taken off them

They threw a feast for her, danced the sea-dances for her, tunbled and juggl ed
and at the end of the little jubilation, a woman with a husky voice filled
with the pain and joy of a fully lived life sang a song

that the Farmers listened to with a verve that seened nore than it was worth.
Sly eyes watched Aslan, half-smles teased at her, said to her we know we
know, it's a bit of a risk, but who can always live safely?

The wonman's hair was bl ack and | ong, shiny and sleek as a tar slick. She stood
on a wooden dais, a flute player on one side, a fiddler on the other and a
drunmer at her feet.

One a two a noon rising high

Dream and |11 usion sharing the sky

Three a four a stone and a bone

What does the stone say, nmy oh ny

What does the bone say, by an by

Moonlight's for |ove

For dreans never spoken of

Dreans that won't die

Fi ve six seven

What do you | eave in

When you're singing just a little lie

Sweet lie, silly lie, pass on by

Ei ght and ni ne



Look for the sign

Ten el even

Fal | from heaven

Al those devils dark and sly

Ri di ng the shoul ders of

You and |

H gh be | ow and | ow be high

Twelve a thirteen

What does it mnean

Bone cone wal ki ng shi nbl e shanbl e

Pl ace your bets and |l et the wheel spin

Al the little angels grin and ganbol

Tip atoe tap a toe atop a little pin

Stone say watch it, round they come again

The angels are dancing wild and tane

Tap a toe tip a toe atop a little pin

Hey bone, ho bone want a little gane

Bound for heaven? Never try it

That's a place they let too many in

Fourteen fifteen

What does it mean

Al the little angels wild and free

Asquat around a ganbl e stone

Pl ayi ng for we

Si xt een sevent een

What's your fancy?

Not hi ng chancy

Let the wheel spin

Ei ght een ni net een

What does it mean

Moonlight's for |ove

For dreans never spoken of

Dreans that won't die

Twenty a score, not no nore

What' s a nunber for

Start the gane again

Asl an joined in the storm of applause, appreciating the skill of the singer as
she turned what seened to be a mnor little counting poeminto sonething
daring and portentous. The performance was safe in the Ridaar unit and she
could study it in nore depth | ater—f she decided she could trust the
conputers at her work station and if she wanted the responsibility. It wasn't
all that difficult to understand the overall nessage of the song; even this
stranger could hear the call for a continued resistance to Huvved rule, but
there were sonme trigger words and i mages that drew a response whi ch seened
di sproportionate to their content. There was sonethi ng goi ng on here,
somet hi ng nmore dangerous than what Cerilli Persij had called tal king a good
fight. Aslan kept an open, appreciative snile on her face as the wonman stepped
down and anot her singer took her place, a man this tine.

Al one except for the pilot and his co, Aslan watched the grasslands sliding
beneath her, the silvery green-brown grass blowing in the wind that was
pushi ng the ship along and making it shudder now and then.

could like this world, she thought, these people. Wll, not the Huvved. Hwm
It's worth studying . . . wonder who'd apply and who'd get the grant? Aaron?
Could be. He must be nearly finished with the Darra Saseru, seeing that
they're just about finished killing each other off. O maybe T Kraaketkx Tk. |
wonder what the Hordar woul d make of hin? Hmm Are they shapephobic? O is
that a Huvved trait? Al the slaves brought in with ne were fromthe cousin
races, only slight variations fromthe tw types living here. But that was
just one shipnent. Hm If | were the Inpe-rator and reasonably sane, the
techs I'd inport would be so different fromthe locals that there'd be no



pl ace at all for themto hide. She yawned, settled back in the chair and
dropped into a doze.

Asl an dropped her gear on a newly replaced grass mat. "Hey everyone, |'m back
Par nal ee? Churri ? Anyone here?"

"One sec, Lan. Be right out."

Asl an rai sed her brows, startled. "Xalloor?"

"Uh-huh." The dancer slanmed the door to Parna-lee's bedroom and threw herself
down on a couch. "Trying to turn me into a blisterin nurse, tchah!" She

wri nkl ed her nose. "l suppose it's better than being drafted as a whore for
t hose m gni sh guards.”
"What ?"

"Drooling ol' dreep."

Asl an dropped onto the couch. "Wo?"

"Hm" Xalloor jerked a thunb at a wi ndow t hat | ooked out on the G eat Tower.
"HHmw th his bony ass planted on this world."

"What happened?"

"Dunmb. Me." Xalloor banged a fist against her chest. One of her sudden

brilliant grins Iit up her tired face. "Nah, not so bad as that. Stupid
Madoor, wouldn't let nme see the client. | always do that so | know what the
git wants. | was flying blind, hnmp, went to the trouble to snatch nme, didn't

they? |I figure here he is,

he owns the whole stinking world, he nust've paid one tart'rish price for ne,
so | go all out and give himnmy nost marvel ous dance. | told you about it, the
Li ght-sail or piece." Her shoulders jerked with her short barking | augh

"GP
"Turns out his idea of art rises maybe to paper dollies." Another abrupt

| augh. "Trouble is the Lightsailor thing's pretty abstract. | |ost himabout
five mnutes into it. Been anything less, 1'd 've seen that and played to him

but that piece is a chunk of ny heartsoul and | wasn't noticing anything.

Until the finish. There was a very long loud silence." She shrugged. "Too bad.
Ch well, what goes around, cones around.”

Asl an caught her hand, held it a nmonent. Then she sighed and shook her head.

"I go away four days. "

Xal | oor caught hold of her chin, tilted her face to the light. "You get
crosswi se wi th soneone?"

"My escort switched into nonster max when he thought | was being uppity.”

"You and Parnal ee. "

"What happened?"

"I never got it straight, all | knowis fromhis munbles when | was washi ng
the bl ood of f. Lessoning, he said, at least that's what | thought it was,
whoever worked himover got in some good licks at his face and he wasn't
talking so clear. Place. He say that a lot. His place. He kept going on about
knowi ng his place all right and teaching some tofty prick his. | figure one of
t hese snot heads he was catering for thought he was getting above hinsel f. Like
you say, uppity. One of the guards hauled me out of the pen and told ne to
take care of him He was bleeding all over the mat nearest the door, you naybe
noti ced one of themls new. Soneone gave himone tart'rish going over, his back
was hanmburger. A local nmedic shot himw th some stuff and gave me some goo to

rub on the bruises. That was late last night. He's still sleeping. So you
found out yet what they want a . . . that thing you said . . . what they want
you for?"

"They' ve got ne studying the Hordar."

"\Why 2"

"Troubl e. They want us, Parnalee and ne, to poke around and figure out howto
cal mthings down without killing everybody."

"I can see why, these mgnish nothi would starve to death if they killed off
the Hordar."

"How is he? Really."

"He's going to know it when he noves for at |east a nonth, but he's a chunk of
ax jerky, it won't kill him If | know nen, he's going to bitch a lot, but you



just ignore it."

"\What about the Bard? Anything happen to hin®"

"Not yet and maybe never, what |'ve picked up, you don't mess with poets round
here.”

"I see. Xalloor, you know anyt hi ng about comnputers?"

"Deary dai, do | know about computers? Do you know about dancers these days?
guess not, stuck out in the boondocks with those prim types. It's a hard
worl d out there, Lan, and competition's sonmething fierce. Unless you' ve got an
edge. | have this marvelous bitty Makerdac, no bigger'n ny fist with a
fanscreen that can holo full-size figures and nake like a fiftypiecer, band
you know. Do all my choreographing on it, plus my accounts and you nane it. |
swear, Lan, plug it into a sytha outlet and it'd fry you eggs for breakfast."
"Right. 1'll see if I can work it so you come over here and help nme with ny
data. If you're wlling?"

"Read dy da, willing!"

"Pretty dull stuff.”

"This mome, dull sounds narrrvel ous. "

"Conme take a walk with ne." Aslan got to her feet, snopothed her hands down her
sides. "lI've been sitting all afternoon and | need to get the knots out."

"Ah hah." That high wattage grin flashed again, then her narrow face was
primy serious.

They strolled along a shady path that nore or |less paralleled the section of
creek that ran through the enclosure. " so we figured Bol odo woul d show up
again in about six nonths standard and we've been | ooki ng about for ways to
take the transport and run for civilization. Maybe not this tine, but the next
for sure.”

Xal l oor flicked a woven grass fan back and forth in the futile hope that
nmoving air would be marginally |less oppressive. "l heard talk in the pen, a
snatch here, another there. You're not the only ones. So what happened? It's
obvi ous you aren't all that hipped on the idea."

"I"ve been thinking about it and trying to plan sonething fromthe m nute

put foot to ground and saw the transport was the only insplitter around.”
"That isn't what | asked."

"I know. | just wanted you to . . ." Aslan pushed sweaty hair back from her
face. "One of the people at the Sea Farm she told me it'd happened before.

Sl aves took the transport, got it flying." She put her hand on Xalloor's arm
stopped her. "You hear anything about what's up there? Hangi ng over us?"

" Huh?"

"Ever seen one of those battleships they call Wr-nasters?"

"Shee-it. Yeh, a client once took ne through one, it was defanged t hough. You
telling me. "

"Yeh. "

"It got the transport."

"FEfftl”

"Thi nk Parnal ee knows?"

"Haven't told him"

"Maybe | shoul d change ny nind about noving over."

"Ni ce having soneone to talk to."

"There is that."

They started wal king again. After several mnutes, Aslan said, "I don't like
hel ping Tra Yarta put the boot to the Hordar."

"Not hi ng much you can do about it and keep your own skin whole."

"I can umput a twist on what | tell him"

"Cet yourself whonped some nmore. Maybe turned into fish bait.”

"I'"ve already started. You mght not want to be

™ Daai ra dai, Lan, do ne good to practice mnmy kicks.'
even be fun."

Hal f a year before Aslan | ands on Tairanna/ three years before Adel aar hires
Qual e and crew.

Xal | oor chuckl ed. "Coul d



Ai rshi p/ over the Duzzul kas/cl oudl ess sumrer ni ght.

Karrel Goza tugged a length of wool fromthe skein, draped a few | oops over
his thigh. Ruya was brushing the horizon directly ahead of him fatly gibbous,
CGorruya was nearly out of sight overhead, an anorexic crescent riding a fan of
stars that were particularly brilliant this night; the wind was still, even
the veil of dust that generally hung over the southern Duzzul kas had settled
for the moment. The land was flow ng dark and silent beneath the airship, the
wat chfires of the herders were scattered pinpricks of red beside spreadi ng
shapel ess bl ot ches, yunk herds, nubby bl ack against the ripples of silvery

bl ack grass. The cl ock on the panel gave himanother twenty mnutes before he
made Koy Tarla; the pylon lights should be visible soon. He was a thin dark
man, short, neatly made, a man at peace with hinmsel f; as his hands mani pul at ed
t he needl es and the bul ky gray wool slid steadily about his fingers and the

sl eeve grew longer, his mind drifted without effort fromimage to image.

Three sweaters by the time | get home. Not bad. Ommar keeps hinting | should
get married. HmMm 1 don't want to shift Houses, whoever it is will have to
adopt in. Gly? Omar'd eat her alive. Her father's tavern's doing good, be a
nice add to the famly business. No, she's all right to warma bed, not for a

| ong haul, too changeable, 1'd never know who she was getting off w th when
was gone. Long haul. Hmm | don't like Sirgun sending ne out alone for this
haul .

Dangerous. And |I'Il have to lay over at sonme Koy and catch sonme sleep. Isn't

the stopping | mnd, it's the god forgotten Noses with their stinking
guestions, wouldn't believe you if you said the sun was shining. Nehir. She's
a weaver, that's good. Prine weaver. Bring a lot to the fanmily. Even A d
Pittipat |ikes her work. She wouldn't nmind ne being off flying so nmuch. Not
going to quit flying, wife or no wife. Wiat would | do if | had to quit? Don't
t hi nk about that, Kar, it won't happen. Nehir, Nehir. | don't know She's not
bad |1 ooking, but ... I like her brother. Not narrying her brother. Good solid
busi ness. HmMm Doussi? Prettiest woman in gul Inci. Wnder why she's not
married yet? Five years older than nme. Keeps the fanmily factory ticking
steady. There's al ways soneone needing notors for new airships. Sirgun Bol
could use new ships, replace this old whale. He rubbed his foot against the
control stick, smiled dreanily, shook his head. They haven't bought a new ship
for two years, hmm maybe nore. Something's going on. Maybe | shoul d think
about changi ng conpani es. Percin Hi znet left |ast nonth. Hasn't found a pl ace
yet. That's odd. He's a top mechanic, he shouldn't be having trouble getting
on somewhere, Casma. Wonder if she'd be willing to stay onshore. | doubt it,
being she's a diver. Divers are too scrappy for ne, | can do without fights
when |'m hone. WAy she dances woul d make a statue stand. Maybe we coul d work
out something. |I'mgone so nmuch, she could spend those days at the Farm be on
| and a coupl e weeks when |'m honme. Affiliated to a Sea Farm mrh.

The needl es clish-clashed, small clicks and ticks cane fromthe instrunment
panel , a ghost of wind noise filtered through the wi ndows, wire stays sang
sustai ned sweet notes into the shifting creaks of the gondola, cables burred
deeper, stronger notes into the cargo bales hitched beneath it. Inside the
cockpit, the light was dim bluish, nostly fromthe panel though a small
spotlight shone on his hands and woke watery gl eans fromthe sea-ivory
needles. Grls' faces, fragmentary musings, di mapprehensions drifted in an
unhurried streamthrough his head until the al arm chi nmed.

He set the knitting aside, |ooked out. Lights in two columms above the much
fainter glows fromcracks in curtains and the occasional yell ow square where
an unshuttered shopwi ndow announced the business was still open. "Koy Tarla."
He patted Fud-40's panel. "Good old girl."

He cut out the automatic pilot, began matching maneuvers and hit the pylon

| atch dead center first try. The nosel ock wouldn't click home. He swore under
his breath and made anot her pass, slipped | oose again. Fud-40 hadn't been
properly serviced for nmonths, there were a lot of parts that needed replacing,
nose gear was so worn it was near unusable. The third tine he tried, he revved
the motors up nore than he |liked and held her vibrating agai nst the pylon



until the instrunments gave hima GO Swearing sone nore, he brushed the back
of his hand against his sweaty brow, swiveled a rotor and nudged the side of
t he gondol a agai nst the platformextending fromthe pylon, watching the pane
anxiously until the readouts told himhe was set in solid. He rel eased the
rearend cable, felt the gondola shudder as it unreeled. Wen the hook hit the
ground, a buzzer sounded and he shut off the nmotors with a sigh of relief and
a fleeting suspicion that he wouldn't finish this [ong haul with bag and self
intact, a thought he imredi ately suppressed. He rolled up his knitting,
stuffed it inits bag, clicked off his harness and got to his feet. The | ocks
hel d the gondol a stabl e; besides, Fud-40 was heavy with bal es of yunk wool.
It'd take nore than his weight to knock her about.

Karrel Goza pulled the lift door shut, checked the cable out, it was taut and
| ocked to the eyebolt. Birey Tipis was reliable as an old boot, bless the man.
Rubbi ng at his back, he crossed the stretch of beaten earth to the office,
pushed open the door and went inside.

"Alo, Bir, hows it go?"

"Slow and sl ower. You better get that nose fixed, Kar."

"Don't tell ne, tell Sirgun. Wat you got for ne?"

"Two passengers for Koy Vaha, six bushels orps with the rind on and five sacks
tarins, dried. Ad Muintza Tefrik, he brought in some hanks of unbl eached kes
yarn and he wanted to know if his package had got here."

"Passengers." Karrel Goza grimaced; they always wanted to come up and talk to
him Fud-40's nusty cabin started closing in on themthe mnute he shut the
door. "Nuh, nothing for here this trip. Geres Duvvar is due along in a couple
weeks, coming fromthe west, he mght have it. If he makes it here. He's got
Hav-13 and that bag makes old Fud up there look like a yearling."

"How s it on the coast?"

"Li ke here. Slow and slower." Karrel Goza took the manifest, checked the

wei ghts, nodded. "Fud can handle this." He set the clipboard down, snothered a
yawn. "What's open? | need to eat and catch a few hours sleep. Sirgun laid ny
co off for the duration."

"You too, eh?"

"Too?"

"You haven't heard?"

"I"ve been short hauling along the coast, that's why you haven't seen nme for a
year or so."

"We' ve been getting singles since the thaw. Navlun Bol and Il kan Bol just I|ike

Sirgun. Cut way down on the schedule too. | get an earful of conplaints from
the Fehz and everyone else, their goods sit and rot waiting for a hauler to

cone al ong. Everyone's notching their belts. For the duration they say. |I'm

getting an earache fromhearing the word. | ask myself what's it nmean and

answer ne, nothing." Birey Tipis lifted the flap, canme through the counter
"Food, hmm You renenber Annie Arkaday?" He waved Karrel Goza to the door
lifted the key ring off the counter and slipped the keys about, hunting for
the one he wanted. "Yeh, not many forget her cooking. She had to shut the
cafe, the rent got to be too nuch for the trickle of

customers to cover. She petitioned the Fehraz to lower it for the duration,”
a soft chuckl e sounded over the clink-clank of the keys, "for the duration,"
he repeated, "but he wouldn't, so he gets nothing, intelli-

gent, eh?" He shut the lights off, crossed to the door, followed Karrel GCoza

t hrough. "Fol ks stay honme these days or stake out a table in Mahanna's Tavern
with a couple cups of kave, it's still open, but that's because Mahanna's got
freehold on the building and only pays a ritseed rent." He finished with the
pair of locks, thrust the ring into a side pocket of his jacket. "Annie works
out of her house now, same reason, it's freehold, she's piled her kids one on
top of the other and hires out their roons and fixes meals for whoever can
pay. And the kids run errands when they can. She's doing all right so far." He
poi nted down the street. "That way," he said, "across town fromhere. It's not
far." He wal ked beside Karrel Goza as they went down the middle of the



village's main street. "You heard anything? Been runors the lines are going to
drop half their stations, let the clerks in themgo. |I've been in that office
near a score of years."

"No one tells us pilots anything except which route we're on or we're laid off
till god knows when." Karrel CGoza kicked at a pebble, watched it bound al ong
the worn pavenent until it disappeared into a pothole. "It's a long | ow, but
nmust 've about hit bottom don't you think?" Karrel CGoza |ooked around. The
village didn't seemto have changed much since he'd seen it |ast, shabby,
one-story buildings, red tile roofs showi ng above the packed earth walls that
went round the house and the bit of garden that only friends and famly ever
saw, here and there trees rustled in the sonetine wind and the shutters over
the front wi ndows of those shops that were closed for the night rattled with
the gusts, the dark was kind and concealing, there was a | ot he wouldn't see,
a | ot hidden behind housewalls. He wished Birey Tipis would shut up about al
this, it nmade himsick thinking about it and nore than a little scared.

"Can't say, Kar, you and ne, we've still got our jobs, knock wood, but what do
we do if Sirgun and the others go broke?"

"Nuh, Bir, they won't let the carriers fail, Tairanna would fall apart if they
did."

"Don't be too sure. The Fehz would survive and the

divers would still be bringing up rosepearls, so |l can't see Pittipat sticking

his fingers in, what's he care about a bunch of surrish grubbers? | don't see
any |light ahead." Birey Tipis glanced at Karrel CGoza, w ped sweat off his
forehead. "Wuldn't say all this if | didn't know you don't run off at the
mout h, Kar." The tip of his tongue flicked along his lips. "Used to be we
didn't worry ourselves about what we said, used to be Yapyap, that's what we
call the Sech's Nose, he let fol ks know when he was coming around so they
could stop tal king about anything he'd have to report." He caught hold of
Karrel Goza's arm stopped him "Listen, Kar, | don't know about other Koys,
but watch what you say to fol k here, Yapyap's gone serious, got a bodyguard, a
coupl e scrapings inported from Tassal ga. Hurum Deval got drunk |ast week and
woul dn't shut up, he started spouting all those jokes about the Inpe-rator
you've heard 'em |'msure, he didn't nean anything by it, he always gets a
mout h on himwhen he's reeling. Thing is, come norning he was gone, we haven't
seen him since. The Fehraz he sent sonme nmen over and packed up the famly,
shipped "emto gul Brindar on the west coast, we got word a few weeks | ater
they were doing scut work for the Fehdaz there and hopi ng Hur woul d show up

He hasn't so far. And he's a long way fromthe first to slide down a dark hole
wi thout a bottom"™ He started wal ki ng again. "Wat say you let me buy you a
beer? Mahanna's cone up with a tarin brew that slides down sweet as honey.

Don't worry about Annie, she'll whip up sonmething for you, doesn't natter how
late it is."”

"Way not. Od Fud's still alady in the air. One thing though, who's going to
be westling the cargo come norning? If it's ne, | pass.”

"You got a spare goumor two, | can scare up sone strong backs for that."

"I could put in a requisition for expenses. Don't suppose Sirgun would honor
it."

"There's another way, wouldn't cost you or show on the books."

" Huh?"

"There's sone brothers who need a |lift to the coast."

"Of the manifest?"

"What el se.”

"Thi s Yapyap of yours, won't he be hangi ng around the pylon?"

"There's ways for handling that."

Karrel Goza wal ked on. At first he was sure he didn't want anything to do with
the proposition. Running like that, it nust be serious what they'd done. If
somet hi ng went wrong he could suck his family into their ness. The Omar'd eat
me raw. He gl anced several tines at Birey Tipis; the old man was strolling

al ong, eyes on the road ahead, face placid as a rumni nating yunk, no sign of

t he nervousness he'd showed a nonment before. Karrel Goza was suddenly sure he



was going to do it, he wasn't quite sure why, he was so scared of it, thinking
about what coul d happen tied his stomach in knots and punped acid up his

t hroat, but sonehow he couldn't not do it. "Family'll divorce ne if this comes
out."
"It won't. Un. . ." Birey Tipis dug his thunb into the soft folds of skin

hangi ng under his jaw. "The boys've done this before."

"Maybe you'd better tell nme some nore.”

"The | ess you know, Kar, the safer you are.™

"1 an®"

"You got a point. Everyone is. Safer, | nmean. | can say this, it's not
thi every or anything like that."

"Make sure you take care of Yap Yap and his friends."

"W will, no fear of that, my friend."

W, Karrel Goza thought, that's interesting. He didn't say anything, just
followed Birey Tipis through the tavern's sw ng door

Four nmonths after the Duzzul ka flight. Speakers Circle/Ayla gul Inci

Karrel Goza rubbed his back against the stone of the wall, watched the clot of
heavily robed men m |l about atop the minaret, a thirty-foot-tall colum of
stone with a round shingled roof rising to a graceful point above the broad
arches that went round the speaker's platform He was listening to the talk
around him soft nuttered voices punctuated with slitted suspicious glances at
everyone el se, angry voices, kept nurnmurous by the fear that a wong word at a
wrong tine was deadlier than poison, a fear justified by the events of the
past nonths; al nost everyone knew sonmeone who' d vani shed as quietly and
conpletely as a sail or washed overboard in a summrer storm al nbst everyone

t hought he or she knew why. There was the unexpressed hope that the m ssing
were in prison somewhere not dead; there was the equally unexpressed fear that
t hey' d been airshi pped out over the ocean and dropped in Saader's Ceft.

CGeres Duwar cane threading through the crowd in the Grcle, in each hand a
paper cone srmudged with grease fromthe estani nuts inside. He gave a cone to
Karrel Goza who noved over so his cousin could | ean agai nst the wall beside
him "You got some change coming, Kar. There was a little war going on over
there 'tween the peddlers.”

Karrel Goza grunted, dug cautiously into the hoard of hot nuts.

Ceres Duwar swall owed. "Hurry up and wait, huh." He waggled the cone at the
group on the speaker's platform

"Yeh. Don't look like there's much good to say or they'd be saying it."

The cl acker sounded, the crack of wood agai nst wood reverberating through the
dull mutter of the crowmd. Silence spread |ike fog.

The Stentor separated fromthe other robed nen, spread his arns. "Sim O
Kisil, simsen, Hear o People, hear thou. Thy Alanin return to report the
outcome of their petition." There was a pause. Behind the Stentor one of the
AQlanin murmured to him He nodded, faced out again. "Sorrow, sorrow, the
petition was heard, the petition was denied."

The crushed nut in Karrel CGoza's nouth was suddenly bitter. He spat it out,

i gnoring the scow of the woman whose skirts he spattered with the bits. Ceres
Duvvar beat his hand slowy steadily against the stone, cursing under his
breat h.

"Sim OKisil, simsen. This is the Inperator's reply. Let those anbng you who
are needy apply to the Houses for bread and work." A groan rose fromthe
cromd. "Sim OKisil, simsen. If you who are needy are turned away, give word
to the Fehdaz. Every House and every Farm who turned you away will be assessed
two score rosepearls or the equivalent in tapestries and art pieces.”

A swelling of sound, with a double center, on one side those who have, on the
ot her those who have not. "Sim OKisil, simsen. Two of thy AQlanin lifted
their hearts against this and spoke. The Divine one cast themdown into a dark
and stinking cell. The Al anin who rmurrmured but spoke not, the Divine one had
them taken fromhimand sealed into their roons. For two days, thy dlanin saw
not the sun nor the nmoons, for two days thy Alanin drank only water, for two



days thy dlanin tasted not bread nor nmeat." Rising-falling noan filled with
fear and rage. "Sim OKisil, simsen. The Divine One spake unto your dlanin
thus: It has come to ne that the nerm beds and the rosepearls are a State
resource. It has come to ne that it may be wwong for such a resource to remain

in the hands of Famlies, not the State. Be warned, O Kisil, thus the D vine
one spake, | will cease nmy wondering for this nmonment, | will not act as ny
heart requires if | amnot stirred to it by thy unruly inportunities.

"Sim OKisil, simsen. And then it was that the Divine one cast at the feet

of thy Alanin the two of them whose hearts had rebelled. And then it was the
Di vi ne One spake again: Take these and let ne not see them let ne not hear
their names, let thembe as nothing in ny sight and thine.

"Sim OKisil, simsen. Thy Adlanin have come to thee in sorrow, ashes in
their hair and heart, thy AQlanin say to thee, we have failed thee, what is
thy wll?"

The Stentor folded his arns and stepped back. Robes

pul l ed tight about them cow s drooping over hal f-hidden faces, the Alanin
started down the stairs. Wen they reached the paverment, the crowd in the
Crcle, silent, inpassive, gave way before them opening a corridor so they
could cross the Circle and pass into the Fekkri. They didn't wait for an
answer, they wouldn't get it then; that was conming three days later. Karre
Goza and Ceres Duwar woul dn't bother comi ng back to hear it. At least the City
Alanin had tried to help, that was nore than the Fehdaz had done. He was old
and sick and about to die, his sons had died before him (there were runors
about that, how they died and why, Incers were very nervous about the
character of the next Fehdaz), his grandsons and the Nephew were all there
waiting like vultures, no one in the place bothering their heads about
anyt hi ng el se.

Karrel CGoza counted the coins in his hand, closed themin his fist. "G dder's
shoul d be open by now. What about a beer?"

Ceres Duwar slipped his watch fromits pocket, clicked it open. "Do we have
time? Od Nffiz is getting touchy about checking in." He shut the watch,
shoved it back. "He's Imel. He's got a thing about us in Goza-Duwar- Menel i .
You don't want to give himan excuse to boot us, not the way things are these
days."

"May he fall in yunkshit up to his honker." Karrel Goza put the coins away.
"Let's get back. That wormy old skink won't give an inch."

Ayl a gul Inci/VWaterfront/one year and six nonths after the return of the
petitioners.

The bay was gray and | eaden, an echo of Karrel Goza's nmood. He took out the
notice, reread the single line of print. H s head throbbing with resentnment
and fear, his body cold and sick with the horrible enptiness of failure, he
tore the paper into small hairy pieces and dropped theminto the water. One
breath he was angry at Geres Duvvar for holding onto his job

with Sirgfln, the next he was dead ash, wondering how he was going to tell the
Omar he was a drag on the Famly, not a support. Qut on the bay he saw boats
comng in. He straightened, stared. He'd played in these waters when he was a
baby; when he was ol der, he'd taken girls out sailing if he could talk a
cousin into |l ending hima boat; he knew enough of the sea's caprices and her
nmoods to understand what he was seeing. There was a bad bl ow coming. He

wat ched the gray waters heave beneath the pier and hated her, Mther of
Storns, treacherous unfeeling bitch, stealing fromhimhis last respite from
shane. He had to get back to the House and help tie down for it, no time to
get a little drunk to pillow the pain. He cursed softly, bitterly, cursed
Sirgun and the Huvved, the Kabriks and their obsession wi th new products, the
nmushbr ai ned | nperator and his mushbrai ned advi sors, the Fehrazes and the
Fehdazes, the city council, the sneaks and nobst of all the alien slaves who
made all this trouble for workers.

"They are that." A girl's voice

He swung around. "What ?"

"You heard. What happened, you laid of f?"



He | ooked her over. She was small and dark, brilliant eyes, not exactly
pretty, but coming into a roomshe'd be the first you noticed. The fine
wandering scarlines on her arms were very white against the dark gold of her
tan. A Dalliss. No one ever conpletely taned a Dalliss even when her diving
days were finished. H's mouth curled down with dislike, but he touched eyes
and nouth and ipread his hands in polite acknow edgment of her presence.

"Bl essings, Dalliss.” He turned and started past her

"Ch ny, the little man's soul is bruised.” She closed her fingers about his

arm said, "You're a pilot. | need a pilot."
"For what?" Disgusted with the | eap of hope he couldn't help, he pulled free.
"Storm comng. |'mgoing hone."

"Coupl e hours before you need to start tying down. Stop a while and give ne a
listen, you mght like what 1'mgoing to say." She stepped back fromhim
swung

herself onto a bitt and sat kicking her bare heel s agai nst the agatewood,
watching himwith a hard bright expectation that sent warning trenors al ong
hi s spine.

He lowered hinself to the planks and sat with his | egs hangi ng over the edge,
hi s back agai nst another bitt. "Job?"

"Not for taking home to Ommar. W could cone up with sone coin if you' ve got
to have it." She swept her arms w de, waggled her small slimhands as if to
say you can have what you want, it doesn't matter | ong as you do the thing.
VWhat ever the thing was.

She had beautiful hands, he noticed that with a small jolt of surprise,
delicate, supple wists. And fine ankles. Like a |lot of wonen these days,
she'd taken to wearing trouserskirts, w de-legged things nade out of the new
yosscloth, its silky flowclinging to her legs in a way he found exciting. The
top she wore was a tube knitted fromblack kes yarn, it had a square neck, no
sl eeves, she wanted to display her arns with their scars, the badge of her
achi evenent. Used to be pearlers wore long sleeves and lace nmts to hide the
merm marks. Not this one. He found hinself approving her pride. He | ooked
away, frowned out across the heaving water. "Just tell ne what it is."
"Renmenber Janber Fausse?"

He started, went still. "Why?"

"Show you | know a thing or two. You lifted him South after he hit the Fehraz
Ene Karrad's strongroom and dropped half the coin to the Ki ks that Karrad
pushed off his Raz. You' ve been a busy little man the past few nonths.

The cold was back in his bones; he stared at the water and said not hing.

"No need to sit there shivering like an ishtok out of water, Karrel Goza. This
isn't a noose about your neck. If you don't want to fly for us, forget it."
He turned his head. She was |eaning toward him hands braced on her knees,
taut, eager, willing himto accept the proposition she hadn't yet made. He was
interested; it would be i Mmensely satisfying to hit back at something instead
of going nmeekly hone to mana. "Sane sort of business?"

"Not quite. This could get you killed. The pilot we had before is in Saader's
Cleft. No, the bitbits didn't drop himthere. He died. W didn't want sone
asslicking official eager to make points getting curious about how that
happened. He was shot, bad, but he got us away and the ship hone before he
died." Her eyes were suddenly bright with tears. "He was Inpatiently she
scrubbed the tears away. "Coul d happen to you. So?"

"You're the ones."

"What ?"

"You're the ones that hung the Nephew naked fromthe nminaret. Painted insults
on himhair to heels. | wondered how soneone got himthere w thout being
caught. You fixed himup in his paint and harness, | suppose, and waited unti

Ruya and CGorruya were down; then you dropped the noose over the roof peak and
left himdangling. Ktch! your pilot rmust've had Pradi x's hand on his neck to
operate blind in that battlerose of wnds."

"He did, besides there isn't a man alive or dead who can match his touch."
"Wsh I'd seen it. Geres Duvvar was honme, he told nme about it, he said the



Fehdaz was howl ing nad. Not that he |iked the Nephew that rmuch, it was the

i dea that some Hordar woul d have the nerve to |l ay hands on one of his Fanily.
On one of the holy Huvved. Ktch!"

"Herk the Jerk. Yeh. He wanted to top every Hordar he could get his hands on
but his Sech tal ked himout of it."

"dd Gouch? I'd have thought he'd be sharpening his ax for Hordar necks."
"He's scared of a Surge. You've been away a lot. | don't think you really know
how bad things are getting."

"Hrmm So, what are you plotting now?"

She scratched at her forearm rubbed a bare foot against the bitt. "Herky
Jerky's been hatching ideas again. Three nonths he's had his hands on the Daz,
he keeps thinking that ought to nean something, but every time he has a flash,
A d Gouch digs the ground out fromunder him | suppose he's tired of it.
From

what we could find out, he naneuvered so the Grouch had to go to Glisim
Gllinto talk to the Grand Sech. Soon as the old man's back was turned, Herk
snat ched sone Farm boys who'd come in to gul Inci to visit relatives and
carted them of f somewhere, who knows why. Probably something to do with nmerm
beds and rosepearls. Doesn't matter what maggot he has in his head, we've got
to pull themout. It was just luck, really, finding out what happened to them
a friend of mne was over the wall meeting me, we saw the bitbits nake a
snatch; we were too far away to stop it, but we managed to follow themto
where a m niship was noored. They shoved the boy in the gondola and left. W

t hought about trying to get himout, but there were nore bitbits around
guarding the airship. No way we could reach it. Next day some other friends of
m ne nmanaged to find out who was gone and where they m ght be. Some others and
me, we're going in after them but we need a pilot. That's it, that's what we
want you for."

"I n where?"

"Mountain Pl ace."

"I've flown out of Inci in that direction. Not over the Place. The w nds there
are tricky. It's the steamout of the crater that does it. Fehdaz's pilots
know the currents; even so they pick their way and go in round noon when
things're quieter. What's your ship |ike?"

"Amni." She grinned at him "Used to belong to Herk."

"Hmm The instrunents?"

"Crude and crudest. That's how Muhar Teget described them"

"I didn't know he was still alive."

"He's not. He's the one in the eft."

He gazed at her a long tinme, then | ooked away. "Get nme fired?"

"“No. "

"You followed nme here.”

"Yes. | was going to see if you were off for a few days and m ght be able to
fly for us. Muh said after himyou were the best on Tairanna." She conbed her
hands through her hair, spread them again, waved

them she seened to |ike waving her hands about, maybe soneone told her
sometine they |ooked like little white birds. "Pushing my Luck," she said. She
dropped her hands into her lap, |laced her fingers together. "I saw you shred

t hat paper and nade a guess, that's all."

"You know ny nane."

"Ah." Her nmouth twisted into a half-smle. "That's a bit of a difficulty." She
searched his face for a monment, then shrugged. "Wy not, G ouch knows ne well
enough, he doesn't need a nane. Elmas Ofka, Family |ndiz- O ka- Tanggar, Farm
Indiz." She hesitated, shrugged again. "Divorced, outlawed."

He' d hal f suspected who she was, but it was a shock all the sane. El mas O ka.
They said she killed a Huvved who thought he was going to rape her, sank a
knife in his belly and opened himup |like a yunk carcass. He'd al ways thought
t hat was sonebody's dream that she probably stole sonme pearls or sassed a
touchy tribute-collector. Every now and then the Huvveds got antsy and took
hunting parties out searching for her, but they never saw hair nor heels of



her, so they shot a few erkelte and pretended that was what they were out for
"You're crazy to be here in daylight like this."

"Crazy has its advantages."

He | aughed, he didn't quite know why. "At least it seens to be working." He
rubbed thunb against niddle finger, not sure what to say next. "Ah, who else
i s com ng?"

"My isya. Cousins, sonme friends. Wwnen. That bother you?"

"Not if you know what you're doing."

"W know. "

"Toni ght ?"

"Right. Herk's had themthree days already.'
them s ny brother."

"Ah. Sorry."

Her mouth tightened. "They will be. One of these days we'll hang Herky Jerky
fromthe Mnaret and we won't use a harness.”

"I need a little time to get used to the ship. You know t he bay better than
do, what about the storn®"

"By the time we leave, it should be nostly blown out, enough rags left to give
us cover. At Mountain Place any of the sentries supposed to be on the walls,
they'Il nmore than likely be inside with a fire, no one's going to be miserable
for Herk the Jerk. If there are some nushbrains outside, we won't have any
probl em spotting them" She hesitated, made up her nind between one breath and
the next. "Some aliens are living with us. They junped the Wall at the Pal ace
and happened onto us at a delicate nmonent." Her hands fluttered, sketching

nmet aphors for the enbarrassnment of both parties. Wien she noticed the
expression on his face, she smled and shook her head. "They won't be com ng
with us." She fol ded her hands again. "One of themwas the Imperator's own
weaponsmith. Strange creature. He doesn't |ike people nuch, and | got spanked
for that kind of |anguage when | was a girl, so |l won't try telling you what
he thinks of our esteenmed Divine One. He's been naking gadgets for us.
Stunners and spotters you could wear in a ring al most. Sniperguns." She
narrowed her eyes at the sea, then the sky, chewed her lip a noment. "You can
get away without eyes on you?"

"Yes. Wen and where?"

"You know t he Dance Fl oor in the Watergarden out north of Inci?"

"Been there a tinme or two." He tried a quick grin.

She grinned back, her eyes narrowing into crescents, her nose flattening. "I
expect you have." She sobered. "I'Il bring the ship down an hour after

m dni ght, give or take five minutes each way. | can manage that nuch, there's
room for mistakes out there. Wt need to be at the Mouuntain Place around three
hours before dawn. WII that give you enough play to get the feel of her
before we start?"

"Too much. If | can't learn her in twenty mnutes, | nmight as well give up
Make it second hour, unless you've got a reason otherw se."

"Second's better, but I wanted to nmake sure you had plenty of time for test
runs." She slipped off the bitt, stretched, yawned. "Anything el se?"

"What you expect me to do? Besides flying."

"Not hi ng. You won't be coming in with us. You're the only one who can get us
away fromthere."

"CGood enough."

"See you tonight then." A flutter of a hand and she was runni ng away down the
pier, her vitality printing her on his mnd even after she vanished into an
all ey between two warehouses. He snmiled. He felt a |lot better now He couldn't
tell anyone about this, but it went a |long way toward erasing the sense of
failure that'd been the worst effect of the layoff notice. Hi s dread was gone,
he could face the Omar without feeling like a lunmp of yunkshit.

The wi nd was picking up, two fat raindrops splashed down on his head, trickled
past his ears. Home and fast. Fromthe | ook of those clouds and the hei ght of
the swells, they'd need all hands to get ready to ride this one out. Another
rai ndrop broke on his nose, he wiped it away and started running toward the

She was silent a nonent. "One of



al | ey.

Approachi ng the Dance Fl oor/ Wt ergardens outside Ayla girl Inci/both noons
down.

"Like crawing through a roomlined with black felt." Tezzi O ka braced
herself on her arns, |eaned forward until her nose touched the curving w ndow.
"Un" Elmas OFka scowed at the trenbling |ines scattered across the panel in
front of her; trying to balance the ship in half a dozen directions and get
somewhere at the sane time took nost of her attention. The stormdidn't help.
Bl essings be, the winds had died to a whisper. She'd flown the nminiship a few
times before (nostly in daylight though and tethered) so she'd be able to
manage it in an enmergency. She hadn't realized how tricky this short junp was
going to be. Thank God, Karrel Goza gave her the extra hour. It would have
been easier for himto come to the place where they'd stowed the ship, but she
wasn't about to trust himthat rmuch. Not yet anyway. He probably realized she
didn't. He wasn't stupid, though it was

hard to renenber that when he put on his dunb hardboy | ook. Good canoufl age.
hope. "Tez, any sign of those lights?"

"Not yet. You sure we're heading the right way?"

"Sssa. Half maybe. Keep | ooking around."

"V

They droned on for several mnutes, then a sudden gust of w nd caught the
smal | airsack and rocked it perilously. Elmas O ka fought the miniship
straight, exploded out the breath she was hol ding. "Tez!"

"Turn a little left. | thought |I saw sonethi ng when we were tunbling about."
El mas Ofka eased the nose around, bit her lip as she felt the gondola trenble
inthe swirl of winds that grew stronger as she got closer to the water. Two
faint greeni sh spots swam past sone distance in front of her. She tried to
stop the turn, overcorrected, overcor-rected again, went toward the lights in
a series of dimnishing arcs.

"Elli, I"'mgetting airsick."

"Don't talk so nuch." She ran the punp that sucked air into the ballast sacs;
t he ship sank, steadied as the added wei ght hel ped the motors hol d agai nst the
erratic push of the wind. A nonment later it |lurched, nosed down as it hit a
power ful downdraft. She swore fervently and vented the air she'd just punped
in.

"Elliiii, |1 didn't know you knew t hose words."

"Shut up, Tez. Sssaaa, | can't see. ..." The lights slid inexorably beneath
her. She punped in nore air, shifted the stabilizers so she was edgi ng
downward, then swung carefully around. "Tez. Get ready to drop the ropes." She
fumbl ed over the switches, finally got the hover configuration right, swore
again as she saw she was several nmeters away from where she wanted to be
"This is as good as it gets. Toss the marker, Tez, then let the ropes go."
The gondol a rocked as Tezzi noved fromside to side, shuddered as the hatches
opened. The wei ghted gl owgl obe whirl ed away, caught by a gust whose fringes
reached the miniship a nonment |later and started it tottering. El nmas O ka
chewed on her lip, drummed her fingers on the chair arnms, waiting as |ong as
she

dared before she did anything. The ship jerked, steadied. She started
breathing again. "Drop the | adders, Tez."

She left the chair and went to hel p bal ance the gondol a as dark figures began
swarning up the | adders.

Karrel Goza was first up. He came in with a quick neat twi st of his body and
went without a word to the cockpit, settling hinmself at the controls and began
running his fingers over them touching the swi tches but changi ng nothing for
the nonent. If you can recruit him there's a flyer working for Sirgun Bol
Muhar Teget said, name's Karrel Goza. He's a natural. If he manages to get as
old as ne, he might just be better than me. A natural, she thought, yes, Mih
was right. She rel axed sonme nore. Some have the gift, Mih said, lots don't.
You' ve got one, diving it is, flying it'll never be. Sone folk can get al ong



quite well w thout any special talent for what they want to do, if they're
willing to work their asses off and never stop training. Don't you put down
the ones who go that route, sonetimes they do a helluva |lot nore than the
naturals. There's the drive, you see, without the drive even the best don't go
far. The one weakness they've got, though, they don't adapt fast to radica
new situations. You need that kind of thing in what you and your isyas are

doi ng. When you have to replace me, no no, gen-gen, a stroke or a bullet, one
of "ems going to get me and let me tell you, |1'd rather the bullet. Wat was
| saying? ah yes. \When you replace ne, make sure your pilot is one of the
naturals. There's too much that can go wong too fast for the other kind. You
want inspiration rather than intelligence when there's no time for thinking.
Harli Tanggar swung in, threw Elmas Oka a salute and a broad grin and began
reeling up the | adders. El mas noved forward.

"Al'l up," she rmurmured.
"Run through this for ne.
"Let me take us out over the bay first, we've been here too |long already." She
slid into the co's seat. "Tez, signal themcast off."

The miniship | eaped free, began drifting sideways;

El mas Ofka worked uncertainly through the configuration shift, vented air too
slowy at first, then too suddenly, swore under her breath at her cl unsiness
as she changed settings. She expl ai ned what she was doing in a rapid

hal f-di stracted nmurmur, all too aware of his eyes on her; she | oathed doing

t hi ngs badly where people could see it, especially men. Wen they were at | ast
out over the water and there was nothing for niles around to threaten the

m ni ship, she sat back with a sigh and let it drift. "You want to ask
guestions, or do | give you the | ecture Mihar Teget pounded into nme?"

He set a forefinger on a switch. "I touch, you nanme it, all right?"
"Why not ?"
For the next twenty sone minutes he worked with her, gaining skill with a

speed that astoni shed her. She'd been told by nore than Muh that he was good,
too good for the stodgy hauls Sirgun was giving him it |ooked |ike her

i nformants weren't exaggerating. Before she thought, she said, "Wiy in forty
hells did those godl ost execs lay you off?"

He | aughed. It was a pleasant runbling sound, deeper than his speaking voice.
"I"ll take that as a conplinent."

Her face burned. Prophet's blessing, it was dark up there except for the faint

glow fromthe instruments. "It was so nmeant," she said.

"Yeh. Trouble is | never took the time to spread the old oil around."
"But flying__ "

"Being good is a frill on nost hauls. Adequate does just fine."

"Adequat e gets you killed down deep."

He blinked, raised his brows. "If Od Pittipat in Glisimgets serious about
taking title to your merm beds, he'll fetch in slaves that can whonp himup a
m ni sub or sonething like it before you can say spit, Elnas Oka. Think about
it amnute while | get set up here. " He worked in silence for a short
whil e, tapping in the course, then he swung his chair round to face her.
"You' ve kept hold of those beds up to now because no one can get at thembut a
Dal Iiss.

How | ong do you think that's going to last?" He touched the nearest switch
et his hand drop onto the chair arm He was serious, frowning, seened to be
groping for a connection between the two of them his words canme in quick
spurts with | ong pauses between them "Mihar said crude and crudest. He's
right. You ever been up front in a | onghauler? There's stuff in there. Stuff
no one was dream ng of. Just a few years ago. Wien | was in school. Look at

me. |'mwhat? One year? Two? Not that much ol der than you. | tell you, El mas
O ka, what with the skills the slaves bring in fromoutside. And the fiddling
the mechs do in their offtime. Well. The ships are snmarter than sonme of the

pilots these days."
She stared at the blackness outside and at her face mrrored |ike a distorted
ghost in the curving glass. "Herk the Jerk," she said softly. "But why boys?



They don't know anyt hing."

He pinched his nose, dropped his hands onto his thighs. H s thunbs were

twi tching. "Maybe he thinks they do."

"But everyone knows it's the Omars and the Dallisses who control the beds."
He shifted restlessly, crossed his |l egs. "Everyone in Inci," he said.
"Everyone in any city with a Sea Farm handy. Yeh, you're probably right about
them" He managed a kind of all-over shrug. He was a smallish man, his body
linber and rel axed as a sleepy cat. She got glinpses now and then of anot her

ki nd of person inside, nostly, though, he kept everyone away fromthat man.
"Things get shuffled around a bit differently in different places. You ever
hear Huvveds tal ki ng about wonen?"

"I heard one talking to a woman once, a Hordar woman."

She coul d see himrenenbering the stories about her and feeling like a fool

t hen deciding that a continued ignorance would be the nost tactful face he
could put on. "What I'msaying is, Herk spent nost of his time in Glisim
that's inland. On the Lake. Freshwater. No nerm beds there. And since he's
been back, who's he talked to? Alanin and Kabriks. Al nen

And who's he got close to hinf? Other Huvveds, all men. And knowi ng our bel oved
| eader, do you think he's going to bother asking anyone about how Hordar run
their lives? See what | nean?"
"OfF all the stupid, arrogant
"That's our Herk."

She settled to a simering brood while Karrel CGoza put his feet up, tilted the
chair back and dozed as the m niship droned on toward the Muntain Pl ace.

The wi nds around the Fehdaz's Muntain Place were clawi ng at each other and
coiling into knots while an icy rain hanrered verticals and horizontals alike.
Karrel Goza tried sliding fromone current to another, fighting to get close
enough to the Hold to let the women down inside the walls. The rain blinded
him the w nds knocked hi maway again and again, driving himtoward the
ground, skidding himtoward the walls and the three-hundred-foot cliff behind
the Hold, conming close to flipping himend for end. He backed off, clinbed
into a region of conparative peace.

"She's a sweet ship," he said. "Tougher than | thought, plenty of power, but
she is little. Not enough weight. Another thing, that lightning, if we're
struck, goodnight all. I don't know. "

El mas Ofka frowned at the clock on the panel, |ooked over his shoul der at the
silent wonen sitting on the floor behind her. "W can wait maybe hal f an hour
maybe three-quarters if we really push it, sone of us have to be back in our
beds before sunup. Let's see if the stormw |l cal menough to I et you take us
in"

He nodded. "Even a half hour could nake a big difference." He reached under
the chair and lifted up the shoul derbag he'd brought with him took out a mass
of knitting and settled it on his |ap. Hands busy, eyes flicking back and
forth between the needl es and the panel, his face intent, he knitted steadily,
t he warm br own wool dancing through his fingers.

She watched him fascinated by this stranger who

wi thout intending it was showi ng her just how little she knew about her own
kin and | andfol k everywhere. It was disturbing, it was challenging, it was

i nfuriating because she knew all too well that she couldn't do a thing about
the forces that kept her pinned where she was. Mostly she was too busy to fret
about her limtations, she had other things on her mnd; now there was nothing
to do but think and she didn't nmuch |ike what she was thinking. Even when she
was still Indiz Farmis premiere Dalliss, her life was circunscribed by her
talent and her duties and everything her Famly expected of her. She fidgeted,
wi shi ng she had sonmething to keep her hands and her mind busy. He knew he was
going to wait maybe an hour for us, damm him he's set, why didn't | get ready
for a delay? Sssa, woman, you've got to do better. . . . Forethought, Onmar
Ayrinti beats her finger in the air, forethought saves aftertrouble. If you'd
just think before you stepped in something, Elli, just take a meesly second



and think a little, ay girl. The gnarly forefinger like a bit of dried

fl oat stem beat beat beating at the air before her face. Sssaa. . . . She noved
her shoul ders inpatiently, swung her chair around so she wouldn't have to | ook
at the man, pulled her legs up and settled herself to doze away the wait. If
she coul d.

Hal f an hour later the winds were still gusting, but the worst of the knots
were teased out and the rain had dimnished to a few spatters. Karrel Goza
took the miniship in a ragged spiral about the largest structure inside the
wal I s, brought her |ow and hovered her over an open stretch in the kitchen

gar den.

El mpas Ofka knelt by a hatch, swept the spotter in a wide circle, slipped it
back in the case snapped to her belt. "No guards,"” she said, pitching her

voi ce so she could be heard above the thrumof the notors, the whine of the

wi nd. "Harli Tanggar, Lirrit O ka, go." She watched them slide down | adders
that tw sted and bucked with them and went streamnming away at an angl e when

t hey dropped free; they |landed in rows of

hanannas and noved quickly into the shelter of tall groaning beanpoles. "Mlly
Bi rah, Hessah Indiz, go." She counted a dozen breaths, watched them junp free
when they were nore than a nmanhei ght fromthe ground; they |anded on the
tranpl ed hanannas and ran for the hedge that circled the garden; they went to
their stomachs behind col dframes there, nmerging with the inky shadows. "Binna
Tanggar, Jirsy Indiz, go." She turned her head. "See you, Karrel Goza. Qur
turn, Tez." She tipped through the hatch, caught the | adder and began
droppi ng. The ropes whi pped through her gl oved hands, the wooden rungs sl anmed
into her knees, her breasts, her face. By the tine she reached the ground, she
felt like she'd been beaten with rods. Her isyas came out of the shadows and
drifted around her, shadows thenselves, knitted hoods over all but eyes, black
gl oves on hands, narrow bl ack trousers, knitted tops that clung like tight

bl ack skins. They were arnmed with deadly little darters the weaponsnith nade
for themand cutters that went through nmetal like a wire through cheese,

brai ded | eather straps that came away fromtheir belts with a quick jerk,
daggers thin and sharp as a wi cked thought and broader all-purpose knives. At
t he kitchen door, she | ooked over her shoulder at themand was filled with
pride; she pulled her hood away from her nmouth, flashed thema grin, then
waved Harli Tanggar up to deal with the door

El mms O ka checked the sketch Torma Indiz drew for her; it was hard to nmake out
even with the pinlight held close to the crunpl ed paper, the |ines were shaky
and pale. Left fromthe kitchen. Done that. Two turns, door, probably | ocked,
could be barred fromthe inside. They'd taken care of that, no resistance at
all as the cutter sliced through the lock's bolt. Bit of |eather folded up and
shoved under the door to hold it shut because it had a tendency to sw ng open
and they didn't want to attract the attention of any insomiacs who got a
notion to ranble, you want to watch out for

those, Elli, they can weck the best plan there is. Scared the shit out of mne
when | was busting out; Prophet bless, he was as scared of ne and a lot |ess
ready and | tunked himon the head before he could yell. Left again, keep

goi ng past five doors, stop at the fifth, there should be a sharp curve ahead.
Round that curve the corridor splits into three branches. |If Herk's just
hol di ng the boys until a ship | eaves for Tassalga, they'|ll be in a tank at the
end of the right arm There, see, where | drew the circle. If he had them
under question and is finished with themand they're still alive, then they'l
be in the infirmary, that's here, along the middle way, cells here and here,
treatment roomthere. If he's still working on them go left and down, keep
goi ng down. The questi on chanbers are deep enough so Herk's guests, if he ever
has any, can't hear the screans. There's a sentry on each |level, at |east
there was when old G ouch was working on ne. | doubt little Herk has changed

t hi ngs much. You have to take themout, you don't want themthere when you're
| eaving, you're apt to be in a hurry and maybe carrying one or nore of the
boys. First though, everything past that curve is being nonitored. Canera eye



in the ceiling. The guards are watching the screens down in the anteroomto

t he question chanmber. You can't get at them w thout passing the pickup, so
you'll have to take it out. One thing you' ve got going for you, the wiring in
that place is hopel ess, things are always shorting out. There's a good chance
the guards won't bother trying to fix the system before norning.

She touched Lirrit O ka's arm

The i sya nodded, dropped to her stomach close to the wall. She extended a

col | apsi bl e tube painted black, eased it around the bend, put her eye to the
viewer. She lifted her head, wiggled forward a few spans, |ooked again,
repeated the process until all Elmas Ofka could see of her were feet in the
soft black nocs with a gray dust smear |ike a crayon rubbing on the soles,
footprints clinging to the bottom of her feet.

Lirrit Oka rolled over, there was a faint hum a tinkle. She rolled back
crept forward again, her feet vani shing. For several seconds there was a tense
si -

| ence broken only by the near inaudible rub of cloth against stone, then even
t hat stopped, then the isya cane trotting back. She grinned, gave them a thunb
sal ute. Keeping her voice | ow but not bothering to whisper, she said, "There
was just the one. | spotted the guard, took himout. Dart this tinme. You hear
it?"

"Uh-uh. How fast?"

"Got himin the neck. | think he thought a bug had bit him he started to

rai se his hand, poop! down he went."

"Alert?"

"Nah. Leaning against the wall half asleep."

"I see." She thought a minute. "W won't change plans. Question chanber first,
the other cells on our way back. Any objections? Good. Let's go."

El mas Ofka and her isyas took out the drowsy sentries as they cane on them
with as little trouble as Lirrit had with the first; they left the nen propped
against a wall as if they slept sitting with their weapons beside them Down
and down the wonen went, through |atched but not |ocked doors, running silent
as hunting cats through the dimy lit corridors and down the spiraling stair
flights. Enpty corridors. Not even a rat prowling them let al one an

i nsomi ac.

The door into the | owest |evel was | ocked and barred.

El mms Ofka waved the ot hers back, swung the spotter in a wide arc, watching
the bright green line that trenbled across the readout. The walls were thick
stone, N Ceegh had warned her she couldn't fully trust the sensors if that
stone had traces of netal and nost of the stone the old fathers used was |ike
that. The line wobbled in one place but she didn't know if that was her hand
or a sign. She swung the spotter back, held it still where she'd seen the
trenble. After a nonent she was sure she was seeing a spike. She noved the
sensor array a hair to the left, another spike. She counted four spikes and a
wi ggl e that mi ght have been another, or a rat in the wall. She thunbed off the
spotter and slid it away. "Four," she said,

"maybe another. Of that way." She pointed. "Hri cousin, you and Lri cousin be
ready to jump soon's we get the door open. Ti cousin, you and May cousin and
Hay cousin back themup. Ji cousin, handle the cutting. Then you and Bi cousin
stand watch out here. Questions? Right. Let's nove."

The two isyas ran down curving stairs, their nocs scuffing mnimlly on the
stone. They took the last four steps in a flying | eap, | anded braced on the
stone flags of the chanber floor, darters snapping up. Four nen sat at a
battered tabl e playing cards and drinking froma skin they passed around. They
| ooked sl eepy, bored, uninterested in anything, even the noney riding on the
out come of the gane. The eyes on the man facing the foot of the stairs went

wi de and he opened his nmouth to yell as he shoved his chair back and started
to dive away.

Harli Tanggar put a dart in his cheek, another in his armand shot the man at
the left end of the table as Lirrit O ka took out the other two. Wile Elmas



O ka wal ked to the table to inspect the dead and make sure they weren't

shammi ng, the other three isyas ran silently fromcell to cell, opening each
grill-w cket and shining a light inside.

"Ondar," Tez O’ ka called, her voice | ow and angry. "Come here, please."

Melly Birah was on her knees by the | ock, using the cutter carefully, its

i ght bl ade angl ed toward the ceiling so she wouldn't inadvertently slice into
t he occupant of that cell. She finished as Elmas Ofka reached them got to her
feet and pulled the door open

The boy sl eeping heavily on the chain-braced plank nmoaned and tw tched but
didn't wake. Elnmas Ofka shone her light on his face, sucked in a breath, let
it trickle out, too shocked to say anything. Hi s nose was broken, his face
brui sed and swoll en, there was sonmething wong with one eye, the |lid sagged

i nward; he was breathing through his nouth so she could see that a nunber of
his teeth were missing. Wth a secret

guilty relief she knewit wasn't her brother; she |eaned closer, tried to fit
the battered features into a shape she knew, all the boys who'd vani shed were
her brother's friends, she'd seen themw th himnore than once. Angrily, she
shook her head, straightened and stepped back. "Wwo ..."

Hessah | ndi z pushed past her, knelt beside the bed. "Fazil," she said. "It's
Fazil Birah. W were going to . "

El mas Ofka frowned, nodded. "See if you can wake him isya. W' ve got to

| ocate the others.” She nobved out of the cell. "Any nore here?"

Lirrit O ka scraped her noc across the filthy floor, Harli Tanggar fi dgeted
and woul dn't | ook at Elnas Ofka. The other isyas stood with their hands behind
them eyes shifting toward and away froma cell near the stairs. Tezzi Oka
cane from behind the door. "Ondar . . ."

El mpas Ofka stiffened. For a nmonent she stood very still, then she ran past
Tezzi into the cell. She pulled up, gul ping as her stonmach convul sed at what
she saw. Bodi es stacked on the floor |ike firewod. Bodies so torn and
battered they weren't even butcher's neat. She noved the |ight over the faces
visible, stopped it on one. Her hand trenbled. "Tangus," she whi spered,
"Tangus Indiz."

Tezzi's hand cl osed on her shoul der, tugged at her. "Ondar, Fazil Birah's
awake, he wants you."

El mas O ka shuddered, she wanted to scream she wanted to swi ng round, claw ng
and ki cki ng. She squeezed her eyes shut and willed herself calm Feeling
brittle as a sheet of sugar candy, she turned with slow care and wal ked out of
the cell without really seeing the door or Tezzi O ka or anything. Fingers
just touching the wall, needing the contact with stone and wood to keep in

m nd where she was and what she had to do, she noved toward the first cell
Tangus Indi z was her baby brother, she'd raised himfromthe tine he was
weaned, taking care of the youngers was one of her jobs before she went to
diving. O all the toddl ers she bathed and cl ot hed, cuddl ed and taught, he was
her favorite, a fey baby, happy, terribly bright

with the accent on terrible, too full of jagged energies to fit confortably
inside the settled outlines of farmlife. She'd felt the kindship of his
spirit which was nore to her than the kinship of the blood and bled for him as
ti me passed and took himout of her hands. She was a diver and gifted enough
to know she was going to be Dalliss with all the freedomthat neant, her
energi es were tunneled that way, she didn't have to fight to breathe. He did.
He had a dozen talents but none of them seized hold of himlike diving did
her, he drifted and used his energy on mschiefs, things that were giggles at
first, puncturing ponposities to the general applause of the nmiddlers in
school or early apprenticeship. He was puni shed; ponposities don't appreciate
needl es, clever or not, or those who use them and generally have the power to
enforce their disapproval. Except for Elmas Ofka and a few others, the

m ddl ers who | aughed at his antics and urged himon | eft himdangling when he
was caught. The past year she'd seen himturn bitter and his fancies take on
mal i ci ous overtones. She worried about him she couldn't reach himanynore, he
wouldn't listen to her. No nore worries now Tears stung her eyes. No. | won't



cry. Not here. Not now She stopped wal king, closed her eyes and fought
hersel f cal magain, then noved into the cell with Fazil Birah and knelt beside

t he pl ank.
The col | apsed eye was still shut, sealed with blood and rmucus, but the other
eye was open and filled with pain and triunph. "Herk. He . . ." "I know. We'|

hang the bastard for this.” His nouth stretched in a shaky gaping grin. "Fazi
what'd he want? Why'd he grab you?"

"Rozh . . . 'earlz. Wwere_ "
"He wanted to know where the beds are?" "Y-yeh. Din' know. . . wwe cu'un't
tell him" "He didn't know he shoul d've taken wonmen?" "Nu no. Wwe din't

t-tell him Tan tang'z curse him Wwi'n't tell himnothin. He was
breat hi ng hard, growing visibly weaker. Wen he tried to speak agai n, El nas

O ka shushed him

"I"ve got it," she said. "Tangus cursed him wouldn't tell himspit. None of
you told himanything. Look,

Fazi. The isya is going to give you sonething so we can get you out of here."
He stirred, agitated. A broken hand clawed at her arm "No," he managed. "Lea'
me . . . 'nzide . . . buzted." He closed his eye, his nouth noved; he said
somet hing, she couldn't hear it, had to bend down until her ear brushed his
lips. "Kill me."

She pushed away from him pressed her fingers to her eyes. After a nonment she
si ghed, nodded. "Yes." She undi pped her darter. "Thou ny brother, thou ny
lover, may thy return be in happier times." She shot him sighed again and got
to her feet. Hessah Indiz was trenbling, her eyes glazed. El nas O ka w apped
her arms about her isya, held her tight until she stopped shaking, then she
st epped back. "Let's get out of here."

After a quick ook at Elmas Ofka, Karrel Goza busied hinmself with the
controls, holding the mniship level in spite of the erratic w nds bouncing
off the cliff. As soon as all the isyas were clinbing the | adders, he began
venting air, taking the ship gradually higher until they were inside and the
hat ches were cl osed, then he sent the ship angling steeply upward, where he
caught a tail wi nd and went whipping back toward gul Inci

The sky was clearing rapidly, starsprays newy brilliant in the rai nwashed air
touched the seaswells below with subtle grays; El nas Ofka watched the winkl ed
wat er pass beneath themuntil she saw the shore approachi ng. She gl anced at
Karrel Goza. He was cat-quiet again, knitting steadily at a sleeve; he had a
gift for silence; she hadn't appreciated it before, but it worked to ease the
pain in her. "They were dead. Al but one and he was dying."

" AR "

"You were right. Herk didn't know. "

"And he still doesn't, nmmh?"

"The boy said they didn't tell him | don't know "

"You going to warn the Famlies?"

"Not nme. How can |? Sonmeone will, 1'll see to that."

"CGoing after Herk?"

She sat rubbing her hands back and forth along the chairarns, her eyes fixed
on his face. "Yes," she said finally. "You in?"

"Yes."

She nodded. "It's time to do something."

"He'l | be expecting it."

"Herky Jerky? Never, who'd dare."

"What'd you do with the guards? Dead? Thought so. Then he's got a pile of dead
men inside his Palace and a htter of footprints in his veggies, m ght be
enough to shake sone sense into him"

"Doesn't matter. We'Ill just have to be cleverer.”

"You know what worries me nost?"

"I've a suspicion. The Sech?"

"Yeh. W all better keep our heads down while he's nosing around. Your brother
being init, he'll be after the Indiz. And the famlies of the other boys. Um



Sorry | didn't think about this before, your footprints, they'lIl be too small
for men, the Grouch, he'll probably bounce the Dallisses around. Al the
divers."

She smled. "We've been doing this a while, Karrel Goza. Things being the way
they are, it doesn't matter that nuch about ne, the Sech will have nore than a
suspi cion who ran the raid; still, no use presenting himw th proof so he can
make trouble for the others. W took care of that little problem before we
cal l ed you back."

"Sorry about that."

"W appreciate the thought."

"Dance Ground coming up, a couple mnutes."

She | ooked at the clock. "W nmade better time than | thought"

"Tailwind."

She smled at him it felt good to smle again, the tight thing in her chest
was beginning to open up: "Good pilot is nore like it."

"Could be." He grinned back at her

"You can give us a little extra tine?"

"Sure."

"Put W ndski nmer to bed for us."

"W ndski nmer ?"

"Her nane."

"N ce."

"Sssaa, you!"

"Nah, | mean it. Things | was flying had names |ike Fud 40 and Kek 10, you
can't do much with Fud." He reached for the panel

"Wait. We usually don't |and where we took off. There's an old wharf out east
of Inci, no one uses it any nore. Let the isyas down there."

"CGotcha. |'d better nake a wi de sweep round, don't want to wake the
ni ght wat ch. "
"Yes." She swung the chair around. In the dimgray |light she saw her isyas

sitting with their knees drawn up, arms crossed on them | ooking very

di fferent now They'd changed fromtheir blacks and were back in bl ouses and
skirts and sandals, there was nothing on themto show where they'd been or
what they'd been doing. "Tonorrow evening," she said. "Those of you who can

conme to Yuryur Beach. Unless there's trouble, I'Il meet you. W need to say
Awedas for our boys. Say themin your soul if you can't be with us. As | m ght
have to do. If | can't be with you, | will be thinking of you all, ny

bl essings, my sisters. Forget Herk until the Awedas are said, then, ny
sisters, ny loves, think how we can pay himw thout destroying our Famlies.
My blood is cold, ny sisters, ny blood is ice. He will not live to boast what
he has done. There is no hurry to it, there is no urgency init, there is
certainty beyond all question. Herk will pay. It may take years, but Herk will
pay."

Three nonths std. after the neeting on Telffer. Helvetia.

It took the usual day and a half to work through the Hel vetian perineter
fortifications and stash Slartcy Orza in the parking grid; there was al so the
usual argunent over |eaving Kinok and the current Kahat on board, but everyone
knew t he idi osyncracies of the Sikkul Paens, so the objections were
perfunctory; | bought an exception permt and that was the end of that.
Getting onto Helvetia's surface is tedious, tiring and at tines huniliating,
but nobody conplains; in a chaotic universe where currencies are wildly
various and often of dubious value, Helvetia offers a neans of assessing and
bal anci ng val ues plus the register circuit for contracts and other services no
si ngl e government or group of governnents can provide. Access to Helvetia is
sometines vital and at all times useful to anyone trying to trade beyond the
borders of his/her |ocal hegenony. If you want Helvetian services, you play by
Hel veti an rul es.

Whi stling snatches of songs |I'd picked up here and there (a habit of mine that
Kurmari never appreciated, but she wasn't there at the nonent) | ran through

Sl ancy's defenses, making sure she was thoroughly buttoned up before | |eft



her. Even with Helvetian security watching the grid and Ki nok nesting down in
the driveroom | wasn't going to underestimate the talents of the types Bol odo
could afford to hire. Especially after watching Adel aar work over those

def enses

on the way here. Like nost of us she found insplitting a conmplete bore and
preferred to have sonmething to occupy her, so she was paying part of her fee
ahead of time. What | was getting at, after watching her | wasn't as happy as
| wanted to be, anybody with her talent could peel ny poor Slancy like an
overripe orange. Gven time. Wich | hoped Security wouldn't give them So,
havi ng gone conpletely round the circle, there | was playing with what 1'd

got. | was finishing up when Adel aar cane onto the bridge. | |ooked over ny
shoul der and smiled when | saw the rapier she'd buckled on; no fancy ornanent,
it had a used and useful |ook. "You' re well prepared,” | said.

"lI've been here before.” She touched the bone hilt of the sword. "And had to
use this before.”

Hel vetian rul es. No weapons except knives or swords all owed downsurface, they
catch you with a gun, a lightlance, whatever, you're fined and it's no
fleabite, they catch you again and you go to work on one of the farnms or in
the m nes. Never heard they caught anyone three tinmes. Result of all this is
it's a dueling society, the little daytine clerks become nighttine rogues and
swaggerers living out byzantine fantasies with an edge of real danger to them
Qut side the trucegrounds you'd better hire a bodyguard or be able to defend
yoursel f. The Facel ess Seven who run the place refuse responsibility for
anyt hi ng that happens to idiots who shoul d know better. Colorful place.

| rather enjoy ny visits here. They take ne back to ny first body when | was
earning my living with a tws-handed broadsword ny daddy gave me. Actually he
made it for the local lord' s braindead whel p, but when | had to hit the hills
to keep my neck in one piece, he booted ny backside for old tinme's sake and
gave me the sword to renenber himby. Which is by way of explaining that the
sword | take downsurface is a two-handed broadsword with a pora-ini stressed
crystal edge bonded onto the Iightweight byttersteel alloy. Not that |I'm
chal | enged rmuch these days. After | acquired this body and Sl ancy and had been
trading in this and that for a year or so, time cane | had busi ness on

Hel vetia. | knew how things worked there so

went to an acquai ntance who was a nmetalsnmith in his spare time (with highly

i rregul ar access to some very special alloys), and had hi m make nost of Harska
(I naned her Harska after an old old sonmetine friend); | did the bondi ng
nmyself, a little trick I picked up fromthe Rwbahl. And | fixed up a sheath
that could hold her so | wouldn't slice nmy butt off if | had to do sone

dodgi ng. That was Kumari's first trip with me and we went out cel ebrating
after we finished business. Wen she's dressed for playtime, she's beautiful
in her eerie way, she's got no nore figure than a teener boy, but what there
is of her is elegant. Sone | ocal hotshot deci ded he was the answer to her
dreanms and woul dn't back off when she informed himshe wasn't interested. So
she told himin a voice that cut |ike Harska's edge that he had the
intelligence of a sea slug, that she wouldn't be interested in himor any

ot her man since she bel onged to another species and was neuter besides and

even if she weren't, he snelled bad. | wasn't going to interfere; 1'd seen her
in action a couple of tinmes with the dozen or nore small knives she has tucked
away here and there about her body; she was willing and nore than able to

handl e that character herself though she | ooked fragile as thistledow, but he
woul dn't have it that way, probably didn't suit his self-inmage; he chall enged
me instead. | took his armoff and an ear with it in the first thirty seconds
of that duel; one of his friends tried to cry foul, but there was nothing in
the rul es about fancy touches |like that edge. It said sword and sword she was.
And sword she is.

Kurmari came in. She raised her brows. "Not dressed yet?"

She neant Harska. | grinned. "Just meking a | ast go-through. Got us on a
shuttle?"

"Twenty minutes on, so don't waste tinme prinping. The next opening is siXx



hours fromnow There's a bubble in the |ock, ready for the transfer. 1've
booked us into an ottotel trucehouse and set up a tentative appointnment wth
Onioni tonorrow to get the contract working and settle the escrow. Ti Vnok
wants to talk to you tonight. If possible. He says a shiel ded

room at the Treehouse and cone bl ankshield. Wiich neans Pels and | will be

t here ahead of you working the house. If you think it's worth the trouble.™
"Let's see what's waiting first. W mght have to do sone tailcleaning.”
"Right. If Pels' nose is as sharp as he thinks."

Adel aar clicked her tongue, a sharp inpatient sound. "Wat are you two talking
about ?"

"Pel s thinks we have ticks on our tail. Followed us in after we surfaced out
beyond the Limt."

"I see.”

"Must have guessed we were headi ng here and messaged ahead. ™"

"No doubt."

"Right. Kumari, take our client to the bubble, I'lIl collect Pels and ny gear
and neet you, five mnutes, | swear."

"Right." Kumari drawl ed the word, turning it into a sarcastic comment. "Have
you ever noticed, aici Arash," she touched Adel aar's arm and nudged her toward
the exit, "how much nen tal k about women dawdl i ng and how long it takes them
to get thensel ves together?"

The shuttle platformwas a towertop that | ooked down on cl ouds when there were
any and south across the great glittering city, a city that grew on the edge
of an ocean and spread inland to jagged young nountains. In the trucegrounds
and the business sectors, sunlight ran |like water along slickery surfaces,
flickered erratically off shattered diamante walls, was thrown in white hot
spears frommirror to mrror, mrror mrror on the wall who's the costliest
city of all, mrror mrror everywhere and never a one to look in (go blind if
you tried), the spears going here, going there, constantly altering direction
as the mrrors changed orientation and the sun rode its customary arc across
the sky. It was a city of light, beautiful in its inmperious way, neant to
intimdate the visitors stepping unaware onto the gl assed-in platform even

t hose who' d been

there before were affected by it no matter how bl ase a face they wore. W
touched down late in the afternoon when sonme of the glitter and slide was

mut ed, not quite blinding, and still it was a breath stealing thing to stand
there and | ook out across it to a sea bluer than blue nelding into a m sty
bl ue sky.

Down on ground level the Iight was even nore intense, shooting past you,

t hrough you, around you, dissolving wall and street alike into nore |ight,
until you began to wonder if anything was real, including yourself; it was

di sturbing, unconfortabl e—and very practical. Anong other things it kept
streets and wal kways clear, no matter how many visitors descended on the city.
Scattered haphazardly, at all levels fromroof to cellar, there were small
arbors with nossy fountains and cool air rustling through the | eaves of |ace
trees and pungent conifers, where shadows flicked across the face of the
person sitting across a table fromyou with the intimcy of a caress. The
contrast was a killer punch nore subtle than a drug, and did they know it,

t hose buyers and sellers, those agents and facilitators who were parasites on
the primary business of Helvetia, those citizens and busi ness agents who |ived
inthe city and on the city, year round, year on year. Mdre contracts were
regi stered fromthe arbors than in all the offices, cabinets, bureaus put

t oget her.

W bought visors froma robovender in case we needed to hit the streets,
dropped to the ternmi nal and fought the swarmat the tube cars until we nanaged
to snag a car bound for the ottotel trucehouse where Kumari had booked us in.
Kumari and | kept Adel aar sandwi ched between us and Pel s rode rearguard,

pul ling after hima nmob of fenales of every shape and size, bipeds, tripeds
and even a hairy nonopod; they all seemed to want to catch himup and cuddl e



hi m (t he nonopod too, which presented an interesting problemin Iogistics),

t hey giggled when he snarled at them a daring octoped with blushing tentacles
scrat ched behind his ear, you wouldn't think these were hard-driving,

hi gh- pressure busi nesswonen capabl e of netaphorically (or even actually)
cutting a rival's throat with zest and panache; it nust be some pheronpne he
gives off; if you could package it and sell it as perfune you'd nake a
fortune. It was as effective as it always was, his peculiar defense, those
femal es made a fine and fancy shield for the rest of us. Anyone who had mayhem
on his (or her or ves or its) mnd generally backed off fromperformng in
front of that many interested spectators. And, give this to the Facel ess
Seven, we didn't have to worry about [ong di stance sni ping.

Pel s wiggled | oose, junped into the car as the doors were sliding shut; his
growm when | grinned at himwas nore heartfelt than usual; | think it's tine
he had a vacation, probably back on Mevvyaurrang making triads with Arras and
Maungs; he conmes back fromthose visits with his not-fur shivering and his
eyes gl azed and not tal king to anyone but his plants for a month or nore. |
signed a question to Kumari (we assuned everything public was on-line to the
mai nBrai n) —had she seen any unusual interest in us? She had a snile for Pels,
but shook her head. Pels grunted. One, maybe two, he signed. In the next
nmodul e over on this car. | didn't like it, but | expected it. | swng my chair
round to face the back of our nmodule in case they'd figured a way to get
through it and | waited for the trip to end. W'd be on truceground when we
cane out, so we could hang around and see who energed with us. Stupid

pl anni ng, maybe. | exercised a few brain cells running that one round, but in
a breath or two it was obvious | was counting angels and pinheads so | let it
drop. Maybe Pels was wong, but | didn't think that was any too probable; Iike
| said before, Aurrangers are predators and good at it and not all that |ong
ago sem -canni bals, by which I nean one of the ways they kept the popul ation
stabl e was to hunt down and eat any excess Raus when they were young and
tender and about to hit puberty. Afewnmllennia of this and the descendants
of those Raus who escaped the pot were very very hard to track

Hal f a dozen cane out of that nodule, nore fromthe third, say around thirty
bodi es altogether, but the two we wanted weren't hard to spot, idiots, they
were so careful not to | ook at us. Not pros, no way. Like

the two going after Adel aar back on Telffer, the ones Shadow dropped, |oca
conputer jocks trying to earn points with the head office. Making sure we went
where we told the world we were going. They scuttled out of the |obby Iike
startled mce. Wonder what they'd do if | sneaked after them and yelled boo in
their bitty ears. Mrh.

Kurmari'd got a sealed four body unit for us which she charged to the client's
di Carx when we got inside. Adelaar didn't commrent, just marched her gear into
her cubby and did her best to slamthe door on us. It's not that easy to work
off a snit in an ottotel, the doors ooze shut at the sane speed whenever
they're pushed or left alone, there's nothing much you can break or throw and
the walls are padded so beating your head on them doesn't make much sense. She
wasn't annoyed about having to pay expenses, that was part of the deal. It was
being shut into a tincan for three solid nonths with the sane peopl e that got
to her, especially Kinok. Arguing with a Sikkul Paem was an exercise in
frustration; when ve decided ve didn't want to talk any |onger, ve shooed
Kahat away fromthe translator board and dug ves roots in one of ves

eart hbeds; after that you nmight as well try arguing with a dill plant which is
nore or | ess what ve snelled like. Slancy's workshop was down in ves region
and ve insisted on knowi ng everything that went on in that part of the ship.
Adel aar was furious at ves interference and | oathed having ves snooper cells
everywhere she went; her nethods were part of her business assets, she said;
they were enphatically not part of the deal and if | thought they were, | was
soft in the head. Kinok wasn't talking when | went round to see him so | told
her to set up distorters in the workshop and |I stationed Pels outside the door
to keep our pet Paemfrombarging in on her. Ve took it well enough, ve's the
only Paem |'ve net who has something resenbling a sense of humor, which is



probably the reason ve's

lasted so long with us. Sonething | didn't tell Adelaar and |I'd really rather
she didn't find out, ve budded off a Kahat-clone and sneaked the little
creature into the shop; it pretended it was one of the plants that kept the
air fresh. | found it a couple of days before we flipped back to real space and
got it out of there. Kinok just rubbed two of ves coils together to nmake that
squeaky sound ve thinks is laughter and ate the clone. Wich, if | understand
anyt hi ng about Paem physi ol ogy, transferred all the clone knew into Kinok's
own nerve cells.

After a bath, a change of clothes and a reasonably edible nmeal, we net in the
parl ey to decide how we were going to work this situation. Sealed units are
supposed to be free of snoopears, but anyone who trusts official noises about
such things doesn't last long on Helvetia or anywhere el se. W swung tupple

| oungers around one of Adelaar's choicer distorters and stretched out on them
For a breath or two no one said anything. Pels was digging his claws into his
chin fur, Kumari had a dreamny look as if she were contenplating a favorite
poem Adelaar had | ost her frown and was a |l ot nore rel axed than she'd been in

days. Prospect of action, | suppose.

"Sooner or later each of us is going to be challenged,"” | said.

"No. "

Adel aar | ooked like she wanted to start an argunment over that, but | shook ny
head at her and, wonder of wonders, she shut up; | knew that sound, Kri was

running on a m x of hunch and | ogic that was al nost never w ong.

"No," she repeated. "Not all of us. You and Adelaar. Stink too nuch of setup
if they went after all of us; there's alimt howfar a pro can go; it flexes
some; | doubt that nuch; the Seven want to avoid any snell of ambush, not good
for business. And there's no need anyway. It's your ship, Swar; should they
get you, we'd have to go through all that business of transferring title,
could take a year or nore, plenty of tine for Bolodo to clean up their act.
And it's Adel aar's daughter; wi thout her around to pay the bills, Bol odo m ght
think we'd" say hell with it and go on to sonething else." She waved a hand at
Pel s, wiggled her fingers in a kind of digital grin. "Us you could replace in

hal f an hour or less." Pels growed. "Wll, as far as jobs go-"

| looked at Adelaar. She lifted a hand, let it fall, but didn't say anything.
"Right," | said. "How good are you with that sword of yours?"

"I"'mstill alive, one challenger's dead, another can't walk very well, | cut a

few nerves in his left leg. One was pro, one wasn't, the dead one. The pro was
m ddl i ng good, it was a business matter."

"Hrm Bol odo won't be fooling around this tine, they'll buy the best there is,
no nmore amateur talent." | thought about that a while. "If we can't avoid a
chal | enge, maybe we can maneuver the ground. You up for taking a chance, aici
Arash?"

"If there's a point toit.'
nmean bait them Toni ght?"
"Catch 'em before they're set."

"And if they don't bite?"

"Then they don't and we have sone fun playing before we get serious."

"Sounds good." Mre tip-tapping on the soft resilient plastic, tiny scratching
sounds; her nails were pointed and painted with a nmetallic filmthat turned
theminto small knives; | wouldn't be all that surprised to | earn they had

poi son packed behind them She'd fixed themup that way before we |left Slancy;
that was one of the reasons | started thinking it mght be a good idea to
force the pace. "Wat ground?" she said.

"Dar kl and. The Rabbi d Babbit. You know it?"

"I"ve been there. Wiy that House, what about Tinzy's Amberland, or some ot her

She tapped on the pneunatic arm besi de her. "You

pl ace?"
"Anberl and's too establishnment, too many high | evel execs and bankers in the
cromd. | want room for sone creative cheating. Those types are either a bunch

of half-assed romantics with an inquisitor's touch with heretics, or a bunch
of snobs who want to keep . . . um... ah ... the creative interpretation of



rul es as an executive privilege, not sonething available to the working sl ob
or us comon visitors. Those fingernails

of yours, as an exanple, they're apt to rule themillegal given a protest. |'m
sure you'd rather keep themas is.”

"Babbit's different?"

"As different as the Seven allow A |ot of duelists base fromthere."

She | aughed, startled into it; for the first tine she seemed pleased with
something | said. "And that's a reconmendati on?"

"Ri ght."

She thought that over a minute, then nodded. "What works, as long as it's not
flagrant enough to be nailed on."

"Ri ght."

"And that gives us an edge?"

"Me, yes. You, | don't know. "

She | aughed again, a real laugh bubbling up fromher toes; | didn't know she
had it in her. For a minute | alnost |liked her. "All right, I can go with
that. One thing though,"” she hesitated, then pushed herself up. "I'll give you
a signature that'll release the escrow account to you ..." she slipped off the
tuppl e I ounge, stood with her arms crossed, "day after tonorrow, if you'l

give me your word you'll fetch Aslan out even if I'mkilled or put down for a
long stretch at the neatshop."

"You got it." She waited, her eyes on nme. "All right, I'll spell it out,"
sai d, "Whatever happens, long as I'malive and reasonably intact, 1'll fetch

Asl an aici Adlaar home to University. Satisfied?"
""Quite. When do you want to | eave?"

"Mrh. Sun's down. 1'd rather wait till after midnight, things get |ooser."
She exam ned me, eyes narrowed. "Black |eather with studs. Lots of studs."
"Not leather." | grinned. "Synthaskin, elasticized.

"Better. Shirt or bare arns?"

"White silk, billowy. To cover possible deficiencies." |I |ooked her over.

"I magi nary deficiencies.”

"Right." She grinned. "Earrings, rings, wistbands, fake gems wherever there's
a place to hang them"

She touched her forehead. "Pearshape ruby dangling here?"

"I'f it won't bother your noves."

"I can always shuck it before things get serious."

"Ri ght. Hair?"

"Silvergilt. Both of us. A matched pair."

"Two minds with but a single thought. Kumari." She was fizzing and rattling
with her kind of laughter. | ignored that. "Put off Vnok till tonorrow and
order us a jit. We might as well |et whoever's interested know we're coning."
When we came out of our cubbies and struck a pose, Pels and Kumari fell out

| aughing. W& left them holding their sides and whoopi ng and drop-tubed to the
| obby where we clinbed in the jit we'd ordered and took off for the Darkl ands.
The jit dropped us at the Dusky Gate, city drivers wouldn't go into the
Dar kl ands for fear of losing their nmachines. No | aw past that heavy arch, only
Dar kl and rul es whi ch said what you had was yours as |long as you could keep it
and only that |ong; whatever soneone was sly enough, quick enough or brutal
enough to take bel onged to them under the sane rules. Once you nade a House,

t hough, you could rent protection and be reasonably secure from nuggers,

cut purses and assassins. That was a matter of business, there had to be an
edge of danger but nothing too threatening or the slumrers wouldn't come and
t he gane roons woul d | ose their pigeons, the psychodrones would spray their
put chemei o dreami st on props, not people. Wich nmeant we were safe from
anbush only when we reached the Rabbid Babbit. W wal ked through the Gate.

Mai nstreet was w de, paved with thin slabs of rough-cut stone. Ri ght now they
were wet (it nust have rained while we were getting ready), with puddlets in
t he chi sel gouges shining yellow and red as they re-

fleeted the light fromthe luso torches that |lined the sides of Miinstreet.
The torches | ooked real enough until you noticed they never seened to burn



down; the snell of hot tar and burning oil, the crackle and snap of the fire,

the heat, they were all there; a little too nuch there tonight, | expect the
nerp who ran the illusion was high on sonething and got carried away with the
effects.

The Houses were set back a short distance fromthe street, |eaving roomfor
sidewal k cafes with tabl es under markVdones where anyone interested could

wat ch the action on the street w thout any danger of that action spilling over
on them There was a mddling crowd out, wal king from House to House for the
thrill of flirting with thieves and buddi ng duelists (and because there was no
ot her way to change Houses, you wal ked or you stayed where you were). The air
was cool and danp, though it wasn't raining now The strollers seened nore
subdued than | renenbered, but maybe this was just a nore inhibited bunch. The
body paint on a lacertine group we passed was a nix of earth colors, dull reds
and grayed-down yellows; last time | was here the lacertines had gone for
brilliant primaries, a slimgreen back could be Iike a shout of laughter. Now
t hose backs were nore like snmiles, subtle smles that m ght speak either

pl easure or nockery. Times change and who can read the branches if he hasn't
wat ched t hem gr ow?

Adel aar wal ked hal f a pace ahead of me, no nore joking for her. Made ne a
little sad, she'd let an inp show briefly, then shooed it home; | liked that
inmp, a bit nmore of her in the woman would inprove the mix a lot, but | think
she was afraid of that side of her. And | think she was already regretting the
i mpul se that stuffed her into that costune.

W went past Anberland. Adel aar gl anced at the hol o—femal es of half a dozen
speci es nmovi ng through a conpl ex and beautiful nelange of half a dozen ancient
dances, swaying through the air across the front of the House, |arger than
life, gaudy, garish, down-and-dirty seductive, there was a little bl onde,

well, | dragged ny m nd back to where | was and what | was

doing; | could see Adel aar preferred the conpany in there to nmine, poor little
imp deep inside her never let off its |leash; we weren't going to be friends,
Adel aar and me, maybe pl easant acquai ntances if we kept off politics. There
were several shadows drifting after us, but they kept back, ready to vani sh
down the nearest alley if either of us took a notion to chase them which nade
me think they were just nmaking sure where we went. It wasn't the crowd in the
street that stopped ny attack, no one in his right mind interfered in a fight,
not in Darklands. If you or your party weren't involved, you got out of there.
Fast. No lingering to gawk at the pretty fight.

W passed several other Houses, each with its identifying holo. Crezmr
Tarkitzdom bull -l eapers and vodi slayers and antique idols. Surrealisno, hmm
i ndescri babl e and constantly changing (I've never seen that holo repeat itself
and it's always weird; when I have a nmonent with nothing else to occupy ne, |
wonder about the minds that cone up with sone of the things |I've seen there).
W dwood. Tranqgworld. The Rabhid Babbit. Its holo was the sane as before, a
collection of assorted Uglys and Hairys barbequing a Banker over a lusty pile
of coals, a primfaced character with an i nmacul ate tunic and stovepi pe
trousers, chained to a spit which the Ugs and Hairs were turning and turning,
wringing sweat of a sort fromhim gold coins dropping |ike rain. Adel aar nmade
a face at the thing, gave ne a dark | ook and pushed through the Gate onto the
Babbi t wal k.

| waved the Doorman off and followed her into the House; we weren't buying
protection tonight.

Around three hours later, after bar hopping a while and wandering through the
drome and sitting through six or seven acts in the music hall, we left the
hall and started for the casino; | was beginning to think those shadows 1'd
spotted were either ny imaginati on or a nugger gang enticed by the fake gens
we were | oaded

down with and the dunb getup we were wearing. Adelaar was |ooking tired and
depressed and unconfortable. If no one took our bait, | had a suspicion she
was going to make nme regret the time we spent trolling it.



Adel aar hit my arm a tap but it stung. "Haven't we wasted enough tine?"

"Just about. | said there was only a chance they'd bite."

"I suppose it could ve worked." She yawned. "Don't mind me, | get cranky when
I"mbored." The inp peeped out again and she snmiled up at me. "Aslan's told ne
t hat often enough.”

"Right. You want to call a jit to the Gate, or try a few ganes first?"

"Ganmes. After tonight we get serious again." She raked the headband off.

"Here, you carry this; | don't want to feel as noronic as | look." She started
stripping off the chains and bracel ets and excess rings, | stuffed them down
nmy shirt as she handed themto nme; that's our nmotto, the client's w shes cone
first, it was damm unconfortabl e though, they were sticky with her sweat and
some of those gens had sharp corners.

W weren't paying attention to what was happeni ng around us, we'd both given
up the stalk. Maybe it was the watched pot thing, but about ten seconds into
that strip act Adel aar was doing with the fake jewelry, soneone slammed into
me, spraying grushajuice everywhere; it was a nmess, | was dripping, ny shirt
was sogged agai nst ne stinking sweet and slimy, Adelaar was cursing and using
her sleeve to wi pe her face as she ignhored the attenpts of a fermale duelist to
set the challenge going. | got my back against a wall fast, just in case, but
the man who'd collided with ne was intent on doing this the proper way; he

sl apped a glove in the direction of ny face, called ne a mannerless cl od and
invited ne to redress my honor on the dueling ground. Babbit's android guards
were there, they'd cone out of the walls as soon as the ness started, stunners
ready to make sure Babbit's version of the rules held fast ('droid guards
don't come under the weapon ban when they're hired fromthe city council by
respect abl e hone

firms to protect the prem ses), a conforting sight they were, too. | managed a
bow of sorts, proclained nmy innocence of all nalice and inquired if an apol ogy
woul d be acceptable. Naturally it wasn't, so there we were, bait taken; all we
had to do now was wi n our respective fights and damage our opponents so badly
that other duelists would be disinclined to take up the gage, no natter what
the prize. It wasn't going to be a pretty fight, not one of the epic duels
that songsmiths cel ebrated, but | never had nuch time for that kind of thing
anyway.

"Hra Trewwna Harona." He sketched a bow but didn't take his eyes off me. He was
tall and wiry, skin Iike polished wal nut, not a hair on his head, not even
eyel ashes, one of the cousin races but nothing about himto say which world he
whel ped on; way he noved, he was fast and agile.

"Swardheld Quale," | said

"Lugat Haza," the wonman said, touched |lips and heart and spread her hands pal m
out; she had a shock of bright red hair, green eyes and a spray of freckles
across a beaky nose. Another cousin, equally anonynous.

"Adel aar aici Arash." Adelaar put her hands palmto palmin front of her,
bobbed her head and shoul ders in a quick dip.

The four of us were standing on the broad oval of the dueling floor; the
tiered seats outside the lighted area were filling quickly, |I could hear the
sounds of scuffling feet and a growing nutter of conversation. It was as if
the walls had sucked in the challenge and spat it out in every section of the
House, enticing to this vault nost of those who heard it. W were going to
have a large and interested audience. It's what | wanted, what |'d planned to
get. Wiy | was forcing the fight in here rather than leaving it to chance. In
a brangle on the street w thout w tnesses anything could

happen and the survivors could say what they wanted w t hout contradiction

Adel aar stepped away and started w apping the remants of her shirt around her
right arm she'd laced up the vest so it didn't flop about (her either) and
twi tched her swordbelt round so the rapier's hilt was on her left. From what
I'd seen she was anbi dextrous with a slight tendency to favor her right hand;
apparently she was going to start this thing off as a letter; |1've had a few
skirm shes with letters and I knew how they can throw you of f your pace.

rel axed sone nore and got rid of the soggy shirt, leaving the wistlets which



weren't as flinmsy as they | ooked; they wouldn't turn Harska's edge, but there
wasn't much el se they couldn't bat aside

The House Referee cane up the ranmp and stunped to the center of the oval,
ordering us to follow himwith a sweep of a nuscular arm Adel aar and

stopped a few paces apart on his left, Lugat and Hra Trewwa faced us on his
right. He was a chunky cold-eyed Frajjer, a long pole in his left paw, its end
beaten into a knife-edged half circle; any flagrant infringement of Babbit's
rul es and he took out the offender, no recourse, his judgment was final. There
m ght not be many rules in Babbitland, but they were serious about those they
had. When | say final, it was sonetimes exactly that, said offender was
cremat ed the next day.

He faced Adel aar and nme. "You are chall enged. They say as-is. You two got the
veto, so?"

"As-is, that's fine with ne. Del?

"As-is," she said.

"Caveat s?"

"None," | said. Lugat's nose tw tched, she | ooked scornful and delighted, a

m x of expressions that did nothing much for her face. She stood shaking her
arnms lightly; beneath the stretch silk you could see her nmuscles shifting; she
was sleek and feral as a hunting cat

"First-blood or final?"

"Final," | said. Adelaar nodded.

He | ooked over his shoul der at the other two. "Agreed?"

"Agreed," Hra Trewwa said; the woman shrugged. "Agreed," she said.

The Frajjer waved us apart, Adelaar and Lugat to the left end of the oval,
Trewwa and ne to the right. He beat the end of his pole against the floor
three solemm thunps. Wile he was announcing the terns of engagenment, Hra
Trewwa took off the I ong cape he was wearing and stripped out the lining. A

wei ghted net. Shit. | hated netrmen. Looks |ike Bol odo did their homework, got
someone to tell them about the last mix-up | had here. | slid ny lady from her
sheat h, brought her past ny head, the |light catching the crystal edge and
maki ng a minor glory of her; | handled her as if she had the mass her size

suggested, rested her blunt end on the floor and stood waiting with both hands
cl osed round her hilt. Trewwa probably knew she was a sl asher, not a stabber
what | hoped he didn't know was how ni nbl e she was; | ooking at her size and
conformation you'd think she'd be a heller once | got her wound up, but she'd
be slow as a sl eepy bunphel. Trewwa snapped the net open; fromthe way it
shimered it was Menavidetin nmonofilament. He flipped it around his neck and

| et the ends hang while he gave ne a cocky grin and began working on his
wal ki ng stick. After a bit of twisting it extended into a two-pronged | ance
not much | onger than assegai traditional; the points of the prongs glittered
in the strong light like blue-white dianmonds. Double shit. | was going to
spend nost of this dance running |ike sonme fieldsport jock after a speed
record.

Lugat produced a pair of k'duries, wist bands with a two chai ns on each about
the I ength of her arnms; at the end of the chains were soft |lead balls the size
of a green peach. She spread her fingers; the nails glittered. Adel aar wasn't
the only one with a fancy for claws. | hoped she knew how to deal with a

k' duri expert; | had a mx-up with one a few years back and felt lucky to cone
out of it with sone broken bones and an achi ng head, that femre w apped a
chain around my stunner and jerked it away, fast! you wouldn't believe how
fast she could whirr those things; then she got nmy boot knife, broke ny right
arm and

was pl ayi ng pattacake with ny head when I left through a window | didn't

bot her to open.

The Ref blew his whistle and retreated to the edge of the oval.

Adel aar and Lugat circled warily. Adel aar kept back, watching the sweep of the
balls, reading the k'durin's body. Lugat was gripping the chains about

m dpoi nt, one energi ng between thunb and forefinger, other between the |ast
two fingers. Each hand noved separately, the chain |oops clinking and burring



as they swung, the balls whispering round with |azy sw shes; her arns shifted
out and in, a cadenced m ni-dance |ike the sway of a cobra, as hypnotic and as
potentially lethal, wthout any indication of where the attack would cone
from Adelaar feinted, feinted again, testing the space about the k'durin with
the point of her rapier, retreating always before one of the chains could wap
about the sword and pull it fromher or sneak around it and break a hand or an
arm

| held Harska angl ed out before ne, swaying her a little, camouflaging her
ninble nature. My first sword, you swung her a couple tines and you went and

| ay down and breathed hard for a while. O course, if you knew what you were
doi ng and had reasonabl e arnor, once or twi ce was about all you needed. Trewna
was as qui ck as he | ooked, slipping back or sideways with the ease of a man
runni ng at you; he had the bident in his left hand, the net in his right,
bunched into a thick | oose rope which he kept flicking at me, face then

ankl es, whipping it away before | could get Harska after it; he was wary of
her edge even with the mono-fil's toughness. He darted the bident at ne,
weaving it into the flick-retreat of the net, testing ne, trying to read how
fast | was and what | knew about netnen. And he was naneuvering nme closer to
Lugat. This was a doubl eduel, nothing agai nst one of the partners breaking off
his or her fight to help the other

Adel aar eased closer. The left-hand | ead balls shot out, their chain | oops
suddenly rel eased. She ducked

away. One sphere whistled over her head, the other hit but not solidly (it
woul d have cracked her skull if it had); it grazed her tenple, slid off her
hai r, banged into her shoul der, catching for an instant on one of the pointed
studs on the back of her vest. In spite of the dizzy dark that blurred her
vision and slurred her mnd, she took advantage of that brief catch, turned
the duck into a low attack and managed to carve a piece out of Lugat's left
leg, only a deep scratch, but it started bl eeding sluggishly. She dropped
flat, rolled frantically away before all four of the |ead spheres slamed into
her; she scranbled onto her feet outside the limt of the chains and began
prow i ng once again, watching Lugat as she drew the chains in and brought the
balls to order.

The net flicked out, low, no feint this time, he was after nmy ankles if he
could get them if | junped clear, he'd twitch the net open and have ne like a
gasping fish which he'd skewer on the double prongs of his lance. At the sane
time, he beat Harska aside with the | ancepole, hitting her against the flat,
careful still of her edge. Instead of jumping clear, | brought Harska in a
quick circle, freeing her fromthe push of the pole; continuing the nove,
junped into the net, falling flat on it, pinning it tenmporarily while |I swing
Har ska one-handed at Trewwa's | egs; she went through flesh and bone I|ike
butter; he fell over, screaming with rage, too angry to feel the pain yet; he
hadn't expected her to swing that fast and easy; |'d cheated hi mand he wanted
bl ood for it; he haul ed back on the bident and tried to puncture me with those
di anond points. | took his head off and that was that.

There were a few appreciative hisses and clicking sounds fromthe watchers,

but the roomwas nostly quiet, there was still a fight to finish.

Adel aar had an oozing brui se on her brow, another on her |eft shoul der near
the joint. Her left armwas disabled; she carried the sword in her right hand
now. Lugat had a deep scratch on one thigh, she favored

that | eg when she noved, and there several snmall bloody rents in the tight
stretch silk of her sleeves. As | turned around, Adel aar took advantage of
Lugat's leg drag, tossed the sword into her left hand (freeing her right), got
nmonentarily behind her and cl ose enough to rake her neck with those poison
claws; she whirled away too fast for Lugat to manage a solid hit, but

coll ected sone nore bruises and was staggering by the time she was beyond
chain reach. Lugat went after her, but with Trewna down and out, Adel aar had
room enough keep clear until her head was worki ng again.

Lugat stumbl ed, the |l ead balls seemed to shudder, their swings turned erratic;
she pulled herself together, went after Adelaar, ignoring the rapier, ignoring



pain and disorientation as the poison took effect; the lead balls whirred

vi ciously, she caught Adelaar in the heel, the small of her back, slammed one
into her side (I could al nost hear those ribs go) as Del stunbled over one of
Trewwa's severed |l egs. Del threw herself aside and into a shoulder roll; on
her feet again she turned and ran, around, across, along the oval, ignoring
broken ribs and other bruises, running, dodging, ignoring grazes as Lugat
tried to get at her, running beyond exhaustion until Lugat was gaspi ng and
staggering, eyes glazed, blood trickling fromher nose and the corners of her
nmout h. Adel aar whi pped back; a bound, a stride, a lunge and with beautiful
extension she slid the rapier into the k' durin's chest, a perfect heart kill.
A burst of applause, then sounds of novenent, the shuffle of feet, argunents
over who won as bets were settled and the bettors went off to celebrate the
entertainment with a drink or snort or whatever suited their needs.

Adel aar drew the sword clear and stood holding it against a twitching | eg,
exhausted; the adrenalin that'd kept her going and partially anesthetized was
drai ni ng away, |eaving her with the dead-ash feeling you get after an all -out
struggl e when still being alive doesn't seemworth all that effort.

The Referee stunped over to Hra Trewwa, grunted onto his knees and dug around
in Trema' s clothes until he found his ID, he tucked it away, got to his feet
and noved over to Lugat. While he was finishing his business with the dead, |
unbuckl ed the straps to Harska's sheath and pulled it round where | could get
at the shimy cloth I kept in a squeeze pocket. There wasn't much bl ood on ny
| ady, she cut too fast and too clean, but | never put her away nmussed. W ping

her was tricky, | could lose a finger nmyself if | got careless; flesh was
flesh as far as she was concerned, didn't matter whose. Not a lady for
sentimental sighing. | rubbed the blood off her alloy and crystal, then slid

her back in her sheath. As she vanished | could hear sonmething like a

coll ective nmoan out there in the dark, she was a lovely thing.

"You getting old, Swar." A man cane out of the dark and | eaned his el bows in
the dueling floor. "Nearly five minutes this tinme. Came close to costing ne
sonme noney."

"Always conpl ai ning, eh Barker? Didn't expect to see you here, | thought you
were how ing out near the Rift."

"Was. Found ne a nice little Belt full of plums, now I've got to track down
some financing."

"Hmm [|'ve got a little extra on ny hands, if you're still hunting investors,
why not drop round and we'll have a tal k? Benders Trucetel. 1'll key the
clerabot to give you ny nunber."

"Why not. Want sonme conpany to wal k you hone? Hay and Apel zan are in the bar
drinking up their winnings, by the way, they said to say hello and bring your
friend around, they'd buy you both a sop whatever you felt inclined to, and
saw Ahehtos with a set of boy-girl twins around three hours ago, he ought to
be w ndi ng up about now and ready for sonething new. "

"Thanks. Wouldn't hurt."”

Adel aar' d got herself together; she cane over and stood listening to us talKk.
Her hand cl osed on ny shoul der while the Barker was making his offer; | eased
her fingers loose, | didn't want her to forget

what she was hol ding onto and stick those claws into me. Be one helluvun irony
to die froma client's fingernails after winning that mx-up with the eneny.
"You think they'd come after us again?"

"You're tired, Del, or you wouldn't say sonething so stupid."

She scrubbed the back of her hand across her nmouth. "Right. | need a stim"
"Well," Barker said, "Hay's offer's still open."

"Adel aar aici Arash, neet one Tom Wl vesson, we call himthe Barker for
reasons I won't go into now She's Adelaris Securities, Bark, a client."
"Naturally a client, otherwise this lovely respectable ferme wouldn't be in a
mle of you, old bear." Wthout taking his elbows fromthe wood he nanaged a
bow and a swagger, grinning up at both of us. "If you'll take ny arm dear

| ady, we shall go searching for that stim" He backed away, swept another bow
and crooked his armready for her hand. "File your reports, ny son, and join



us in the bar."

Amused by his rattle and wanting to be away fromthis place, Adelaar went down
the ranp, took his armand left me to deal with all the nonsense the

bur eaucrats demanded once a duel was done. Especially when there was a corpse
or two as a result. The Ref tapped me on the shoulder, took ne to his office
and started on the unpteen reports he was going to have to make. It was the
ultimate in futility, there were no penalties for the duels or the deaths.
Runni ng out on the reports, though, that was serious. | knew better than to
waste tine conplaining, the sooner the business was done, the sooner | could
climb into the trucetel nmedicell and after that into a | ong hot bath.

Ti Vnok | ooked like an absurdist's idea of a cross between a spider nonkey and
a praying mantis; his novenents alternated between the stillness of
mantis-at-rest and the frenetic energy of nmonkey-at-full-cry. He was a
gener al - pur pose agent, there to link anyone with an itch to anyone who coul d
per haps scratch that

itch, never involved with either side, silent as stones about his clients’

busi ness, never chall enged because in his busy little way he was as useful as
Hel vetia herself. And a friend of mne. Wiich didn't mean he'd whi sper secrets
inm ear, just that he'd steer things ny way if he saw a chance, m ght even
hi nt oh-so-delicately if | was about to put nmy foot in something that stank
There are worse kinds of friends.

Kurmari reported that when she reached himto change the tinme of our neet, he

| ooked unusually fidgety and woul dn't commit to anything over the com said
he'd get a message round to her. Wich he did about an hour later. One of the
street kids that infested the undercity like mtes on a dog's belly got past
tel security somehow and up to the floor where our unit was, hand-carrying a
flashnote, time and place scribbled on it and a rem nder | was to cone careful
and al one; the flash was qui cker than usual, she just had time to read the
thing before it dissolved.

| left the trucetel an hour early, spent a good part of the tine junping flea
runs, mixing that with trots around the block up top where the sun was hot and
the mrrors busy. Several tinmes | wished | had Pels along, tinmes when I was

al nrost but not quite sure |I'd dropped ny ticks, but regret only gives you

ul cers and Adel aar needed himnore than | did. Wen she'd crawl ed out of the
nmedi cell and into bed, Kumari, Pels and | had a short confa about the norrow,

| played them over the duel and the parade to the jits afterward and the
shadows rustling round us—we'd 've had to scranble to reach the jits if it
weren't for Barker and the rest. It was clear enough that Bol odo wasn't giving
up, just changing tactics. The nost likely next step was pointing assassins at
us. "Renmenber Bustus?" | said.

"I remenber something closer to a Crawer's soul,’
nore noney than god herself."

"\What, pay out all those gol den gel ders, those slippery succulent little
darlins just for me? No, the Prime target'|l|l be Adel aar."

Bol odo woul dn't sic Craw ers on me unl ess they had

to, because it'd cost thema lot. Couple years ago | was after a University
contract advertised on Helvetia and this character decided it would nake a
good cover for some other things he was doing and | was his only serious
conpetition, so he dropped their price on a N ghtCrawl er cobben and poi nted
themat me. | got seriously annoyed at this interference, also at having the
hair singed off half ny head. A lethal friend of mne happened to be on

Hel vetia right then, arguing an Escrow O osing; she'd just finished a Hunt and
was getting the fee released, a conplicated business since her fees tended to
be in the range of the gross yearly incone of your average world econony.
Lovely gentl e wonman, she gets upset when she kills someone or nains thema
little, but not when they target someone she's fond of. She's redheaded and
has the tenper to go with it. We did sone bl oody housecl eani ng and she | aid
down a warning, nmess with her friends and she'd cone Hunting without a

conmi ssion. Since then the NightCraw ers wal k wide of me, so like |I said,

Kunmari said, "Bol odo has



Bol odo mi ght have some trouble recruiting a cobben, a reputation's a handy
thing. But |ike Kumari said, Bolodo's got the gelt; they' |l buy some nerve and
stuff it up sone Crawl er's spine. What else is noney for, eh?

By now Adel aar and ny crew were in the City also, sitting in an office at

Del 's bank, tenporarily safe fromattack. O so I hoped. As shipsecond and

of ficial MOM and hol ding ny signature, Kumari could endorse the contracts for
me and stanp the escrow agreenents; she usually handl ed that kind of thing,
she was sharper than either Pels or nme when it cane to words and the twi sts

t hat gentl ebeings could put on them Adelaar would be inprinting the contracts
wi th her bank, the Register Crcuit and the Escrow Board. It had to be done in
the proper office, with the proper officials in attendance, everything fotted
and entered in octuplets or nore. Helvetian rules. She intended to evoke
Privacy on the terms, but | had nore faith in Bol odo's persistence than in

Hel vetian tech, so | figured the I ocal execs would know what we were after in
a few hours. And when they did, when they discovered | was agreeing to rescue
t he daughter, they'd

really get serious about taking us out. That's all they needed to be sure
either had their stinking secret or was so close to finding it, the little bit
left made no difference at all

Ti Vnok was waiting at the back of one of the larger arbors; it was close to
ground | evel and had enough exits to satisfy a claustrophobic paranoid. 1'd
felt clean the past five minutes or so and I'd pulled every trick I knew to
test the feeling out, so | strolled into the cool and shifting shadows and
wander ed about a minute or so longer. No bells rang. | drifted over to Vnok's
al cove and slid onto the bench across the table fromhim

He sat mantis still, his eyes expressionless as obsidian marbles, but the two
short feathery antennas that served as eyebrows were doing a nervous dance.
"Far as | can tell, I'"'mclean," | said. "I spent the | ast hour getting that
way. "

He rubbed his wists together, the callus patches there making a faint

skri kki ng sound; the expression came back into his eyes and his nonkey face

di ssolved into the sort of grin that makes you want to grin back. "I've got
some cover for meeting you, Swarda, a man cane to see nme |ast night, said he
had a nmessage for you." He didn't waste tine asking if | wanted to hear it. He
| eaned forward, the weight of his torso balanced on his forearnms. "Drop this

busi ness and certain people will see you won't be hurting for it. One hundred
t housand gel ders. No bi ddi ng, please. That was the deal."
"No deal ," | said. "You bring the list?"

"Only the freshest names." He thrust two fingers in his throat pouch and
brought out a small black packet. "The whole |ist would herniate a bunphel."
"Even fl aked?"

"Even flaked. | thought you'd better stay nobile. | hear a cobben's been
activated."

"Pointed at nme?"

"Pointed at your client. | don't touch that kind of negotiation, so | don't
know who paid the price. There's a lot of chat in the underways, |'m hearing
this and that. ..." His dust lids slid slowmy over his eyes, then

retreated beneath the outer lids; he waited. Gossip bought gossip in his view
and he had his own reputation to consider; he was supposed to know everyt hing
goi ng by on Helvetia and a | ong way beyond.

"Trade you sonmething that's not for chatting yet."

"What for what?"

"A packet giving chapter and verse, signhatured and attested by ne and the
client, set in Escrow pending rel ease to sonmeone with a passpartout for that
account. And a verbal outline of what's inside for your ears only."

"For ..."

"For a squirt link. I want the Seven warned of trouble, who it's from and
what's behind it." | tapped a finger on the packet, watched it wobble, then
tucked it into a beltslit. "If this works out like I think, Slancy's comng in

with a heavy load and a fragile one. | want a wel cone waiting."



Vnok rubbed his wists together again, the skrikk Iike the purring of a sated
cat; odd how many different inflections he could get out of that idiot sound.

"There are two nanes on that list. Leda Zag. Ilvinin Taivas. They are ... um
of special interest to the Seven. If you can find themand | et me know you

have them | guarantee a vigorous wel cone."

| looked round; | didn't spot anything, but Vnok wouldn't be talking this

freely without his own distorter naking m shmash of our words. | swung around

so | was facing the back wall just in case sonmeone was out there flaking this.

"Distorter on?" | said. Logic was all very well, but what | had to say, well,

I wasn't going to take any chances | could avoid.

"On," he said. H's antennas wiggled his surprise.

"When you hear, you'll see why." | rested ny arns on the table and | eaned in
close as | sketched out what was in that packet, everything Adel aar had found
out about Bol odo, dates and the data she'd flaked fromthe mainBrain on

Spot chal s, what | thought had probably happened to the di sappeared on the |i st
he'd given ne.

By the time | got back to the trucetel, Adelaar and the others were waiting
for me. There was a burn on one of Adelaar's arns, the tip of Pels' left ear
was flat instead of round, but Kumari |ooked cool as nountain water

"Crawl er," she said. "W stayed in the bright instead of taking the tube run,
put his timng off."

"Busi ness finished?"

"Al done."

"We paid up here?"

"More than paid, if you count the deposit."

"Good. Order dinner for ..." | frowned at ny ringchron, surprised to find it
was barely the third hour past noon. Seened like it should ve been closer to
sundown. "Eighth hour. Wat's the shuttle schedule Iike?"

"Mdday, it's usually fairly light. You want to take a chance?"

"Yeh. The paperwork's done, the squirt link's set up and Vnok is prinmed,
better we | eave before Bol odo thinks up sonething new. "

"Term nal ," Adel aar said suddenly; she'd been listening and | ooki ng peeved at
being left out of things. Couldn't help that, | wasn't going to tell her about
Vnok's list until | had to and that wasn't till we got wherever it was we were

going. "The dinner ploy's so old it stinks, it won't fool anyone."

"No problem Renenber Barker and his friends? | hired themto hang around the
transfer point until we showed up. Gave us a discount, they did. Don't I|ike
Craw ers any better than | do."

Maybe it was Vnok pulling strings, maybe it was Luck comng round to kiss us
sweet, but we got |oose fromHelvetia Perinmeter in half the usual tine and

di pped into the insplit clean and | onesone.

W made Wersyll three weeks later. Security at the port was a joke; getting
into the hol ding pens m ght have been a problem but we weren't going near the
pl ace. There was only one ship down and they kept searchlights sweeping the
netacrete around it, the flickering |light and shadow naki ng i deal conditions
for Pels. The guards at the gates had obviously been warned to | ook out for

i ntruders, but they weren't really interested in anything except giving the
haul ers a hard tinme, naking themunload crates and open them up so the
contents could be inspected. One tinme, just for the hell of it, seenmed to ne,
they shot up some crates of frozen poults to the vast and vocal annoyance of
the cargomaster waiting for them No bl oodoons or snif-foons, no heatseekers.
A joke. Pels put a packet of ticks in his nmouth, turned on his canouflage and
wal ked through the gate, then clinbed on a flat as it trundl ed through after
himand rode in confort to the ship. He set the ticks and rode the flat out
agai n, ignored by one and all. And that was that.

Ei ght nonths std. after Adelaar hired Quale. Asteroid Belt/Horgu
systenl Swar dhel d Qual e et

al. Wth Slancy O za tucked neatly out of



sight on a |l arge stone asteroid.

Pel s scratched at his healing ear. "Four and Five are inhabited. Five |ooked
to ne like a penal colony, | saw an insystem ship eject half a dozen pods and
| eave orbit before they were down; obviously no one cared whether they | anded
in one piece or not or what happened to the people in them The Transport went
down on Four, so | thought better not send EYEs there yet, | didn't want

Bol odo techs picking up search traces and follow ng them back to us. There's
anot her reason, but I'lIl get to that in a mnute. |I've had EYEs poki ng about
Five since we got here, |I figured | could get sonme idea what we're facing from
the convicts, if that's what they were. They are. The place has evidently been
a dunping ground for quite a while, some of the buildings down there are old
enough to have great-grandpups. What we're facing, mm Good news and bad news.
The good is we've got a fair version of the local |anguage in MEMORY. Alittle
updating and we're hone free on that. Renenber Hordaradda? You picked up sone
plants there, the ones you delivered to University the time we net."

"l renmenber. Yes. Hordar?"

"Looks like."

"And the bad news?"

"The bad news. Bol odo | anded on Four. Which neans the head whosis is there,
government records will be there, including the list of the two-1egged cargo
Bol odo' s been supplying the past however nmany years,

t heir names and whereabouts. We need that list." He dug his claws into the fur
under his chin. "Wich neans we've got to go there and get it." He sucked in a
long breath, let it trickle through his blunt black nose. "You know what's
orbiting that nmudball, Swar? Riding in synchronous orbit over what's probably
the capital city? A Monarch class Warmaster," he was speaking slowy,

enunci ating his words with rmuch care, "and it's working just fine, far as |

can tell; | didn't hang about long after | saw what she was and felt her start
sniffing after who it was maki ng waves around her. She's old, but those things
were built to last. | wouldn't want to try sneaking Sl ancy down past her."

Qual e slunped in his chair, crossed his Il egs at the ankles and contenpl at ed
the screen with its schematic of the system green dots marking the |ocation
of the two worlds they were interested in and some slowy shifting red dots
that were insystemships traveling between those worlds. He ruffled his
fingers through the short hairs of his beard, stroked his nustache. Watching
him Adelaar felt |like scream ng: shave that fungus off if that's all you can
do, sit there fondling it. There were things going on here she didn't

understand, nore to getting that list than finding out where Aslan was. |'m
payi ng you, | own you for the next few nonths, she told herself, but it didn't
hel p, she was a passenger and he was running the gane. | could have done al
this nyself, she thought, I wouldn't need himif |I had a ship of ny own.

She swore under her breath, she'd put off and put off buying her own ship, it
seened such an unnecessary expense, what w th upkeep and fuel and crew and
nmost of all mooring fees, so nuch easier to buy space on a freighter or a
Wor | dshi p. What's going on here? | won't be a passenger. | won't be pushed
into a closet and left out of things. .

"No," Quale said. "No, we won't take Slancy anywhere near that thing."

" Swar . "

"Kri?"

"Ki nok says don't be so spooky. If there was anyone onboard who really knew
how to operate her, she
woul d have picked us up the monent we cane this side of the Limt and ashed
us before we knew what was happening." "That's supposed to be conforting?"
Kurmari hiss/rattled her amusenent. "Ve says, we're alive, aren't we. Wy
shoul d we need conforting?"

"Teach ne to argue with a Sikkul Paem" "I doubt it."

"Mrh." He watched the screen a nonment |onger. "Looks like there's a fair
amount of traffic out this way."

Pel s extruded his claws, began picking away old norn. "There's sone nining the
next quadrant over. Not a lot, nostly rare earths, things they m ght be short



of on Four. And there's sone trade between Five and Four. Minly genstones,
furs and ivory."

"From the readi ngs, those ships aren't nuch bigger than the tug. Say we left
Sl ancy out here, we mght be able to use the cargo carriers as stal king
horses, nmake believe we're one of them What you think, Kri?"

She tilted her head, listened a m nute. "Kinok says maybe so, but ve needs
nore time to analyze the em ssions."” She studied the screen. "The touchy
no-ment i s when we have to break | oose fromthe pattern. Pels, | don't see any
satellite traces. Is that right, or were you too leery of the Warship to hunt
for then?" He runbled a nock growl deep in his throat. "I'mnot putting a pip
near that world until | absolutely

have to."

"You absolutely have to fairly soon, furface. | can't plan if | don't have
data." She listened again, eyes closed, nodding at intervals. "Got it." She

swung her chair around. "Kinok says ve needs to watch say four or five of
t hose ships | anding; ve says, Pels, lay out sone passive EYEs, ve swears on
the drives the Warmaster won't eat you."

Pel s growl ed again. "And you tell ve to go tw st veself; ve makes any nore
little jokes like that and 1'll have ve for salad ny next meal." Kunari

i stened again, shook her head. "No, Kinok, I'Il let you tell furface that
yourself, save it for the next time you see him Swar, Kinok thinks as |long as
we keep the tug to |ocal speeds, the Warmaster won't get nervous about us. Ve
says, though, it's very inportant before we do anything, that ve has the

| andi ng data. Ve can handle salad threats, but ve has no desire at all to
achi eve vaporization."
Adel aar watched inpatiently, her fingers tapping a jittery rhythmon her
t hi gh. Now that she was so close, her blood was on fire to finish it. Her mnd
told her that this careful probing and planning was essential, her body told
her GO If she were doing the observation, if she were directing things, she
could be crisp and cal mand efficient and all that. She wasn't. She was nore
usel ess than the baggage in the hold. And it was driving her crazy.
"Right. Pels, you'd better get started with those EYEs. The sooner you slide
theminto orbit, the sooner you can fetch them back so we can read them of f
and get on with this." He watched the Rau pad out, then gazed at Adelaar, his
fingers poking in his beard again, then he turned his head to Kumari. "I
suppose it's tine."
"Mght as well get it over with." Kumari turned her pale gray eyes on Adel aar
sat with her hands fol ded, cool and di sengaged.
Adel aar forced the tension out of her hands and arns; as cool as Kunmari, she
said, "lI'mpaying freight here, | have a right to know what you're doing."
Qual e pinched the end of his nose. "You heard us tal king about ti Vnok."
" goo"
"Jaszaca ti Vnok. Agent. Anpbng other things, he's been handling offers from
relati ves and so on of people who'd dropped down a hol e somewhere. They want
t hem back. Mst of themcouldn't afford Hunters Inc., but they did the next
best thing and put a reward offer in ti Vnok's files. He gets his cut if he
manages to connect with soneone who'll do the digging, the rest goes to the
digger if he's lucky enough to find one of the di sappeared. A few years ago he
tried getting us interested, but we couldn't afford to waste tine on a cause
as lost as that with no payback unless we actually produced the body. Not our
ki nd of proj-
ect anyway. Then you cone along and it begins to look |like sone of those | ost
m ght have gone down the sanme hol e your daughter did." He scratched at his
jaw, fingers digging through the short soft black beard. "W have a parti al
list which we're going to try matching against the one in those files Pels was
tal king about. You said it yourself a while back, two flights a year for
fifty, sixty years, maybe nore, that adds up to a I ot of bodies. W nmatch 'em
snatch 'em take 'emback to Helvetia and go home with a nice fattener for the
pot."
"Earned with information | collected, information | nearly got killed for. My



i nformation."

"You might say that."

"M ght!"

"You'll get your daughter back. That's what you hired us for. Don't you think
it's a bit premature getting steamed over a side bet that hasn't paid off yet?
That m ght never pay off?"

He was being so sweetly reasonable he couldn't know it made her want to tear
his throat out.

Kurmari stirred. "Swar, behave yourself."

H s brow shot up, he | ooked amused and rueful and he stopped talking.

Kurmari stroked her fine white hair. "You don't think we're cheating you." It
wasn't a question.

Adel aar cl anped her lower |ip between her teeth and said not hing.

"You are a rational being, aici Arash," Kumari went on. "Use your brain, not
your spleen. There is another aspect to this worth considering. The nore

Wi tnesses we return to Helvetia, the safer you and your daughter will be. If
we find even a tenth of them you and Aslan won't be the only ones telling the
tale, your credibility won't be attacked so vehenmently and probably destroyed,
your lives won't be put at risk. Sone of those on the list have powerful
connections. If | were you, aici Arash, | would pray to whatever gods I
recogni zed that we | ocate a goodly nunber of them and get them safely away."
"I can't dispute that," Adelaar said, her anger ashes in her throat. "But you
shoul d have told ne before this."

Kurmari's pale rose nouth curved into a slow smle. "Wuld you have done soT
Adel aar Adel ari s-na? Wuld you have told us about the attacks on your life
before the bargain was made if Fate had given you that choice?"

It wasn't a question Adel aar felt like answering. She said instead, "So, what
happens now?"

So what happens now, she said. That was a good question. The answer for the
next six days was nothing nuch. The Tutor poked the |ocal |anguage into us and
we practiced it on each other, Adelaar went back to work on Slancy's defense
systens, Kumari and | dredged up what we knew about Hordaradda and the Hordar
conpared it with what Pels had picked up fromFive; we spun out plans w thout
dat a, knocked them down wi t hout data and generally fooled ourselves into

t hi nking we were actually doing somet hing. Made the tine pass and that's about
all it did.

On the sixth day Kinok announced that he didn't see any reason we coul dn't
take the tug in, the Warmaster just lay there in orbit |ike a sleeping whale
while the little fish swam around her carefully but undi sturbed; nobst of them
| anded at the field outside the capital; the rest came down on the continent
bel ow the equator. After plotting line-of-sight, ve said that the southern
field was over the bulge of the world and out of the Warmaster's vi ewcone,

whi ch nmeant we could swing round that way w thout surprising anyone. So we

| oaded up the tug and started the tedious trip downsystem

Pel s named the tug Chicklet; behind those fangs he's a sentimental little
fuzzy, Kumari tells himthe cute has seeped into his brain. |I put Chicklet
into the slot behind a pair of cargo creepers and pooted al ong just beyond
their detection range. If | could ve taken her up to full speed, the trip
woul d have ended in a few hours, but Kinok said not and | didn't want to push
my luck, so | was stuck with a four-day craw .

That was not a pleasant four days. | got a good | ook

at why Adel aar's daughter took off; Del had a tongue |ike a Tongan bl adewhi p.
Pel s showed the good sense to hide down in the engi ne roomwhen he wasn't
asleep or on duty at the com that way he didn't have to deal with her. Kunari
kept cool; if she was pushed too far, she gave back better than she got.
Never, never, ever get in a word-slinging match with our Mom Troubl e was,
nore often than not | ended up in the mddle, getting beaten up by both of

t hem

W reached Tairanna when the Warmaster was at noon; | had my fingers crossed,



hopi ng Ki nok was right and the observers on board were not |ooking for trouble
from space.

The bl ack whal e ignored us, not even a twitch to acknow edge our existence; |
laid an egg (a shielded satellite) and drifted on. Nothing. | laid another
then | scooted past South Continent into the Polar seas and dipped into the

at nosphere through a hell-spawned storm where winds tore the caps off massive
towering waves that swept along with nothing to break themup but a few rocky
islets. Battered by those winds and by electrical discharges powerful enough
to shock Chicklet's powersystens into fits, we crawl ed al ong the coast unti

we reached the fringes of the stormand settled to a careful drift along the
duskline, circling out to sea whenever we spotted the lights of a settlenent.
Up near the northern bul ge of the western coast the land turned hostile, rocks
al ong the shore like shark teeth, white foam poundi ng hi gh agai nst the stone,
precipitous cliffs and equally precipitous fjords. | turned inland there.

The | and passing bel ow us was rugged, nountainous; Chicklet said no |ocals
lived there and | could see why. It was the kind of place | was looking for, a
deserted | ocal e where we could get up a | andbase and a hol ding area for the
vani shed until we'd collected themall and could shift themup to Sl ancy.
About twenty minutes after we left the coast, | set Chicklet down in a

pl easant wooded val |l ey between two mountain spurs. There were streans filled
with fish and freshwater crustaceans; the forest, the nountain slopes, the
grassy neadowflats were thick with

deerish browsers and other ganme that had no fear of fangl ess bipeds since
they' d never been hunted. Chick-let's probes told us there were nuts and
tubers, wild greens, trees and vine fruits; though it was early spring here
south of the equator, some of those fruits and berries were ripe enough to
eat. Plenty to help feed the vani shed when we brought them here; hunting and
fishing to pass the tine, an untouched wild place to explore, a |lake on a
smal | plateau at one end of the valley where they could swimor do sone
boating if they had the ingenuity to build their own watercraft. Pretty place
if you liked that kind of thing.

W kept our heads down for the next four days, sent out EYEs to map the
capital and see what was where, using the satellites to bounce the data to us.
The first day | was cautious, sent in one EYE to poke about, ready to pull the
deadman if its field started trouble.

Not hi ng happened so | saturated the place. Except for one area the city,
GlisimGllinit was called, was conpletely unshiel ded. Hel pful of them
wasn't it. They showed us precisely where to | ook

By the middle of the second day it was clear the EYEs weren't going to get
past the shield w thout blowing every alarmin the place, so | pulled in npst
of themand | et Adelaar fiddle with them She stopped fratcheting and settled
to work. By midnmorning on the fourth day, those altered EYEs gave us a
detai |l ed schema of the shiel ded area.

There was a nonster mainBrain parked in a subterranean honeyconb that
stretched under a conpl ex of buildings and gardens encl osed behind a wall at
least thirty neters high and proportionately thick; there was a ness of traps
and al arms on the ground, nothing we couldn't handle. A score or nore of
guards patrolling the place, others at watchpoints inside the structures. The
ones that stayed out of the buildings, they worked with | eashed pairs of |arge
cats, something like the spotted panthers on Flayzhao. Cats and nmen were

alert. More than alert, they were nervous. | didn't |ike that. Something was
maki ng them junpy and t hat
meant trouble for us. 1'd rather have themrel axed and | azy |ike the gatewatch

back on Weersyl |

Pel s tracked the guards on their rounds, built up a schedule. Night and day it
was nuch the sanme. Half of themfollowed set rounds that took sone of them

t hrough the public roons of all the buildings, others into the twi sts and
turns of the arcades and the gardens and still others into that ness of

wor mhol es under ground. They cl ocked in roughly every twenty m nutes, pressing
their thunbs on sensor plates attached to the walls inside and on col ums



out si de, decorative spikes set inconspicuously throughout the gardens. The
rest were rovers. They checked in at forty-five mnute intervals, using the
same sensors but in no particular order. They were good, they kept the
patterns random enough to frustrate nost observers but still nanaged to cover
t he ground.

Whoever it was ran things depended on scanners to warn himof air attacks and
to direct the nelters installed on the walls; Pels snorted when he saw t hem
he coul d hocus themwi thout half trying. No bl oodoons to point out warm

bodi es, or sniffoons to track them no 'droid shootens. It |ooked al nost too
easy. W'd be using mniskips when we went in and they were hard to spot on a
clear night, let alone a foggy or a rainy one; it was autumm up north, stormns
blowing in every third night, we could afford to wait for optinmm conditions
so we wouldn't have to worry about the outside patrols until we were on the
ground. Once we broke through into the wornmholes, all we had to do was get to
the conputer before it noticed it had mice in the walls. If we played things
right and kept noving fast, we should get in and out clean; with a little Luck
they'd bl ame any traces we |eft on whoever was keeping them up nights.

I meant to | eave Adel aar behind, |let her be the one to hold fort while Kumari,
Pels and | went after the list, but she wouldn't stand for that. Stunping up
and down the grass, scaring the bitty anphibs off the rocks where they were
sunni ng, she argued at the top of her voice that we had to take her al ong. She
sai d she'd back her physical capacity against ne and a dozen |ike

me, hadn't she already proved that? and as for nmental capacity, she knew nore
about computers and security, especially anything provided by Bol odo, than ne
or Kumari or anyone else | could dig up, that she had the core of her

equi prent in the gear we'd collected on Aggerdorn and why'd we have her bring
it if she wasn't going to use it?

Kumari took me aside and told ne not to be a fool, the woman was liable to
expl ode and do sonething stupid; she'd been under pressure too |ong, she
needed action. Security is sonething she's good at, Kumari said, take

advant age of that. You know ne, Swar, |'Il be happier here with the renotes,
setting up the shelters and getting things ready for the vanished. That's nore
my sort of job.

Kumari is fragile, her homeworld's around .7 g; she went into the Tank Farm a
whi | e back and had some genwork done on nuscle and bone so she woul dn't get
exhausted or injured in heavier pulls, but she prefers to | eave runni ng about
to us hardier types. Even so, there's not many |I'd rather have at mny back; she
fights with her head nore than hands and feet and that's one fine weapon.

W took advantage of another stormand rode a skip north to a box canyon an
EYE had | ocated for us; by the tinme the sun rose we were tucked away under an
outleaning cliff across the lake fromGlisimGIllin. W slept a few hours and
spent the rest of the day going over and over the schema and our plans,
getting equi prent ready, that sort of thing, and that night we strapped

oursel ves onto the mniskips and headed for the city.

3 years and 1 nonth | ocal since Karrel Goza flew Elmas Ofka and her isyas for
the first tine.

The abandoned m ne where El mas Of ka keeps W ndski nmrer and |lives with other
out cast and di vorced who've joined with her, also the escaped aliens with a
power ful grudge agai nst the |Inperator and everyone who supported him

A storny autumm ni ght, about an hour past m dnight.

El mas Ofka touched the bandage on Karrel's hand. "Wat's this?"

" Not hi ng. "

"Don't tell ne that." She pinched the hand lightly, saw himw nce. "So?"
"Elli, EIli," he laughed at her, touched her cheek with the back of the
injured hand. "Didn't you say stay off work for a while if | could? | needed
an excuse, so | spilled sone acid on nmy hand. No big deal. |'m supposed to be

maki ng up the incone |oss by hide hunting. My House won't expect nme back for a
coupl e of weeks."
"You see a heal er?"



"Am | nushbrained |like some | could nention? O course | did."

"It won't interfere with flying?"

He | aughed agai n, waggled fingers wound with sal ve-stai ned gauze, w nced at
the small pains the novenment cost him "Left hand, Hanifa." He thrust the hand
t hrough the | eather strap | ooped over his shoulder. "Just means | can't knit
for a while. No one's buying, so that's no | oss."

She frowned at himfor several noments, then sniled and shook her head. "What
can | say? Come along, | want to show you sonething." She | ed himdeeper into
A dt own, past tumnbl edown buildings rotting slowy into the earth they stood on
as they were el bowed down by meshene trees crowding into their airspace, to an
area of the Mne settlenent where he'd not been before.

"Convi ct barracks," she said and pushed open the door to a stone structure in
consi derably better shape than the others; waving himback a step, she | eaned
into the opening. "N Ceegh, h'ab hab h'i cecehi h'ep n'beihimhab!" She pulled
back, chuckling. "That gargle means sun's down, stir yourself, it's me. He
doesn't like conpany he hasn't invited." She ran her forefinger along a nmerm
scar on her forearm "Never go inside this place without an invitation, Kar
You won't come out again."

There was a tiny tinny beeping; a sphere about the size of his fist floated in
t he door gap.

"Doa, N Ceegh. C ose the door behind you, Kar; follow me and keep your nouth
shut . "

When there was no chance any |ight would | eak outside, the sphere popped out a
beam focused it on the floor and went sw nmi ng deeper into the cavernous
interior.

They fol | owed.

N Ceegh had a small conpact body covered with fur like gray felt, skinny arns
and |l egs, a ball of a head dom nated by huge | anbent violet eyes. He wore a
vol um nous | eat her apron over a | eather cachesexe and thin rubber gl oves on
three fingered hands with | ong doubl e-jointed thunbs. Wen they came into his
wor kroom and the light there brightened, a filmdropped over his eyes, his
scoop ears.tw tched and fol ded partway shut. He swung his perch around, drew
his legs up and draped his stringy arns over knees that | ooked sharp enough to
stab with. He blinked slowy, gazed with di sfavor at Karrel Goza.

"N Ceegh, this is our pilot. He'll be working your gadget, | thought you'd
better be the one to explain it to him™"

"Unh-fidoodah' ak." Hi s nouth gash puckered into a pink-gray rosette as his
eyes flickered over Karrel, rested a nonent on the bandaged hand, noved on
"Come over here, you. Don't bother me with your nane, | don't want it, | don't
plan to use it. The cuuxtwok's installed already, but the proto nodel's here.
Cuuxt wok? She," he jabbed a wobbly thumb at Elmas Ofka, "calls it a diverted
Sane thing." He waited until Karrel Goza stood |ooking down at the workbench
then he swung his chair about and began tal king. "The scanners old

Bi tvekeshit, Pittipat to you, he uses to watch his ass, they're crude stuff.

| Fidoo! That's all. Need tactile contact with the suspect object before they
know it's there; he's got some listening capacity, but it's short range. One
of the things the cuux here does is spread a slip field about the airship, the
scanner pul ses slide along it without noticing it and pass on till they fade
out. It'Il rmuffle sone of the noise your notors make but not all; if you can
shut them of f

say half a kilometer fromthe Palace and |l et the wi nd push you over, you've
got no problem 1've tucked in sone |ong-range sensors, they' Il warn you when
you' re approaching the danger zone, and this, see this gives you attack
capacity, it projects the cuux field in a parabolic mrror in front of the
airship, lets you trap and magnify the pul ses and push them back at the
generators till snoke comes out their ears." He reached for the control pane
and began denonstrating the uses of his creation.

In Wndski mer, heading for GlisimGlIlin/ flying over Lake Col ga, plow ng
through swirling nmists on a heavily overcast night; a thunderstormis



threatening, but is still holding off/ two hours after mdnight, Ruya is full,
she's a faint icy glow com ng through the clouds a few degrees past zenith,
CGorruya is way off to the west, her fattening crescent a snudge near the

hori zon.

"Wha ..." Karrel used the probe-adjunct on N Ceegh's device to poke into the
mst, but he could find no trace of the enigmatic objects that had fl ashed
al ongsi de them and vani shed in the darkness ahead. "Elli, did you see those
t hi ngs?"

"I'f you mean sonething |ike wi ngless glassy dragon-flies with dark centers,
three of them zipping past us six tinmes faster than anything normal, yeh,
saw them What was it | saw?"

"Seens to ne it's sonething N Ceegh woul d know about . "

"Alien?"

"Pretty obvious, don't you think?"

"Brings up a question."

"Two questions. Did they see us? And what are they going to do about it?"
"Three. What are we going to do?"

"You want to break off?"

"I don't know. " Elnmas Ofka gl anced over her shoul der

at her isyas sitting on the floor of the gondola, waiting for her decision
content to let her decide. Fingers tracing a scar line, she frowned at Karrel
Finally she said, "It's late."

Karrel Goza was briefly puzzled, then he nodded. "I see. Wat are they doing
out here now. Could be they want attention as little as we do."

"There's a chance. ™

"Right. Let's keep going."

"Wnd's fromthe east. You have to make a wide jog to position Skinmer for the
drift over Glisim why not do it now Mke themlook in the wong direction
if they are | ooking."

"Why not." He brought the airship's nose around, driving her as close to the
wind as he could; it was too strong to face head on, just as well he was
turning early, he could save sone fuel and a | ot of battering.

El mms O ka rubbed at the vertical frownline between her brows. "I wi sh | knew
what was happeni ng out there."

"Yeh." He was going to say nore, but the warning bell chimed; the instrunents
had picked up the first pul ses fromthe Pal ace scanners. He slid the cover off
the sensor plate, touched on the cuux field. The thready m st outside turned
solid, as if they were suddenly sealed within a brushed gl ass bottle; it
brought a sense of oppression, a hint of claustrophobia. The isyas were
troubled by it; he could hear the soft sounds they made as they shifted
nervously behind him He forced hinself to relax. "You want to cross the Walls
high or Iow? The air near the ground is apt to be nmore turbulent than it is at
this level, but we won't be noving that fast and the Tower is the only
structure high enough to be a hazard. The guards won't notice us; in this fog
they couldn't spot a longhauler with its warnlights blazing. The scanners are
all we've got to worry about and the cuux will take care of those."

"And if we go in low, you won't have to run the ballast nmotors."

"Run them a shorter time anyway." He spoke absently as he watched the pul ses
fromthe Pal ace scanners go ghosting past them invisibilities nade visible
by the field, eerie undul ating tadpoles of Iight swinmmng through the m st and
vani shing behind them Five mnutes. He bent over the dead reckoner, touching
the controls with careful delicacy to keep Wnd-ski mer nmoving in the right
direction. Ten m nutes. Another chime. He started the punps sucking. "Ten

m nutes nore," he said. "Then we're there."

He brought the airship down and down until she noved about forty neters above
the grass, then he shut the notors off and let the wind take them The sudden
silence felt odd, alnost painful. He didn't want to talk, nor, it seened, did
any of the others. He watched the hypnotic dance of the scanner pulses as the
silvery wigglers darted past and past, endless nunbers of them-a dance that
ended so abruptly he | eaned forward, startled, not believing he wasn't seeing



them any longer. "Elli." "What?"

"Somet hi ng' s happened to the scanners. Those dragonflies? Maybe they had

busi ness at the Palace."” "What else could it be?"

He shrugged, settled back. "Pittipat wouldn't put his hide at risk, not if he
knew it. They did it, all right, those aliens. | wonder who they are and what
t hey want."

"I"'mafraid we're going to find out if we go in |like we planned. How cl ose are
we?" "Two, three mnutes, why?" "You sure the altimeter is working?" "As well
as it ever does. |'ve been flying since | was a tweener, Elli. You get to know
where you're riding by how the air feels. The reading's not out nore than a
yard or so either way."

"'1 was thinking we could have dropped below the wall, that would stop the

pul ses, wouldn't it? Wy

donn't you take Skimrer up again and see what happens?"

"No. There's no reason to risk the sound of the punp being picked up." She
grimaced. "You're the pilot."

The Pal ace slept; dimred sparks | ooped steadily across the gardens |ike
fireflies tied to a track, the guards undisturbed in their rounds. Karrel Goza
brought W ndski mrer over their heads to the open-air theater. He turned her
nose into the wind, touched on the motors and used a trickle of their power to
hold her in place for the mnute or so it took Elmas Ofka and her isyas to
slide down the | adders onto the top tier of the theater seats, then he brought
the airship around and cut the nmotors off once nore, let the wind drift her
out of the enclosure and across the tip of the lake to the Inperator's hunting
preserve, an ancient forest that the Hordar had left wild and the Huvved
hadn't touched.

Hal f a kil oneter in, he dropped a nooring cable with a grasping claw, anchored
W ndski mrer to one of the larger trees, turned off the cuux field and arranged
the two chairs so he could stretch hinself across them and drowse away the
time until he had to go back for Elmas Ofka and the isyas.

Begin with Elmas Ofka on the top tier of theater seats, her isyas around her
waiting for a guard to nove on, then shift to—

the maze of corridors in the subterra of the Inperator's Pal ace/ concrete
tunnels, gray paint on the walls, enigmatic nunbers and glyphs in dirt dulled
bl ack, grit on the floors that make wal king silently close to inpossible,
branches cutting off at angles to make things nore confusing, ranps leading to
| ower | evels at unpredictable intervals, stairways behind naif-doors,
pervasi ve hum of airmachines that keep cold dry air nmoving restlessly through
the maze, six neter strips of coldlight tubes pasted in staccato |ines
overhead and on each wall. Voices echo an indeterm nate distance.

El mas O ka crouched behind the curving stone bench; condensation trickled in
cold rivulets down her body, dripped fromher nose and saturated the tight

cow that covered her head and the | ower part of her face. Around her she
could hear the isyas breathing; they sounded | ouder than surf after a storm
Thankful that the wind was blowi ng into her face so the cats wouldn't scent
her, she held her own breath as she watched the guard below in the well of the
t heat er wave hi s handl anp about. Even in the back beanms of the powerful |anp
he wasn't nuch nore than a silhouette, but she could see that he was broad and
muscul ar, probably one of the |laggas old Pittipat brought back fromexile on
Tassal ga to put the boot harder into ordinary Hordar. He | ooked regrettably
alert, nore so than the cats who were shivering and stepping wth exaggerated
delicacy over the wet stone. Silently she urged themon, her teeth clanmped so
hard her jaw ached.

After what seened an eternity, he gave the cats a toothy whistle, slapped at
themwi th the | eashes and foll owed them across the oval well. There were
doubl e doors at the far end; she heard the jingling of keys as he unl ocked
them the sounds anmplified by the acoustics of the place, then the chunk and

t hud as he pushed one of the doors open and whistled the cats outside.



As soon as the door boonmed shut, Elnmas Ofka stood, |eaped onto the bench and
ran along it to the nearest flight of stairs, the isyas trotting silently
behi nd her. She I ed them down the stairs, but stopped before she stepped into
the well to let Tezzi Ofka spray her once again with the scent-destroyer a
cousin of hers had come up with, a mixture of kedaga, an herb cats avoi ded

i ke most of them avoi ded water, crushed crab beetle and stinkfish oil. Even
to her relatively insensitive nostrils it was a revolting mess, but better
than having the cats set up a how when they canme across an intruder's scent
trace on the guard's next appearance here.

As soon as the others were sprayed, she ran across the flagging to the raised
in the center of the well and stopped by the door in the near end; according
to her information it |led down to the dressing roonms and,

nore inmportantly, into the tech's area where the lighting was controlled and
the other effects were contrived. And where there was runored to be access to
the subterra. She waved Harli Tanggar forward, stepped back so the isya could
wor k on the door.

Harli started to kneel, straightened up. She put her hand on the door and
pushed gently. It swng open. "Ondar," she breathed, "l ook." She pointed at
the | atchtongue, neatly sliced through. "Sonmeone's ahead of us. The aliens you
t hi nk?"

El mms Ofka bent closer; whatever had dealt with the latch was simlar to the
cutters N Ceegh nmade for them "Probably." She straightened, waved the isyas

closer, pulled her com off her mouth. "I want to go in," she whispered, "but
| won't take you where you don't want to go. It's all or none. Call it."
Harli Tanggar tugged at her cowl, uncovering a broad grin. "In," she breathed.

The grin went round the circle. In, in, yet again in.
El mms O ka nodded, drew the cowl higher so only her eyes showed. She pushed
t he door open and stepped into the vestibule.

The entrance to the subterra was wedged open a crack; a short distance inside
a roving-guard was lying against a wall. Tezzi O ka knelt beside him "Stil
alive," she said, speaking in a throaty mutter that dropped dead |less than a
bodyl engt h away.

"Knocked out ?"

Tezzi O ka shook her head. "No bunp or bruise. N Ceegh is working on a thing
he calls a stunner. Could be sonething like that."

"They aren't worried about soneone finding him"

"Looks like."

El mas Ofka frowned al ong the griny corridor, glanced over her shoul der at the
ot her branches fading into di mess as they di pped downward. "They seemto know
where they're going."

"Kind of themto mark the way for us."

El mas stretched upward, touched a small white

splotch high on the wall. She settled back, |ooked at her finger, rubbed her

t hunb against the sticky white stain. "Marked nore than one way. Let's go."
Following the trail of white splotches accented with the bodi es of unconscious
guards, N Ceegh's spotter in her hand, Elmas Ofka | ed them deeper and deeper
into the maze, making better time than she'd expected thanks to the alien

i nvaders who'd cleared the way for them Down one |level, two, three. .

The needl e junped on the spotter; Elmas stopped, signaled Lirrit. The isya
dropped to her stomach and wiggled around the bend on toes and el bows,

vani shing for several seconds before she cane back the sane way, junped to her
feet and brought her head close to Elmas Ofka's. "Aliens. Two. Stopped.

Wat chi ng sonet hi ng. "

El mas Ofka thought a monment, then took the isyas back around several corners
until she came to a branching tunnel. Eyes on the spotter, she turned into it
and began picking her way to a point equivalent to where she'd been; tw ce the
spotter jumped, twice Lirrit O ka went ahead and darted the unl ucky wanderer
then El mas Ofka rounded a bend and saw the end of the tunnel; beyond that
there was what | ooked |ike a vast open space. After signaling Lirrit O ka and



half the isyas to wait, she led the other three toward the opening, keeping
close to the wall, noving warily, ready to dart anything that popped into the
ar ch.

She dropped to her knees and eased her head past the edge.

The room beyond was i mense; the ceiling was three | evels up, aboveground,
with a series of slimhorizontal windows circling just belowit, windows wth
one-way glass in them black now because of the fog and cl ouds. The floor was
anot her | evel bel ow where she knelt; it was laid with black and white tiles in
a swirling pattern that nmade her dizzy when she shifted her eyes too quickly.
At the north wall there were several tiers of theater seats with a separate

t hronechair for the Inperator; at the south end, near where she was, a large
curved screen, blindingly white, took up part of the wall; in the space it
left there were three

i nconspi cuous doors, one to the east of the screen and two on the west. A
guard stunped back and forth in front of the single door, the scrape of his
footsteps | oud enough to send her heart knocking in her throat.

She frowned; the chanber was filled with shadows, except near the screen which
seened to gather in and anplify what |ight there was. Nothi ng noved except the
guard. Wiy was he still noving? Was he beyond the range of the alien's
weapons? They were at |east ten yards closer to himthan she was. Did they
have to be alnbst on the man before they could take himout? Wiy were they

wai ting? What did they expect to happen? She gl anced down at the spotter
stared at it, startled; there were two spikes on the line, not one. She
shifted it slowy back and forth, watching the spikes shift. Sonething el se
was out there, something closing on the guard. She noved her eyes slowy over
that dizzying floor; whatever it was, she couldn't see it, no matter how hard
she searched. She | ooked at the scanner. The two spi kes had nearly converged.
A section of floor reared up. She heard a humlike an angry bee. The guard
dropped. There was a short whistle, then a small alien with brownish fur was
standi ng over the guard's body, waiting.

First the video room (that's what it |ooked Iike, giant size), then the
operations cell of the mainBrain.

W parked the m niskips on the stage, out of sight behind sone | ow railings
and got into the subterra with alnost no difficulty. Adel aar had sense enough
not to argue and let Pels take the | ead, she'd seen a little of his work on
Weersyl | ; besides, she was carrying a heavy pack she cherished like a child,
her tools. | had a | aunch tube slung across ny back and half a dozen clips for
it in a pouch on ny belt; the darts in the clips were | oaded with bang juice
strong enough to take out a wall if the need arose. Portable back door, you

m ght say. Pels was in huntnode and harder to

see than a black ship in the Coal Sack. Shadow made hi m a special stunner, one
smal | enough for himto carry in his nmouth; he had it in his fist now and used
it whenever he canme on a guard we couldn't avoid or sonme idiot with weak

ki dneys heading for the can. There weren't many of them thank whatever. It
was | ate and nost sensible fol k were sl eeping.

| was navigator, reading the chart, calling the turns, laying on rubwhite to

gui de us should we come back this way when the job was done. | shot it up near
where the ceiling met the wall, where not many people would notice it.
W didn't have much trouble; Pels laid out half a dozen, | shoved them agai nst

the wall and on we went. Boring, eh? If you plan right, that's the way it
shoul d be. You don't want interesting experiences at a tine like this. W used
about fifteen minutes reaching the place Kumari took one | ook at and call ed
the video room Then we waited while Pels sneaked up on the guard. It was sl ow
and tedious, nothing we could do but watch our backs and sweat out the
conputer's reaction time; sone of the nmen Pels blanked had to be guards, at

| east one had to have missed a check-in by now, maybe even two checks if our
Luck went sour on us. W were counting on redundancy; there's no gadget made
by man or god that's fool proof, you have to include some sort of back check to
make sure an idiot particle hasn't wandered where it shouldn't.



Stunner hidden in his nmouth, Pels eeled forward on toes and el bows, his fur

m m cking the pattern of the tiles; if you were as high as we were and you
knew what to | ook for, you could find hiny the floor would shift alittle as
if sonething noved a lens across it. But if you were down there wal king a
tedious stint |like that guard, you'd nost |likely never see himuntil he had
you.

As Pels got closer, the guard' s nervousness increased. He kept | ooking around,
snappi hg and unsnapping the flap of his holster, pacing jerkily about,

wheel ing and glaring at each whi sper of sound. Pels changed his technique. He
noved and froze, noved and froze, timng his progress to the jitters of the
guard; the

operating range of that stunner was just under two neters so he had to be very
cl ose before he could trigger it and hope to do the job.

Bef ore he went down, Pels got a good |ook at the man. "Fiveworlder," he said.
"Looks like the | ocal bigass has brought some rmuggers home from exile;

suppose he feels safer with gits |like that keeping the crawers off his back."
Squat and powerful, sniffing trouble even if he couldn't see it, the Fiver
swung his head back and forth as if questing for a scent. He was good al
right, I wouldn't want to be the one to take him but he'd never gone up

agai nst an Aurranger Rau in huntnmode. Pels got him going away, |aid himout

i ke butcher's neat.

Adel aar and | sprinted along the ranp that | ed down from our tunnel, noving
like the devils in hell were chasing us. W got the door open and she went to
wor k; she'd spent some tinme over what the EYEs had told her about the system
so she needed about thirty seconds to put a hold on the alarns. Pels and
nosed about. The pl ace | ooked enpty, but we weren't taking chances, we checked
every shadow. There was no one about, no techs or guards, just the interface
ticking over by itself. When we got out front again, Adelaar'd begun the

t edi ous process of switching the instructions of the alarmsystem | could see
it wasn't all that difficult, she was clucking and snorting as she worked,
scorn oozing fromevery pore. Watchi ng her was about as interesting as

wat chi ng grass grow, so | went to help Pels carry the guard inside.

W' d just dropped hi mbehind a bench when the door slanmed open.

"Don't nove."

Pels and | froze; there was a | oad of nenace in that whispery female voice. |
took a chance and turned ny head. Seven nore females in black with knitted

bl ack socks over their faces followed the first through the door, spreading
out so they could keep their weapons on us fromhalf a dozen directions.
Definitely not authorized personnel. The wormhol es were having a busy night.
"Can | straighten up?" | said, as nmldly as | could nmanage. "l'mgetting a
crick in ny back."

The | eader used her free hand to tap twice at her weapon. "The darts these

shoot don't stun," she said, "they kill." The look in her eyes which was all |
could see of her face said don't push it, | like you about as much as a bad
snell. "Three seconds for a man your size. Less for your friend." She thought

that over a nonent. "Probably |less. Keep that in nmind. Get yourself straight.
Sl ow and easy. That's right. Now Both of you. Step over that bench and
flatten your backs against the wall. That's good." She glanced at Adel aar who
hadn't been interested enough to | ook around and see what was happeni ng.
"What ' re you doi ng?"

"Don't bother me," Adel aar snapped; hands briefly stilled, she scow ed over
her shoul der at the speaker. "Unless you want a |oad of trouble |anding on
your necks."

"Tal k as you work."

"No." Adel aar turned back to the board and went on with what she'd been doing.
| didn't like the way that conversation was going. Adel aar had no intention of
bei ng reasonabl e, especially since she was right; what she was doi ng was nore
i nportant than this woman's curiosity. However, | was fairly sure the wonan
woul dn't see it that way. "Un," | said, "I can tell you in general terns
what's going on. She's not playing games with you, you'd better let her



concentrate on what she's doing; it can get touchy, changing the rules on an
al arm system that conpl ex."
The wonan's eyes swi tched back to me. She wasn't |iking me much nore than

before, but she was willing to listen. "Wat do you nean?"
"You cane across some bodi es on your way here?"
"Yes."

"Some of them were guards. You know how t hey check in?"

"We know there's sonething they're supposed to do."

Fool s and drunks, they say Luck | ooks after them nmaybe they should add angry
femal e rebels. Going into a place like this with no preparation ... ah! "Every
twenty sone ninutes they touch a thunbplate

set up along their routes. That tells the Brain there that they're on the job
and where they should be. If a guard doesn't report and all systens | ook
clear, the lid blows off. My friend is changing the rules, making touch and
no-touch equivalent states. In other words, it doesn't matter what a guard
does or doesn't do." | snatched a | ook at Adelaar. "No, |I'mwong, she's done
with that. She's putting together a clear corridor so we can get out clean
once we have what we cane for. Did you use those darts on anyone?"

n W]y?ll

"The ones we knocked out, in an hour or so they'll wake up with a sore head,"

I was tal king quietly, keeping things relatively abstract, trying to cool down
the situation; seemed to ne it was working, so | kept on, "it's been our

experience that guards like them unless they're termnally stupid, when they
find out there's no sign of trouble they keep their nouths shut about going to
sleep on the job. You see, they won't renmenber what hit them the stunner

wi pes out the last few seconds before they go down. Wth you | eaving bodi es
about, that's not going to happen. Shit. Can't be hel ped, | suppose."” | gave
her a grin. "Anyway, it's you and your friends who're going to get the blane
for all this."

"No doubt. Wio are you and why are you here?"

"You' ve been inporting slaves."

"Not me." She nmade the two words sound terminally grim

"Whatever. We're here to collect some of them M friend there, the reason
she's a bit testy, she had her daughter snatched."

"I see." She inspected Adel aar's back. She had very bright eyes, hazel
expressive. Good figure. Athletic. Despite the cow | thought |I'd know her
again if | met her in other clothes and other surroundi ngs. Reminded ne a
little of Shadow. | rel axed; she wasn't going to use that darter unless we
were thicker than usual and forced it on her. She caught ne sniling; she
didn't like that, but she was cool about it. "Clear corridor. Explain."
"Deactivating traps, alarms, scanners, acoustics, nelt-

ers, whatever, so we can scat like our tail's on fire

once we're finished." "Scanners. It was you took themout?" "My furry friend
did. He's good at that kind of

thing. But the techs here, they've probably replaced the burnouts by now, and
maybe soneone has come up with the idea the flare was sabotage, so we don't
have all that much tine. If you' Il just cal mdown and | et us work. " " Seemns
to ne we haven't interfered all that rmuch." Adel aar dug in her pack, brought
out the black box she called her crazyquilt; Pels was watching avidly, the
snoot h black plastic didn't give himmuch to go on, but he was blasting into
his menmory the points where she clanped the | eads; he'd hung over her like a
worried not her when she started tinkering on the EYEs, but she chased him
sayi ng he made her so nervous she was botching the work. Actually, | think she
didn't want himor anyone el se around her when she was using her tools, |ook
at the fuss she made over Kinok's snooping. She had her secrets and neant to
keep t hem

"Maybe we coul d get together on this." | was trying a little basic persuasion,
push but not too hard. "W need information; you want sonething or you

woul dn't be here.”

She thought that over, those bright eyes flicking fromne to Pels and back



t hen she nodded. She didn't put the darter away, she held it |oosely so she
could snap it up if she needed to. "Don't push at ne," she said, a rmuch nore
am abl e tone to her voice. "You say you're here to take sone slaves honme. W
can certainly stand the | oss. Wat's she doi ng now?"

"Cetting past the blocks; when she's through, she'll be | ooking for slave
[ists. Wio's where.”

"Ah. If she can do that, what do you want from ne?"

"Mnd if | nove away fromthe wall, nmy leg's getting cranped.”

"I'f you'll remenber " She flicked the darter at the silent wonen watching
us.

"I hear you." Moving slow and easy, | stepped over the bench and crossed to
Adel aar. "About how | ong?"

She junped, glared at me. Sweat was beaded over her face and there was a wild
| ook in her eyes.

"Del, cool it, will you?" | know that wasn't the nost tactful thing | could
have said; | didn't mean to be tactful; | thought she needed an excuse to bl ow
up, so | gave her one. She cursed ne for half a mnute. | don't know Soncheri

but those words didn't need translation, they sounded |ike a couple of k'yangs
snarling at each other. \Wen she wore out her vocabul ary, she dragged a hand
across her face, gave nme a disgusted | ook and went back to watching the
readout dials on her black box.

| left her to it and anbl ed over to another work station, swung the chair
around and sat straddling it, my arnms crossed over the padded back | ooki ng
cool and friendly. Nothing like a cliche to confort the edgy. "Hanifa," | said
whi ch MEMORY told me was a courteous honorific for an inmportant femme, a good
description for the one facing ne, "m ght be a good idea to send a coupl e of
your peopl e outside, keep watch for rovers looking for trouble. Maybe the tal
one there could put on enough of his uniform™" | jerked a thunb at the
unconsci ous guard, "to suggest he's still on guard. Another idea, ny friend
here is rather good at stal king, you see himtake the guard? Right, then you
know what | mean. You've got us two as hostages for his good behavior, why not
let himhelp with the patrolling? He's an anmiable soul if you don't coo at him
too much. Wonen do, you know, it's the curse of his life."

She surprised me. She laughed full out, a pleasant noise over the faint hum of
the interface and the ticking of the shutdown readouts, rmade nme feel |ike
smling for the first time since she junped us; those other grins and grinaces
were just policy. She waved the tall chunky one over and told her to get to
it, called alittle one who | ooked |Iike she was nade of springsteel and hard
rubber and sent her up into one of the holes to keep watch there and pot
anyone who showed his nose. She gazed thoughtfully at Pels, then nodded and
waved him after the wonen. When he was gone, she set her hands on her hips and
| ooked

me over. "Il understand about her," she nodded at Adel aar, "Wy you?"

"Celt," | said. "It's how |l nake ny living. She hired me and my Crew to help
her find her daughter and on top of that | collect so much a head for every
captive | bring back."

"Crew," she said. "You have a starship."

"I didn't walk here. The lists in there, they're going to say sonmething |like
this person arrived at such and such tinme, he was sold or rented to such and
such an individual living in such and such a town. W need sonmeone to get us
to the right houses. O lay out maps for us."

"That m ght be arranged. W can talk about it next tine we meet. Mdstly he
rents them Odd Pittipat | nmean." She scratched at her chin with the barrel of
the darter, stopped that when the front sight snagged in the knitted cloth
that covered the bottom half of her face. "You noticed the Warnmaster."

"Hard to miss."

"What do you know about ships |like that?"

"It's big. If it set down here, it'd grind this city to dust and just about
enpty the lake. When it has its full conplenment on board, it carries six or
seven thousand, which includes crew, support personnel and strike force. You



have any idea how many men your Pittipat keeps up there?"

She nade a soft angry sound. "Not nine." She tapped the darter against her hip
and went back to watching Adelaar. After a minute she said, "I don't know
Maybe she can get the Brain to tell us.™

| took a | ook at what Adel aar was doi ng. "Wen she has a nonent free
shouldn't be long now, I'll see what she can turn up."

"How much to take us up there?"

"More than you or a dozen |ike you could afford.”

"You don't know what | can afford.”

"Maybe not, but you don't know how nervous that thing makes ne."

"Bol odo takes pay in rosepearls. Qther things too, but nostly them Have you
seen rosepearl| s?"

That straightened me up and got me interested.

Adel aar had mentioned the profits fromthe slaving, but she hadn't gone into

details. | still wasn't willing to risk Slancy in sonething so close to a
sacrifice mssion, but if that Warmaster were seriously undermanned which |
suspected fromthe way it acted, hmm it was an interesting thought. "I've
seen a few, didn't know where they came from" | kept ny voice easy,

noncommittal, but | don't think I fooled her nuch; she could snell a deal, but
she was smart enough not to push it. "Let me find out what the Brain says,"
told her. "I don't consider suicide an acceptable option."

“Nor |."

Adel aar started diggi ng through her pack again; apparently she was in solid,
because she brought out the duper and began attaching it to the black box.
After the marrying was done and the run started, she went a little |inp,
scrubbed at her face with her sleeve and swng her chair around to face ne;
she I ooked a bit |ike she'd been having great sex with an inventive group
tired but with a kind of glowto her. "She's a slow bitch," she said, "it'l
take maybe twenty minutes to get it all. Aslan first, then I'mpulling
everyt hing she's got about Bol odo. Wien we get back, those skells won't know
what hit them"

"You think you could dig out what's in there on the Warmaster?"

"Expl ai n. "

She listened while | sketched the Hanifa's proposition. Not quite a
proposition yet, but a suggestion that we m ght work out sonme sort of
accommodation. | could see the spark of interest in her when | nentioned
rosepearls. It looked a ot like mne. She listened without saying anything
and after | finished, sat staring at the floor for several mnutes. Finally
she | ooked up. "Aslan first." The words hadn't nuch force behind them She'd
spent time, sweat and a lot of her gelt to reclaimher daughter, but teasing a
profit out of her pain was so seductive a thought it al nost obscured her
origi nal purpose.

"Agreed," | said, "that's in the contract."

"W need to nmake sure we've got legs for getting out of here.”

"Right. Slancy's ny inconme, |I'mnot hazarding her; you know how hard it is to
get hold of a good ship. The tug's different. We could pick up another |ike
her in a couple of nonths.” | gave the Hanifa a hal f-grin, naking sure she
felt she was in the gane; whether this happened or not, | wanted her kept
sweet. Wth rosepearls in the pot, | was definitely com ng back here once this

busi ness was finished. "Just |ooking won't hurt."

"Uh-huh. | think we've had this chat before."

"I hear. Crew and ne, we run on equal shares once Slancy's serviced."
"Fi ve shares?"

"Four. Kinok/Kahat count as one. Five with you. One tine."

"Done. "

| shifted to the Hanifa. "If the brain says it's doable, we'll do it, say you
and | agree on ternms." | gave her the grin again. "Anything else you' d like to
buy~?"

She thought that over a minute. "I need to talk to nmy people.”

| checked nmy chron. "Plenty of time. The dupe run has to finish before ny



friend can pull the Warnaster stats."

Adel aar watched the woman gat her her raiders together and start whispering at
them "Until a year and a half ago, local, a little over two years std., Aslan
was here. Right here, inside these walls."

"What happened?"

"She di sappeared. Ran. There's sone nore, but | haven't tried reading it yet."
| nodded at the confa group. "Maybe one of them knows."

She pushed absently at her hair, her face gone bl ank, her eyes narrowed. |
hadn't a clue what she was thinking. "Not here," she said finally.

"Mrf, maybe you better explain that some nore."

"This is no place to twi st answers out of anyone, too many ways we can get
dunped on; besides, |I left my kit behind, didn't think I'd need it."

"Twi st answers? That's not too swift an idea."

"Rosepearls. "

"I can see their shine in your eyes too."

She nmanaged a thin smle. "I won't dispute that. You think you can trust

t hen®?"

"Not half. Fanatics. They'll do whatever they want to do and hell with any
contract.” | yawned. It was getting |later by the breath and | was tired. And

was getting nervous, stuck in this hole, waiting for the locals to pour on the
troops. "Whatever they cone up with, you keep hold of the data until they
provide the pearls."

"W agree on that nuch anyway."

"Listen, say we lift themup there, if they can take that nonster out, it'll
make getting away clean a |lot easier. And getting back in. Look, Del, we've
got the inside track with these people, an exclusive as |long as we can keep
the location quiet."

"That won't be long if your ganble pays off."

He shrugged. "One or two trips for ne, but Adelaris could have a | onghaul
mar ket here."”

"Gray or black?"

"Does that matter? Lets you hi ke your prices.”

"I don't know enough about this place. "

The Hani fa came back. "The clear corridor," she said, eyes hard on Adel aar
"Can you leave it and hide what you've done?"

Adel aar ran her tongue over her lips. "Probably. The wards they're using

aren't all that sophisticated. I'll have to put the alarns right before we
| eave, but. " She frowned at the woman, | could see she was thinking keep
it sinple, you don't want to irritate this one. "I can loop a path out of the

guard circuits and pinch off access. Un it mght be better to set up severa
corridors, make them operative on different days, um switch fromone to
another in, say, a seven-day rotation. They'll be harder to spot that way.
Safer for your people, they won't be conming over in the sane place sanme tine
every tine."

The Hanifa's eyes glittered, but she controlled her excitenent and gave a
short sharp nod. "Can you find the files on suspect Hordar? Perhaps the Sech's
pl ans for dealing with thenf"

"I can take a | ook. Some of that m ght be stored in |local branches."

"There aren't any. This is the only mainBrain on Tairanna."

"Your Pittipat doesn't like to share his power?"

"No." She didn't object to the your this time, too much into getting what
she'd come for to worry about little things like that. "W want those files."
"Right. | can also erase them if you want. Turning themover is nore
conpl i cated unl ess your equi pnent can mate to mine."

"You can fix that."

"Probably. Not here." Adel aar had rel axed all over; she was back in her
personal groove, selling her services. "Not for free either. Make me an
offer.”

The Hanifa noved her feet apart, set her hands on her hips and prepared to
fight. "For your work and the files, five creanpink, ten to eighteen grains.”



"Seven corridors, files out and erased, eight midrose, twenty grain mninm
for ny tine, one of your creanpinks."

"Seven corridors, two midrose; for the files, we'll have to see themto rate
them guarantee of one mdrose, for erasing them one creanpi nk, bonus points
negoti ated according to how much is in the files; your work, one creanpink

Ei ghteen to twenty grains."

They went back and forth for several nmore minutes until they settled on a
price that pleased both; by that time the dupe run had finished and Adel aar
settled to work pulling the Warmaster stats, dunping themin the duper and at
the sane tinme flashing themon a readout so | could | ook them over and get an
idea if a sneakraid was doable. Wile she was busy with this last, the tal

| ocal cane inside, murmured something to her | eader and went out again.

The Hanifa came over to me and stood watching the stats run past; Adel aar was
into schematics now, |ine drawi ngs of ship segnents. "A guard cane nosing
about," she said after a monment. "Your friend stunned him He said to tell you
it was part of the standard rover pattern, he was expecting the man, it
doesn't | ook |ike anyone is exercised about the scanners going out, the guard
was normal -alert, not hyper."

"I hear you." | checked nmy chron again; seened

like we'd been down here a year or two, but it was just over an hour. "There's
a shift change coming up in a little while. W'd better be gone by then."
"You seemto know a | ot about what happens here."

"I"'ma cautious man, Hanifa. | like to know what |'m stepping in."

" How?"

"Cbservation and experience."

"Cbservation?"

"El ectronic surrogates."

"You recorded what they told you?"

"I''ma cautious nman, Hanifa."

"WIlling to sell it?"

"Not worth rmuch. Once top security here wakes up to what happened, there'll be
changes. Tell you what, I'Il throw that into the pot with your suspect files,
alittle sweetener.”

"\Why 2"

"Call it good will. Now that | know about you and what you've got to offer, |
pl an to be back, do some trading for this and that."

"Rosepearl s. "

"Naturally. And whatever else seens worth the trip."

She gave ne an odd | ook and noved off. Like she hadn't thought through what it
meant, us being there. Not until now. There was a big wild universe out there
and she didn't know how she felt about linking up with it. Maybe a touch of
pani c.

| pulled my mind back to what was happening on the screen in front of ne. It
was | ooki ng good. Total conplenent was around two hundred and nore than half
of those were support and services, whores, cooks, valets, you nane it,
everything you needed to keep three score techs, sech snoops and guards happy
in their isolation. No wonder they didn't notice us, they wouldn't have
noticed a grenade in their laps, to quote one of Pels' favorite expressions.
Way favorite | haven't a notion, some kink in his psyche | suppose. Mst of
the ship was nothballed. My palns were starting to itch. Cunpla doonp,

want ed that ship. There was no way | could afford her, the fuel bills al one
woul d be enough to bankrupt a small enpire, but taking it would

be so easy. For a minute | indulged in fantasies of charging across the

uni verse with the power of a god under ny hands, then | shook myself back to
reality. Probably wasn't enough fuel in her tanks to get her across the
system let alone to the nearest fuel dunp.

| still didn't like the thought of trying to nose up to that whale without it
noticing me. HmMm The guards were rotated every hal f-year |ocal, that nmeant we
coul d probably pick up someone who'd been up there recently and knew t he
drill. The screen blanked. | |ooked around.



"That's it," Adel aar said. "How | ong have | got?"

"Shift change ninety-five mnutes. Pels got a guard, but he says there's no
fuss yet. Don't dawdl e over anything you can double-clik."

"Even doubling, it's going to take the better part of an hour to finish and
that's saying | don't screw up sonewhere and have to start over."

"I hear." | slid out of the chair. "Don't push it, 1'll see what | can do
about arranging a neet with our client so we can get paid for this."

"You do that." She bent over the eviscerated termnal, forgetting ne and
everyt hing el se but what she was doing.

I went to punp the Hanifa and her women for everything | could get about the
| ocal setup.

"Ondar." A hissing whisper. The Hanifa sprang to her feet as the tall one

| eaned in the door. "The fuzzy says he hears lots of nen coming toward us and
he's going to see about slow ng themup, but you should be ready to nove."

| sat where | was, wondering what the Hanifa would do about this. | thought
it'd likely be something with flair, she was that kind of |eader

She noved quickly to Adel aar. "\Were are you?"

"Covering ny tracks."

"How much | onger ?"

"Five minutes before | can leave the Brain on its own to finish the job."
"How much of it can we destroy wi thout negating what you've done?"

"Wirri ed about them wondering what you' ve been doing? Don't. 1've laid in
clues that will tell themyou pulled the suspect files; that gives you a
reason enough for being here so they won't [ ook all that hard in other
directions. They won't find the | oops, not w thout sonme rather esoteric, well,

call it logic. Even I'd have troubl e undoing what |I've done."

The Hani fa exam ned Adel aar, then me, her jawline hard through the silky knit
of the cow. "Do you need backup to get you out of here?"

"No. Do you?"

"No." She hesitated. "In case |'mnot able to nmeet you, soneone else will be
there. Hordar for sure, could be a man or a wonan. He or she'll say . . ." She

| ooked around, renenbering suddenly that there mght be ears tuned to this

pl ace that hadn't been there before.

"Don't bother yourself about snoops. Can't happen. Del has bl ocked access to
the interface.”

"I hear. Still, um... he or she will show you this." She jerked up the

shoul der drape on her cow, pulled a nmedallion on a chain fromunder her black
shirt. She let me | ook at both sides, then tucked it away again. It was an
oval of dark bronze, with an odd bunpy pod on one side and a conplicated
doubl e gl yph on the other. Nice piece. "We're going to | eave," she said.
"Before we're trapped in here." She swung back to Adel aar. "What about the

scanner s?"
"They're down again, | sent an oversurge through. Wen they try to fix them
the techs will find I've cut themoff conpletely fromthe mainBrain. The Sech

won't be able to get themfunctioning again until he regains control of the
interface." Adel aar was | ooking smugly pleased with herself and so she shoul d,
but there was a condescension in her voice which the Hanifa wasn't
appreciating. "If your transport can't reach you before they get organi zed up
top, you might head for the | akeside wall, either go over it or cut through
one of the gates there. Don't worry about alarnms. The nelters? The west wall
is off the firing circuits for the next two hours. |'ve set up some snhares

the techs will find, um interesting. Avoiding themw |l cost time. If you can
reach your pilot, let her know that." She paused and the Hanifa started to
turn away. "One noment nore. After you get |oose fromhere, you' ve got a free

run for a while. 1've fiddl ed sonething el se, blocked all contact with the
Warmaster. | can't shut her out permanently, there are too many possibilities
for reinstating the Iink. As soon as the Sech reaches her, he'll have her

scanners | ooking for you. Be careful they don't get a focus on you, they'l
fry you. Once they get a lock, they can track a flea on a dog's back even if



the man operating themhas |less brain than that flea. It's not quite as bad as
it sounds, when the power is ratcheted that high, the field is very narrow, so
if you can get under cover before they do the first coarse scan, you should be
saf e enough. Questions? No? That's it, then. Luck kiss you sweet, eh?"

"CGod's bl essings, Akilla yabass."

["lIl give our Hanifa this, she wasn't stingy with her gratitude; she didn't
even seemto be swall owi ng hard when she call ed our Adel aar a wel cone stranger
and w sewoman.

"Nada." Adel aar went back to work. Wth a small arny about to | and on us, she
wasn't wasting nmore tine on chat.

The Hani fa rounded up her wonen with an inperious sweep of her arm and took
themoutside. | unlimbered the launchtube, fed it a clip and foll owed her

One of the raiders was nore squarely built than the others, with broad

shoul ders and heavy arns; she'd been |ugging around a powerful crossbow which
I'd wondered about, it seemed a clunsy thing on a jaunt like this. Now she
loaded it with a four-point grapple and ained it upward at one of the w ndows.
Qur Hanifa was a lady with flair, no scranbling through ratholes for her. The
worman | oosed the bolt and it rose through a graceful arc, going up and up

four levels up, until it crashed through the glass and | ooped down out si de,
carrying a thin, knotted rope with it. A hard tug set the hooks, two of the
raiders went at the rope like it led to the prom sed | and and started swarm ng
up it. The shooter slapped a second ropebolt in the

slot, hit the next wi ndow over, slapped in a third, put it through the third
wi ndow, whap, whap, whap, steady as a netronome. She thrust her armthrough
the bow s carrystrap and ran at the last rope. The Hanifa sketched a salute in
my direction. "I'Il leave this one for you." She started clinbing

Pel s canme scooting down the ranp, back in hunt-node, little nore than a ripple
across the stone. "On ny tail," he yelled, his whoop filling the chanber with
echoes. He'd been ranbling around that naze interfering with the arrangenents
of the guardforce and he'd won us the extra few m nutes that | et the wonen get
a good start up the ropes.

| put a couple of darts into the tunnel opening and bl ew down enough rubble to
close it off. | started plinking the other exits, one by one, blow ng out
their sides and ceiling; things got touchy after I'd done five of them the
roof started groaning and shifting, it was an open question whether it'd cone
down on us before | finished sealing off the inlets. There was a | ot of

yel ling and cursing coning through the noise of the falling stone and sonmeone
in one of the tunnels managed to get off sonme heatseeker missiles, but Pels
knocked t hose down before they got anywhere.

Adel aar cane out. "Peculiar, Quale, | didn't believe it till I ran it twce,
the Warmaster's mainBrain is slaved to this one. | set a passive tap, one

can juice fromthe tug, tell you later." She eyed the billow pouf of dust

wi th disfavor. "How do we get out of here?"

"The Hanifa left us a rope." | pointed to it and swallowed a grin. She'd opted
out of sonme of the |ast-phase planning, too inpatient to sit through another
bul I shit session, so she didn't know the energency bolt hole we'd conme up
wi t h.

"How nice. |'m supposed to go up that thing with this | oad?"

"Nope, we're taking Pittipat's private route. Pels?"

"Al'l clear, just dust and cobwebs. All praise to paranoia." Pels came from
behi nd the throne, grinning and brushing at his ruffled not-fur

The hole was a stupid breach in security; when we saw it the first time, we

t hought it had to be sone kind

of subtle trap. Kumari flaked that part of the EYEfeed and went over it cel

by cell, tracing out every branch. Al she found was dust and dark

Pels tripped the I ock on the panel, circled around us and |l ed us up a wornhol e
that was barely wi de enough to clear our elbows and so |ow | was al nost bent
in half. It split and split again, but the direction sense he was born with
and the practice he got as a scruffy cub scatting about his native subterras
kept himon course. You couldn't |ose himanywhere underground.



W fetched up at the theater close to where we started, energing through the
back wall of the Inper-atorial box. The tiers of seats were groaning and
shivering as they would at the tail end of an earthquake and the flags in the
wel | shifted under our feet, but the theater wasn't going to collapse; there
was a |l ot of hoohaw in the gardens outside it, parachute flares bursting over
us, spotlights stabbing through fog that was even thicker than it'd been when
we cane in, yowing cats and how i ng men rushi ng about, god knows what they

t hought they were doing. Nothing nuch in here with us, just one guard and his
brace of cats. He tried potting ne, but | suppose | wasn't nuch nore than a
nmovi ng bl ot, because he didn't conme close; that's the problemw th pellet
guns, when you m ss you niss conpletely.

| got himwith the stunner and Pels took care of the cats. W swung onto the
stage. | was worried about the miniskips, briefly afraid the cats had sniffed
them out, but they were where we left them the only problemwas they were
slinmy with condensation. W strapped ourselves onto the belly pads and took
of f for the canyon

| was tired enough to sleep a week and | suspected the others were about the
same, though Adel aar woul d never admit it and Pels hid everything under his
fur. On second thought, maybe he was just getting unlimbered and was sorry
the fight was over, it wasn't often he had a workout that used hi mup. Not
that this skirm sh had. W were going to lay up at the canyon for a few days,
| et things cool down and the Warnaster go back to sleep before we left for
base. | spent a

m nute or so thinking about the Hanifa and several nore ninutes savoring the
menories | had of rosepearls and the taste of all that lovely gratitude that
was going to grease the way when | came back to open this market. The rest of
the trip | drowsed, letting the mniskip fly herself.

In W ndski mer/slipping away fromthe swirling swarm of hornets at the

i nperatoriai Palace/ over Lake CGol ga/storm breaking about them

The airship plunged south through what felt |like the heart of the storm
though it wasn't quite. Everything Karrel Goza knew about flying said get out
of there, but he stayed over the lake in spite of the danger so he could

m nim ze the chance sonmeone woul d hear the notors and tal k about it. From what
he saw when he dipped to the jetty and dropped the | adders for El mas and the
others, there was going to be trouble for anyone the G and Sech found

somepl ace they had no business being. He didn't want to drag a trail to Inci.
Li ght ni ng crackl ed around t hem

He' d had the cuuxtwok on this far, afraid the techs would get the Pal ace
scanners working again, but there'd been no pulse wigglers slipping along its
surface so they hadn't done it yet; he shut the field off, he didn't know its
properties, but he thought it mght attract a strike. Wndskimrer didn't have
sufficient lift to rise clear of the stornm she was taking enough of a beating
wi t hout the threat of being crisped by Iightning.

Turbulent aircurrents battered at them even worse, there were sudden pockets
that dropped theminto sheeted rain which pounded on them and drove them
toward the icy water invisible belowthem

Karrel Goza's body was battered and bruised fromthe restraining straps; he'd
jamred his fingers repeatedly as he fought to keep Skimrer upright; one nai
had a deep tear. The panel in front of himjerked and vi brated, inpossible to
read anything on it, he was working fromfeel and nenory, blessing the
Prophet's

benevol ence for giving himso much flying time in this airship that he knew
her like he knew his own body. Dimly he was aware of the isyas squealing as
they were flung fromside to side; even when they tried to hang onto the

weat herstraps, the yawing lurches sent themrolling into each other. El mas

O ka was cursing in spasnms as she tried to get control of her chair; fromthe
corner of his eye he saw enough to realize the brake had snapped and the chair
was wobbling and swinging erratically; it could come | oose and do someone
serious injury if he couldn't get this lunbering yunk to clinb higher



Al'l things end.

Two hours later the airship beat through the fringes of the stormand settled
into a steady drone. Karrel CGoza clicked on the autopilot and went linp with
relief. He turned his head.

A trickle of blood at the corner of her nouth, Elmas Ofka was struggling to
sit up. Holding the chair steady with her shoul der, Harli Tanggar crouched
besi de her working at the jamed cl anps on the re-strainers.

Lirrit Ofka canme and | eaned on the back of his chair, her breath warm agai nst
his ear. "There were timnes. "

"There were." He clicked off the straps, began sucking at his torn finger. He
wat ched Harli wipe Elmas Ofka's face and tip sone visk into her nouth froma
pouchfl ask. He tilted his head back, smled up at Lirrit. "You got one of

t hose?"

She | aughed and passed hi m her flask

The thick, sour drink ran down his throat and warnmed sone of the soreness and
fatigue from his aching body. He snapped the Iid down on the | eather covered
bottle and returned it to her. "Wat happened back there?"

"You renenber those things that went past us?"

"Aliens?"

"Qutside aliens. Wiere the slave ships come from"

" Uh. "

"They were after the mainBrain too. One of them | ost her daughter, she's here
to get her back."

"You tal ked to then®"

"Tal ked and tal ked. There was tine for it."

She was al nbost gl owi ng she was so excited, she was teasing himw th it, making
hi m ask. He caught one of her hands, put her finger in his nmouth and bit down
on it. She giggled and pulled his hair.

"So tell me," he said.

"W are going to take the Warnaster. W are, are, are.”

" How?"

"Elli didit. She hired them Rosepearls, Kar. They've got a ship, they'l
ferry us up and get us in." She pressed her forefinger against his cheek
"One's a man, big man, if | danced with himlI'd bang ny nose on his

bel t buckl e. He did the bargaining.” Mddle finger. "There's the woman; she

pl ays tunes on that Brain like Jirsy does on her shal." Her breath tickled his
ear as she laughed in little soundl ess gasps. "She doesn't know it, Elli
didn't tell her, but her daughter's living at the nmines. You ve met her, the
one called Aslan. The teacher. W're keeping her as a kind of hostage, ElI
doesn't trust themmuch."” Third finger. "There's the cutest little furry

bei ng." She reached over his shoulder and flattened her hand on his stomach,
bel ow the spring of his ribs. He'd cone about here on you." She brought the
hand back to his shoul der, began kneadi ng the hard tense muscles there. "You
ought to see him Kar. Big brown eyes, the softest sweetest fur, makes you
want to pick himup and cuddle him" Her hands stilled for a noment. "Except
it isn't really fur. When he wants, it changes color . . . and everything, so
you just can't see him He went across a floor like he was part of it and
whap! the guard was down and out, didn't see a thing."

"Doesn't sound very cuddly."

"They're going to neet us on Gerbek Island nine days on, you can see what |
nmean then."

He grunted, saw El mas Ofka watching them "You don't trust them"

"It's not a question of trust. Geed, young Kar." Her mouth noved into a
twisted grin. "G eed. W'll give themenough this tine to nmake them hungry for
nore. They won't be so apt to cut us down if they plan

on com ng back. And there's always the daughter." She frowned. "We're not | ost
anynore, Kar." She sounded troubled and uncertain, not at all the Dalliss

El mas Ofka who wal ked in power, unfettered and formi dable. "That nan and his
crew are just the first wave. There's going to be a lot nmore |Iike himbefore
we' re dead and gone/ born and back. | don't know how anything's going to turn



out any nmore. | used to know. " She closed her eyes, started to | ean back but
changed her m nd when the chair started to wobble. "Atch! Even this." She

sl apped at the chair arm "Everything' s bound to change. Tidal wave of change.
How am | going to ride it, Kar? How are any of us going to keep from being
drowned in it?"

He stared at the knotty darkness rushing past outside. Not |ost any | onger
Peopl e knowi ng about us. Qutsiders com ng here. Changing us. Changing
everything. It was |ike standing naked on the Speaker's Mnaret with a nob
muttering in the Crcle below He shivered, then winced as his bruises stung
him Lirrit Ofka nmuttered something he didn't catch, her hands were warm on
hi s shoul ders, working nore of the tension out of him "Was Lirrit right? Are
they going to ferry us to the Warmaster?"

"Yes."

"So, what do we do when we get there?"

"What do you think?"

"Take it, | suppose. Sonehow. "

"According to the Brain there's only a handful of techs, a few Huvveds to run
things and a squad of Noses to keep themall honest. The rest are support. Two
hundred, counting whores."

"Take a big hand to close round two hundred."

"Shifts, Kar. Like the retting shed where you' re working now. One third on
duty, one third playing, one third sl eeping. None of them expecting trouble.

A. score of us could take her. | could lay ny hands on twice that many in | ess
than a week."

He nodded. "I know. Them at the m ne, Janber Fausse's raiders, the Dalliss
web. G ve you two weeks and you'd have a hundred or more. Thingis . . ." he
snoot hed his thumb over and over the torn nail, "who

can you trust once they're up there?" He scowl ed at her. "And what are we
going to do with that horror once we've got it?"

"I know." She sighed, shook her head. "If it weren't so pathetic, it'd be
funny. We can't kick Pittipat out if we don't take the ship. So we have to
take the ship. But we can't operate her and we can't trust anyone who can
operate her because they'd take her away fromus and we'd be worse of f than we
are now. And we can't stay put and hold her because we don't know how to work
t he defenses so any rockbrain bitbit who's been up there and knows how to push
a button could take her fromus. And we can't tell the aliens thanks but some
other time when we know what we're doing because the next clutch of visitors
m ght be types that'd make a Huvved Torturegeek | ook |like a nursery nana."
Karrel Goza leaned into Lirrit's hands, conforted by her strong fingers.
"We've tal ked a | ot about taking the ship, but whoever expected us to do it?"
After a noment's heavy silence, he said, "Wat about N Ceegh? Fromwhat | saw,
all he wants is to get back to his workshop."

"He does now, but what would happen if he had all that power in his hands?

That changes everything, Kar. Tell you true, | wouldn't trust me with that
ship if I knew how to work her. Wuld you? Trust yourself, | mean?"
He didn't try answering her; he didn't have to. "If there was sone way we

could get rid of her
"We've got a nmonth to think of something, the man said he wouldn't take us up
until he finished collecting the folk he's cone for. Kar. "

"Yeh?"

"Don't tell anyone about this. Not yet."

"Ceres Duvvar and sone of ny cousins know about the raid. If | don't give them
something, it'll be worse than kicking over a karints nest; we'll have them
swar nm ng about us trying to find out what happened."

"Mm" She stared past him fingertips tracing a nmermscar. "Tell themthis,

the female alien pulled all the suspect files fromthe mainBrain, then she

wi ped
t hem out of Menory so whatever the Grand Sech doesn't have as hard copy is
gone. She's printing the files for us so we'll know how much he knows and what

he suspects. And she's set up sone safe corridors into the Pal ace, we'll be



getting the stats for those and passing themon to whoever's interested. That
ought to satisfy anyone who cares to ask. Wat time is it? The board cl ock has
quit on us." She frowned. "And where are we?"

"We've got around an hour till dawn. The stormslowed us a |lot, we haven't
reached North Bayshore yet."

"W can't nake the m nes before sunup?"

"No way. We'll have to find someplace to lay up. Unless you want to risk day
flying."

"Too dangerous. If we ran straight east for an hour, where'd we cone out?"
"Can't go straight east. Skimrer can't go head on against the wind out there,
it's blowing a gale still." He tapped the glass over the fuel readout. "Look
at this. Even beating to the southeast, we'll be running on funmes in the
energency tank before we have | and under us. We'll have to | eave her anchored
somewhere until we can pack in fuel. Wiy not let the wind take us to the west
shor e?"

"That's Daz Miusved, the Fehdaz there has a strangle hold on his people. |
don't dare show ny face anywhere around. Renenber the price on ny head?
Besides, the land is too open close to the coast, we couldn't hide Skinmer and
hope to get her back. And we need her."

"What's all this about hiding her? Wy can't we just find a spot where people
don't go and anchor her?"

"Because once the Grand Sech strips the bl ocks the wonan set in the Brain,
he'll order the Warmaster to scan the country around G lisim She warned ne

t hat woul d happen, that we'd better go to ground as soon as we could. If we
can tuck her out of sight, there won't be anything for the scanners to see.
That reminds nme, they'll probably rake through places like the nmine. Jirsy."
" Unp"

"You' ve got kin round the north end of the Bay, haven't you? In Daz Kanat h?"
"I"ve got sone Peltic-Indiz cousins living at Kuntepe Cove. You know where
that is, Kar?"

"Close to where the Incis drop down to the sea, isn't it? | took a girl there
for a daysail the week before | was adulted. | think it was Kuntepe."

"Right. Wiy, EIi?"

"I want you to get to a comwhere you can send a warning to Ansla Civa at the
m ne so she can spread the news to keep their heads down. Can you do that?"
"Sure. Kar, put me down near the point, 1'Il walk round to the House. They'l
take me in and ask no questions." She was a tiny thing with a face like a
seal pup, and when she grinned her eyes al nbst di sappeared. "They' ve been
stilling teshfire on the sly since Settletinmes and no Fehdaz or any of his
Noses has ever caught themat it or anything else they feel |ike doing and no
stinking bitbit's about to do that now "

"Good. WII your cousins help you get back to gul Inci?"

"Ch yes, one of these days |'m probably going to marry Inro Peltic. And even
if that wasn't so, none of themdown to little Emin who's just starting to
tal k woul d say anything to any outsiders, Huvved or Hordar doesn't matter."

"Well, tell themwhat you have to, Jir, and warn themto keep close to hone.
If you can avoid it, nothing about the Warmaster."
"El'li, no no. It's true this tine, what they don't know won't hurt them

Telling themthat could hurt a lot."

"I see." Elmas Oka fell silent for a nmoment, tracing over and over the merm
scars on her arm she was thinking hard. "Kar, you said hide hunting?"
"Derrigee Bol's paying two to five alvs for erkelte hides. Wien | nessed up ny

hand, CGoza Omar said go and don't cone back till you've wal ked the maggos out
of your belly; if | could bring back a hide or two, that'd be froth on the
beer, but she didn't expect it. | could stay out another week, no problem"”
"Good. It'lIl take at least that |l ong to get Skinmer

refuel ed and fl own hone." Her mouth twitched into a half-smle. "Maybe you'l

cone across an erkelte and get your hide while we're walking to the mne." She
| ooked down at her hands. "We'll have to expel the ballonets and let the w nd
carry themoff, collapse the bag so we can get it and the gondol a under cover.



Kar, if you can nurse her that far, take her up the K tep. The closer we hide
her to a waterway, the easier it'll be to resupply her."

"Depends on the wind. And a favor fromthe Prophet wouldn't hurt."

"Do the best you can."

"Don't | always? Find another place to sit before I swing round. This could
get rough." He reached for the restrainers, clicked the catches shut, w ncing
as the straps pressed against his bruises. He waited until Lirrit and El mas
were settled, then he began easing the nose around, heading toward the
northeast bend of the Bay and the Inci Hlls.

8 months std. after Adelaar aici Arash hired Swardheid Quale and his crew.

Asl an as fugitive, living at the M nes.

The flarescreen spread across the wall inside the old snelter. Mst of the
snelter's machi nery had been sal vaged for scrap when the m ne shut down; the
building itself was in fair shape, its brick walls were nassive, its tiled
concrete roof cracked but otherw se intact. A year ago, when Parnal ee's
Spectacl es had first appeared and were beginning to attract a considerable
audi ence, sone of the middlers among the Hordar exiles had plastered the walls
and ceiling inside and pasted yosstarp over the plaster to make the huge room
I i ght proof, others had picked up a conset in the course of a raid on a Raz
strongroomand installed it here with a sunlight pickup and storage cells as
its power source. The floor was littered with cushions and mats |eft here

per manently because the Snelter had becone one of the favored neeting places
for the younger exiles, a conbination Tavern and Dance Fl oor and ShowCent er
the greater part of the rebels and the outcasts were |ate middlers and young
adults, fourteen through thirty-five, Hordar at their nost energetic and
prideful, nmale and fenmale in nearly equal nunbers; they came fromevery part
of settled Tairanna, fromthe Duzzul kas, fromthe Sea Farns, fromthe east
coast, west coast, south coast Littorals, even some up from Guneywhi yk the
Sout h Continent, desperate enough to chase a whisper; life on Guneywhi yk was
even nore constricted than it was here in the North.

Three days after Elmas Ofka took her isyas to raid the Pal ace, Aslan strolled
into the Smelter and settled

on a cushion in one of the corners, apart fromthe others. Like nost of the
escaped slaves she lived in am able contiguity with the rebel Hordar, but this
tol erance was a policy based on the needs of the rebels, not real acceptance;
she had to be careful to avoid triggering the xenophobe that |lay not so far
beneat h every Hordar skin. It was dark out, supper was over and the cleanup
finished; this was the hour when Hordar in the cities went to the Dance Floors
or into the Taverns, when parties began and |lovers junped the walls to neet in
delicious secrecy. It was the eve of GQun Peygam the Day of the Prophet, the
one day in seven the Kuzeywhi yker Pradites set aside for rest and neditation
The eve of Gun Peygam was the day Parnal ee chose for his weekly broadcasts.

Asl an tw sted open the flask of tea she'd brought, filled the |lidcup and sat
wi th her back against the wall, sipping tea and watching the screen as the
war ni ng eye appeared, then dissolved into a play of color. The rebels were
drifting in, exchanging scrip for drinks and food fromthe bar at one side,
wanderi ng about until they found a group they felt like joining or an enpty
mat where they could nake their own group. Because they cane fromdifferent

pl aces there were frictions, lots of frictions, clawfights and fist fights,
hurt feelings and hurt bodies, but their joint hatred of the Huvved hel ped
snoot h down the worst |unps and gradually these Hordar from everywhere were
begi nning to think of thenselves as Tairannin rather than Incers or Brindarin
or whatever. At the request of the Council that was attenpting to govern this
pat chwork settlenent, Aslan had devised several strategies for diffusing
hostility; these seemed to be working well enough to keep the ever-increasing
popul ation at the Mnes fromflying into fragments.

The color flow took on shape and definition, changing into a swirl of nale and
femal e dancers filling the screen with expl osive novenment tined to a music
nore guessed at than heard. Parnal ee was using her data here as he would | ater



on, as he did in every show, ignhoring the distortions she'd tried to

i ntroduce, perhaps they were cancel ed out by what Churri brought

him it didn't matter, it'd taken her less than a nmonth to recogni ze the
futility of her attenpts to buy noral absolution w thout giving up her
confortable life, wthout facing and accepting the danger inplicit in
chal | engi ng the doni nance of the Huvved; having recogni zed that weaselthink
she went missing fromgul Inci when Tra Yarta sent her spying there. Her data,
yes. It told himthat Tairannin never settled i mediately to anything other
than work, they circled, approached and shied away, as if they were sniffing
at each other and the air around them as if they had to get the feel of place
and people before they could settle to enjoying thensel ves; he was programing
spect acul ar dance sequences at the begi nning of each show so he could snag the
eye and draw in the peripatetic viewer before the serious business of drama
began.

Churri showed up at the M nes about six nmonths after she went down the slide.
One day in early spring when rain was turning the world to nud and the
honeyconb i nside the nountain was sweati ng and dank, he cane strolling into

t he stubby shaft where she and Xall oor were living, grinned at her and went
out again. He usually joined themat the Snelter when Parnal ee's Spectacles
were on, watching the shows with a contagious glee as he ran a whi spered
commentary on the strings the Proggerdi was pulling. He wasn't here now, he
and Xal | oor and her group were having a prol onged argunment over their |atest
script, that's what the note said that Xalloor sent round to her before
dinner. If they managed to work things out before the Spectacle was over,
they'd join her. She wasn't expecting them Conflict was foreplay for the Bard
her father, probably that was what attracted himto her nother, Adelaar's
fierce and instant attack on anything that tried to control her. He'd quickly
lost interest in Aslan; his daughter wasn't the kind of woman he adnmired and
there were no shared nenories of her childhood to reinforce the bio-tie; the
accidental fact of their relationship went back to being a thing of no

i nportance to either. At least, that was the face she put on for him She was
t oo experienced an observer to place any pressure on the fragile bond that
still

exi sted between them but his indifference hurt her badly. There were tines
she woke before dawn and lay on the crude pallet unable to sleep, caught jn
what she call ed the deadash grays, asking why she kept on living and finding
no answer.

The dancers nelted again to streaners of |ight that wove a garland about a
smal | dark man holding a stringed instrunment |like a cross between a lute and a
lyre. The rebels greeted his appearance with whistles and thunbsnapping, his
nane went skittering about the Snelter |ike the gane ball at an ogatarka
match, Murrebai, Mirrebai, Mirrebai, then the roomstilled to a silence so
intense it seemed nobody breathed as he began to play a sinple plaintive tune;
he finished the tune and began repeating it but sonmewhere in the mddle his
agile fingers and his agile brain took hold of it and twisted it up down
around . . . and brought it back to a sinmplicity no | onger naive, having
passed through conplexity as through fire and cone out stripped clean and

i mensely strong. He allowed themno time to recover but began a cheerful old
child song. The rebels sang with him holding on to each other, many of them
crying silently as they sang.

Par nal ee, ah, Parnalee. . . . Wat a job he'd done for Tra Yarta. \Wen he got
here, there was no such thing as an entertai nnent network; on the coast the
Hordar thought in terns of family and city, up in the Duzzul kas famly and
estate; they didn't care what happened outside the conmunal walls. The Huvveds
arrived with other ideas, but in the three centuries they'd been here, a |ot
of Hordar concepts had crept into their worldview npst of them had Hordar

not hers t hough Huvved boys were renoved from femal e i nfl uence as soon as they
could wal k. Merchants tal ked to each other and the Seches kept in touch, but
no one thought of using the universal commeb to deliver entertainment into the
honmes, not before Parnal ee arrived.



Murrebai bowed and strolled offstage. As if he pulled it after himon
invisible strings, atitle scrolled across the screen in carefully brushed

cal li graphy: The Calling of the Prophet.

There was a nmurmur of approbation fromthe rebels, then they settled back in
pl easur abl e anti ci pation

The sonorous voi ce of an unseen speaker rose above sol enm, portentous mnusic,
nam ng the actors, setting the tinme and place of the events to be portrayed.
Asl an hid her snmile behind the lidcup, mssing Churri and his pungent

comment ary; she doubted whet her anyone else in that room understood how nmuch
Par nal ee was dunpi ng on them nocking their sacred cows. There seened to be
few sceptics on Tairanna when it cane to the life and teachings of their
Prophet; the Eftakites from Guneywhi yk believed with equal fervor in Pradix,
they sinmply had a later gloss on his teachings fromtheir Prophet, Eftakes.
She had a fair idea of what would happen to their confortable, conforting
certainties when the Universe outside began crowding in on them she found it
rather sad.

There was a concerted gasp fromthe audi ence, wordl ess cries of outrage.
What' s he done now? she thought and frowned at the screen. As soon as she
realized what she was seeing, she felt like gasping too. The actor playing the
Young Pradix in his Violent Revolutionary phase was a Huvved. O so it seened.
My god, she thought, he's gone too far this tine.

In a mnute though, when she saw several of the Councillors pushing through

t he di sturbance, she knew he'd judged these people to a hair; he knew what he
was doing, that twi sted crazy nonster. He knew.

Councillor Belirmen Indiz slapped hands agai nst hi ps and roared down the
mutters and shouts, "Use your head, not your gut. You make ne ashaned to cal
nmysel f a rebel. You heard that cast list. Any Huvved patronymics on it? Eh?
Any? That boy up there, sure he | ooks Huvved, but no Huvved has given hima
nane. Eh? He's got no nane but one he makes for hinself. You know how he got
that face. Some Fehdaz got himon a servant girl and booted them both out when
her time was on her. You think her famly did better for hin? Eh? What about
when he was ol d enough to show his father's face? Think about that. | see
Huvved hair out there, light eyes, Huvved ears and noses. Wat was your life
like, you with those

mar ks on you? Eh? Think about it. You' re here, where would you be if your
soul's stains laid his I oad on you? Honor that niddler up there for his pride
and his skill, and curse the father, not the son." He stal ked back to his
seat, folded his arns across his chest and sat massively upright, daring
anyone to answer his argument.

Par nal ee, ah, Parnal ee. | wonder how many Houses are listening to a speech
like that? You don't need ne or Churri either, you despise the nmen you
mani pul at e but you understand themin sone deep sadistic way better than

ever will, however rmuch | probe and study. | think | ama little jeal ous of
you. | know I am afraid of you. .

When he came out of his roomafter the beating, he cane like a storm He raged
t hrough the house, tearing up whatever he could get his terrible hands around,
he kicked holes in the walls, tranpled conmputers into tw sted wecks. He was
crazier than a tantserbok driven mad by must, wholly out of control. Wth his
strength and mass and his rage he'd just about frightened the stiffening from
her bones. Then, abruptly, standing in the center of the shattered conmmobn room
he went still, quiet; between one breath and the next he stopped his ranpage,
turned and wal ked back into his room Quietly, with terrible control, he shut
t he door. A day passed.

The second time he energed, the beast had vani shed, though Aslan thought she
saw it | ooking at her now and then; she saw it surface and sink again when
hesitating and afraid, she told himof the Warmaster and what it neant to

t hem

The Srelter was qui et again. Looking around her, Aslan could see eyes flicking
fromside to side. Looking for those Huvved nmarks, she thought, hoping no one
woul d see Huvved blood in them On the screen a battle was over, the two



conmanders were standing face to face, neeting each other as equals, warrior
to warrior. Parnal ee had dug up nore Huvved bastards to play the enmpire
soldiers and there was a tense silence in the roomas the two nmen confronted
each other; the Enpire's Captain accepted his death at Pradi x's hands, taking
the sword thrust with a stiff

nobility that made Aslan hi de another smile behind her hand.

Par nal ee was playing all the thenes that Tra Yarta had asked from him but he
was putting a spin on themthat undercut the Huvved; he was playing to species
menory and the depths of Hordar pride, deflecting their present angers only to
intensity them laying a clutch of bonbs for the future. Future? As cl ose as
tonmorrow, maybe. Despite Aslan's training, Churri was aware of what the
Proggerdi was doing before she was; she was too tangled in guilt to use her
brai n, but once he pointed out what was happening it was obvious to her

Par nal ee was seeding in the general popul ation the same change that was taking
place in the rebels, teaching the Hordar indirectly but effectively that they
bel onged to Tairanna and had a common eneny no matter where they lived; he was
maki ng possible the final overthrow of the Huvved once the rebels solved the
probl em of the Warmaster, but that wasn't what he wanted, oh no, what he
want ed was Huvved dead and he didn't care what it took. He teased at the
Hordar by slyly putting down the Huvved, so slyly he couldn't be pinned on it,
but every Hordar who saw the Spectacl es knew what he was getting at and felt
the pride and saw the possibility. Aslan watched and was afraid; she thought
of warning the Council, but doubted they'd believe her or understand what she
was saying. The best there is, he told Xalloor once, and perhaps he was, but
he was al so crazy and nmen were going to die of that insanity. And she saw no
way of stopping it.

On the screen Pradix was driving hinself and his men into building a funera
pyre for the eneny; one by one his men began slipping away from him show ng
by their glances and their gestures that they thought he had cracked his head
on something and let his wits run out. Before |long he was al one, sweating and
struggling with the trees his nen felled and left |aying. Parnal ee cut
repeatedly fromthe madman wor ki ng on that crazy magnificent pyre to shots of
Empire soldiers flying toward the bl oody ground, bent on avenging the death of
their brothers.

Xall oor slipped in and crept as quietly as she could to join Aslan. She
dropped on the floor beside the cushion, wapped her arns about her |egs and
wat ched the play unfold with a curious double vision. One part of her saw it
critically, judged the skill or lack of it in every aspect, recogni zed the
tricks and the cynical manipulations, the I apses in taste and logic; the other
part was entranced by what was there, that part plunged into the play unti

she was drowning in it, surrendering like a child to sensation and enotion
How t hose two parts could exist in Xalloor simultaneously and separately

wi t hout destroying each other was sonething Asl an had never been able to
understand in all the tinme they' d been together, sonething Xalloor had tried
nore than once to explain and failed each tine.

As Pradix lit the pyre and fl anes | eaped upward, the needl enosed fliers of the
avengi ng soldiers were visible on the horizon, black specks grow ng | arger by
t he nmonent. Suddenly the sky darkened, turned an eerie om nous greenish purple
as clouds swept in fromevery side. A funnel formed behind the fliers, caught
up with them beat themfromthe air |like a maidservant killing gnats and
raced on toward Pradi x and the pyre. Coser and closer it came until its

bl ackened vortex filled nobst of the screen with Pradix a tiny figure kneeling
on the torn and tranpled glass. Then it was gone; the broken world it |eft
behi nd was qui et except for the vigorous crackling of the funeral fire. The
smal |l figure of the kneeling man was there still, untouched, shining in the

di mess of the coming stormas if Iit by another fire, one that burned inside
him A bird sang. The sweetness of its song was al nost unbearabl e.

There was an expl osive sigh as if every lung in the Snelter enpties itself at
the sane nmonent. Ot herw se the silence was unbroken

Par nal ee, you've the Luck of the crazy cradling you, Aslan thought, | can't



believe Tra Yarta passed this one. Was he suckered by the casting of that boy
with his Huvved face and fornf? She rubbed at her nose, gul ped down the tea
left in the cup; it was cold, but the small bitterness was a satisfying
counter to the

fantasy on the screen. A headache began at the back of her skull; she rubbed
at her nape, closed her eyes. How | ong does this go on? she thought. Were's
Churri? She slitted an eye and sneaked a | ook at Xalloor. Have you two deci ded
to split? The dancer | ooked placid as a sleeping lizard, but that didn't nmean
much, she was sunk in the Spectacle and nothing el se mattered.

Sonehow Pradi x had changed froma fighter to a poet, she'd missed the
transition while she was fussing, but wasn't rmuch bothered by that. He wasn't
t he Prophet yet, but he was getting close. He'd acquired three men with
assorted instrunents and a rough cart with straw sticking out all over, pulled
al ong by a team of yunks painted battleship gray with vertical black stripes.
Si nce Parnal ee had thrown in tarmac hi ghways kept in top condition and a swarm
of small black vehicles rushing along them at near supersonic speeds, not to
mention the vast assortnent of fliers that passed by overhead, the reason for
that cart with its two-yunk propul sion system escaped her. She poured sone
nore tea; she needed a touch of reality or she'd start giggling and get
herself Iynched fromthe | ooks on the faces around her

He was going fromvillage to village, nmixing sedition with preaching, poetry
with politics, escaping again and again just before soldiers |anded on the
town, building toward a finale that got the rebels on their feet, shouting out
the words to the poem he was chanting in the ancient worker's vag that was the
basis for the Hordar they all spoke today; apparently it was a poem everyone
here knew, probably one of those she'd sent Churri hunting way back in that
other life, the kind no Huvved ever heard. Reluctantly she got to her feet
with the rest, but she refused to chant with them

Pradi x the poet stood on the cart's bed, straw about his feet, music on three
sides, Yesil Uranyi perched on the front, drums going tamtarn tunmmmtoom
Saadi Klemmon his left, twee twee tootle too ooh, wandering flute, and on his
right, scree ooh wee, singee singee, the fiddling man Nanno Inallet. Pradix
the not yet Prophet stood in the cart and chanted his vagger song.

year ya year ya year ya ya

fear ya hear ya fear

shake ya shi ver

terror fever

same ol d song, sane old

sad song

sane old sad

song

some nmen get old

sone wonen cold

old ya cold ya

NOONO

I ya we ya | an we

we shout

NOONO

t hem wonda what we been about

t hem wonda bout we fire

heartfire red and red

not dead

not we

them canna tanme we an |

t hem canna tame

amtoo weight-I

too long | wait |

ol d song sad song dead song dead

so them say so

ol d cold dead



NO

I ya we

I an we

do stonp o

press shun

I an we

this genna ray

shun

ay shun I shun we shun

t hey

I an we do stonp oppression

I an we this generation

"YAI'" the crowd in the village shouted. "YA!'" the rebels in the Smelter
shouted. "No," they shouted,

pl ayers and viewers, "Fireheart! Wight-1 wait-I! NO Shun," they shouted,
pl ayers and viewers, "Press! Stonp! Shun! Stonp oppression, this generation,
an we, YES! YES! YES!"

Xal | oor pinched Aslan's arm then began w ggling through the crowd, headi ng
for the door. Aslan blinked, then foll owed, crossing against the streans of
adults who were noving toward the bar. Sonme of the ol der mddlers were kicking
the mats and cushions to one side to get ready for the dance that would go on
until the nusicians tuning up in a corner by the conset ran out of w nd.

O hers were standi ng around throw ng verses back and forth, a kal ei doscope of
cl ashi ng sounds. A nunber of the younger middlers weren't waiting for nusic
but were already undulating in the prelimnaries to one of their |ess

conpr ehensi bl e dances. Made Asl an feel her years; forget about the ananil es,
they couldn't return that resilience of mnd that only the very young
possessed.

The wi nd was picking up outside, the tree |inbs woven overhead groaned and
creaked, the stiff thick | eaves rubbed agai nst each other, singing |like
crickets. The trees grew close together, blocking noonlight and starlight;
whoever wal ked this path after dark carried light with himor her and bl essed
the trees for they ceiled the path to the M nenouth and hid the wal kers on it
fromthe Warmaster's wandering eye. Rod lights flickered |ike earthbound stars
as clunmps of mddlers hurried toward the dance, brushing past Aslan and
Xal | oor without taking notice of them Wen the rush dimnished to a trickle,
Asl an hurried to catch up with Xall oor

"What . .."

The dancer | ooked round, her face lit by a flash of |aughter, clickon
clickoff, there and gone. She shook her head.

Asl an sighed, matched steps with her. "The script. Wo won?"

"Me. Sort of." Xalloor thrust her hands into the

pockets of her jacket and slowed a little, letting Aslan light the way for

them both. "I told them |ook, you go and on at people like that, they turn
their heads off. Wrse'n that, they turn you off. You want 'emto listen, you
keep comi ng back at themall right, but you sugarcoat it, | mean you want to
sneak it past 'em before they know what you're doing. | said, you want to see
how it's done, |ook at one of those Spectacles, | nean really | ook, forget

about the story, figure out what he's saying and how he's saying it. But you
got to do it better, faster, don't forget how quick the bitbits'Il be after
you, you've got maybe ten minutes playing time before they locate the transfer
station and trash your cassette. Lan, you should ve seen that script, it'd
send a w rehead into cona."

"When are they going to start the clandesti nes?"

"Thi ngs keep going like they are and they get hold of some nore witers, which
they really need, believe nme, they natter on all the tine about poets, but
they don't recruit any, it's enough to make you throw up your hands and say
hell with everything. Amateurs! Couple nmonths fromnow That's what the plan
is. Three nonths top limt." Another strobe grin. "Maybe."



"Why maybe in that tone of voice?"

"El mas's back. We were still arguing when she canme in, she wanted to talk to
Ewily, so we broke up. Just as well, Yl azar was starting to repeat hinself and
that could go on till entropy took us all."

"She say anything? Wiat the tight-down was about ?"

"Not in front of the nonnies, no." She clicked her tongue, winkled her nose.
Asl an sighed again, the famliar little sound stabbed a weak spot; she wanted
her nother here, scold or not, wanted sonething fromher old life, she was
tired, so tired of inprovising an existence.

Xal | oor banged on the M nenouth door, stepped back while the keeper slid it
open just wi de enough to let themthrough one after the other. She got her
lightrod out again and began al nost gall oping al ong the rough floor of the
gallery, heading for the lift. There was a suppressed excitenment about her, a
Wi red-up energy that said clearer than words she had news, exciting maybe
frightening news.

They went up two levels, followed Kele tunnel until they reached the stubby
of f shoot where they'd set up housekeeping. Xalloor stirred the fire to life,
added nmore coal and crouched before the grate with the bell ows, working with
hard won expertise (her first attenpt at a coal fire was unalloyed di saster
they had to run down a Hordar who knew about sea coal and iron grates and was
willing to lend a hand so they didn't freeze before nmorning). As she coaxed
tiny flames fromthe ashy |lunps, sone of the dank chill went off the room It
was a room there was a yosstarp ceiling, winkled and saggi ng, walls of wood
scrap scavenged fromthe conpany houses, a wooden floor covered with lignin
mats that Aslan had woven, putting to work one of the skills she'd | earned a
few assi gnments back, a neat herringbone pattern that earned her sone
condescendi ng prai se fromthe nmuch defter weavers anmpong the outcasts. She'd
made mats for a nunber of roons |ike these, glad to have sonme way of passing
the tine; besides, the scrip she earned brought her and Xall oor things they
couldn't have acquired otherwi se, like the glass and bronze oil |anps and the
earthenware vase sitting on a crate in the corner by the fire, the nerg
flowers in it adding dark rich red and orange tones to the drab gray of the
tarp and the washed-out brown of the mats and the walls. There were two
pallets raised fromthe floor on crude franes that Aslan and Xal |l oor had gl ued
together fromrusty tranrails and sal vaged bricks, there were several cushions
they'd gotten fromone of the weavers in return for several weeks hard work
cardi ng yunk wool, bl ankets issued by the Council; sheets were a luxury few
living here could afford. There was the crate which they used for storage and
some snal |l er boxes that served as tables. Chilly drafts came wandering through
the cracks no matter how often she or Xall oor pounded caul ki ng between the
boards. Not down the chi mey, though, bless the [ocal tech; Hordar filters
were useful for nore than purifying water. De-

spite all this, they were surrounded by stone and earth and that was |ike
living inside a block of ice.

Whil e the dancer fussed with the fire, Aslan noved round the room lifting the
chi mey gl asses, telling herself she ought to wash them one of these days,
trimmng the wicks and lighting them These |anps burned fish oil sruggled in
fromthe Sea Farnms and that oil announced its origins for several ninutes
after the wicks were lit; after that either the smell went away, or their
noses went on strike. The soft anmber light filled the room chased away the
shadows and gave an illusion of warmh. She poured some water in a kettle,
hooked out the swing spit and cl anped the bail in place. "Mve over a bit,
Loorie, let me get this on so we can have sonme tea. Did you get anything to
eat over there?"

Xal | oor tossed the bellows aside and cane to her feet in that boneless ripple

that made Aslan feel clunmsy as a stone god. "It's going good enough, I-was
just trying to catch sone warm" She dropped onto her pallet. "Some
sandwi ches, | think they were, mght have been relics of the Prophet. Wiy is

is, Lan, that earnest types never have a pal ate?"
"Cenetic, | suppose."” Aslan got to her feet, brushed her hands agai nst her



trousers. "I thought that m ght happen, so | begged sone cold neat and rolls
fromPrisnek, a minute, I'lIl fetch them" She pushed past the double tarp they
used as a door and tied taut once they were in for the night, canme back with a
basket, its contents wapped in old soft cloth. "He had sone krida he was
frying for breakfast, there's a sackful of those tucked under the rolls. And
he threw in some green neel as and sone cheese to go with them™

"I love you forever, Lan."

"So tell me what it is you didn't want to say out there."

"Remenber | said we were still arguing?" Xalloor pulled a box across the
slippery mat to her pallet and began |laying out the feast.
" G

"I didn't exactly nean we, not when Elrmas cane in; there was sone peculiar tea
going round and it got ne

inthe gut, | was out back in the facilities listening to ny insides grunble
and wondering if ny knees were going to work right when | finished dropping ny
burden. Well, | don't need to go into that any nore, but what happened was,
when | came back Churri and Hol z had gone off along with nost the others.

was ticked, let ne tell you, | could ve used an armto | ean on right then,

was moving sl ow and careful. That nust've been why they didn't hear me and
stop tal king." She popped a krida in her nouth and crunched happily at it,
rolling her eyes with pleasure at the taste.

"Loorie!"

"Dearie dai, impay shunt," Xalloor scooped out a handful of the krida and sat
wi th her fingers crooked about the succulent fishlets, "pay and play.
Qutside's in. Here and now. Not Bol odo."

Asl an cl osed her eyes™ After a nonent, she heard a hissing as the water boil ed
and a few drops | anded on the coals. She kicked a cushion across to the box,
hooked the kettle away fromthe fire. As she nade the tea, she did her best to
not -t hi nk, not-feel. Behind her she could hear Xalloor eating steadily and was
grateful the dancer didn't feel like talking right then. She left the tea

st eepi ng, stood | eaning against the crate, her el bows behind her, resting on
the top. "Qutside's in?"

"You hear what Elmas 'n the isyas were after?"

"My students said she was going to blowthe Brain. Get rid of the Sech's
files. Make as nuch trouble as she could.”

"Yah. That's where she 'n the isyas ran into 'em
"Hmm " Aslan lifted the strainer, inspected the tea and decided it was ready.
She carried pot and bow s to the box, folded herself down onto the cushion and
poured tea for herself and Xall oor. She cradl ed her bow between her hands,
glad of the warnth and the heaviness, it gave her something to hold onto.
"Exactly what did you hear, Loorie?"

"Le' me see, |'m supposed to be good with dialog. You been in the depot, you
know how it's laid out; we were in the big roomso we could wal k through a
scene whenever we fixed sonmething and see how it played.

There's tarp hung all over, makes it hot sonetinmes, but no one fusses about
that," she held up one of the krida, "frying's all right for fish, but me, I'd
rather not, eh? There's a couple of old nminecars in there, ot of junk, you
had to navigate it in the dark, you'd end up with two broken | egs and your
face pushed in. What | nmean, we don't try to light the whole place, so there's

| ots of shadows and it's easy to get lost round the edges. Well, | wasn't
trying to get lost, it was just | wasn't naking rmuch noi se and wal ki ng al ong
like | was my grandnother after she outwore her ananiles. | fetched up by one
of the cars and decided |1'd better |lean against it for a minute. Felt nice and
cool against my face. | started to feel better. They were tal king all that
time, but I wasn't listening until | heard outsiders in that tone of voice,

you know, when someone's about to be shoved head down in shit and it won't be
the locals. Being it was El mas speaki ng and considering how the Council craw s
around her, | got interested fast. | thought she was tal ki ng about us." She
broke off to sip at the tea.

Asl an noved one hand carefully fromthe cup, pressed her heated pal m agai nst



her mouth. Wen the heat was gone, she |lowered the hand. "Who was there?"

"Um Elnmas, that pilot what's his nane, it'll come back to me in a minute, one
of her isyas, the one that's living here all the time now, Lirrit | think's
her name, Ewily and Yl azar. Pilot, ah! | knew l'd get it, Karrel Goza, yah, he

didn't say anything, he doesn't talk nmuch anytine. Yl azar said sonething,
didn't hear it, his back was to me and you know how he nunbl es. The woman

war ned us, Elmas said. We had to get Skinmer undercover, she said. O |ose
her, she said. Ylazar Falyan, we need a boat and yoss pods and enough fuel to
fill Skimer's tanks, we need it tonight, she said. Ylazar said sonething
didn't hear that tinme either, didn't need to hear it, you know him if there's
anyt hi ng he hates worse than noving, it's noving fast. Do it, she said, now
She gave himthe mean eye and he got to his feet and went out, nuttering to
hinsel f." Xalloor grinned. "She say hop, they junp and don't bother asking how
hi gh. The pilot, he got up and went

out after Laza, said nothing, just left. Before they were out the door, Elnas
started on Ewily. Get word out, she said, the woman jigged the Brain and set
up open corridors for anyone who wants over the Wall, in or out. No nelters,
no alarms, no defenses at all. I'Il get tine, place and duration at the
nmeeting with the outsiders, give it to you for distribution soon as we get
back here. Evvily wasn't about to be tranped on like Ylazar. Do you trust her?
she said. It's your word going to guarantee this, she said. She nmakes a foo

of you, it hurts us all." Xalloor junped up and danced over to the storage
crate; she got out the stone bottle with the rix brandy they kept for
celebrating small triunphs, came back nore soberly, her face and body shouting
her nervousness. "G ve me your bow ," she said.

" \Npy 2"

"Always asking questions, aren't you. Just for once do what | say, eh?"

More apprehensive than ever, Aslan swallowed the |ast of the cold tea and
passed over the bow .

Xal | oor poured in enough brandy to cover the bottom "Drink that. Now. "

"Yes, Mama Loor."

Xal | oor gave herself a scant teaspoon of the brandy, pushed the cork back in
and settled on her pallet. "Were was |?"

"Evvily was saying do you trust her."

"Right." Xalloor sipped at the brandy, eyes closed. "El nas |aughed. / don't
need to trust her, she said, / have two good | ocks on her. The outsiders want
trade with us. They cheat us now and that shuts down on them fast, she said.
Rosepearls, she said. They want themlike nost people want air to beathe, she
said. And they've cone to take back the slaves Bolodo sold Pittipat, she said.
The wonman nore than the others. Her daughter is a slave, she said. She's here
to get her back."

Asl an felt sick. She bent over until her foreheard was resting on the box.
"Cha! | knew this was going to happen.” Xalloor cane round the box on hands
and knees, lifted Aslan against her, held her with her face tucked into the
curve between neck and shoul der. She held Aslan until her shuddering stopped,
stroki ng her back, smoothing a gentle hand over and over her short dark hair.
Finally Aslan sighed and pushed away. She filled her bow again and drank the
brandied tea for its double warnth. '"Go on," she said.

"Not much on to go. Soon as she said that, | thought of you and what you told
me about your mum Then | thought, hunh, don't junp so fast, Loor, lots of
daught ers haul ed off here, |I'mone nyself though nmy num woul dna crossed a
street to fetch me hone. Evvily was still being hard to convince. She m ght
have |ied, she said, she might have been playing ganes with you. No, El mas
sai d. The daughter is here now. At the Mnes. Aslan, she said. W'll hold her
that way we can be sure the nother does what she's prom sed. Just then that

i di ot Mustakin canme slaming back in, forgot his overcloak. They stopped

tal king. | suppose El mas thought she'd said all she needed to, anyway they
went out after Musti. By that tine |I'd forgotten the shakes and | took off as
soon as | was sure no one would land on me. So there it is, your numis here,
| ooking for you." "They're not going to tell ne about her, are they." "Nuh. O



her about you. What you going to do?" "Snoop. There's a neeting. ..." Aslan
grinned, suddenly riding high. "Be a hoot if | turned up there and said hi
nom Pass that bottle and let's celebrate.”

The Ridaar unit had three voice-activated pinears, ilddas in University

j argon, inconspicuous-long-di stance-data-collectors. Aslan slipped one into
the m ne chanber the Council used for their private neetings, she got one into
Elmas Ofka's quarters. The third she hesitated over for some tinme, but she
finally decided to keep it reserved for anything that turned up in the feed
fromthe other two.

On the night of the day she planted the ilddas, the night after Gun Peygam
she cane back al one after supper and played over what they'd picked up and
transmitted to the Ridaar. There wasn't much fromthe ear in Elmas O ka's
quarters, but in the material fromthe other she found the Dalliss report to

t he special Council neeting and the discussion afterward. She | earned the date
and pl ace of the next meeting with the outsiders, she | earned about the plan
to attack the Warnaster and the role she was nmeant to play in that. Hostage.
The breathing equivalent to a handful of rosepearls. Sold again, she told
hersel f when she heard that. A slave is a slave is a slave.

Time crawl ed. She felt the feet of every m nute wal king across her skin,

i nescapable tickling tornment. She taught her history sem nar and kept her body
easy and her face blank with an effort of will that left her drained. There
was an itchiness in her students that she found hard to ignore, they stank of
conspiracy, their questions were perfunctory or prods to get her tal king on
subjects all round the secret that excited them she could not notice that

exci tement because she was not supposed to know about the plan to seize the
War mast er .

"How many rebellions have you studi ed, doctori-yabass?"

"Too many to narrate. |'ve told you about three, if you'll renmenber, exanples
of what can happen. The genoci de on Al apacsin Il1l, the Great-Father uprising
on Tuufyak, the Placids on Ceeantap. If | have time the next few weeks, 1'I]
fill some cassettes with what | remenber of other violent changes in

| eader shi p, show you variations on those three types of outcone.”

"Whi ch do you think we'll have here, doctori-yabass?"

"Depends on you and how you | ook at things. Please renenber, people are
capabl e of al nbst anything in the name of good."

"What's wong with that, doctori-yabass?"

"So it's a game, eh? Wack your teacher, eh? Look to your prophet and |earn
Seens to nme he said a thing or two about ends and neans. At the start, al
rebellions are rather much the sane. | know, |'ve told

you to avoid generalization, it's lazy thinking, but even that's not al ways
true. They begin with passion and ideals, fire in the belly, anmbition in the
brai n. You, young Hordar, that's you I'mtalking about. And they begin because
there is a need that grows until it expl odes one day. There you have the
inklins. You here at the Mnes, you're playing touch and run games, you tease
t he Huvved because you can't afford to slaughter them The inklins on their
yi zzies are playing a deadlier game, they've nothing to | ose. These fera
children are a lit fuse; unless you can danp it, they'll force the Huvved to
destroy everything you're trying to save."

"Huvved are crazy, doctori-yabass, are they that crazy? If they destroy us,

t hey destroy thensel ves."

"Al apacsin three, read your notes. | have a cassette | want you to see. Sone
of you may remenber the speaker, you can explain to the others |ater. Make
notes if you wish, the segnent is quite short."

| am Kal aKal | anpak, a Morz of the Bahar. | have been here on Tairanna, a
slave, for nmore than twel ve years.
The Morz was sitting on his cot, his back against the wall, his heels dug into

the thin mattress. As he tal ked, he was knitting, producing something
shapel ess, using the rhythm c swings of his hands to subdue the fury that
knotted his jaw and set the veins throbbing at his tenples. Yet when he spoke,



his gravelly voice was mld, al nost serene.

In the beginning nmy servitude weighed lightly on ne. | was permtted to spend
much tinme in the open ocean, when | studied the sea life and coll ected sanpl es
part of the day and part of the day | played, enjoying nyself in water as fine
as any | can renenber

He | owered his hands, bowed head and torso toward the |ens.

For which | honor the Hordar who demand such

purity. | was content, though not happy; who can be happy forceably separated
fromthose he |loves? But it was endurable. Then the Fehdaz who bought ne died
and his successor was a fussy nervous little cretin who was distressed at the
t hought of property so valuabl e roam ng about |oose. | was forbidden the open
sea and | started to suffer. Day by slow day | grew heavier with anger and
physical pain. Until ny days were dreary and ny nights were worse and sl eep
was fickle and had to be courted. During those years when salt snell on the
wind was all | had of the sea and a brine tub all that kept my body whole, |
searched for a way to keep nmy mnd nore supple than ny nisfortunate body. The
habit of decades gave nme the answer, | amas nuch a schol ar by tenperanent as
| ama technician by training. | began watching gul Brindar; day and night I
found ways to see what was happening to the city. | set the things | saw and
heard into the many-leveled intricately nuanced watersong of ny people,
pol i shing the periods of nmy mndbook into a poetry of sound and sense, witing
into ny nmenory the recent history of Ayla gul Brindar

Eyes cl osed, he scratched absently at his wists, then funbled at the wool;
the veins at his tenples pulsed visibly. After a noment he lifted the needl es
and began knitting again.

For three years | did this, then one day there was a nmoment when | was | oose
upon the cliffs of Brindar with no one near enough to stop ne. | did not care
if I lived or if | died. | junped and fell a hundred yards into a clash of
rocks and weed and incomng tide, survived and swamthe three thousand mniles
to surface here. You ask ne to tell you ny mindbook. | will do that, though
turning the tale into the airgroan of Hordaradda erases all its grace.

The Troubl es have their seed in things done | ong before Bol odo brought ne
here. | cannot speak of them This is what | saw nyself. Five years ago the
treatment of yoss fibers was introduced, a slave |like me was given a task and
didit and in the doing

crunmbl ed what was al ready cracking. Because yunk wool rotted in the depots
waiting for a buyer, many and many a | andbound Hordar was pushed off the Raz
where his famly had been generation on generation, back to the Landing Tine.
Where coul d they go? The Margi nal Lands woul d not support them there were
many al ready cl ai mng those. Young single nen took their hunger to Littora
cities that glinmered with prom se. Though that promi se proved as illusory and
fragile as soap bubbles, hungry famlies followed them The cities began to
bul ge with di spossessed grassl anders. They took any work they could get so
they could feed thensel ves and their children, took work fromLittle Famles;
living was already precarious for the city poor; those not affiliated with
Great Families were as hungry as the grasslanders who were not wel come or well
treat ed.

He was rocking gently back and forth, like the sea rocking back and forth, his
eyes were still closed, the needles clicked and cl ashed, the wood tw tched and
ran through his fingers.

The Duzzul kerin, what coin they had they were not about to waste on rent; in
cities there are always and ever enpty buildings. They lived in these unti
they were driven out, one famly, two, ten, wherever there was an enpty
corner. Their unwilling | andlords would call the city wards and evict them

but in a day or so, or a week, nore famlies would cone to take their places.
And when these noved on, nore again would conme, until finally the |andl ords
gave up trying to reclaimtheir property and began chargi ng rent which
sometinmes they nanaged to coll ect.

Incivility increased. City fought Grassland with fists and worse. Hordar are
not violent, they are much like ny folk in that, but there is alimt beyond



whi ch you cannot push them especially youngers unseasoned by age and

| earning, the unsteady youngers who, |ooking forward, see only a bl eakness
grow ng worse

Incivility was bred in the bare and boring shelters that woul d never be hones,
where Duzzul ka youngers

were | eft alone to pass the days however they could. It would not happen to

the | east and poorest of the Mdirze Bahar, | take pride in that; plenty and
poverty are shared alike, Mirz to Morz, and children are hard won, a joyful
bl essi ng. When Karini Karm bore nmy son and daughter, | swamw th her and stayed

with her to care for themuntil they could | eave the water and wal k upon the

| and, breathing the thick wet air into new soft lungs. A full year | stayed
with her and them |I|eaving work, weaving joy into the wi de comunal song.
Schooling on this world is Fam |y business; where the famlies cannot do it,
the chil dren are unschool ed; when their parents work all day and half the
night for a meager sumthat barely keeps them fed and cl othed, how are they to
teach their children to read and wite and figure? If they never |earned

t hensel ves, how are they to teach? G asslander youngers and city youngers

ali ke, they are ignorant and unlettered, they are wasted. Is there no one who
understands this? Is there no one out there who will find a cure for this
obscenity?

He put the knitting down and rested fists on it, gazed grimy into the |ens,
his stare an accusation. Wen he spoke, the gravelly voice was hard with
scorn.

Is it so strange, so unexpected that these so abandoned children nelded in
gangs and learned city ways in city streets? Is it so strange that they met

t here gangs of city poor, youngers who heard their elders cursing the

grassl anders who stole their jobs, is it so strange they fought, these
children of the streets? Is it so strange they |learned to rage at |andl ords
and city wards and nost of all at the Huvved Fehz? Is it so strange for
youngers i ooking at the struggles of their kin and the slow slipping of their
elders' lives, is it so strange that they are filled with rage at everyone and
everything, that they covet and seize what they cannot hope to earn, that they
destroy what they cannot hope to seize? Is it so strange that these youngers
call themsel ves inklins which nmeans the unrenmenbered, that

they come to despise thensel ves as failures and worthl ess and turn that
despite against the world?

He stopped tal king, pressed his fingertips against his eyes. For over a mnute
he sat very still, his dark leathery skin twitching in several places. \Wen he
spoke he had put aside his agitation, his voice was mld again.

They are not stupid, these inklins, only unlearned; sone are very clever

i ndeed. It was an inklin who nade the first yizzy. A boy in gul Inci, or
sometines the story says gul Brindar, or sonetinmes gul Samikkan, a boy
dreaned of flying, but |acked the guildfee for his training. So he stole yoss
pods and bundled themin a bag net which also he stole and tied the net to a
broonsti ck and strapped a m ni motor (which, of course, he stole) to that

stick. And he flew

He | eaned toward the lens, his face intent, his eyes glowing, as if he wanted
to force his listeners to understand what he was sayi ng.

The idea also flew. West to east, east to west, within the year inklins in al
parts of the Littoral were building yizzies for thenselves. Wthin two years

i nklin gangs were having skyfights; at first they used sticks to bang away at
each other, then they made spears, then another clever inklin, some say it was
agirl tired of getting banged about, discovered howto spray fire froma
hose. The gas inside yoss pods is hydrogen, remenber. There were norni ngs when
the city was full of charred flesh and the screans of the not quite dead.

Even before | left, it was not only inklin flesh that burned. Sonetines the
yizzy inklins drop fire on Houses and factories and when they feel like it, on
the Fekkris; a Huvved in the street after dark is a target whenever inklins
fly. The Fehdaz sends slaves to clean up when the nmess is really bad and he
does not want the extent of it to nake the whisper circuit.



Incivility increases. The cities are burning bit by bit.

What the inklins do not destroy the Huvved will; already they see poor folk as
sharks circling themready to attack, the tine will come when they see every
Hor dar poor or not as eneny, when the only easing of their terror will cone
when there's no one left for themto fear. | see the time com ng when the
Warmaster will glide fromcity to city nelting cities into bedrock sl ag.

I amunconfortable here away fromthe ocean. | go to the Sea Farns; if they
are fortunate, they will survive the Burning. Should the Huvved go entirely
mad, they can scatter their barges and wait out the storm My the data fl ow
freely for you, Aslan A-tow a-she, may your days be filled with neaning.
"Does this answer that question of yours, Hayal Hal ak?"

"I knew all that, doctori-yabass."

"I'f you knew, why did you ask?"

"You sound very serious today, doctori-yabass."

"Boring, you nean."

"Ch no, we'd never say that. Go on, tell us nore. That was, not boring, no,
depressing. Tell us sonething positive. Tell us about the rebels that w n,
doct ori - yabass. "

"I"mgoing to be boring again, and depressing, but listen to ne anyway. The
rebels that pull it off, they've done the easiest part. War sinplifies things,
choices are stark. After the war's over, well, life gets at them chews them
down. People don't change, not really. There are no instant angels. |deol ogy
is for arguing about in bars, it's hopeless as a guide for government. Ri ght
t hi nking just does not do it, backsliding seens to be a necessary condition
for intelligence. If the rebels who survive and are runni ng things haven't
allowed for that, there's fury and frustration and repression and things end
up the way they were before, or worse.”

"And if they allow for frailty, doctori-yabass?"

"Wth a little luck and a ot of good will, they go on, sonetinmes things get
better, sometines worse."”

"Wrse for whom doctori-yabass?"

"That's the question, isn't it?" "A question you have not answered,
doctori-yabass." "A question | don't have to answer. A question | can't
answer. It's all yours, young Hordar."

As she went through her ordinary round, she chewed over what the ears told her
and tried to deci de what she wanted to do. She had a choice. She could stay
here and be quite confortable; she could pretend she didn't know what was
happeni ng, she could teach her sem nars, act as consultant to the Council,

fl ake everything that happened as a record of a rebellion in progress, an
opportunity few of her colleagues had had. It was the sensible thing to do,
wasn't it? It was adol escent claptrap, this sense that she would be sonehow
debased if she let the Hordar and Elmas Ofka hold her hostage, trick her

not her. Four days. It wasn't nuch time. Four days to get ready to be at that
meeting. O not. That night, she talked with Churri and Xalloor, her mnd
still unsettled, her inclination to go not rmuch stronger than her inclination
to stay.

Churri rested his head in Xalloor's lap, crossed his | egs at the ankle.
"Trouble, yah," he said. "Wn't last. If you go, Council isn't going to tel
anyone what you did, it'd nmake them | ook bad. |nconpetent. No polit's going to
let that idea get around if he can help it."

Chilled by a touch of the ashgrays, Aslan watched the fire cram over the
coal s and fought to keep her pride intact. Xalloor's decision to stay behind
with Churri left her feeling very alone and nore than a little let down. After
a mnute she said, "Wuldn't stop them droppi ng you and Xal | oor down a hol e
and pushing a ton of rock on you."

Xal | oor tweaked Churri's nose, |aughed as he nmunbled a | azy protest. "Skinhead
sweetie, he get busy, nake a pome, spin 'emdizzy. Dearie dai, oh yes, you the
poet all right, not me, so stir it, luv, chant thema ditty to mlk tears from
a stone, Aslan's Mim s search



for her daughter through a thousand dangers w th Bol odo's Hounds sniffing at
her heels, make their hearts swell with pride at the vision of El mas O ka

reuniting Aslan and Adel aar, nake those words roll, make "emroll, roll .
ow " She slapped at the hand that had pinched her buttock. "Do that again and
I tickle you till your bones craw out, eh!"

He chuckl ed. "Going | ocal, eh? Eh!"
" "Twasn't a local give me the habit. Lan, are you goi ng?"
"I suppose I am"™

"Well, how?"

"I"ve been so busy making up my mind, | haven't thought about that. Take a
boat, | suppose.”

Churri sat up. "No. I've got a better idea. You don't want El mas or her

shadows to spot the boat and put you down before you' ve said your piece. Sone
of the locals have been conming in on yizzies. The vips here stow them at the
depot, in one of the little roons. It's | ocked, but blow on the lock and it'l]I
fall apart for you."

"Not me. | haven't had your education.”

"Hmm It's a sorry lack and one you should be curing. I'Il cone along and
tickle her open.”

"Thanks. 1 think."

"And don't be worrying about the yizzy. You can manage a m ni skip, University
woul dn't let you | eave home not knowi ng. A yizzy's cruder and crankier and

sl ower, sane thing, though."

"Same thing, hah!"

"Negative thinking, Lanny, didn't your Mumteach you to view the bright side?"

"I repeat, hah! | notice you're not volunteering to plant your rear on a
shimy stick for god knows how nmany hours."

"Nuh, I've too nuch sense in here," he tapped his tenple, "to plant this," he
sl apped at the side of his buttock, "in msery | can miss wthout the |east

little dent in ny self-esteem”

She left in a rosy sunset, clouds piled on clouds feinting at storm but not
yet ready to follow through

The twitchy wind was heavy with the snmell of rain. Because she didn't trust
her touch with the control s—and wanted to avoi d being spotted by | ookouts on
the ground, she flew low, her feet occasionally whipping through the tops of
trees as the yizzy went crank and di pped instead of rising. It was not
difficult to fly, just rather unexpected at tinmes, and not as unconfortable as
she' d feared; whoever had put together this one was good with his (or her)
hands. There was a carved and padded saddle with stirrups on adjustable
straps; there were handl ebars of a sort with notor controls on the grips. It
was ni cely bal anced; the yoss pods in the net over her head were attached
fore-and-aft to the riding pole, their center nmovable to conpensate for
different rider weights. The motor was |ight and efficient and small even with
the L-shaped fuel tank partly on top of it, partly before it, strapped to the
pol e; large rotors, hand-carved but very sophisticated; a tinkerer's dream

t hi s gadget.

After half an hour of tree hopping she began coaxing the yizzy higher. The
forest was a dark nubbly fleece collected over the | ower slopes of precipitous
mount ai ns, the river a silver thread reduced to half its w dth by overhangi ng
foliage. Somewhere under there at the Mnetown (al so i nvaded and obliterated
by those trees), Elmas Ofka and her isyas would be getting ready to sail

t hough they wouldn't be starting for at |east two hours. Ahead she could see
the small deep harbor, the chop evident even this far off, the surf edge a
startling white against the dark wet sand.

The wi nd began to steady and strengthen, a scatter of heavy rain drops hit her
and the pods. The yizzy shuddered and bucked under her; she swore and used her
weight to steady it.

For the next three hours the yizzy was a torture machine, the wind and the
pol e beat at her, the rain blinded and hal f-drowned her. The yizzy wasn't



meant for weather like this; she knew when she started that she m ght be going
into a storm though she didn't, couldn't know just how terrifying the flight
was going to be, but if she didn't go now, there was no point in |eaving and
she had no intention of waiting for El mas

O ka or the Council to hand her over; she despi sed such passive dependency;
even contenplating it hurt her in her pride; besides, she didn't trust thema
whol e | ot.

By the time she was near enough to see the chain of rocky islets, she was
exhausted, but she'd also left the worst of the storm behind.

She edged closer to the water, swung cautiously wide of the | argest of those
islets, the barren junble of rock called Gerbek. The yizzy was slower than the
boats El mas Ofka and the others were coming in; the battering of the storm had
slowed it even nore. Her hands were gl oved, she couldn't see her chron, she
had no i dea how nuch time she'd spent in the crossing. Wen she left the

M nes, she was at |east two hours ahead of the others; right now she hadn't a
guess now how rmuch of that playway was |eft.

In the northeast where only the fringes of the prevailing w nds brushed by,
there was a shallowinlet like a bite taken out of a flatroll; it was the only
anchorage the islet had and it was still enpty, so she knew she'd got there
first. At least, before Elmas Ofka. She wasn't sure about the Qutsiders, she
hadn't seen anyone, but the center of the islet was a junble of rock and
ravine, half an arny could be hiding in the cracks. At one focus of Gerbek's
eccentric ellipse, there was a peak like a mniature nountain, at the other a
flat space cleared of rubble and ringed by tall sarsens where Ishigi Pradites
cane to cel ebrate the equi noxes. She didn't know nmuch about the Ishigi, they
were a heretical sect subject to sone stringent penalties when di scovered; the
little she'd unearthed about themsaid they'd withered to nothing a century
before, but she wondered now when she saw that cleared stone. No bird

droppi ngs inside the ring. She | aughed at herself. Lan, were you tied to a
spit over aroaring fire, you' d specul ate about the mating habits of the gits
about to eat you. In any case, it was the only area where a skip could | and,
so the Qutsiders hadn't arrived yet either. She didn't know whet her she was
happy about that or not. If her nother wasn't with them

She brought the yizzy | ower and noved over the

i sl and; as soon as the httle nountain broke the push of the w nd, she went
lower still until the rotors were |laboring to hold the pole a nmeter above the
stone. She wobbl ed around the circunference of the flat, |ooking for a place
to anchor, a place where she could hide until she was ready for the
confrontation. Nothing, nothing, nothing . . . there were dozens of cracks big
enough for her, nothing big enough and deep enough to hold the yizzy.

In the end she anchored it in a w ndcarved hollow | ow on the flank of the

m ni - nount and spent al nost an hour getting back to the flat, craw ing over
rocks and scree, terrified of breaking sonething, a |leg, an ankle, her head.
She had to feel her way, there was alnmost no light; the clouds were thick and
bl ack, Gorruya was up al one for another hour and she was only a slightly obese
crescent.

As she reached the waste rock near the sarsen ring, voices came to her, broken
by the wi nd; she caught her lower |lip between her teeth and crept on until she
cane to a place where several of the sarsens had been quarried; there were
piles of debris around the hole and down in it three cracked stones | eaning
against its side, a litter of stone shards piled on the hol efl oor. She | owered
herself carefully onto the knife-edged rubble, then crept into the vel vet

bl ack shadow beneath the | eaners and pulled her black cloak tight about her
The voices were | ouder; she began picking up sonme words, enough to know El mas
O ka was sending Harli Tanggar out to a pile of stones where she could get a
clear shot at the flat with her crossbow, placing others on guard beside the
sarsens. The crossbow worried Aslan. If she knewit was me, Harli Tanggar

woul dn't shoot, but the light's so bad she'd have no idea who she was killing.
Asl an bit her tongue to choke back a half-hysterical giggle. Poor baby, she

t hought, she'd be awfully sorry. Not half as sorry as ne.



The islet settled back to silence except for the whistle and groan of the w nd
and occasional loud clacks as bits of stone |ost bal ance and went boundi ng
down sl opes of scree. The danp cold crept through the

| ayered wool she wore, struck to the bone. She shivered, |ocked her jaw to
keep her teeth fromchattering. And began to wonder if she'd last until the
Qutsiders arrived.

She heard a buzzing like gnat noise. It was so faint that at first she thought
it was sonmething the wind was doing. Then it got |ouder. She eased her head
out and | ooked up. A skip. Conming in fromthe west.

Hol di ng her cloak close to her so there'd be no flicker of notion to catch
Harli Tanggar's eye, she clinbed fromthe hole and stretched out on the rubble
so she coul d see what was happeni ng.

The skip hovered a nmonent, then dropped. It |anded at one side of the cleared
circle and a | arge form swung down, followed by a smaller. Once again Aslan

cl osed her teeth on her abused lower lip, fighting back a surge of very m xed
enotion. The second figure was a shadowy blob, undetailed, but she knew that
way of noving, the high-headed arrogant strut. "Alio, Mama," she whi spered.
Voi ces. A man's, deep and pleasant; it didn't carry well and she coul dn't
under st and what he was saying. Her nother wasn't saying anything yet. El nas
Oka listened. "Do it," she said.

The next mnutes were busy ones. Half a dozen small squat renptes hunmed from
the skip. Three carried a bundle larger than all three of them a bale of
heavy cloth from whi ch Gorruya teased occasional gleans like flows of liquid
silver. The other three scurried about exploding pitons into the stone floor
of the circle. Before Aslan sniffed three tines, the bundl e expanded into a

| arge doned shelter anchored by the pitons. She watched with envy as El mas

O ka waved her guarding isyas inside and shouted Harli Tanggar down from her
post. That solved that problem she thought; she watched Harli disappear
behi nd the done. Let them get settled, she thought. She pulled the hood cl oser
about her face, pinched it shut over her mouth and nose, started to straighten
up.

She | ooked up into her nother's face. "Alio, Mana."

"So what's all this about? Sneaking around." Adel aar touched her cheek
briefly. "For a stodgy professor-type, you get yourself into nore trouble.

"I-tol d-you-so, Mama?"

"I'f you stopped falling on your face, | could stop having to pick you up."
"Qoh-yeha. Like it was all nmy fault this happened." Aslan sat up, clutched at
her head. Stunned, she thought, understanding finally what had happened to
her. Her mind wasn't working all that well right now Behind her nother she
could see a tall dark man with a lazy twinkle in eyes so pale they m ght have
been borrowed from another face, and beside him El mas O ka | ooking grim

Asl an managed a tight smle. "Sorry, Dalliss, soneone spoiled your suprise.”

El mas Ofka blinked, but took the cue snmoothly. "Waiting upwi nd was not the

bri ghtest thing we've done. One of our visitors has what one m ght call a nose
for news."

Adel aar's mouth twisted into a half-smile; she wound a curl of Aslan's hair
about her finger and tugged it, hard, but she said nothing. She gave her
daughter's head a last pat, then forgot about her and marched over to the
menpl as table growing |like a nushroomin the center of the chanber.

The shelter was |arge enough to hold themall with plenty of roomleft for
nmovi ng about. Woever'd brought Aslan in had laid her on a nenplas bench cl ose
to the valve. The isyas were standing or sitting, their backs to the shall ow
curve of the wall; Lirrit and Harli gl anced once at her then ignored her, the
other isyas weren't interested, they lived in gul Inci or at the Indiz Farm
and there was a lot they didn't know about events at the Mnes. As the tal

man and Elmas O ka noved to join Adelaar at the table, Aslan saw for the first
time the other menber of the group, the Aurranger Rau. El mas O ka had
mentioned the Rau in her report to the Council, so Aslan knew he was about and
she knew who he had to be, there were NO ot her



Aurrangers offplanet; she hadn't actually met himwhile he was at University,
but she'd heard stories. She was startled at the strength of her reaction to
him she wanted to pick himup, cuddle him snooth her hands over and over
that velvety fur; nore than that, she felt intensely protective, if one of the
i syas attacked himshe realized with a great deal of surprise that she'd go
after the woman tooth and claw. Amazing, she thought. Wth Pels kurk-Orso to
prod her nmenmory, she realized who the light-eyed man was. Swardhel d Qual e.
Mama nmust have hired him she thought, Ooo-yeha, she has to 've spent a
fortune and a half. If ever Luck shat upon me, she did now |'mgoing to hear
about this for the next fifty years, if we don't strangle each other before

t hen.

At the table Adel aar toed up a chair, got herself settled, then she took a
bundl e of fac sheets froma case, squared them and set themin front of her
"The suspect files," she said, "and the report on the internal security at the
Pal ace that Quale saw fit to donate." There was an astringent acerbity in the
| ast statenent. Qual chuckled, but didn't bother to answer the challenge. She
lifted out a flake-reader, then a case of filled flakes. "W discussed this
and found it sinpler to let you and your technicians do whatever marrying is
necessary to nmake further copies of this material. The reader is included as
another little gift fromour generous friend here. The first twenty fl akes
contain the stats on the Warnaster and her . . . well, you can't really cal
thema crew, the people living on board her. The twenty-first—they're al
nunber ed, using your system of course, so you won't have any trouble

i dentifying what's which—the twenty-first has the data on the free corridors.

You'll wish to inspect the flakes; don't worry about inadvertently erasing
them they've been inpressed. Loading's sinple, just slide the flake
skin-and-all into the slot there, then wateh the screen. You can nanually junp

about, there's a pencil attached, wite the nunber you want on that sensor
there. Again, use your own system the player has been adjusted to respond to

it. If you want automatic random access, touch the pencil here. That'll junp
you about so you
can get a fair idea what's on the flake. If you have any questions, |I'Ill be

happy to answer them You have sonething for us?"

El mas Ofka nodded. "Har cousin," she said. Harli Tanggar marched to the table
and set a large pouch in the mddle. Wthout conmrent she went back to her post
besi de the val ve. El mas tugged open the nouth, took out a swatch of black

vel vet and a small netallic object which she unfolded into a bal ance scal e and
a pair of calipers. Then she w thdrew several snaller pouches, opened one and
let the pearls spill onto the velvet.

The exchange was qui ck and wordl ess and the two wonmen began a mneti cul ous

exam nati on of what each acquired fromthe other

Quale left themto it and strolled over to Aslan. "Be interesting to know j ust
who the surprise was for," he nmurmured. He had a pl easant baritone, well,
rather nore than pleasant; for the first time in nonths Aslan renenbered how
long it was since she'd had sex with a man who excited her rather than scaring
her rigid. What she'd had with Parnal ee wasn't sex or pleasure, it was a
propitiation of the gods of chaos. And even that was, what? two years ago? He
had nice hands, long fingers, they ruffed through his beard. It was crisp and
short, a few white and gray hairs in the black, just enough to nmake hi m | ook
di stingui shed. She wanted to snmooth her fingertips over it, to.

She put the brakes on her imagination. "Mre tactful not to ask," she said.
“Not now, anyway."

He dropped beside her. "Wen we found out you junped the wall, Del was
wondering if we'd have to wi nnow the whol e population to find you."

"Things were getting a bit . . . um. . . hectic, so |l left."

"Saved us a lot of tinme and trouble, you turning up like this."

"Pride. And self-defense. Manm's nenory i s her biggest asset unless you' re on
the wong end of it."

He chuckl ed. '"Having spent nmore'n half a year insplitting with her on board,
| know what you nean. She's a nmarvel when she's working, though."



"Swar dhel d Quale," she said. "Pay his price and he gets things done. You're a
bit of a marvel yourself, if the stories are one-tenth true."

"I"d put the truth level in those things considerably |lower than a tenth. Say
something |ike one part in ten thousand. Maybe they get the name of a place
right, the rest is . . . you' re an ethnol ogist, you know how that goes."
"Well, some heroes turn out to be a bit nore than hot air."

H's right brow quirked up, the scar that nipped its outer end bent outward
with the moverment. "Nothing to do with ne."

"According to El mas Ofka, you're collecting slaves and taking them back."

"Uh huh."

"How many?"

"Depends on who we can | ocate?"

"You're | ooking for specific people?"

"We've got a list of nanes we've matched up with names fromthe mainBrain.
Rewar ds, aici Adlaar, rewards; when we get them back to Helvetia, ny crew and
me, we collect sonme hefty gelt." He rubbed at his jawine. "Couldn't take 'em
all even if | wanted to."

"I have sone people I'd like included in your collection. They m ght not be on
that list, but if what | heard about your fee-structure is reasonably correct,
what Adel aar's paying you for this neans you can tuck in a couple of extras

wi t hout straining yourself."

"Cetting a little hostile, aren't you?"

"I like to think of it as being practical." Dam, damm, damm, knee-jerk,
foot-in-the-nouth, what am | doing? Shoving himin a bag with Mama's shithead

friends. Maybe he belongs there. | don't know | don't know. |'mreacting |ike
an adol escent. Brain damage? O are stunners aphrodisiac?
"Qual e. "

He got to his feet with a | oose, easy shift of his |ong body that remni nded her
of X