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TRAITORTO THE BLOOD

The door dammed open and Pirs came driding in. There was a bloodstained bandage on his head
and another on his arm. His face was so tight with rage that the bones seemed to be legping againg the
skin. He nodded perfunctorily at his father, went bounding up the steps to the second table, nodding
tightly at hiswife, grabbed hold of Kulyari’s arm and jerked her from the chair. Ignoring her protests, he
took her up the short flight of airsto the main dais, flung her to the floor in front of Angakirs. “I will not
have this THING inmy house. She cdled my moves to my enemy and | was brought near to death. She
istraitor to the Blood.”

Kulyai was s0 artled by dl this that a firg she could only grasp and struggle; she was frightened
now. “No, no, lies, no,” she cried; she pushed up onto her knees. “It’slies, dl of it, | didn't ... the Blood,
no ...." Without trying to get up, she swung round and held out her arms toward Rintirry. “Tdl them ...

Rintirry shoved his chair back, came round the table.

Kulyari let her arms drop, her mouth widened into a triumphant amile.

He caught hold of her hair, jerked her head up and cut her throat. “Traitors die. That'swhat | say.
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Prolog

1

Shadith woke in the hold of a ship.

She was lying on a pdlet, canvas, something like that. Naked. Haf frozen.

Sometime before ... while she was out ... she'd been beaten ... raped ... brutdly ... she was torn,
septic, she could fed the heat of the infections, the blood oozing from the wounds.

She lay infilth and stench, she hadn’t been catheterized, just Ieft where they threw her.

She'd been fed, watered, there were tubes taped to her face, running into her nose.

They wanted her dive, but broken.

They. Who?

Ginny?

She shifted postion dightly, fdt feces squishing under her.

When she had her somach in order, she looked around. Stasis pods, dozens of them, hundreds, 4l
around her. She reached.

The lifesparks in those pods were dim; mogt of them she couldn’t recognize, but Rohant was there,
nearest her. Azram. Tolmant. Nezrakam. Kinefray. Tejnar. Ginny.

Ginny?

She looked more closdly a the strangers, picked up a fantly familiar “smdl,” connected it to one of
those dients she' d watched glide past her when she was in that corridor.

Ginny and his clients. Prisoners?

What's hgppening here?

Prisoners or passengers?

Ginny wouldn't tolerate gasigime. | know him. This ian't his ship. He wouldn’'t go anywhere on
someone es='s ship. | know him.

Prisoner. It has to be prisoner.

Who?

Never mind. Time for thet later.

Her hands were fettered, but she had alittle play in the filament that joined the cuffs.



Her feet were free.

She rolled off the pallet, used her feet to push it aside, then drew hersdf up so her hands were close
to her nose. She pulled the tubes free.

It was painful, sckening, but she got them out. She used the water tube to wash hersdlf.

It took along time, but she managed to get her body reasonably clean.

She was cold, hdf frozen, the chill from the metd she lay on struck up through her flesh into her
bones, but she was clean.

Usng her feet, she got the palet turned over, the bottom sde was filthy and stained, but hospita
hygienic compared to the mess she'd been lyingin.

She clamped her teeth on the water tube, used her feet and knees to find the food drip and maneuver
it into her mouth, then she did the palet over and stretched out on it. It was warmer and softer than the
floor, not much but enough. She sucked on the food tube and began to fed d-most human.

Kikun, she thought suddenly. I didn’t touch him. Or Rose. Dead? Or what?

She went paingakingly around the hold once more, touching each of the lifesparks. They were 4l
there, except Lissorn who was dead. Ginny was there. His clients. And this time she located Ajeri the
Rlot. All there but Kikun. And Autumn Rose.

He dipped them.

Clever little lizard. Took Rose with him. | hope. Unless she's as dead as Lissorn.

Hell come after us, | know it. Yes.

All right.

They mean to break me any way they can.

Let them try.

Shelay and listened, usng the ears and eyes of spiders and other smdl vermin.

Shelay and thought.

Sowly, carefully she began building THE PLACE THAT COULD NOT BE TOUCHED.

Sowly, carefully she withdrew HERSELF within THE PLACE, pulling memory and everything dse
vitd to who she was ingde the armor she'd huilt to protect hersdf from the interrogators that waited for
her.

Mindwipe waited for her, where her memories would be evoked then unreded and dissolved. A
competent tech could strip a mind clean in a few hours, yet leave the organic machine intact, the basc
intdligence unmarred—or mosily so—ready for reprogramming and resale.

COME COME, SEE THE FINE BARGAIN. ONE FLESH MACHINE, FEMALE, FRESH
FROM THE USED BODY SHOP.

She hid from the Probe and dreamed ancther life for her-sdlf, leaving it for THEM to find.

Yes, you creeps, you' ve got the body, but that’s all you'll get. Break me, will you? You can
try, then you watch your asses, they're mine.

She set the wake-trigger, (KIKUN: See Kikun and Know Again) then she closed the last gep in the
wal of THE PLACE and dept.

Chase: Autumn Rose And Kikun Break Free And Start The Long Trek After
The FiendsWho've Taken Their Friends

1

A faint sting. Then PAIN!

Autumn Rose came svimming out of fog into a prickly awareness that she was in degp shit and there
wasn't much she could do about it.

A hand dropped on her mouth.



Her eyes cleared and she saw Kikun's face, shining or-ange eyes ringed with white. He was in a
panic, but con-trolling it.

He brought his head down near hers, whispered, “Can you walk?' Despite his caution the whisper hit
the walls and the vaulted celing and came back to her as muted clicks and hollow oos, mdding
uncomfortably with the scrape of his boots, the clatter of something against metd.

Her face went hot and tight. She'd stunned her own foot trying to get a guard, it was such a supid
thing .... She didn’t bother answering him, just concentrated on seeing if she could move her toes; her
boots knocked againgt the hard floor covering, her pants leg brushed heavily over the thick black cloth of
the robe she wore, the sounds multiplied by that goertafl’ cht echo chamber, gartling her, giving her an
adrend jolt that helped clear some of the fug from her head.

Right foot, fine. Left leg below the knee might as wel be a block of wood. She bent her left knee,
sghed with relief. Aslong as she had the knee, the rest didn’t matter. She pushed his hand off her mouth.
“Can’'t run races,” she muttered at him, “but | can get it going. What ....”

“Not now.” He straightened, stepped back, sumbled over the body of a dead guard, caught himsdif,
shivering at the noises his feet made.

Sherolled onto her knees, thrust her hand a him. “Help me”

He eased his shoulder under her am and pushed up. Small-boned and shorter than Rose, with the
racy leanness of a garden lizard, he didn’'t look asif he could lift an un-dersize cat, but she came off that
floor so much faster than she expected, she nearly went over on her face.

He got her limping dong as fast as she could manage and guided her through the guards bodies,
across the anteroom, and into the shiny tarted-up corridor beyond.

She hdped as much as she could; what she'd seen before she went down was coming back to her,
gving her crampsin her somach and a powerful urge to get the hdl out of there.

Sun rifle held with deceptive casualness under his right arm (where he could get it up and
working in half a breath) the merc strolled toward them. “ Now, friends, you know better.
The room's not ready yet, just turn yourself around and come back tomorrow.”

Shadith yelled and shot him.

The Dydaerors shot before her yell died out and the other mercs went down.

An alarm started yelping.

The instant Shadow yelled, Azram got his arms around one of the metal benches and
charged the opening, getting there before the metal doors could dide shut: he dropped the
bench on the dide tracks and went plunging through as the doors kept trying to shut,
whining and damming repeatedly at the bench. Shadow jumped the dead and went
running after him. Lissorn went screaming past her, tearing off his cowl, clawing out of
the robe. He'd forgotten everything but Ginny.

Autumn Rose swore and ran after him, went down as she tripped over a dead guard,
stayed down as the rest of the Dydaerors stepped over her.

Rohant roared his own rage as he got stuck in the gradually narrowing space between the
doors as they beat at and crushed the bench between them. He freed himself and plunged
inside.

Rose rolled onto her knees.

A hand grabbed her ankle.

She twisted around, shot along her leg, swore again as she hit her foot as well as the
guard.

She pushed up, went limping to the door. She crawled over the bench, smung herself
insde, her leg dead from the knee down.

Lissorn was racing toward Ginny, stunner forgotten, claws out. He was only a few steps
away, but the man wasn’t moving; he stood watching unperturbed near the front rank of
the pulochairs. It seemed to Autumn Rose he was more interested in the degree of his
attacker’s rage than in any danger to himself. Directing his own death? Ginny Seyir-shi’s



last and best?

No.

He raised a hand.

Four cutters flashed from overlooks, hit Lissorn in mid-stride.

For an instant the Dydaeror was a black core in the furnace where the beams met, then
they winked out and there was nothing left, not even dust.

Rohant roared, his great voice filling that room. He lifted the stun pistol.

The other Dydaerors spread in a broad arc, converging on Ginny.

Shadow stood at the edge of the bidfloor, staring at Ginny. He turned, nodded at her,
started to lift a hand .... Autumn Rose shivered, touched her head ....

A hand closed on her arm, small, warm ....

Pulled at her ... no ... she couldn’t move ...

Oppression ... her head, her head ....

Things moving dow ... ly ... dooow ... ly ... Slooow ... lyyy.

Blackness ....

Nothing ...

She remembered and understood. Null vibrator—they mug have triggered it when they went
charging in. Or Ginny had ...

Null-fidd. She hit her lip, her head wasn't working right, fidd must be operating ill, on low power
to keep the lid clamped down.

Kikun. The Null hadn’'t affected him. Odd. What's hap-pening? Who's doing this? Ginny? He
went down, | saw him go down. That means diddly. He killed Lissorn. Why'd he kill Lissorn if .....

The corridor was empty. She was surprised at firdt, then annoyed a hersdf. Kikun wouldn't be
taking her dong here crippled up like she was in her head and leg if the way wasn't clear. Clear for now,
but not for long .... There was a powerful urgency in him, he was dmogt carrying her. Shayss damn, my
head's not working. She couldn't seem to concentrate on anything, mind skittering about hibbity
dibb-ity.

He hauled her out onto the gdlery, dragged her a few feet dong it and pushed through ragged
draperiesinto a room thick with rat droppings and cobwebs and the kind of smdl you get down an dley
on any skidder road.

“Egyadll’haya Rose. Missuk shal gavan cillaha’.”

She stared @ him, the syllables diding off as if her bran were waxed to a high gloss and
impermesble. Sid off and fdl dead—echoes were pardyzed in here, like everything e sein this catafalque
of aroom.

He hissed and shook her. “Dydaer,” he breathed. “You know it.”

“Oh.” She forced hersdf to concentrate. “Say agan.” She sumbled over the Dydaer words,
repeated them. “ Say again.”

“We have to have a ship, Rose. We have to get out of here.”

She rubbed a her head. The stench was hideous, every bresth gave her somach spasms, and her
knee was hurting more by the minute. She shifted her stunned, leg; moving eased it a little. Think, Rose,
think. “Shadow ....”

“She was too far in” His eyes glazed over. “I had to leave her. If we're taken, there's no one to
follow ....”

“Faollow who?’

“Doesit matter?’

She brushed at a bit of dusty cobweb dinging to her hand, shuddered as she saw the desiccated
corpses of hdf a dozen spiders. She loathed spiders. “There' re the Capture Ships out beyond the Limit.
We could cdll onein.”

“No.”

She heard the anguish in his voice and didn't press. “I'm fogged, Kuna, | don't know ... what's



happening?’

“Don’'t you understand? | don’'t know. | don't know any-thing.” His ditted nodtrils fluttered, the
muscles of his face worked under the soft loose skin. “I'm following voices ... no ... it'snot ... I'm not ...
ligen to me. We have to get out of here.” The panic was beginning to break through his control.

“Klar, s klar, Kuna. Cdm down. Let me see ....” She looked at her robe. It was filthy with dust and
thick soft webs, but those would shake off wdl enough. The privecy fidds in ther cowls were
gone—from the burns on her neck which were garting to hurt like bites from the devil, the Null must
have shorted hers out when she went down.

They could pull the cowls forward and avoid lighted ar-eas, it might be enough.

“You have your tools?” She shook her head. “Of course you have or you couldn’t *ve popped me
awake. Any idea where the nearest shuttleport is? VVison or whatever, well run with it.”

He dropped to a squat, closed his eyes, pressed his hands hard againgt them.

She went to the door, stood beside it ligening. Heavy slence. Not even the scratch and scrabble of
vermin. She could hear her own heart beating, could hear Kikun's too-rapid bresthing. Then a sound like
adoor dosing, a dang of metd againg meta. Footsteps. Someone taking, word fragments, scattered,
nothing she could make ot.

A hand closed round her arm.

She darted, swalowed aydp.

“l seeit,” he whispered at her, the see hissng againg her ear. She flinched, she didn't much like
snakes. “Let’s go,” he said, pushed past the torn curtains, and scurried off dong the gdllery.

Rose grimaced, limped after him, caiching up with hm when he stopped a a gate into the
pneumotube system. He reached for the caller.

She caught a hisarm. “Wait,” she said. “What about darms?’

“If there are, there are.” He pulled loose, tapped the square. “Y ou want to walk a thousand kays?’

“Nothing closer?’

He made a amd| irritated hiss, but didn't say anything. She tried a grin, smdl to match his hiss. “Be
kind, Li’l Liz, and consder it the Null-effect.”

2

Kikun took her on atwiding, roundabout route across the gutted worldship.

Between pneumotubes, he tugged her dong faster and faster, ignoring her protests, tossng her over
his shoulder when her Ieft knee threatened to fold on her, lifting her over nulled-out Holers lying where
they fdl when the vibrators went off, pushing her into murky stench-filled sde ways when the sounds of
men walking broke the eerie illness.

She never saw them.

She had a feding of soft secret doings dl around her in the dust and decay, but she saw none of it,
only the sprawled bodies of the Holers.

There were no darms going off. Nothing.

“Whoever’s doing this thinks he' s bagged the place,” she said doud.

Kikun hissed again and she shut up. All right, you're right, Li’l Liz. Shayss damn, | fed like I'm
drunk and | didn’t even have the fun of getting there.

Kikun propped her agang a wadl. “Almog there, Rose. You wait here till | check it out,” he
whispered and glided rgpidly away, vanishing into the murk of the dusty, long unused sideway.

She did down until she was gtting on the crumbling mat, Kikun gone from her mind the moment he
turned the cor-ner. As the colored lighttubes painted a patchwork of bright transparent shadows on her
and the newly oiled floor around her, she shook her head, trying to shake the fog out. It didn’'t work, just
mede her dizzy. She hauled up the robe, then her trouser leg and began massaging the muscles from knee
to ankle. Riding in the cars had eased up on her knee some, but her leg wouldn't be right till she got time
in an ottodoc. Her flesh fdt like clay, cold and unresilient, asif it belonged to someone dse. Z Toyff!
Got to get out of here.



“Ah!l” She scrambled onto her feet, struck ot.

Kikun caught her arm, stopped her. “Rosal”

She looked up at him and remembered. “ Shayss damn, Kuna, don’t DO that to me”

“Sorry, Rose, | forgot.”

She sputtered, the laugh startled out of her; it echoed back dong the narrow curving corridor and
made her angry at hersdlf. Sips like that could get them dl killed.

“It sdl right, Rose. There's no one around to hear.” He pulled her onto her feet, got his shoulder
under her arm. “No guards, no nothing. Let's go, Op. Shuffle-shuffle”

it

The lock’s inner door gaped open, the cracks around it clogged with ancient crud. Kikun lifted
Autumn Rose over the rim, helped her negotiate the crumpled flooring as they moved toward a heavy
meta plug with three tube caps lined in arow across it. He hauled her to the one on the left end, cycled it
open, and tossed her in.

As she passed from the argrav fidd into the .00 some-thing gravity of the tube, she logt traction,
caught hold of atugline, and began hauling hersdlf dong the tube. Behind her she heard the soft whine as
the cap irised shut, then the line jerked repeatedly as Kikun started after her.

it

She eased into the pilot’s seat with a Sgh of rdief, picked her leg up and set it in place and with
automatic kill locked the crashweb about her. Having forgotten him again, she twitched as Kikun did
into the co-seat. “One of these days you'll give someone a heart attack, Kuna.”

“Oh, no.”

“You seeing any snags ahead?’

“Nothing focused. Be careful, but move as fast as you can.”

“Right.”

it

A red light flashed in front of her the indant she cut loose from the tube. “Alam,” she sad.
“Somebody noticed.” She was working as she spoke, swinging the shuttle about, sending it toward the
gaping outer door of the lock. “Or maybe it's automatic,” she said. “With alittle luck ....”

The port was near the top of the worldship where the shuttles could jump in and out without getting
tangled in the web of tubes linking the centra mass with the ring of much smaller derdlicts.

Autumn Rose booted the shuttle into a reckless arc over that ring, came down to the centrd plane
and darted for the skeletdl marinathat Ginny had provided for his bidders.

She circled the marina, put it between her and Koulsnak-ko's Hole, then pooted dong behind the
ships, looking them over for Sze and conformation, talking absently as she kept her eyes fixed on the
scanner. “We want a smdl ship, one that doesn’t take a big crew, two reasons, we couldn't han-die a
big’un and a amdl crew’s probably in the Hole, not lying about to make misary for us. And we should
get one that can put down onplanet so we don’t have to depend on landers, who knows where we |l end
up. So, agmdl hat ship. None of these. No ... no ... ah! there's one that might do if we can't find ... ah!
Red light's gone out, don't know whether that's good or bad. Ah ... ah ... yesl Don't think we can do
better than that one.” She centered the amdl deek yacht in the screen, enlarged the image. “What do you
think, Kuna?’

He shivered. “Do it. Something's slepping on my shadow, Rose, breathing down my neck. Hurry.”

“Right.” Autumn Rose took the shuttle closer, nosed it around until it hung beside the yacht, lock
nuzZing againgt lock. “Well, now it gets hard. Be hdpful if | had one of Digby’s trick boxes, but | don't,
S0 we go with what we have. Let me see ....”

She began playing with the sensor pad, stopping occasondly to waich the screen. Nothing
happened. She mut-tered to hersdf and went back to work.

Kikun closed his eyes, hisface went dack, idiotic. After aminute his fingers began tapping a complex



rhythm. And a moment after that he produced a snging drone-melody to go with the rhythm.

Rose siwvung around, stared at him, then swore and touched on the recorder.

His hand went ill. For amoment it lay on the arm of the co-seat like a discarded bit of weed. Then
he began again, went through the whole sequence a second time. He stopped the tapping and the
droning, worked hisfingers, opened his eyes. “Tha'sit.”

“What? Never mind. | know whet it is Aburr Uchitd’s Aubade. | doubt there's a soul in settled
space who hasn't had it played a himin some lift or another. Why?’

“It came to me”

“Oh. Shayss damn, we need the Singer ... mm ... maybe not. Y ou know anything about musc?’

“Dinhagt. Nothing beyond.”

“Oh. Well, let's see ....” She fed the recording into the shuttle stiny brain, cast it at the ship.

Nothing happened.

“Shaysd” Clicking tongue againg palate, she listened to the recording again. “If it's not the tune,
maybe he' s play-ing games with intervas ....” She went to work on the recording, running it through such
permutations as the smple-minded shuttle brain would alow, matching the re-sults againg what she knew
about key-psych and the param-eters of amateur efforts dong that line. She had a feding it was amatevur,
any passkey twitched from such a collection of sae-isms as Uchitd’s Aubade had to belong to a
mind-s&t far removed from the life views of the math techs she knew, the ones who made a professon of
locking things away .

She came up with a run that was so familiar it was dmogt comic. She tried it. No. He's a hair
smarter than that. Or she. Whichever. Shayss damn, | wish | had .... She glanced a Kikun who lay
inert, eyes garing at things she'd never see—and didn’t particularly want to.

No hdp there. She pulled the possibles onto the screen, frowned a them, glanced at her ringchron.
Time was pass-ing. Right. The complicated one. Fussy. Canon of a kind. Supid kind. Goerta b'rite,
let this work. She cast the new recording a the ship and wiped the sweat off her face as the lock
hummed open and an otto-docker caught hold of the tiny shuttle, eased it toward the gap.

“Wake up, Kunamy Liz, we'rein.”

Kikun drifted about the bridge, touching things, siffing at them, occasondly standing with his eyes
closed, swaying alittle, humming softly under his bregth.

Rose glanced up from the control pad she was studying, frowned at the screen. “Hey, look at this”

Something strange was emerging from the top of the worldship. A blob of glowing white fog wobbled
out of the lock, separated from it, and floated pulsng and flickering above it. A black speck arced over
the blob, cast aline a it, and began towing it toward the marina

Asit drew closer, she saw dark objects floating in the plasm. Bodies. Hundreds of them. “Weird.”

Kikun ambled over, stood behind her, his hands on the back of her chair. “Yes” he sad. “I see.
What isit?’

“l don’t know. Never saw anything like that. Never heard of it ether.”

He leaned closer to her, she could fed his breath againgt her neck. “ Shadow’sin there. Alive”

“Oh.

“We have to follow that.”

“Can you? On your own?’

“l don’t know. For awhile, maybe.” He moved away. She swung the chair around, scowled at him.

He'd gone across the room and was gtting cross-legged on the carpet, his back agang the
wood-paneled wall. His eyes were closed, but he ft her watching and cracked them to look at her. “Be
ready,” he said.

She snorted, turned back to the control bank.

Sweet ship, as nearly idiot-proof as anything she'd come across. The previous owner mugt have
liked to pilot himsdf now and then, maybe when he was going places he didn't want people to know
about. Like here.



She disengaged the tethers, walked the ship on pressors from its dot. With a wary eye on the blob,
she eased the ship dong behind the others tethered in that row until she was drifting at the sunsde of the
tieup, fingers crossed that the ship the tow wanted was down the other end.

Yes. Yes. That big sucker. Z' Toyff, they came prepared for a hefty cargo. Whoever.

Followed by two smdler ships, the large transport moved free of the marina, sucked in the blob as
soon as it was clear, then the three ships hung together without moving or giving any Sgn of life for ten
minutes, twenty, thirty ...

Abruptly they shot up, arcing high over the maring, head-ing for the sun.

So what does one do now? Digby, Digby, wish | could call you. No. We'll play this out firgt,
there’sno time. No time ...

Autumn Rose waited until they dropped out of sght, then went after them, hanging far enough back
S0 they wouldn't spot her.

Kikun sang to himsdf. He'd found a clipboard some-where and was dgpping at it, drumming himsdf
into the hunt trance, getting the Spirit Hound ready to go snuffling on the trail of the ships running ahead of
them.

A flare behind them.

She read the monitors. Not the sun. Must be Koulsnak-ko's blowing. Bastards st it to go Nova.
She shivered.

Goerta b'rite for Kuna's visions.

The ships ahead hit the Limit and dropped into the ingplit.

With Kikun's song and his drumming filling the bridge around her, she dropped after them.

Prisoner 1. Ginny In Chains

1

Two men came through double doors, waked toward a workstation on a dais, its screens were
retracted, the sensor pads shrouded in plagtic covers. Thar footsteps echoed hal-lowly on the black and
white squares of the marble floor.

It was an immense domed chamber and they were doneinit.

There were other workstations, smaler and less complex, ranked around the walls, over fifty
dations, closed down now, hooded and slent, chairs empty. Thiswas a holiday, a rest day for everyone
but them.

The one with the manacles on his wrigts and the leg irons was a little man with thinning gray-brown
har combed across a bald spot, a forgettable face and eyes like dead leaves. Ginbiryol Seyirshi, prisoner
and not liking it—though he didn’t let his anger surface. His hands hung at his sides, relaxed, loosdy
curled, as he stepped onto the dais and stood beside the lefthand seat, walting with an ap-pearance of
mild interest for something to happen.

The other was an Omphalite, muffled in heavy black robes with a cowl shadowing his face. A hbig
mean, twice Ginny’s size. There was arrogance in the set of his shoulders, in the boom of his distorted and
deepened voice. He sat a hand on Ginny's shoulder, pushed him down into the seat, and closed more
fetters over hisams and legs.

i

The Omphdite settled himsdf before the operations con-sole, brought a screen humming up and
spreading before them, waved a gloved hand at the image that appeared when he tapped a sensor at the
center of the board. “There sheis, your ... ah ... nemess”

The contempt and mockery in those words ate a Ginny, but he gave no outward 9gn of this,

A young woman with matte brown skin and hair a mass of bronze springs sat in a narrow cdl saring
into the lens. On one cheek she had an outline of a hawk acid-etched into her skin, an eegant brownline
drawing. She looked tired and fearful, her eyes were red and dill teary, though she’' d stopped crying. She



was twiding her hands together, re-peating the same mations over and over.

It was dmogt three years Snce Ginny had firg seen her; she'd looked about fourteen then. Despite
the stresses and drains of the time since, she seemed hardly older though she had to be nineteen or
twenty. Bone structure, he thought, and that baby skin. And playing the child. He didn’t believe any of
what he was seeing; he' d learned better. “Kill her.”

The Omphdite snorted. “She's nathing,” he said. “A front for that sauroid. A pawn. That creature
was the red source of her so-called powers.”

Ginny turned his head, stared a moment at the shadow under the cowl, the black jut of the voice
digtorter. You are afool, he thought, but he didn’t say it. He went back to gazing at the girl.

“No prafit inkilling a strong young thing like that,” the Omphdite went on. “She's due for mindwiping
tomorrow, then well put her into a labor levy and sl her services such as they are” He paused,
contemplated the image. “We thought about training her as a courtesan, but she didn't catch the fancy of
anyone here and she's not pretty enough to be worth the trouble. Strong back and clever hands, that's
her forte. Just recently we acquired a contract |abor com-pany, Bolodo Neyuregg Ltd. It was forced out
of business because aring of Execs were caught deding in outright davery. Caught, hnh. Foolishness”
He clasped his gloved hands over the solid curve of his bely. “We have reorgan-ized the company and
gotten it reinstated with Helvetia It's proving a very profitable addition to our portfolio and a ussful dump
for products our Interrogators have finished with.” Contempt crept back into his voice. “Since you're so
nervous about that chocho, well flake her mindwipe for you. Watching her drool, you'll see you can
forget about her and concentrate on your work.” He touched another sensor and the scene shifted.

A Dydaeror was prowling about a cell, hisfury amog tangible. Rohant the Ciocan.

“Magnificent beast, isn't he” The Omphadlite flashed images of other Dydaerors onto the screen,
ending with the dark glowering Tolmant. “Aren't they dl. Along with the four we captured during the
attack on Betdlli, these are the first Dydaera we ve managed to lay our hands on. In-teresting creatures.
Dangerous. Which makes them dl the more vauable. Rohant the Ciocan. He and his woman run Vodlts
Korlach, you know. We want that business. Very profitable. Excelent reputation. Access to places we
haven't been able to touch, you understand.” He grunted. “ Stub-born beasts. We tried the probe on two
of the younger ones. One of them'’s dead, the other might' swell be. Vegetable. They seem to have some
twidsin their heads our savants haven't seen before. Perverse. One dmog feds it's delib-erate. Which
reminds me, our chief Savant will be visting you in a day or two, give him everything, you know about
the Dydaera Hnh. They’'d make magnificent guards, very decoratiive and maybe even effective.
Assassins perhaps. Think what we could charge for them if we could guarantee conditioning and control.
We can gart with these, but we'll have to have more of them. We need to know how to avoid girring up
that cohesiveness and bloody-mindedness they show when one of thers is attacked. Or perhaps we
could learn to transfer that loydty to us. That'd be good.” He tapped the sensor again.

“That's atracer Op cdled Samhol Bohz, he's a ndive of Ekchua-TiHash, interesting world, I’ ve sent
a gnd| expe-dition to see what we can pick up there. This obsession of yours, Seyirdhi, it's proving
immensdy vauable to us. We acquired Bohz in that attack on Bedli; he was leading it. Works for
something cdled Excavations Limited, the pro-prietor of which is one Digby no-last-name
no-planet-of--origin. Digby. My chief Interrogator thinks the name's a pun, shows the way the blitsor's
mind works, something he thought up when he started his business. Odd man, if you can cdl him a man
these days. Tied to his kephaos with more fibers than a Paem bud to ve' s parent. Staysin his nest, never
goes out except by holo. Can't get a him. Which is the point, | suppose. He's beginning to be a
nuisance, but we have to leave him be until we have more data. We're thinking of programming Bohz and
sending him back to scavenge for us. Maybe, maybe not. Depends on wha we can wring out of him
here. Whatever, there's dways the labor levy. One way or another, hell make us a profit. We have
expenses, you know, we can't afford to waste anything. Besides, recydling is a virtue, yes? Taking about
prof-its ....”

He began puling up images of the rest of the prisoners, commenting on each. Some were to be
milked of everything they owned and killed. Those with positions of power in thar home spheres would
be given blackmail poisons, tai-lored parasites or other addictions, according to the assess-ment of the



Savants and Interrogators, and sent home to work for Omphaos. A few would be sold to their
compet-itors—through convoluted cutouts to keep Omphaos clean. These were stacked in Sasis pods,
they’d been kept uncon-scious so they wouldn't have any notion of who had col-lected them. “Except
you, Seyirshi. If any of that lot came across you, say a year from now, | wouldn't give odds how long
you'd last.” He droned on until he reached the end of the images. “We should harvest severd hillions by
the time we ve finished with this. To say nothing of an exponentid increase of influence in a number of
sectors. A successful operation, wouldn't you say, Seyirshi?’

“Most commendable”

“Ah, yes. Now. One lagt thing. Certainly you would pre-fer to avoid the Probe. It's so easy to dip
and apply just that little extra pressure that does so much damage.” He tapped a sensor and retracted the
wrigcuffs that locked Ginny’s arms to the chair. “So much smpler and safer if you give us the location,
entry codes, and totals in your various ac-counts, then authorize the transfer of these funds as we
di-rect.”

Ginny Seyirshi turned to stare a him; then, without a word he began entering the data.

Dyslaera 1: Rohant

1

Helay on ahard cold cot in aroom filled with white glare.

He was aware of everything, but fet nothing directly; no sensation, no emation reached him through
the fugue state the Dydaera cdled nincs-othran which had wrapped around him the moment his body
was serioudy threatened.

“STOP THE DRIP. NOW.”

Boss Questionman, he thought, cracking his whip over his crew. If he could have fdt anything, it
would have been amusy smugness. Dydaera weren't so easy to tame as dl that. We've done worse to
each, other than you can dream of, worm. Y ou can kill me, but you will not bend me.

Touching him, here there places he could see places he couldn’'t see, sensors and probes, testing
TESTING ...

“READINGS THE SAME AS WITH THE OTHER DYSLAERORS, ADJUSTED FOR
AGE AND PHYS-CAL CONDITION. FUGUE STATE, SENSITIVITY TO INVASIVE
TECHNIQUES ALMOST NONEXISTENT, NO PAIN RESPONSE, RESPONSE TO THE
ADZTER-PINE IS ANOMALOUS, EVEN IN TERMS OF THE REACTIONS OF THE
OTHER DYSLAERORS ....”

The voice went on, adull monotone liging with little elaboration the tics and tots of his body ... when
it stopped it was severa moments before he redized the slence. And when he did, the slence was filled
again with the booming voice.

“HMM. EACH OF THEM SEEMS TO BE WIRED DIFFERENTLY. RIGHT. | WANT A
SAMPLE SE-RIES FROM HIM AND THE OTHERS, YOU KNOW THE REGIMEN. ONE
CAVEAT. THISONE HASTO BE KEPT ALIVE AND INTACT. ORDER OF THE GRAND
CHOM. WHO ALSO REQUIRESUS TO CIR-CUMVENT THAT FUGUE STATE BEFORE
HE'S TOO OLD FOR ANANILES. | WANT THE SAMPLES ANALYZED AND THE
REPORT ON MY SCREEN IN THREE DAYS”

2

He lay on the hard cold cot while techs worked over him, faceless men in heavy Slver bodysuits,
their eyes obscured behind magnaviewers, thair hands shidded by the trand u-cent film of slvaskin.

Nothing bothered him. He didn’t care what they did, he just wanted them to get done with it and let
him go back to planning his escape. nincs-othran protected him and at the same time narrowed his focus
dragticdly; everything he did, every thought that flickered across his mind dedlt with es-cape. He could
wait with a terrible patience for the dightest of openings and explode into action the moment it showed.



There was nothing yet. This lot were careless around him, they weren't fighters, not any kind of combat
types. If he could get at them, they were dead and he was gone, but their machines were deepless and
ubiquitous, not subject to lapses of attention. If the crack came, it would be in the interface between man
and machine. It would come. He waited.

Fishing 1. Kikun And His Gods

1

Spirit Hound put his head down and snuffled at the traces, but it was no good, the white threads
issuing from the only ship left in view were dissolving like smoke blown by the wind. He struggled to run
fadter.

The ship faded, vanished.

Soirit Hound whimpered and whined and dug at the noth-ingness he ran on and through. He cast
about, ran thisway, ran that.

Kikun!

Hound heard the name, turned his head. The fine white threads that ran behind hm were raveling, on
the point of bresking and dissipating, leaving him stranded.

Kikun!

The name pulsed aong the threads. Ther white bright-ened, thickened. They twitched a him, tried to
pull him back.

KIKUN!

The twitch was harder. Spirit Hound hesitated; he wanted to go forward, but there was no more
forward to go into. He turned and ran back aong the threads.

Hit

Kikun opened his eyes, stared blankly at the heart-shaped face hanging over him. Autumn Rose. He
was weary, So weary it was dmost too much effort to breathe.

“Kikun?" She lifted hishand, let it fal. “ Goerta b'ritel”

She went away, came back with a cup of broth. Gathering him up, bracing him againgt her knee, she
began feeding him the broth, sip by sip, dipping in an occasiond hbite of hipropaste.

When she was finished with that, she straightened his cramped arms and legs and tucked a pillow
under his head, then she went off again, came back with amug of hot tea and a drinking tube. She st the
mug beside his head, helped him with the tube. “Y ou fed like talking?’

He sucked at the tea, let the deanang warmth trickle through him as he considered the question.
“Why did you cdl me back?’

“Didn’'t want you killing yoursdlf.”

“Jugt aswell. I'd logt them. What' s happening?’

“Right now, we're drifting—pointed the same way your last turn took us”

“Where are we?’

“The Cdlidara Pseudo-Clugter.”

“What's that?’

“A very busy place. Nearly a thousand systems less than a light-year apart, two hundred of them
inhabited, mostly colonized from other places, only ten of them have naive pops. Kephdos tels me we
have to go carefully. Sometimes the ingplit round here is so busy its fabric shakes.”

Kikun sucked at the tea, frowning. “That doesn't sound right. Omphaos wouldn't want close and
inquigtive neigh-bors.”

“Wel, it's where you brought us. Omphaos?’

“Tled” He flattened his hands on the floor, tried to push up but his ams had no grength in them.
“Hep meup.”

“No need to go rushing about. | have to purge the ship before we go near any of those worlds.”



“Purge?’

“Rull her flags. We stole her, remember? | don't purge her, the firg port we hit, zap, Sraight to jal.”

“Ah. How long will that take?’

“l don’'t know. Depends on wha system the PO used, previous owner, thet is. Don’'t worry, | will
et it. Dighy sees that his Ops know a lot of things most powers say they shouldn’t. You comfortable
there, or would you rather go lie down in one of the staterooms?’

“I'll gay here”

“Right.” She got to her feet. “Fird | find me anice little planet with no people on it. Onewith ar | can
breathe so | can get the outside clean, too. Then | suppose I'd better cdl in and see what Digby has to
say. Nothing much is going to be happening for awhile, so you might as wdl get some deep.”

2

It was a nameess little world, a pretty world with nothing more than its looks to recommend it, the
usud range of metas, no large deposits. No moons. There were alot of lakes but no great, uninterrupted
dretches of water. In an areawith hundreds of other worlds much likeit, it had been scanned afew times
but modly ignored. And it was close by—only a day off.

Autumn Rose st the ship down in the middle of a tem-perate long-grass prairie in the northern
hemisphere, choos-ing afla barren area near alarge lake and one of the streams feeding into it.

Kikun wandered aimlesdy about the ship as Autumn Rose settled to work. He stood behind her,
watching her play with the kephaos until she swung around and snarled a him. “1 loathe people looking
over my shoulder. Haven't you got SOMETHING you can do?’

Kikun shrugged his narrow shoulders, ambled to the co-seat, turned on the scanners so he could
look out over the land around the ship.

Tdl grass stretched to the horizon, nodding in the wind, green and slver moire slk, fading to a
washed-out bluein the distance. There were scattered interruptions of a darker, siffer green where trees
grew dong a stream or deep in awash. A few kilometers off, an immense herd of horned beasts grazed,
leaving a gtrip of shorn land half a kay wide as they passed on. Overhead, a number of feathered fliers
were black specks againg the ice-blue of the sky.

Kikun was hatched on a tall-grass prairie much like this one, so much like it he might dmogt be
looking across his sept’s home range. He sat gazing at the scene and aching with a separation anguish
he/'d been too busy to fed snce Lissorn rescued him from the stake and brought him away. Strange
places, strange peoples, nothing to remind him un-til now.

“Kikun, do you mind ....” The image vanished, the screen went gray. “l need the kephalos ful
atention for this” She scowled at the console, then at him. “It’s going to take forever as it is. Barakaly
Lak Dar, that's the PO of our chariot, he had a mind like a snake with hiccups. Why don't you take
some lunch and a stunner and go for awak or something?’

3

Kikun rode the lift to the ground and stepped onto patchy grass. The lightness of his body startled
him. Autumn Rose hadn’t warned him about the lower g. Moving was a little like waking in water
without, the resstance of water. A very peculiar feding.

He held tightly to therall of the lift and sucked in a long breath as he listened to the fant susurrus of
the grass. That sound, ah that sound, it was an ache in the heart. A wound.

The morning sun was warm on his face, but the ar was nippy; it sSmdled of pollen and grass, of fish
and weed, mud and decay. Something dead along way off added a fant pungency to the mix. It wasn't
exactly hishomesamel, but near enough to evoke a stream of memories.

He closad his eyes and let them flow over him, the good and the bad.

For the past three years he/ d been caught up in Ginny Seyirshi’s plots. No time to stop and think, no
urge to let go and drown in memory.

Now there WAS time.

Too much time.



He panted and hisfringed ears trembled, his eyes flooded with tear gd. He leaned againg the raling,
head down, remembering, remembering, remembering ... until the spasm was finished, then he sghed and
scrubbed away the gdl.

After drugging out of the backpack, he Ieft it on the lift floor and walked cautioudy across
cream-colored sand to water blue as shattered sapphire.

He squatted beside the tender waveets that lapped a the sand and scooped up a handful of the
water. Lissorn would have scolded him until his ears rang: one does not eat and drink promiscuousy
on strange worlds, bad things can hap-pen to one's insdes. He amiled a the memory, tasted the
water. It was fresh and cold, with a clean green flavor. He spread his fingers and let the rest of the liquid
run away. There was a iky weed growing a short way out in the lake. Ba-ancing on one hand he
stretched over, broke off a branch, sniffed at it, bit into it. Not much taste but a good crunchy texture. He
squatted and chewed urtil dl he had left was a wad of strings which he spat out. He scooped up more
werter, swished it around to clean his mouth, spat that out aso.

He knew well enough what he was risking, but a certain recklessness drove him on, a recklessness
that was his by godright and a plague on his comfort more than once.

He got to hisfeet, ran dong the beach, restless, nervous, while the day got colder instead of warmer.

The wind rose. The ky was a pde pae blue, dmogt white, empty now except for a few, high
rat-tails of dloud that merdy emphasized the blankness of the blue.

His bare foot touched alength of driftwood bleached a-most white by water, wind, and sun. Wood.
He stared down at the section of branch for along moment, then bent and picked it up. Yes. Fire. I'll
build me afire. Four fires. Firesto send atoceba home. Yes.

Driven by a new urgency, he strode dong the sand gath-ering pieces of wood smdl enough to carry.
As soon as he had an armload, he took it to along narrow spit where the feeder creek entered the lake,
dumped it, and went back to hunt for more.

#i
When he had the wood he needed, he went into the prai-rie and gathered grasses.
#H

He settled on the sand and began smoothing and knotting the grasses into a sacred mat, his fingers
twiding and pull-ing in a pattern so familiar he didn’t have to think what he was doing. On DunyaDz he
would have whigtled an ancient sin-di while he worked, the music gathering his forces and feeding power
into the grass. Here, he was empty, there was no music in him and the grass fdt dead in dead fingers. He
went on knotting anyway.

Not so long ago, when Shadow had hinted for a reading—she wanted reassurance before they hit
Koulsnakko's Hole and went for Ginny—he couldn’'t answer her, Gaagi wouldn’'t come. He told her he
wasn't worried. It had happened be-fore, his gods going off somewhere and leaving him to him-sdif.
They'd dways come back.

Thistime fdt different. VVoices had come to imin the Hole, but they were chilly whispers as dien as
thisaien wind.

He was bereft. Yes. Good word. The right word. His gods were his tie to his home-earth and the
personification of his severd Tdents. He needed those god images and they had to be REAL. Ghosts
conjured by hisimaginaion were worthless as guides.

He knotted and wove and wondered if he'd been too long away from DunyaDz, if he'd worn his
gods thin and findly to nothing at dl. If that was true, he didn't know what he'd do, what he'd be. The
thought frightened him.

He wove the ends into the mat, spread it on the sand, and went to stand at the lake's edge, weatching
the waves legp and sparkle in the wind. Nathing came to him. The water was dien, it rgjected him. The
sand benegath his feet re-jected him, the wind would not speak to him.

HH#



He went back into the ship, collected food offerings, brought them to the mat.

Usng the gathered driftwood, he built four amdl fires, east, west, north, south. He put the ma a the
mid-point between them and sat on it, his shadow going out before him to touch the western fire.

He used the play of flames to ease himsdf into the god-trance where he could cdl them. Gaagi the
Raven. Ellas-Xe the Lynx. Jadii-Gevas the Antelope-deer. Xumady the Otter. Spash'ats the Bear.
Ladl-Lenox, the Grandmother Ghogt. *Gemla, the Mask that was himsdf. He called them urgently, his
need for them in every syl-lable of those potent Names. Especidly he cdled to Gaagi
Raven-who-flies-before, Raven who had marked his path for hm over and over since he was hatched,
Raven who spoke with a darity and brevity that could be more deceptive and more confusing then the
ddiberate smokiness of Ladl--Lenox, the Grandmother who ddighted in leading hm her grandson into
gtuaions that made him scramble to stay dive, who dways sad: See what you learned you wouldn’t
"ve, Kiki. Listen to your Gramma and you'll never be sorry. That wasn't true. It wasn't even close to
true. Gramma's advice. 1t'd taught hm how miserable he was when he was having his tal twisted by
someone stronger or smarter than him. She told him that WAS the lesson, but he figured there were
easer ways of leaning it. Xumady scolded him each time he fdl for her so-convincing arguments, but
Otter wasn't much better; he was the comic grumbler, the joker who took nothing too serioudy; he was
aso snesky and murderous, with no limits to what he'd do to survive, what he'd tweak and trick Kikun
into doing. Spash’ ats was the dreamer, the ethicigt, big and black and powerful, never seen quite clearly,
the Bear who smacked Xumeady down when Otter got too outrageous.

He cdled them and they came, but they were not the powerful mythic figures he saw most times, only
cartoons, animation cells, tranducent, flat, no force to them. They came and stared a him and were glent.
One by one they retreated until only "'Gemla Mask was left, hanging before him, a slent summons to
return home. Not now, hetold Mask, spesking inthe mind. Not yet. You see. You see | need her. You
See.

Mask hung there, smoke wreathing about it, mingling with the white lines chalked across the black
ground. It was slent, enigmdtic, then it was gone. Recognizing the need.

Gaagi was there, suddenly returned, fluttering black wings, a made dinhast painted black, his head
haf-bird, haf-dinhadt, the webs between arms and legs glittering with black scales on the indde, black
feathers on the outside. Transparent and cartoonish, but there.

Gaagi turned to show his backside and Kikun saw the threads spinning from him, ddicate white
threads, thin as Rose' s head hairs, knotted and twisted, bunched into tor-turous tangles, going back and
back until they touched a sphere floating in darkness. DunyaDzi. Immensdly far away. Gaagi showing him
that they’d come o far he was dmogt unraveled, reminding Kikun as Mask had reminded him that if he
went much farther, stayed much longer away, he would rip himsdf loose from what nurtured him.

Gaagi turned again and pointed.

Kikun followed the finger and saw a patch of darkness, a pattern of stars spread across it, one of
them redlighted -the target star. He stared until the pattern was burned into memory, dong with whatever
characterigtics he could pick out of the image of each star and the sense he had of distances and
directions. When he looked round again, the fires were down to red flickers over black cods and Gaagi
was gone.

He had three griefs. Now one was gone from his heart. He had his gods again.

The second grief was lessened; he wasn't hdpless any lon-ger and Shadow was no longer whally
lod. In alittle while Rose would have the ship ready and they’ d go after her.

The third grief remained and there was no curing it. Lissorn was dead and gone. But there were
services he could do for hisfriend, things he had to do.

Lissorn's tocebai—he' d left it to wander without direc-tion. That was bad. The better and stronger
the living, the more dangerous his ghogt, the more harm it could do to the living. Lissorn’s tocebal, his
heartsoul, had to be sum-moned, prepared and guided to Hoz' zha-dayaka, the Gar-den of the Blessed.
It was time. Now was the Proper Time.

Kikun rebuilt the fires, then settled himsdf on the sacred mat and remembered Lissomn:



the sun shining through a dit in heavy clouds turning Lis-sorn’s short silky fur to molten
gold ...

Lissorn’s laughter as his tiny golden daughter came running to him, still uncertain on her
stubby feet ... as he tossed her into the air, caught her and ticked her under her chin ... as
he brought her to Kikun, saying thisis, my friend, he/sfunny ....

Lissorn roaring into the circle of chanting daiviga Dawadai, alone, acting against training
that said don’t get involved with locals, armed only with a stunner and a knife .... That
knife, ah that knife, it was a young sword that looked small in Lissorn’s big hand, its blade
red with firelight but not yet with blood ...

Lissorn scattering the little daiviga males, tipping them onto their tailfeathers, destroying
the Dawadai Circle .... Lissorn kicking the fogga bundles from under Kikun's feet, sparks
flying like shooting stars. Roaring again as the daiva’ vig gathered themselves against him,
warbling their kill-chants, laying the daiva’'vig out one by one until they broke and ran
into the scrub ...

Lissorn dashing Kikun loose and tossing him over his shoul-der when he saw Kikun's
swollen, broken feet, Lissorn run-ning with him, irresistible and powerful ....

Kikun went again to the lake' s edge. This world's water would not speak to him, but it would clean
him; that was water’ s nature. He kndt in the water and yielded once more to the flow of memory.

Lissorn facing off that mob with a red-lining stunner, the charge in it exhausted by the last
daivig he'd flattened, the rest of them running from him just in time, all he had left was
the knife ...

Lissorn’s body shaking as he laughed while he ran, taking a huge pleasure in what he'd
done ....

Lissorn in his father’'s arms, sobbing, his baby daughter dead, killed by Ginny's
surrogates, torn apart by the bomb in the Korlach courtyard ....

Lissorn running at Ginny, slent this time, caution forgotten in hisrage .. .

Lissorn caught by four cutter beams, gone to ash in an in-stant ...

Kikun knelt and gazed with glazed eyes out across the lake until Lissorn stood solid and shining in his
mind's eye, then he dtripped naked, waded out farther, knelt and began scrubbing himsdf with handfuls
of sand and sing-ing the ritud chant. Except for the lightness of the lesser gravity—which contributed
grongly to the sense that he was indde a dream—he might have been on the shore of Hibgats Toh, the
sacred lake in the middle of his home-grass.

“Ahde an po to ah,” he chanted, ritud words, words so ancient their meaning was a blur in the mind.
“Hu ha apho hae la ceh. E'mo boya can: O to encee eh.”

He shifted to a song celebrating his friend:

“ There came a man pace by pace across the grass
He wore a lion face and lion eyes

The sun caressed him

As she watched him pass

Lissorn



The shining man.”

Kikun did benegath the surface; his body was dense, heavy, even here. The water would not hold him
up unless he swvam hard and steedily. He undulated himsdlf, washing off the last grains of sand, then got
to his feet and waked out of the lake, anging as he waked.

“ There came a man bold and hot into the shadowsea
Hewore a lion face and lion eyes

The shadows could not touch him

He put out hislion hand and lifted me

Lissorn

The shining man.”

Thewind was sharp as knives, cutting to the bone. He ignored it. “Ah de an po ta ah,” he chanted.
“Hu haa ho hae la ceh. E mo boya can: O to encee eh.”

He set out the food from the ship, fine amal things the ottochef had made for him, fruits and mesats
and pastry, miniaturesin smal paper dishes. When he was finished, he ate a morsd from each dish, then
folded them up and brought them to the west fire. He set them in the flames, sang as the white paper
turned black and the pae blue-gray smoke dso blackened with the burning food. He took two Straight
hard pieces of wood and sat again on the mat.

He struck them together, got a stidfyingly solid and mu-scd tunk from them, then beat a rhythm
from the wood. “Em canta na. He goh namakhol,” he chanted. “Magyaa bat ta”

We drink from different rivers now

Ofriend

Your heartsoul dances on a dry plateau
| am wet with life

Thereisnothing | can share with you
My friend

Your heartsoul isalion

Dancing while it waits

Loudly your voice calls me to come

To show the way

You leap past the moon

You run among the stars

You rush to me crying out:

My feet will not cease running

Bring merest

| hear you

My friend

| draw the labyrinth in the sand

The spiral of your life

My friend

Run the spiral, find rest in the center

| draw the double spiral to help you on your way
Mind your feet

My friend

Look neither to the right nor to the left
Go quickly and delight in what lies before you
HoZ zha-dayaka lies before you
Garden of the Blessed



May Shizhehoyu Father of all blessyou

My friend

Go quickly and do not keep remembering your brothers
Or your sisters

Do not keep remembering me

Go your way

My friend

Kikun fet his spirit go out of him, Mask, his other sdf. Mask danced in circles with Lissorn, a bit of
ash wreathed in smoke. Lissorn ran beside him, golden lion, mane rip-pling, tal rippling. At first they ran
the labyrinth together, then Lissorn drew ahead.

Mask dowed and dowed again; when Lissorn was gone, Mask mdted into air and was adso gone.

Kikun curled up on the firewarmed mat and dept.

Dyslaera 2: Struggling To Survive And Get Away

1

Azram wrinkled his nose. “Achcha, Fray. You gink.”

Kinefray kicked at the door, yeled after the departing techs, “Bottoss! Jogin Z'rafg!” He kicked the
door again, shambled over, and dropped onto the plank bed beside his cousin. “What’ s happening?’

Azram looked round the cdl, scratched a daw through the scabby moss growing on the stone.
“Gunk keeps grow-ing.”

“Haven't had you out?’

“Torture by boredom, that’swhét it is What'd Z'rafg do to you thistime?’

“Samples of every liquid I've got in my body. I've got more holes in my hide than a sandsponge.
Regt and stress” He yawned, stretched. “Wonder how come Z'rafg they keep us together? | managed
to get aword with ... oh, ssst!”

“What?’

“Those bottoss Z' rafg), they shit ticks every place we go.”

Azram extruded his claws, clicked them againgt the chains holding the bed to the wall. “Yeh? So
what’s the prob, Fray? Anything you going to tdl me, Z' rafg dready saw.”

“Oh. Yeh. Wdl, | got aword with Tolmant, Z rafg had hmin for some the same tests | was getting,
0 he said | was the fird of us he'd seen snce the Hole, so | was just wondering, how come Z'rafg
keeping us together?’

“Don’'t know. Don't care. Any idea where we are or who's got us?’

“Na They wear those masks and quff and they make sure we don't get alook outside. None of us”

“You and Tolmant had y’ sdf quite a chat.”

“Yah. Set-up, you think?’

“It sdl a set-up here”

“Yah.” Kinefray jumped to his feet, began prowling restlesdy about. “Back and forth, dl the time the
same way. Nothing. Just walls. Stupid stone walls. Then the lab. Tube lights, cages, stress booths, tables.
Like what we do, only thistimeit's for people, not animas”

Azram scratched a the subble on his chin. “Animds” he said. “That’s it, then. Getting ready to put
the collar on us. Got to know the beast before you can contral it. Or useit. Or hunt it.”

i

Savant 1 entered a note into his data pad. “One forgets they're intdligent, with dl that hair and
claws”

Savant 2 stopped and looked over his shoulder a the two young Dydaera “Intdligent? It's
debatable.”



Savant 1 snorted. “Less so than yours, if that’s the way you interpret evidence.”

“0Ooooh-oooh, who got out on the wrong Sde today? Y ou want a cup of kaff?’

“Maybe later, after | get through dl these damn reports. What do those techs think we are, memory
meachines?’

“Theboy sad it, I'll give him that. Got to know the beast before you can contral it.”

Prisoner 2: Ginny Bows HisHead And Plots Revenge

1

Ancther room. Ripdy elaborate. Designed to be disturbing.

It was along thin rectangle with a door in one of the narrow ends and a semicircular dais at the other
with five throne chairs on the platform.

A guard in gray led Ginbiryol Seyirshi in and ordered him to stand within a black circle inlad in the
white stone of the floor with a double spird black on white ingde it. The floor was tranducent, lit from
beneath. The only other il-lumingtion was a cone of white light shining onto that cir-cled spird from a
angle spotlamp dropped from the high dome.

Black basdt wdls were carved over every inchin deep rdief, nude bodies winding in and out across
it, none of them larger than a man’s thumb—here an orgy, there a har-rowing of hel, in another place
skeletonsin a dance of degth or cranling like maggots over hegp on heap of skulls.

Crawling.

As Ginny shuffled in beside his escort, he found the walls lumpy and unpleasant; as he got farther into
the room and saw them more clearly, the tiny writhing figures made him fed itchy, asif his own skin were
crawling and pustulous. It didn’t help that he himsdf was unclean. After he'd done what they wanted, the
Omphadlites had shoved himinto afilthy fetid box and left him there for five days. Left hm to contemplate
his helplessness and their power.

Logic said he should be rewarded for compliance and en-couraged to continue his cooperation. They
were udng arbi-trariness and illogic as a method of bresking him to harness. It was stupid. If they did
manage to reduce im to a puppet, they’d destroy what made him vauable to them. He had found it
easer and more effective to sdect his tools to fit the task. He might manipulate their weaknesses and
drengths to make them do what he wanted, but he didn't try to dter them. The falure with the gil was
no mark againg this system. He understood thet fallure now. It came from a lack of preparation. He had
seized on wha seemed like the Lady’s gift without giving himsdf time to study the gil and get to know
her. Ignorance had defested him. He would not let thet happen again.

Hisjumpsuit was creased and stained, though he had managed to keep from sailing it with his wastes.
Lice and other amdl-lives crawled through his hair and in the crev-ices of his body—he was convinced
they were deliberatdly introduced into his stinkbox to help erode his self-esteem. He ached dl over from
the unnaturd positions he'd had to maintain, he was dizzy from hunger and sheking from wear-iness, but
he had control over himsdf dill and he meant to do whatever he mugt to stay dive.

He stood on the spird and waited for one of the five to speak to him. His shoulders were rounded,
his eyes watery and blinking in that blinding light; wisps of his thin brown hair stood up in spikes, a dull
halo about his smudgy little face.

The five men gtting on the throne chairs were bulky in ther heavy robes, ther faces log in the
shadow of ther cowls. Their black-gloved fingers were weighted with mas-gve slver rings, one or two
on each finger and two on the thumbs; the gems in those rings were the only touches of color in the whole
room, shimmering red, green, and blue with every movement of the hands.

The man in the center leaned forward. “Ginbiryol Seyir-shi,” he said, voice distorted and amplified. “I
am the Gran Chom of Mimishay.”

Seyirshi said nothing, just hunched his shoulders a bit more and bowed his head.

“You will be pleased to hear that we wish you to continue your work. Within certain bounds, of
course. Omphaos will choose your targets and control your sdes. You will be given consderable



cregtive freedom, but your budgets and meth-ods mugt be approved by this council.” The Omphdite
stopped, waited for a response.

Seyirshi stared at the floor. Rage shook him, but he took care not to show it. When he had control of
hisvoice and veins, he said, “What are my options?’

The Chom touched fingertip to fingertip. “You have none, unless you consder deeth ... hah! ... a
vidble option.”

A soft chuckle, turned sinigter by the digtorter; Seyirshi siffened his face. What stupid, pretentious
nonsense, he thought. | could do better with nine-tenths of my brain shut down.

“To speak frankly, Seyirshi, you have too much potentid for us to kill you outright, but you're aso
much too dan-gerous to turn loose. You have an obsessve vindictiveness that overwhems your reason
and leads you to do things no sane man would contemplate. That flaw in your makeup has cost you your
freedom and your wedlth; don't let it cost you your life. You, we won't drop into a labor levy. You can
work for us or we'll turn you into fishbait.”

“If I am to do a hdfway adequate job, | need my ship and my pilot.”

“Sorry, can't do that. Your ship was destroyed when the Hole went Nova. Y our pilot happened to
be aboard a the time. Unfortunate, but there it is. We will provide what support you need—transport,
technicians, equipment.” He shrugged, drawing a muted rasp from his robe as fold rubbed on fold.

Seyirshi shivered. He didn’t want to, but he couldn’t hdp it. His energy leves were low and this was
something he hadn’t expected. Tak about stupid! For amoment he didn’t believe them. It was braindead
to waste so wantonly the rich lodes of informetion in his kephalos, to say nothing of Ajeri and her kills
and her memory. It was doubly humiliating to be brought so low by such men asthis.

He thought again and knew it was true. His ship was gone. Why ese would they question him about
his ac-counts? He had done allittle test on them, given them less than hdf and nothing about Ta hai Talla
where he had his Xanadu and his complete records and a considerable horde of portable wedth. They
took the truncated report as truth and the whole truth. One look in his kephaos by a hafway competent
decoder would have made aliar of him.

The ship, yes. Ajeri, no. She was in the Hole when Om-phaos took it, nowhere near the ship. She
might be dead, but if she was, they killed her here.

His ssomach knotted, but he was cold, cold and cam. Watch them. Note their weaknesses. Sudy
them like you have studied your target worlds.

Already he had a growing lig of soft spots. They priori-tized wrongly, put sdf-service above dl dse
induding the projects most important to them. They were willfully blind to the redities of emotiona
response. Threat, coercion, pain, these things contained their own rot; short term they seemed to work,
in the end they falled. Blind spot. How many times had he used that blind mind-set to crack a world
apart? Sooner or later, he would crack the House of Om-phaos. The sooner the better. And this
business with the Dydaerors. Tchah! They saw claws and teeth and told themsdves here were beasts not
men; Dydaera hisory and culture meant nothing to them. Blind spot. They worked from abstractions
born out of theory developed more from what they desired than from careful and detailed observation.
Theory and their desires told them that threats would drive him. HIM. Ginbiryal Seyirshi. Blind, oh, blind!

From the moment he achieved self-awareness, there was one thing Ginny had refused to permit. NO
ONE gave him orders. Severd times he had been where he was now, a prisoner with no options. He
had fought free and destroyed utterly those who had attempted to control him. These fat-heads thought
50 long as he could keep meking his flakes, he would let them give the orders, set the gods. They thought
he did the productions solely for the money they brought him. They did not see that he would fight to the
deeth before he would let them pollute his vison, before he would wear the bridle they had fashioned for
him. Blind, blind, blind.

The Chom set athumb ring into a socket on the arm of his chair and a screen rose in front of the wall
to Ginny'sleft. A twist of the ring and aworld was suddenly there, turning againg a thick background of
dars.

“Bal Mutiar,” the Omphadlite said. “On the edge of the Cdlidara Pseudo-Cluster. There are two amdl
moons, you can't see them now, they’re on the far side. No bigger than asteroids, not good for much but



oy platforms. Warm water world. Very little land area, modly amdl idands and idand chains. Low in
metas. No shdls or pearls. Jungle. Rain forests. The wood's low grade, spongy, not worth bothering
with. Savant Tetrayd, continue.”

The Omphdlite at the left end of the arc took up the tade. “Bol Mutiar was found and settled by a
bunch of rabbity Coudinsin the first Diaspora. And promptly logt again when the settlers went back to
pre-stone savagery. Found in this century by a drug prospector who came across it when she was nosng
through the Clugter fringes. She hacked about some, found a few bulbs she thought could lead to
some-thing, nothing important, nothing to interest the Pharma-ceuticals. And she got out dive, which is
more than mogt the others did, the ones that came after her.” He settled into a morose slence as the
Chom fiddled with the sensor board and the image shifted to a fat ydlow tuber with a tangle of vine
growing from the top.

“Savant Tierce,” the Chom said.

The next man over started talking. “Doesn’'t look like much, does it? The locds cdl it Tung Akar. It
goparently grows everywhere, equator to arctic. The Pandai—that’s what they cal themsdves, they edt it
a least once a day throughout the year. It has ... aaah ... changed them. One outcome of that change was
the fact that bringing that plant offworld cost usfifty lives” He sat back, laced his gloved fingers across
hismiddle

Ginny blinked at the image, interested despite his preoc-cupations. “Why bother?’

The Chom spoke. “Something very odd has happened on Bol Mutiar. Involving that tuber.
According to a researcher on Universty who acquired one of those tubers somehow, it has mutagens
laced through it dong with some com-plex organics that match nothing he's seen before. In the
millennium since the world was firg settled, that plant has reshaped a ragtag bunch of scourings from a
dozen different races and cultures into genetic homogeneity. It's a low-tech world and likdy to stay that
way, no continents, just a lot of idands and idand chains you saw that. No flight. Wa-terships are
powered by wind and sal. Everything they own is handmade, no factories, no machines, no printing
presses. But ...." He paused for effect, then said dowly, impres-svely, “ldeas, even information, diffuse
throughout ALL the idands in less than a month. Remember, the only way to get ideas or information
from idand to idand is by writ-ten message or mouth to ear. This is not telepathy, that's been
investigated; not a wiggle on any of the most senstive detects available to a Universty scholar. Which
brings up the second aspect of interest to us. The scholar I'm taking about made this world his project
and has spent thirty some years sudying the people and the rest of it; he had no trou-ble from the locds
or the livestock. On the other hand ...." He touched the sensor pand again and images began to pulse
and shift, flashes of squat brown people, of white sand and blue water, of saling canoes and fish with
hyper-developed fins, of plants and beasts and birds.

“Savant Deuce.”

The Omphdite a the right end of the arc leaned forward. “We obtained a viewing of his reports and
we determined to send a team in. There were amazing, possbilities, I'm sure you can see a number of
them without half trying. The team leader was one of our best propagandists. He had alight hand, a quick
and clever mind, he had operated on a score of worlds without missng a beat. He put down on one of
the larger idands and opened communications with the locals. Sx days later he was dead. Everyone on
the team was dead except the lander pilot and he was so shaky he had the devil of a time getting the
bodies offworld. And he breathed his last the minute the lander was securely docked.”

“Savant Prime.”

Except for the direction of the sound and the different body postures, there was so little difference
between the men Seyirshi had a hard time understanding why the Chom bothered to introduce the
speakers. The voice distorters smothered individud tones and even to some degree differ-ent
rhythms—or the Omphdites made a practice of sup-pressing such differences when taking to outsiders.
Ginny noted dl thisand set it asde for later consderation. At the moment it seemed neither a weakness
nor a strength, merdly a peculiarity of this aggregation of individuas.

“Naturdly the ship's crew seded the bodies into an iso-lation chamber,” Savant Prime said. “Then
they brought them back here. Our best researchers found nothing organ-icaly wrong with the men, only a



dightly lower than usud residue of chemica and dectrical energy.” He fdl slent, turned his head toward
the Chom.
Images on the screen:

bodies and more bodies. There is no blood, nothing but the emptiness of the flesh to show
that these men are very dead indeed.

“We were annoyed,” the Chom said. “We sent alarger force, filtors”

An idand rushes toward them as the POV shifts rapidly downward, a cloud of dust, smoke,
tongues of fire, chaotic snaps of death and destruction.

“They set up a security dome, filtered the air, didn’'t go outside unarmored. They erased the Panda
on that idand except for a few saved out to be questioned. These they kept in a Serile Cdl sealed off
from everything, them included. Y ou know the procedures.”

Half a dozen bewildered Pandai four square brown men, two women, one young and
pretty enough in a chunky way, one an old hag with snag teeth and coarse white hair and
everything drooping. At first they seem confused and uncer-tain, then terrified, then they
huddle together, pressing against each other.

“The locals were dead in less than an hour. They just sat down, closed their eyes, and died. The
filtors cremated them, burned out the Cell. More Pandai showed up. Didn't do anything, just squatted in
adircle garing a the dome.”

Men with heads shaved and blue markings on their faces. The POV sweeps around the,
circle, hesitating a little at each so each impassive face is clearly visible.

Someone from the dome begins shooting. Five Pandai fall over. The rifle explodes in the
hands of the shooter. Five new Pandai take the places of the dead.

“The filtors started dying. The shidds went down. In-struments and weapons had their charges
drained without warning. Or the weapons exploded, killing anyone who hap-pened to be about. The
dome was rotting about the filtors. They were rotting, too. Team leader gathered his men and got
offworld; just barely got off. He wanted to drop a hdl-burner on the place, but the ship’s captain shoved
hm and the remnant of his force into isolation. Later the captain had to put them dl in restraints, then
drop them into stass pods when they continued to deteriorate physicaly and mentdly. They were dl
dead when time came to remove them. Again with nothing to show why.”

POV moves from pod to pod, showing bloated, rot-blackened corpses.

“Whoever can control that force ... mp! | leave to your imagingion the possibilities. Unfortunately
there seems to be no way to exploit the Pandal without losing men and materid. We want you to devise a
way we can handle them and ther weapon. Turn them around so we can live down there and take
control of that world.

2

They put Ginbiryal Seyirshi in an austere cdl that was a combination office and gpartment and gave
him a novice to run errands.

“Jud let me know what you need. Send him,” a wave of his hand at the young Omphdlite, “for me if
there' s any difficulty,” the Chom told him. “I’'m sure you understand the limits on what you'll get. You can
have as much freedom as is prudent. Outside of that, name it and mogt likely you can have it.”

i

“We collected the researcher from Universty as soon as we became interested in Bol Mutiar,” the
Chom said. “And dl hisrecords. You'll find them here” He tapped the bezd of a thumb ring againg the
caniger of flakes he'd placed on the workgtation desk. “No, you can't tak to him. There was a



regrettable accident with the probe and we had to dispose of him. | put a treat in there for your spare
time The digtorter did little to hide the smirk in hisvoice.

Ginny ignored it. A pinprick. A nothing. His eye was fixed esawhere.

“While the girl wasin the hold,” the Chom said, “we kept her under observation, a mosaic from those
flakes is in the can, labded as such, dong with the record of her inter-rogation and the mindwiping
sesson. Enjoy, my little friend.”

Ginbiryadl Seyirshi settled to a brood over the flake player and the canigter.

He had no intention of going anywhere near Bol Mutiar, al he wanted was access to a ship, but he
went carefully through the data the Omphdites provided, made copious notes. They were watching him,
they knew they’d broken him, bought him. He could fed the watchers preening them-seves and
despisng him; he wanted to keep that compla-cency pritine.

Bd Mutiar. A dull planet. If he had been looking for a target world for one of his productions, he
would have dis-missed this place. It was monochrome, no individuas, only nodules on an invisble root
system, no drama, no passion. Jugt rot. And there was nothing aesthetically sstiSfying about rot.

i

Ten days later, when he finished the notes, he had found nothing to change his mind.

He leaned back, contented with what he had done. Not enough data in ther files They would have
to send him out, send him with histools. Y es. Nineteen days through the ingplit. It was not much, but if he
could not get control of the ship in that time with that much materid at hand, he deserved whatever this
lot threw at him.

His contentment soured as he watched Mutiar hanging againg the spray of stars. What Omphaos
was forcing on him was a wretched perversion of his art. When he de-stroyed worlds or societies, he
was amply teking them to ther ends in an act of cregtion that made those ends more profoundly
important, more coherent and meaningful. What he did had nothing to do with control or oppression. No.
He st free. He sanctified. There was a purity in death, there was nonein tyranny.

Y es. Omphaos had given him the subject of his next pro-duction, but it was not the one they thought.

It was a ddightful irony. Savior of the Universe. The Desthmaster Dancing to the Rescue of Life He
amiled, pleased with the wordplay.

He thought about Shadith. He wanted her in this He needed her. She was a focus of destructive
forces, avortex that tore apart whatever she knocked againd. Yes. He knew her now, he could pull her
grings and twist her dance of destruction to his profit. The Dance of Rot and Nihilation.

He looked through the flakes, ignored the mindwiping session, he wasn't interested in that, found the
one that re-corded her interrogation and dipped it into the player.

Hit

He stared, astounded.

It was alie from start to finish.

He played it again, matching her statements with his memory of things she had said and done, things
he had seen in the EY Es he had focused on her.

A logicd, coherent, convincing LIE. Even her body lan-guage lied. She played the terrified child
better than she had with him. He looked closer. Yes. Because she was not play-ing. She BELIEVED
and that belief was so drong it colored everything that happened. She fooled the Interrogators and she
fooled the probe because she had fooled hersdf. For-midable.

He played the flake a third time, trying to see how she did it, sopping it again and again to examine
face and body. He saw nothing. Somehow, without the help of psych-machines or drugs, she had
congtructed another persondity with another hisory and seded off everything of the old. Formidable
indeed.

He replaced tha flake with the firg of the mosaic flakes and watched the snippets recorded there
from her timein the ship’s hold.

Thefools had left her conscious for at least a month. They had made her sick and filthy and they had



ground her helplessness into her—as they had done with him—meaning to make her an easer victim.
And as they had done with him, they had completdly misread her.

He watched Shadith come awake, waiched her ruggle to dean hersdf and fight off cold, fesr,
sckness.

Shelay blank-faced after that, Saring at nothing.

He knew what she was doing, by bitter experience he knew. She was mind-riding, usng ship's
vermin to hunt out everything she could discover about her captors. She was ligening to crewmen and
Captain, sucking in data and stor-ing it againg future use.

And she was planning.

What the Omphalites saw as near catatonia, he recog-nized as the intense activity of a brain he had
learned to respect.

He tapped his tongue againg his teeth when he saw her face change suddenly. Her mouth dropped
open, her eyes rolled back in her head. She was concentrating so intently, she looked idictic. She is
doing it, he thought, she is doing it right in front of me.

Her face changed again, dackening asif the energy had drained out of her.

She stopped caring for hersdlf.

Two days later she went deeply unconscious.

Alam bdls rang.

The Omphadlites scooped her up, ran her though the ot-todoc and dropped her in stasis for the rest of
the trip.

He dghed and removed the flake. She mugt have included a trigger to resurface the hidden memories
when the danger was past. He spent a few moments wondering what the trig-ger was, then let it go. It
was not important.

He went through the interrogation sequences one lagt time, spectator to a superlative performance.
Such a deadly dangerous child. And Omphalos has no notion of it. None & al.

Hnd her. Yes. Trigger that memory. Yes. Set her a Om-phaos. Yessss. And kill her when it's over,
before she killsme. Yes.

They are dropping her into contract labor. Where?

They dready think | am warped about her. Let them think it; keep picking a them, make them so
tired of my agita-tions they tdl me what | need to know.

He gected that flake and began sketching possible ave-nues of attack on the Pandal of Bol Mutiar.
He was amiling as he worked.

Miralys/Digby 1

1

Mirdys prowled about while Digby floated languoroudy in his bubble pretending to be exhausted by
her energy. He was in a puckish mood and the room reflected this. Every time she turned around, the
place had changed on her so she was threading her way through prickly columns of col-ored light or
tripping over a newly materidized piece of furniture or a plant in a pot, or something so esoteric it was
only marginally recognizable.

The third time that she bruised her shin, she hissed, lad her ears back, and stood glaring around until
she found what she thought was a chair. She kicked a it, scuffing the toe of her boot. Solid. But when
she lowered hersdf to the set, the chair melted under her, dropping her into a sprawl on the floor. She
growled, straightened hersdf up, folded her legs, and sat where she was, it was safer that way, he wasn't
likdy to mdt the floor under her. “Why don't you grow up, fool!”

He chuckled, the pickups taking the breathy sound and playing it around the room. “Y ou're beautiful
when you're angry, Toerfdes”

She snorted, then amiled reluctantly. “All right, so | fed a bit better now. What's this about, Digby?
You didn’'t ask me here to pat my shoulder and listen to my sorrows.”



“Two pieces of information. Not much in themsdves, either of them, but suggestive” With
exaggerated grace he siwung round in his bubble until he was gtting cross-legged like Mirdys. “One of
my Ops ...” hisblack eyes sparked with laughter, “a character named Woensdag, one of Frit-tagga's
more successful offspring, if you accent the OFF,” his lids drooped again and he sighed, “by some odd
coin-cidences which | won't bother describing, happened across one of Seyirshi’s customers,” he looked
blank a moment, ligening to voices ingde his head, “a type cdled Olom Myndigget. We' re reasonably
aure he was a Koulsnakko's for the auction. HE's home now. Curioudy unsinged for someone who's
been through a Nova burn. Woensdag couldn’'t hang about, but I've sent another Op in, see what she
can find out. Consdering the ships that left before the burn and the reappearance of Myndigget, I'd say
there was a posshility at least that Rohant and the others are il dive”

Miradys closed her eyes, rocked on her buttocks, her breathing harsh as she fought for control. She
wanted her Ciocan back, she wanted that passionately, compulsively, she'd spend every cent Vodlts
Korlach had to get him back, but she wasn't afool or reckless, there had to be ared chance; this wasn't
it. Not enough. “What's the second thing?’ she said.

“Someone' s been aniffing around me. | know the sniffers, but | don’'t know who hired them or why.
I’'m working on that. Any unusud interest in Korlach?”

“l don’t know.” She rubbed at her eyes, drew her hand hard over her headfur. Her petd ears were
pricked high, her spine was draght and taut. “I don’'t know. I've been ... distracted.” She extruded her
claws, stared down a her fin-gers. “The attacks on us have stopped. Last one was two months ago.
Seyirshi wouldn't have cdled off his dogs, not unless he was made to or dead.”

“Right. I'll send an Op across to look around. Rizga, | think, yes, she's been out of therapy for a
month and getting itchy.”

“Rizga. She was the one with Hannys and her team? On Louat 4, right?’

“Right.”

“Good.” Mirdys got to her feet. “Hannys will be pleased. W€l see what there's to see, hmm, I'll
gveit aweek, right?’

“Right.”

Digby closed his eyes and watched her stride out, vigor back and purpose in the forward set of her
ears, he followed her until she'd left the building, then let his visudization drift. He liked Mirdys and had
grieved to see her so poorly. That was changed now. Much better. His mouth twitched, his eydids
fluttered as he shifted his attention and plunged deep into his ties, doing his own devious investigations
through the city networks and the planetaries.

Shadith In Shadows:

1

No memory and a new name

Stench.

Undlean bodies packed in asmdl, bare, room with icy breezes wandering everywhere.

Where?

What am | doing here?

Who am I?

Who AM 1?

WHO am |?

She curled up, knees againg chest, thumb in mouth, eyes squeezed shut.

Her head hurt.

Who am | who who am | who am | who ....

Women were taking beside her, around her, women and girls.

She was afraid of hearing what she didn't want to hear and tried not to lisen, but she heard them
anyway. Their voices were like the odors of ther bodies, inescapable.



Whereisthis place ...

What ...

Girna or something like.

Aghirnamirr.

S0 you s0 smart so what you doin here ..
So what's it like, this Aghawatsis ....
Cold as Hoobi’s Hell, that’s what ...
Diggin in the dirt, that’s what ....

Field work ....

What'd ye think, frega, you'd be sitting round sucking tit? Didn't they tell you unskilled,
what you think unskilled mean? Grubbin, that’s what.

No choice ....
Yeh ....
No choice at all?

You sign up? You did? (Laughter, harsh and bitter.)

A hand on her shoulder. “You dl right, child? If you can, you should be getting up, the vendage it'll
be garting any minute now.

She took the thumb from her mouth, opened her eyes.

A big, solid woman with warm brown eyes and a friendly smile was bending over her.

“Vendage?' she said and was gartled by her own voice—she' d forgotten what she sounded like. A
anger’svoice, she thought. Who am |? She closed her eyes again, but didn't resst as the woman took
her hands and hauled her up.

“Hey, you want honesty, | should've said meat market. Us, child. The locds they look us over and
choose who gets which.”

Head throbbing, ssomach queasy, she dung to the warm strong hand. She heard what the woman
was saying, but it was hard to understand how the words gpplied to her. She shivered.

“Ha hal, not used to frigger travel? Get you in the gut, don't it. Scramble what brains you got. Yes,
lwv, yes, just you hang on to Tinoopa a minute or two, the fuzz will clear out y' head now you on you
feet. You want to be looking perky and full of it at the vendage. Y es. You want to be firg pick. First pick
gen'raly get the best jobs. Being so young, | expect this you virgin contract.”

She thought thet over. “I don’'t know ....”

“A wed awed, that don't matter. You just ligen to Ti-noopa, she been round and back and round
agan. Think you can walk now? Let's go wash your face. Move you foot. That's it. Now the other foot.
One and two and one and two and here we are.”

The water was cool on her face, the dizziness retreated. The Snk was clean, white, the towds and
washcloths hanging there were clean with a faint sweet amell. They were old and threadbare, but clean.
This surprised her, though she couldn’t think why. Why should she expect filth? Then she remembered
the amdl she woke up to. The smdl that was coming off her as wel as wafting past her. How long since
we had water for bathing? Why? One more why to add to the lig forming up in her mind.



She hed her arms out and submitted passively to the scrubcloth and the cold water.

Somewhere there were answers. | mug have know them once. What happened?

The panic was dill there, but distanter somehow. Maybe it was having someone take care of her.
Like amother. Do | have a mother? Do | have friends? She shook her head, impatient with hersdf. She
wanted to DO something, but there was nathing in her head or outsde it to get a hold on. Except
Tinoopa. lrritating. Letting other people do for her irritated her. Must be something from before,
something that survived whatever or whoever it was took her memories from her.

The room they were in was as clean as the snk, scrubbed until the walls and the floor were slky
white with the ston-ing they’ d gotten. It was a crude structure, thrown together from rough-hewn planks
cut green S0 there were cracks where they’d olit or warped agpart. Harsh sunlight and a cold dry wind
was coming through those cracks, the wind eddying about the prisoners.

Why did she think of them and hersdlf as prisoners? She shivered.

“l s pose they figure anyone who gets sick in here isn't worth putting to work.” Tinoopa wrung the
scrubcloth out, draped it over a bar, pulled loose a towe, and began rub-bing her dry. “You be careful
round the locd men,” she said, “some of these types go for anything with a hole in it. One good thing,
you're not pretty.” She chuckled, pushed the hair off the face she was drying. “Don’'t worry ’"bout thet,
luv. Pretty fades fast. Cool head does you better. Hmm. My name, the whole thing, Tinoopa juhFeyn of
Fuyo-Geeyur on Shimmaroh.” She hung up the towel and in-spected her handiwork. “You garting to
look like you maybe gonna live. Convict,” she added chearfully, “me, | mean. Thigf. Good & it, too,
though you couldn’t tdl it from what you seeing now. Luck took a wak on me, cop stuck his fat nose
where he had no business being and caught me wrong place wrong time. They give me the choosing
between life in a Shimmaroh jal or ten years contract labor and don't show my face agan. A wed a
wed, seaing what those jails are like, wasn't much of a choice. Done five years dready, five to go. Miss
my kids.” She wiped her hands dong her sides, looked round the crowded room. “Haven't had a word
from them. A wed awed, no way they could find me. Six girls and a boy. Tak about spoiled, that lad.
Sill, My Jao’s fond of hisol’ mum and ....” Her comfortable flow of chat cut off and her brown eyes
twinkled shrewdly. “Wél, he wouldn't thank me for running on about him. What's your name, child?’

She' d been ligening with pleasure, but that question hit her like a brick in the face. She crumpled and
sarted cry-ing. “1 don’'t know,” she got out. “1 can’t remember any-thing. | don’t know ....”

Tinoopa caught hold of her face, long sirong fingers on one side, long strong thumb on the other. She
turned the face to the light, pushed back the thick oringy hair at the temples, flipping aside longer hair to
expose patches of new growth where her head had been shaved. “Mindwipe. *S no wonder you such a
mess. Now | do ask mysdf what you been up to, luv. You don’'t look old enough to be that dan-gerous
... wdl, never you mind, don’t matter what it was, you just start, looking ahead.” She let go and stepped
back. “You going to need a name. Y ou le&t me give you one?’

“Please”

Tinoopa set her hands on her hips and chewed on her lip. “Elegant bit of work on your face. Left
cheek, yes, that’sright,” Tinoopa nodded as she reached up, drew her fingers across her cheek, “etched
into the skin, looks like. Mugt "ve hurt like hell, but who did it is one red artist. Hawk, hmm. Can't cdl
you hawk, you not big enough. Kizra, that's alittle’un where | come from. What they cdl sparrowhawk
ininterlingue. Kizra. You like that?’

“Yes. Thank you. I'll be Kizra”

“All right, come over here, Kizra, let me do something about that hair. Looks like you got knots in it
been there for years.” Tdking dl the time, she nudged Kizra to a cor-ner of the room, took a piece of
comb from a pocket in her coverdl and began working on what was left of Kizra s tight-curled hair.

Dyslaera 3: Exercise And Illusion

Azram stepped from the dark tunnd, stood blinking.
It was an open pen, maybe twenty meters on the short sides, thirty-five or forty on the long ones, tdl
thin watch-towers with bulbous tops growing from the outer two cor-ners. The wdls were at least three



gtories high, covered on the ingde with ceramic so dick even the dust wouldn't ding, pale green, ugly
green, an inault to the eyes.

“Vomit,” Kinefray said and pushed past him. “Eestee, Azri, look at that.” He started running across
the gritty cement.

In the endwdll to the north there was a spigot about waist high. It was dripping into a skim of scummy
water in the shalow sump benegth it.

They stripped and scrubbed each other. Cold water on a cold day—at firg they were shivering, then
their blood was steaming; they splashed water a each other, started chasing each other, bouncing off the
wadl, wreslling ....

The door dammed open. Tolmant sumbled out.

Azram saw him, pushed Kinefray off and sat up, Saring.

Tolmant seemed disoriented. His eyes were wild, his ears tight to his head. A line of drool crawled
from the corner of his mouth.

Nezrakan came from the tunnd, caught hold of his uncle, eased him across the pen, and got him
seated with his back againgt the wall, his knees up. He moved Tolmant's arms onto his knees, brought his
head down 0 it rested on his forearm.

He touched his fingertips a moment on the gray-sprinkled fur between his uncl€é's ears, then he
sraightened, crossed to Azram and Kinefray. “How you two doing?’

Kinefray scratched at the stubble on his chin. “I'm full of holes and Azri’s bored to stone” He
pointed with his mouth & Tolmant. “What's ....”

Nezrakan started to answer, was interrupted by a dhriek of rage. He wheded, started running.

Tgnor screamed again, swung round and started back into the tunnd.

Cables whipped from the wall, caught him by the legs and torso and dammed him againg the
ceramic.

An augmented voice boomed from one of the towers. “Don’'t move, you.” A pelet ricocheted from
the concrete near Nezrakan's foot. “Next one moves an ear’ll get it shot off.”

One of the novice wards who escorted them about came from the tunnd, ill trying to pull his robe to
some kind of order. Teinor had clawed him good when he broke loose after he'd gotten a look a
Tolmant. He undid the belt to his robe, straightened it out, dapped it a few times agangt the concrete.
The belt was Sx leather straps, dl of them stud-ded with burrs of sted.

He proceeded to besat the shit out of Tgnor.

HH#

“Interesting. Close cdl there. If the ward had kept up the whipping about two seconds more, they'd
have been on him, shot or not.” Savant 2 sniffed. “You ever andl one of them when he's angry or
frightened? B’ sheeeh!”

Savant 1 sent the cursor to the opening sequences, began replaying the events. “There's that reflex
agan: you hit my kin, you hit me. If we can isolate and do the right dterations on the triggers, we just
might be able to convert thet loydty tous ....”

Shadith In Shadows 2

1

The shed door opened.

Light blew in, cold blue-white light that broke the murky twilight insde, wiped it out, meking
evaything clear, pristine. It even seemed to submerge the smdls of sweat and stae urine issuing from
the women.

Eyes tearing a the sudden brightness, Kizra followed close behind Tinoopa as the big woman
marched out, then scurried around and waked beside her, glancng repeatedly and surreptitioudy up a
her.



Like dl the women, Kizra included, Tinoopa wore a grubby gray coverdl. It didn't flatter her
wide-shouldered, big-hipped body. She had beautiful skin, soft and smooth, a dark amber; her black har
wasthick and coarse; she wore it in heavy braids wound about her head. She had a hand-some strong
face, bold cheekbones and a decided chin, heavy dark brows over eyes that Kizra had seen friendly and
laughing. They went stony when the door opened. Kizra found hersdlf bdieving that this was not only the
motherly cresture who'd tended her, but a practiced and successful predator.

i

The women were herded dong an dley between massve stone and timber buildings and into a large
pen where a number of other women were dready waiting, about a hun-dred of them.

She stayed close to Tinoopa, dinging to her as the only certainty in a world that kept dissolving on
her. She tried to be casud about it. The depth of her need frightened her. She couldn’'t givein to it. That
was another thing that came popping out of what she couldn’t remember; there was something ingde her
that said however frightened you are, however needy, hideit. Don’'t let THEM see you whimper.

The beaten dirt floor was packed hard as rock by gener-ations of feet ... how many labor cadres had
walked through here to what end? The wals were three meters tal, made of planks like the wdls of the
but with cracks and knotholes and warped places; the wind came through in much the same way. No
color anywhere, nothing but gray. The unpainted wood was weathered to a soft dull gray. The fine day
0l was a grayish tan. The women were dl in gray. And far, with light-colored hair from ash blonde to
dirt brown. All but one.

That one had hair so furioudy red it seemed to pull in the meager sunlight and, burn with it. Red hair
... Kizra tried to see her face, but the woman had her back turned ... red har ... red .... She looked
away, angry and disturbed because there were thingsin her head she couldn't get & ...

There were other, more obvious problems about the ook of the women in here. She frowned at her
hands. Brown hands, darker than the dirt she was standing on. Dark as Tinoopa. She looked from them
to the pae pink women dl around her—and was suddenly afraid.

Hit

A wakway with a three-bar raling ran dong the top of the west wall with doors opening onto it from
the building behind. A man came from one of those doors. He stood looking down a them a moment,
then away over thar heads, his nodrils flaring. The wind blew his hair sdeways, long hair, Sraight and
fing s0 blond it was dmogt white. He wore black wool and black lesther and carried a heavy pellet rifle
cradled in the crook of hisarm.

He shifted the rifle, banged the butt againg the top rail and began taking, rasing his voice so he could
be heard above the whine of the wind. ”Irrkuyon of the Families of Aghirnamirr will be coming here to
look at you. They will select from you.” He fumbled at his belt, hdd up a short metd rod.

The name of it popped into Kizra's head: laser marker. Language. I’ ve forgotten everything else,
why do | remem-ber words?

He thumbed it on, moved it about; a round red circle flicked from woman to woman. “When you are
chosen thus” he dropped the marker, touched a woman's arm with the dot, “move here” The dot swept
to the door they’d come through. “When the door opens, go out. A guard will take you to the holding
room.”

He went away agan.

A few minutes later a woman came out the same door. She was tdl and lean with prominent
cheekbones and a large mouth. Her hair was drawn tightly back from her face and covered by a wide
band of black cloth; the little that was visble was as pade as the man's. Her brows were dmost white and
her skin was colorless. She wore a heavy gray jacket fitted close to her body and a long, full gray skirt.
She was vighbly pregnant, five months or sx, and her face was pinched, stern. Her hands were bare, large
hands, strong hands. She gripped the rall tensdly as her light eyes moved over the women in the pen.

Kizra read her anger and her didike for this business, fdt dso the grinding weariness that she was
druggling againg. After a minute she redlized what she was doing and was startled by it. A Tdent? she



thought. Yes. Isthat why ....

The men returned, stood beside the woman. He gave her the marker and waited.

Her mouth tightened, but she said nothing. She lifted the rod, flicked it on.

Thered dot landed on Tinoopa s arm.

For a moment Tinoopa didn’'t move. The man stirred im-patiently, scowled at her. Tinoopa sighed,
patted Kizra's shoulder and waked toward the door, her head high, her shoulders draight, light as a
dancer despite her size.

Kizrafolded her arms across her breasts, trying to hug redity to her as she fdt it Sart to trickle away.

Then the red dot landed on her arm, bresking over a crease in her deeve. With a rdief that nearly
turned her legsto jdly, she hurried after Tinoopa

H#H#

The big woman grinned, hed out her hand as Kizra came into the waiting room. “Thought so.
Anyone that’d pick me, she'd pick you. Noticed the rest, huh? They pretty much of a type, yes? Easy to
figure the sort of nakaweeks settled this world, huh. Minute | saw o’ whitehar up there | had me a
baaad feding, maybe Shimmaroh's jal would' ve been better. A wed awed, there's no going back.”

2

When the Irrkuy woman had her quota, a set of guards herded the chosen women from the
holding-room into a dusty mudbrick courtyard with a scant layer of gravd over brittle hardpan. White
dugt stirred and fdl back with each twist of the duggish breeze and filmed every surface in the place.
Near the massve gate there were three vehides parked in echedon—two landrovers and a huge
boxtruck. The rovers were heavily armored and one was top-heavy with what amounted to a gun-station
on its roof. All three had pneumdtic tires made from some polymer that had come out a mottled purple
fortunately grayed down by the omni-present dust.

Kizra stared at them in surprise, she hadn’t expected to see wheded vehicles—and gulped as the
thought finished forming itsdf. And seized hold of it eagerly and nearly cried out when it dipped away
from, her. It was a fragment from the past which had been scraped out of her, but only a frag-ment, a
didocated hit with no connections she could trace. Her eyes sung, but with fierce determination she
refused to cry.

The guards herded them to the back of the boxtruck and sent them up two cleated planks into the
dug-filled cavity.

There were cartons and bales packed around the sides with a thick layer of straw laid down in the
middle, a gtrip of canvas lad over the straw. Up near the front a pdlid light sruggled through the
grayish-white crud that covered two smdl windows. They were double-paned with wire mesh embedded
inthe thick glass, one window starred about aamdl hole.

Tinoopa stood with her hands on her hips, the rest of the women eddying around her as they hunted
out places to st. She ignored them and continued her leisurdy inspection. She saw the hole in the glass
and snorted. “Looka that, Kiz.” She snapped thumb againg finger, pointed at the window. “Pellet. This
thing been through the wars for sure and that’ s where we going, right back into it. Huh.” She looked over
her shoulder. The guards were sanding around the back of the truck, taking in low tones. “A wed a
wedl, they don't look much worried.” She shrugged, strode to a section of canvas next to a bulging
cloth-wrapped bae, dropped easly down. “Come on, Kiz, no use gawking about, pick you a place”
She got her back comfortable and settled hersdf to deep.

Kizra heard her bresthing dow and deepen and she en-vied her. She crossed her arms on her knees,
leaned on them, and stared past the other women at the pallid scene out the back end of the truck.

A thin, smal woman went poking about the edge of the straw. “Blankets. Whatcha know, could be
this's better'n we think.” Her voice came out a basso bdlow. “Eeda, have one” She tossed a folded
blanket to another woman who might have been her twin but probably wasn't, then she started tossng
blankets to anyone agile enough to catch one.

Kizra snagged one of them, shook it out and tossed it over Tinoopa, plucked another out of the air



and wrapped it around her own shoulders, she drew her legs up, pulled the blanket over them.

The guards stopped taking.

The pregnant woman walked past, moving with an angry impatience despite the fatigue and pain in
her face. She made a quick gesture and passed out of sght.

The guards closed the back flaps and chunked in the lock-pins. The box was suddenly stuffy and full
of amdls from the women and the goods sedled in with them.

Tinoopa snored.

Kizragritted her teeth. Her coveral was too short in the body and cut into her whenever she moved
and the armholes were in the wrong place and chafed at her skin. Helpful as Tinoopa had been, her easy
acceptance of this Stuaion was dmog as irritating as the miserable coverdl.

There was a muted roar, rough as an old wino dearing his throat The box began to shudder. The
roar smoothed out a little, there was a grinding sound and the truck lurched forward. Wherever they
were going, they were on their way.

Kizra dipped into a panic. The uncertainty of her future and the unknowability of her past merged
into a black hole that dropped over her, choking her. She started breathing faster; her body shook.

The woman next to her patted her hand. “No so bad,” she said in interlingue spiced with a small lilt
and adurring of the dhilants. “Hard work and bad food ...” she shrugged. “So s0, you hedt'y, you live
okay.” She squedled as the truck jounced over a deegp pothole and threw her hard agang Kizra When
the vehide returned to its usua sway and lurch, she resettled hersdf and went on talking as if nothing hed
happened. “Me, Bertem, these ...” she waved her hand at the two women huddling close to her, “my
cusnas, Luacha’n Sabato.” The three of them were very much dike, with light brown hair cut short and
waxed into spikes, chearful monkey faces, tiny agile three-fingered hands. “Don’ worry, chickee, we
been at this awhile, we know. What we cdl you?’

The skinny woman was gtting across from them, her legs drawn up, her ams draped loosdly over
bony knees. She leaned forward and grinned a Kizra. “That's right, Kiz,” she said. “Me, I'm Jassy,
that's m sster Eeda. Our ma and gramma was Contract, too. We been ’cross the Known and back,
an't log nothin but time. Y our firg?”

“She don't know,” Tinoopa said. “Some gleek mind-wiped her and dumped her.”

Kizra started, then clamped her mouth shut, annoyed a Tinoopa for going off on her that way and
the minute she woke up, broadcasting Kizra s business to everyone.

“Mindwipe, yeeh-hah!” Jassy’s eyes opened wide and she stared at Kizra with increased respect,
though she asked no more questions. “Bert’s got it,” she said, “you don’'t wanna worry, kid. | don't say
it's somethin you' d choose had you your druthers, but you gen’ly get clothes and mostly enough food.”

Besde her, Eeda nodded vigoroudy. Already it was ob-vious she did everything vigoroudy except
tak; could be dl those years with Jassy had suppressed the urge to words.

Kizrafound her slence more comforting than her sster’s vehemence.

Eeda grinned at her, then pulled the blanket up round her shoulders and settled hersdlf to deep.

When Kizra looked around, Tinoopa was gone again and the rest of the women were either taking
quietly and pri-vately or dozing.

She was dill angry, but the panic was gone. She wriggled around, tugged at the coverdl until she was
as comfortable as she could get, then she settled into a Smmering resentment, its targets Tinoopa and the
pregnant woman who'd more or less bought them, but mogt of dl the person who'd stolen her life from
her. All right, she’d survive. She'd not only survive, but she'd find the bastard and wring the rea-sons out
of him—or her, and with them her higtory. Panic fluttered again as she redized the difficulties ahead of
her, but she let anger burn it out, anger and determination. She closed her eyes and dept.

3

The lurching, the rattles, the bone-jarring vibration went on and on, bad roads and dmost no
goringing. Tinoopa dept through dl of it, adjusting to the bumps with an au-tomatic ease.

Kizra didn't. Despite her determination, the stde dusty air, the constant and punishing vibration and
the pain from the binding seams of the coverdl brought her out of her firs heavy deep and kept her



dipping in and out of a nightmare-ridden doze until she couldn’t stand that any more and stayed awake.

She glared a Tinoopa. People who were too adept at adapting themsdves to circumstances got
annoying very fad.

Jassy was awake and taking. “Eh, Eeda, y' getta look at what Missus was wearing? Homespun or
I'm athree leg kumis. Dewi Bak, y' know what that means. An' looka this truck. No ottolooms where
we goin.” The skinny litle woman's voice rumbled loud enough to drown the other women taking
together and the three girlsgiggling in a corner near the back.

“Eh-ya, Jass, “ her Sgter srilled back a her. “But’s better’ n hoain rocks.”

“Betchawe do that, too, huh. Evathin, Eed. Wan' it, y' makeit. Djauk! ' Tisworse' n Overbite.”

“‘N Overbite were worse' n Kacsa Kypsa.”

“*N Kacsa Kypsa were worse' n Maoustie. —

They stopped their chant and giggled, then dropped into slence, bored with games they must have
played over and over agan.

Kizra stared into the dusty twilight and brooded over the bits and fragments she was dredging from
her ravaged mem-ory. She got fedings about things and those fedings had to come out of past
experience. The experience was no longer there, but it'd left something like a ghost behind. And she
knew things. She knew what a world was and that she’'d come from another one than this. She could
recognize and name a truck, a pdlet rifle, dl kinds of things She knew about pregnancy and contract
labor, and ... gods knew what ese. It was confusng and hope-giving, because there was the impliat
promise that more and more would come back to her, though she knew enough about mindwipe to
understand that absolutely shouldn’t happen. But then some-thing must have gone at least alittle wrong in
the process because she shouldn't have known anything at dl about mindwipe.
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The truck dowed, turned onto an even worse road; clouds of dust came up around them.

The sound of the tires changed. The dust fdl away. They were on stone.

The truck stopped.

When the back flgps clashed open, the sun glared in; it was low in the west, maybe an hour from
setting. The guards sanding in the gap were dark pillars with mdting outlines.

One of them banged againg the dde of the truck. “Out,” he belowed. “Night stop.” He banged
some more and kept on ydling. “Houp houp houp, out you napanapas. On your feet. Shithouse round
back, got a hole waiting for your dirty asses.”

A limber stick dapped agang hisarm.

He ydped and swung around.

“The Matja Allina does not permit.” It was arough, ruined voice, but pleasant despite that, cdm and
mild. The speaker was along lean man with abadly scarred face.

“What you on a?’

“Go home, Knarkin, you and your cadre. We are dl the guard that Matja Allina dka Pepiyadad
needs.”

The guard glowered up at him, hating his need to bend his neck. Standing in the opening at the back
of the truck, Kizra cringed as the man's pite and petty fury came blagt-ing at her. “Wasn't you hired us,
P murr, was the Artwa.”

“Then you can go lick his boots until your time is up, tirghe. You leave now, you can make the aynti
1pirra before midnight. Thisaynti is hired to the Matja exclusve. Your choice. Under a bush or 1pirra”

The guard glanced around. He had his four, but there were at least a dozen men sanding relaxed and
casud be-tween him and the main house. Three of them started for the truck. He shrugged, hitched up his
pants and walked off, his men tralling after him.

His long thick plaits dgpping agang his back, scarface P murr svung around, waiting for his men
before he spoke. These were very different from the city guards; except for P murr they were a stockier,
hardier breed; only one of them was blond, the rest were a mixed lot of browns and brunets. They wore
thick gray homespun trousers stuffed into heavy handmade boots and daborately smocked shirts. They



dl carried pdlet rifles, ammunition in crossed bandoliers, handgunsin holsters on legther belts.
Kizraand the locds stared a each other a moment, then P murr brushed loose hair from his eyes and
gmiled at her. “Come on out,” he said, “well be spending the night here.”

i

When the women were standing in a shivery clot beside the truck, he held up a hand. *One thing you
need to know right now, nights are dangerous, there are walkers in the dark who'd cut your throat for a
pair of boots. Thisis the only warning I’m going to give you, do what you want about it. For washing and
like that, there are fadilities around the back. Ilip here, he!ll show you.” He dropped a hand on the young
blond's shoulder. “Do whét he tels you. Supper in hdf an hour.”
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They were finshing a med of sew and crusty bread when Pmurr came into the barracks room
where Ilip had brought them.

“Any of you know aught about birthing?’

Tinoopa looked up. “1 do. She comin early?’

“Youwill address the Irrkuy as Matja Alling, chapa. No, itisonly alittle over five months, but it is a
boy and boys come hard on women here. Anyone e se? No? Come with me.”

Tinoopa pulled Kizra up with her. “Might need another pair of hands,” she said. “All right?’

He jerked histhumb at the door, then went out.

#

Matja Allina was swegting, in pain, ligening with bardy concedled impatience to a long-necked
gringed insrument being tortured by a delicately pretty blonde girl atting on a stool beside the bed.

Tinoopa pushed past P murr and strode across the room. “Shut up that noise” she told the girl.
“Enough to turn a cat sick. Make yoursdf useful, scat to the kitchen and have them boil some water, eh?
For hot bottles. You got them?”

Thegirl gaped a her, too startled to say anything.

Tinoopa snorted. “If you don't know what I'm talking about, get some empty bottles, fill 'em and
cork “em and wrap "emin towels and get “em up here like five minutes ago. And have the cook heat up
some broth. If the Matja don't need it, cook can drink it hersdlf.”

Before the girfl could get out any of the words crowding in her throat, Matja Allina lifted a weary
hand. “Do it, Kulyari. Please.”

When Kulyari had flounced out the room, Tinoopa bent over Matja Alling, touched and prodded
her, took her pulse, inspected her eyes and her fingernals taking dl the time in a comfortable flow,
asking questions, hardly waiting for the answers—as if she knew them before they came.

“... should be examinin your head, comin on a trek like this, 'gpecidly snce you've logt "em before.
You have, hav-en't you, logt ’em this late before?’

“Itiswoman’slot,” Matja Mina said. Her words came out with the patness of a lesson long learned,
but there was nothing pat or submissve about her face or therigid set of her body.

Kizrawent as pae as the Matja and sweated with her as another spasm of pain seized her.

Tinoopa was feding nothing but placid interest and cool cdculation and the handmads—there was
nothing in them but a pae sympathy. They dl seemed opague, stone figures, while she and the Mdtja
were filled with light, red light, shining pain.

She moved closer to the bed, drawn againgt her will deeper into that flood of pain.

Matja Allina's eyes opened wide. They were beautiful eyes, an odd, pae blue-green only dightly
darker than pol-ished aguamarine, exatic in her stern leen face. She dretched out her hand and Kizra
took it, amiling uncer-tainly. If thisisatwo-way link .... She thought: peace, calm, accept.

Quiet flowed like cool water through her am and into Matja Alling, her diffness and her anger
washing away on that flood. Though Kizra couldn’'t do anything about the pain, the Matja found it easer
to bear now.



Tinoopa looked from one to the other. “A wed awed, I'd say the troubl€' s over thiswhile. Where's
that slly girl with the water? And the soup. Have you eaten, Matja Al-lina?’

The woman amiled a little, moved her head from Sde to side. I didn't think | could keep anything
down. Better to go hungry than start something | couldn’t stop.”

“True enough.” Tinoopa clicked her tongue. “Send someone for that ooba-onk or €l take dl
night. What you need now iswarming ingde and out.”

“Yes” Allina turned her head on the pillow, freed her hand gently and beckoned to a short, stocky
middle-aged woman standing in the shadows by the door. “Aghilo, you go. See that the soup and the
water bottles are brought im-mediately.” After the woman had bobbed a curtsy and |eft, Allinafolded her
hands over the bulge in her middle and looked up a Tinoopa “She's a fosterling, Kulyari, youn-gest
daughter of my brother-by-law Utilas ampa Caghara-dad. If you don’t know the practice, chapa ... what
isyour name?’

“Tinoopa, Matja

Kizrawaited for her to add the rest of it, but Tinoopa said nothing more.

Right. Lesson for the lesser folk, don’t irritate your betters with more than they need to
know.

She moved as incongpicuoudy as she could manage over to the bed table, finishing up with her back
agang the wal; she had a feding this wasn't a great time to attract atention; besides, she wanted a
closer look at the ingrument lying on the bedtable. Her fingersitched to get &t it.

“If you don't know the practice, chapa Tinoopa, it's a game of lessening your responshilities by
passing them off to your kin. And you, child, who are you?’

W, that didn't work. “Kizra, Matja Allina” Ner-voudy she ran her fingers dong the dark polished
wood of the musicd ingrument, touched the grings with her nalls The wood seemed to caress her
fingers, comfort her.

“How did you learn to ease like that?’

“l don’'t know, Matja Allina | have no memories before | woke this morning.”

“l see. May your life be happier here, Kizra Shaman. You touch that arranga as if your fingers
remember it though your mind may not. No, no, don’t move away. Try it, see what you can do. | have a
fondness for music.” Her mouth twisted. “Though you might not think so from what you heard when you
walked in. St there.” She pointed at the stool where the blonde girl had been stting.

Kizra lifted the arranga, held it as she remembered Kul-yari halding it. Tentatively she touched the
grings, sound-ing each of them. Yes. Her hands did remember. She closed her eyes, let her fingers walk
through a smple tune that quickly grew more complex. Forgetting weariness and fear, she let the musc
come out of her—until the door banged open, there was a hiss of rage, and Kulyari snatched the arranga
from her.

Matja Allina clicked her tongue; her face twisted with anger, then smoothed to a cam mask. “Alka
Cagharadad, come here”

Clutching the arranga to her breasts, the gil went to the bed and stood beside it, sulky and
unreceptive.

“Does the arranga belong to you or to me, dka Caghar-adad?’

“Tothe Arring Pirs, Matja Allina” Kulyari looked smug, her pae blue eyes were hard as stones. “A
woman owns nothing but her virtue”

She hates her, Kizrathought, startled. REALLY hates her.

“Put it on the bedstand, dka Cagharadad.”

Lips compressed in agraight ling, Kulyari lad the arranga on the stand. “Don’t expect me to touch it
aganif that dirt smears her filth on it.”

“Thatisasitis. Go to bed, aka Cagharadad.”

When she was gone, Matja Allina Sighed. “Watch your back, young Kizra, shell ank her fangs in
you if she can. She' s tried it with me,” a quick amile, rueful, self-deprecating, meant to reduce the force in
her words to a proper femininity, “and lost a tooth in the process.” She closed her eyes, Sghed weaily,



“But she grew it back. So, be careful, Kizra Shaman.” She moved restlesdy as Ti-noopa drew the
covers back, took the flannel-covered stone bottles from Aghilo, and began placing them where the heat
would do the most good.

“l have to have this baby,” Matja Allinasaid; she was taking as much to hersdf as to them. “1 HAVE
to. He MUST live”

Aghilo murmured soothing syllables at her, helped her to St up and tucked pillows behind her.

“l have two daughters now, but no sons. If this boy dies ....” She dghed again, closed her eyes, let
Aghilo begin spooning the savory brown broth into her. Between mouthfuls she said, “Play for me some
more, please. Y ou were a muscian once and will be again, Kizra Shaman. Play.”

6

The convoy moved steedily dong a narrow black-topped road, an armored six-whedled landrover a
point with a gat-lin fixed to the top and the heavy shidds lad flat for the moment to cut wind drag. P murr
and his guards were in this car with a sentry up top under a tarpaulin, long-glasses sweeping the ralling
brushland around them.

The second armored landrover followed; it was a bed-room on wheds, ar-conditioned and
marginaly more com-fortable than the other vehides. Matja Allina rode here, protected from the worst
of the jolts by a gimbaed bed, plagued mostly by boredom, which Kulyari exacerbated by her sulks and
anits. Aghilo and her handmaids were slent women, they had nothing to say (at least, nothing they wanted
Kulyari to hear), so they said nothing.

The boxtruck was the lagt of the vehicles, it rumbled dong with numbing steadiness. The women
ingde dept as they could, the urge to talk dulled by fatigue and the difficulty of making themsdves heard
above the motor.

Kizra knew them dl now, ther names, the worlds they came from. Why some of them were here.
That some wouldn't talk about why they were here.

Jassy chattered endlesdy, Eeda nodded, laughed, added a word here and there. They were third
generation contract labor and knew hdf a dozen worlds from the ground down and told Kizra
intermineble tales about them whenever she looked halfway receptive.

Bertem, Luacha, Sabato. They were convicts like Ti-noopa, with wild stories about the places they’d
been and the scams they’d pulled. Kizrawas skeptical, but she en-joyed the stories anyway. They were
fadlein hdf a dozen langues and impossbly deft with their tiny three-fingered hands.

Tictoc, Evdee, and Dorrit were cousins from Connafd-len, fourteen, fifteen; and sxteen—they'd
sgned up to get away from neighborhood wars and bride fairs, figuring any-thing was better than that. So
far it was, ah yesit was, or s0 they told anyone who'd ligten.

Anitra was smdl and so extravegantly far she, was nearly tranducent, slent as the ghost she
resembled, expression-less.

Beba Mahl was short, stubby, with faded brown eyes that blinked continudly and teared in bright
light. Another d-lent one, she hadn't uttered a word the whole trip, just sat in the corner by the backflaps
looking grim—she was from a forest world and seminocturnd, most comfortable in haf-light like that in
the truck.

Zhya Arru took the other corner, curled hersdf up and dept with a determination that Kizra found
depressing; she was another blonde, a streaky one with freckles and limber as a snake.

LyousavaVogl had braids long enough to St on and square, busy hands; she sat playing with strings,
knotting them into a bag of sorts, doing it for her joy in the complex pattern of bumps rather then the
completed object. Kizra watched her with amazement—the woman' s fingers went so fast and so surdly it
was wonderful to see—and she fdt anudging a her mind asiif the knots brought out a memory ghost.

Ommla, Jnapuki, Fraji, Refiki—friends or cousins or lovers, they sang and chatted in ther rapid
staccato langue, played finger games and laughed a lot and paid dmost no atention to anyone else, four
tiny women with the palest of gray-brown hair like ancient dead leaves. Beast handlers, Tinoopa said.
She' d come across them before, not this par-ticular tetrad, but their kind. Nomads from a hot dry world
caled Jnasu.



Ekkurrekah and Yerryayin were tdl and bony, with mops of har like year-old straw—as dow in
gpeech as they were fagt in hand, picking flies from the ar with a casud ease that amused Tinoopa and
amazed Kizra who'd been after a pest buzzing about her eyelashes. She kept dgpping her own face
without appreciable effect on the fly. Ekkurrekah and Y erryayin were amigble creatures without much to
say for themsalves. The caluses on their big hands spoke their his-tory for them.

Tamburra the Kiv’ kerrinite was the one with hair like burnished copper which she wore twisted into
a complex knot on top of her head; she had green eyes, the color deep and clear, cream vevet skin,
dowly eroding under the grind of the dust and the thin dry ar. She was a woman at the noon of her
beauty and so obvioudy in the wrong place that Kizra ached to ask her what she was doing in this lot.
She didn't ask. Tamburra's innate dignity and sdf-containment made questions seem an intruson and
after the woman came awake screaming on the third night of the trip, Kizra de-cided she redly didn't
want to know.

Tgpor pa Prool was alisener. Secretive. Kizra shivered when she caught Tspor looking a her. She
wasn't sure why, there was nothing but a mild interest radiaing from the woman, but it was rather like
being watched by a snake.

Vuodee and Vasskka were twin dumplings plump far gigglers a year or two older then the
Connafdlen cousins. Ordinary girls, neither intdligent nor gifted, just surplus. They giggled together and
chattered in an incomprehensible argot but had little to say to anyone ese, flushing red and fidgeting if
they were directly addressed.

Day after day, same faces, same voices.

They were ground into her like the dust that never settled.

Dyslaera 4: Vivisection

SCENE: Operating theater; the captive Dydaera as audi-ence in two lines of cages raised head-high
above the floor; techsin masks, white robes, white gloves, working at stations about the room, some
waiting, some dready collecting information from sensors seded to shaved ar-eas on the heads and
bodies of the captives.

The older captives are in the cages on the wal opposite the Sngle entrance.

Rohant: Though his nincs-othran has been drug-diminished, he is detached, stting like a lump; his hedth
seems good, his bodyfur is deek, his mane thick and springy.

Tamant: His body is gpaaming in withdrawa from the mas-Sve courses of drugging that have wiped
away everything but rage, hunger, and a druggling, distorted lugt. His persondity is gone, his
memories, his capacity to learn, to respond to anything outside his skin.

Nezrakan: His hair isfdling out in cdlumps, his bodyfur isamog gone; what isleft is gray or white, it looks
brittle, asif it would break off if you touched it.

Ossoran: He is cool, cadm; like Rohant he seems deek, dmogt untouched, though there are subtle sgns
that his appearance is mideading. He is sharing the cage with his closest friend.

Feyvorn: He is dso hedlthy, vigorous. Both, of them move with a hestant avkwardness, as if they are
holding them-salves so tightly in check that every move mugt be visu-dized before it is made.

In the cage on the opposite wall, the young Dydaerors glance repestedly at their elders, look quickly
away, each time more disturbed by what they are seeing.

Tgnor: His body has been shaved clean to fadilitate hed-ing; he is dill plastered with spray bandages
from the besting in the pen. He sits hunched over on the floor of his cage. Now and then he lifts his
head, but he avoids looking a his teacher/master Tolmant.

Azram: He is brooding, miserable, though he has not been touched by the techs. He shares his cage with

Kinefray: His head is shaved bare, a metd cap has been bonded to the skin. The bodyfur is gone from
his fore-arms and lower legs, metd drips are bonded to the skin. Otherwise, he looks vigorous,
hedithy.

it



The heavy double doors whooshed open.

Two lines of techs came in, their white robes brushing about ther slvaskin-seded feet, a table ralling
between them, young Veschant clamped naked onit.

Outputs flared at the workstations as the sensors on the other Dydaera transmitted their reactions as
they saw the boy for the firg time: Except Tolmant. He didn’t seem to know what was happening.

Veschant's eyes were closed. His chest rose and fdl steedily. In the harsh light from the overhead,
his bodyfur was deek, glowing, and he was even alittle pudgy, though Dydaerors seldom acquired much
bodyfat.

The techs bustled about, setting up an ingrument tray, inserting tubes and eectrodes about
Veschant's body, shav-ing patches of hisfur, seding sensorsin place.

Protected by the remnants of the nincs-othran that the techs had tempered in him, usng what they’d
battered from Tolmant, nearly destroying him in the process, Rohant watched and wondered digantly
why they hadn’t done dl this preparation before they brought Veschant in.

The techs sttled in at their Sations, the operator stripped off his gloves, hed out his slvaskin-seded
hand for the cutter.

“Wewill begin with the legs” he said and made the first incison.

Veschant' s eyes snapped open and he screamed.

The damps hdd him immobile and the operator contin-ued dicdng away the skin, baring muscle and
snew.

#H
Savant 1 (spesaking to notepad):
That veggie wasn't quite the waste we thought he'd be. Tech Kadda's notion for recycling him has
paid off.

NOTE: enter commendation, arrange for a day at Black House as a reward. We have collected
readings from the other Dydaera, especidly the older ones. It seems that the kin-bond of theirs grows
stronger with age.

SUG-GESTION: Acquire some cubs, see what happens if they are reared in isoldion. Also, if
possible, acquire gravid femaes and remove the infants as soon as they are viable.

Shadith In Shadows 3

1

After the fifth stop there were no more ayntis P murr passed out water bottles and warned the
Contract women that it was dl they’d get for the day so they’ d better make it last.

Theland was beige under a pae ydlowish sky, the tag end of winter sucking the color away.

It was as empty as it was colorless, except for dark specks soaring too high above them to be
identified when they pulled up for rest and meds. Jassy pointed them out with macabre zest; she was sure
they were vultures, she'd seen that sort of thing before. She and her sster Eeda produced a series of
revolting stories about the habits of vultures on other worlds they’d favored with ther presence—until
Ti-noopa made them stop because severd of the younger ones were sweating and turning green.

It was dark ingde the box, there were only those two smdl windows to light the space and both of
them were gray with ancient muck. Outside, the tires on the two land-rovers and the truck threw up
fluff-talls of white from the dun-colored earth, fine floury dust that crept through the most minute of
cracks to powder the women and everything indde. Air came from outsde through filtered vents,
bring-ing with it the pungent amdls of the countryside; it was cold dry air that leached moigture from their
noses and mouths, cracked their lips and made them bleed.

The convoy stopped twice a day. The women in the labor cadre were given bits of coarse dun paper
and sent into the Brush to do what they had to and warned not to linger. Four armed guards went with
them, more armed guards lay flat on the truck’s roof, each facing a different direction and the rest took



turns wetching over the Matja Allina This and the londliness of the land spooked even Tinoopa. She
hurried into the truck as soon as she' d eaten and relieved hersdf; the others scrambled in with her, giving
acallective Sgh of rdief as the back pands clanged shuit.

Kizra was frightened every moment she was outside. She hated that, so she hated this place for doing
it to her and she cursed the Matja Allinafor bringing her here; most of dl she raged againg the Unknown
who'd stolen her mem-ories and discarded her like garbage.

i

Though she was uncomfortable there and increesngly ambivaent in her atitude toward the Matja
Allina, wanting to didike her, unable to didike her, Kizra had to spend part of each day in the landrover
amuang her. With Kulyari glar-ing at her, then turning her back on her, she knelt beside the Matja's bed
playing the arranga.

When Matja Allina fdt strong enough, she whistled tunes for Kizra, sang the words once Kizra had
the tune right, teaching them to Kizra and amiling with pleasure when Kizra sang back to her. She
enjoyed the teaching; it was some-thing to do to make the hours, pass, difficult hours for Allina snce the
landrover was only a degree more comfortable than the truck and she was worn out by the jolting and
the boredom.

Most days Tinoopa was there, too, spinning tal taes when the Matja was too tired to sng, taes
about Shimmearroh real and mythicd.

Kizra watched this and listened, enjoying the stories and absorbing the lesson. Tinoopa had her
charm going full blast; she wasn't mising a beat as she contrived to make hersdf vadudble. It was an
education in how to ded with power when you' ve got none yoursaf.

2

Kizra heard a flurry of sharp cracks, a rattle agang the landrover’s sdes, one of the windows
starred but didn't bresk; the pellet that hit it went whining off. She stopped playing. “Wha.....”

Matja Allinas lips tightened to a thin line “Tumaks,” she said and motioned for Kizra to keep
playing. “Nothing to worry you. We're wel protected.”

Tinoopa sat cross-legged, her back againg the sdewal—the one away from the main thrust of the
attack. “What are tumaks?’ she said. “ Better we know s0 we can hdp againgt them.”

Matja Allina sighed. “Tumaks are hired fighters. Before you ask, no, | don’t know who did the hiring.
Procaghara-dad Family isin Kirtaa with severd other Families at this moment. It could be any of them.”
Before Tinoopa could ask, she laughed and went on. “Yes, yes, Kirtaa. Private war. Mogly an exchange
of snipings. It's juvenile nonsense and ... be quiet, Kulyari, | don't care to hear you rant ... and
desperately wasteful, but that's the way things happen here” The landrover picked up speed and the
jolting in-creased exponentidly. Matja Allina ignored the difficulty, spoke around the mgor jounces.
“Ther€'s ... nothing much you can ... do, chapa Tinoopa ... just learn to ... find shelter quickly ... when
the shooting starts. Ungh! No, no, I'm dl right. That was a bad one, wasn't it.” She lay pdlid, swesting
and bresthing hard, slent for severd bregths, then took up where she'd Ift off. “You'll have to watch for
Brushies, too, the organized tribes don't bother us ...” she paused as the landrover dowed, sdttled to ,a
more sedate progress. “There, that's over for the moment ... but there are dways outcasts ready with a
knife or poison dart, so you should stay behind the Kuysstead wadlls. Ah yes, there were no natives on
this world, the Brushies are ether Contracts who left before term or the land-tied who untied ther
knots.” She amiled again, shook her head. “Not a good life, chapa, no way a good life You'll be far
better off Saying with us”

#H

Day after day the truck roared on. Matja Allind's face got puffy and bruised, her eyes were feverish

with unabated fa-tigue. When she was't spinning wild tales, Tinoopa mas-saged and bathed the Matja,

Aghilo held her and fed her; Kizra sang to her, eased her tensons, heped her deep. Ignored and
resenting it, Kulyari settled to a spite-filled seethe.



Day dfter day ....

On the fifteenth day the truck passed through the gates of the stockade about the main buildings of
Ghanar Rinta, the Landhold that Arring Pirs ampa Cagharadad and Matja Al-lina dka Pepiyadad were
wringing meter by meter from the stony wilderness.

Fishing 2: A Strike

1

Kikun drifted onto the bridge, stood at the back watching the screen which was labyrinthine with
windows inserted into windows, windows duggishly moving, vanishing, ap-pearing again as Autumn Rose
worked over a broad sensor pad. A section cleared in front of her. There was a series of flickers across
the face of the screen, the windows crawled furioudy about, some changing Sze and shape, some
varrishing atogether to be replaced by others.

When the activity sabilized, Rose settled back in the chair, scanned the results. She sghed, moved
her shoulders, shook her aams.

Kikun scratched among the loose folds of skin under his jaw. “About finished?’

She looked around. “Another hour, maybe. Or two. Un-less you've had a brainstorm you want to
talk about.”

“No, but I might have a place to go once we're ready to go somewhere.” He nodded at the screen.
“l see you've got your fingers upto your elbows in that thing. Could you free up some starcharts and a
Looksee?’

“For how long?’

He lifted a hand, twiddled hisfingers, let the hand drop.

“Hmm.” She cdled up a datus report, frowned over it for amoment. “I can cut the auxcom loose for
about twenty minutes, if that'll do any good. Give you access to the chart files and ... hmm ... a
search-line. I'll have to block you out of the main kephalos, you know.” Her fine blonde hair was soaked
with swedt, plastered againgt her skull; she pushed at it impatiently. “Otherwise we could get tangled in
there and spend the rest of our lives squatting on this nice but boring world.” Her eyes were blue as the
sky outside and about as warm; she was dill immersed in her puzzle and not dl that interested in what he
was up to. “Um. You' ve worked Charts before? Good. This is pretty much an idiot-proof setup. Not
that I'm saying you're an idiot, Kuna,” she added hedtily. “Just that Chart functions tend to be standard
and Barakaly Lak Dar inddled the usud. Right, you know where the auxcom is? Good. So go, Kuna
Don't waste your time, huh? Hit the beeper when you're ready.”

2

CONFIGURATION NOT FOUND

The words blinked a him from the dark screen. Kikun scowled a them. He'd fed in the
characterigtics of each of thestars, their gpproximate distance apart. At least the Chart hadn’t humiliated
him with the INSUFFICIENT DATA message. Wait. There was a note running a the bottom. See
HELP. Yes, | seem to need help. He touched the sensor.

Quedtion: POV?

What? Oh. He'd forgot. Default POV was the ship’s cur-rent position. Gaagi wouldn't be looking
from this world, he'd be looking from DunyaDzi. The center of his—my—being.

He knew the coordinates of his home sun, Lissorn had made sure of that. In case of trouble, Lissorn
sad. Capture teams don't lead the safest of lives If anything happens, he said, | want you to be able to
go home. If ANYTHING happens. People change, you know, he said, get jedous of proprietary
informetion which is what those coordinates are. Just remember them, Kuna. That way you're free of
every-one, even us, and you can go when you need to.



Kikun pressed his hands hard againg his eyes. He had given Lissorn’'s tocebai rest, but not himsdf.
Wha Mask and Gaagi had shown him, he was feding in his bones. He was adone, his connections to
home and kin so tenuous they were close to breaking. He didn't know what would happen to him if they
did, he didn’'t want to find out.

He wiped away the tear gel, scrubbed his hands on his trousers. No time for this now.

He entered DunyaDz’s coordinates as POV and managed a amile when a familiar configuration of
white dots filled the screen. He redlighted the star he wanted, saved the co-ordinates when they
appeared, and sgnded Rose that he was finished.

The screen went gray.

He lay back in the chair and closed his eyes. Metd room. Angular. Precise. He fdt like an intruder
here, on suffer-ance as it were. The curves and bulges of living flesh didn’'t belong in this place—at leas,
not his curves and bulges.

He d never been donein a barebones metd room like this

Lissorn’s ship ... He sighed.

Lissorn’s ship had its angles softened by the processes of living and the Dydaera love for hat, bright,
primitive color. Paint and fabrics, carvings and hand-knotted rugs, plants everywhere. Noisy places,
those ships, to the eye, ear and nose. Mixed crews, loosely organized, occasondly squab-bling. Full of
life

He didn't fed any life here—though that might come from what he knew about the owner. A man
who could enjoy one of Ginny's productions must put desth and pain into every-thing he touched. Or a
numbness so profound thet ... thet .... He had no words to describe that nullity, that ab-sence of ... of
everything. Maybe Shadow could make a song that would name the void and tame it. Shadow wasn't
here. He shivered and went back to the bridge. He hadn’t found dl that much warmth in Autumn Rose,
but at least she was dive and friendly.

3

Autumn Rose frowned at the screen. “Wl, I'll give you this, the location fits. That star is just off the
line we were on when you logt the trace.”

Kikun frowned. “In the Cluster?’

“No. There s arift, then this syssem.” She touched in a code and a system schemétic appeared, dong
with a short addendum.

STAR: IKSALGUN: g@d. cat. MLG372-199-34
PLANETS
inhabited: YONG'M (8)
ARUMDA'M (9)
KOCHIL'M (10)
other: seven burnt-to-bedrock spheres (1-7) kept that way by frequent sunflares,
three gas giants (11-13), four large icebdls (14-17)

“The world cdled Arumdam has the best dimate, the biggest population,” she sad dowly. “I
imagineit’s the one we want.” She yawned, sipped a the tea she had Ieft from the supper she'd dided
when she finished the purging. “There's this too, Kuna. Record shows Lak Dar's been there severd
times” Her mouth twisted. “He seemsto be a type who needs to know every crack before he steps on
it, S0 he's got enough uff infile to write an encyclopedia about the place. Clutter, mogt of it. Well, going
through it will be something to do while we're plitting there.”

Kikun inspected the schematic, then the index window. “I see” He brooded a moment, ears
twitching restlesdy. “You said you were going to cal Digby.”

“l put the cdl out.” There were shadows under her eyes like smudges of ink and the bones of her
face seemed about to come through the skin. “He should be dicking in within the hour.”

“Wha are you going to say?’



“What isthere to say?’

“If he cdls you home?’

“l go. What do you expect, Kuna? What can | do on my own? Look, I'm sorry, but that’sit.”

He gazed at her until she twitched her shoulders and turned away, angry at hersdf and a him, then he
went to the backwall and sat on the slken carpet, waiting for the cal.

4

Digby’'s facefilled the center cdl, broad and brown with black eyes in nests of amile lines. “Nice to
know you're dive, Autumn Rose.”

“Li’'l Liz there,” she swung away from the screen, waved her hand at Kikun who was dill sguatting
by the backwal, swvung back, “he's the one that did it. Listen, Dig. This is where we are now ...." She
sketched out everything that had happened since the debacle at Koulsnakko's Hole, ended with the star
system Kikun had dredged up. “So. We have the ship, it's clean, plenty of fud, we' ve got a thread we
can pull on ... or not. Up to you, Dig. Do | go with it?”

“Hmm.” For severd minutes he communed with histies, hisface a lumpy mask, the life that informed
the flesh gone, then he blinked and looked a her with grave approva. “How’s your rat supply?’

“Ten racked, two gone”

“Should be enough. You're on ardll, Rose. No paoint in wagting the impetus. Hmm. While you're
splitting, get down every detall you can remember and rat it to me. So Lissorn's dead.”

“Ash. Saw it”

“Too bad, another blow to Mirays. And you think the Ciocan's dive?’

“l don’t know. Kikun says he's one of the prisoners taken from the Hole.”

“Hmm. From what I’ ve heard, his record’ s good on that kind of thing.”

“Uh-hmm.”

“Omphaos”

“Kikun again. | can't confirm.”

“Right. Leave that to me and go with what you've got. Use the rats to keep me up on what you're
finding.”

“Will do. Anything es=?’

“Not a the moment. Except ... discretion, Rose. If you find the lode, don’t spook the guards. You
can get abit brisk, luv.”

“I hear you, Dig. Better watch the Dydaeraif you don’t want brisk.”

“I'll dedl with that when it comes up. Take care, Rose.” The screen went dark.

Autumn Rose pushed at her hair and sighed. “Brisk, huh!” She twisted her head around, gave im a
tight smile “There you have it, Kuna. Ticket to ride. You know, you're a ussful being to have about, Li'l
Liz. We' d be nowhere without you.” She sraightened, cleared the screen and be-gan entering flight data.
“While I’'m doing this, why don’t you pick out a stateroom and get settled. It's not along way from here
to Arumda m, but we' ll be moving dower than usud because of the tréffic in the Clugter.”

He got to hisfeet, went to stand at her shoulder. “How long?’

“Anything from two weeks to a month, depending, I'll let you know later. Right?’

“Right.”

A useful being to have about. Kikun turned on his Sde, drew his legs up. The bed shifted gently
under him, adapt-ing to the changing weights and arrangement of his body. Useful being. Shadith
worried about usng him. Rose was more practica. And less attached.

His gods were shadows, his friends were dead or gone. He was empty, a skin stretched over avoid.

He couldn’t go home, not yet awhile.

ThedavigaK’tawd ... Lissorn cdled her a subqueen which was close enough ... who governed the
Grass had put a price on his head and the Dawada priests would haul him to the nearest stake and torch
him the minute they got their hands on him.



How long was it?

Only five years? That was standard years.

Dunya years were longer. A little. He didn’t know how much.

Say five years.

That was close enough.

Five years. The K'tawd llafur wouldn't have logt a festher in that short stretch, et done her memory
of the dinhast who' d hung up caricatures of her on every corner of Oot-lakil.

Even without that, he couldn’'t go home, not redly home. His sept had cast hm out, he was a
non-being among the Dinhastoi. That was dways the fate of the Clowngod's av-atar, according to the
oNgs.

Clowngod was uncomfortable company.

A sport of nature fitting nowhere.

A dngleton rogue in a people of triads and triad multi-ples.

A god who didn’'t believe in gods, a least, not for wor-shiping, more for trading with or getting
round.

A breaker of laws, disrespecter of persons, rebel and iconoclast, bad enemy and worse friend.

Personification of Change in a world more comfortable with day after day of the same thing, no
meatter how mis-erable that might be, where nearly everyone was frightened of the turmoail and chaos that
change invariably brought.

Avaar. He was the avatar for this generation. He'd been given no choice about that. If the
proposition had been put to his formless soul before it was seeded into his fetd body, he would have
regjected it indignantly.

He tried rgecting it later. He shared the dinhast mind-set that was much like the Dydaera mind-set
when it came to kin and kind. He NEEDED friends and family.

It was no good. He was what he was.

He suffered becauise he couldn’t make dinhast life fit im or make himsdf over tofit it.

The dien friends he'd found helped fill the emptiness. He'd invested firg in Lissorn, then in Rohant
and Shadith. Friendship wasn't enough, but it helped.

Lissorn was dead.

Rohant was gone.

Shadith was gone.

Shadith. He lay wondering what had happened to her. Was she dive or dead? Surdy the Omphdites
wouldn’'t go to the trouble to capture her just to kill her?

Shadow girl, don’t do anything foolish. We' re coming for you. You must know we' re coming. Hang
on. Wait. Wait ....

He sghed and dept.

Shadith (Kizra) On The Farm

1

Kizrajumped down. Her knees went and she would have fdlenif Tinoopa hadn't caught her.

“Long day,” the big woman said absently. She was watching the man ganding before large double
doors a the top of a wide flight of s-curved steps. He was a tdl, lean man, a gold and bronze men; he
shone like a hem in a stained glass window. The bronze cod lamps at the upper comers of that door
turned hisfine blond hair into a shim-mering halo about his lined face, sank his eyes into glinting shadow.

He came down the gairs, crossed to the landrover where Aghilo and the handmaids were heping
Matja Allina down the folding steps. There was an urgency in him that filled the whole of the irregular
courtyard, meding with the ur-gency in the woman. Their greeting was a Smple touching of fingertips,
eye meding eye, the woman bowing to the man, the man lifting her. It looked formd, but the formdity
was on the surface. Benegth ....



Theforce of the feding that lay beneath those herddic surfaces woke an ache in the emptiness where
Kizrd s mem-ory had been. Her eyes prickled, but she refused to cry, just turned away to inspect what
lay around her.

The court was paved with squares of dusty blue-gray stone webbed with cracks. The court wals and
the walls of the Great House were sod and cement. Short Hiff grass grew on the sod like patches of
coarse fur. Cod lamps smdler and less eaborate than the two giants by the house door were scattered
about those wadls, throwing inky shadows into deep-set doorways and arched window openings.
Beyond the broad court and the House, towers like snag teeth stood black againgt the crimson of the
Setting sun, towers every-where, round and square, fat and thin, with flattop roofs or conica caps. There
was condruction in every direction she looked, scaffolding, upper stories hdf complete. The amdl of the
sod was pungent as the heat leached out of it, mixing with the amdls of people sanding quietly in
shadows. Hordes, it seemed to her, of amdl far people waiting in shadow for the Sgnd to move, to tak.

The other women in the labor cadre stood beside her, aragged group lingering by the only thing they
knew, the truck. The youngest and newest to Contracts (Tictoc, Evalee, Dorrit, Vuodee, and Vassikka)
were looking eagerly about, poking each other, whigoering and giggling. The rest stood slent, waiting for
someone to tdl them where to go, what to do.

Tinoopa watched the Matja and the Arcing meet, then nudged Kizra away from the others. She
turned her shoulder to the landrover, set her hands on her hips, and gave wha she could see in the
growing dark a good lookover. “Quite a place” she said. She'd pitched her voice to carry.

“Uuuun HUH!” Kizra said. “Consdering how many ri-fles it took to get us here, lovdy wadls” She
stretched, groaned. “1 would KILL for a hot bath.” She, too, let her voice carry, made a song of the
words, a song to remind Matja Allinahow much ease they’ d given her during that miserable journey. She
snatched furtive looks at Allina as the woman stepped away from her Arring and raised her hands in a
ritud gregting to her household, then spoke qui-etly to Aghilo, pointing as she did so a Tinoopa and
Kizra

“Hey, it worked,” Kizra murmured.

“Maybe,” Tinoopa said. “Maybe she meant to dl dong” The Shimmarohi tapped Kizra on the
shoulder, a habit she had before she dropped into aphorism disguised as advice. “Good intent is a fine
thing, but you don’'t chance you life on it, Kiz. Rules say they have to pay us, treat us right. Yeh. Tdl you
this and you remember it. Rules mean shit-al out here. Forget everything else, but remember that.”

“If I'm alowed.”

“A wed awed, that's not like to happen twice, luv. Not here, anyway.”

Leaning heavily on her Arring’'s arm, Matja Allinawent up the stairs and into the house.

Aghilo took Tinoopa and Kizrain behind them.

The rest of the women were lined up and marched into the women's quarters in one of the sde
wings
2

The second floor hdl was lit by rank on rank of torcheres with dozens of wax candles impaed on
spikes, candles with glass chimneys over them to keep off the drafts that wan-dered throughout the
House despite its thick earthen walls. The herba perfume from the oils in the wax drifted on the drafts,
riding atop the heavy gink of the hot wax. Tinoopa and Kizra sat on an inadequately padded bench
outsde the door to the Matja s suite.

#

“No dectricity,” Kizrasad after alengthy and fidgety slence. “Candles, shooh!”

Tinoopa chuckled, a warm rough sound that rubbed againg Kizra like a blanket. “You,” she sad.
“You don't know what bad is” She thumped Kizra's shoulder; it was lay-down-the-law-time again.
“Ligen, luv, from now on, no comments. | know people like this pair. They can be generous, but it's on
their own terms. You show "em you think you have rights, you threaten "em. They get mean. Happens
evey time” She frowned at Kizra. “Don’'t com-plain. And be ready with that little extra bit of service. If



you're vauable, you're treated better. We made a good dtart. But it's only a gart. 1t's a rough world,
this n, looks to me like someone could get killed round here”

Kizra yawned, thrust her hands into the sde pockets of her coverdl. “All right. Look, there's
something been itching a me. How come | dill know guff ... things like about laser markers and different
worldsand ... well

.. | mean ... Suff? Doesn’'t mindwipe get rid of dl that?”

Tinoopa twisted around, raised her brows. “We're dl taking locd, aren’t we? How? Think about it.”

“Oh.” Kizra rubbed her shoulder againg one of the knobs on the seat back. “Oh, yeh.”

Tinoopa chuckled again. “Y eh. Easy when you think about it, huh?" She straightened around, folded
her arms across her breasts, and dropped into a doze.

H#H#

Kizra yawned and yawned. She was exhausted. And bored. And if something didn’t happen soon,
she was going to go to deep in spite of the knobs on this damn bench. She fidgeted some more, wiggled
her toes, scraiched at her head (wondering with irritation if she'd picked up vistors from the scabby
places she'd been degping in recently), sucked at her teeth ...

... until Tinoopa lost hold of her temper and dapped a her head (dapped lightly, but hard enough to
Oet her aten-tion). “Act your age, nit. You driving me buggy.”

“Age? Kizra fit the tips of her fingers together, tapped them agangt each other one by one,
forefingersfird. “What age?

“Hmp. Jugt st ill, will you?’

“I gt dill, I go to deep. How much longer we stuck here?’

“Urtil. Now be quiet.”

Kizra subsided. Till now she'd been frightened, groping for she didn’t know what. Coming up here,
though, just a minute ago, something had happened to her. Like a boot in the behind. Between one
breath and the next, she relaxed dl over; it was asif she'd shed centuries of worry and just sort of settled
into her body, letting it do itsthing. Or maybe she was just 0 tired, she didn’'t have enough energy Ieft to
day scared.

There was a kind of freedom, now she thought about it, in having no higory to set its claws in her.
She didn’t know who and what she was, so she could make hersdf up as she went. Well, not quite free.
Tinoopa was there to tel her things, poke her when she needed to notice something. Talking about poke,
why did they put knobs on this furtzen bench just where they were sure to poke the gtter in the ass ...
hmm ... funny how the ail in that wax made little bals of fog about the flames, then went eding up out of
the chimneys ...

Tinoopa drove her thumb hard into Kizra's ribs, mut-tered, “On your feet, nit. Look sharp, will
you?”
Kizra was up and smoothing her coverd| before she was awake enough, to be aware of wha was
happening.

Aghilo touched her am. “Come,” she said. “They want you.” She nodded at Tinoopa. “Both of
you.”
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The rooms were rich with dark wood, warm red-brown wood with umber streaks in, it, polished
until it glowed with soul.

They crossed a short hdl with closets, a kind of ante-room, and stepped into a Stting room with a
soft, dlky blue-green rug on the floor, backless benches ingtead of chairs, piles of cushions covered in
rich damasks, in striped cloths and embroideries. Heavy drapes fdl in gleaming folds over two windows
opening to the north. On tal stands flanking the windows there were flowers in cloisonné vases (Kizra
pulled that word out of memory, sartling hersdf—it didn’t seem likdly a Labor Contractor would include
it on his langua-tape. Who was she that she knew things like cloisonné? She started tensaing up again, then
told hersdf forget it, doesn’t matter, isn't worth a sneeze). It was a warm, cluttered, cozy room, filled



with flickering shadow from the candle lampsin brackets on the wdls.

She took an incautious step and dipped on the dlky pile, waved her ams to regain her bdance
without kicking over one of the little tables with their litter of bijouterie.

Tinoopa caught her, steadied her. “Watch your feet, luv.”

“It' slikewdking onice” she muttered. Her boots were worn and old, the soles smooth as ice. She
lifted her feet and put them down with exaggerated care and thought about those boots. She hadn't
before, they were just there, she took them off at night and put them on in the morning and that was that.
They were like cloisonné, not something a Contractor would have provided; they must have come from
the time she'd logt. Later, later, she told hersdf. You can think about it later. Keep your mind on what
you're doing. Tinoopa might be degp-inducing on the subject, but she' sright.

The next room was a bedroom, larger than the Stting room, less cluttered. The bed was carved and
fluted and draped with pae blue gauze tied up with pae blue slk rib-bons. Matja Allina lay benegth a
blue slk pouf with crigp white pillows tucked behind her. Her blonde har hung sraight over her
shoulders; it'd been brushed ill it shone. Her hands lay limp on the starched white sheet folded over the
top of the pouf. All this delicate, ddicious fuss did not become her; it made her look gaunt and drained.

Arring Pirs stood beside her, frowning alittle he was't happy with this business or with them.

Matja Allinamanaged a weary amile. “I commend these women to your notice, Mi-arring. The elder
is Tinoopa, the other Kizra. They have given me ease and enjoyment where | expected none.”

Arring Firs bowed. “I am obliged, chapa” His voice was deep and dow, a pefect voice for a
gtained glass hero.

Kizra glanced a Tinoopa, bobbed a quick curtsy a second after the Shimmarohi finished hers.

There was a touch of amusement in Matja Allina's shad-owed face; her eyes opened a hair wider.
“Yes” she sad. “I hadn’t expected such a fortunate dip in the pool, but | mean to use it now thet it's
shown its head.” She spoke dowly, her voice dragging. Arring Pirs bent over her, whis-pered urgently.
She touched his face, shook her head. “Now,” she said. “I want them established in place before | come
downgtairs tomorrow. You'll do that for me?’

He kissed her fingertips, straightened up. “I will do it, Mi-matja”

She closed her eyes a moment, then turned to him again. “Help me 4hift a little, I've got an ache
building.”

When she was more comfortable, she said, “Aghilo, come here” She clasped the little woman's
hand. “Ligten, my dear, no one can or will take your place with me. Do you understand that?’

Aghilo nodded.

Matja Allina settled back on the pillows. “Yes. Young Kizra there is a gifted mudcian, Mi-arring. Is
that not so, child?

Kizra stared a her hands. “That's for others to say, Matja Allina”

“Wel, | do say it.” She paused, closed her eyes. “Your musc was a joy to me, child. | wish you to
play for me each night, it relaxes me and gives me rest. Tinoopa.”

“MajaAllina”

“Yes You're a strong and capable woman; | don't ask what brought you here, though | suspect
someone found you entirdly too capable. | need people | can trugt,” she amiled up a Aghilo, squeezed
her hand, “more people. There are too many about who don’'t want this baby born dive. | dare trust
neither doctor nor midwife. Anyone could be bought or coerced or work againgt me for the pleasure of
it, people being what they are. If you and Kizra give me complete loydty and intdligent service for the
next year, help me birth the boy dive and see that he stays dive, | will have your Contracts voided and |
will do my best to send, you offworld anywhere you wish to go, with a stake to keep you while you ook
about for work. Not alarge stake,” she added cautioudy. “We're cash poor, our wedth is the land and
what grows on it. Mi-arring, do you second mein this? Let it be said.”

“Mi-matja, your will ismineinthis If you're sure ....”

“Yes. Besides, what choice have we?’

“Vey little” He shook his head, his gilt hair shimmer-ing in the hdf-light. “Jrrilscadad dropped by
last week while you were gone. He brought his two youngest daugh-ters.” There was a dry distaste in his



voice. “I had to St through string plucking and coos and blushes and gigdling until my hide itched. Once
the boy is born, though ....” He bent and touched her hair, forgetting for the moment everyone ese in the
room.

Matja Allina sghed, turned from the two beside her to the two &t the foot of the bed. “Wdl?" she
sad. Tinoopa snorted. “Need you ask?’

“Yes. | do need”

Tinoopa bowed her head, spread her ams and spoke with more care and formdity than she usudly
bothered with. “1 agree to serve you with mind and body in whole-hearted loydty for the term of one
year in return for the voiding of the Labor Contract and your good will for the rest of it.”

“l see you have some undergtanding of the dangers in-volved. Good. Kizra?’

“| agree. Same as Tinoopa.”

Matja Mina relaxed, closed her eyes, the bruises under them and the faigue lines on her face more
pronounced than ever.

Arring Airs tapped Aghilo's shoulder, pointed at the door.

Asif she could see through closed eydids, Matja Allina said, “No. One lagt bit. The chapa Tinoopa
isto have full authority as sub-Housekeeper. Let Polyapo keep the title Ulyinik ...” She stopped, turned
to them at the foot of the bed. “Tha means Mistress of the House. But don’t con-fuse that with Mistress
of the Kuysstead. | am the Matja” She coughed, waited while Aghilo bent with a warm, damp towd and
wiped her face. “Leave her the Name, Mi-arring, but nothing more. Make that very clear to her and
everyone dse. I'm tired to death of her sniping and incompetence. Establish the chapa Kizra as my
personad companion and servant, under no one's orders but mine. Make that clear aso. Epedidly to
Kulyari who has dready shown her spite. Will you see to thisfor me, Mi-arring?’

“With pleasure, Mi-méatja.”

Kizra caught agrim satisfaction in the words. Obvioudy Firs was not dl that fond of his niece.

“Um, Aghilo love, see that they have dothing and sup-plies suitable to ther status. And rooms in this
wing. And see that Kizra has the arranga with her at dl times from now on.” She opened her eyes.
“Meds and a hot bath for each. | believe | heard someone saying she'd KILL for a hot bath.”
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The room on the third floor was long and narrow, with pegs in a white plaster wal instead of closets
and panding. There was a narrow bed with a coverlet white as the walls, loosdy woven in an intricate
pattern, pretty in the candle-light that picked out the texture and emphasized the pattern and turned the
whiteness pearly.

Kizra pulled the door shut behind her, edged around the bed and set the candle on the table. She sat
on the bed with her dippered feet hanging beside the boots flopped on the floor next to her wadded-up
coverdl. She didn't care if she ever saw that coverdl again; it was giff and sinky with old sweat and
clogged with white dust, and her chafed places were ill buning from the fifteen days she’d worn the
thing. Remembered wearing it anyway. She thought about kicking it out the door but was too relaxed and
drowsy from the bath to want to move.

She sucked in along breath, let it out. She was clean. She amdled good. The candle gave the room a
warm wel-coming glow. It smdled good, too; it was one of the fancy ones from the Matja's supply.
Aghilo told her to enjoy it while she had it; the next one she got would be tallow and not nearly so nice.

She pinched the candle out, took the robe off and got into bed, shivering alittle as her warm body hit
the cold shests.

She had on a blousy nightshirt, very soft and flowing, but it didn’'t hdp at dl with the cold. She
wriggled around until she was comfortable, then shut her eyes and arranged her mind for deep ...

Moonlight streamed through the narrow window beside the narrow bed, white and chill and far too
bright. Moon-light. It was eerie. Things looked different. She pulled her hand from under the covers,
sretched it out to intersect that dant of moonshine. The color was leached from her skin; the fingers
seemed bonier, they trailed light like smoke.

She wiggled her fingers and watched the shadows play ingde the beam, then pulled her hand back



into the dusk where it took on an ordinary dark solidity.

Sleep, deep. She flopped over, the nightshirt twisting about her body, pulling tight againgt her neck.
She humped hersdlf about, tugging at the cloth, smoothing wrinkles that felt like ridges under her.

Theindde of her knee itched. She twisted around and down, scratched and sighed. The itch moved
to the middle of her back. She chased it as high as she could reach, shud-dered dl over, kicked the
covers off, and rolled out of bed.

Scratching a her arm, she padded to the window and stood frowning out it & a strange colorless
landscape, at roofs with pantiles like humpy scales, a awadl two stories high and wide enough to drive
the landrover on, with mer-lons dong the outer edge and towers black againg a sky hot with stars, so
many stars even the huge yellow-gray moon couldn’t blot them out—a ful moon rigng into a cloudless
sky, limned againg it a pair of strange mountains, black slhouettes like pointy breasts with hardened
nipples.

And ariver like a streamer of slver dlk, splitting around the Kuysstead. Moat, she thought. Gods.
Tumaks? Bru-shies? Those what they're this spooky about? | wonder what they look like. All we saw
was empty land. Empty land the guards were watching like it could hatch trouble any ingant. Did, too.
She shivered as she remembered the shooting.

North and west for fifteen days, looong days, had to be at least two thousand kays from where
they’d dtarted. Thirty days of misery for Matja Alling, coming and going. And for what? For us
Twenty-x women. If that was the mea-sure of her desperation ... ay-yai!

. Matja Alling, is she crazy? Thinking up enemies for her baby? Or isit red? Will she do what she
promised? Can she? He backed her, but maybe he's just humoring her. He doesn't like us much; that
was S0 thick inthe ar | could Snk my teeth in it. He said he'd back her promise with his. He meart it, |
think. Now. That doesn’'t say anything about later. When the time comes. He might and he might not. If
she's crazy ... paranoid ... then what she said, it's just words and we're stuck for the duration. Ten years.
Gods, | hope not. | don't likeit here. | don't like having to kiss up to abunch of .... Hmm. Does that say
something about what kind of person | was before?

She leaned on the windowslll and contemplated her re-actions since she woke in that miserable hut.
Up and down, dated, depressed, angry, excited. And tired. Sometimes she fdt a hundred years old,
sometimes about Sx. Sometimes she fdt in charge of hersdlf, sometimes she fdt utterly help-less, though
modly she was somewhere in between. Like now. And right now she was 0 tired she ached, but her
eyes smply wouldn't stay closed and her body was giving her the fidgets of hell.

She blinked, startled. A amdl red dot bloomed high on one of the black mountains. A fire. It
flickered at her, van-ished asif awdl had been put in front of it, reappeared, vanished, reappeared. Then
was gone dtogether.

It's a piece with everything else. Congpiracies to suppress a fetus. Thingsin the brush that need to be
shat at, not just shot at but machine-gunned. Sgnds from a mountaingde, amed at ... who? Someone in
here? What did that mean?

She yawned, suddenly so heavy-eyed tha she wasn't sure she could make the bed before she
meted in a puddle of deep. Another turniin ... inthe fog. Wasn't it fog for everyone, who could read the
future? Not me. Not any-one .... She sumbled the few steps to the bed, fdl onto it and wriggled
awkwardly about until she'd got the covers where they should be, over her, not under. She wriggled a
last time, like a cat kneading a pillow, getting it right. Then she dropped into the abyss.

If she dreamed, she didn’'t know it.

Dyslaera 5: Training Trials

Savant 1 (spesking into note pad):

Removed cap and redtrainers from subject 3F (native name Kinefray) ... usng CPF24sub2 as a
reinforcer ... sub-ject continues docile, emotiond reaction damped down ... under orders, cut the
hend off subject 7T (native name: Tolmant), showed no reaction to subject’s protests or sruggles ...
satisfactory contrast to earlier reactions to this subject.



RECOMMENDATION: Continue this regimen for another month without reinforcement other then the
CPF. Impor-tant to know how permanent this change is. If temporary, important to know how long
the treatment lasts.

i

IMAGE: Kinefray dits in the cell like a lump; Azrarrz is talking and talking at him,
agitated, crying as he tries to reach his cousin. He shakes Kinefray, daps him, then
retreats to the far side of the cdl and sits there, suffering.
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Savant 1 (spesking into note pad):

Subject 3Tj (native name Tgnor) ... youngest of the subjects ... perhaps the most intractable, despite
his youth ... which might be considered to contradict trends suggested by previous data ... probably an
anomdy due to individud differences within the species ... the sub-ject sample is, unfortunatdy, too smadl
for anything more relidble than ahint ...

NOTE: recommend immediate attempts to enlarge the sample.

Have broken through the trance state repeatedly ... made it impossible for 3Tj to retreat from attack,
while maintaining intelligence levels and some degree of free will ... have managed dso to breach the
strong ties between this apprentice and his master, subject 7T (native name Tolmant) ... to the point that
he was willing to partici-pate in a pan-inducing sesson with 7T as subject ... during this sesson he
proved so enthusiadiic that 7T was accidentdly killed ... no great loss, the subject was badly mutilated a
thetime ...

NOTE: Tech 1 Rivas has suggested the killing stroke was ddiberate, not accident; 3T] was
questioned under probe, results inconclusve—the drugs present in his sysem hinder andyss of his
reactions.

TENTATIVE CONCLUSION: Rivasis migtaken. If 3Tj were ill feding the pull of the kin-bond,
he could not harm 7T; if he were not, he'd have no reason to harm 7T.

RECOMMENDATION: Continue testing, gradudly de-creasing dosage. Necessary to determine
the holdover strength of the regimen, how much of the change is per-manent, how much transitory, what
isthe overdl effect on intdligence and agility.

HH

IMAGE: Tejnor lying on his cdl bed, curled into a fetal knot, his body twitching at long
intervals, his head cradled in the curve of his arms.

Shadith (Kizra) On The Farm 2
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Morning.

When the housemaid knocked a her door, Kizra groaned and crawled out of bed.

Aghilo had given her lesther sandals to wear with the long gray skirt, the smocked shirt with the
narrow scarf for a belt. She thought about wearing them, but something made her pick up the old boots
and hold them and gt gazing a them. Her link with the past. She did her feet into them, laughed a little as
nothing happened. No epiphany. No magic rebirth. Not today anyway. She went downdtairs, feding
vulnerable and tentative till she came up with Ti-noopa and smelled the meet frying and the new baked
bread waiting for them.

H
... Says auntee Akitha caught oI’ Tinkkar playin fumblefinger with young Im-panni, you coulda heard



the noise in the next aynti over ....”

“... you see that red-head?’
“Gonna be trouble with that one.”
“Tdjee even qiff in that di-rection, he gonna. ....”

“... Jarrin says the young ’un she some kinda witch, she got hedin hands or somethin ...”
“Tdking about witches, that Kulyari, she was in some kinda snit, made my life even more a misary
then usud. She ....”

The chattering housemaids seated about the long table fdl doruptly slent as Tinoopa and Kizra
stepped through the arch into the servant hall off the kitchen's south end.

Cook had the amchair at the head of the table, a big woman, with massve ams and breasts like
pillows. She didn't say anything, just sat waiting for the newcomers to greet her; she reigned here and
wanted no doubt of that in their minds.

With Kizra a nervous shadow in her wake, Tinoopa swept in, stopped beside Cook, hdd out her
hand. “I greet you, Kuriya Kuma chd. May your shadow never grow smdler.”

“That's as it may be” Kuma chd touched the hand. “Aghilo chd tels me it's you'll be doing the
ordering and such from now on, what is it, that fancy word? liaison, that’s it. Liaison between us 'n the
Ulyinik Polyapo. Eh so?7’

“l have become ... um, shdl we say acquainted with the Ulyinik.” Tinoopa put what was impoalitic to
say doud in the dry tone of her voice, the quick lift of a brow. “1 shdl study to make life eesier dl round.”
She bowed her head. “With your help, Kuriya Kuma cha, since I’'m new to this place and don’'t know
the sweet ways, the clever ways to get done what has to be done.”

Kuma cha contemplated her for a moment, then she nod-ded her large head. “Yes. Jlipa, fetch a
chair for the chapa Tinoopa, st it here” she patted the table beside her. “And you, girl, yes, you, the
little one, don’t hang about like an addled mouse, you too skinny asit is, St down, egt est.”

i

The morning was cool and damp with dew. In the distance Kizra could hear the blatting of some
kind of beast, a fussy, irritated sound. She could hear men's voices mixing with the blats;, she couldn’t
make out the words, but she thought that they were swearing. Probably at those beasts, sounded like the
kind of mishorn creatures who stubbornly and perversely refused to do what they were supposed to do.

And how do | know that? Gods, | wish ... | wish the wipe had took all the way, then |
wouldn’t have these ghosts ... no, 1 don’t, no ....

She could hear squeds and loud whinnies: She could hear a rhythmic thudding, with a second
thudding just off the beat, she could hear Snging that wove around that thudding. She could hear birds
twittering, insect buzzes, a thousand amdl sounds that blended into a sense of peaceful purpose, a
pleasant background hum for a bright sunny morning a Winter's End.

Matja Allina stood on the steps pulling on her gloves and letting Aghilo tuck shawls about her to keep
her warm.

Her daughters were there, a short distance from their mother, Ingva the older, thirteen, dmog as tdl
as her mother and thin. An audterdy pretty child, with the promise of beauty later on, intdligence
goarkling in violet-blue eyes, spirit in the set of her body, the dertness of her face as she looked about.
There was a wildness in her that burned through the patina of control. Kizra thought she looked like a
deer about to start running, not because it was afraid but from the sheer joy of stretching its muscles.

Three years younger than her sigter, Ylapura was shyer and less appeding, a wispy child with a
worried little face. She had her mother’s eyes, pae shining aguamarines set in sooty lashes, but she
lacked her mother’s vigor, maybe her intdligence.

The Jli (tutor) Arluja stood behind them, athin gray woman with atired, too-intdligent face.



Kulyari was there, too, hanging about the edge of things, looking very pretty, her harr braided and
wired into intricate whorls, her skin milk white and rose pink; her mouth was a soft rose and her eyes a
dark blue they glared hate when she glanced a Kizra and a sullen didike when she looked at Alling, a
didike that melted into demure shyness when-ever Pirs was around.

Polyapo was there, Tinoopa beside her; the Ulyinik was a sour woman, full of vague resentments, but
she' d pasted a Smpering smile on her face in honor of the occasion.

Kizra couldn’t understand why Allina kept these two around, what condtrained her. It wasn't Pirs
doing, he was indifferent to both women, bardly noticed them. He was indifferent to everyone but Allina
and his children.

Leaning heavily on Aghilo's am, Matja Allina walked down the gtairs and across the courtyard to
the long table where her femde overseers waited with the new women lined up behind them.

2

After she was sttled in the cushioned armchair, Matja Allinaset arall of papers on the table in front
o her, flat-tened them, and held them down with two bits of date set there for the purpose. From where
she stood just behind the Matja, Kizra could see alig of names with a brief notation beside each. Anitra,
Beba Mahl, Eeda, Ekkurrekah ...

Matja Allina pulled out the second page, let it roll up beside the stone weght. “Nunnikura chd
Weavemidress” she cdled out, and waited until a heavy middlie-aged woman with thick gray braids
came to the far Sde of the table. “1 have seven for you, one with some pre-existent kills, the others
trainable” She looked beyond Nunnikura chd &t the labor cadre. “The chapa whose names | cal, you
will go with the Weavemidress. She will show you where you will deep, equip you with dothing and
other necessities, and put you to work. LyousavaVogl. Sabato. Bertem. Luacha. Tictoc. Enke. Dorrit.”

Matja Allinawaited patiently until that was sorted out, then called, “Intoyo chat Dyemistress.” ,

Kizra clasped her hands over the arranga case hanging from its shoulderstrap and withdrew her
attention. Tinoopa had been heavily into gphorigtic advice after they |eft the breakfast table.

It'sall very well, the big woman said, being backed by the local bosses, but | have to make that
backing stick.

| got that Polyapo soothed down, Tinoopa said. It was easy, some butter and a sweet or two,
mostly a sympathetic ear and agreeing with her vison of hersdf. She thinks be-cause she's
Irrkuyon born and bred the rest of the world should flatten themselves at her feet and say yes m
and no'm and do everything she says ’'cause it's her that says it. Su-pid woman. Just as well,
though, Kiz If she weren't blind and an idiot and pretty well loathed by everyone who knows her,
| wouldn’t have this cushy job.

Vindictive bitch, that Kulyari, Tinoopa sad. She's going to make my life a hell, yours, too,
unless .... Hmm. | wonder what they consider unforgivable around these parts.

Kizra shivered a the memory of that predatory look in Tinoopas eyes. Allina was right. The
Shimmarol must have found Tinoopa far too formidable to want her anywhere near their world.

She was impressed when she found out about the mind-wipe .... Funny thing to be impressed by. |
suppose it was because | somehow scared someone enough he had to wipe me out like that.

Mindwipe. Things keep lesking over from somewhere ... last night she'd dreamed ... mogt nights she
dreamed ... things ... that she couldn’t quite remember when she woke ... except the fedings. And the
day ghogsts ... ideas and images that did into her head and out again before she could catch hold of them

i

“Ingdinacha Besstmistress”

A thin wiry woman came forward, tanned leathery skin, sun-bleached blonde hair cut short.

Matja Allina took the last of the rolled up sheets, passed it across to the Beastmidtress. “Ommla
Jhapuki. Frgi. Rafiki. Zhya Arru. Tapor pa Prool. Go with the Beastmidress and do what she tdls
you.” She settled back into the cush-ions, accepted a cup of hot broth from Aghilo. “That ends that,” she



sad. “Ulyinik Polyapo, come here, please.”

She continued to Sip at the broth as Polyapo waited across the table from her. Findly she set the mug
down. “The supplies | brought from Nirtga have been stored and in-ventoried?’

“Itisbeing done, Matja Allina”

Kizra blinked. That's a lie, she thought. She glanced a Allina, decided the woman knew perfectly
wel that her Ulyinik hadn’t stirred hersdlf, that the supplies could have sat out and rotted for dl Polyapo
cared about them.

“Good. | will expect aplan and alising, aful account-ing by sundown. I'm sure that will be plenty of
time since you are dready working at it. However, | would appreciate your persond involvement in this
inventory snce you'll need to know exactly what you have to work with during the following months.
Chapa Tinoopawill assist you in this and in anything dse that will ease your labors. Amurra s Bless-ing,
Ulyinik Polyapo.”

“Blessed be Amurra, Matja Allina” Polyapo cresked diffly through the ritua bow, then went
sweeping off with Tinoopa fallowing placidly behind.

Aghilo brought out the flask of broth, touched the mug, but Matja Allina shook her head. “No more,
thank you. Aghilo chd, your am, please.”

3

The dye vats were in a large open shed in a secondary court west of the man court. There were
lengths of cloth drying on lines shaded by thatch roofs, hanks of yarn draped over pegs, and vast
geaming tubs of color with women walking on narrow ledges about them, dirring the cloth or yarn or
tufts of wool with long wooden paddies, their hair protected by kerchiefs from the steam, ther faces
smudged, dark colorings under every fingernal. Blackened with coa dust and red with the heat, young
grls tended the fires un-der the vats, fetched cod from bins built into the yardwall. Others rushed about
with fleeces, fresh yarn, ralls of cloth. It was a busy, noisy place, women taking, laughing, the girls
snging, chattering, al of that despite the hard heavy work they were doing.

Matja Allinainspected everything, the stores of ground colorings and other supplies,, the work done
while she was gone, looking for qudity and quantity. Then she settled onto the leather seat of a folding
gool. “Uri, Gintji, little chas, litle songbirds, come and sng for me. Teach young Kizra here some
homesongs.”

Uri was agmd| pink and white child, with hands dyed a dozen colors and frizzy blonde har escaping
from short plaits. Gintji was longer and thinner, with less color in her face and more in her har. They
curtsed solemnly, con-ferred in whispers, faces flushed, blue eyes skittish. Then they turned and stood
holding hands, snging in sweet true voices, amdl voices that fit the moment and the song.

“The sun rises,” Uri sang.
“Mayra spins the red threads.
The moon rises.

Mayra spins the white threads.

“The sun sets,” Gintji sang.
“Hirmnal tends his sheep.
The moon sets.

Hirmnal shears his sheep.

“ Qun and moon, moon and ,” they sang together.
Love waxes, love wanes

Day turns to night, night to

A young man grows old

Agirl bears and rears



n and Moon, moon and sun
Love waxes, love wanes.

“The sun rises.
Mayra weaves her bride cloth ....

“The sun sets.
Hirmnal fattens his sheep ...

Kizra picked up the tune, began playing her own thread to the song; the girls were startled and
sumbled over aword or two, and then were back on track and finished with a flourigh.

i

As Uri and Gintji retreated among their friends, Kizra kept on playing, diding into another tune that
seemed to drip from her hands, a drongly accented upbest thing that had the women clapping and
gamping before she' d played a dozen phrases.

Matja Allina let the play go on for about five more min-utes, then she nodded to Aghilo, got to her
feet and went out, leaving a buzz of talk behind.

Kizrafdt the women's eyes on her as she went out, sensed speculaion and some resentment, with a
few spikes of out-right didike. Favor, she thought, they don't like a new-comer landing such a cushy job.
They liked my music wel enough. Not me. No, not me. She bit on her lip, tried to tdl hersdf bunch of
backwater provincials, don’t mean a hiccup to me. I’'m out of here first chance | get ....

#

Weavers, embroiderers and fancyworkers, clerks, me-chanics, turners and joiners, leatherworkers,
herbalists, blenders, all pressers and gardeners, fidd workers, millers (in the watermill on the riversde,
the ar white with flour and gritty with bran), herders in from the field, beast ten-ders in the home
paddocks, the sck and wounded in the infirmary, pregnant women, prisoners serving out drunk-time, or
recovering from the lash given for assault and other offenses, they visted them dl, Matja Allina had a
word with one or two, then Kizra played and learned songs while Matja Allina rested, drank more broth.

Allinarested, but she never stopped; weariness grayed over her emaotions, but she didn’t show any of
thet; she listened, smiled, saw everything and moved on.

i

After severd hours of this, Kizra began to worry. Getting out of the mess she was in depended on
that baby and the mother’s exhaugtion couldn’t be good for it. She dropped back until she was waking
besde Aghilo. “Is it redly needed, dl this?” she whispered urgently. “The Matja is too tired now. She
shouldn't let hersdlf get thet tired.”

Aghilo patted her am. “Yes” she murmured. “1 know. Don’t say anything.” She flicked the fingers of
her |eft hand at Kulyari’s back. “That one.” She shrugged. “Give her a crack to pry at and shell have the
Matja out before ... tchah! Once the Matja has seen everyone, shéell rest. She can't miss anyone out.
There are jedlouges ...

“l see”

“She's ablessing to us dl, you don't know.” Aghilo shook her head. “You just don't know, child.
It swhy the Irrkuyon hate her so much, even her own Family. She makes them look ... ah ... like what
they are. She shames them. Y ou keep your eyes open, you'll understand. Now hush, there’ s nothing you
can do but Sng your songs and play your music and make the day brighter for her and for us. She knows
what she has to do. Shéll rest whenit'stime. Go, go, I’ ve talked too long ....”

Dyslaera 6: Spree
The gym was a long ovd with three tiers of seats dong one side where the spectators could ook



down on the games being played out on one section or another of the springy floor.

Nine Savants formdly dressed in cowl, mask, black robe and gloves sat in the lowest of the tiers, a
was-high wall the only barrier between them and the floor. Behind them there were two score techs in
thar forma whites. Behind these stood a dozen wards in cowls, black legther, and sain-less studs; sx
hed heavy-duty stunners, Sx held dart tubes armed with exploding missles

Down on the mat, facing the Savants, Ossoran and Feyvorn stood naked, arms dangling, loosdly by
their sdes. Os-soran’s fur was rexed and sprinkled with gray; it shimmered in the light with each breeth
he took. Feyvorn was a red Dydaeror, he shone like liquid copper. They were heavily muscled, and
despite everything the techs had done to them, they were in magnificent physical condition. Savants and
techs murmured with pleasure. The guards stood impercep-tibly straighter.

Savant 1 leaned forward, spoke: “Look up, Dydaera”

A black cylinder emerged from the caling fifty meters up, the cable it was attached to lengthening
dowly asit paid from an unseen drum. It stopped when it was about five meters from the mat.

The cylinder dissolved, reveding a Dydaerinin a cage. She was very young, terrified, furious—and in
season. Her daws had been removed, her fingers shortened by a joint; she was hiting at the bars,
wrenching at them, trying with everything she had to bend them just enough to let her lim-ber body
through.

Savant 1 watched the Dydaerors, amiling with satisfac-tion. “A contest,” he said. “You will fight each
other for her. The victor will be alowed one month free of tests and the services of the femde. One of
you mugt die. If both are dive at the end of the time we will set, she dies. If you refuse to fight, she will be
atifigdly inseminated and as soon as the cub is born, she will be vivisected like that youth you saw a
short while ago. Questions?’

Ossoran stared at Feyvorn. Feyvorn nodded.

“How long?" Ossoran said.

“Thirty minutes.”

“Wewill fight.”

H#H#

They circled around each other, fanting, retreating, moving so fagt they’d finished one set and were
on to some-thing ese before the watchers fully redlized what had hap-pened.

This went on for severd minutes, then they ran full out a each other. Feyvorn hit Ossoran’s hands,
shoulders, bounded upward and caught a the bars of the cage; he twisted his body round, got his
footclaws hooked over the base, surged up. He reached through the cage and tore out the girl’s throat.

As soon as Feyvorn was airborne, Ossoran ran at the wall, vaulted it and began mauling everyone he
could reach, using histeeth and claws on his hands and fedt.

H#H#

Savant 4 (peaking to notepad):

... bloody debacle. Savants 1 and 2 are dead. Savant 3 has been sent to the meat farm with massve
injuries in-duding one arm torn from his body. Three techs were aso killed or injured. Two of the guards
panicked. Un-fortunately, they were armed with the dart tubes. They killed the subjects, but aso blew
away severd techs and Savants 8 and 9.

OBSERVATIONS: (1) the techs on duty a the data dations are to be commended,
recommendation: honor bo-nuses for each.

(2) Prliminary andyss of readings indicates a reluctance to accept control from externa sources that
isfar more powerful even than the kin-bond.

NOTE: We have aweakness that mugt be hed inmind a dl times when deding with these Dydaera
Their claws and fur lead us to think of them as beasts and this induces us to discount ther inteligence.
That is dangerous. On looking over the flakes of this disastrous event, | have noted that the plan was set
and agreed upon in that firg glance they shared. Without having to consult, they noted the best points of
attack to achieve their gods, devised their plan, and set it in motion.



RECOMMENDATION: | mugt add my voice to that of Savant 1 in the course that he suggested:
Acquire Dys-laera cubs, preferably before weaning. Also gravid femaes. These last should be kept
comatose and ther cubs surgicdly removed a term. If we can tame these creatures, they will be
servants without peer, highly inteli-gent and physicaly magnificent.

Shadith (Kizra) On The Farm 3
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Dinner over, her duties findly done, Matja Allinalay on her sde, pillows tucked about her to help
with the weight of the baby, hot water bottles spread around her, warming the aches out of her as the hot
milk had warmed her ingde. She was drowsing happily, sghing with pleasure as Tinoopa kneaded her
back and shoulders;, now and then she sang a few words to the musc of the arranga.

Her grasp on the notes was sometimes shaky. She frowned when she was off, looked irritebly at
Kizraasif the arran-ga s tuning were off, not her voice.

Kizra got the message; she played to minimize the clashes, mushing the accompaniment, shifting her
fingaring to fallow the wanderings of the Matja's voice. Crawl, Shadow, crawl, she sang under her
breath. Her fingers fal-tered as she redlized what her mindvoice had said. Shadow. Who ... what ... was
Shadow? She gripped her lower lip between her teeth and forced a brittle cam over her nerves.

Ingva and Yla were dtting on the floor in a corner, a low table between them, playing a complicated
game of cards but not absorbed init. Kizra saw them looking repestedly at their mother. She could .fed
their anxiety. Confined in the room, they were confronted with her fragility and ther ingbility to do
anything abot it.

The muted comfortable sounds of the Kuysstead shutting down for the evening came through the
open casement; the sunsat glittered crimson off the diamond-shaped panes; high overhead a hunting
raptor screamed and stooped, then swooped away with its prey dangling from its talons. The wind was
rigng and afew clouds drifted past, high clouds pink and gold with the sunset.

HH

Firs came in. He waved Tinoopa away, settled on the sool beside the bed and drew his fingertips
dong Allind s bare arm. Kizra continued to play quietly though her fingers shook with the impact of what
lay under that gentle re-strained gesture.

After aminute Allina caught his hand, sniffed at it. She didn't say anything, just looked at him.

“Rad on the South Pasture,” he said. “Not Brushies. Tumaks. A dozen of them. It got hot there for a
while, but we drove them off. Karr and Ritmin were hurt, flesh wounds, nothing to worry about. We
chased the ones |eft dive past the boundmarks, they had a rover hidden away, got to it before we could
oet close enough. We |4, it go, no chance of caiching up with them on horses. Too much chance of

“So close to the house. How they dare .... Damage?’

“Saughtered a herd of woadllies, tried to fire the brush, but it's not dry enough yet. Karr thinks
they’ re townbred, their landcraft was more notable by its absence.”

“Hre”

“Yes That was a mistake. | saw a Brushie watching and a pair of I’ borrghas. | don't think well have
more trouble with fires, Linaaklina. | don't think the tumaks will have time to strike a match if they try it
agan. Just to make sure, though, I’'m going into the Brush tomorrow for alimdimawith Chul-Gop.”

“It's not necessary.”

“I think it is, Mi-matja. Y ou know Chul-Gop, he won't lose his head.”

“If hekillsyou ....”

“He haan't before, Linami’klien.”

“Tdl no one. I'm not worried about the Brushies. Wdl, not much. It's your kin that ... brother
Mingas drools in his beard when he thinks of this Kuyyot. And Rintirry ....” She caught his hand, held



tight to it. “I’d burn the Kuysstead and kill mysdf before | let Rintirry lay one finger onit or me.”

In their corner, the two girls had gone very quiet. Aghilo crossed her ams and hugged hersdf, her
face blank.

Tinoopa stood in a shadowy corner, brooding over this new turn.

Kizra kept playing the same song over and over, the sound like water flowing, unobtrusive, gentling.

Ars stood. “It's time you dept, Mi-matja. Aghilo, cousin, take the girls and ... wait. Come here,
Ingva, Yla” When they were sanding before him, he touched each head, lightly, a smdl caress. “Say
nothing of what you heard tonight, you hear, my lirrilirris?’

Ylablinked. “Not even to the Jli Arluja, Papay?’

“Particularly not to the Jli Arluja Even if she asks, hmm? It's for her protection, Ylalirri, wha she
doesn’'t know she can't be expected to tdl.”

“l won't, Papay .. | won't tdl anyone”

“Ingva”

The girl looked fierce. “I won't, Papay; it's none of ther business” She stroked her hand dong his
am, took his hand. “Y ou will see us soon’s you come back, huh, Pa-pay?’

He laughed, tapped her on the nose. “The very minute. Now go get your baths and go to bed.”

Pepay?
“Ingve?

“Take mewith you. | won't keep you back, | ride better than Wurro even, | do. You tak to the old
"uns, I'll talk to the young *uns. Babeyla and Tink and the rest. They’re as good as the old *uns &t looking
out for strangers.”

“Not thistime, lirri. It'sagood idea, but now's not thetime. | tdl you what. WE Il do it in a week or
s0, when | see how things are going to jump. All right?’

Ingva gave a brisk quick nod, then took her sster’s hand and went out.

Tinoopa curtsed, said, “Arring Pirs, be sure we shan't speak of this even to each other.” She hauled

Kizrato her feet and hustled her out.
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Airs rode from the Kuysstead an hour before dawn. Kizra woke swedting and moaning from a
nightmare whose details evaporated before she got her eyes open. She flung the covers back and went to
the window where she saw him on the ferry, his uncovered head shining siver-gilt in the sarlight. The
rider beside him was long and lean, with plaits bumping againg his back, blond, too, but duller, like rope
braided from last season’s straw. P murr the Loya. Blood brother, as close to Firs as chat ever got to
[rrkuyon.

They rode the big Blacks, Pirs prize horses, skittish beasts, shorting and sdling, hooves noisy on the
floor-boards of the ferry, the sounds that they made as loud in the dean dillness of the predawn asif she
were ganding beside them; she could hear dmog as dearly the put-put of the winch motor and the
cregking of the windlass

She watched them ride off the ferry and vanish into the predawn gloom, moving toward the leftward
of the two mountains, the one cdled Patja Mount.

WAl. Good luck to him.

She shivered and started to turn from the window. Something flickered. On the wdl near the mill.

She pushed the window open farther and leaned out. Someone was running dong the wall. Fair har
and irts.

The way it moved, young. Accustomed to that Tdent of hers by now, content to view it as the
equivaent of her ear for mudc, she read the figure, nodded.

Kulyari. Up to something.
She could smdl it—spite, triumph, and a furioudy busy mind.



What isit? What could she do, that little rat?
Kulyai flitted dong the wdl like someone set her tall on fire.

Corning insde fast as she can scoot. How? Somewhere on the ground floor, no other way
in. All right, let's get down there and see what we see.

She kicked her dippers off, threw the robe around her shoulders, and went running out.

Kizra leaned over the gdlay ral, peering down a the Great Hdl. Shadows and emptiness. No
movement. Noth-ing. She read the runner again.

The garden, that was it, Kulyari was coming down into the Family Garden. She stopped, then she
was moving again. She stopped again, stayed ill. Doing something. Very busy. Sense of vindictive
satisfaction. She was talking to someone. Taking? Who?

Usng her reach as a dowsing rod, Kizra ran down the stairs and through the smudgy darkness, urtil
ghe was touching the south wall of the Great Hal. One hand on the wall, her bare feet slent on the
elaborate parquet, she ghosted aong, getting closer and closer to the girl—until she was sanding outsde
amassve door.

She leaned againg the door and tried to hear what Kulyari was saying. The wood was too thick. She
chewed a her lip, nodded, eased the latch up, and opened the door a crack. She saw a bluish-white light
flickering, a ghost light hardly brighter than the shadows.

Com. Must be battery powered. | didn't think ... Don't be stupider than you have to, Kiz,
this far out, of course they had to have a com.

“... before dawn, | told you, less than thirty minutes ago.” Kulyari stopped taking, lisened to a muted
mutter. Kizra thought it was a man’s voice, but she couldn’'t be sure, and she hadn’'t a clue what the
words were.

“No. No one saw me. They'redl adeep.”

Mutter mutter.

“Two of them. On the Blacks, with a pack mule” Mutter muitter.

“Pmurr.”

Mutter mutter.

“Northeast. Toward Patja Mount.”

Kizradidn't have to hear any more. Aghilo, she thought. And right now.

Kizratapped a Aghilo’'s door, tapped again, swore under her breath. Come on, woman. Come on!

Aghilo opened the door. “Chapal What are you doing down here? And dressed like that?’

“Le mein,” Kizrawhispered. “ She's coming up the gairs, | can hear her feet.”

“Who?’

“Kulyari.”

“All right.” Aghilo stepped back so Kizra could come in. “What are you taking about?’

Kizra stood by the door ligening. “On second thought, you'd better go see that it's her out there.
I’ve afeding my word isn’'t worth much when it comes to the Irrkuyon.”

Aghilo pressed her mouth shut. She nodded. “True. Wait here. Leave the door open if you wish”
She snatched up a robe, flung it around her shoulders, and went ouit.
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“Vigting a lover?” Aghilo's voice was peppered with scorn. “ Shameless one, out of your bedroom
thislate”

“Get logt, old woman. Keep your mouth shut or I'll have you whipped for impertinence. And don't
think | can't do it.” Kulyari laughed. “I don’'t have to explain anything to Garaddy’s bastard.” She swept

off, laughing again.



Aghilo came back. She pulled the door shut, Sghed. “Y ou have your witness.”

“Shel s putting it on. Under that arrogance, she's scared.”

“Oh, redly. Whet |S this about?’

“l woke up alittle while ago, nightmare | think, but I don’t remember. Anyway, | was looking out the
window and saw Arring Pirs crossing on the ferry. Someone dse was weatching; once Firs and P murr
were across, she took off. It was Kulyari. She came down in the Family Garden and got into a room
there, | don’t know what the room was, but there' sacom init. | cracked the door and heard her taking
to someone on the com. She was tdling him, | think it was a man, about Rirs, where he looked to be
going, who was with him, you know, everything he didn’t want to get out.”

“Ah.” Aghilo stripped the tie off her long plait, began pulling the strands apart.

“Is there any way we can make her tdl who it was she was talking to?’

Aghilo moved to her dressing table, began brushing her hair, her strokes full of nervous energy. “No,”
she said. “The only one who could touch her is Pirs”

“MajaAlling?

“No. No. You don’'t understand the way things are here. She dropped the brush and twisted her long
har into a knot atop her head, began shoving in hairpins, each darting movement of her hand emphasizing
aphrase of what she was saying. “ She' s the heir’s daughter. Utilas. He sent her here for fostering—once
he saw what Pirs and Allina were making of this place. For fostering and to make trouble. Get rid of
Mina Be there to marry Pirs”

“He s her uncle, dmogt like seducing her father. | ....”

“No, | told you, you don’'t understand.” Aghilo dapped in the lagt pin, got to her feet. “It's done here
often enough. Usudly the second wife, if the firs dies or has to be put asde” She took off her robe,
threw it on the bed, moved about, collecting underclothing, a skirt and shirt, talking as she moved. “The
Families don't want conflicting aliances and it conserves the wedth. She's here to marry him if she can
manage it. Viper. Him or his successor if she getshimkilled.”

“Since her father’sthe heir ....”

Aghilo pulled a falding screen out from the wall, went behind it and began dressng. “No. He's got
enough on his hands with the old property. It'll be Mingas or Rintirry gets thisif Pirsiskilled.”

“The baby doesn’t count?’

“Who's to spesk for im? Matja Allina? Don't be glly. If Pirs is killed, the baby’s nothing. Boy
babies die so eadly on this world.” She came from behind the screen looking quietly neat and lowered
hersdf to a ool at the foot of the bed. “Go get dressed, chapa. You shouldn’'t be down here like that.”
She thrust her feet into her sandas, bent, and began working on the buckles. “Meet me. Ten minutes.
You hear?’ She gave a oft little grunt as she switched feet. “When | tdl you to speak, you say just wha
you told me. And nothing,” she looked up, “nothing about what's to do. The Matja will say. She knows
the Stuation. Don't even hint what you're thinking. You don't understand. She has enough trouble
without having to ded with you. Go on. Get.”
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Matja Allina was tired and red-eyed. She sat in the only armchair in her bedroom, wrapped in a
fleecy white robe with a blue-green sk lining. Tinoopa kndt a her feet, mas-saging them with a scented
cream, working the toes, the musdes of her calves, humming a placid soothing three-note tune. The amdl
of the cream was strong in the room, a sweetness with an acrid underbite.

“After Aghilo chalenged her,” Kizrafinished, “Kulyari went sweeping off in a snit.”

“So,” the Matja said. “Our precautions were usdess. Hmm. Aghilo, | saw Wurg in the infirmary
yesterday, didn't [?”

“Yes. He' d tangled with ayoung I’borrgha and had claw-marks here and there. Bone-deep some of
them. Otherwise he wouldn't have bothered to comein.”

Matja Allina closed her eyes, rubbed at the vertical lines between her brows. “He didn't look bad

“Wdl, he should probably rest at least aweek.”



“Bring him to me. If he can’t go, he/ll know who's best to send.

“Matja...” Aghilo sad tentatively, rasng her handsin protest.

“l know, | know. | don't mean here” She dragged her hand across her mouth. “I wish ... no ...
impossble ... everyone knows everything that happens. Bring him to the entrance hdl. I'll be down
immediady.” She cut off Aghilo's protest. “It has to be me, my friend. Y ou know that. Get Gilli chal and
Ghinedi chd, they're loyd, I'm sure of it. Put them to watching Kulyari and Polyapo. | wigh ... no.” Once
agan she closed her eyes. “Tinoopa, thank you, that was lovely. | want you to help me dress and get
down-gairs as quickly as we can manage. The sooner it'sdone ...” she pushed a her hair, “the sooner |
can rest.”
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Wurg was a samdl wiry man with coarse gray har in a braid that reached past his belt. He braided
his beard to match; it hung in two tails down his front. His eyes were a light yellow-brown, narrow, set in
aweave of wrinkles. One am was heavily bandaged. Three ragged scabs raked down the sde of his
face.

Matja Allinafrowned. “I’'m sorry, Wurg, | hadn’t red-ized how bad it was.”

He looked scorn and didn't bother answvering.

“You're sure?” Matja Allinasaid.

“yg”

“What will you need?”

“Name a the Mirp they headin for. The roans Arring keeps in south paddock, rifles, anmo packs.
For me 'n them. They wouldna take any but Sdearms they goin to meet Brushies. Bag a taffys for the
Brushies. Might need sweet' nin up. Red doth fer presents. Ah ... and | want the Jnasu, you don’t mind.
Nut'n dse | can think of right now.”

“You'll haveit” Matja Allinaput her hand in her deave, brought out a smdl white card with asedl on
itin red wax. She hdd it out to him. “If anyone questions you, show this”

He nodded, tucked the card in a belt pouch.

“Bring the roans to the Kitchen Gate and wait there for the Jnasu and the rest of it.” She held out her
hand. “Bring him back whole, Wurgj mi-chd. For dl our sakes.”

She watched him out, then turned to the others. “Ti-noopa, go wake Cook, get a bag of taffys from
her and trek supplies. Do you know anything about packsaddles?’

“No, MatjaAllina I'velived in citiesdl my life”

“Cook will show you. Go quickly. Everything I've prom-ised you depends on him, do you
understand?’

“Oh, yes, | do surdy understand, oh, Matja.” Tinoopa dipped a curtsy and went out, moving at a fast
trot.

“Aghilo, more running about for you. Wake Ingdina chad Beastmigtress, have her send the Jnasu to
the kitchen equipped for atrek. Do that firgt,, then send someone for abolt of cloth, red cloth, make sure
they know it has to be red, doesn’'t matter who you send, just someone who'll do it fast. Who you can
trus to do it fast. Here.” She twisted akey off the ring a her belt. “Take this. When you get back, lock
up the Arring's study. | wish I'd thought of it before, that’s the one key Polyapo doesn't have, Amurra
be blessed. Or Kulyari. Then go wake Loujary chd and Wayak chd, |1 need them to carry me up to the
amory, | don't want to have to dimb those stairs. And fetch Kulas chd, good old Kulas, if there's any
chdman | can trug, it's him. | want him standing guard while | open the armory, | need him to take
charge of the ammunition packs and therifles and bring them down to Wurg .... “ She grunted, crossed
her arms and bent over them. “No ... ah! no, Hilo, don’t worry,” she gasped. “It's not labor, just ....”

Kizra dropped to her knees, pressed her hands againg the active bulge of the baby, sent calm, ease,
reassurance, felt the spasms rdlax under her pams.

Matja Allina straightened. Absently, she patted Kizra's shoulder as she turned to Aghilo. “Go,” she
sad impadtiently. “The sooner Wurgj is on his way, the sooner Pirswill be safe”



Kizra leaned out her window, watched Wurg on the ferry, riding one horse, leading another with a
gmdl pack on its back. The four tiny Jnasu were there with him, brown ghosts nearly impossible to pick
out of the dark.

So many things she didn't understand about this place. A man could send his daughter to his
brother’s house and expect her to ... wdl ... seduce his brother.

Tha same daughter could plot her uncle's murder and rgjoice in what she considered her cleverness.

| thought it was craziness when Allinafussed about the danger to her baby and hersdf. Now ...

When Wurg) was across, she turned away, pulled on her boots, and went down to breskfast.

After lunch Matja Allina went to bed and stayed there, leaving Tinoopa and Aghilo to keep order
and continue the work of the Kuysstead.

Kizra was forced to gt with her in the darkened bedroom, playing the arranga for her, Snging now
and then the songs she'd picked up yesterday and on the trip here. She was pleased that her memory
was 0 good despite what someone had done to her head. It was reassuring.

The day crept dong.

Now and then, when Matja Allina let her stop playing for a while, she pushed the drapes back and
looked out one of the gtting room windows, watching the cha and chapa move about the court below,
chattering knots of girls, gossping older women, busy, laughing, serious, none of them stuck away in a
uffering eddy like this one where she was. She envied them. She was bored. More than anything she
was bored.

Tinoopa crossed the court, heading for the storage yard, a covey of chattering maids trailing behind
her. She looked vigorous and contented; even thisfar off, Kizra read a burg-ing energy; the woman was
enjoying her fight for authority, usng her cleverness and experience to get what she wanted.

Some time later Tamburra the Kiv'kerrinite walked from the herb drying rooms and headed for the
entrance to the women'sliving quarters. She glanced up at the flee of the House as she walked by, saw
Kizra watching her, and then looked quickly away. Kizra scratched the indde of her e-bow and
wondered again what it was brought that woman to this place.

Matja Allina called her back into the bedroom. “Play that thing you did for dinner last night” Her
voice was fretful, her face was flushed, there was a shdlow vertica pain-line between her brows.

“This one, Matja Alling?" She let the easy undemanding song drip from her fingers Boring. Boring.
All of it. Sti-fling. Gods, | want to ... | want ... She didn’t know what she wanted, except it wasn't this

“You're frowning. What are you thinking? Matja Alli-na's eyes caught what little light there was,
seemed to glow. “Kizra Shaman, do you know something about Pirs? What is it? Tdl me. You have to
tdl me”

“No, Matja Allina Of course not, how could 1?1 was judt ... just thinking.”

“About what? What worries you?’

Kizrablinked a her. Not even my own mind belongs to me, she thought mutinoudy. What to say ...
wha? Ah. “Kulyari,” she said. “I was thinking about how disap-pointed she's going to be when the
Arring waks in. What a snit she's going to throw.” She moved her shoulders. “That wasn't what
bothered me, it'swhat she's going to do next. After the Arring walksin.”

“Waks in. Yes. So we mug hope.” Allina closed her eyes, the brief spurt of energy draining from
her.

“Maja, ah ....”

“What isit?’

“Aghilo didn’'t want me to bother you, but .... Is there ANY way you can find out who Kulyari was
taking to?’

“Little chapa, it'sdl right.” The Matja s feverish inten-gty faded to a drowsy musng. “It's no bother
because | don't need to ask. | know who she was cdling. Rintirry. My loving brother-by-law. Dear



Rintirry who is so very fond of his brother he tried to rape me as soon as he saw Firs wanted me” She
clicked her tongue. “Hal, Kizra, you listen so deeply it's easy to say far too much. Pirs doesn't know
about that. No one knows. | broke the bastard’s nose for hm and he went away. Please. If you say
anything it will make more trouble than you can possibly understand.”

“All right.”

Matja Allina closed her eyes. “Go find Gilli chd, will you, please. Then come back and tdl me what
Kulyari’s do-ing.”
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Kizrakndt beside the bed, her hands folded in her lap. “Kulyari dept until just after the noon gong.
She went into the garden and pulled heads off flowers there until Polyapo looked out, saw what she was
doing, and scolded her back ingde. Then Kulyari hung around the Great Hal. When she thought no one
was around, she tried to get into the Arring's sudy. Gilli chd says she had a screaming snit when she
found out it was locked. She's back in her room now, trying on clothes, changing her hair, driving the
maidstill they’re ready to bang her on the head and stand the consegquences. That'siit.”

“Polyapo. Do you think she' sinvolved in this?’

“If I had to guess, no. There'sno tensonin her. And shes not ... um ...." Kizra sneaked a glance at
Allinato see how far she dared go.

Matja Allina narrowed her eyes to dits, her mouth twitched. “And she's not intdligent enough to hide
it”

“Wel, yes” Kizragot to her feet. “It'stime you should eat something, Matja Allina. Y ou know what
Tinoopa said, amdl meds but frequent. Do you want me to ring the kitchen?’

“No. | don’t want much. A cup of broth and aroll will do.”

“Jug a minute, then.” Kizra crossed to the fireplace, took the lid off the brazier, and set on the
covered pot of broth. She put a fresh rall in a smdl dutch oven, then leaned againg the bricks of the
chimney while she waited for the food to hedt.

“Chapa Kizra, come here, hep me to st up. Bring the extra pillows, will you?’
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Time passed.

Matja Mina drowsed.

Kizrawent back to watching what was happening in the court below. To wondering what her dreams
meant. To peculating if she and Tinoopa would get what Allina prom-ised them. To yearning for release
from this tedium. It al-ways came back to that. She loathed being shut away from what was happening. It
was as bad as being in jal, a least according to Bertem's tdes. Or Tinoopa's. Boredom and beng
jerked about by anyone that had the power to jerk.

And even if | ran, where do | run to? | don't know who | am or where | belong. | don’t
KNOW anything. How can | DO anything ....
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The day ended findly.
That night Kizra sweated through more nightmares, worse than any night before this. She
remembered bits each time she woke:

giant spiders with intelligent eyes and orange pompoms where their ears would be if
spiders had ears, relentless, implacable, she shuddered with horror when she saw them ....

crashing in a small fast ship, going down and down and nothing she could do about it,
dying, all the pain and emp-tiness of dying ....

women dancing, thin, etiolate, all bone and skin and huge dark eyes, eerily unexpectedly



lovely creatures that brought with them the anguish of loss (she knew why in the dream
but couldn’t remember later)....

a red-haired woman weeping for a lost child, a grief Kizza shared as if it were her own
(she knew her in the dream, knew her like a sister, a deeply loved sister, but when she
woke, there was only the face and the hair, the long fine red hair)..

two cats died and a man cried out in anguish and rage, a lion man, she shared that
anguish till the dream faded ....

Nightmare followed nightmare until she dropped into a hard-fisted deep that left her as tired when
she struggled out of bed as she was before she lay down.
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Matja Allina' s estate office on the ground floor was smdl and intimete with a bow window looking
out into the Fam-ily Garden. She sat in a cushioned armchair drawn up to a swaylegged table, her hands
were folded on the table, and she was ligening to a dispute over the distribution of cloth.

Polyapo stood beside the door, despising everyonein the room for alowing the dispute to happen.

Sitting on alow bench in the bow window, haf-hidden behind a carved and pierced screen of some
dark rich local wood, Kizra watched the Ulyinik's long nose twitch and thought:

if it were up to her, everyone involved in this would be whipped until they knew their place
and left to go without cloth until they were naked and properly grateful for any-thing they
were given.

“The promise, Matja Allina The Daughter’s Promise. | want the bolt for Lahirra's wedding. Blue
cloth, fine blue, not just ordinary tirrk. For dl girls when they wed, by your word, O Matja.”

The Weavemigtress snorted. “And you got it, Luwlu chd, on Wintergtart, you sgned for it and carted
it off and you know it.”

“Can | hdp it if N'gward gets hisef clawed by some filthy I’borrgha and dies two months later
leaving my La-hirra a sorrowing widow? What's a mother to do? Ignore her child once she's wed and let
evaything after go as it goes? The promise is made, when a daughter weds, cloth for her dowry. So
Lahirrais going to wed with N’trurr next week. So she's due another bolt.”

Aghilo dipped through the door and stood beside Po-lyapo, looking agitated. Kizra rubbed a her
chin. | wonder what's up.

Matja Allind s eyes flicked to Aghilo, then she returned to her absorption in the speeches of the two
women.

“Huh,” the Weavemigtress said, “the way the girl goes through husbands, she should open a dothing
gtore. Lahirra has her dower, dl she has to do is carry it down two doors when she moves in with
N'trurr. And take better care of this one so he doesn’t die on her.”

“Hard, hard, you're so hard, Nunnikura cha, how’s my little girl to blame, she didn't send her man
out there to get chewed up.” She burst out sobbing and keening, producing more noise than tears.

Matja Allina knocked gently againg the table. “Quiet, Luwlu chd. Answer me a question or two, if
you please. No, Nunnikura chd, you can speak later if you so desire”

Luwlu sniffed, wiped her nose on her deeve, dipped a curtsey and waited.

“Luwiu chd, how much of the firgt bolt remains?”

The woman looked sullen, but she didn’t dare protest. “About hdf,” she sad after a long slence
while she was pretending to remember, “Matja Allina”

“It is certainly no fault of Lahirra tha her firg husband met with an angry I’borrgha and if the time
between her weddings were somewhat longer, there would be no ques-tion about providing a second
dower bolt. Nunnikura, you will measure the length remaining of the first dower bolt and complete it so
Lahirra goes to her second wedding with the same gift she had a the fird. And, given the tragic



circumstances that make the second wedding necessary, you will also add a length of wedding cloth, fine
green for the twice married bride, and alength of lace for her wedding shift from my own stores. Do you
consent, Nunnikura cha? Do you consent, Luwlu chd?’

Nunnikura Weavemigtress compressed her mouth in a draight line she didn't approve, but she
was't about to say so. She nodded, dipped through a perfunctory curtsy.

Luwiu chd had a discontented look, but she, too, nodded and curtsied her acceptance.

“Then let it be done, Nunnikura chd, and done within the hour. | thank you for your courtesy,
y-chaa Amurra Bless”

“Blessed be,” Nunnikura said. She glared at Luwlu chd who hedtily added her Blessed be, then both
left the room.

“What is it, Aghilo? You have something to tdl me?” Matja Alling's voice was cool, but there was
more than alittle fear behind the mask.

Aghilo glanced at Polyapo, uwilling to give her message in the presence of the older woman.

Matja Allinasat back in the chair, dropped her hands on the arms where they were hidden from the
other two women. “Ulyinik Polyapo, you will hdp me greetly if you would see how many supplicants
remain outsde and have one of the girls you trained so wel make a lig of names and when possible a
short summary of each complaint. Will you do this for me, please? Good. Amurra Bless”

“Blessed be Amurra” Polyapo resented furioudy being pushed out like this and given what she
consdered a make-work task, but she knew aso that her place here hung by a thread and that thread
was the Matja s good will. So she went.

As soon as the door clicked shut, Matja Allina brought her hands up, dutched at the table's edge.
“Pirs? There's word?’

“No, Alling, it's early yet. Thisisamost as bad.” She looked down at her hands, touched the ring of
keys a her bdt. “1 wasin the Family Garden, setting up the screens for your tea. | heard glass bresking.
It was Kulyari, she was trying to get into the study. | had her taken back to her room, there was a cut on
her wrigt, | used that as an excuse. Loujary was with me, you know, to shift the screens. He had to be
rough with her.”

“l undergtand. If she complains, I'll back you. Go on.”

“Yes Wdl. | saw the summons light blinking on the com,

| expect Kulyari did, too, and that's why she tried to break in. Anyway, | thought it was someone
cdling her and it might help if | saw who it was. But it wasn't for her, it was Tribbi. You remember my
helf sster, the one who keeps Aynti Tingger? Yes, wel, she kept trying to get us, but with the door
locked there was no one to answer the com. She wanted to warn us. Your father-by-law, the Artwa
Arring Cagharadad flew in yesterday with his bodyguards and bed-warmer and Rintirry. He stayed there
overnight, left this morning. He' ll be here sometime before sundown.”

Matja Allinalooked down at her hands. They were shak-ing. She flattened them on the table. There
was no color at dl in her face. “How very convenient,” she said. “That Rintirry’s here when the news
comes about Pirs. How very, very convenient.”

She sat slent a moment, saring a nothing.

“Before sundown. Well.” She forced hersdf upright. “I doubt there's a chance Firs will be back
tonight, even if Wurg comes up with him and nothing's happened.” She lifted a hand, et it fdl, a curious
hdfhearted gesture as if she were too weary to finish what she'd started. “Aghilo, find Tinoopa quickly;
warn her about this descent on us. As soon as you've done that, go see Cook, you know what well
want. We re not supposed to know he''s coming, but we' d better cater to his tastes as closdly as we can.
The suppli-cants. It's nearly tegtime, anyway. Tdl Polyapo to send them away as soon as the lig is
finished. Um ... you know which servants to put with the Artwa. No maids. He Il have to make do with
the bedwarmer hell bring with him. Um. As soon as the skimmer’s down, send word round to the
women that Rintirry’s come. No girl between eght and fourteen is to show her face or anything ese as
long as he's here. They know him, but | want to make sure. Warn Ti-noopa about him, tel her if Polyapo
tries to send agifl to serve any of that party, she should take care it doesn't hap-pen; she can use ay
means she needs to, I'll back her. Warn her to stay as inconspicuous as possible. For her own sake. Let



Polyapo do the gregting and appear to give the orders. Tdl her my father-by-law can’t abide dark faces.
He'd have her whipped on the dightest suspicion of inso-lence. That she's breathing and on her feet
would be enough. Be as frank with her as you think ussful, | won't ask what you say to her. So. Anything
more? Good. Go, luv, quickly.

She watched Aghilo scurry out, then she scrubbed her hand across her mouth. “Kizra, come here.”

Kizra brought the arranga with her, lifted it to play, but let it fal when Matja Allina shook her head.

“l have to say to you what | told Aghilo to say to Ti-noopa. Stay in the background as much as you
can. | won't be able to hide you, not with Kulyari making mischief. She knows the Artwa's ...” She
twigted her face in a brief fadtidious grimace. “1 said he can't abide dark faces. That's not the whole truth,
child. He won't have them around him—except in his bed. And the more reluctant they are, the bet-ter.
In hiseyes, thisign't rape because they are beasts and beasts are put on this world to use as one pleases.
But don’t worry, child, you'll be safe enough.” She rested her hand on the bulge of her son. “Pregnant
women are indulged, especidly when they carry sons; if | have a fancy to keep you with me, he can't
demand you. And Rintirry has to keep his hands to himsdlf, be thankful for that. Unless he can catch you
adone somewhere. After they're settled in, | want you to deep in my stting room. Never leave me when
you're out of it. | don’'t want trouble, not now. Ay-Amurraif only Pirs were here ....”

She sghed, shifted among the pillows, then grunted as pain seized hold of her.

Kizra hurried around the table, set her hands on Mind's neck and, did again wha she'd done before,
transferred calm and relaxation so that the tenson in the woman untied itsdf and flowed away and took
with it the pain. She stepped back. “Do you want me to cdl the men to take you up-stairs? You know
you'll need dl the strength you have once the Artwa comes.”

“No. I'm not going upgtairs, not yet. It's lovely outside. WE Il have tea in the garden as | planned.”
Matja Allina touched her face, looked at the damp on her fingertips from the sweat that was beading her
brow. “Yes. Get the ligts from Polyapo as soon as they’re finished, you can read them to me later.”
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It was warm in the garden; the high mud walls kept the worst of the wind off, the late afternoon sun
was dill high and bright enough to flush the perfume from the flowers and draw shimmers of heat off the
pond; the fountains glittered and murmured, jiltis and flying jgantis hummed and skritched, the new green
leaves on the trees whispered to-gether, the flowering plums shed pae pink and white petals that |anded
on the grass and gtirred again as Ingva and Yla played with their cats and chased each other in endless
games of tag and catch.

Matja Allina was stretched in a lounge chair, Spping a a cup of broth when she remembered to,
drowsing in the sun, ligening to her children play and to the flowing music of the arranga. A maid was
massaging her feet, the screens Aghilo had set about her captured the sunlight and the warmth while the
sorrowing willow beside her provided enough shade to ease her eyes. Tinoopa was handiing the House,
there was nathing she could do to avert the trouble coming a them, so she set aside her troubles and let
hersdf enjoy the afternoon.

Kizrawas bored.

She hated that nothing music she was tinkling from the arranga, she hated the bugs crawling on her
arms, miggas and tarynas and a dozen other kinds of pest, she hated the willow pollen getting in her eyes
and up her nose, not quite meking her sneeze. And she was cold. She was in deep shadow, close beside
the trunk of the willow. No sun for her. And if she stopped playing to dap at the bugs or scratch, she got
afraichetty complaint from the Matja. There was one blessng in dl this, she didn’'t have to think ... she
was getting tired of questions and ghosts and wonder-ing ...

A smdl gray-green lizard ran up the trunk; she caught the movement from the corner of her eye, but
didn't redly see what it was until he was dmost nose to nose with her. She stared at him and he stared
back, loose gray-green kin, tiny orange eyes ....

Shock jolted through her. She dropped the arranga, cried out.

Thelizard ran away and she fainted.



it

She was out only a moment, opened her eyes to find the girls bending anxioudy over her.

“What isit? What happened?’ Ingva clutched at her arm, shook it. “Why did you do that?’

Kizra blinked, winced at the painin her head. She'd hit a knotty root when she went down. Moving
giffly, she sat up. “A lizard,” she said. Her voice was hoarse; saying the word sent more shocks through
her. “It scared me”

“Lizard.” Ingvagot to her feet. “Lizard won't hurt you,” she flung over her shoulder, “Ylie, come on,
let the o’ fraidycat lay there, | got the mocsoc, come see come see ...."

Stomach cramping, black spots with tailed haos swim-ming dizzly in front of her, Kizra pushed up
onto her knees. She didn’t understand what was hagppening to her, she could fed the Matja' s anger, the
children’'s scorn, the indifference of the housemaids standing like plants in the background—she could
fed out beyond them the life in the compound, busy busy life .... Everything enormoudy brighter,
sronger, hammering a her .... Asif some sort of filter had been peded from her brain ....

It was too much.

She kndt hunched over, dutching a hersdf, nearly out of contral ... too much ... too much ...

Matja Allina called her servingmaids to her. With the girls help, she sat up. “Jli Arluga” she said.
“Take the girls indde, please. Be quiet, Ingva. You and your sster do what you're told. | don’t want
argument from you, daugh-ter.”

She sat dlent as the subdued girls trailed out after their tutor, followed by their sarving maids, then
she passed a hand across her face. “Chapa Kizra, get yoursdf together and come here” Her voice
snapped with irritation and im-patience. “And think about what you're going to tdl me. | don't want
Supid stories about lizards, you hear me?”

“Yes” Kizra forced the word out as she groped about for the arranga. When she found it, she
wrapped her hand in the carrystrap and got shekily to her fedt.

She moved from the shadow of the willow withes and stopped at the foot of the lounge chair.

“Wdl?

“l don’t know. What | said was true, Matja Allina. A lizard ran up the tree and frightened me. | don't
know why it did, something inmy head, | suppose.” Ancther shudder passed dong her body.

“I see” With her maids help, Matja Allina svung her legs off the lounge and sruggled to her fedt.
“I'll need you to play for dinner this evening. Will you be able to?’

“Yes, of course” Kizra spoke quickly, but her voice was ill shaking and there was an icy knot in
her ssomach.

“Not of course.” Old disciplines kicking in—Kizrawas one of her charges and due a certain leve of
congderation-—Matja Allina suppressed her irritation. “You need rest.” She frowned a Kizra, eyes
moving from the beading of sweat on Kizra s face to the tight dutch of her hands on the arranga. “1 think
... yes. | will authorize a hot beth for you. Soak awhile, rest in your room. I'll want you with me an hour
before dinner so we can lay out the program. You'll stay in your room until | send for you?’

“Yes. Of course” Kizra curtsed, stepped aside to let Allinawak heavily past.

There was a coppery taste in her mouth, the taste of grov-ding.

Gods. Shadow, you're a worm ... Shadow?
She shivered again, dipped the arranga s carrystrap over her shoulder, and went insde.

Dyslaera 7: Blood M agic

Azram paced from the ventilation grate to the door-grid, turned and went back, back and forth, back
and forth, glanding each time at Kinefray gtting on one of the plank beds.

Kinefray's ears moved restlesdy, his eyes blinked, a muscle a the corner of his mouth twitched
erraticaly. Two hours ago he' d walked into the cdll, sat down; he hadn’'t said a word since.

Azram sghed, stopped in front of his cousn. “Fray.” Kinefray's eyes glazed over. He stared past
Azram with no further reaction.



Azram extruded the claws on hisright hand, touched the tips to the side of Kinefray’s face, running in
adhdlow arc from the corner of hiseye to hisjaw just below his mouth. “Fray, ligen to me”

Kinefray moved dightly, retregting from the prick of the claws. After a minute, he blinked, hissed a
threet.

Azram stepped back, scowled as Kinefray's face went empty again. “Oh, Fray,” he said, dl his grief
inthose two words. “I don’'t know whet to do.”

i

Savant 4 (peaking to notepad):

It begins to look like we ve managed to break the very close kin-bond between this subject 3F
(native name: Kinefray) and the control subject 3A (native name Azram) ... unfortunatdy this seems to
require large and frequently repeated doses of CPF24sub2 combined with Levedrayin and trace
quantities of the ananile caled Dra-gon’s Blood ... the result does not judtify the expense for anything but
purposes of research ... the rpid metabolizing of these drugs by this species complicates the study ... in
addition, there seems a dow deterioration in the physica well-being that we have so far been unable to
check, especidly when this is combined with the ef-fluents of rage .. , see the reports of subject 3T
(netive name Tgnor) ..

NOTE: Fnd report on 3Tj submitted at this point to the pand of Savants. 3Tj dead of massve
cerebral accident during forcible adminidration of a new drug series. See Flake DDY-37 for details of
incident and autopsy.

i

Azram rolled up hisleft deeve, working with meticulous care, getting the folds smooth and even. He
cut a deep scratch in his forearm, watched the blood ooze out. Holding his arm leve, he got up, crossed
to Kinefray's Sde of the cdl, and dropped beside him.

Kinefray's ears twitched as the blood smell reached him, but he didn’t look around, just stared at the
dusty gray floor.

Azram watched the dark red liquid round into beads on his fur. When he thought there was enough
of it, he wiped his hand across it; in a continugtion of the same mation, he smeared the blood across his
cousn'sface,

Kinefray screamed, lunged up, and leaped a Azram.

Azram ducked away, circled him, betting a the hands reaching for him, claws out. He kept his claws
caefully sheathed; a firg he was afraid, but his reaction time was unimpeded by drugging, so he was
much faster and stronger than his cousin.

Kinefray snarled, dashed at him—but seemed to redize findly that there was no threat here, seemed
to redize fi-ndly that this was only Patti-Paw. Confused and uncertain, he retracted his claws.

Azram darted in, caught him about the torso, and mus-cled him to the cdll floor.

In minutes they were play-fighting, wrestling vigoroudy, even enjoying themselves ...

HH

Savant 4 (peaking to notepad):

ADDENDUM: By gpplication of severd primd forces—blood smdl, anger, strenuous physica
activity, subject 3A (native name Azram) has managed to reestablish the kin-bond and to a considerable
degree negate the effect of the drugs and the conditioning.

RECOMMENDATION: Congdering the expense, the loss of subject maeid and the
ineffectiveness of the drug treatments, this series of experiments should be brought to an end. We should
concentrate on more efficient ways of acquiring information. We will dso need more sub-jects for
experiment. Though the acquisition of that young femde lost with subjects 70s (native name: Ossoran)
and 7Fy (naive name Feyvorn) cost us a number of agents and proved usdess in the end, | bdieve we
should at-tempt to acquire more femaes. It might dso be useful to build up a stock of pre-pubescent
maes. The one thing we must do is locate additiona sources of Dydaera. Spotchals is becoming difficult



about our presence there; according to reports from our assets in the records de-partment, this is due to
the continuing agitation of one Digby of Excavations Ltd and one Mirdys, Toerfees of family Vodlts and
Director of Company Vodlts Kor-latch. The abduction of thet femae has stirred even the most lethargic
of the Spotchalix authorities to action.

NOTE: Our security seems suspect. It is as yet uncertain whether the Toerfdes Mirays knows who
took her peo-ple; however the suggestion is that Digby has discovered what happened at Koulsnakko's
Hole. How? Thisis a question that MUST be answered.

Shadith (Kizra) On The Farm 4

1

The skimmer [anded in the main Court, pulverizing a num-ber of the paving stones, taking up most of
the open space. On the side facing the House, aramp unfolded. As soon as it was down and stable, the
Artwa Arring Angakirs Cagh-aradad came marching out and stood before the dairs like the earth was
his but beneath his notice. Rintirry lounged behind him, looking bored and beautiful.

Perched in the opening behind the orid window above the Great Doors, Kizra watched Rintirry ook
around and decided Allina had splendid judgment when it came to men.

He straightened suddenly, his eyes fixed on something across the Court.

Kizra pressed her face againg the glass, swore under her breath. Tamburra the Kiv' kerrinite was
danding in a patch of sunlight that turned her hair to fire, emphasized the trans-lucence of her skin, the
perfection of bone and body. Posing for him.

Gods. That's trouble, that is.

The Artwa was a tdl leen man with an abundance of coarse white har and a vigorous white
mustache. His face was bright red, his skin rough as a rutted road. He glared at the slent facade and
twitched hislong nose.

Everything was dilled, waiting.

The great doors opened and Matja Allina came out, lean-ing on Aghilo's arm, Polyapo and Kulyari a
haf-step behind her. She stood quiet a moment at the top of the tairs, look-ing down a the Artwa. A
flutter of her fingers summoned Polyapo to her sde. With both women hdping her, she came down to
greet him.

She stopped five paces away from him, placed her pams together, bowed her head, then let Polyapo
and Aghilo lower her to her knees. While they prostrated themsdlves before the Artwa, Matja Allina
rounded her back, brought her hands up, pam to pam, pressed her thumbs againg her brow and waited
to be acknowledged.

The old man spoke. “Matja”

“Ghanar Rinta is honored,” Matja Allina chanted in the tond verson of the locd langue, a formd
sngsong that her voice made into music, “Artwa Arring Angekirs Procagh-aradad. Amurra Bless thee
and thine. ThisHouse and dl in it are thine. What isthy pleasure, Artwa Arring?’

In the cloudless pale blue sky a sngle raptor glided in wide circles over the Kuysstead and precisgly
on cue gave itswild, eerie cdl, then went swooping off after something Kizra couldn’'t see. She pressed
her hand over her mouth to difle the giggles that threatened to burst out of her (nervous giggles—though
the scene had gone comica on her, there was il a soupcon of fear iniit).

“Get up, get up, girl,” the Artwa said, a heavy genidity in his loud voice. “I'm an easy man, you
know. These for-mdlities ....” He waved a hand, then scowled. “Where' s my son? Got his nose stuck in
abook somewhere? Or is he so grand these days he can’'t come to welcome his old fa-ther?’

With Polyapo and Aghilo boogting her, Matja Allina got to her feet. “Artwa Arring Angekirs, there
was a rad on one of the outer pastures. Arring Pirs has gone with guide and guard to look into the
meatter. If he had known you were coming, Sar, of course he would have postponed his depar-ture long
enough to greet you. If you will enter your House, Sar? | have sat the servants readying the Honor Suite



for you and your household. Will you take some wine and cakes and rest yoursdlf awhile?”

He nodded gracioudy and strode past her, hdf-running up the steps, then gtriding into the House.

Rintirry strolled after him. He reached with languid grace toward Matja Mina as if he intended to
draw his hand across her bely. She didn't lift a hand to stop him, smply looked a him with cam
contempt.

Rintirry laughed at the Matja; it was meant to be a taunt-ing laugh, but it didn't quite come off. He
waggled hisfin-gers a her and went sauntering up the steps.

Kizraran her fingers through her hair, hurried back to her room.

There were two tables at the end of the Great Hdl, the high table where the men sat and the lower
one for the women. The high table was in alarge curtained acove raised a good two meters off the floor.
The candles in the torcheres flickered in the drafts that wandered through the hal, waking shimmersin the
damascened cloth-of-gold tiedrapes and a deeper sheen in the green velvet folds be-hind the gold. The
rug was the color of fresh blood, the table a dark tight-grained wood, the dinnerware slver with gold
wire lad into it in a series of interlocking double spi-rals. Thewinein the crystd goblets was oxblood and
there were ydlow and white and blue flowersin oxblood vases.

Artwa Angakirs wore viridian and gold, a heavy gold chain about his neck set with emerads,
turquoise and chrys-oprase, rings on dl his fingers with more emerddsin them. Green and gold were the
family colors and much of the Family wedlth came from the emerads found on Caghar Rinta, the gold in
its streams and hills And the pockets of turquoise that kept turning up. In the flickering candldight he was
meagnificent, an old king: stupid as a rock, vain and sdfish, but an impressve presence when presence
was dl you needed.

Rintirry lounged beside the Artwa in a amdler chair, dressed in a gold-crusted crimson velvet tunic
with wide overdeeves trimmed in white fur. They fdl back to show the black deeves of his undertunic, a
slky knit that hugged his muscular forearms. His only jewe was a Sngle earring, a black opa teardrop
henging like dark fire from his left ear. The candidight played games with his bright hair and gave an
illuson of srength to a face that was a sculptor’s dream.

Kizra sat in shadows on the second level, concealed from the tables by a carved, pierced screen, sSix
pands of pol-ished wood, hinged together and zigging across the smdl stage. She was playing musica
wallpaper again, waiting for the dinner to dtart.

The double doors opened and Matja Allina walked into the light as onto a stage, a queen to more
than match the power of the old king waiting on the dais, tdl and dender, graceful despite the heaviness
of the child. She wore a dress of royd blue damask, high waisted and full in the skirt, not hiding her
pregnancy but diminishing it. Her hair was braided into a regd knot, with a chain of aguamarines and
slver twisted through the siver-gilt plaits. A wide necklace of beaten slver and aguamarines filled in the
scoop neck of the dress, the pae greenish blue of the stones dmost a match for her eyes. The deeves of
the dress were narrow, fitting close to her arms with wide wridtlets of aguamarines and Slver made to
meatch the necklace and the heavy earrings. She wasn't pretty like Kulyari falowing very much in her
shadow, not beautiful either with her wide full mouth and angular bones.

Ina room full of women, you'd look at her first, and if you looked away, you'd come back
to her. A sharp and ironic intelligence, vigorous moral force, tightly controlled passion like
a perfume, invisible but potent.

Angekirs was leening forward, his weight on his fore-arms, his body tense. He was watching Allina
intently, a glitter in his eyes, hating her and wanting her with about equa intensty.

Behind her screen, Kizra used one am to wipe the sweet off her face while she kept the tinkle tune
going with her other hand. If they got through this night without disaster, she was going to be very much
surprised.

After aquick lift of his head when he heard the doors open, Rintirry lounged gracdesdy in his char
and stared a his plate, doing his best to ignore the women. Hate as strong as the Artwa's came off him



like smoke. Hate and desire.

Hetried to rape me a my betrothd feadt, that’s what the Matja said. | thought she was um
exaggerating, but | sure as hell believe her now.

Matja Allina crossed the hall and came up the stairs with-out help, the other women trailing after her,
maostly unno-ticed.

Kulyari glanced repestedly at Rintirry, but he was so busy pretending to ignore the Matja he didn't
have time for her. When she redlized this, her amile logt its glow, her move-ments were angular with rage.

For the firg time, Kizra fdt some sympathy for her. These last few years couldn't have been easy.
There was Angakirs blaming Allinafor dienaing Firs, his favorite before the marriage, and seeing her as
afalure as a wife snce dl her sons had been dillborn. There was Utilas the heir, jedous of Firs and
willing to do anything that would injure im (as long as he could do it without his fingers showing). There
was Mingas the third son; an old suitor gone sour, he wanted to see Allina reduced to poor relation and
pre-sumably available for seduction. And there was Rintirry the youngest who wanted anything he could
get his hands on whatever he had to do to get it. All of them urging her, tempting her, sending her here to
Ghanar Rinta to seduce her unde and get rid of Allina 1t must have taken her less than a day to discover
how hopeless that was. Take an am-bitious and shrewd girl, put her where ambition was thwarted and
shrewdness was useless, no wonder she wanted Pirs dead and Allina dispossessed. And now it was
obvious that Rintirry had no eyes for her, only for the Matja.

Matja Allina bowed, then let Aghilo help her into her chair. She lifted the Slver bel beside her plate,
rang it, and the med began, mae servants sweeping in with platters of meat and dl the rest of it.

Kizralad the wallpaper noddliing to rest and began the program that Allinahad laid out for her.

He likes the old epics, the Matja said. Y ou've learned something of the Gharadion, you'll begin with
that; it doesn’'t matter that you don’t know the words, you wouldn't Sng it anyway, he wouldn't stand for
a woman gnging that or anything ese, not at dinner. As soon as the firg sarving is finished, I'll send
Impgin around to you, helll do the snging. Hmm. And Paynto, he's fair with a flute, knows dl the old
songs. After the Gharadion, hell take the lead, you can improvise around him, give some depth to the
mu-Sc; he's pededtrian at best. He's loyd, though, and he's got the ear if not the taent. HE Il be happy
enough to have you there, distribute the blame if any; the praise will come to him, not you, he knows that.

The med went on with murmurs and the dink of slver againgt siver, the sounds of glass and china,
Paynto’ s flute and Kizra on the arranga blending and moving apart and Impgin’s rough tenor louder than
both. The candles flick-ered, the colors shimmered, shifting light and shadow picked out texture and
sheen; it was like a brocade print, gorgeous and rare. And spoiled for Kizra by the constant
undercurrents of hate and fear, anger and disgudt.

Tinkle toot, let’s get this thing over with.

The door dammed open and Pirs came driding in. There was a bloodstained bandage on his head
and another on his arm. His face was so tight with rage that the bones seemed to be legping againg the
skin. He nodded perfunctorily at his father, went bounding up the steps to the second table, nodding
tightly at hiswife, grabbed hold of Kulyari’s am and jerked her from the chair. Ignoring her protests, he
took her up the short flight of stairs to the main dais, flung her to the floor in front of Angakirs. “I will not
have this THING inmy house. She cdled my moves to my enemy and | was brought near to death. She
istraitor to the Blood.”

Kulyari was s0 dartled by dl this that at first she could only gasp and druggle she was frightened
now. “No no, lies, no,” she cried; she pushed up onto her knees. “It'slies dl of it, | didn't ... the Blood,
no ...." Without trying to get up, she swung round and held out her arms toward Rintirry. “Tdl them ..

Rintirry shoved his chair back, came round the table. Kulyari let her ams drop, her mouth widened
into a tri-umphant smile

He caught hold of her hair, jerked her head up, and cut her throat. “ Traitors die. That'swheat | say.”



Dyslaera 8: News From Home | s Better Than A Kick In The Pants

INTERROGATION
NOTE: Drugs used ingtead of probe because subject 7R (native name Rohant, Ciocan of dan
Vadlts) testsin the dangerous zone re: probability of probe damage. Unusud configuration of energy
zone. Tech | refused to guarantee resultsif probe is not used. Claims since subject has not been fully
broken from the fugue state, drug trance cannot be established properly and mechanica/dectrica
responses cannot be calibrated to a satisfactory degree of precision.

FURTHER NOTE: Tech 1 is showing Sgns of deviance. Investigeate.

TECH 1. Subject is prepared.

SAVANT 4: Tdl meyour name.

SUBJECT: Rohant vohv Vadlts, Ciocan of Family Vodlts, Gazgaort of Company Vadlts Korlatch of
Spotch-Hel spar.

SAVANT 4. Who are we?

SUBJECT: | don’'t know.

SAVANT 4 (to Tech 1): Wel?

TECH 1: Given the limitations ...

SAVANT 4: Yes, yes, we ve been through that. TECH 1. | like to have things clear. 1 would say he's
probably lying.

SAVANT 4: Ciocan, you heard?

SUBJECT: Yes.

SAVANT 4: Look to your right; you can turn your head sufficiently to see the bench by the right wall.
Do you seeit?

SUBJECT: Yes.

SAVANT 4: What dse do you see?

SUBJECT: Someone lying on the bench, hisface isto the wal, but it looks like Tgnor.

SAVANT 4: Yes. Heisdrugged at present, but can be

revived if we need him. If you lie, we will remove parts of him. We won't let him die, he's vaduable test
materid, but we won't waste painkillers on him. Do you understand?

SUBJECT: Yes.

SAVANT 4: Who are we?

SUBJECT: Omphaos.

SAVANT 4: How do you know that?

SUBJECT: | saw Omphdlites at Koulsnakko's, | see you.

The robes are not the same, the amdl isthe same.

SAVANT 4: Isthat last metaphorica or physica?

SUBJECT: Both. Please yoursdf how you explain the metgphorica part. The physcd? You and four
others of your kind—they’re not here now—you walked past me a the Hole. | have an excdlent
memory for sensory data.

SAVANT 4: | didn't see you.

SUBJECT: Condgdering the nature of my activities, that shouldn’'t be surprisng. We took care to keep
out of the way.

SAVANT 4: You had no prior knowledge of our presence and our plans?

SUBJECT: No. We were there for Ginbiryol Seyirshi. SAVANT 4: | see. Your Toerfdes was quite
possbly warned about us. How would you explain that? TECH 1 (interrupting): There was a very
srong surge of emotion at that statement, Savant. You are giving him information he didn't have
before, information that excites and pleases him.

SAVANT 4: Yes, yes. Ciocan, answer the question. OBSERVER'S COMMENT: In the falowing
answer, note how subject 7R takes extreme care with word choice. Observe the readings appended,
see how he manages to keep his statements in the neutrd redm while providing as little useful



information as possible.

SUBJECT: | can't know ... uuuh ... absolutely ... but you can have my conjectures. Seyirshi attacked
Vadlts Korlatch vidoudy during the past year, we were bombed and murdered by his agents, forced
into defending ourselves in any way we could. Necessarily this made us senditive to dl unexplained
inquiries and intrusons. Y ou made me watch the incident with

OssOran and Feyvorn, | saw thegirl, | knew her. You got her from Vaodlts. Your agents must have left
traces behind. Vodlts dways defends itsdf from any attack and the best defense involves knowing
the attacker.

SAVANT 4 (to Tech I): Wdl?

TECH 1. He' s not lying. Maybe hedging allittle, but not lying.

SAVANT 4: By what other means would your Toerfeles learn of us?

SUBJECT: Digby, Excavations Limited. It's what we pay him for. Don't bother asking me what his
sources are. Dighy presents results. How he got them is his business and he's not about to disclose it
to outsiders.

SAVANT 4: Wdl?

TECH I: Not lying. Being careful not to lie

SAVANT 4: Do you, Vadlts Security, your Toerfees, or Digby have sources within Omphal 0s?

SUBJECT: No. Dighy, | can't know for sure, but | don't think so. I'd like to say yes and see you Swest,
but it wouldn't be the truth.

TECH 1. Not lying, not hedging.

SAVANT 4 Good. Name and locate settlements of Dydaera other than the Vodlts Compound on
Spotchas.

SUBJECT: No.

SAVANT 4: Wewill ped the boy inch by inch in front of you.

SUBJECT: (SILENCE)

TECH 1. Reading steady. Truth. He will not speak to save subject 3Tj.

SAVANT 4: It's futile, Ciocan .. Such things are public knowledge. It may cost us say a year to find
them, but we will.

SUBJECT: (SILENCE)

SAVANT 4: Very well, that's enough for today. Take him out. Put him on a three-day water fast. After
thet, we ll see.

HH#

Rohant stretched out on his plank bed, closed his eyes. He'd tiptoed round the truth and got away
with it. Shadow was out there somewhere. Her and Kikun. It had to be them.

Somehow. Mirdys was well. The fear was gone, that sick emptiness that'd been rotting a his guts
since he'd seen young Kaaks in that cage. Miralys was wel and tending to business.

And I’ d better be, he thought. Shadow. | don't have her gift, but maybe something likeit ....

He remembered what happened between her and him when she mindrode Sassa. Two-way flow
there. Maybe .. we never thought it was possible, the Tie, yes, the blood-bond with the tiebeast, but
mindriding .... | don't know. Well, it's time to start thinking the impossble. | certainly haven't anything
better to do these next few days.

Fishing In A Smaller Sea: Kikun And Autumn Rose Troll For The One Who
Knows

1

Kikun came yawvning onto the bridge and stood a moment blinking a the woman in the pilot’s chair.
Autumn Rose was wearing dull brownish-purple trousers and an acid green tunic. And she'd dyed her
har an ashy brown, her skin olive-tan.



Clicking his tongue and shaking his head, he sauntered over to her. “Rose, you're a dght for sore
eyes and if they weren't sore before they’ d be now.”

She chuckled. “Camouflage, Kuna. You have yours, this smine”

“Tled” Scratching a the skin folds under his chin, he frowned at the green and blue and brown and
streaky white of the world taking up most of the screen. “ So tdl me about that.”

Rose grimaced, atwis of her wide mouth, a quick wrin-kling of her long nose. “Wdl, | have an idea
or two. Look.” She played a moment with the sensor pad, taking while she worked. “Barakdy came
here about once a year.” She clicked her tongue. “The man was a cretin, you know. He had the best
blocks available ingaled in his kephalos, then he goes and keeps hislig of keys in this idiot antique desk
inhis quarters. Took medl of fifteen seconds to find the secret drawer he put hisfathin, once | had time
to look around the place. | mean, thereit was ...."” she paused,, frowned a the screen where a map was
developing in one cell, with images clustered about it of buildings and indi-viduds and a sidebar dowly
filling with data; she made some changes, then went on, “this old ... um ... THING jus dtting there
begging me to go poking about init. | found porno flakes and a bunch of crecards in different names and
... ah wdl, never mind ... anyway, there was this notebook with dl you need to know to uncrunch his
codes, so I've been going through his persona records. Not a nice man, Barekay Lak Dar. Chatty
though, | mean looks to me like he got kicks from tdling about the things he pulled, business and persona
junk. Not a nice man. Oh, no.”

Kikun lay back in the chair and let his eyes droop nearly closed, absorbing what she was saying
through skin as wel as ears, tone of voice and behind-emation, everything she was saying through
intonation as wdl as words. Thinking was for hm a physicd process, sensud more than rationd.

“You say it's Omphaos responsible for this Maybe yea, maybe nay, but one thing's sure, Barakay
doesn’'t know from Omphalos, not a word even in his twistiest files and if you'd ’ve seen what he's got
there, you'd know he mug "ve put EVERYthing in. HE's been to Arumdam lots of times, though. Seems
there' s a Black House there that provides victimsto order,” she coughed, grimaced again. “All 1 can say
IS, it's no wonder he was one of Ginny's dlients. Any-way, it's a mess of a world. Every idand its own
nation and there are a furtzen lot of idands, haeds they're cdled.” She grinned. “You'd think with that
meany heads around, they’ d have a little wisdom thrust on them, but not so, my friend, not so. The placeis
full of tiny wars, whenever some locd vaarlord gets an itch for someone dse's land, he whips up a war
and tries to take it. It's worst in the south, there's more land there, more big idands, sub-continents |
suppose you'd cdl them. Haemundas to the Rummers. Don't ook at me like that, Kuna. That's what
they say when they’re talking about each other—according to Barakay, though | admit he's not a source
I"d trust about anything sengtive. WE I just have to wait and see. Anyway, where was |? Ah, good thing
that's in the north.” She pointed to the dity map. “The biggest city they have. Tos Tous. The Landing
Feld's there and it's a Freecity, lots of strangers coming in and out. Offworlders too, freetraders and
types like Barakaly in for the ... um ... amenities. I’ve dug out the names of some contacts he had who
might be ussful. They set up his stays a the Black House and other little pleasures. Seems to me, those
are the types who' d have the information we need to get a ... wdl, cdl it Omphalos. What | think is, we
go in, look over the ground, go after these contacts, take them, question them and ....” She shrugged.
“That'sasfar as| can go now. What happens after that depends on what we find out. Probably we scat
for home and Dighby and Mirdys WE Il need a amdl amy if Shadow and the others are here. If they
aren't, well, we better go add our ignorance to the rest and see what we can do about it.”

He blinked at her. “Quegion?’

“Nothing bloody, luv. Even for Digby, | don't do tor-ture. But | picked better than | knew when |
took this’un. Barakay has himsdf anice little sdlection of head softe-ners. Drugs, luv. Our targets, they’ll
dng like baby birds when some of that suff hits the blood.”

As she darted fidding some more with the sensor pad, there was a familiar rudle of feethers, a
scratch of feet. Kikun turned his head and stared into the corner beyond Autumn Rose. Gaagi weas there,
his aamwings folded tight againg his sides, his golden eyes wide and daring. Grand-mother Ghost was
haf behind him, bent over, peering around the wings, snorting repeatedly because she was d-lergic to
feathers. She winked at him, but didn't say any-thing—for which he was profoundly grateful; every time



she opened her mouth, she dropped himin trouble so deep he thought he'd never see day. Gaagi Spread
his arms wide, caught Grandmother in the face with a feathered membrane and left her sputtering with
annoyance. He began sgning, his supple fingers moving so fast that Kikun had difficulty following him.

Journey of many days, many sorrows, hurt and hunger, te-dium and terror. It finishes here,
yes, it finishes here, but not this journey nor the next. Come home, Nayol Hanee, come
home, O Ta anilcay, or die here and know the Din-hastoi do die with you.

Rubbing at her nose, Grandmother Ghost pushed past Gaagi, who faded into a black film, then was
gone. She shoved her little bulldog face a Kikun, waggled her crooked forefinger at him. Her voice was
amosguito whinein hismind's ear.

Aya aya, get you home or | be a fly on your backside biting. Get you that girl and leave off
this interfering in foreign hashendilis, you got your own to worry over. Hah! | give you till
you finish this'n, then you won’t know what deep is you hang off any longer. Hah! Ya!

And she was gone.

Kikun sighed. None of that was any help. If that was dl his gods and ghosts could do for him ...
Tlee when Grandmother got mad, she had a hite like a borer fly, he rubbed his shoulder, grimecing at
the memory. That wasn't the only place she'd got him, ether.

“Messages?’ Autumn Rose sounded irritated.

“What? Oh, No, nothing to do with this” That wasn't quite true, but he didn’'t intend to spend his
time explaining Grandmother. Or Gaagi ether. “Rose, something's oc-curred to me. What are you going
to do with the ship?’

“If you'd been ligeningto me....”

“Sorry.”

She snorted. “Redly. What | was saying is, | don’'t want to leave her parked in orbit. Thisis a free
trader’ s market which means bascdly that anything left lying around un-guarded is far game. Bunch of
pirates, even the best of "em. Not putting them down, you understand, I'd probably do the same, given
the chance. What I'm saying, a sweet ship like this without a watch on board is gone. Even without you
to due’em, Kuna, the average trader round here would get past security not even bregthing hard. And |
don’'t want to put her down at the Landing Field. Too many noses around wondering what your business
is And too expen-gve. Anything’'s too expengve. Except for my crecard, I’'m about broke and Barakaly
doesn't carry cash, at leadt, | didn't find any. They’re used to traders dipping in, doing their business and
scooting; no one's going to pay much atention to us. I've picked a place to stash the ship. See that
ighmus? No sttlers and close enough to where we have to go.”

2

The ar was fresh and sweet. They’d come down through a raingorm into a mountain dawvn and
when Kikun emerged and looked around, crystad drops dung everywhere, picking up the sunrise,
glittering red and gold and brilliant white. The locd life was dready recovering from the intruson; there
were grunts and whigtles and a sudden soar of melody. Then the pattern repeated with changes.

He rode the lift down and waked into the middle of the meadow, absorbing shape and color, sound
and smdl, rdaxing into this new world. The reprocessed ar on the ship was dean and properly
humidified, even fantly perfumed with touches of leaf and flower—choice air, one might say, pampered
ar. Despite this, it smdled of metd to him, as atificid as Ginny’s arm. He breathed deeply and his soul
expanded.

They'd landed on the narrow ishmus that was the spine connecting the north and south nodes of
Haemunda Charjiari, a sparsdly populated area because the land was modly verticd and stony,
interrupted with steep narrow fjords where diffs dropped a hundred meters sraight down into the ocean
water; theighmus could support trees, grasses and amdl mammas, but a man would starve to death.

Kikun chanted under his breath, gpologizing to the locd life for the shock of the landing. Eyes
watched from the treetops and the brush, looked up a him from the grass. Not much fear here, because



no one came, just an ordinary wariness.

He settled his backpack more comfortably, leaned againg a tree sump, and waited.

Thelift hummed again. He turned. Autumn Rose was coming down with her pack leening againgt her
leg and two miniskips like hobbyhorses resting by her fedt.

“Hep me, Kuna,” she said when the lift reached the ground. “I want to run west with the edge of
dark and we'll missitif we don’'t start soon.”

He hauled his emskip onto the grass, shaking the icy dew over his feet and over its metd surfaces,
then stood back, watched the lift rise, fold itsalf in until the skin of the skip was sedled tight once more.

“West by north,” Rose said. She touched on the effect, swung into the saddle. “Set the tonc at two
seven four cor-rected. Got it? Good. Let’'s go.”

3

They reached the Tola Hills above Tos Tous with dawn pinking the sky ahead of them, landed the
emskips on a brushy ledge with a good ten meters of weathered stone risng above them and a drop over
thelip of fifty meters sraight down. Once the emskips were wrapped in a cam-ouflaged groundcloth, it
would take some hard looking to spot them; besides, as Rose said, who in ther right mind would ook
there.

Despite the awkward weight of the pack, Kikun cimbed the crumbly stone face like his looksake
garden lizard going up awal; Rose followed more dowly, grumbling dl the way. She didn’t like heights,
she wasn't going to have any skin left on her front or her hands, besides she was freezing and starved.
There had to be a better way, Z' Toyff, there had to be. She reached up, Kikun caught her hand and
helped her onto the flat above the diff.

Tos Tous rambled around the curve of a wide lovdy bay; the cty was a quilt of many colors dl of
them gray or brown, thousands of amdl buildings gathered in haphazard clusters. No street—if they were
gtreets, not merdly gaps between adjacent buildings—went sraight for more than afew me-ters.

“Lovey place. Anthill someone stepped on, squashed dl to hdl and gone” Autumn Rose unfolded
the map she' d had the kephaos print up for them, looked from it to the city below. “That’s the part we
want.” She pointed. “There, near the middle of the curve where mogt of the wharves and warehouses
are. Um. W€l be going through the main market—if we're lucky enough, and this is market day, you
should be able to collect quite a lot of coin. Do the best you can, Kuna, we need the cash.” She
chuckled, nudged him with her elbow. “Y ou should be about the best pickpocket dive with that Taent of
yours” She so-bered. “I can use my crecard in emergencies, but I'd rather not. 1 don't know who or
what’ s watching readouts round here.”

Kikun sighed. “That's the third time you've said that, Rose. | heard, | heard.”

“Nerves, Kuna Always get 'em when I'm about to jump in something | don’t know anything about.”
She frowned over her shoulder & the eastern horizon where the tip of the sun was poking up, a brilliant
vermilion blob of light. “Twenty kays we have to wak. At least that. Well, better safe than sorry. Come
on, L'l Liz, let'sgo.”

4

They reached the Tos Tous Highroad as aline of plodding bullocks walked past two by two, pulling
carts piled high with raw leether and lesther goods, the smel lingering long after they rounded the bend
ahead.

There was a young boy on the back of each left lead bullock, whisling and tapping now and again a
the withers of the pair, dirring them back to a brisk wak when they threatened to dow to immohility.
These boys wore heavy bullhide trousers, bright wool tunics dit fore and aft, and long knitted scarves
wrapped around their necks, the ends fluttering dong the bullock’s sides. They turned to stare at Rose
(not at Kikun; of course, they didn’t notice him) from large dark eyes in smdl brown faces, their sraight
black hair blowing in the wind.

A man and womean sat on a bench indde the lagt of the carts, he was stocky and bad and wrapped
ina heavy over-coat; he gave Rose a sngle shrewd glance, dismissed her, and went back to watching his



carts. The woman wore an identical overcoat but added a shawl over abundant black hair twisted into a
high knot. She didn’t bother looking a Autumn Rose; her eyes were fixed on the back of the bul-lock
boy, she was frowning a him, spitting words & the man beside her.

Ten minutes later a line of heavily laden flats hitched to-gether and pulled by a motorized tractor
came rumbling dong the road, dowed to a sudden crawl as the tractor reached the last of the carts and
couldn’t go round because there was a caravan of large hairy beasts plodding north dong the highway,
heeding for the Landing Field.

Autumn Rose ran & the last of the flats, pulled hersdf onto the bed. It rocked under her and the hitch
clanked loudly. The flats rode on a sngle whed and tilted at a heavy thought. She waited, erect on her
knees, until she was rea-sonably sure the trader hadn’t noticed he'd acquired a pas-senger, then she
settled between two bales, leaned againg a third, and Sghed with relief as she stretched her feet out.

She darted, made an exasperated spitting sound as Kikun plopped down beside her and stayed
present in a way he hadn’t been for the past severd miles “One of these days I'm going to think I'm
dreaming you, Li’l Liz, and go not so quietly crazy.”
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An hour later the flats dowed again, cravling through scrapshacks and garbage dumps on the rim of
the city. The dumps had a number of duggishly burning fires producing a nose-numbing, eye-biting smoke
that drifted in a bluish-ydlow clots across the road. People crawled like dung-besetles over the discarded
paper, rags and other junk, haf obscured by the smoke clouds, grimly slent in their searches.

Kikun fidgeted nervoudy, his fingers moving in complex patterns Rose suspected might be
counterspells or some-thing smilar. Findly he dapped his hand on the bale beside him. “Let’s go, Rose.
Now.”

They did down and strolled dong behind the flats, coughing as smoke blew over them, keeping apart
from the other walkers, most of whom were scavengers going to or coming from their particular mounds
of refuse.

The dring of flats swerved to the Sde of the road. A smdl horde of men came from a blocky
building, surrounding the flats, while their leader waved a clipboard in the face of the trader driving the
tractor.

“You are being cleared for three flas” he said. “You are having sx. Tha is going to cost you,
Tusuk.”

“You are neading to read that thing again,” the trader roared & him. “Six whed it is saying. Is not
sying nothring about flats. Y ou are needing to count 'em, fool. Sx whed.

“Huh.” The guard brought the clipboard closer to his nose, scowled at the papers on it. “Whed is
meaning flat.”

“Whed is meaning whed.” Tusuk pounded his fig in his pdm. “You are needing to count "em,” he
indsted. “Sx whed. | am having dready paid the padj. Sx whed, Sxty peras.” He waved a paper heavy
with purple wax in the guard’ s face. “Paid paid paid!”

Kikun nudged her. “Come on, come on, Rose. It's dl very interesting, but we ve got things to do.”
He pinched her arm lightly. “I’'m ratcheting up the effect. See you later.”
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The houses were stone on the firg floor with narrow dits insteed of windows. The second floors (and
the rare third floors) were wood with loopholed shutters over grilled win-dows. About hdf of these
windows were closed tight, even through it was nearly an hour after noon. These were wary secret
houses, ready to close up a too bold a touch.

Thedty had no wals. According to the ship’s kephaos, despite the wars that seem to be the natura
date of things and congtant raiding from wandering bands of pirates (mar-auders whose only bases were
huge junks that moved from idand to idand within loosdy defined territories), even vil-lages had no walls.
Wadls involve a commund mind-set. Walls are meant to protect groups and need many hands to build



and gaff. It takes much less cooperation to build in-dividud sructures and arrange them so tha the
overlgp pro-vides mutud defense (hence the angular semi-streets). Also this world had been
intermittently rediscovered by free trad-ers and was a good market for what weapons the traders were
willing to sdl. Jump harnesses and pellet guns with exploding missiles made walls irrdevant. It was more
effi-cent to provide covering fire. That's only a contributing factor, kephaos said. If there were none of
these weagpons around, it would be the same thing. These people smply have no love for wdls. They like
mohility. Walls shut in as wel as keep out.

She ambled dong through hordes of children playing in these semi-streets, round games and bdl
games and com-plicated versgons of tag, games she remembered from her own childhood, though she'd
spent more time watching than playing, shut away from the street children by the wals of the Chateau
where her mother lived and worked. She thrugt her hands in her pockets and sowed yet more, enjoying
the clamor and confusion.

HH

As she rounded one of the sharper angles, she nearly stepped into a group of four guards (dark green
with crim-son dashes and black leather accents) beeting a ragged man with their long whippy canes, dl
five of them gdlent except for grunts and squeals. One of the guards Straightened, glared a her. Hadlily,
she cut out into the street and walked on by—ike the rest of the locas getting out of there as fast as she
could. It was awarning, atimey one, reminding her to stop gawking and get to business.

H#H#

As she passed from the semi-dums near the outskirts, the traffic got thicker. Women with baes of
coth and fancy-work baanced on their heads (she admired and briefly en-vied the beauty of their
waking, the music of their voices. They wore what looked to be long rectangles of patterned cloth
wrapped in complicated folds about their bodies, batik prints with a slky sheen, some locd fiber, no
doubt. If I have time and some spare cash, | should get me some lengths of that, it looks like it feds
wonderful againg the skin). Men leaning forward and plodding dong under backframes loaded with
tubers and gourds, sacks of flour and other sta-ples. Handcarts and flats of the two-whedled variety with
gmd| noisy tractors pulling them.

i

She went round another angle and saw a clot of angry, shouting, asrmrwaving locas and three guards
trying to shift them away from an accident. A tractor without its flats be-ing raced dong the thruway by a
gang of boys had crashed into a handcart loaded with locd chicken-types. There were feathers
everywhere, blood, squawking birds, locas trying to get at the boys, the guards pissed off a everyone. A
different set of guards. These had dark crimson uniforms with green strips angled down the front. One of
them lost his patience entirdy, amed his pdllet rifle a the ground and blew ahdl of aholein the dirt.

The crowd scattered and the boys on the tractor ran off.

The only one left was the hapless soul with the handcart. The guards hit him a few licks and went off,
leaving im to right his cart, repack it, and trundle it around the new hole in the middle of the road.

Laughter and a satiric run on a stringed ingtrument of some kind.

Rose looked around.

A street musdan was anding in a doorway, swvaying, a lutdike ingrument cradled in his arms. His
face was flushed and he looked more than alittle drunk. After a moment he began to Sng, improvisng a
comic account of the accident, describing the guards, the careless boys, and the hapless would-be trader
inscurrilous terms, picturing them as cap-ering ludicroudy about the hole in the road which he in-vested
with enormous sgnificance, mogtly sexua and whally comica. He had a crowd in moments; laughing and
clgpping with him, they threw coppers a the case open a his feet. Then someone ydled, someone ese
took the lute from the snger and bustled him away and again the street was empty—until a squad of
guards came marching around an angle.

Behind them the Vaarlord of this Kehvar (quarter, ward, neighborhood) lolled on the seat of a



groundcar, his gor-geousness exhibited behind pelletproof glass as he looked over his subjects. He was a
big man, with a seamed, scarred face. He didn’t Il wdl. Culturd things, she thought, idle-ness as an
atribute of greatness. NO, as a tailer, he was an abject falure. There was too much animd vigor in the
men; his eyes moved over the houses and the people, over her as one of the people, with hard
possessiveness. His hair might be gilded, his mustache and goatee Hiff as gold wire, his face enameled
white, his lips carmine, but none of that mat-tered. She watched him pass and shivered. Head down,
Rose, she told, hersdf. It's surviva time.

Quiet went down the street with him, the people around her going il as he passed, prey beasts in
the presence of alion, praying he wasn't hungry.

One of the guards falowing him looked at her, interest sparking in his eyes. He kept walking, but he
turned his head to watch her as he went dong.

As caaudly as she could manage, Rose turned down one of the semi-dtreets that crossed this one,
moved swiftly through severd angles, ran into a swarm of beggar children, turned again to get away from
them, nearly ran into two guards at the boundary between two Kehvars engaged in a bracing match that
was clearly, on the verge of bresking into a shooting war. The locds were smarter or faster than her,
they’ d gone for cover. She backed off as quickly and quietly as she could, ducked down another of the
winding ways and made her way back to the main trafficflow.

Hit

Street noises grew louder and less distinct, voices of the child beggars and the street singers blending
with drums and pipes and lutes. There were more guards out. New ones like wasps, dark yelow tunics
with black vee stripes down the front and back. Kephaos had sad it would be so, each Vaarlord hired
hisown guards. There was a HighVaar over the whole city, but he ruled more by consent than coercion.
He was a convenience, a court of last resort, the keeper of the peace; he was the only one who could
force the Vaar-lords to keep to their boundaries, but he didn't meddle in-side those boundaries.

Which meant she'd better keep her eyes wide open and stop dreaming her way through these
streets. Come on, Rose, you know the score. Get a move on, the sooner you're under aroof the better.

7

The market was five acres of dust and noise. Severd free traders were down onplanet looking for
this and that, trad-ing what they had for as much as they could get, a complex sysem of barter that both
sdes played out full-voiced and passionately, games both sides enjoyed to the max. Spice dedlers and
flower women, dedlers in rare ails and essences, these turned the air into a soup of smels. There were
cloth-sdllers and lesther dealers, used clothes men, lampsdlers, knife women, pot women, chandlers and
cosmetics deders, deders in everything imaginable. Jugglers and jongleurs plied ther varied trades with
vaying success. Painters and sculptors and a locd brand of atists who produced a com-plex
combination of both with a touch of performance thrown in, these had ther stands and ther rivdries. A
max-imum of confusion and gimulus. Rose Sghed with pleasure and plunged into the middle of it.
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“Tuluat the Tukkaree, that is being me, buying and sdll-ing, sdling and buying, come by, come and
see, treasures for the trading, come by, come and see” Tuluat stopped his chant, leaned across the table
toward Autumn Rose, big dark eyes warm and confiding. “And what can | be doing for you, Jonjabaey,
lovedy Jaba i 7?7’

Autumn Rose amiled guildedy back, nemy browned eyes warm and trusting, the warmth as genuine
as his “Why, Fentu Tulua, perhaps you can. | have a few trinkets ...” she dghed, “that have sad
memoaries attached. | hate to lose them, but a break is a break and time hed's wounds. Perhaps you'd
liketo look at them?’

“The blessing of the Tanadewa, time and its heding” Tuluat shook out a square of black velvet,
smoothed it on the table in front of him. “Do be letting me see.”

Autumn Rose took her gleanings from the ship and set them with dow care onto the cloth, a ring with



a dtarstone (dightly chipped), an antique chronometer in a nicked and battered gold case, a fingerstone of
Tongjok jadeite in the form of a gmiling fa frogga, an Escdari earbob its dangles carved from
hardawood and set with fossl amber, and haf a dozen gmilar amdl but vaugble items When she
finrished, the serious bargaining began.
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Autumn Rose weighed the coins in her Ieft hand, shook her head and ran them through the portable
assayer she'd found in Barakaly’s antique desk. She clicked her tongue. “Short, Tuluat. Lovdy driking,
but there’ s too much base metd in the gold. | think another ema and two sivers, what are they, ah, peras
will make up the difference.”

He shrugged, grinned and handed the coins over without protest. “Now if you are liking to sl that
litle gadget, | am offering ... hmm ... anice sum, say ... hmm .. 300 emas.”

“No no, | don’t think s0.” She tucked the assayer back in her belt pouch, flickered her fingers at him.
“Y ou’ ve made enough from me today.”

He shrugged again, laughed. “So so, | will be having it within the week anyway and cheaper at that.
Unless you prove more dert than | am thinking, Jonjabaey, lovdly Jabai.” He turned away, flung out his
hands, “Tuluat the Tukkaree, that isbeing me, buying and sdling, sdling and buying, come and see, come
and see, treasures for the trad-ing, come and see, come and see”
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“You are being a free trader, Jonja?’

Rose dtarted, cursed under her breath. The guard had come out of nowhere, was suddenly pacing
beside her; he wasn't one of those in the market, he had a combination of green with purple diamonds
and black dashes that was eye-blinding and surprised her because she couldn’t imagine him fading into
shadow, no way. Tulua just might be right, I’'m not into thisyet. “No,” she sad, “just atraveer.”

“Where do you be heading?

Uh oh, she thought. | hope this isn't what it looks like. “Just ambling around, seeing what there is to
see” dhe sad. Mistake, she thought. | shouldn't *ve answered in the firs place. | don't know. | don't
know. Onething | do know, | don't like the smdl coming off him.

“Thereis not being much worth looking a round here. Better you are letting me show you a place |
am knowing.”

Right, she thought, just come donga you, huh? No way, skinkhead. She didn’t say anything, just kept
waking, look-ing sraight ahead. If she couldn’t handle this jerk, she should've stayed away. Best if she
could jugt lose him some way.

A long file of women came waking toward her, baskets on their heads, they were laughing and
talking, walking with willow grace. Beyond them there were several handcarts and a tractor pulling a line
of flats trundling dong a a crawl beside the carts. Other flats and handcarts and oxcarts were coming
from behind her. When the women got close enough, if she broke away suddenly, cut around them,
didn’'t get run over by a tractor, with a reasonable amount of luck she could get lost before the guard
made up his mind what he was going to do. She risked a glance a him, stopped waking, her mouth
henging open.

The guard was snking to his knees, folding down with a surprised look mdting from hisface. A amdl
gray-green figure in a gray-green shipsuit had him by the ebows and was easng him down so that he
didn’'t bounce.

She looked & him and remembered. Z' Toyff! Kikun. He hissed at her, flickered his long fingers
impatiently, gesturing at her to get on, let im ded with this.

Right, Li'l Liz.

She siwung round and strolled off, the incident immedi-ately wiped from her mind dong with Kikun.

H
She moved through a double dogleg, found hersdf in the kind of place she hadn’t seen before, a



green space, grass and trees and a smdl fountain in the middle and behind that a graceful columned
dructure that was the antithesis of every other building in the city, open and ary, white marble with insets
of colored stones in repeeting patterns like those in the cloth the women wore. Three women were
dancing on the grass, three women drummers squatted beside the foun-tain, dong with a flute player and
awoman crouched over an angular stringed ingrument, plucking at it with ametd pick like a teardrop. A
ninth woman sat cross-legged beside the wakway, murmuring blessings as passersby dropped coins in
the wooden bowl in front of her. When Rose got close enough, she saw that the woman was blind. There
were terrible scars on her face and one hand was mutilated, three quarters cut away, with only the little
finger and a stub of thumb remaining.

The blind woman lifted her head as Rose walked past. “I am andling blood,” she cried out. “I am
grdling danger. A demon iswalking among us”

Embarrassed and annoyed, Rose walked faster, muttering to hersdf. Very impolite. Commenting on
vigtors to thar faces. What about allittle friendly hypocrisy, haah? She walked quickly on, congtrained to
asteady pace because she didn’'t want to look like she was running, though she would have run if anyone
had done more than Stare at her. Every-one around stared at her. Blind bitch, what right had she got,
sying things like that. Y ou want demons, lady, look closer to home, haah!

A few doglegs on she stopped, sniffed. Sea ar dl right, where ... ah! that way. Now, Rose, find a
place you can go to ground. Thenwée ll see, we'll see ...
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Autumn Rose stood on the walkway and examined the house. Another white card in another brass
and glass case.
ROOMS
TWENTY KURIES THE NIGHT
ONE PERA THE WEEK

The Rumach was as shabby asthe rest she'd looked at, so far, with worn, weathered shakes on the
upper floors and sdt dains on the shutters, but there was a vigorous vine growing about the door with
trumpet-shaped crimson blooms nodding in the brisk wind off the, water behind her, water glittering
between two warehouses on the far Sde of a space that was more like a Street than any she'd seenin this
place, itsform dictated by the water’ s edge one line of buildings away.

She considered the Rumach. The flowers were nice, the touch of color appedled to her, it was the
firgt she'd seen on the outside of any house. She curled her toes indde her boots. There was a burning on
her hed where a blister had burst, she knew it had, she could fed skin moving with each step. Goerta
b'rite, if this Rumachais margindly less a deaze than the other oof’ narcs I’ ve talked to so far, this|l do.

She dimbed the short flight of stairs, tugged at the stag-hoof that served both as belpull and sgnifier.

The woman who opened the door was tal and lean, with a cloud of tightly curled white hair and a
face carved from dark chocolate. Offworlder and femde. Rose sighed with rief. “I'd like one of those
rooms you're advertiang,” she said, “I'll be here severa weeks.”

12

Rose shut and locked the door, tossed the key on the bed, shrugged out of the backpack and
dropped it on the floor next to a large overstuffed chair with a blue throw on it sawn from the slky cloth
she'd seen in the dathing of many of the women. She yawned, threw hersdf into the chair and sat a
moment running her hands along and dong the padded arms, rdishing the ding and dide of the brilliantly
colored materid. Then she bent, jerked off her boots, tossed them aside and scrubbed her feet back and
forth on the rug, braided from more of that cloth, green and red and purple and bright blue. The room
was shabby and well used, but clean and comfortable and pleasant on the eyes, furnished by someone
who had alove for color and the strength of persondlity to force order out of exuberance.

There was a saggy double bed with crigp white sheets and a pile of quilts A table beside the bed
with alamp and a blotter and stylus, a ladderback chair pushed in under it. Next to the table was the
room’s only window, deeply re-cessed with a cushioned window seat built atop a chest. Kikun was



gtting there, nested, among the pillows.

Rose gasped, blinked. “Hello, Li’'l Liz,” she sad findly. “Um ... can’'t you fix it SO you don’t do thisto
me every time? | could drop dead with a heart attack.”

Thefolds of skin on Kikun's face shook with slent laugh-ter.

Rose unlatiched her belt, pulled it from around her, tossed it on the bed with the key. “I picked up ten
emas, two hundred peras and a handful of kuries for the junk | brought off the ship. How much did you
get?

“l haven't counted it yet. Let's see” He dumped his sac on the cushion, began arranging the coins,
“Hmm. One hundred coppers to one slver, one hundred slvers to one gold, right?’

“Wha kephalos set the assayer to.”

He swept the coins back into the sac, announced the totd. “Ffty emas, three hundred peras and
about a hundred ku-ries. And a handful of offworld coins, no tdling what they’re worth, | don’t recognize
any of them.”

Sheyawned. “Z’ Toyff, I'm tired. Hungry, too, but | don't fed like moving.”

“Trailfood in your pack.”

“I know. I'll dig it out in a moment. Kuna, you going to be dl right here? This doesn't look to be a
good world for outsiders and you’ re more outside than most.”

He shrugged. “I'll get dong.”

“Well, take care, I'd rather have a disgppearing dinhast than a decaying corpse.” She yawned a third
time. “I think I'll get some deep. It's been along day. Tomorrow’s soon enough to begin winnowing out
our targets.” She groaned, pushed onto her feet. “You want the right Sde or the left?’

“Huh?’

“The bed, Kuna. What'd you think | meant? There's one of it and two of us. Which reminds me, Ill
have to get a key cut for you tomorrow, | don't think I'd better ask the Rumachafor an extra. So, which
isit, right or lft?’

“l don't likewdls. Let me have the outside.”

“Good enough.” She stretched, groaned again, shook hersdlf and started bresking open the fastening
on her shirt. “If you wake firg, Kuna, shove me out. I'm so tired | could easy deep till next week, but the
sooner we start looking, the sooner we ll know ...”

Shadith (Kizra) In The Halflight

1

A blood hditus sweet and musty spread through the room as the Irrkuyon on the dais stood without
moving, a tableau that held until Rintirry dropped the knife on Kulyari’s body and drolled to the end of
the table. He flung himsdf into his chair, poured a dollop of wineinto his glass, and gulped it down.

MEMORY':

She turned a corner, found hersdf in the middle of a kidnapping.

Before she had time to re-act, one of the men had an am wrapped around her and a dicer agang
her temple. “Move and you're dead,” he whispered. His breath was hot on her ear, she was pressed
hard againg him; he wasn't much tdler or wider than she was, but she kept thinking of sted traps and
sword blades and other hard and lethd things. Le-thd, yeh. He wanted to kill her so badly she could
grdl it like body odor.

Matja Allina exchanged a quick look with Airing Pirs, got to her feet. She sgnded the women a her
table to follow her, then went sweeping from the room.

Behind the screen Kizra clutched at the arranga and wondered what she should do. Danger was as
thick in that huge room as the blood-stink off the body. She wanted out of that place now, nol ten
minutes ago.

Fragment by fragment, Snce the encounter that af-ternoon with that dgnifier lizard, she was



resssembling her past and with that past regaining an acerbic view of power and the powerful, a view
underlined by what had just happened, alesson of what would happen to her if she fol-lowed her naturd
tendenciesin thisworld.

MEMORY':

The door whooshed closed behind him, expanding asit moved to fill the whole space of the opening
asif it erased itsdf to underline the futility of trying to es-cape the cdll. Hands clasped behind her, Shadith
scowled at the seamlesswal. “Mashak! Daftal

Your soul samdls like dog-shit.” When she was trapped in the diadem she was essentidly immortd.
She' d abandoned dl that when she had Aleytys de-cant her into this body.

| must have been out of my aleged mind.

That struck her as funny and she giggled, but the spurt of humor was quickly gone. Time meant more
now. The idea of wagting her counted hours in a hole like this one with nothing to see, nothing to do,
meade her wild.

She closed her eyes and reached, searching for other eyes, sngle or com-pound, large or amadl,
any-thing she could look through. Somewhere, somehow, he must have left a crack she could worry a
until it was big enough to let her crawl out of this.

A smdl dark maidsarvant dipped like a shadowmouse from the curtains behind the screen and
touched her on the shoulder. Ghinedi chd. When Kizra started to speak, Ghinedi touched a forefin-ger
to her lips. Then she beckoned urgently, pointed at the curtains.

MEMORY':

She came panfully awake, looked up into the liquid copper eyes of the sauroid captive. She was
lying on a floor somewhere and he was kneding besde her. She wasn't tracking too well, whatever
Ginny used to put her out seemed to have pushed the dow-button in her head. She rubbed a her eyes,
groped around with numb hands.

Kizrafollowed her out into the kitchen hdl. “What ...” she whispered.

Ghinedi shook her head, then went scooting dong the hdl to the swinging doors at the far end. She
pushed open the lefthand door, stood holding it until Kizra was through, then she eased the door shut
with no more noise than a fant whoosh. She touched Kizra's am. “The Matja sad go to her rooms.
Now. By the sarving dairs.”

She took her hand away and left, dipping shadowmouse through the wide service door into the
kitchen quarters.

MEMORY':

She scowled at the black figures seated by the fire, two of them standing, and shivered involuntarily
as she heard the two on their feet arguingon and on ...

It was about her and the others, she knew that, it was like an auction in away, as if they were agents
bidding for the contents of the cage ...

She thrugt two fingers into her boot, smiled as she touched the hideout's hilt. Braincrystd knife,
limber as a Company Exec’s mor-as. Hold it wrong and it would whip back on you and dice your hand
off. Rohant dropped to a squat beside her. His eyes shown red like bits solen from the fire. “Soon,” he
sad.

She nodded. “ Soon.”

Kizra clicked her tongue. Matja Allina She wasn't sure how far she trusted the Matja. The woman
would serve her own firg and drop overboard anyone or any-thing that threatened them, promises or no
promises, good will or ill. Stll, there was no one dse right now who even looked like offer-ing
protection, so what could she do?

Moving as swiftly and S-lently as she could manage, cursing under her breath when an awkward turn
made her bump the arranga againgt the white plastered dirt wal, she went up the back stairs. Her nerves



were dtretched tauter than the arranga’ s strings.

Turn and turn, then out on the second floor, scurry dong the service corridor, push out into the man
hdll after ligening nervoudy and hearing only the hiss of can-dles burning, after peering out and seeing
only shadows

Stand before the Matja's door and wonder: should | knock or not? If | don't knock, how does
anyone know I’'m out here?

i

The door opened. Aghilo took her wrist and tugged her ingde, an urgent, fearful pull on her arm.

Matja Allinalooked up, nodded, then let her head fal back, her eydids droop closed again. She sad
noth-ing. Her daughters were crouched at her feet. They didn’t know what was hap-pening, but they’d
sensed danger and were pale and tense. Ingva was looking fierce again.

MEMORY':

She extended her reach, sweeping through wide arcs, findly touched a big-eyed moth hunting gnats
dong the dark stream.

She went swooping through the night with the prowling moth, in and out among the trees, soaring on
muffled wings that read the ar cur-rents so exquisitdy they beat just once or twice a minute, only
Speeding up when she rushed down on a svarm of prey insects.

A sudden burst of heat drew her, heet radiating away from the cooling en-gines of a grounded flit, an
open flier capable of lifting a score of passengers. The moth played in the thermds like a child dancing in
wave-froth, forgetting her hunger in the exuberance of her tiny joy.

Candles were burning in here also; the current that fed the bedroom lamps had been diverted into the
Honor Suite.

Hot wax and fear. The stink of both filled the room.

Aghilo dropped her arm and went back to the chair where she'd been stting.

Tinoopa was dready here, Stting cross-legged on the floor in the lefthand corner of the room where
she had aview of the door but was in-conspicuous behind the chair where Polyapo sat.

The titular Housekeeper looked older by hdf a cen-tury than she'd been at the start of the medl.
Though Polyapo was Irrkuyon by birth, she was dso femde and a poor relation without any protection
but her rdatives good will. And when rdatives fought, if she guessed wrong about who'd win, if she
went too far with the wrong loydties, she'd be one of the firg to perish. She wasn't an intdligent woman,
but inginct told her that this Stuation could go in any of hdf a dozen direc-tions, most of them deadly,
that she could do nothing to influence the outcome. Nothing but St here and pray to whatever gods a
preybeast had that the powerful and the angry wouldn't notice her.

The Jli Arluja was in more or less the same Studion, but she was in less danger, being without
ambition. She was content to be here and teach the girls as long as they needed her, what happened after
that she was aso con-tent to leave to the good will of the Matja. Any dreams she had, time had leached
out of her. She was gtting quietly beside the girls, touching them now and then, a gentle encouragement
and comforting. Especidly Yla As Kizra crossed to Ti-noopa, Yla gasped sud-denly, turned and
pressed her face agangt Arlujd s knees. The tutor sighed, stroked the girl’s hair.

MEMORY':

Stripped to his dry rough hide, Kikun grolled away from the cluster of build-ings and walked dong
the ruts to the wharf. Shadith looked at him, found her-self looking away, forget-ting him, looking back,
dartled each time she saw him. His hands were empty, he had no weapon, nothing visble anyway. She
looked away again, forget-ting him again as she heard ydls of anger and disgus, then a rattle of shots
from the largest of the crumbling warehouses.

Shadith lifted the stunner, waited.

In the boat, Kikun did be-hind the driver; as the kana jerked away, the sauroid took his helmeted
head into an envedoping embrace, twisted sharply. With a continuation of the neck whip, Kikun flipped



thelo-cd into the river on the shore side, used a boathook to shove the body under the wharf where it
got hung up among the rotting piles.

Kizra dropped beside Ti-noopa

The woman touched her arm in gredting but said nothing. Like the Jli, she knew when to keep her
head down.

The women sat and waited. No one spoke.

The curtains were pulled back from the windows and moonlight streamed in to fight with the candles.
Shad-ows flickered over the faces of the women and the slent girls.

Clouds were blowing in, rapidly thickening and there was a dampnessin the wind that howled around
the towers, rattled the diamond panes and crept through the cracks; it promised a sorm before the night
Was over.

Matja Allina opened her eyes and sat up. “Kizra” She cleared her throat. “Play. Something light.
Quiet.” She closed her eyes and sank back.

Kizrarested the arranga on her knees, tested the strings, then went with me-ticulous care through the
complex process of tuning though she could see that the jagged disconnected sounds were sdting the
women'’s teeth on edge.

MEMORY':

Shadith inspected the fin-gernal she'd glued on to replace the broken one, then swept her hand dong
the harp gtrings.

Happiness came by me again
(clap your hands, oh yes oh yes)
Yesterday

(clgp your hands, my dears)

He wouldn't stay

| wrapped himin my arms
Displayed my charms

Like smoke he dipped away
She played alivdy tune, brought them onto their feet swaying and dapping a counterrhythm.
Sorrow came by me again

(clgp your hands, o softly softly)

And stayed a while

(clgp your hands, my dears)

To caress and beguile

Bitter sweet

Is better neat

And tastier

Than honey

| would not let him go

But he faded so

Like smoke he blew away.
dancing in the drafts.

When she finished, she thought a moment, then let her fingers wak the strings in a smple tune that
dipped with-out thought from dreamtime, maybe from her past. It was a happy tune with a tinkly, soritey
lilt to it. There were words, but not in the Irrkuyon langue. She played the tune and played with the
words; trandation was usdess, but maybe she could .... Yes. Section by section. She amiled, a dreamy
inward smile. It wouldn't be degant, her rendition, but maybe amusing. Considering the sit-uation. Why

not. “ Step easy, Stepchild,” shesang ...

Sep easy, Sepchild



Watch where you walkin
It' s wolfdays, Stepchild
Bourghiesin your garden

Humming dong with the tune her fingers were eaborat-ing, she considered the second section.

Soop swiftly, Gyrfalcon
Your Eyasesare shriekin
It's catdays, Gyrfalcon
Pussy on the pantiles

Kizra stopped snging and whistled softly dong with the arranga. Yla was leening againg the Jli’'s
knee, tearstreaks drying on her face. She was good at whistling and proud of it; she tapped her fingers a
moment to catch the rhythm, then whistled with Kizra, the sound flowing like water from her, flute song
mdting into the more abrupt arranga tones.

Sep easy, Sepchild
Wasps arein your willows
I’ srage days, Stepchild
Stingers pricking wild

Go grimly, Grimalkin

Your kittens cry for dinner
It's hunger days, Grimalkin
Faminein the straw

Ingva couldn’t whistle, but there was a tradition of nonsense syllables in the Irrkuy women's culture;
she caught up the rhythm and blended her voice with Yla's whidle. “Ba ba vay ba lay la vah,” she sang

The song went on and on, blending the Stepchild’ s story with the beasts around her/him, some verses
trans-lating more successfully than others, some more surred, some more pedestrian, but it did the job
the Matja wanted, took their minds off the danger slewing below them.

MEMORY':

Thear shook and the brightening day turned sud-denly dark as a vast blanket of deds filled the sky
over them, flying low enough to brush the fronds of the lower trees.

Cutter beams dashed through the foliage, churned the mud, boiled the water around them, bracketing
them, missng them again and again. She was splattered by mud thrown up by the bombs, metd
fragments went whirring through the sides of both boats; one ripped across her arm, another clipped a
tuft of hair above her ear.

The door to the bedroom opened and Arring Pirs came through it into the Stting room. He stopped
besde the couch where Matja Allinawas gtting. “He' s settled in,” he said, touched Allina's head, fingers
diding gently over her smoothed hair. “He caled Utilas and told him. Ut won’t be coming.”

Allina caught his hand, held it againgt her face. “At least there's that. | don’t think | could bear it,
watching Utilas and Rintirry stalking around each other like a pair of randy tomcats.”

“Randy,” he said. He dropped to the couch beside her. “Yes. Rintirry. His blood’'s up. You know
what that means. Y ou've warned our women to stay ingde and bar thelr doors?’

“And if he kicks the door in? What are they supposed to do then? Matja Allinds control was



dipping. “Wha could WE do? Sagp his wri and say Bad Boy?’ There was rage in her voice. “He
doesn't care whom he uses. You know that. Even our daughters aren’'t safe. And the Artwa would
support him. Y ou know that. Do something, Pirs. | don't care what it means, | won't have ANY of our
people ...” Her mouth worked. “Used. | won't.”

“And if the Artwa cdls the mortgage?’

“Let im try. He can't afford an ingde Kirtaa to add to his other wars. And if he's foolish enough to
go ahead with it, I'd rather go into the Brush. | swear it, Pirs. | will go into the Brush before | turn my
head and sacrifice a baby to Rintirry’slugt.”

He took her hand, kissed her fingers one by one. “Yes, sweet warrior, mi-Mdjdi, yes” He set her
hand down. “I put P murr on guard a his door with orders to make sure he stays where he belongs.
Hell enjoy doing it, mi-killi. HE stired,” the laugh lines deepened about his blue eyes, “he logt the tip to
his ear and has a butt-burn from a pellet out of a tumak’s rifle He's quite annoyed at Rintirry.” He bent,
touched Ingva's cheek and ruffled Yla s harr. “You deep in your Mama's bed this night, lirrilirris”

“Mama?’

“She will be in with me, Ingvali. You and Yla and the Jli will be dl done” He draightened. “Jli
Arluja, take them in now, please.”

He watched them out, then turned to Polyapo. “Ulyinik, you are welcome to a palet here as long as
this Stuation lasts, but if you prefer to return to your own quarters, | think you will be safe enough.”

Polyapo got dowly to her feet. She bowed perfunctorily and left without a word.

Firs waited until Aghilo was back from barring the door after the titular Housekeeper, then turned
with grave for-mdity to Tinoopa and Kizra. Kizra could fed his unease with them; he was a better man
then his father, but he was aso a product of his culture; what was in his bones and blood fought the pale
overgrowth from his mind. He was honest enough to redlize this and recognize the roots of his distaste for
them, but he dill fdt it—and showed it in his dedlings with them.

MEMORY':

Shadith fdt her power come on her, nothing but the intengty of the belief before and behind her.
Kikun sgueezed down that force and funnded it into her.

The feedback built and built until the air dlanged like metd.

She began to shape ... digging deep within hersdf ... laying hold on the power offered her ... crafting
out of memory and ingtinct ... out of the peo-ple's bdief ... she SHAPED the THREE and sent THEM
dancing over the crowd ... made them sing with the voice of the throng ...

“It would be best,” he said looking past Tinoopa at the wall, then foraing him-sdf to look directly at
her, “if you would spend the night here. Things being as they are, you would proba-bly be safe enough in
your rooms, but ...” he shrugged, then turned his eyes on Kizra. “I owe you n life, child.” There was a
shade more warmth in his voice; he touched the ban-dage on his head, then the one on his arm. “It was
close there for a while Without the warning and the weapons, | might eeslly be reding in some
I'borrgha's belly. | thank you.”

Kizra bowed her head, said nothing.

“Yes” he said. He closed his eyes a moment, then stirred himsdf and finished what he'd determined
to say.

“And you, chapa Tinoopa, you have made the Matja s life infinitdy more pleasant even in the short
time you have been here. | have sad nothing before now. For this lack | ask your favor.” He turned
abruptly, took the hands the Matja held out to him, and pulled her to her feet.

At the bedroom door, he looked over his shoulder. “Aghilo, if the chapa decide to say here, take
care of them, please. We know how surely we may rely on you.”

3

MEMORY::
A redheaded woman came riding through the Cicipi Gate, Stting in an ardibre howda mounted on the



arching back of an im-mense and ugly warbot like the worse possible cross between a spider and a
lob-gter.

Two more paced aongside and athird followed be-hind. They shot gouts of steam through spiracles
dong ther sdes, opening a path for themsaves through the surging throng of pil-grims, walked with
omi-nous snuous agility through the steam clouds.

“Eh, Shadow, Dea ex machina reporting for duty.”

“Eh, Aleytys” Shadith closed her eyes, opened them again as she remem-bered. “You better
meachi-nate some more or thisworld is going to go BOOM.”

Aghilo went out without waiting to ask if they meant to Stay.

“Backwater worlds,” Ti-noopa said. She stood, stretched, looked around the room. “It’s the floor
for us, dust headaches and an ach-ing back. Ah, well. Could be worse. You could easy have been the
goat, Kiz. Hung out for that oogaluk to gnaw on.”

Kizrawrinkled her nose. Lecture time. Tinoopa was going sententious again. She was getting tired of
being ingtructed, especidly as her memory drained back. She loosed the drings on the ar-ranga, set it on
atable and moved to a chair.

Tinoopa rubbed a her ams and frowned a one of the windows. A raindrop splatted againg the
glass, then ancother and another. “We haven't seen a drong storm yet, not the kind they cdl a
kwangkular. Sound of that wind says thismight be it. Too bad. Lasts a good week they say. No flying in
that weather. Those two oogauks might be stuck here for days. You've been shut up with the Matja
mogt of the time, you don’t hear what the chd are saying. It's only a matter of time, they’'re saying. Firs is
better than mogt Irrkuyon, but he won't stand up to his father, he never has except maybe when he
courted the Matja. They're taking bets how long he'll last.” She glanced at the door, stopped talking.

MEMORY':

Ard the smuggler got to his feet. He was a smdl dark man with a bony sar-donic face, fans of fine
wrinkles about the outer corners of his eyes and his mouth. His long dark hair was pulled through a
fili-greed slver clagp at the nape of his neck and hung halfway down his back.

“What am | doing here?’

“You can bypass Goyo Se-curity, get alander down and off again unnoticed?’

“Oh, Shadow Shadow, you need to ask tha? It's my busness.”

“l need a back door. Just in case.”

“Operating agang one of the families, aren’'t you?’ His brow shot up.

She didn’t answer, figuring it was none of his business.

“Y ou owe me danger money, then; those Goyo are tricky bastards.”

Aghilo came in, two madsarvants folowing her with bedding and rolled up pdlets. She waved
Tinoopa and Kizra aside to give the girls room to make up the beds. “I’'m going back to my room for the
night. The door out there, chapa Tinoopa, you lock and bar it when we're gone” She twisted a key from
the chatelaine on her bdlt, tossed it to Ti-noopa. “I'll knock and cdl out my name in the morning when
it stime for you to be up. Be very sure who's out there, chapa Tinoopa, be-fore you open the door. Use
the peep to seeif I'm done. Do you hear me?’

“l hear, Aghilo chd.”

She died againin her dreams. Plunged down and down through fire and pain and crashed.

She woke swedting.

Tinoopa was getting up, smoothing her hair out of her face, shaking out her nightgown.

Someone was pounding on the outer door.

What .... Kizra scrubbed at her eyes. There was a ter-rible urgency in that knocking, though it wasn't
as noisy as she'd firg thought when it crashed into her dream. She kicked off the blankets, rolled from
the pallet, and got to her feet. Lifting the front of her borrowed nightgown so she wouldn't step on it and



fdl on her face, she followed Ti-noopa into the anteroom.

The knocking continued; she could fed the desperation, the fear and anger in the woman on the other
Sde of the door. Aghilo. What was happening?

After a quick look through the peep, Tinoopa turned the key, dapped the bar up, and tugged the
door open.

Aghilo sumbled ingde. Her face was drained of color, her mouth was working. She put out her
hand, flattened it againgt the wall, and stood leaning into her braced arm while she caught her bresth and
difled her panic.

After amoment she straightened, looked quickly from Tinoopato Kizra. “You'd better get dressed,”
de sad. “Theré strouble” She started past Tinoopa, but the Shim-marohi caught her arm.

“What happened?’

“Contract woman. She killed Rintirry, hung hersdf. | have to wake the Arring.”

“Wait, wait, jus a minute. It's bardy light now, you've got plenty of time before the Artwa goes
nova. Sit down.” Using her sze and her grip on Aghilo's arm, she maneu-vered the smdler woman to,
one of the benches and muscdled her down. Then she stood with feet apart, hands on her hips. “How’d
you find out?’

MEMORY':

The room was as dale and sordid as she' d expected; she fdt alittle sck when she saw it. She closed
her eyes and told hersdf it didn't matter. But it did. Ard put his hands on her shoulders. He was exactly
her height, his mouth on alevd with hers. She fo-cused on that mouth, not daring to meet his eyes. “Give
me a minute, Luv.” Whidling softly, he tossed the filthy bedding into a closet, brought out clean shests.
He made the bed with an expertise that had her amiling; he caught her at it and his whole body laughed.
For amoment she couldn’t bresthe.

He took an incense burner from his shoulder bag, filled and lit it. The scent of pines drifted to her,
cool and clean. He brought out a pair of thick green candles, lit them and turned off the light.

The room was filled with flickering shadow, touched with magic. The outside world with its threats
and dangers was banished for the momertt.

“Come here” he said.

Kizra collected Tinoopa's clothes, brought them to her, then started puiling on her own dathing.
When she was dressed, she dropped to the rug behind Tinoopa, where she could watch Aghilo but be
more or less out of Sght.

Aghilo twisted her hands around and around each other as Tinoopa was dress-ing. The Sght of the
Shim-marohi sheking out the nightgown and darting to fold it seemed to reassure her and she began
taking. “Wel, firgt thing | knew, Loujary cha was begting at my door, he'd gone into the Honor Suite to
clear up and make sure things were right for when they woke, you know, warm the towels, pick up
whatever was thrown about, kind of things they’d expect to have done and get ...” she grimaced, “get
cranky about if it isn't. Any-way, P murr let imin, said it'd been a quiet night, Rin-tirry hadn’t given him
any trouble. Loujary said they talked some before he went in, this and that, he didn’'t go into what they
sad except what | told you. Soon as he was insde, he twigted the rheostat way down and turned the
lights on and went around picking up, getting things ready, you know. He looked in at the Artwa. Old
men was degping. Shoring. He went in, picked up there, folded, set out. You know. Artwa didn't dir,
just kept snor-ing. He went in Rintirry’s bedroom.” She shuddered. “I couldn’t believe him, | had to go
see” She pressed her hand across her mouth, closed her eyes briefly, then forced them open. I can't
forget ....”

Tinoopa took her shoulders, shook her alittle. “No time for that now. Listen, | need to know what it
means for us. Chaps and chat, what do we have to do to protect our-salves?’

Aghilo squeezed her hands together, moving one over the other endlessly, the soft sound of skin on
skinfilling the tense slence. “Amurra bless, I’ ve never seen worse, even ...” she shook her head while her
hands kept moving. “ She cut his throat, that was firdt, | suppose. It had to be, that’s where the blood was



... you could smdll the blood dl over the auite, | don't see how Loujary didn't, | suppose the door was
shut then, shut itin ... cut his head com-pletdly off and set it on the pillow, the eyes were open, it was like
he was looking & you. And shecut him ... ah ... cut it off and put it in his hand like he was ... & ... and
she cut open his chest and took his heart out and put it down there where ... ah ... and the skin on the
amsand legs, it was gone ... ah ... except for his hands and fedt, it was like he was wearing gloves and
dippersand ... ah ... she'd cut the skin she got in drips and braided it into a rope ... & ... it mugt have
taken her mogt of the night ... ah ... and when she was finished, she used that rope to hang hersdf ... ah ...
from one of the bed posts, it'sabig bed, like the Matja’'s, you've seen hers, carved like that, with posts
holding curtains ... it's the drafts, come winter, it's hard to heet the rooms, we don't have that much fud
... ah ... theré's cod in the mountains, but we' ve just started getting it out ... she was naked, red har
hang-ing down to her waist, no blood at al, she'd washed it off, in the bathroom, bloody water and
she'd ailed her body, andled like ... ah ... | had to look ... see every-thing ....”

“Who?’

“The one cdled Tamburra, tdl, red-haired. Strange woman. The Matja assigned her to the
Herbmigtress, she worked in the didlillery.”

“How did she get in? Wasn't P murr supposed to stop that kind of thing?’

“| asked him. She didn’'t go past him, | suppose she mugt have been ingde dready when the Arring
set him there” Tinoopa scowled. “I don't know her ....”

Kizra scratched at her nose. “ She was the one who had nightmares every night. On the trip here.”

Tinoopa looked around and down. “What?’

“You must have heard her screaming. Woke everyone up severd times. Didn't explain except it was
nightmeares.”

“Got her. Yeh. The beauty. All she had to do was be where the man could see her, he'd work out
the rest of it. Probably told her to go in and wait for him, keep quiet about it. He knew what, the Arring
thought of him?’

“It wasn't any secret.” Aghilo was sdttling into lethargy, asif by tdling dl this she was passng it on to
Tinoopa, making it Tinoopa s respongbility. “Us? Nothing we can do. Artwa might want P murr skinned,
he's head guard. The Arring won't let that happen. P murr’s loyd; you can’'t buy what he gives. If the
woman hadn’'t hanged hersdf, if she'd run, there be trouble. She's dead. That should finish it. | don’t
know. You understand, anything could happen ... Artwa doesn’t need a reason, it's his right, we're his
by law, chd and chapa, too. He can do anything to us he warnts, dl we have is the Arring and Amurra
only knows how far héll go to protect us”

“Rignt.” Tinoopa twisted round to look down at Kizra “Kiz, get the Stting room cleared, I'm going
to see what | can do with the maids and houseservants.” She Straight-ened. “Aghilo, you'd better go on
inand let the Arring know what happened. Tdl hm well be ready for anything he wants us to do even if
it's just keep out of the way.” She hauled Aghilo to her feet. “Jugt tdl him what you saw. HEIl know
better than us what he has to do. He knows his father. You dl right?’

“Better.” Aghilo smiled, shook hersdlf, went soberly out of the anteroom.

Tinoopa murmured, “1 hope this turns out better than | think it's going to.”

Kizra shrugged. “We gtick with the Matja, | don't see we have any other choice”

“And hope she can put some starch in the Arring's spine. I’ d better get moving. Y ou take care, Kiz”
She looked like she was about to gtart one of her lectures, then she glanced over her shoulder a the
door. “No time for talking. | mean it, child, keep your, head down.”

Dyslaera 9: Lizard Magic

Rohant sat in the Pen absorbing the sun; it was good to be out again. And edting again. He'd dways
been astonished how easy it was for other Cousins to fast for days on end without serious damage to
their bodies. Digby said hunger goes away; you forget about it. You shake a little, get dizzy, but you
forget about esting.

He smoothed his thumbcdlaw dong his mustache. Dys-laera weren't like that. He was not at dl like



that; he went cold and weak and hismind started shutting down.

There was aflicker of something down by the sump.

Lazily, not much interested, he turned his head, saw asmdl gray sauroid perched dertly on the rim of
the sump. He amiled. It made think of Kikun. Li’l Liz.

The lizard(?) soun, itslong thin tall snapped out, the pre-hensile end whipped round a large flier that
was arding down for a drink and dammed it hard againg the concrete floor of the pen. It sat up on its
haunches, took the insect in its hands and turned it to expose the soft underside. With absurd smdl rdish,
it began biting fagtidioudy &t its prey.

Interesting. Wonder what they call it here? It had an almost Dydaer facility with those tiny
hands. Tie with that? Why not.

Rohant let his eyes droop closed and considered the crea-ture, tried to sense it with the faculty he'd
used before he could speak. Mde and femde, Dydaera were born with the Tdent to link with certain
beadts, to tie into their nervous systems, to vibrate in tune with their feding lives. It wasn't nearly as
broad-ranged and apparently indiscriminate as Shadith’s ability to mindride, but there were possibili-ties

It took time to build the Tie, time to understand the beast, to relate what was sensed to redtime acts
and reactions. Time ... lots of time ... he'd had Sassa from the egg, carried that egg againg his body,
warming it, becoming dowly aware of the creature indde. He' d rdinquished the egg just before it hatched
to dlow the hatchling to imprint properly on his own kind, took him back as eyas, kept him aways near,
degping in the same room, trained him, was trained by him, an intengfying give and take urtil the Tie was
complete. Months and months, more than a year.

It was much the same with the mutated panthers Magi-meez and Nagifog; he didn't want to think of
them, their deeth dill screamed in his head, their terror and rage and pain.

He thought instead of the not-lizard.

A name. What should | cdl you, little [iz? Miji. Yes. Nimble Fingers, abbreviated because the whole
would be too long. Miji. | can’t take a year to get to know you, Miji, dl I've got is an hour or so, but
maybe we can hurry it up some. The sun is warm today. Very bright. Just a few clouds. A shadow of a
cloud is passing over you, Miji, do you fed the difference in the warmth? Aaah. Yes. Adoniging. It
seems rubbing againgt Shadow opened some doorsin my head. Opened them a crack, anyway. Shadow

no, Rohant, get your mind on what you're doing. Do you have any curiosity in you, Miji? You're not
whally a reptile, are you? Native to this world? Life in the process of evolv-ing? The change dtered or
cut short by usintruders? Do you fed me ... aaah ...

Miji the not-lizard lifted hisfrilly head, stared at Rohant. His eyes were large for his head, black as jet
beads, lively eyes, bright with the curiosity Rohant wanted to find in him.

Miji, Miji, come and see. He formed the words in his mind and tried to project the wecoming
warmth generated around them.

Miji shivered, ran afew steps toward him, retrested. Time passed unnoticed.

Sowly, warily, Miji got closer and closer, findly close enough to sniff a Rohant’ s fingers.

Rohant didn't move.

Miji panicked, skittered back about a meter, sat on his haunches, and contemplated the Dydaeror.

Rohant's ears quivered. He heard the sound of footsteps in the tunnd; the walkers were severd
minutes off ill, but he knew them. His warders come to take him back to his cdl. For the firg time he
looked directly a the not-lizard. “Go,” he said adoud. He dapped his hand severd times agang the
concrete, hoping Miji would understand the warning. It was a common one among the reptiloids of
Dys-drael his homeworld.

Miji chirked (the firs sound he'd made), dapped the spat-ulate tip of his tall agang the concrete,
then went scooting away, darting down the outflow pipe at the bottom of the sump basin.

A moment later the grill danged open and the five masked wards assgned to him came somping out.



it

Savant 4 (pesking to notepad):

A rather amusng incident. The Capture Specidist play-ing his tricks on a common sakai. Appears
the subject is auffering from boredom.

QUESTION: Except for samples of body fluids and brain tissue and drugs to suppress the fugue
dtate, the Ciocan has been Ieft undisturbed by orders of the Council. The falure of dl attempts to control
adult Dydaerors cannot, of course, be counted a waste of time; negative results are often as vauable as
postives. However, work with the remnant of the sample has reached the point where further
experiments will not be worth the expense. The council must agree that it istime to start collecting in-fants
and gravid femdes and dispose of this|ot.

SUGGESTION: Ransom one or more of them to Vodlts Korlatch, dive but Wiped. If ransom is
refused, then dis-patch them to Black House so we can recoup some of our expenses. They are too
dangerous to keep.

Shadith (Kizra) In The Halflight 2

MEMORY::

She sang.

Wordless sounds filled with joy, pain, desire, fear .... In ahdf dream, deeply re-laxed, she sang to
her sisters, her Sx dead sigters, the Weavers of Shaydin ...

They rose from the mirror tiles, dender and angular, black and Slver amilitudes of Naya, Zaydla,
Annghi, Itsaya, Tdlitt and Sullan, spinning threads from themselves to shape the im-ages of Goyo
dreams ...

She sang the ancient croon that mated with that dance and filled the spaces this dien voice she'd
cdamed could not reach with the pure flowing tones of the harp ...

Her sgters danced HER joy, cdebrating her love with her, commiseraing with her on its ephemerd
nature, heping her to re-joice in what it was and refrain from unred expectations ....

She sang laughter as she saw Itsaya wink at her, saw Naya amile and clap her dender hands, saw
Zaya shake her hips and grin over her shoulder, as she saw each of her dead Ssters show ther pleasure
... She rode that surging wild wave, a har away from di-saster dways, out of con-trol ... rode it with a
megtery she'd never reached before and might not again ...

Shadith prowled about her room, going round the bed and back again in the narrow floorspace left
for her to move in, window to door, door to left wal, back agan.

Memory. Funny thing. Still can’t remember how | did it ... or why ... set up this forget-ting

She shuddered as another image intruded ...

Cut his throat?

Sinned him?

Hung herself on the rope she braided from his skin?

Gaaah! Don't think about that.

Memory. Lizard. | set up the trigger to trip the next time | saw Kikun and got it tripped by
asix-inch garden lizard. That's a giggle. My mind's more creative than | thought. Just as
well, Kikun's a long way off, dead maybe. No .. Li’l Lizistoo dippery for that .... | hope.
All right, all right, now's not the time, but I've got to get out of here. Sop leaning.
Drifting. | know a lot now, my name, friends names. If | can get a call out, someone will
come. Call ....



That means getting to that city, what was it? Nirtajai. That's not so easy.

Won't get easier if | St around and do nothing. Drifting. Can’t do that any more.
I’'m safe here and comfortable.

Comfort’s an illuson and nobody’ s safe.

Do it now. Now. Sart working at it, anyway. There's lots | can do to get ready ....

She paced, the movement cooling her rage and impa-tience, planning how to get back to the port city
and win access to a skipcom s0 she could cal someone to come get her. In essence it was the same
problem she'd had on Kis-kal, but there she'd had Rohant and Kikun to help. And Asteplikota. And
mohility. She wasn't stuck off to hdl and gone with the only transport avalable waking around on four
legs

She stopped at the window and scowled down a what she could see of the main court and the
skimmer that modly filled it. It was a gray and gloomy day with scattered spat-ters of raindrops pettering
agang the wdls and the skim-mer’s dome.

Sow away? No.

He d have thought of that, the Artwa would.

Thiskind of society, no way the Irrkuyon would trust their precious persons to unsecured
transport.

Kitchi-kooing round the Artwa? Snce he had a thing for dark girls? No.

MEMORY':

Kikun caught up a tree branch, knocked out the lagt fragments of glass in one of the windows,
climbed through it. Shadith climbed through after him. The wind snatched at her skirts, threatened to whip
her off the narrow, heavily-carved ledge. The stone around her had an eerie lu-minosty, faint but enough
to give her the outlines of the building, the wdls and towers ...

She reached the end, clutched at the stone and waited for lightning; the tree was jerking desperately
about, creeking groaning; a section of branch tore loose, came flying by her and dammed into the
win-dow beside her, then went dattering away dong the wall.

Fash.

She jumped, landed sprawled across the limb, clutched at it as it bucked under her. She steadied
hersdf and crawled caurtioudy inward, curdang as her dress snagged on a bro-ken branch. She tore free
and sruggled on ...

The thought made her want to vomit.

And it wouldn't work.

He wouldn't take her with him—not back to his home ground where people would see what he was
fucking.

She amiled. It was com-forting that indinetion matched with circumstance. Not that she'd have done
it anyway. She wasn't backed into a corner here and there are some things that corrupt so deeply tha
whatever ad-vantage they giveis de-stroyed in the doing.

There has to be some way. At least 2000 kays. Fifteen days travel across land | don’t
know. Fifteen daysin a truck, not on horseback. We were attacked twice on the way here,
fol-lowed, sniped at and we had a dozen guards, armored trucks and a gatlin. | need allies.
Brushies .. | wonder ... Ti-noopa ... | don't think so. City woman.

Couldn’t sit a horse three days let alone the thirty or forty daysit'd take.

Maybe longer. Don't know if |

can. Who .... Damn, it looked like a good thing having the

Mafia favor me ... made life easier ... would have been better if | was down with the rest ...
stuck up here, isolated as much as if | were in purdah ... damn ... have to get out more ...
talk the Matja into giving me a break ....



| have to get out of here ... somehow ... get to Nirtajai ... find a skipcom ... like on Kiskai
... wonder how they're getting on with their reforms, if they' ve got the world they wanted
or if it sfalling apart in their hands ... Miowee's probably back to singing in the streets if
things went like most rebellions ... Aste back in the swamps ... well, that’s their business ....

She heard noises below and leaned out the window. Something was hgppening in the court, but she
couldn’'t see anything from here. She pulled back in and ran for the door.

MEMORY':

The pod was on the launcher, a shadowy black seed. She crawled into the flightspace, stretched out
on the pad and eased her-sdf into its hollows, fitting her skin againg the sen-sors.

A moment later she fdt the hard sharp kick of the launcher.

Her vison cleared. She could see the Cillasheg floating hdf a kilometer away, could see dl round
hersdlf. She shifted her vi-son out and out until she could see the asteroids, frost in the darkness, white
and black glitter in the light of the dim, distant sun, shifted down again until her vison was confined to an
area the width of her wings a ful deployment. She snapped the wings out full, gossamer fidds like
shadows in glass. The light-winds filled them, pushed her outward. She gathered speed for the turn,
feding the sunmath come dive un-der her as she drank the winds and rode them out and oui.

She laughed and groaned, making love to the winds, laughed again and swung round, tilting her
wings, dipping the winds, tacking right, tacking left, sweep-ing toward the sun, on and on, fagter and
fasgter, time compressing to nothing. Her blood was wine, her body sang, onand on ...

There was no one & the oriel window, though it was one of the better outlooks in the House.

She climbed into the round hole, pressed her face againg the colored glass.

Airs stood at the top of the steps, ignoring the splatters of rain that came every few minutes. He was
danding very erect, his head up. He wasn't saying anything.

The Artwa stood on the same step, a double arms' length apart from his second son. The old man
was seeth-ing, the younger one deeply disturbed, but there was no grief in ether of them. At least none
for Rintirry.

Ars was miserable, but that had more to do with his father' s rgjection than the loss of a brother.

Give him his due. Half brother. And one trying to kill him. Not the sort you mourned.

The big doors boomed open. Loujary and Wayak came out and moved carefully down the steps,
carying a litter with Rintirry’s body on it, wrapped in heavy white damask. Shadith relaxed; she'd
expected a lot more trouble than this, infected with Tinoopa s gloom, probably. And the weepy gloom of
the day, asif the skies wept for the double death. She sniffed, fancies with no touch of redity, even old
Cagh-aradad wasn't grieving. She grimaced.

MEMORY':

Lissorn was racing toward Ginny, sunner forgotten, claws out.

Ginny raised a hand.

Four cutters flashed from overlooks, hit Lissorn in middride.

For an ingant the Dydaeror was a black core in the fur-nace where the beams met, then they winked
out and there was nothing left, not even dust.

When his son died, Rohant screamed with grief and rage, his great voicefilling the room ...

Rintirry. He was a human be-ing, just barely, but he was and someone should grieve at his
passing and the manner of it. Someone. Not me.

Loujary and Wayak came slently from the flitter and went off toward the men's quarters.
Arring Pirs dropped onto one knee and bowed his head, the watery sunlight that struggled through



the clouds turning his long loose hair to melted gold.

Shadith couldn’'t see the Artwa's face, but she could smdl the stink of his md-ice. He was beginning
to en-joy this. “I leave no blessng on this House,” he intoned, his voice blaring out through the whine of
the wind. “There is kin blood on this House. Until it is cleansed, | curse it and you. Kin Blood,” he
repeated, liking the taste of the words.

Ars said nothing. He didn’t move.

Shadith shivered. It was dl too apparent that he revered his father, that he needed his approvd. That
he was suffer-ing under the old man's spite, that he didn't see it as spite, would never see it as anything
but a father's judified distress over the needless death of a son, however worthless that son might be.
The blindness sartled her. He was an intdligent man, even a good man, given how he' d been brought up.
And yet he et this ... thisvain, upid old ... warthog! rule him.

Aghilo was right. Pirs would never rebe againg his father. He would hunt ways around the old
man's more irre-sponsible acts and edicts, but in the end he'd do what his father told him.

The Matja knows that, too, that's why .... Gods, the Matja means well, but what she's
promising ... it probably won’t happen. The old man will see to that. And Pirswill do as he
istold.

So | do for myself or it doesn’t get done.

The Artwa went saking down the steps.
The skimmer door closed behind him, the motors whined. A moment later the court was empty and
theflier a black speck vanishing into the clouds.

3

They threw Tamburra s body into the river for the fish to eat. The locas didn’t want I borrghas to get
atadte for flesh that walked on two legs.

At the same time, the smoke from the pyre they built for Kulyari on Amur Hill rose black and solid
into the clouds. She was Irrkuyon and couldn’'t be discarded like offd; there was only the briefest of
ceremonies with Polyapo there to represent the family and the Amur-spesker to say the Rest-rites, then
thefirewas lit and a cadre of charcoamen |eft to keep it burning until even the bones were ash.

Ghanar Rinta settled into peace.

There were no more attacks from bands of tumaks. No one said anything, but they dl knew what
that meant—the supply of gold was cut off when the supplier died.

Allina continued hedthy.

Tinoopa ran the House with unobtrusve efficiency, mek-ing points, as she'd say, with every easy
day.
Ars log his srained look. With a fadlity that amounted to a Taent, he forgot old terrors and went
back to his books and the business of running the Kuyyot.

Shadith's restlessness increased. She got Pirs to let her ook over his higories and the atlas he kept
on his desk. Whenever the Matja gave her some free time, she was in the study, making notes, trying to
work out away of reach-ing Nirtgja without getting hersaf killed.

And she began looking about for dlies.

The chd wouldn't run with her, she knew that. She didn’'t bother thinking about them.

Vuodee and Vasska had sdtled in and darted courting dmost immediatdy; now they were
promised, with wed-dings due before the month was out. They were full of plans and eated because
their contracts were to be voided as soon as they took the chd-oath to the Arring and the Matja.

Tictoc, Evdee, and Dorrit had been having a grand time flirting and generdly meking mischief among
the men, but they too were beginning to settle down. According to Ti-noopa, the betting was Evaee
would be promised before Summerhighday and the other two soon after.

Lyousa va Vogl was blissful with the opportunities offered by the weaving shed. Nunnikura
Weavemigtress had recog-nized her gifts and left her free to improvise. 1t would take a planet wrecker to
blast her loose.



Jassy and Eeda had a widening circdle of friends, they were hard workers, cheerful and outgoing.
Contract levies were dl they knew and they were content to have it so. Jassy was a practiced soryteller
and she had an endless supply of strange, wonderful tales to liven meds and St over brushtea with; in a
world where books were scarce and most enter-tainment homemeade, she was a treasure.

Beba Mahl had settled into embroidery. She'd bargained for night work and gotten it. She had a
room of her own and amost no contact with the rest of the Kuysstead. She could complete her contract
and move on. No one would miss her and she would forget them as soon as she joined anew levy.

Ekkurekeh and Yerryayin were hard workers and unam-bitious. For reasons they never spoke of,
they'd adopted the Levy system as home, did what they were told and dropped into Kuysstead life
without meking aripple.

The cousin convicts Bertem, Luacha, and Sabato were bored and unhappy here, they loathed the
work in the weav-ing sheds and wriggled out of it whenever they could. The problem was, like Tinoopa,
they were city-bred; the Brush scared them, they couldn’t ride and didn't want to learn. They liked thar
comforts, baths and beer and warm beds with friendly company. Shadith considered them, shook her
head. No. Better go done than chance the miseries that trio of sybarites would bring with them.

The Jnasu (Ommla, Jnapuki, Frgi and Refiki) spent ther days with the beasts and their nights with
the herders and were as likdy as the young ones to take the cha-oath when their term was up, though
not because they wed any of the locals. They'd branched far enough from the other Cousin races to
make children unlikey and any that appeared ster-ile. They were candid about that early on and it made
life much easier for them since they’d ceased to be athreat to locd women. They liked this world and
would do nothing to injure thair status here.

Zhya Arru spent long lazy days tending the livestock of the Kuysstead; she liked beasts and loathed
unexpected changes. Though she didn’t work at it, she too had her ad-mirers and would probably wed
one of them and take the chat-oath before the end of summer—as long as it was dearly understood she
wasn't about to do any housework or other boring tasks.

Anitra vanished the third night after their arrivd. It was assumed she'd gone to the Brush. Pirs sent
out trackers, but they found no trace of her.

Tdpor pa Prool stayed amonth longer than Anitra, then she vanished, too. She was a slent women,
secretive and strange. No one bothered going after her. In fact, there was a collective Sgh of reief when
she was gone.

i

In her room a night Shadith paced from window to door to wal and back agan, raging a her
helplessness. It seemed absurd that she couldn’t get away from here. There were no bars to hold her, no
wadls she couldn’t dimb. Only that two thousand kays of wilderness.

That was enough right now ... more than enough.

Prisoner 3: Ginny Slips His Shackles And Goes Hunting A Shadow

1

The minute Ginbiryol Seyirshi woke, he knew he' d been moved. They’d drugged him and shifted him
from his cdl on the planet to acdl on a ship.

He sat up dowly, looked around. Four walls and a floor, empty. Toeup furnishings unsprung except
for the cot he'd waked on. Wadldot for food ddivery. He placed his hands on his knees, dropped his
gaze to the floor, and brooded.

The cdl was atwin of the halding cdls on his own ship and for a moment he wondered if Omphaos
was playing games with his head, sending him out on a vessdl they said was destroyed.

No. The reasons he'd conjured for beieving them were vdid; this was a case of form following
function. He sup-pressed his surge of hope, got Iaborioudy to his feet, and began exploring the resources
of the cell.



Bedli smoothed gloved fingers over the back of a gloved hand, watched the monitor a moment
longer, then touched it off and got to his feet. Ignoring the side glances of crew-men in dull gray shipsuits
and mirror visors, he l€ft the bridge and dropped to the living quarters. He touched the announcer on the
Savant Quatorze' s cabin and waited.

And waited.

He folded his ams and prepared to outlast the Savant’s annoyance. This was his nomind superior,
but the man had to be aware of the web of support Betdli had throughout the Powers of Omphalos.
He' d ligen. He wouldn't do any-thing, but at least he'd ligen.

The announcer chimed, the door did back, Betdli went in.

His mouth tightened when he saw the Savant was wearing his robe, cowl, and gloves. This was
supposed to be a SE-CURE misson, dl ties to the Source carefully erased. This fodl .... He bowed,
waited to be offered a sest.

It was another lengthy wait. The Savant was making sure Betdli knew who ordered whom. Findly a
gloved hand lifted, pointed a a chair.

Betdli sat, waited.

“You wanted?’

“Seyirdhi is awake.”

“So. It stime, igT'tit?’

“You don't understand him. | do. HE's a dangerous man, most dangerous when he looks most
hepless”

“That again.”

“l cahnot guarantee to control him if you let him out of the holding cdl. Leave him in there until we
reach Bol Mu-tiar.”

“Y ou made that argument to the Mimishay Council. They didn't buy it, why do you expect me to? |
was ingructed to start the man working once we were in the ingplit. | am going to follow ingructions. If
you're so worried, come up with something specific you want done to tighten security. Otherwise stop
caping and do your job.”

Betdli got to hisfeet, bowed, and I€ft.

He was for Omphaos. It was the center of hislife, his reason for exiding. He believed passionately in
what Om-phaos stood for, in rule of the masses by a benevolent dite. He believed that ordinary people
were incapable of regulat-ing themsdaves and organizing their own lives They needed direction, guidance,
gentle coercion for their own good. Sometimes not so gentle, if they were resolutely wrong-headed.

He was honored by the Powers of Omphaos and honored them, but a times it seemed to him the
lesser brethren had o little grasp of the Soul of Omphaos that they were scarcely better than the sheep
they were being bred to rule. He'd met types like Quatorze before, dl too often he'd brushed againgt
them in his [abors outsde the comfortable ambiance of the Home Foci. He worked aone, a Focus in
himsdf, no Brothers for him. The more conventiond Broth-ers resented his saf-sufficiency because it
stood as a mea-sure of their own limits

Quatorze was a fool. Betdli waked into his quarters, sealed the door behind him, and sat at his
console. He caled up his plans and sat frowning at the schematics. Fool. Yes. The man had a smdl mind
and abig grudge. Back on the Coundcil with his armgraft il itching, Tierce had set this crawler over him.
Tierce was an enemy. He betrayed Om-phalos with every breath he took. Betdli marked that down.
Quatorze was too smdl to bother with, but Tierce, yes. When this is over, I've got to do something
about him.

Bedli leaned closer to the screen, began going minutdy through his survelllance arrangements, trying
to discover any place where Seyirshi might find the leverage to subvert the system. Seyirshi would find
something, he was sure of it. He knew the man too well, he' d seen him poke and pry at systems urttil they
collgpsed in ruins, dl the while flaking the destruction he'd set going.

Nothing. Betdli ran the syssem over and over, poking & it, trying everything he could think of, smple



or complex. He found no entry for manipulation, but no comfort_ether. He recognized his limitations; he
was a plodder, no way he could follow the eccentric legps of Ginny’s brain.

He tapped into the monitor, watched Ginny st dumped on the cot, his face inscrutable, waiting with
an iron patience for whatever was going to be done with him.

For nearly an hour he sat watching that stolid motionless figure. Then he called up record flakes of
Ginmny in his cdll; he' d been over them before, over and over them, trying to discover what was happening
in the man’s mind, seeing nothing he could put a finger on.

Findly he sghed, shook his head. Quatorze is a fool, he repesated to himsdf. Passionless words,
worn-out litany. Most men were foals, that was the point of Omphalos.

He got to his feet, took off the impermasuit, the gloves, stripped to his skin, and walked into the
ceandng chamber he' d had ingaled beside his workroom.

He sat along timein the dry derile heat, disciplining hismind as he disciplined his body. He had to be
ready when Ginny went to the workshop, he had to watch the man's every movement, hope he could
spot trouble before it fruited.

FHndly he retreated to his secure degp chamber, lay un-der the flickering killights and dept, clean
ingde and out and weary beyond description.

3

Seyirshi ft the faint tingle as the ship dropped into the ingplit. He tensed briefly, then forced himsdf
to reax.

Security androids came for him, took his wrigts, and led him to the workroom he'd requested. They
stood in the mid-dle of it, holding him until the release code was sent in from outside, then they separated
and went to stand one at each end of the room, their scanners fallowing every move he made.

He ignored them and walked about the workshop, check-ing supplies agang a lig on a handheld
notepad, ticking off each item with meticulous care.

It took a day to finish the inventory and he logged five complaints about missng materid, then let the
androids take him back to his cdll.

4

Betdli watched as Ginny checked his stock. It was ate-dious process. Again and again he found his
mind drifting off, again and again he jerked his atention back, acid in his mouth, wondering if he’'d missed
something. The process was being flaked, he could replay what was happening down there, examine it in
detail—but that might be too late.

The day ended. He watched Ginny a while longer as he ate his supper from the tray dedivered
through the dot, watched while he washed, put on a nightshirt, stretched out on the cot, and dept.

Betdli left the screen lit, stripped, and went into his scrub room.

When he came out again, Ginny was breething dowly, steadily, the readings said he was in the firg
stages of deep. Bedli thinned his mouth, pulled on another impermasuit, sat a the screen and began
replaying randomly chosen moments from the stock taking, dowing the action down, focusng in on
Ginny’s hands. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.

He tapped the screen black and brooded. The bland in-nocence of Ginny's every move was not
reassuring, it only meant he was getting ready for something—or he' d dready done something and Betdli
hed missed it.

Missed it. Missed it. If he had, he had and would con-tinue to miss it, his eyes diding over and over
the place.

He sghed and went shuffling into his degproom, stretched naked under the killights, and litanyed
himsdf to deep.

5

Ginbirydl Seyirshi adjusted the megnifier to a comfort-able height, took a standard Eye from its pod
and began peding back its rough black skin.



He didn't like exposing his secrets this way—the exten-sive modifications he'd devised for the EYES
that made them as undetectable as dreams, that enabled them to collect emotions as wdl as full sensory
data from his targets. When the Omphalites wanted him to do thiswork onplanet, under the recorders of
the Foundation, he wouldn’t. He hadn’'t argued with the Council or the Chom, he smply said no and
refused to amplify his refusd.

He began preparing the EY Es exactly according to the plan he had worked out for the subverson of
Ba Mutiar, humming contentedly as he constructed then tucked in new dements. What was effective for
Bd Mutiar was even more so when applied within the closed sysem of the ship. The Omphdites had
overlooked that—or if they hadn’t over-looked it, they expected to be able to control the EY Es and him.
He amiled. They’d logt control the minute they’d trans-ferred him here with his prosthetic am intect. If
he/'d been in charge, he'd have removed that am, replaced it with one he could be sure of. They'd
scanned it, of course, and found nathing except the minute forces that controlled its move-ments. And
they’d left im with it. Fools.

He attached a notepad to the EYE, ran the program and input additiond ingructions, usng his own
intensdy com-pressed prog-langue. When he was finished, he zipped up the EYE, st it in a vault tray,
and took another EYE from its pack.

He worked steadily until his midday medl, lay down on a cot he toed out of the floor, and took a long
nap. When he woke, he went back to work on the EYES.

6

Bedli bent over the screen, running over and over the sections where Ginny was dtering the EYE
programs, try-ing to work out just what he was doing, cdling up the inputs and studying them until he was
forced to admit he didn’t understand what he was seeing; he loathed the kephdi that ran most ships and
many cities, he didn’t trust them, thought of them as whores giving out to anyone who tickled their pads,
hodtile whores who took a perverse ddight in tempt-ing men into destructive stuations. He had no choice
now, he had to turn the program andlysis over to the kephaos and try to prevent the results from going to
anyone but him.

He st the andyss going, then replayed the dayend re-cords. He watched Ginny put the EY E he was
working on into its dot in the vault tray, pack up his tools, watched him hold out his am for the android
escort and go placidly off to his cdll.

The second android lifted the tray of EYES and, carrying them ddicady, took them to the heavy
vault that Betdli had inddled in the workroom. The android set the tray on its insulated shdlf, tugged the
door shut and set the time-lock, then settled in front of the vault, keyed into guard mode, ready to burn
anything that moved in the 180 curve of hiswatch area.

Smooth. Not a gdlitch anywhere he could see, nothing he could amdl, taste, nothing but a cold
certanty that Ginny was plotting something. What? That scratched at him, an irritant that wouldn't go
anay ...

He touched the screen black, stripped and went into his cleanroom, sat in the heat until his brain was
baked, then lay brooding under the killights until he findly man-aged to shut down his mind and snk into
adream-ridden deep.

7

Three hoursinto shipnight Ginny twitched, opened his eyes. He got to hisfeet, crossed to the fresher,
drank a glass of water, then returned to the cot. He bent down, took hold of the cot edge with his
prosthetic hand, twisted the hand dightly and pushed down. A moment later he lowered him-sdf heavily
to the mattress, swvung his feet up, and went placidly back to deep.

8

In the vault two of the EY Es gtirred, began to throb.
The tiny spherica nodes dipped through dits in their skins, rose a hand-width above the tray and
hovered above the discarded husks, minute lasers sedling the escape holes. The naked EYES did down



behind the tray, dung to the plagtic; they hummed briefly, soun a chameeon fidd about themsdlves and
effectivdy vanished.

9

Bedli sat, watched Ginny work on the EYEs.

The report from the kephaos lay at his ebow; he hadn't read it in detall, but on the surface its
conclusons were reassuring. The additions were a series of commands to internad eements whose
capacities were not fully apparent. That might have been worrying, but the report went on to state that
the additions were entirdly passve, that they needed an outside trigger to begin operating. And there was
no way Ginny had access to such atrigger.

He began a dow search of the workroom, then probed at Seyirshi.

Nothing.

Other than the toolfidds, the only forces operant in that room were the minute motors and fidds
woven though Gin-ny’s prosthess.

He scowled at the am, at the lacy schema of struts and wires. No connection with the outside. No
apparent con-nection. He consdered removing that am. There was no way to get it off without
dameaging some very sengtive link-ages, crippling the man and cancdling his ussfulness. Y es, he thought. |
can't haveit off, but | can put aread on that arm. If it does anything at dl beyond its ordinary output, I'll
haveit off, | don't care what the Savant says.

10

Ginny looked up as athird android touched hisarm. “A moment,” he said. “I cannot stop right now.”

The android stepped back and waited until Ginny set the EYE on the tray. It took hold of his
prosthetic arm, swung him around, straightened the arm out. It dit Ginny’s deeve, glued a sensor strip to
the pseudoskin, released the arm, and walked ouit.

Ginny touched the dangling deeve, sghed. “Dear me” he said adoud. “How annoying” He used a
grdl laser to cut it away, then went back to work.

11

Three hours into the shipnight, the free EY Es dinging under the table woke and pulsed.
Ingde the vault two more EY Es woke, did out of the skins and went to ground behind camouflage
fidds, waiting for the vault to be opened.

12

Ginny dept the 9x hours he dlotted himsaf without moving. He woke, exercised, ate, went back to
work.

13

Bedli watched and fretted, went over and over the re-cords of the previous nights, over and over
the report from the kepha os. He'd missed something. He knew it. Ginny would never submit this docildly
to control. But there was nothing. Nothing &t dl.

Bedli wasn't degping well, even under the killightsin the sterile security of the saferoom. In his worst
nightmare he woke and found himsdf saring up into Ginny’'s amiling face, watching Ginny’s hands pour
filth on him.

He doubled the watch androids, l€ft three in the work-room every shipnight, sent one into Ginny’s
despedl with indructions to burn himiif he did anything at dl out of the ordinary.

And dl thistime Ginny plodded salidly dong, never deviating from the path he'd laid down back on
Arumada m.

14
On the tenth day there were only five EY Es left. Ginbir-yol Seyirshi did some specid work on these,



more modifi-cations to the circuitry, more complex ingructions added to the standard program.

Betdli didn’'t wat until night to saize those EY Es. One of the androids took the tray as soon as Ginny
st thefifth EYE init, placed it in the vault, and locked the door.

Ginny smiled sadly, began filling firing tube inserts with drugs and tiny, blood-soluble darts.

15

On the tenth day in the ingplit, in the third hour of the shipnight, one of the five big EY Es woke and
hid.

On the deventh day in the ingplit, in the third hour of the shipnight, the big EY E raided the supply bins
and vanished into the ventilation system to join the smdler EYES dready hiding there.

On the twdfth day in the ingplit, during the third hour of the shipnight, the EYEs acted. By the fifth
hour Betdli and the Savant were the only individuds aboard the ship (other than the engine crew) dive
and in possession of their fac-ulties.

At the gxth hour, Ginbiryol Seyirshi rose from his bed. Ignoring the android deactivated in the corner
of the cll, he dressed and went out.

By the deventh hour, he hedd complete control of the kephaos and the Savant Quatorze was dead.
He contem-plated what he’ d accomplished, smiled with satisfaction, and sent for Betdli.

16

Betdli stared at him from red-rimmed eyes, then he nod-ded. “Fools,” he said. “All of us”

Ginny tapped the readouts. “Not you,” he said. “They should have lisened to you.”

“You knew they wouldn't.”

“Oh, yes. They have given me data enough to know them. You worked for me long enough that |
knew you.”

“How?’

“How escape your survellance?” Ginny chuckled. “1 did not. Of course | did not.”

Bedli waggled the fingers of the hand imprisoned in the android’' s figt. “Why am | ganding like this if
you did noth-ing?’

“l did not say that. Surdly it must have occurred to you that materid meant to subvert a world would
be exceadingly effective a subverting a much smdler community?”

“l warned them and | watched you. | had the kephaos andyze your additions. It said every addition
was passive, needed a triggering from outside. Had you gotten to the kephal os dready?”’

“Oh, no. Merdly trusted my Luck and implanted a la-tency in one EYE.” Ginny amiled and lied; much
as he was enjoying this, he knew better than to broadcast secrets pro-miscuoudy. “In the night, in the
vault, the EY E woke and primed others. A pyramid, Betdli. Once the fird triggering was done, the rest
was mere reduplication.”

“The crew is dead?’

“Oh, yes. At leadt, dl but those crucid to running the ship. Y ou were greegtly overmanned, you know.
Waste of resources. | control completely everyone dill dive. Every-one but you, of course.”

“l see”

“Yes. | am sure you do. You betrayed me, Betdli. You were in my employ and used my trugt to
destroy me. It will take many years to repair the damage you have done to me. You and Omphalos.
Your death will serve me two ways. It will discourage others from fallowing your example and it will
entertain my customers. Oh, yes. | have a new project, Betdli, a new Limited Edition. Something |
haven't at-tempted before. It has a ample title, no need for fuss. The Fall of Omphalos. Nice play of
sounds, don't you think?’

17

Bedli struggled.
Ginny flaked his struggles.
He had Betdli stripped and thrust naked into a disabled rescue pod, an EYE there to watch him as



ar ran out on him.
Ht

When the air was thick and stale, Ginny touched a sensor and a sac opened, releesng spiders and
other many-legged wigglers to crawl over the prisoner.

Three hours after the pod was gected from the ship, Be-tdli died, filthy and raving.

Ginny smiled and exploded the pod.

He didn’'t want the little lives to suffer more than they had to.

He deployed Betdli’s android force to dump the dead out the lock, then took samples from the
unconscious crewmen and brewed up a comealong that would turn them into per-manent zombies. It cut
ther efficiency way down, but he wouldn’'t need them long, just long enough to get him to the nearest
clandegtine At where he could hire some temporary efficiency and ersatz loydty. He thought a moment
about Ajeri and the Paems, sighed, and gave orders to his dutch of Zombies.

Crew fird. Then Weersyll and Bolodo Neyuregg. Then Shadith. Then Mimishay. Then—

Trolling In The Tavern: Autumn Rose Begins To Play A Big Fish

1

Jacket hung round her shoulders like a cape, Autumn. Rose sat on a lichen-crusted hitt and watched
the surging bay water as the sun set gaudily behind, her, turning the clouds into sdmon chunks and
touching the foam tips on the waves with a fugitive vermilion. There was a narrow dley past her left
shoulder, a gtrip of weedy ground between two blocky warehouses, beyond that the street and across
the street the Rumach where she was saying.

On the next wharf over a handful of ladesmen and night-watchers were Stting with their backs againgt
abrick incin-erator, chugging down dabir from two-handled stoneware jugs and eating mestralls they’d
heated on wire skewers spread over the duggish fire burning ingde the brick enclo-sure. Even this far off
with the wind blowing in off the sea, whipping her hair about her face, she could smdl the grease and the
gahwang.

Maybe she only imagined the gahwang. Everything she'd eaten during the last two weeks had been
laced with the herb. Probably her own sweat stunk of it. She lifted an arm, sniffed a the ingde crease of
her elbow, straightened up, and smiled at the memory this evoked.

On the first morning Kikun did out of bed, stretched and padded over to the basin; he opened the
cold tap wide, cupped his hands to catch the stream of water, splashed his face and delicate leafform
ears.

The light streaming through the window beside the basin turned them into jade, pale green and
tranducent. He soaped a washcloth, washed with care dl the folds of skin on his face and body, then
round his sheath and testicles. He ex-truded his bone-white penis, washed that with the same care, let it
dip neatly back and lifted his foot onto the basin’s edge and began to wash it.

When he'd finished soaping himsdf, he rinsed out the cloth and went over his body again with the
same meticulous thor-oughness, cleaning away every trace of soap. Autumn Rose lay with her fingers
laced behind her head, watching dl this with bemused amusement.

He padded to one of the chairs, shook out his trousers and tunic and pulled them on, then dipped his
feet into his san-dals and turned to look at Rose, a challenge in his shining orange eyes, or so she read
what she saw there, but dl he said was: “Don't forget to get a key made.”

She frowned. “It's going to be a problem, isn't it. You go out, | forget about you, so | forget
everything to do with you. How do | remember the key thing? Or anything else I'm supposed to do for
you?’

“Yes.” He scratched the folds beneath his chin. “I’ve been thinking about this.” He crossed to the
bed, rested his fin-gertips on her wrist. “May 1?7’

For an instant she hesitated, but curiosity and need were more powerful than her faint revulsion.
“Whatever. Unless you start biting off chunks of me.”

He grinned, then bent and nuzzled the inside of her elbow, rubbing his nogtrils against her, moving



back and forth, back and forth, his skin soft as old leather, warm ...

She kicked her heds againg the hitt. It sent shivers of heat dong her body when he did that. You'll
remember now, he said, then went quickly to the door and was out and gone before she'd recovered
enough to answer him. He was right—oh, yes. She wriggled on the smooth worn top of the bit. Every
moming after that, he did the same and Ieft. She understood what he was doing after she'd thought about
it. He must have scent glands at the base of his nodtrils. He was marking her. She couldn’t actudly smell
anything, but she certainly didn’t forget him again.

She rubbed her thumb across the place where he nuzzed her and wondered if there were
pheromones in the exudate; she was getting so hot it was a wonder she didn't burn his nose ... long,
hectic time Snce she'd lad down inlug .... She licked her thumb, grinned, mocking hersdf. That was her
grandda taking through her, she wouldn't ex-igt if he hadn’'t done a lot of laying about in lust himsdf,
engendering her mama in his scattershot sowing, but he was a hypocrite without peer .... She gigged
agan. Wdll, in the end he was mosily peering, if what mama said was right. Hypocrite about women, yes,
the few times he' d actudly beaten her were when he'd heard her curang one or another of the Chateau
boys. Tied up my tongue ... when it comes to sex, anyway. Digby would say he didn’'t do much for my
working vocab.

The wind was getting stronger and mogt of the color had died out of the clouds. A raindrop
splattered in her hair. She swore, hugged her ams across her breasts. Where the hdl isthat little worm ...
? She freed one arm, brought her hand close to her eyes so she could see the ringchron. Supposed to be
here a good twenty minutes ago. If | have to winkle him out of some hole, I'll twigt that rat into his boots,
there won't be a grease spot |eft.

There weren't any ships right where she was gtting, through there were a number on both sides of
her, saling ships, the wind and the swell making them rock and rub againg the fenders, their wood sides
cresking, their ropes dap-datting with monotonous regularity. The men down by the incinerator had
stopped taking. They were watching her. She pushed her ams into the jacket deeves, pulled it closer
around her. It was getting cold. And dangerous. Vaarlords didn't waste good money on usdless lights
They had guards and torchmen if they wanted to go out after dark. Five minutes, worm ..

Bungkuk did out of the dley and squatted in the shadows on the side of the bitt away from the
incinerator. “Hfe pera” he muttered. “I am haffing got al you are asking.”

“Nothing till | hear. Then well see”

Hefished in his vest, brought out a packet wrapped in leaves. With finicking smal gestures he peeled
back the outer layer of leaves and hit of a section of the plug insde. Kunja root. Chewing busly, a strong
musky, oversweet odor rigng from him, he refolded the leaves and put the packet away. He dropped his
ams onto his knees and contemplated the heavy, heaving water. After a moment he spat, wiped his
mouth. “You are gffing me fife names, ia? So. Syous Uppato. He is being hilang-iceer. You are
undergtanding hilang?’

“Gone, vanished.”

“More then that, edtrdluar. It is meaning put down a hole. Not something he was doing hissf.
Vaarmanta are getting 'im, is being what they say.” He chewed some more, spat.

“There’s a hole where he was,” Kikun said when he came in the second day, Syous Uppato, he
meant. “| looked around his place,” he said, “and did some listening. There's a couple thugs stting there
waiting to jump anyone who's fool enough to ask questions. Uppato had his name on his door. Someone
painted over the name and cleaned the place out. Not a smdl of him left.”

“la” shesad. “And?

“Ghia Granzadoman is being a tjispoht ... what you would be cdling a dirty sneak who is dicking his
nose here and there and sdling what he noff in. Got it? 1a, sure. Y’ are not wishing to dedl with 'im. Not
if you are wanting to keep y’ bizness prifaat.”

“Why's he dive, then, not vanished like Syous?’



“Better the tjispoht you know, is s0? B’ Sides he is work-ing for the Beza Preszao, what y' are cdling
Bigman Poli-cer. He is spedidizing mogt in tax 'n tariff.” He shrugged and spat. “Maybe one day he is
going down a hole hissHlf, screw old Beza, *cause Gratz the Tjis is liking to squeeze anabody gif 'im the
chance, for the fun a it” He sat his fids together and turned them in opposite directions while he
chattered his teeth.

On the sixth day, Kikun said: “I followed Granzadoman the past three days;, he runs errands
sometimes, but mostly just hangs about. | saw him meet people, get money from them, decided | should
see what | could see about them, trailed more than one of them back to the Troc Istana, that’s the High
Vaar’s little shack. Looks to me like he's an in-former.”

“I'll pay for those two,” she said, “go on.”

Bungkuk excavated the wad from his mouth, pitched it into the water, wiped hislips with the back of
his hand. “Hary Prechar isdoing drugs. Y’ name it, heisgoing to be hafing it. 1 am not knowing what you
are needing from thislot, but Hary is being no good for anathing but pops. It is being a very bad idea to
hit "im for cash, is being even worse to get names or like that. He is having so many blocks, is teking him
half hour to be getting into his own head. He isletting effabody know this, heis not liking pain, is s0.”

On the ninth day Kikun came dragging in. When she asked him what he'd got, he shook his head.
“Was looking into Prechar,” he said. “Can’'t get close to him, not even me. He's busy, dl right, got
people going in his place dl hours, in and out, never staying long. He's paying off the loca Vaarmanta,
got the city guards keeping order, shooing peo-ple on if they hang about too long.” Kikun shuddered.
“What | saw of him, he's crazy. Smdls like he’'s going to implode any minute. Just as well we keep as
far away from that one as from Granzadoman. And there's this, if | make too much of a point of my
being in a place, the thing doesn’'t work, Rose, so | can’'t fool around there without getting pinned. Be
easier to get at the High Vaar.” He sighed, flung himself onto the windowseat. “What about you, Rose,
you come up with anything?’

She rolled over, pushed up on her elbow. “I found a skam-bler, a hustler,” she said, “a mangy little
dried-up mouse who knows things, name of Bungkuk. We had a conversa-tion in the park where | met
those Angatines and the blind one laid the curse on me. They weren’t there, thank what-ever. He's
going to meet me round sundown, the wharf across the street from here.”

“You be careful, Rose.”

She grinned lazily at him. “It's not like | haven't done this before, Kuna. I'll have a stunner in my
pocket and eyes in my backhair.”

“Right,” she said. “That’ s three. I'll buy it. Go on.”

“Sa Jnksay. Heis knowing effabody, is doing a bit of effathing. Is having no high contact, but if you
are wanting to put together a amdl dedl not too complicated, is the man you are wanting to see. Or if you
maybe are wanting to find someone, he can do that.”

“Downdde? She pushed her hands into her jacket pock-ets, shivered as another stray raindrop
splattered across her face. “Tjis?’

“No. Heisnot dling it. He is getting his throat cut if he is ling it, but Beza Preszao is having him
picked up effa so offen and is squeezing im dry. The squeeze is being due any day now, it is being only
to wait aweek or soif you are wanting to use him.”

“Hmm. Right. Go on.”

“Jeo juhFeyn. Huh. He is being different from the others. He is being offworlder, but he is being
connect, you know-ing what | mean. Is beng maried to High Varmantianne. Moglly he is being
taffernaman. The Kipuny Shimmery is being his place. Where people are coming for meeting with-out
guards ofer effa shoulder. Or where they are coming for playing Ffagnag without taxmen or tjis are
aiiffing about tharr winnings and losngs. Jao is knowing more things and more people than Jnksay, but
efen High Faar is not putting squeeze on him. Is being too ussful for wasting. He don't be taking, he
don't be bothering anabody, they don’'t be bothering him.” He snapped his fingers a her, the sharp,
bresking sounds dmogt logt in the whine of the wind. “1s being payday, estraluar.”



She sat hunched over, the cold beginning to drike to the bone. A lot of what he'd told her she'd
dready found out for hersdf, ether her or Kikun, but there was enough new there to judify the price,
plus the fact she was fertilizing a source. Besides, it, wasn't her money she was spending, not coming
from an expense account she'd have to fight Digby on, blood out of a stone any old day. “Right,” she
sad findly. “Worth five” She took her right hand from her pocket, dropped the pouch into his twitching
fingers

As he counted and fdt each coin, she could amost smdl him speculating about her possble
vulnerability and how much cash she might be carrying and she knew the moment he decided it was
better to go with what he had.

“Be you wanting more” he muttered, “you are knowing how to find me. The sounds of his
movements covered by the wind, he went scurrying off.

She ran her hands through her hair, it fdt giff and wet, beaded with sweat and condensation from the
chilling air. Best have a bath tonight, she thought, wash the mop. Or I'll be scratching everywhere. Hmm.
Wonder if I've got pae roots showing. Better fix that.

She glanced down the wharf. The men a the incinerator were dill watching her. She got to her feet,
shook her hands and arms, then went grolling off, her senses dert, her hand on the stunner in the pocket
of her jacket. It was only a step to the rooming house, but one of the firg things Digby had ground into
her was closest to your base isyour biggest danger.

In the narrow way between the warehouses, the wind mugged her as she walked, snatching at her,
blowing gravel againgt her hard enough to bruise her even through the heavy cloth of her trousers.

There was a cluster of sounds behind her. A scrape. An-other. Severd smdl crackles.

She didn’t bother looking back, just moved as quickly as she could without actudly running.

The dtreet was dark and empty and getting damp as therain started fdling steadily; there were a few
lights from windows in her Rumach's facade and from other Rumachs dong the street, pale amber
squares with dark lines of bars crossng them, not much illumination on a night without moon or stars. She
dowed once she was out of the dley, strolled across the street. The short hairs on the back of her neck
were sanding up and itching like crazy. In her right-hand pocket, she did back the sensor cover on the
sunner, ft the handle vibrate minutely againg her pam. In her lefthand pocket, she separated out the
front door key and held it ready.

When she was about to step from the street onto the short wooden walkway leading to the stairs and
the front door, she heard another aflurry of scuffs. Coming on his toes, the oof’ narc ...

She whipped round, triggered the stunner and dropped him, a heavy dark figure, a blob in the
danting rain, bulky, without grace in his sanding or faling. Then she was back around, sprinting up the
walk, thruding the key into the lock.

H#H#

She made sure the door was locked and started for the stairs. The concierge looked out her wicket,
saw that Rose was done and going quietly about her business, went back to what she'd been doing.

Rose unclamped her hand from around the stunner, blessing whoever it was who'd invented the
thing. The cretin out there who tried his chances, he’'d wake in a couple hours with a sore head and
maybe a touch of pneumoniato give him an incentive to stay the hdl away from her. No body for her to
explan to the authorities.

She dlimbed the gairs, groaning slently each time she had to lift her weary legs another step. Old, she
decided, that’swhat it is, I'm old and crazy. She sghed, switched keys and unlocked her door.

Kikun was waiting for her, a shadow in the windowseat. She fdt a jolt in her groin, fdt hersdf
flushing bright red. She cursed her thin skin and blessed the dimness in the room, only one candle lit and
that one the width of the room away, on the table by the bed. He probably fet none of this churning and
would be horribly embarrassed if he noticed. So would she. She liked to have things very clear and
lim-ited between her and the occasiond lovers she acquired; ambiguity and uncertainty were threatening.

She tossed her jacket on the bed, crossed to the basin and washed her hands, splashed water on her
face, then sat on the bed and tugged her boots off. Still without saying any-thing, she svung around with



enough violence to make the bed squeak under her and stretched out, the pillow folded under her head,
her fingers laced over her somach.

Kikun coughed, afallure a covering a chuckle. “Hard day?’

She wrinkled her nose, thumped her thumbs on her ssom-ach. Cool down, she told hersdf. Come
on, Rose, don't be afoal, it's not hisfault you're hot to trot. Shayss, what a phrase, Digby would never
let me forget it if he heard me .... “Hard night,” she said. “Nearly got jumped. Not a problem, | think, just
some shisskop dfter spare change” She gave him a quick summary of what she’ d learned from Bungkuk.
“You get anything more?’

“l took a look at the Kipuny Shimmery. Didn't try to go in. Busy place, even early, | went over
before noon. Then | went to the auctionhouse where Sai has a grungy office—two rooms, third floor,
baysde. Got a hulk guarding the place, he dtsin a corner with his feet up, chewing a cud of Kunja, a
ottoshot on hislap big as he is. That thing ever goes off, it'll knock out the whole front wall. Two overage
whores answer com for him and take messages. When there' s nothing doing, which seems to be most of
the time, they chatter away, one of them does tapestry, the other works on lace, | suppose they’re doing
it for money, he can’'t be pay-ing them much. From what the women were complaining about, he's
amog never there, he stays out massaging his contacts and keeping his links clear with the different
kevars.

“Two cdls came in while | was gtting in a corner watch-ing. One was a merchant looking for a
shipper willing to go south, he didn’t say much, but apparently there’'s some problem involved so he can't
go through the hiring hdl. The other was a shipmaster looking for cargo, specific cargo which he seemed
to think Sai knew dl about.”

“Hmm. Sounds like he has posshilities. You'd better see if you can get a look a him, find out his
patterns so we can lift him out, say we have to. I'll take the Kipuny Shim-mery ....” She let her eyes
droop closed, then forced them open; she was very, very tired. She wanted a bath before she dept, but if
she didn’t shift hersdlf soon, she'd be wak-ing up come morning with her clothes on and a mouth like
something died init. “Kipuny Shimmey ....” She sghed and started watching the candle shadows dance
across the high caling. “Bungkuk says they play Vagnag there” she said, her voice dreamy. “They tdl
you about my grandda? No? Hnh. He was an important man, you know. Almog as important as he
thought he was. When | was born, he was CEO Botanicds Divison, Cazar Company. We were living in
the Chateau in Juoda City, Klan Karra. He never ac-knowledged my mama was his daughter, but he
kept her close and ran her like she was hisdave, didn't quite kill the lifein her, but he turned her sour, |
remember ... well, never mind ... The man who was supposed to be my father, he ran off, Mama said
he got killed somewhere, she thought, or maybe just dived down a deep hole. Grandda raged for days
when she got pregnant, wouldn't see me for dmog a year after | was born. Don't know why he didn’t
make her abort me, or boot her out or something, well, yes, | do, it wasn't that we were family, we were
property and anyone who laid a hand on us was robbing him. My gre, that oof’ narc, he scuttled like a
rat, he knew he was a dead manif he stayed, it wasn't that that made Mama so mad, it was because he
didn't even ask her if she wanted to get out with him, she was dill furious about that the day she died.
Wouldn't ’ve gone, she said, but &t least he could ’ve asked, anyway, what got me on this was Vagnag,
when | got old enough to talk, Grandda used to keep me around like his dogs, long as | had sense
enough to Stay quiet, said | was his mascot, brought him luck. He had this thing about gam-bling games,
Vagnag especidly, he wanted to work out a way to win condstently without the down-and-dirty
cheat-ing which could get you killed in the company he liked to play with. | got SO bored. There was
nothing to do but watch him and his sharks going at it, so | learned the games they played.” She sighed,
yawned. “Big mistake. One day he caught me playing my own verson of Vagnag with the Chateau boys,
teking money off them, because | used to win most of the time, and it wasn't because they were le-ting
mewin, | was jus the Chateau bastard, even the sweep was more respectable than me, at least he had
red family, family to dam him. Anyway, | was about Sx, regular little prodigy. A naurd mimic with a
trick memory. Impressed the hdl out of Grandda, which surprised me, scared me, actudly. He wasn't an
easy man with kids, and I'd heard nasty stories dl my life about the kind of things he did to people when
he was mad at them, so | didn’t like it much when he started paying red aitention to me. Besides, life



went sour on me after that. He brought in men, women, had them teach me everything they knew about
playing dl kinds of games, especidly Vagnag. Fifteen years of hel, that’s what it was, Kuna, hour after
hour, day after day, manipu-latiion, math and aerobics and weghtlifting, took dl that and more. | ran
away a couple times. He jerked me back. Third time was the winner, he was just stling in & a new
place, moving up, usng me to get where he wanted, | ran when | got a amdl of a chance and thistime, |
got clear. Had a pretty good life for a while, yeh, waking the knife-blade, you can understand maybe
what | fdt; findly free of Grandda and his strings. Well, after awild ride, | fdl off the blade. | ran into this
oof’ narc who thought he was hot suff, papa was a loca bigass with a lot of pull. The oof narc log,
accused me of cheeting and tried to jump me, red loser, | didn’t mean to kill him, | was trying to keep
him off, dumsy cretin, it was like he threw himsdf on the knife, the other players disappeared, | only
knew their handles and gambling was illegd anyway on that world, so they were outta there. | hadn’t a
hope in hdl of getting off, it was the Strangler’s Cord for me, | was so damn scared, | was amost ready
to ydl for Grandda, not that he would 've come ...."” She stopped taking and lay gazing dreamily at the
shadow-play on the cailing.

Kikun shifted on the cushions. “What happened?’

“Huh?’ Jolted out of her drowse, she turned her head to look toward the shadow in the chair.

“How did you get out of that?’

“Oh.” She pushed up, swung her legs over the edge and sat with her head in her hands. “It was
Digby, he sent one of his Ops to make a ded. Hah!” She draightened up. “The Op would spring meif |
ather paid Digby’s fee or went to work for him. Digby | mean.” She pushed onto her feet, grabbed a
robe off the foot of the bed. “I’'m for a bath. If I'm going to get into a game at the Shimmery | can't be so
ripe no onewill St next me”

2

The door was three massve planks with a ddbir jug carved in low reief head high in the center
plank. She pushed the door open and stepped into a long room with bare roof beams and smoky
lubrinjah-al lanterns hanging from those beams. It was a warm and rosy room, the amber lamplight
weking amber and crimson lightsin the smoky oily wood and the crimson legther on the stoals.

Funny, she thought, dl the worlds I’ ve been on, abar isa bar isabar ...

There were groups of men gtting at tables, others on stools at a long solid counter by the inner wall.
It was built atop a knee-high platform that was just wide enough for the scatter of stools. They mudt lose
alat of drunks on that, she thought, fdl off and break ther necks. Oh wdl, that’ s their problem.

The low muitter of talk died away as she moved into the room, picked up again as she srolled to the
bar, relaxed and easy. For thefirg time on this world she was in redly familiar territory. She was the only
woman here, but she'd met that before, it just meant she had to be quiet and quick to establish her
credentids.

There was a brass grab ral under the counter’s edge. She ignored it, stepped up and settled hersdlf
on one of the lad-der legged stools. The other patrons made their hodility felt. The weight of ther stares
tried to push her out of the place. She ignored that, knocked on the wood to summon the barman stting
on hisown stoal, leaning againg the cabinets behind him.

He took his time about coming but he did come, and something in the way he moved tickled at
Rose's memory. She kept her face cam, tried to trace the tickle. Who ...

He set his hands on the bar, played asmdl impatient tune with his thumbs.

There was a tiny white scar below his left thumbnail, three lobed, like a classc flurddli. Yes. Wel
and wel and wdl ...

Abruptly she was back in an ivory and gilt room and he was seated across from her at the Vagnag
table ....

She blinked. “Something in aloca wine. White and dry,” she said, “No gahwang in it, | hope. It's a
tasty herb, but rather overused, don’'t you think?” She spoke in inter-lingue, not the locd patter, the first



step in sdttling what she was. “Rather too much of a good thing, yes?’

He nodded without spesking and went off, returning with a glass bottle stoppered with waxed lesther
rolled into atight bundle. He showed it to her, removed the stopper with an odd misshgpen gripping tool,
poured alittlein a glass, and passed the glass to her.

She checked the scar again. Yes. It's him. She tasted the wine, concedled a grimace as it bit back.
“Itll do,” she said.

She wore a smple black dress back then, avrishum from Jaydugar, outrageously expensive, a gift
from her last lover but one. He probably stole it but she wasn't fussy about provenance those days and
appreciated the thought, though she didn't appreciate the occasion that induced the gift. A black dress
doesn’t erase a black eye. He'd vanished one day. Killed, she thought, and moved on taking the dress
with her, logt it that time she got in trouble on Tyurm, mourned the gift a lot more than the giver. That
night her hair was braided and pomaded and set with jade and pearls, with a necklace of jade beads and
pearls dipping into the deep vee of the dress. Three of the men in the game weren't professionals or
obsessive gamblers, they had eyes for more than their cards; she'd dressed for them. He was the
fourth man, quiet, thin and amost too handsome. When he sat down and brushed at his sleeve, fingers
sgnding a pro, she was annoyed. She'd gone to a lat of trouble setting up this game and was irritated to
find another of her guild intruding onto her pasture. She drew her right forefinger along her jawline,
flicked it from under her chin. Sign for back off, these are mine.

He smiled and tapped thumb against thumb, the first time she'd seen the scar. Chalenge. She
didn't hesitate, tugged at her left earlobe. Agreed.

They fought their war under the noses of the other players, sripping the marks amost as an
afterthought; the last Chap-ter was between them, dl for dl. The dice and the cards had gone for her,
and she was just enough cleverer in her play to clean Table, Pen, and Holse.

He bowed and walked off smiling, a flicker of his fingers congratulating her and acknowledging her
victory. He had reason for the smile, he'd cleaned Table in at least hdf the Chapters and won Holse
twice. The last Chapter had put a hole in those winnings, but he'd doubled his stake and that was
enough to satisfy al but the pickiest. She left that night on a free trader going elsewhere at a leisurely
pace and before she dept, she wriggled with a pleasure she hadn’t fdt in years. It was a good hard
fight and she’' d enjoyed it enormoudly.

She sipped a the wine and watched the man move off to stow the bottle in the cabinet he'd got it
from, driving the stopper in with the pam of his hand and laying the bottle flat. Thiswas along way down
from that. She sghed. For both of them. In some ways.

He should have gotten that scar removed, why he'd kept it she hadn’'t a cdlue unless it was a mascot
of some kind. Ah well, ah wdl, that’s the way it goes. He was good, but he wasn't fird rank even a his
peak and he' d been diding from second the last time she' d seen him. Where was that? Cazarit? Lumilly?
No, | can’'t remember. Long time ago ....

She spped a the wine and thought pleasant thoughts. Those days she'd lived hard and fast,
everything was sun-bright and coalblack, the ups were shining soaring joy and the downs were misary
condensed. She'd lived a camer life since she' d hired on with Dighy; there were satifactions in that, but
sometimes, she yearned for the old times ... She downed the last of the wine, knocked her knuckles on
the wood and straightened her shoulders as he got the bottle out again and brought it to her.

There was dill some of his bone beauty Ieft, but he was wrinkled now, like old parchment left in the
ran and put awvay wet. And there was something odd about the left Side of his face. Stroke or wound.
Maybe. Bad dye job on the hair. A dead black that left him looking older than god. “Traggan 2,” she
sad as hefilled the glass again. “The Siver Circus. Forty some years ago. Remember?’ She brushed a
her deave, flickered her fingers through the pro-sign.

He st the glass down, pushed the stopper home. “They cdl me Hadluk here. Been some changes.
How'd you know?’

“I'm Rose. Was blonde then. In black avrishum.” She nodded as she saw recognition flare in his
eyes. FHndly, she thought. “The coloring is camouflage” She reached out, ran the tip of her forefinger
over thetiny scar. “You don't want folk to know you, you should get rid of that.”



He shrugged. “Here? Who cares. The wine's twenty ku-ries a pop.”

She st a dlver pera on the bar, watched him sweep it away, count out her change in the copper
kuries. “Ah wel, way it goes. Word isyou run Vagneg here”

“Not me” He drew histhumb down the subtly distorted left Sde of hisface. “Padt it, Rose, long past
it. Gray mar-ket ananiles. Bad batch. Burnt gapsin the old brain. Can’t do the calcs any more.”

“Too bad. | would have enjoyed another pass.” She didn’t meen it, but it was the polite thing to say.
“Buy yoursdf a drink on me. Old times” She pushed the coppers back a him to pay for her second
drink and his, sgned to him to keep the change and watched, amused, as he chose a dif-ferent bottle to
pour for himsdf.

He swalowed, shuddered. One eydid drooping, he leaned againg the wal cabinets, hip hitched on
the flat top. “Heard you hit a dippery patch awhile back.”

“Whed turns, Hadluk. Just let me make the right con-nections and it' sdl back again.

He nodded, but she could see pity and a flare of mdice in his dark eyes. HE'd logt his face, no
wonder he quit, he mugt have started growing tdls like weeds. “Need a steke?’ he sad; wariness
replacing pity.

“No.” She didn't elaborate and he asked no more ques-tions.

Humming under his breath, he began playing finger games on the bar, short nalls adding an edge to
the thumping of hisfingertips.

Rose tapped a counter rhythm. These were pleasant little sounds, innocuous, but by the time they
broke off their game, they’ d bargained out his commission for introducing her to a game, his percentage
of the take, and set atime for her to show back here.

She took a swalow of the wine. “I don’t want to come on as a whore,” she said, “give me the loca
protocols.”

“Hmm. Long sKkirt, ams covered in the evening. That's important. Bare arms after dark are an advert
of intent.”

“I'll dig something up.” She drank the last of the wine, pushed the glass away. “Before | show, see
the others know | don't play on my back, huh?’

“That haan't changed, huh?’ He grinned at her, a tinge of red in the whites of his eyes, whatever he
was drinking, it was powerful Suff. “Don’'t worry, I'll pass the word on.”

“Thanks” She did off the stool. “See you when.”

Autumn Rose hurried dong the jagged semi-street, head-ing for the market. She needed to pick up
something she could wear without binding hersdlf into so much materid she'd be hampered if she had to
fight and something she wouldn’'t be embarrassed to be seen in. And something that was neither so
expensve it was a temptation, nor so chegp and flimsy she logt “face’ with the players.

She plunged across a dark sideway, flinched as a group of Angatines came out of the shadows and
began to wall a her. Curaing, she turned down the next opening, turned again and yet again, loang them
findly, dmost loang her-self before she stopped her flight and began working her way back to the
market, Thiswaswha ... the tenth, dev-enth time they’d ambushed her? They were getting to be more
then a nuisance, jumping out a her everywhere with the same accusing plaint, she was a demon come to
do harm to the people. No one seemed to pay much atention to them, but you could never tdl what
spark would st the locals off.

When she followed Hadluk into one of the back rooms, there were dready haf a dozen men seated
a the Vagnag table.

She settled into the empty chair. “Rose,” she said, nod-ded a Hadluk. He went ot.

The man a her right gathered up the eight-sded dice, handed them to her. He was an offworlder,
probably a free-trader, big, burly, blue-black with a noble nose like a hawk’s beak jutting from the gray
fur on hisface. He wore a long robe, earth colors in a violent design. Heavy gold earrings dangled from
long lobes, brushing againgt his massve neck. “Tayteknas,” he rumbled at her. “Hetdl you?’

She took the dice, remembering with pleasure the fed of the crisp points againgt her pam, the cool



facets. She hefted them, judging the weight, the fed, the sound as they clicked together. Y es, she thought.
“Yes” she sad doud; she dropped the dice on the table and watched them dance then settle. She
reached into one of the large pockets the skirt came equipped with, took out the sack and lad out three
gold emas on the ledge in front of her. Next to these she lined up five piles of four slver peras each. She
took one ema and flipped it into the Holse, the circle drawn in the center of the dark blue fdt. “Who's
marker?’

Tayteknas tapped a blue black finger againg the front of his robe. “Me.”

“What'shigh so fa?’

“Double eght plus three.”

“Hmp. Vakkar. All gone?’

“You'rethelagt.”

“l see” She gathered the three dice, hdd them a mo-ment warming in her hand, feding for the
rhythm—the be-ginnings of the rhythm. It wasn't there yet, but it would come. The andl of the table
came up around her, a subtle aroma rigng from the fdt, the paint on it, the coins, the blend of odors
drifting from the men—a amd| that brought memories rushing back. Some places, the game rules
wouldn't let you handle the dice, you had to use a cup to throw them and a scoop to pick them up; this
wasn't that big agame. Just as wll.

She rattled the dice, rolled them out, watched them dance across the fdt. There was tumuit in her
then, avigor she'd logt for years, ajoy she'd made hersdf forget. The yelow dice flickered over the dark
blue fdt, then dowed and rocked to rest. “ Skotsker,” she said with satisfaction. Six and eight and five.

Tayteknas grunted. “Vakkar rules Skotsker,” he said. “Pullegt fird. Rose second. Barangkay third.
Tayteknas fourth. Kahtik fifth. Uj sixth. Nikeldy saventh.” He broke the sedl on a deck of Vagnag cards,
peded off the wrap-pings. “All entries in the Holse” He reached down, brought the rake from where it
was hanging on the table, cleared the seven gold coins from the painted circle to a painted haf-circle
nuzZing againg the side of the table. “Entries in the Sump. Open, one pera. Raise limit, fifty ema” He
took aslver coin, tossed it into the Holse, set the deck on the fdt, and used the rake to push it across to
Pullet.

Pullet was a smdl dark man with pae splotches on his face, irregular pink, ydlow, tan areas
bresking up the choc-olate brown over the rest of him, pigment deficit, the result of disease or birth
defect. Offworlder, probably freetrader. He had amdl hands, the skin on them blotchy like his face. He
handled the cards with a deftness and dedication she could appreciate and dedlt them out in packets of
three to each of the playersin the order given, matching names to faces for Rose.

Nikeldy was another offworlder. Freetrader mogt likdly. Quiet little man. Forgettable.

Kahtik wore a Univergty ring, engineer’s compass lad into the jewd. Freetech, no Companies on
this world. Some freetechs were erratic but brilliant, some were merdy ade-quate. Kahtik looked
middlish, reasonably prosperous, but not flying the highwire. Vagnag was a game of combinations and
probabilities; as a Universty-trained engineer, he' d be high on math ills; if his game sense was as good,
he'd be aformidable player.

Barangkady was a Rummer, a locd merchant, she'd seen him in the market; he had severd booths
&ling doth and herbs.

Uj was alocd, too. The paint on his face said he was one of the Vaarmanta, whatever ese he was
was not im-mediatdy gpparent, though she had her suspicions and wasn't happy about them.

Second sest. She didn't like being second. In the first seat she could influence the flow of play, in the
last seat she'd have the advantage of seaing the dyles of dl the other play-ers. Here she had neither
advantage, she had to give before she got. She picked up her firg set. Hanged man, Runner and four
diamond. Two picture cards. Not bad. Not great ether. She folded the set together and lad it down,
waiting until the dedling was finished.

The sets landed neatly in front of each the players, three more amdl piles face down on the felt.
Pullet placed the remaning cards in the Sump by his Pen (a rectangle painted on the fdt), tossed the
opener into the Holse. He looked a his first set, folded them and placed them face down on the ledge
before him, dl his moves quick and neet and precise. He scooped up the dice, clacked them vigoroudy,



and threw them out.

Three twos. A triple Blakkro. Without visble reaction, he swept up his cards, chose two, and et the
third face down on the ledge. He laid the two cards face up in the Pen, seven triangle, three diamond,
contemplated the backs of the other three sets and chose another card from the middle pile. He looked
a it amoment, sill without expression, laid it face up in the Pen, a three spot beside the three diamond.

It was a strong opening. The Lady had kissed both cards and dice. He looked thoughtfully at the
coins on the ledge, took a gold ema and added it to the Slver dready in the Holse, took another ema, set
it in the Pen, chdlenging table in a second level stake, moved an ema and two peras onto the number
grid—table wager on the probable gap between his count and any other, highvlow.

Tayteknas raked the dice over to Rose. She scooped them up, rattled and threw them and swore
under her breath. One, 9x and seven. A Koetta. Bugt. She couldn’t turn a card or put one down.
Tick-tock, what to do? Shayss damn, think | have to count this Chapter a loser, dill, let’s see what we
can finesse. Get the rhythm back and not go down too bad. There's dill the Claming round. More Vags
have been pulled from the Sump than won draight out. Besides, I'm here for information, not prizes. She
amiled with sweet con-fidence, took a pera and an ema and tossed them to the Holse. “Stay as,” she said
and lad the set on the ledge.

Barangkay scooped up the dice, flung them out with an expansive curl of his arm. Three Three nine,
Bijjet. One of the highest throws possible.

Z' Toyff, she thought, this how it's going to go, everybody but me?

He beamed at the dice, flipped his cards over with an extravagant exuberance, dropped them into the
Pen without bothering to look at them, danced his fingers over the other three sets, chose a card, flipped
it over, shifted it to the Pen, chose another, started a second linein the Pen. Two Dancers, a clown, a
Lancer and a seven sword. Takabul. Only a step from a sudden win. If hisluck held through the Claming
round, he had this Chapter sewn. He tossed the ante pera and a push Ema in the Holse, lay down
another two emasin the Pen, and spread a scatter of Peras about the Grid.

Hit

The play went on, Pass round, Claiming round, Pass and Clam for the four doubles of each Chapter.
Rose went down badly on the firs chapter, the dice were dl right after the fird round, but the
combinations were miserable and noth-ing she could do during the Claimings was enough to make up for
the weak Sets.

Barangkay continued his expansive syle and rode his luck to a win in the firsd Chapter, but went
down and down on those that followed.

Second Chapter. Rose dill had bad cards, but finessed atie with Pulleet who she judged the second
best player at the table.

Tayteknas was a steady though not brilliant player, Kahtik was tight, overly cautious, wasting
opportunities. Rose re-laxed. He was no threat. Uj was modly cautious, but he had a propensity for wild
chances that sometimes paid off and sometimes didn’t; he was unexpected, difficult to read—and she got
a grong feding from the others that it wasn't a good idea to chdlenge hm when his cdls were
guestion-able. Lice, she thought. One of the Papa Policer's boys. Nikedy was a plodding player.
Negligible He swest alot and lost conastently even with far hands.

She won the third Chapter outright and after that could have won them dl, she had the measure of
the players and the rhythm of the game, but thought it wasn't wise to dean them out, especidly Uj. The
fourth Chapter she split with Uj, thefifth she dropped out early.

They took a Nosh break between the fifth and sxth Chap-ters, the usud time. This was the time
she'd come for, when the relaxation of the tendon from the game dso relaxed internd censors and a lot
of good gossip got going.

The Shimmery had set up a Nosh table dong the wal with locd wines, teas, and a verson of kaff
which smdlled to her like burnt toast. Rose filled a plate with fingerfood and a glass with the white varnish
she was developing ataste for. It went wel with the nibbles the Shimmery provided, cutting the force of
the ghawang that the Rummer cooks seemed to put in everything. She sipped, chewed, circu-lated,



modly ligening, contributing a nod of her head here, a murmur of agreement there, her ears Stretched to
catch anything remotely relevant to her search.

Kahtik 9gned a query, wondering if she might be free-tech aso.

Effortlesdy she returned an assent (aware of Uj watching both of them), stayed where she was as the
freetech drifted over to her.

“Hunting?" His voice was high, flat; there was a scar on his throat from a wound that had dmaost
decapitated him. With meatfarms available to anyone with an income like his had to be, she didn’t
understand why he hadn’'t had that scar fixed. Some kind of perverse pride in the narrowness of his
escape?

“No, | just came off ajob. Scratching an itchy foot. Anything around bigger than locad?’

He grinned at her. “What's the need if you're not look-ing?’

She rubbed her thumb back and forth across her finger-tips. “Never turn down a chance at cash.”

“I'mindudrid desgn. What're you?’

“Programs and systems.”

“Jug as wdl you're not in the market. Ain't any, not here, not for that. Unless the Mimishay
Foundation.” He ran his eyes over her, shook his head. “And they wouldn't hire you.”

“Why not? I’'m damn good, though it's me who says it.”

“You're femde. They don't hire women.”

“Their loss”

“You play ahdluvagame”

She winked a him. “Programs and systems. ' Tdl helps”

He glanced past her, flickered his fingers a her (in the twitter of the digits a take-care sgn) and
drifted off.

Uj moved around in front of her, Spping a a hot fruity drink. “New 'round here,” he said. He had a
commonplace voice, under the paint an ordinary face; he was neither tal nor short, dark nor light,
shadowman, his edges shifting with the shifts of the wind.

“Hmm,” she said. “Your ordinary tourist.” She in-spected her plate, selected a amdl roll of mesat
wrapped round a piece of fruit and took a bite of it. “Um,” she chewed, swalowed. “This is good. What
iSit?’

Uj amiled, a grimace that bared his teeth and got nowhere near his eyes. “Babi din,” he said. “Why
our world?’

“No reason, just generd wanderfoot.” She popped the rest of the babi din into her mouth, chewed,
and washed it down with agulp of wine. “I finished ajob here in the Cdlidara and decided to take alook
round.”

“Not atrader, then.”

“No. Freetech. Programs and sysems.”

“Looking for work?’

“Not redly, thisis playtime. Of course, if | got a good offer ....” She matched his tooth-end amile.

“Vigting friends?’

“No. | don't know anyone here. Footloose and fancy free. Mostly looking for games. | have a thing
for Vagnag; it's not that often one can get a redly good game if one isn't in the megagelder range” She
found another babi din, bit into it.

“And thisis a good game?’

Sheraised a brow. “Fair.”

“If you should happen to get an offer.

“y e

“There are certain formdities”

“There dways are.”

“Yes. | see you're experienced in this” He put a peculiar twist on the word experienced that gave
her a chill a the bottom of her somach. “Come see me, | would be de-lighted to facilitate matters for
you.”



“How kind,” she said. Sipping a the wine, she drifted off. Complications. Rather do without
complications.

H#H#

The play went on, Pass round, Claming round, Pass and Clam for the four doubles of each Chapter.
She played carefully, winning more than she logt, ddiberately letting chances go by when Uj looked like
winning. She wanted him to go away happy. Yes, and without too much interest in her. Again and agan
as the hours wore on, she fdt his eyes on her, read speculation that was an uneasy combination of
sxud and professiond. By the time they reached the twefth and traditiondly last Chapter in a game like
this, though she didn't let it show, she was beginning to be very worried about how she was going to
shuck Uj when it came time to leave. Might have to try outstting him. Cal on Hadluk’s tenuous goodwill
or something.

Asthey moved into the last Chapter, Barangkay deding, the ar was stde, the lubrinjah ail was low
inthe lamps and her eyes were dinging with the effluvium coming through the chimneys and the drain of
trying to see by the dim flickering light. She inspected her firg set, Sghed. The cards were too good, a
Vagnateka triad; it'd take aredly foul chance at the dice to negate this, the highest combine avail-able. It
hurt her to think of breaking up a V-Tek, but there was no way she was going to win this Chapter.

Barangkay threw and went bust. Koetta. He spread his hands. Out.

Shayss, she thought, that narrows the focus. And I'm lagt up thistime. If Uj budts, out ....

Tayteknas tossed the ante pera into the Holse, threw a one three sx, Settran. He dropped a ten
heart into the Pen, set a pera beside it for the table, but stayed out of the Holse and off the Grid, passed
the dice on.

Kahtik threw Siettran, inspected his cards, shook his head. “Out,” he said. He collected his cards,
blended them into a Sngle pile and set them on the ledge in front of him. Then he took out a square white
cloth, wiped each of the coins in the piles beside the cards, tucked them nedlly away into an indgde
pocket or perhaps a money safe sewn into his vest.

Uj scooped up the dice, sat holding them loosdly in his hand, his eyes closed.

Autumn Rose tensed. If he busted ...

He tossed the dice, amiled. Three fours. Triple Tdvi. He examined his set, lay them down, and
squared them. “Op-tion,” he said, took up each of the three other sets and examined them, shifted
severd cards about, placed the sets face down on the fet. “Done,” he said.

Rose started bresthing again. She looked around, saw Pullegt watching her. His mouth hitched up in
abrief amile, matching hisrdief with hers. He touched the left top corner of his set, moved a pile of coins
onto the Ieft bottom corner, scratched &t his chin.

She tapped her chin, lifted one coin, set it back without letting it dink. Well, well. Not a freetrader
after dl. Like me, a ringer. Good old Hadluk, hasn't logt it as much as | thought, finessng himsdf a
double cut. Pulleet had been playing the Table more than the Holse and had done com-fortably wel so
far, though she thought none of the others redlized just how wel since he had a habit of sowing his wins
away after each Chapter. He' d done better than her despite her Holse wins, done it on tiptoe as it were.
Clever little man. She bubbled ingde with laughter and relief, though she was careful not to let it show.
They could be better dotted. Being 1-2 like they were they logt leverage. Still, the Claming round was
coming up, and with alittle bit of luck they could make Uj think he was Fingers Harry himsdlf. If he didn't
do something termindly stupid. Which he was quite capable of, he'd dready done severa moronic plays.
Like thiswedting a play just looking at his cards.

Nikeldy threw another Siettram, looked at his cards and the Sngle pera remaining in front of him. He
squared the set, dropped it on the fdt. “Out.”

Pullegt threw seven sx two. Marstori. A middle leve pass. He dropped two cards in the Pen, a
Dancer-Lancer combine. She smiled when she saw them. Good. With the down and a hanged man she
held, that was dmogt Vagnag. If somewhere in his sets Uj had a seer, a witch or a magi-cian—or a
wilder of necessary degree to depute for them, he could do a Mg or Clam, with the possihility of meking
agmdl, large, or double Vag.



it

Uj pulled out agmdl Vag and play went on.

He was exultant—but he didn’t forget her; he looked at her with a proprietary gleam in his eyes that
sent cold chills down her spine.

He flew from triumph to triumph, face flushed, getting wilder and wilder, infuriaing Rose and Pulleet
who had ared druggle to win only the smal secondary stakes and leave the Holse get for him.

Tayteknas suspected what they were doing, but he kept his hunches to himsdlf, dropping out early or
playing Table when he got the chance. The others plunged or teetered according to ther natures.

5

Find Pass round.

Before the dedling began, the door opened and a cloud of Dasuttras came in with kaff and tea and
grdl doths damp-ened with scented water. Their pams were dyed pink; more dye was burnished into
ther nals. Dye-flowers were stamped on their bodies, a graceful spray spread across the swvel of ther
breasts, sngle blooms in the center of the brow and on each cheek. They fluttered about the players,
ther filmy draperies whisoer whispering, caressng what-ever they touched. Three Dasuttras filled
delicate porcelain cups with seaming locd teas and set them on the ledge beside the players. Rose
leaned back and let one of them have her hand while the other massaged her neck and shoul-ders. She
closed her eyes, sghed with pleasure, the tenson going out of her, drawn away by the warm wet cloths,
the killful fingers of the masseuse.

She cracked an eye and sneaked a look at Uj, suppressed a grin. Lord of dl he sees, she thought.
Shayss damn, that's a pretty child playing with his neck. She opened her eyes wider.

Hadluk was standing in the doorway looking amused. He met her eyes, tapped his temple in a two
finger sdlute, and stepped out of Sght.

He was a snake, but an honest snake, give him that. The way Uj was shorting & his attendants, he
was going to have little interest in fooling about after her. Probably. Wdl, wel ...

6

She did unnoticed from the room as Uj preened himsdf before the Dasuttras, enjoying the minor
triumph of sweep-ing Last Chapter. Nikeldy was chewing his large bottom lip as he tapped notes into a
cadfile. Barangkaly, gone morose, stared a awal, now and then stroking his thumbnal down one or the
other of hisrattall mustaches. Kahtik stood with-drawn, concentrating on his coins, wiping them carefully
with the white doth before restowing them about his per-son. Tayteknas tossed down a cup of lukewarm
kaff, wiped at his mouth, and checked his dothing to make sure he left with what he had when he came
in. None of them noticed her departure.

The taproom was noisy now, filled with men and Dasut-tras, three servers behind the bar, none of
them Hadluk.

“Thisway.” Pullest cupped his hand around her elbow, turned her back into the hdl and nudged her
dong it to a door in the end wal. He knocked once, said, “Payday.”

The door siwung open.

Hadluk was gtting behind a table that doubled duty as a desk, loading penciled notes into an
interface. He looked up, the distorted sde of his face emphasized by his amile and his tiredness. “ Sorry
about that,” he said. He was speaking to Autumn Rose. “I didn’'t know Uj was coming till he showed.
Thought you'd pick up on him, but if you didn’t ....” He shrugged. “Just in case,” he nodded a Pullest, “I
cdledinafavor.”

She dropped onto a backless chair. “Lice?’

“Big lice. Collector.”

“Teking a double skim.”

“Way it goes”

“He's busy now.”



“Not for dl that long. HE' s short-time in the sack, a wham-bam and good-bye.” He turned to Pullet.
“How is she? Still got it?’

“Yup.”

He pulled his hand across his mouth, frowned down &t it. “Been thinking,” he said. “You cleaned?’

“Pretty much. Not flat, but limping. | have passage off-world, if that's what you're on a.”

“Nope. Wanta meet. Neutra ground. Angatine chape 7’

“No.” She didn’'t explain. “You get watersick?’

“No.” He looked down at his hands, ran the edge of athumbnal down the paper he'd been reading.
“Not a bad ides, that.”

“Right. We can have oursalves a picnic on one of those rocks out in the bay. When?’

“Tomorrow. I'll do the food, you just be there. Gaunga wharf.”

“I'll be there—out on the water, watching. You pick your idand and I'll join you.”

“Better that way, yes. You redly haven't logt it, have you?’

“So we dl should hope.” She dropped the sac on his desk, waited while he counted out his cut.
“Anything | should bring?’

“Got a mute cone?’

“l do indeed, battery operated.” She reclamed the sac. “ See you when.”

When she turned to pull the door closed behind her, she looked back. The two men were nose to
nose, Pullet talk-ing rapidly, his hands fluttering, Hadluk ligening so intently he wasn't aware of
anything but the voice murmuring into his face.

7

“Two maybes,” she said.

Kikun was withdrawn, a shadow curled in the window-seat. She wasn't sure he heard her, but she
went on. She was modly talking to hersdf anyway, trying to get things straight.

“There's something called the Mimishay Foundation. | think it's on one of the other idands. They hire
techs, but they don’t hire women. Could be Omphaos under camou-flage. If the Indtitute is into ransom,
they’ d need a cutout in case they’re traced. Could be a thousand other things”

Kikun dtirred. “Mimishay. Sai has afile on them.” He was slent a moment. “I only saw the directory
and that by accident; one of the exwhores accessed it for something dse and | was looking over her
shoulder. That is not my Gift, Rose, working akurrpa machines. Lissorn and his crew taught me to play
with them, but working is something else. | andl danger on this one. Time comes, if there's need, you'll
have to do the thing.”

“Time comes, well see. If it's dl that tricky, we might have to hire the Tdent. There was a man
tonight at the game, a freetech. He says he'sinto indudtrid engineering, but | think he lied. He sad it too
eesly. And he didn't like it when | damed programs and systems. He did friend well enough, wel as any
of the techies do, but his amiles stopped at his teeth. Way he played, too, he's into systems. | think.
Maybe he doesn't want competition. Second thing. | ran into an acquaintance from the time before |
sgned on with Digby. He doesn't seem to know about that, which is cer-tainly plausble. 1t's a amdl
world, the game circuit. You leave it and you might as wel have dropped down a black hole. HE's got a
thing he wants me in on, something to do with a game. | go dong with him, I've got some protection. |
think I’'m going to need it. He set me up, the snake. Pointed one of the Beza Prezao’s men & me. He
sad he didn't know the man was going to be there. I'll believe that when it rains up. He had a ringer in
the gameto seeif I'd lost my edge. Pulled the Lice off me when he got the Sgndl from his ringer. | don't
think this has anything to do with why we're here, but if I'm going to keep on this track, I'm going to
have to go dong with him.”

8

She woke sometime later; it was black outside and cold ingde despite the hdf dozen candles burning
on a plate Kikun had set in the middle of the floor. He was sStting cross-legged on the other side of the
dump of candles, his eyes like orange fire, blind orange fire because it was ob-vious to her he was seeing



nothing in the room. He was looking into elsawhere, yearning into elsewhere, swaying on his buttocks,
chanting in monosyllables.

She watched for awhile, but it was like watching a flake show with the sound gone and you've come
inthe middle of it.

She turned over, drew the covers up about her head, and went to deep.

Dyslaera 10: Working Toward Escape

1

Rohant combed his thumbclaw through his mustache, his pam hiding a amile.

His tiny hands braced on the bottom bar of the doorgrill, Miji leaned into the room, his black eyes
eager, his neck-frills extended. Reassured, he hopped through, skittered across the floor to Rohant’s leg.

He sniffed at the ankle, patted at the soft bronze fur on the Dydaeror’s leg. Eeping with pleasure, he
rubbed his forepaws then the sde of hisface over and over that fur.

Rohant waited.

Miji put a forepaw on the frayed hem of Rohant’s prison trousers; he scratched at the worn canvas,
caught histiny fingernailsinit, and, aoruptly, scurried up the leg. He didn't stop until he was perched on
Rohant’ s shoulder, nibbling at the Dydaeror’s mane.

2

Kinefray twitched in his deep, convulsed, rolled off the cot, and hit the floor before Azram could
catch him.

His claws out, his head banging repestedly into the con-crete, he thrashed wildly until he was fully
awake.

Azram scrambled around, cushioned his cousin’s head with his thighs and, when he quieted, helped
him back on the cot. “Do you remember whét it was?’

“No.” Kinefray saw the fresh rips in Azram’s deeves, shuddered. “ Something was after me, | think.
I’ve got that wobbly feding in my gut, you know.”

“l know. Stretch out now. On your back fird.” Azram began rubbing the back of Kinefray’s neck,
working on his shoulders. “They’ ve Ieft us done a whole week, maybe they’ ve got what they want.”

Kinefray shuddered again, began crying.

Nezrakan lay curled in a fetd knot. For three days he'd refused to eat. Now he was too weak to
move. It didn’t take a Dydaeror long to starve himsdf dead.

Hit

Savant 4 (speaking to notepad):

NOTE 1. Negotiations with the Black House have dowed due to the need for a considerably greater
security in handling the Dydaera, aso the difficulty in getting the vaue out of them since it would not be
wise—or safe—to advertise their presence. Also there is a degree of un-certainty as to how many
Dydaerawe will be able to provide.

NOTE 2 The cutouts have been aranged for the ransom demand. Clumsy setup, but what
happened when Vodlts went after Seyirshi is more than ample evidence of the need, for a careful
distance kept between Mimishay and Vodlts. The rat with the message is on its way, we should have, the
answer in about forty days.

4

Rohant closed his eyes and concentrated.
He ran with Miji as the sakdi scooted through the tun-nels, heading for the pen and his exit into the
open world. Though he couldn’t see through Miji’ s eyes like Shadow, he fdt the coolness of the concrete



under Miji’s feet, fdt the sakdi’s surge of fear, fdt the response of his muscles when he dived into
shadow to avoid one of the warders.

He let the intendty drop and sat up. It wasn't much and a the moment he had no idea how he could
use the Tie, but he had to try something. He Sighed and settled to brood over what to do next.

Shadow Watching

1

Arring Pirs held his son over his head so chd and chapa could see him.

The baby didn't like that. He waved his smdl naked arms and legs and squawled his displeasure with
alugy enthug-asm that brought laughter and gpproving whistles from the chat and chapa of Ghanar Rinta
gathered around the Amur-hill for the Naming Ceremony.

“Behold the son,” Pirs chanted in the formd langue. “Hear hisname: Arringgarri Pgji knigo Pirs ampa
Caghar-adad nima Procagharadad.” His voice escaped the bounds of the Rite, became a shout of pride
and joy, answered by a shout from the chat and chapa.

A restless fringe around the edges of the crowd, the chil-dren of Ghanar Rinta gasped with pleasure,
shouted and whistled as the Amur-speaker touched his torch to the con-ical pyre risng fifty meters from
the top of the hill; satu-rated with kerosene, the wood caught immediately and the flames went running up
the dope like an echo of Pirs' tri-umphant cry.

While the Amur-drums rattled in the laps of the Amur-deacons seated around the fire and the
Amur-speaker sang the Litany of the Son, Pirs dropped on his knee and hdld the baby out to his father
for the Artwa to bless the child and formélly accept the boy into the family.

The drumbeat dowed, quieted; the Speaker broke off the Litany and waited.

Chat and chapa and even the most boisterous of the chil-dren went quiet, stood hushed and grave,
walting. This was the vitd thing. This was the pledge that ther lives would be unchanged, a smdl
red-faced surety of continuance.

The Artwa Arring Angakirs Cagharadad spread his hands over the wriggling baby. “Behold the son,”
he chanted, “Behold the Summerday child, the newest fruit on the tree of Procagharadad. Behold the
Joy, the Promise. |, Artwa Procagharadad, declare this boy Irrkuyon of Irrkuy. I, Ar-twa
Procagharadad, declare this boy Blessed. |, Artwa Pro-cagharadad, cal upon you, the cha and chapa of
Ghanar Rintato declare your fedty to the Son of Ghanar Rinta”

Hit

Standing at the back of the crowd among the children, Shadith shifted from foot to foot, scratched a
her arm. She was here because Tinoopa turned materna and dogmatic and dragged her dong. Don't be
an idiot, Tinoopa sad, you need their good will and you know it. Show your face and behave
yoursdlf, child.

She watched as the rite went on and on, thinking;

Poor baby, he's going to catch pneumonia if they don’'t wrap something around him. No
wonder boy babies had a hard time surviving. Jerks. Matja Allina isn't even on the Hill.
Wouldn't you know. Come on, come on. Get that poor baby back where he belongs, let me
get back where | belong. Old bastard, | have to admit he's impressive, times like this.
Should keep himin a closet and just take him out when it's time to chant something.

The Amur-speaker spread scented ail over the baby’s body. Shadith wiggled her Ieft boothed on a
dirtclod, crushing it.

Pirs. He's riding high right now. Daddy’s spreading it thick, almost cooing at him (old
warthog, wonder what he wants?). He's got his boy, the Brushies are friendly, and there
hav-en’'t been raids for the past eleven weeks. Enough to make any amnesiac happy. Well,
we get our papers out of this. Sgned and locked away. Lovely. So generous the man is, as



long as it doesn’t cost him anything.

Lagt night Ars cdled her and Tinoopa into the study. He showed them ther contracts and the
cancdlation papers. Asthey watched, he sgned his name, stamped his sed on can-cels. | wanted you to
see this, he said, in six months your year will be completed. We will honor our promise as you have
honored yours, to the limit of our ability. He folded the documents together, lad his hands on them,
and waited for them to leave.

Arring Feelgood, dispensing favors to his chosen, favors with a call-date half a year off.
Locked up somewhere in that study. Hmmmm.

it

Mingas was up there on the Hill, ganding behind his father. 1t was the firg time Shadith had seen him,
and she didn't much like what she was seeing.

Runt. Ugly pup.

In away he was very like his spectacularly handsome kin, but hisindividua fegtures were larger, their
contours more rounded; he was a head shorter and consderably bulkier. It wasn't fat, he was rock hard,
but he looked dumsy, pudgy.

Odd what a thin line it is between beauty and ugliness.

She reached, touched him, shied avay dmost immedi-atdy. It was like touching acid. Behind that
bland, immo-bile face, hate and rage were bubbling, bailing .... Her mouth twitched.

Stick a pin in him and lolly save the ashes. Sar!

Airs took the baby down to Allina, helped her wrap himin his blankets.
On the hill, the Speaker blew into his horn, sgnding the end of the ceremony. The chd and chapa
went back ingde the walls and the party began.

2

Dinner with Daddy dipped by with nothing much hap-pening.

It'd been a nothing much day, the day after the Nameday Party, chd and chapa dragging to work,
sour in breath and pirit; Tinoopa's eyes were red as dert Sgnds and she didn't want to tak about
anything, just got grimly on with her business. Shadith took the hint the fifth time Tinoopa moved her
adde s0 she could get something; she went to her room and played at escape for a while. The rest of the
time she dept. Which was why her head was hammering right now and her own temper on a short leash.

Paynto was playing some kind of shepherd song on his flute, too many high notes; they were digging
holesin her brain. She let her fingersfind an accompaniment and tried to shut down her hearing.

Ghinedi chd dipped from the kitchen door, kndt besde Shadith, touched her arm. “When this is
over,” she whis-pered, “Matja Allina says you don’t need to come to her tonight, fed free to do wha
you want.” She patted Shad-ith’s arm, dipped away.

Lovely. More hours looking at walls.

She glanced at the screen, Sghed. The three Cagharadad were taking about shearing and problems
with getting their goods offworld, getting the money back, wandering desul-torily from topic to topic,
none of it meaning anything, dl of it embroidery on a tenson growing between them, a ten-son that had
nothing to do with what they were saying. She didn’'t understand it and that put a cold shiver in her bely;
shedidn’t trust them, even Pirs, they could explode in any direction, any time.

They were drinking the bottle of brandy the Artwa had brought to celebrate the Name Day. Pirs was
trying to enjoy himsdf, rapidly getting drunk; as usud, he was ignoring anything he didn’t want to know
about. The Artwa was waiting to spring, spider in his hole; he wanted something and was sure he knew
how to get it. Mingas smmered. She didn't know him wel enough to know how much of that was



standard and how much aroused by whatever it was that waited for Pirs. His glass was 4ill hdf full; he'd
taken adp a each toast, no more.

If Tinoopa was here, she'd say: Never trust a man who won't get drunk with his own
family.

The Artwa cleared his throat, looked at Mingas.

Mingas hurried around the table, pulled his father’s chair out as the Artwa stood.

“Hep your brother,” Angakirs said, waited until Mingas was standing behind the Arring. “Pirs, | want
to talk to you. Let’s go into your study.”

Airs blinked. His eyes were clear, the blue as brilliant as ever. His face was dightly flushed, but he
showed no other 9gn of how much brandy he'd consumed. “ Study,” he said amiably. He didn't move.

“Stand up,” the Artwa snapped at his son, annoyed be-cause he'd migudged Pirs capacity. “Take
hisarm, Mingas. Don't just stand there, hep him.”

Shadith kept playing because Paynto kept playing, same song over and over. He didn't stop until the
Sudy door boomed shut, then he sghed, shook out his flute. “Another night killed,” he said. “Wonder
when he' s going home?’

Impgin grunted. He stretched, shook himsdlf. “Let’s get.”

They nodded at Shaedith, left.

She stood, dipped her am through the arranga' s carry strap, went out through the kitchen.

She sat on the bed, pulled her boots off. Baancing the left boot on her thighs, she did her fingers into
the dit and drew out the braincrystd knife. It was dill there in spite of everything, overlooked in its
incarnation as a day diffening the soft |leather sdes of the boot.

Snce the Man Court had to be kept for the Name day party, the Artwa's skimmer was parked
outsde the wals. Guarded, of course, but the guards were probably as drunk as Firs by now, most of

them anyway.
Might have a designated Drynose, might not. When the Cagharadads get out of the study

She hdd the knife up, the candidight shivering dong the blade, then she sighed and eased it back into
the boot and dropped that boot beside the other.

| could do it. They're used to seeing mein there, | could get the papers, grab the skimmer,
and run for Nirtajai.

But she knew she wouldn't. A runaway chapa was one thing, a skimmer thief was something else.
The Artwaes would stop a war to go after someone stupid enough to sted a skimmer, that'd be an
atack where it hurt, an attack on ther power. Even if she managed to reach Nirtga and found a
skipcom and got the cdl out, she'd dill have to hang around until whoever was picking her up could get
here.

Travel time, you can’'t get around travel time.

She'd have to hide, to survive without dlies and with a price on her head that would tempt an
anchorite.

No. Too much downside. Well, you know what it is, Shadow, you just don’'t want to face
that long lone ride.

She thought about Rohant and the Dydaera, winced quickly away from that. Omphalos had them.
She had to do something about that. She couldn’t while she was dill a prisoner here ...

She flung hersdf around, face down on the bed. She didn’'t want to think.

She reached and found a rodent burrowed into one of the walls of the study, teased it out, and sent it
running from shadow to shadow urttil it was under a bookcase near where the three men were gtting.



She made it curl up there, nose on its forepaws, and lis-tened through its ears.
H

“.... hot Kirtaa,” Angakirs was saying. “Y ou know about Probrantarradad, ’s been going on forever.
We nibble a them, they nibble a us”

She heard creaks and cushion whispers as Pirs shifted in his chair. “1 know. We get Kurn's tumaks
out here when he comes up with the cash to hire them.”

“Wel, he picked up a backer two weeks ago. Kamaa-chadad. Old Mulyas and Kurn had a secret
mesting round then. Kamaachadad found out who carried his daughter off a couple years ago. Bitch. She
went willing, eager even. Rintirry swore it. Trouble is she ran off, tried to abort the cub and bled to death.
Tha cha—what was his name? Don't remember. It's not important. The one Rintirry made so much of.
Once Tirry was dead, he got to feding Utilas wasn't tresting him right and he ran off to the Brush, but
before he did, he sold us. Mulyas sent me the Warblade a week ago, dong with the kind of letter a sane
men would have burned. He hit us a Caghar Rinta the next day. It was a close thing, Pirs.”

“Kamaachadad. Amur bless. HE's got more sons than he has chals”

“Hve less now.”

“Rintirry, damn his soul to hdll, why ....”

Mingas stirred, cleared histhroat. “Rintirry’s dead.”

Angakirs hand splatted againg chair leather. “Keep your mouth from Rintirry, both of you. | don’'t
want to hear that. Firs, | want you and fifty of your men at Caghar Rinta. Y ou've got a son now, your
Matja can keep busy with him, she doesn’t need you.”

“Rfty men, we can't spare fifty men. Y ou know we' re coming on Shearing Days.”

“l know you owe me. I'm your father and this Rinta is dill mine till you pay the last payment. Y our
chds are sworn to me, | could take them dl if | caled in my rights”

Mingas spoke again, very softly. “Our father has lost one son, Firs. Our best fighter. Lost him
because you were care-less. You have amord duty to replace that son.”

Angakirs said nathing, but Shadith, ligening, had no doubt of his agreement with that.

Firs drew a long shuddery bresth, let it out again, the hiss loud in continuing Slence. “All right,” he
sad findly. “I'll come and I'll bring the men. If you arm them. | will not drip this Rinta for you, not even
for you.”

“What good are men without ams?’

“I will not grip this Rinta.”

“Well, get them to me and I'll arm them.”

“No, Father. Send the guns here, good guns and am-munition for them. As soon as the weapons are
here, my trucks will roll.”

“We need drugs and doth and other supplies, I'll give you a list. Bring a truckload of those with the

“All right.” The chair creaked agan.

Shadith made the rodent creep forward until she could see what was hagppening.

Firs was on hisfeet. “Father,” he said. “Mingas” He turned and walked out.

HH#

Shadith knew she should stay and ligen to Mingas and the Artwa, but she was tired of these men and
their prob-lems. She loosed the rodent and let him go scooting back to his nest. She stretched out on the
bed and stared &t the candle shadow shivering on the celling.

One damn thing after another ... well, maybe it'll be over soon.

HH

The Artwa and Mingas l&ft next morning, going without ceremony.
Shadith leaned on her windowsll and watched the skim-mer disappear into the clouds. One



opportunity gone. How many more would she see before she managed to kick loose?
H

Five days later the weapons came. Mingas brought them in the skimmer, offloaded them, and left
immediady.

4

Arring FAirs came into Allina s stting room. He stood behind her, watching her work on her tapestry,
then crossed the room to look into his son’s cradle. He bent, touched the degping baby’s cheek, then
came back to her.

She looked up, managed a amile. “ Are the guns what you wanted?’

“Wanted.” He poured heavy irony into the word, rested the tips of his fingers on her shoulder. “Not
new,” he said, “but they work. P murr’sfinishing the ingpection.”

“When will you be leaving, you and P murr?’

“I'm not taking P murr.”

She stabbed the needle into the canvas, Ieft it hanging there, caught hold of his hand and hdd it
agang her face. “Youwill,” she said. “You mug.”

“No.”

“Amurra. Amurra. Amurra,” she whispered. “Please, please, kiyami, kdtji-mi. If you're worried
about us here, what happens to usif you die?’

“You have Pgji now. Father will take care of you.”

She was slent. She couldn’t agree and he wouldn't hear her if she tried to argue.

In her corner Shadith continued to play softly, shivering at the anger and helplessness in the Matja.
She knew what Allinawas thinking. It wasn't just the war that was waiting for Pirs; it was Mingas spite,
Utilas jedousy, An-gekirs stupidity. Allinawas sick with fear that Pirs wasn't going to come home from
this, especidly if he left P murr behind.

“l have Tinoopa and Kizra, Wurg for the men, the chd and chapa” Allina sad after severd
moments of slence. “Don’t you trust them, mi-Arring? Take P murr, please? For my peace of mind, if
nothing dse”

“No.” He pulled away, angry. “I have said, Matja.”

“I hear, Arring.”

Two days later, Pirsleft with fifty chd in three trucks, a fourth truck loaded with supplies.

Matja Allina stood on the steps for the Ceremony of Leavetaking, cam, smiling, pride siffening her
spine. When the lagt truck vanished through the gate, she signded the young Amur-drummer.

He played a quick rall, then blew into the convoluted shell of aland snal.

Matja Allinalooked down into the faces of her people. “You know what this means” she said. She
spoke dow-ly, her voice carrying to the farthest corners of the court. “Chd, explain to chapa. Chd and
chapa, take great care of your lives, you are dear to us and you are needed. There will be tumaks come
to burn and kill. Don't go beyond the walls aone, don’t go without a guard. | will see you have them
when you need them. P murr, bring the herders to the Great Hdl in one hour. | will have arms for them.
And ammunition.” One by one she named the leaders of the men, those Ieft a the Kuysstead after Pirs
winnowing, set-ting atime for each to bring his men to the Hall. “We mugt go on,” she finished. “ Shearing
waits for no man's war to end, planting has its seasons.” She sgnded the drummer, turned, and went
indde to the rattle of his sticks.

Hit

For three days she worked to tighten down the Kuysstead, then she took Aghilo and her baby into
her suite, pulled the shades down, and grieved. She wasin agony.
That agony filled the house and Shadith was sck with it; she struggled to shut it out, but could not.



Everyone but her was hard a work. P murr and Tinoopa were running the Kuysstead; the place was
busy as a termite mound with the top kicked out, but she had nothing to do but brood.
She was tired of that, so she took the arranga and went to play for whoever would have her.

Aghilo came into the kitchen, stood shaking her head, her hands on her hips.

Housemaids were clustered around Shadith, trading turns snging verses of the joke song she was
playing.

Gilli chal looked up, saw Aghilo, hissed a warning. The rest of the maids stopped their giggling,
scattered quiltily, ashamed of being caught enjoying themsdvesin a house of grief.

The Cook dilled the hand that had been dgpping vigor-oudy a the table, composed her face into
dignified sobri-ety. “Yes?’

“Chapa Tinoopa, is she around?’

“She went across to the dye shed. Should be back in about ten minutes”

“Oh.” Aghilo went out again.

Cook got heavily to her feet. “Looks like you'll be back on the job, Kiz. Scamper.”

H#H#

Matja Allina emerged from her grieftime.

She was pae and gaunt, but composed.

She carried Baby Pgi in a ding that kept him nestled warm againgt her hip, an innovaion she'd
gotten from Tinoopa. Irrkuyon custom said the baby was given to a wet nurse after Name Day, but
Allinarefused to be separated from him. Polyapo protested, the chd stared, but the Matja ignored them.

She summoned the chd leaders to the Great Hdl, in-formed them she was going to the Brushies to
get replace-ments for the men Pirs took with him.

They protested.

She shouted them down. The cool controlled Matja they’d known was gone. What was left was a
wild creature who filled the hdl with her passion, seemed to suck up dl the air until the rest were about to
smother.

She lowered her voice and went back to tdling how things were going to be.

Left behind, Shadith wandered through the House. She got into the study, found her papers, sat
looking at them for along time.

| ought to go now. They wouldn’t miss me.
Her hands shook.
Come on, Shadow. It's just a long hard ride, that’s all.

A bead of sweat dropped on the parchment. She blotted it up with her deeve, careful not to smudge
the writing.

Thisis freedom, Shadow. All you have to do is go.
| can’t go. I'm not ready. | don’t know which horses | can take without being chased for

them. Polyapo’'s in charge while the Matja’s away, she’'d send men after me, Tinoopa
couldn’t stop her. | can't go until Allina gets back.

She stared at the papers a moment longer, then locked them away again; they were safest here until
she was ready to go.

#i
The days did away; she used the braincrystd knife to cut lines in the wal. Each mark was another



day in prison; she was building her own locks and walls, building them higher every day. Each morning
when sherolled out of bed, she thought:

| should go today. The chance might not come again. | should go today.
Each night she lay down infury at hersdlf, at the lethargy she couldn’t seem to throw off.
H

On the tenth day of the Matja s absence, Shadith dipped into the Family Garden, climbed into one of
thewdl towers and leaned on awindow silI, looking west across the heat hammered plain.

What's happening out there? Could | get to Nirtajai without getting killed? Where the
HELL is Caghar Rinta? All right, all right, let's get ourselves together, Shadow. Thisis a
vol-cano about to pop. You get caught in it, you're going to get the shit kicked out of you.

She dropped to her knees, folded her ams on the dll, rested her chin on her forearms. Sweat
gathered in her hair and dripped down her face, her neck. She was in the shade up here, there was a
strong wind blowing down off the mountains behind her, but the heat was punishing.

| can’'t ride in this. | can’'t. There's no use even dreaming | could. What's that?

The blotch out in the brush came gradudly closer, spreading into a ragged line of vans pulled by large
crea-tures rather like stub-tailed lizards. Their daughters beside them holding any infants in the family,
women in bright dresses—reds and blues and greens with patches of ydlow and orange, and ydlow
kerchiefs knotted into turbans—drove the vans. Men in patchwork smocks rode horses, spread in a
wide arc endlogng the vans. Boys brought up the rear with extra horses.

Ancther blotch to the right of the first and severd kays behind. Another and another.

Brushies, coming in for the Shearing.

She got to her feet. All around the Kuysstead the herds were coming in, woollies pouring through the
brush, head-ing for the Shearing Ground.

She sighed with despair and rdlief.

The decison was taken from her; the Matja was back and the Shearing was about to begin.

Noise. Dust. Hedt.

The cutters whirred with scarcely a stop. Two men threw awoally blatting on the shed floor, while a
third ran the cutter dong the beast’s sdes in hdf a dozen long smooth sweeps that cut away the matted
fleece intact. The throwers swung the woally on its other flank and hed it while the shearer took off the
rest of the fleece. As another woolly came wide eyed and blating from the chute, floorboys grabbed the
fleece and ran to the bins with it, the beastmis-tress and the women drove the denuded beast into the
hold pen where they went over it for pests and disease, then chased it into one of the grazing paddocks.
Or into the butcheryard. Later it would be daughtered and the meet sun-cured or smoked or ground into
sausage or stowed away in barrels of brine againg the winter need.

The throwers threw and shifted, the shearers sheared, the boys ran, the women inspected. Twenty
sheds, twenty teams, twenty paddocks walting; in an ordinary year it would have been thirty-five or forty,
but even with the Bru-shies hdp Ghanar Rinta was short-handed this year.

Short in everything but food, drink, and exuberance.

The Matja provided generoudy.

There were Shear Dances each night, bonfires and torches lighting the shearfloors where the dancing
was, barrels of skatbeer hauled up from the celars, woolly carcasses bar-bequed over vast beds of
cods, Brushie singers and musi-cians teking turns with Ghanar players and singers. Round dances and
dow dances, kick up your heds, rub againg your partners, generating a heet greater than the fires. More
then one set of dancers left the floor for the prickly plea-sures of the brush. Ingva was out there dancing
with Brushie and chd, enjoying hersdf enormoudy, running wild, ig-noring dl she' d been taught about the



proper manners of Irrkuyon daughters. Shadith saw her, but said nothing. She was too busy, playing till
her fingers bled, drinking skatbeer until she was sodden. Each night she went to bed exhausted.

Day mdted into day, diginctions logt in a haze of heat, dust and exhaugtion.

The paddock herds grew and grew, the bins were full of fleeces, ready for winter’s combing and
spinning, the culls were finished and butchering done. The Brushies collected their pay in woollies, mest,
cloth and sugar and prepared to leave.

It was over.

HH#

Matja Allina stood on an upended fleece bin and spread her hands as if she blessed the wrung-out
workers looking up at her.

“Itisdone” she sad. “Wdl done”

A patter of hand againgt hand.

“You have worked hard and played hard.” She amiled at them, letting her eyes wander across the
faces of chd and chapa and the harder, darker faces of the Brushies. “I have no doubt ther€'s a crop
been planted that will come to light nine months from now, alusty squaling crop of sons and daughters.”

Laughter and some long smoldering looks exchanged be-tween Brushies and certain of the chd and
chapa.

“This is a happy day for dl of us” She spread her hands again. “It is a great sadness for me to
blacken these good fedings, but | need to warn you dl, especidly those of you going back to the Brush.
Procagharadad isin Kirtaa with two Families. You know that. Know this. The Arring Pirs caled me last
night to warn me. Kamaachadad has hired a hundred tumaks to hit & Ghanar Rinta. | said a while ago
that Shearing waits for no man's war to end, but, Amurra bless, the war has waited for the end of
Shearing. It won't wait much longer. The tumaks will be here before the month is out. You know them,
you know whét they'll do. If they catch you in the Brush, they’ll play with you until you wish for desth
and send you home to be a warning. They'll fire the Brush; yes, they're fools enough to do that. They'll
kill whatever they can't catch. We ve had tumaks before, but never so wdl armed and supplied. So take
care, people of the Brush. If the time comes when you want shelter behind Ghanar wdlls, if | dill have the
sy ...” she broke off, her composure momentarily shattered.

A dgh passed through the crowd. They knew what she was not saying; if Pirs was killed, someone
else would be ruling on who was let insde Ghanar walls.

“If | have the say dill,” she went on, her voice hoarse but, determined, “you will be welcome here.
Go, then, our friends, and take care, take very good care of yoursaves”

9

“You let her run wild, Matja. Wild. Out dl times of the night, by hersdlf, no one watching her. The Jdli
should be whipped for neglect, has't the girl learned anything? What if she's not virgin? What if your
own daughter has got her-sdf a Brush bastard? Who's going to marry her then?’

Matja Allina was nurdng Pgji and saring out the win-dow, her shoulder turned to Polyapo. She
twitched like a horse trying to shoo off a troublesome fly. But this fly wouldn’'t be twitched away and
wouldn't stop its buzzing. She sighed, shifted around so she was facing Polyapo, mov-ing carefully so she
wouldn't disturb her baby. “Ingva s no foal.”

“Any girl’safool when her blood isup.”

“No. You don’'t understand her. She's got a cool head, my girl has. She knows what she wants, and
el getit”

“Not if word of how she behaves gets out. Evenif sheisdill virgin, who'll believe it?’

“What's so wonderful about being wed to some grizzler three times her age? That's what she's got to
look forward to and you know it, Polyapo Ulyinik. With my higory of dillborn sons and daughters, a
second wife or athird isdl she can hope to be. Hope!”

“What elseis there? Poor rdaion in some other woman's house? No, running to the Brush. That's it,
it it. That's what you want for her. Running to the Brush. You didn’'t have the nerve to do it yoursdf,



S0 you want her to.”

“l want her to have what she wants.”

“She' s a child. She doesn't know what she wants.”

“You've said your say, Polyapo Ulyinik. | don’'t want to hear any more on this subject.”

“If the Arring knew what you're doing, he'd be furious”

“Arring Firs and | know each other’s thinking quite wdl. And if | find you bothering him with this
when he needs dl hismind set on staying dive, you'll see such anger you've never seen before, Polyapo
Ulyink. Must | remind you, it's only by my forbearance you are not-chal. Hear me, Po-lyapo, continue
to anoy me and you'll find yoursdf swear-ing the oath. Now, get out of here and consider your future
caefully.”

Polyapo pinched her lips together and |left the room.

Pgi whimpered, his milk supply interrupted by the knot-ting tenson in his mother. “Tha woman,
AH! that woman ....” Allina rubbed the baby’s back. “Oooh, baby, ooo aaah, lovey yum yum. She
drives me wild sometimes. Yes, babalirri, Pgi-ji, yes my lovey. Kizra, come play me tha funny litile
song, um, that stepchild song, | need some-thing to wash that bitch from my blood.”

Shadith brought the arranga and a cushion across the room, settled hersalf and began picking out the

song. “ Step easy, Sepchild,” she sang ...

Step easy, Sepchild
Watch where you walkin
It' s wolfdays, Stepchild
Bourghiesin your garden
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Asthe days grew longer and hotter, Matja Allina napped through the middle of the afternoon, leaving
Shadith on her own.
The Grays closed around her.

What is this?

She threw the quedtion at the grayness and got no answer, but she didn't redly need one. Her
memories were back, the good and the bad. The Grays were cdosng round her. When she dlowed
hersdf to think, she told hersdf:

| will die here, till dithering.

It wasn't as bad as the time in Ginny’s ship when she saw no way out and just started to die.

She knew the way out. She just couldn’t scrape up the energy to take it. She couldn’t plan, she
couldn’'t go on preparing for the run to Nirtgal, the escape she kept putting off and putting off—all the
reasons she found for not leaving were good reasons, logica reasons, but fake.

She dept as much as she could, spent what waking energy she had not-thinking, waiting for the
Grays to pass. They would, she knew that, with interference or without, the Grays would go away. Uil
then, dl she could do was stay dive and wait.

Then the tumaks hit them.

H#H#

The Herbmistress had Eeda and Jassy and the rest of the garden chds out before dawn, working in
the home gardens, harvesting the fird planting of tubers. After the Shearing and the departure of the
herds, Matja Mina had, set chd and chapa to getting in dl produce mature enough for pre-serving; she
wanted the storage bins and shelves filled as much as possible before the tumaks made working outside
the walls too dangerous,

They were digging up the roots, brushing them off and tossing them into baskets, laughing, chattering,
Jassy teas-ing the girls about lovers in the Brush, Eeda throwing tubers a her sster when she got too



graphic. A chearful lot, work-ing hard, trying to get the fidd clean before the sun got too high.

There was a shot. Another.

Jassy’s head exploded, she fdl sorawling across a row of tuber plants. Eeda screamed, crumpled
across her sster as another pdlet punched through her heart.

The watchchasin the towers began shooting.

The Herbmistress and the workers were on their somachs crawling for the wals.

A few more shots tore through the rusling plants, a girl grunted and lay ill, another screamed as a
pellet tore off her braided topknot.

The top of one tower exploded. A miniginger from a dart tube. Another mini blew out part of the
House's roof.

Then the fire from the towers drove off the tumaks.

The Herbmistress and the chd and chapa il dive got to their feet, grabbed the tuber baskets, and
ran for the Gate.

The attack was over.

i

As the days passed, tumaks set fire to the granfidds and the garden plots, destroying much of the
food the Kuysstead needed for the winter.

They &t fire to the Brush.

They blew apart more towers, killing the watchchas and those the towers fdl on.

P murr organized roving teams who managed to ambush many of the tumak bands; the chds had the
advantage of knowing the land and the brushcraft of the tumaks was sketchy at best.

When the tumaks fired the Brush, the Brushies joined the fight. They dipped round the tumak bands
and daughtered them, armed themsdves with the tumaks weapons, and searched out the base up in the
mountains. It was defended and well supplied, but the Brushies knew the ground in ways even chd and
chapa did not and they got in and out like ghodts, seding whatever they could get ther hands on,
de-stroying what they couldn’t carry off.

And dill the tumaks hit and hit again.
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In the middle of the night aminidinger crashed into the sde of the House, blew out a large chunk of
wadl and floor, just missng Shadith’s bed. The bed tilted, creaked and fdl through the gap before Shadith
woke enough to understand what was happening.

It landed on the roof of the women's quarters, did down the pantiles and shattered on the paving
stones.

Shadith was jolted by the sudden stop, bruised and more than a little terrified, but nothing was
broken. She crawled out of the mess and kndt on the ill-warm paving stones, gaping up at the hole in
thewdl. “Tsoukbaram!”

More of the wall fdl away and her boots came flying down, hit the tiles, and did off to land close by
the bed. She got shekily to her feet, stood looking at the boots and laughing.

“Kiz, you dl right?’

She looked up. Tinoopa was leaning out her window, her dark braid dangling past her shoulders.
“Bruised but in-tact,” Shadith yeled back. “Better than the bed.”

“Hang on, I'll be down and let you in”

“Th-thanks.” She was suddenly shaking dl over her body, shaking so hard her knees gave under her
and she dropped to the mattress, she grabbed the boots, hugged them to her breasts, and started crying.
Shewas dive But it'd been so close. So CLOSE.

She was 4ill sheking, dill crying, dill dutching the boots, when Tinoopa came down and led her
ingde.

H



She woke to afternoon heat and the redization that the Grays had gone away asif they’d never been.
Shewas ALIVE!

The Hook IsBaited: Autumn Rose Goes Fishing In A Pond Of Sharks

1

Autumn Rose poured more of the resinated wine into the semmed glass and looked out across blue
blue water to the lichenous dity that spread gray and olive and dull brown dong the curve of the shore. “I
drink enough of thisand | might even get to like it.”

They were Stting in a nest of pillows and reed mats on one of the many amdl barren idets spattered
across the bay; the catboat he'd come in was moored to a rock, her outrig-ger snugged next to it. The
maneuver had gone as planned, with Hadluk providing the med and the comforts. He liked his food and
he! d used the Shimmery’s cooks to good pur-pose. He' d dso avoided even ahint at the proposition she
was out here to hear from him, steering her away from it when impatience got too much for her.

A flock of birds rose from the next idand over, a sudden swirl of orange and blue; they circled
around twice and set-tled back. Seaeing ghogts, she thought. She sSipped a the wine, enjoying the harsh
roughness againg her palate. The birds swirled again, went screaming away, came fluttering back.

She flicked on the mute cone and turned to Hadluk. “Wasn't very nice of you, aming Uj a me like
thet.”

For a moment she thought he was going to turn away even that oblique attempt to focus on the
reason for this picnic, then he said. “Found out what | wanted to know, didn’'t 17’

“Did you?’

“Found out you' re hungry but not desperate.”

“l told you | wasn't hurting.”

“So you did.”

“Hunh.” She rdfilled her glass, hed it up so the sun shone through the straw-colored liquid. “So
what’s this about?’

“Hungry, yes”

“Bdaboring the obvious, Hadluk. I'm assembling a stake. If you want a piece of that, think again.”

“No gain without pain, Rose.”

“l choose my pains, Hadluk. Thisisn't one”

“All right.”

“S0,” she stared down into the glass, tilted it Sde to Sde to make the light wine swirl, looked up
suddenly, chdleng-ing him, “do we say thanks for lunch, pack up, and go home?’

He wrinkled his nose, refilled his glass from the amber bottle he kept close to his sde. The wind blew
the amdl of the soursweet ouiskag across to her, it was asmdl that hung around him like a hao, stronger
today than yesterday. Good thing she wasn't depending on him for much. He sipped from the glass,
cleared his throat. “JuhFeyn opens up the Mewa Room three, four times a year for Topenga Vagnag.
Same rules as aways, table stakes only, no markers, truce ground, and everyone with masks. Last few
years, it's been more or less the same players, same sort, anyway, some of the Southern Vaarlords ...
um, might be one, two, three, um dummers, you know the types, and probably someone from Mimishay,
there s usudly at least one. HE Il come by flit from their place on Haed Nunn. Maybe the manager of the
Black Housg, if he' s not too busy to get away. And sometimes the High Vaar. Though juhFeyn’s the only
one knows for sure who's coming.

“He does the inviting; he handles the security, no body-guards alowed; he supplies food, drink, and
Dasuttras. Word is the High Vaar wanted a good game and a safe ground, got juhFeyn to handle it
because o’ Jao’'s married to one of his cousin's daughters. Jao uses me to keep things honest; you'd be
surprised what some of these types get up to .... He glanced a her, shook his head. “Or maybe you
wouldn't. Player gets one warning, then he's out.” He coughed, squeezed his hands into figs. “Big,” he
whis-pered. “PRiles of gold—there—begging someone to take it. | want some of that, Rose. | have one



chance. One and run.”

“Masks. Hmm. Y ou wouldn't have to worry about tells. Or Pullest, what about him?’

“You played him.”

“| get the point.”

“Evenif | could do the calcs, Rose, junFeyn would dit my throat if | tried dipping in.”

Autumn Rose let her head fdl back againgt the boulder behind her, stroked her fingers under her chin
and down the curve of her throat. “I've got this perverse fondness for breathing through my nose,
Hadluk.”

“You're an outsider, Rose. He doesn't know you. With your hep and alittle luck, | can work it. If
you want it.”

“Oh, yeh, | want it. How good are they?’

“Better than average but nowhere as good as they think they are. I’ ve watched those games the past
twelve years, Rose. Watched and sweated. And waited for my chance. You're it

“| like the setup, but I'm dill not risking my stake. Fi-nancing's up to you. And it has to be hig,
Hadluk, or they’ll freeze me out of every hot one.”

“Pulleet and me, we' ve had some things going for us. We'll bank you. WE Il cut the take four ways,
three to us, one to you.”

“Seems to me, I'm the one doing the work. Down the middle. Haf to me, hdf to you, you can Folit
your hdf however you want.”

“I'll go three ways, it may be your labor, Rose, but it's also the past twenty years |’ ve spent scraping
together that stake. I'll throw in passage offworld with me and Pullegt. You do redize you'd better be
somewhere ese when the sun comes up?’

“Hadluk, my Luck went soft for awhile, not my head.”

He grinned a her and lifted his glass. He shouldn’'t grin, she thought, he looks deformed when he
grins. “The Lady bless” he said, then gulped down the ouiskd without wait-ing for her to join him. He
coughed and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth; his eyes glittered a her over the soft white
curve of his pampered pam. “We start building you tonight. | want you in dresses like the one you wore
firg time we played, | want you to clean the marks down to ther toenals They love a winner on this
world. A winner's as good as a saint, maybe better. Every night after that, as long as we can pull in
marks who want to best you, | want you winning, | want rumors breeding like maggots in meat. You
hear?’

“Hne with me. One thing, Hadluk, and you better be-lieve it. | start getting offidd pressure, you
know what | mean, | fade. My nerves are a tad touchier than they were back when.”

“I'll tak junFeyn into putting the word out. Shouldn’t be hard to do since he gets ten percent of the
net from everyone who plays. Even Uj pays him. Once the rumors start, you'll be hauling them in and
he's a man with an eye for profit.”

She frowned. “I didn't ....”

“l took it out when | culled my cut, thought you'd cal me onit. Sipping, Rose.”

She shrugged. “I was waiting for the dedl. If | was in-terested, fine, if nat, it could come out of your
hide. Ten per, hmm? Y ou take that out of the gross, Hadluk, not out of my third. | mean it.”

He blinked at her, let it go. “So, you don’t need to worry about the lice”

“When' s this Game going to happen?’

“Don’'t know yet. Jao never announces the date ahead of time, but ther€' s things he does to get
ready and he's started them, he's got feders out for prime Dasuttras, getting in a specia cook, went to
see the High Vaar yesterday. I'd say sometime soon, no earlier than ten days from today, not more than
thirty. Plenty of time for you to get known.”

“l hear. Does juhFeyn do any banking for his players?’

“What?’

“My winnings. I'm not walking back and forth with that kind of cash suffed down my front. | want
that made very clear.”

“Good idea You might as wel start that tonight. Hell be at the Shimmery going over the books.



Hell see you, he' s aman with an itch, curiosty, you know. Um. Yes. HEIl be in to watch you play after
afew nights, just to make sureit’s Luck not fingers. Y ou understand that?’

“Luck. And what I've got in my head, Hadluk. Never my fingers, it doesn't pay.”

“That was before.”

“That's now and dways. | can't hdp what jorkheads think, if you can cdl what they do thinking, |
play straight.”

“l never said you didn’'t, Rose. I'm just saying Jao will want to make sure.”

“Hne Long as he knows what he's seeing. You said he keeps you around for that.”

“I'm the sump, Rose. The goat. The finger. | get the bad vibes and he stays clean. Bdieve me, hell
know.”

She got to her feet. “Wil, it'stime | was busy getting ready. | take it we don’'t meet again until after
the Game. Not to talk, | mean.”

“Right. Keep it clean.”

“I'm off, then.” She scooped up the mute cone, dropping it in her bag, and drolled toward the boats,
picking her foating with care among the weathered stones.

HH#

When she was out on the water, she looked back. He was 4ill stting in his nest; she saw a dlint of
amber as he tilted the bottle one more time. She clicked her tongue. Not good, that. Ah well, doesn’'t
matter, |, don’t need this, not like | used to.

2

Kikun shifted on the window seat, knocking one of the pillows onto the floor, his eye a brief orange
flash. “You trugt him?’

Autumn Rose snorted. “About hdf asfar as | could throw him.” She rubbed fingertips dong her jaw.
Kikun was tired tonight. Withdrawn. She got the feding he was desperately unhagppy, but there was
nothing she could do to help; he wasn't going to talk about it. “I'm dl right until the Game,” she said.
“Hell keep things sweet until that’s over. It's worth the trouble.”

Ancther flash of orange eye. “And you're itching for it.”

“l don’t know. Maybe. It's been along time. | like work-ing for Digby ...”

“Hrmm.”

She fidgeted as the slence developed. “I don’'t know, Kuna. This whole business is weird. | don't
know why Digby got involved in it. HE's been paid, yeh, but | doubt he's close to bregking even. He
never tels us anything except what we need to know to do our part of the job. That's dl right, there’'s no
confusion that way. When | was working the team, you know, advisng the Dydaerins, when we were
tracking down leads to Ginny's auction, it was business, that's dl. | liked them, but that was beside the
point. It was a clear, clean job. Even when it went wrong, it had ... um ... shape! Do you see what I'm
sying? | liketo do a quick, neat job. It'sa good feding, Kuna. You dide in, do the thing, dide out. No
fuss Neat. Surgicd dmost. Well, doesn't happen like that dl the time, even mogt of the time ... most of
the time it gets messy one way or another ... when it does, though ... AH! when it does ... when .. things
... click, you're wired, you're waking the edge ... | like that, Kuna ... but ... | don’t know ... this business
..it'slikeafog ... | can't get hold of it ... makes me crazy when | think about it ... modly | try not to ...
think about it, | mean. The Game now ... that's clean. Do you blame me for wanting that? Why didn’t
Digby cdl me back? I'm not ... I'm a sprinter, Kuna, | run out of go on along trail. Goerta b'rite, I'll be
gad to get off thisworld .... “ She sat up abruptly. “Thisis no use. Look. Have you got anything more
from Sa?’

“No.” After a minute he amplified this “He haan't been in to the office once. He runs the place
through the com. | don’'t know how to find him. Likdy he's trying to duck the Squeeze, if we bdieve
your source.” He svung around and sat up, shaking himsdf as if to throw off the lasstude eating a him.
“l can't get agmel of him, Rose. I'm cut off ..."” He shivered, his eyes flickered restlesdy. “I don't think
we can pin him, not in the time we have ... with the Game being the limit. You want what he's got on



Mimishay, you'll have to ask the kephaos.”

She grimaced. “I hear, Kuna. You don't mind, | want you in that office in the morning, picking up
everything you can get about keying in.”

“When will you go for it?’

“Sometime around the Game. Probably the night before. | don’'t know. Depends on how things are,
what you can get, how much time I’'m going to need, how much noise it's going to involve” She sghed.
“How desperate we are. Um. Had-luk says someone from Mimishay might be there, a Player. You can
pin him as Omphaos?’

“Oh, yes”

“Then wé'll see, won't we.”

The dance began.

She won.

And won again.

She found a dressmaker and got clothes made, started the woman on a black dress like the one
Hadluk remembered after so many years. Long hard years for her, harder for him, he was sculling round
bottom. At fird she'd been an-noyed at him, tdling her what to wear when she hadn’'t asked, hadn’t
intended to ask, then she changed her mind.

That was a good night, she'd been sure of hersdlf. More than sure. 1t was magica now—from the
time she rose in the morning until she went to deep on the ship out—magicd how everything she touched
went right. She knew the vaue of tdismans for hersdf and for him. They gave that extra THING
WITHOUT A NAME to people they touched. That night she' d tapped the flow and ridden it higher than
she'd gone before or after. It was good to recapitulate, recapture, revivify tha woman who was, tha
woman who KNEW. The locd fibers didn't have the specia sheen of avrishum, but they had their own
beauties and when she drew the heavy, rich, black materid across her arm, the hairs on her spine stood
up. Yes, this was going to be another magicd dress, she fdt it wake the power in her. She gave the
womean the sketch and her measurements and paid the price for the cloth without a murmur of protest.

i

The Angatines set up atent as close to the Kipuny Shim-mery as Jao juhFeyn would permit and held
amourning service every night she played, sarting their keening the moment she came round the corner.
Whitened faces and bodies moved in a somber, dow dance to the steady dow thump of the drums. The
Blind Woman chanted her exor-cismsin awild rough contrato.

No one paid atention to them, they were just part of the show. She'd been afrad they’d wake
hodtility among the locals, but gpparently the Rummers were used to the An-gatines taking aganst
somebody and cdling the wrath of heaven on them. Apparently the wrath of heaven struck or didn't
grike according to the whims of God and the Rum-mers didn’t consider that any business of theirs.

HH#

By the seventh day there were crowds of child beggars, street sngers, magidans, acrobats,
cutpurses, food vend-ers, Hadluk’s rumor-mill was working indudrioudy and producing the desired
effect. He knew his Rummers.

i

The crowd grew every playday, shouting the number of the win when she came out. Seven, aeght,
nne....

They opened and let her pass without hindrance when she arrived, there was a hush, hot and tense,
like the hush be-fore a storm. The question was there in ther faces: Would she win again? Would the
Lady kiss her once more?

They had the answer before she came out.



Y es. She won, the whisper came. She won. Ten. Eleven. Twelve. She won. She won.
H

Dasuttras ran at her, elbowed past the guards she was forced to hire; they touched her, just touched
her—as if they hoped her Luck would rub off on them.

Sck people came a her on hands and knees to outma-neuver the guards, or paid child beggars to
tear pieces of cloth from her dress.

She moved quickly into the maze of semi-streets, dis-missed the guards as soon as the worst of the
crush was left behind, depended on Kikun's Not-There to screen her from the more persistent followers
and—somehow—Kkept her homeground in the Rumach secret from friend and enemy dike.

Hit

On the thirteenth day, as Hadluk counted out her win-nings, he murmured. “The High Vaar cdled
Jeo this after-noon, wanted to know about you, if the Luck was red or you were pulling something.”

“That’'s good?’

“Yup. You'rein”

“Got the date?’

“Not yet. Can you keep thisup?’

“Long as the play’s Sraight.”

“It will be.”

H#H#

On the fifteenth playnight, there were only three marks waiting for her. By the second Chapter she
knew what she faced. They were combined againg her. She dmost giggled with rdief. She'd been
expecting thisfor days.

Jeo came in looking grim. She caught his eye, shook her head. He thought it over a moment, then eft.

She cleaned them.

They ydled foul.

The Beza Prezao came himsdf and took them away.

H#H#

Joo waited while Hadluk counted the coins and locked them away, then he took her am and
escorted her to the quartet of guards waiting by the door. He turned her to face him. “That won't happen
agan. After Prezao gets done with them, they’Il walk samdl and stay away.”

“Thanks”

He smiled. “You know what's redly going to discourage repests of this night? You cleaned them.
They pulled a sneak on you and went down tails on fire. Why haven't | heard of you?’

“| play privatdy. Go on binges, then quit. So there' s nothing to hear.”

“Some nothing. Come see me tomorrow.”

“Whet time?’

“Have lunch with me.”

“With pleasure. Noon?’

“One”

“I'll be there.”

4

She dripped the dress off, threw it on the bed. “We're in, Kuna. I'm having lunch with Jao
tomorrow. | have afeding he's going to offer the invitation then.”

Kikun was curled into a tight ball. His skin fdl looser by the day, his bones were garting to show.
“Soon enough,” he said. His voice was dull, dragging.

“Youdl right, Kuna?’



“No, I'm not dl right. I'm tired, Rose. | can't deep, | can't edt. | need things| can't get here”

The words came to her as 9ghs puffing through the flicker of the candidight; she had to strain to hear
them. She pulled the woolly robe around her, irritated by hislimpness. She’d come home high and happy
and he'd gloomed her down till she was low as the rug. She couldn’t do this thing without him, not the
way it was set up, but more than ever she regretted not being on her own. She sat on the bed and began
taking down her hair. “It's dmogt over, Kuna. Tdl me what you got from the office”

He muttered words she couldn’t hear, uncoiled and sat with his legs dangling, his hands dutching the
edge of the seat. “I picked up two more passkeys. Wrote them down, they're on the table. | don't see
any pattern in his keys, | think he's uang private symbols trandated through the local ideograms. Not
numbers. Gestdt of some kind. Probably interlocking gestats. Ideograms lend themselves to that sort of
thing. You'd probably find it Smple-minded. It works for him, lets his women get what they need to run
the busness for him, keeps the rest private. Gaagi ...."” he blinked and looked unhappy, a smdl
gray-green manlizard anking into wrinkles. “Gaagi decided to show, he says the machine is trapped, push
it wrong and the whole building goes boom.”

“Lovdy. Hmm. If | can get in, pull the data without bringing the house on my head, I'll have the
Shimmery for refuge, three days, that's how long Topenga Vagnag takes. I'll be degping there, won't go
out till the Game's over. That'll give you a chance to rest, if you can hang onftill then. After you get alook
a the Players” She pulled the dozens of fine plaits apart, dropped the pins and clasps on the quilt beside
her, working quickly, impatiently, ignoring the sharp little pains when she pulled too hard. “1 need you hot
and ready to go when it'stimeto get away. This is going to be tricky, Kuna. Hadluk and Pullegt will do
their best to put me down, types like that dways get greedy, want it dl, and the other Players will be ..
hmm ... shdl we say MOST unhappy. And one of them’s going to be the High Vaar. They say they want
agood game, what they mean is they want to win. Mmm, we can’'t come back here, not after the Game.
We should have everything we don’t want to abandon packed and ready to shift before | go. When you
have a moment, Kuna, see if you can locate us a tractor, that's about the fastest way out of town, we
need to get close to where the miniskips are before anyone wakes up to the fact that we' re gone. About
milking that kephal os the night before the Game ... hmm ... impossible to do it without traces ... you think
you could get me something that would make Sai think it was lice nosing into his business? Inggnia or
something | could leave lying in some inconspicuous spot? | should have the timdline set after my lunch
with Jao. Then we Il know where we are.” She thrugt her fingers through her hair, combing out the worst
of the kinks. “Bath. Goerta b'rite, | NEED abath.”

“How much did you get tonight?’

“l don’t know. All they had, | didn’t bother counting it.”

“You are odd, Rose. I've never met anyone like you.”

“Why? Because | don't give a damn about money?’ She shrugged, got to her feet. “I can dways get
money. It’'s other things that don’'t come when you whisle” She made a face, collected the towe and
facecloth and coins for the heater dot. “Y ou want me to run water for you when I'm finished?’

“Please”

Jao tilted the bottle and poured a pae liquid that wasn't even a kissng cousin to the turpentine she'd
been drinking. “Home wine” he said. “From my cousin’s vineyard on Shimmaroh. | think you will like
this” Hefilled his own glass and amiled as she Sipped, then Sghed with pleasure. “Forgive me in advance
for intruding on your private af-fairs?’

“After such amed, | would forgive dmogt anything.”

“You have a consderable sum banked with me. Could you perhaps have access to ... mmm ... say
triple that amount?’

“Possibly.”

“Yes. Good. Have you heard, perhaps, of our sessons of Topenga Vagneg?’

“You might say it's among the things that brought me here.”

“Ahhh. Yes. It isthe custom for offworlders to deposit a certain sum with me before they play. This



smoothes out possible difficulties and makes life more pleasant for every-one.”

“Let’s have things clear, Jao juhFeyn. You are inviting me to play Topenga Vagnag?’

“Yes. If you can present the necessary deposit. | have a credit link tied to Helvetia which you may
useif you wish.”

“That won't be necessary. How soon must | have the deposit?’

“Three days on. By the first hour after noon.”

“And when is the Game?’

“The Playerswill arrive four days on.”

“l see. You have secure rooms for them?’

“For you aso, if you wish. The room is part of the ser-vice | provide in return for my fee which is ten
percent of your net wins, if you are anet loser, consider it agift.”

“Mogt kind. I'd redlly rather avoid the ... um ... dis-tractions of coming and going.”

“You've played Topenga before?’

“Ves”

“What name will you be usng?’

“My nameismy talisman, juhFeyn. | never changeit. | will go by Autumn Rose”

He amiled, settled back in his chair. “ So you're a tech, a systems specidig.”

“Freetech. | can't tak about it. Company privilege, you understand. Silence is part of what they buy
from me”

“| see. Have you ever been to Shimmaroh?’

“No. What's it like?’

“You know Spotchals?’

“Who doesn't.”

“True. Something like Spotchasin asmdler system ...

Kikun did dong the dley, stopped by a narrow recess. “Easest to get in here” he murmured.

Autumn Rose fished the keypac from her toolbag, got the door open and dipped indde, a shadow in
shadows. She had a black scaf wrapped around her head, and as she moved, there was a Sringy
power in her thin body that reminded Kikun of the sohdihlo dancers back home who trained for the Holy
Days at Plibgats Toh, the Sacred Lake. He grimaced. It seemed like everything was reminding him of
home these days. Grandmother Ghost getting her pinchesin.

There was a hiss from the darkness—Autumn Rose won-dering why he was ddlying out in the street.
That was an-other thing about these days, Rose was impetient dl the time, scratchy as the thorns on her
namesake.

The building was dark and smdled of urine and dugt; it had the hollow echoing fed that told Kikun it
was empty. He didn’'t say anything, he didn’t think it was necessary. Gaagi was hovering somewhere in
the background; he wasn't showing his face, but Kikun could hear the whisper of his feethers now and
then, just often enough to know he was there. Might or might not be a help.

Kikun dipped in past Rose, went scurrying up the gritty, sagging stairs, saying close to the wdl so
they wouldn't squeal on him. Or under him, as the case might be.
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The door to Sai’s office had a dirty mirror in the upper haf, a mirror that turned into one-way glass
once they were insde.

Rose looked over her shoulder, snorted. “Elegant.”

Kikun shrugged. “Whatever works.”

She wrinkled her nose, set her hands on her hips and looked around.

A grayish lignt filtered through the ancient dust on the windows, enough to show them the sagging
bencheslined up againg a side wall, the broad armchair in an inner corner where the guard sat with his
ottoshot across his knees; its seat cushion was worn and shabby, molded to the shape of his broad butt.



Beside the door into the inner office, abulky deskset pouched through the wall with a grill across a hatch.
During the day the woman sat behind that grill, readouts at ther elbows, and did therr needlework while
they waited for someone to comcal or wak in.

Rose inspected the door to the inner office, fished a read-out from her toolbag and ran it dong the
jamb; when she was finished, she looked at the result, sniffed with satisfac-tion. Over her shoulder she
sad, “Watch my back. | don't know how long this s going to take.” She keyed the door, went through it,
and settled at one of the readouts.

Kikun watched her start work, then went to squat in a corner by the outer door, humming hymns that
were s0 old even the gods had forgotten who made them.

Hit

Jadii-Gevas the antelope spirit ran clicka-clack through the empty stinking corridors, his
black eyes wild, his breath wet before him.

Kikun quivered with him, shuddered with his fear, looked through his eyes, searching, searching for
motion, the thing that Jadii-gevas was created to find, find and flee. The an-telope spirit shuddered and
fled as wind rattled a window, his hooves clacked on the bare wood floors like hail as he fled again when
arat came trundling from a pile of anony-mous litter.

Soash’ ats the Bear sat in a corner of the room, big and dark, shining amber eyes. He
yawned, opened his mouth wide enough to swallow Kikun, snapped it closed, tooth-dlid-ing
againgt tooth. He was shadow without substance but his power was like perfume, it
lingered even when the wearer was mostly absent. He was warning, he was reproach, he
was the summoner.

Kikun shuddered whenever he looked into that corner; he tried not to look, but he couldn’t keep his
head from turn-ing, he couldn’t keep his eyes away.

He was supposed to be wetching for intruders, he was supposed to be guarding Autumn Rose, not
harrowing his soul for the edification of his gods, gods he couldn’'t believe in even when he was looking at
them. He kept looking at them. He let Jadii-Gevas do the weatching.

The soft sound of Rose's fingertips came to him dong with a faint flickering greenish glow from the
screen. She was concentrating so hard it was like a skin of glass was pulled around her, glass tough as
ship sed.

He sghed. He missed Shadith; she understood things that Rose never would because Rose didn't
want to understand them. He spent a moment wondering where Shadow was and what she was doing
right now—then was jerked from his reverie by the chalenge roar of Jadii-Gevas ....

Antelope Spirit reared, huge and dark, antlers like naked trees, eyes red, Jadii-Gevas
reared, obsidian hooves hanging over the head of the man coming unconcerned down the
corridor, coming toward the office ....

Kikun whigled a brief warning to Rose, dropped fla againg the wall, the stunner ready.
There was aform on the far Sde of the glass, the rattle of a key inthe lock. The door opened.
Kikun fired.

The man jerked, shuddered, dropped.

Xumady the Otter clashed his teeth and giggled, a high whinny that scratched at Kikun's
ears and called a lump into his throat. Down among the dead men, Xumady said to him.
You' ve a corpse to play with, Nai.

Kikun cursed the trickster in the reduplications of his na-td langue, the agglutingtions. He didn’t want
to beieve it, but he'd fdt the spirit go out of the man and he saw cold and empty flesh lying on the
shabby rug. With a last flicker of hope, he dropped to a squat beside the body, caught hold of the
nearest wrig, tried to find a pulse.



Nothing.

He scowled at the stunner, hdd it close to his eyes 0 he could see the setting. Minimum stun. The
lowest notch. “Rose,” he whispered.

No answer. She was o tied into what she was doing she didn’'t know what was hgppening out here.

“Rosal”

She made an impatient sound, looked up. “What? I'm just getting somewhere, Kuna. Hold on a
minute, will you?’

“No. There's a problem. | need you.”

She swore, worked a moment over the pad, then came through the door. “So? You stunned him, |
hope.”

“Yes | did. But he's dead.”

“What?" She strode across to him, tirred the body with her toe. “Did you change the setting?’

“No. Look. He tossed the stunner to her.

She examined it, scowled down a the man. “All right. So why's he dead? Or ishe?’” She dropped to
her knees, hdd out the stunner. “Here, take this thing.” She pressed her fingers up under his jaw. “Z’
Toyff. They don't come deader. Miserable luck, he must've been one of those extra sendtives. You
don't happen on them often, goerta b'rite.” She checked her ringchron, passng her hand across her
eyes. “Yes. Who ishe?’

“Don’t know. | suspect he's Sai. He's got keys. What are we going to do with him?’

She pressed the heds of her hands hard againgt her eyes. For a moment she didn’'t say anything, just
kndlt there asif she were praying, though he suspected what was going through her head had nothing to
do with prayer.

She draightened, got to her feet. “Another hdf hour and I'll have the Mimishay file. | was going to go
for Black House, too, but might as well forget that. He can stay where he is until I'm finished. We're not
likdy to have more vis-itors. Or are we?’

“No. | don't know. Probably not.”

“Mm. This building’sright on the bay, there must be windows looking out over the water?’

“Yes. Jugt drop him out? Like he was garbage?’

“He s beyond feding it, Kuna.”

“It's not respectful.”

“l don’t know him, why should | respect his corpse? It's our skins, Kuna. And not just ours. What
about your friend Shadith? If we get topped, what happens to her?’

He moved uneesily. “I hear.”

“Right, then.” She transferred her scowl from him to the body. “Jorkhead. Middle of the night ....”
She swung round and stalked into the inner office.

Kikun heard the squeak of the chair as she sat, the patter of her fingertips, saw the ungteady light
from the screen chasing shadows across the wal beside him. He sighed, caught hold of Sai’s shoulders
and tugged him out of the doorway, laid him againg the wall.

Xumady giggled and danced a triumph about and around the dead man.

Soash’ ats gloomed in his corner and piled his silent de-mands on Naiyol Hanee called
Kikun: Honor the dead. Honor YOUR dead.

Jadii-Gevas the antelope spirit ran clicka-clack through the empty stinking corridors, his
black eyes wild, his breath wet before him.

Watch for me, Kikun told Antelope the Bear. Watch for me.
Dance for me, Kikun told Otter. Guide, he told ' Gemla Mask, suddenly there.
He kndt beside the dead man and sang a Going-home for him.

We drink from different rivers now.



O stranger, O enemy

We always have.

Surprised fromlife

Your heartsoul dances on a dry plateau
Criesout to me: Why?

O stranger, O enemy

| do not know.

Loudly your voice calls:

You sent me

Show me the way.

You leap past the moon

You run among the stars

You rush to me crying out

Bring merest

| hear you

O stranger, O enemy

My hands draw the double spiral

Draw itintheair

Remember the spiral

O stranger, O enemy

Let your feet remember and run it
Look neither to the right nor to the left
HoZ zha-dayaka lies before you
Garden of the Blessed

Run, then rest

O stranger, O enemy

Do not let anger snare your feet

Hold you from the blessed

Go quickly and do not remember your death
Or he who gave it unasked

May Shizhehoyu Father of all Bless you
And give you rest.

'Gemla Mask hovered over the dead man, drawing the sairit from his body, then danced ahead of
the wild-eyed ghost, teasing him on and on unil the ghost ran without prodding, ran and forgot what was,
drew ahead of ' Gemla and vanished.

HH

Kikun stirred, blinked, got cregkily to his feet.

With the Going-home closed out, the weight of the dead man was off his shoulders. The thing before
him was only rapidly spoiling mest; the sooner they got rid of it, the bet-ter.

Rose looked up as he wandered into the inner office. The minicorder was sucking up data. It didn’t
need her, her hands were limp on her thighs, a sheen of sweat was drying on her face. “You're supposed
to be watching.”

“Jadii-Gevas watches.”

“What?’

“Waich is being kept. Don't worry.”

“One of your gods?’

Kikun blinked & her. “Say, one of my ghost brothers.” She looked wary, tapped restlessy at her
thighs “If it works.”

“Want me to start deaning away our traces?’



“Don’t bother. You' d have to burn the place down to thwart the forensic machines the lice are bound
to use. Eventhen ....” She flipped a hand, dropped it back. “With luck, they won't find him before we're
gone. After that, who cares?’

i

Fghting grime accumulated over the life of the building, they wrestled a window open on the third
floor, flung him out.

It was like throwing a log, he was that iff; he fdl like a log, landed on the edge of the whar,
teetered there for along moment. A gust of wind caught in his rucked-up jacket, swayed him just enough
to tumble him into the bay. The splash he made was swalowed by the other night noises and he sank
quickly out of gght.

Rose shivered, jerked the window down, ignoring the squed it made in its dides. “Let’s get out of
here. | need deegp and a bath before | start getting ready for the Game.
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Autumn Rose lifted the mask, dropped it over her head, and adjusted the eyeholes so she could see
without diffi-culty. It was't actudly a mask, but a headsman’s cowl in soft thick velvet, long enough to
fdl in graceful folds over her shoulders. She leaned closer to the mirror, adjusting the folds to leave the
deep vee of her dress uncovered and the necklace of rough crystd and knotted siver wire.

Kikun moved into the mirror fidd.

Rose gasped, twitched, then had to rearrange the hood folds. “Z’ Toyff, Kunal”

He grinned at her. “You look marvelous, Rose”

“Ssd” She smoothed her hands down her sides, the black sychoura dinging softly to her pams.
“Magicd. Yesss”

After alagt ingpection, she straightened her shoulders and went out.

The Mewa Room had eght sides and seven doors. Six were doors to secure-suites for the Players.
The High Vaar went home for bed.

The seventh was the exit.

Theroom was rich with dark woods and green velvet, a green-on-beige rug, rich red-brown wood
panding. There was a deep glow from crysd lamps on the walls and the massve chanddier hanging
above the Vagnag table.

Low benches set againg the wdls between the doors were piled with green and gold cushions.

Dasuttras were arranged like flowers among the cushions, faces, bosoms, and arms printed with
flowerformsin the pink dyes of ancient custom, long hair down and gleaming under chainmetd caps set
with moonstones and jasper, ci-trine and turquoise, peridot and aguamarine, semiprecious gems catching
the light like drops of colored ail. In one corner two Dasuttras were playing flute and lute, unobtru-sive
wallpaper sounds.

Autumn Rose walked in and fdt her soul expand. This was her ream, hers again. She belonged here.
If she’d needed that little extra bit of confidence, the room gaveit to her.

Three men stood beside the table taking in low voices, two hooded, the third, Jao juhFeyn.

He crossed to her, held out aslver brooch, afull-blown rose on acircle. “Autumn Rose”

As she pinned it on, Jao stepped back, gestured. “ Sun-hawk.”

A tal paunchy man nodded. His brooch was a raptor on arayed circle.

“Hiu-shark.”

The second man indined his head. His brooch was alegping shark on aplain circle.

One by one the others came, each by his separate door, received his brooch and was introduced by
his use-name. Showcat. Tanduk-viper. Direwolf.

The lagt man was tdl and solid, a crackle to hm when he moved. His brooch was a barracuda
arching open-mouthed across a Slver circle. When he saw Rose, he jerked his head up, turned to



juhFeyn. “A woman?’
“You object?’
“If | did?’
“You're free to leave”
“l see” He shrugged, pinned the brooch on, and stood waiting for juhFeyn to seat them.

Kikun squatted in the corner and watched the Players rall for order. He smiled when he saw tha
Rose got the lead; it's where she wanted to be.

Grandmother Ghost pinched his ear. Get your mind on why you're here, lazy boy.
He forgot about the game and looked at each of the men.

Oozing out of the wall, feathers rustling, brushing against him, small distracting tickies,
Gaagi bent over him, whis-pered in his ear:

Thisis catalog of men.

Sunhawk: the High Vaar Tidak Beruba

Hiushark: Overleader of the Metug Pirates

Tanduk: Vaarlord of Haemunda Pamina

Snowcat: Zly Zlogtin, the Vamcac of Dama’tvedd

Direwolf: Attata Marteau, exec of Cazar Company

Barracuda: Enfilik Abrusso, Grand Chom of the Mim-ishay Foundation, a Power in
Omphalos
Gaagi came whirling out of the wall, leaping high into the air, landed on the table, shook his behind

in Barracuda's face. Xumady giggled, dived from the dark, and joined Raven on the table, doing a

Mock-Shock Dance, a satiric curse on the target. They finished with a howl and a swirl and dissolved
into the dark.

Kikun ignored them and watched Barracuda

The Omphdite was angry. Every time he looked at Rose he clenched his gut. He was going to go
after her any way he could. Kikun smiled. Good. That was stupid and it was likdy to break him fag.
Y es. The sooner the better.

it

The game started. The fine blonde hairs on Rose's fore-arms shimmered in the light from the
chanddlier as she dedlt the cards.

i

At the end of the first Chapter, she was a net winner, having avoided the Grid for the moment, lost
two Pen wa-gers but won the Holse.

Despite his irritation, Barracuda played cautioudy; he won one table wager, lost the other, came
close to bresking even.

Sunhawk played a meticulous game, had fair cards but bad combinations. That didn’t seem to bother
him. He was deeply content, his mind humming with the calcs that let him finesse asmdl win.

Hiushark was a plunger though he kept the lid on until he had the measure of the other players.

Tanduk was a fusser, but either hisintuition snapped to with every card or he could beat a kephaos
a cacs He spread his bets over the number grid in carefully plotted patterns and ignored the Holse
during the firg Chapters.

Snowcat was dow, refused to be pushed; he played his cards with heavy daps, threw the dice with a
force that nearly took them off the table. He played the Holse and the Pen, ignored the Grid until the last
Chapter before Break.

Direwadlf played quickly, spread his bets on Grid, Pen and Holse, depended on inginct for the



proportions.
H

The play was dow at fird, the Players feding each other out, setting down their persona minimums

Black feethers brushed around Autumn Rose, black scales glittered over her head. Her cards were
good, her throws brought fine combinations. Gaagi was her Luck, though she didn't know it. Kikun
could fed her confidence growing, but she kept her caution until she knew the other Players and had a
fed for the flow of the game, then hdd back 4ill until the Break.

Kikun squatted in his corner, bored to stupor. He didn't play gambling games, he liked wetching
them even less. There was no taking, no witty or even unwitty exchanges to distract him from the
soporific dap-click of the play.

His NO-SEE-ME ratcheted as high as it would go, he dozed, confident no one could discover him.
He knew the man now, the target. Now dl they had to do was take him. All | have to do, he dreamed,
yes, Roseisout of it. | will take him. When the time comes.

He shifted from the squat until he was dtting with his back againg the wall, let his eyes droop, and

dent.
10

The dirring for the firgt Break woke Kikun.

The Players moved to the tables, filled plates with finger-food, handing these to the nearest Dasuttra
to hold for them, pointing out what they chose to drink and waiting while Dasuttras poured these liquids
into the specid glasses juhFeyn provided, ddicate flutes with angled glass straws so they could drink
through the mouth dits of ther cowls.

Kikun got to his feet, did around to the eighth wal and collected a glass of wine, retreated to his
corner where he sat Spping and watching the Players circle round each other trying to find some way to
pry informeation out of the others without reveding anything about themsdves. The idea of tha
snoopdance was mildy amusing, the actudity was boring.

HH

Direwolf wandered over to Rose. “Autumn Rose” he said, sucking on his straw. “It's a name that
resonates.”

“Oh?’

“There was a game on Cazarit some decades ago. A woman who was aso Autumn Rose played in
the Prime seat. Blonde woman. Attractive. Very. Good player. Very good. Stylish.”

“Oh?’

“Yes Stylish. Had away with the cards. Never forgot it.”

“Ah”

“Going to be an interesting game, once it gets started.”

HAh.”

He raised hisglassto her, the straw tinkling againgt the sides, then went gralling off.

it

Barracuda stood close to his door, his eyes fixed on Rose. Kikun winced at the maice seaming off
the man.

Grandmother Ghost pinched his arm and muttered in his ear: Black bile man, he stinks, baby.
You watch him, you hear? He's up to something and it’s nothing good, you hear? Listen to
your oI’ gramma. You get over there. Stand in his shadow, baby. You let him get away he'll
wreck everything, you hear me?

Gaagi danced behind Barracuda, great black beak threat-ening the man, black scales glittering,
wing feathers shud-dering around him.
Abruptly, Gaagi froze.



Then he beckoned urgently to Kikun.

Kikun set, his glass down, dipped around to stand behind the man.

Barracuda took a babi din from the plate the Dasuttra hdd, ate it, hed out his hand to the other
attendant; she cleaned it with a lightly scented cloth. “That woman,” he murmured. “Who is she? Why
was she invited to this game?’

“You haven't heard?’ The kneding Dasuttra (a very young, very lovdy girl) looked up a him, her
eyes wide, glowing. “Ah, Senhuan, sheis accursed of god and blessed by the Lady. She has won thirteen
days running.”

“Thet seems ... unusud.”

“No, Senhuan.” The Dasuttra at his Sde had a deeper voice. She was older, surer in her beauty, sure
enough to venture a amdl contradiction. “Jeo juhFeyn certifies her, she is blessed by Luck, not by her
fingers”

“Yes, Senhuan,” the kneding Dasuttra said, words con-ing out in a rush, “I have heard a woman
was cured of muteness by the touch of her dress and the ringing in a man's ears went awvay and another
dug in his garden and found a treasure someone had buried there” She looked over her shoulder at the
other Players, leaned closer until she was nearly touching his long black robe. “It is said High Ones
required her presence. The highest of the High.”

Barracuda made a didng gesture and the girl shut her mouth. He tapped her cheek, fished in his
deeve and st a gold emu between her lips. He dropped another emu in the plate. “Leave me” he said
and waited till they moved off, then he swung round and pushed his door open.

Kikun followed him.,

There was a short foyer, then a amdl but luxurious room, identicd to the one Rose had. Barracuda
crossed to atable with a black case on it, punched a code into the case' s lock, and opened it.

A com. Shielded.

Kikun dropped to his hands and knees, scooted under the table.

He could hear the soft patter of a keypad as Barracuda entered another code, then waited, fingers
tapping an irreg-ular impatient rhythm on the tabletop.

“Black House.” A man's voice, alight muscd tenor. Barracuda tapped a second code.

“Tinggd here” Another voice. Deeper, rougher.

“I need ateam to pick up awoman.”

“When and where?’

“Day or so. Tos Tous. Kipuny Shimmery.”

“That’'s Truceground. We could be dispossessed if we break truce.”

“She's offworld.”

Silence from the com.

More tapping from Barracuda' s fingers, speeding up as the Slence stretched out. After another few
breaths, he swore softly, said, “You know who | am.”

“Yes. But you're only one. | answer to the whole Coun-cil.”

“| see. Theré're crowds outsde this place. The woman is a Luck Piece, that's what I'm told, the
Draw. Send the team. They needn’t come onto the Shimmery grounds, they can merge with the crowd,
no one will notice them. As soon as she's clear, they can take her.”

“You'll mark her?’

“Don’'t need to. Crowd Il mark her for them.”

“Yes. Anyone you prefer?’

“QUl Purgisis available to head them?’

“Yes”

“Let him choose. | want her untouched, with her full vigor on tap. Y ou understand me?’

“Quite”

“I'll joinyouin say ... four days. Out.”

Whidling breathily, Barracuda returned the pad to its dips and shut the case. Leaving it on the table,



he gtrolled out, hands clasped behind him.
Kikun scurried after him, vibrating with anger.

Grandmother Ghost waited for him in the corner. Her out-line was sharper, her colors stronger
then they’ d been in months,

Look at him, baby. Monster. You know what he wants to do to her, don't you? Look at
him look at her. | curse him, head to toe. May his feet crack open and rot. May the hair on
his legs grow so long and thick he trips on it and people laugh like fools saying see the
beast, see the stupid hairy beast. May his knees turn to stone and crumble when he moves,
may he know pain without end. May his thing wither and fall of may the rot enter his body
and grow upward till it meets the rot in his brain ....

Kikun tuned her out. He was sick with anger, but curses were futile things; the only one Grandmother
Ghodt’ s curses worked on was him. He didn’t know what to do. Rose had forgotten him and he couldn’t
remind her without bringing himsdf into focus for too many of the others in here. Play had dready gone
on three hours, the next break would come &fter the tenth Chapter. Yes. Another three hours. Maybe.
Unless play dowed. She'd have to leave then, comfort stop. Surely her bladder would force that. Did
she drink?

Grandmother , he mindshouted, quiet!

Grandmother the Lagl-Lenox subsided to mutters, pinched him for hislack of proper courtesy to
hiselders. What? What is it baby? What do you want?

Did Rose drink anything during the break? | don’t mean just hold the glass, | mean redly drink.

Yes yes, that's smart of you baby. Yes. Two glasses of wine. That should hit her kidneys
hard not so long from now.

He sttled back in his corner, arms crossed on his knees, and watched the game go on.

Gaagi’ s black wings fluttered about her and the cards came well for her, the dice came through again
and agan.

He could fed her feding the flow. She began to push the game, her wagers chdlenges to the others,
she played Holse and Grid and Pen with machine speed and sureness, reading the odds, running the
cacs, everything in her codescing for this Game.

She won.

Shelogt some of the table stakes, but won the Holse again and again.

Her pde skin shimmered in the glow from the chanddier, the fine blonde hairs on her ams were
curved stresks of light. There was a power in her that the others fdt. They couldn't see Gaagi's wings
and glittering scales, but they fdt them.

Kikun's anger faded into boredom again as the play went on and on.

He dept.
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Rose came from the fresher, went to the mirror. She in-spected hersdf, leaned closer, touched a
fingertip to the dight sag under her eyes.

“Rose”

She draightened, whedled, reaxed. “Kuna”

“Rignt.” He dug hisfingersinto the folds under his jaw; he'd turned his options around and over and
around again, he ill was't sure about it, but he’ d decided the truth was best and this was the best time
totdl it. “Ah ... mmm. Barracuda is Omphaaos dl right. He made a com cdl the first break. Black House.
He s arranged to have you picked up the moment you leave the Shimmery.”

She moved her shoulders, looked irritated. “I don't NEED this”

“Thought I’d better tdl you.”



“Yesyes, you're right. You've got your sunner ... of course you have. Look. The next break, it's for
adeep ses-sion. Sx hours. You remember ... ah ... according to ....” She touched her lips, frowned. “I
was told he'd come by flit, if he came at dl. It has to be parked some-where close. While we're
degping, you think you could find it?’

“Oh, yes”

She didn't try tdling him what to do when he found it; one good result of a touch of hedthy parancia
about being overheard, it kept her from belaboring the obvious, some-thing she had a tendency to do.
Irritating to be treated like a subnormd child.

“Rignt.” She sghed. “It’'s back to work.” She caught up the hood, dipped it over her head, adjusted
the eyeholes. “Let’s go, Li'l Liz”
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Sunhawk was waiting when she walked in, sanding apart from the others. His hood was a gesture,
no more; everyonein the room knew who they entertained. His eyes flickered as Kikun dipped in behind
her, then he forgot, Kikun's Gift wiping the image away, abetted by the obsesson growing in him, an
obsession that became apparent as soon as he spoke.

He touched her arm. “Autumn Rose,” he said. His voice was a caress. “I haven't seen such play in
years.”

“Oh,” she said. “I suggest you find a mirror; you'll see a better one than | am.”

“Gracefully said, but not true” His fingers stroked the bird on the rayed circle. “Is this your
professon?’

“No, | play when | have the time and funds. My life is elsewhere and | prefer it that way. A diet of
dessertsis quickly boring.”

“Hmm. Theré's no time a the moment, the game is about to begin again. Consder changing your
mind. | offer secu-rity—no, more than tha—uxury, anything you want. All 1 ask is a game now and
then.” He lifted a hand. “No. Don't give your answer now. Not till the end of this Game. Con-sider
where you are and what | can give you.”

Kikun's ears twitched. The voice was genid, the words innocuous, but the intent behind them ... Oh,
Rosg, it'sdmost comicd, hdf of Tos Tous isgoing to be waiting out there ready to grab you.

Grandmother Ghost the Ladl-Lenox pinched his am: Just like a male, look at him, preening
like a fool, tchah! just because that bitty chile does something he wants to get his hands
on, he reaches out and grabs, didn’'t his mamah teach him better? But what's a mamah to
a man once he gets his growth? You try going on like that round me, baby, I'll snatch you
skinless, you hear?

Otter leaned over, patted Grandmother Ghost on her head with his stubby handpaw:

You doing THAT dance again, old woman? Boring, boring, we heard it dl before. Heard it dl,
heard it dl, kvetching carping, boring, boring.
| stop carping when you get a brain, hair fool!

Kikun turned them dl out, leaned againg the wall, and tried to deep. The Lad-Lenox was the sole
femdein his persond dutch of gods and sometimes found it necessary to defend dl femaesin Sght.

When she was in one of those moods, she was capable of rasng such a storm, he threstened more
than once to ex-orcise them dl and find his peace in absolute, unadorned reason. The ultimate atheism.

They were powerful, though, these gods he'd birthed for himsdf from his flesh and soul and the
collective experience of his people. They were not, perhaps had never been—even in their crudest form
when he was a child groping toward consciousness—merdly convenient ways of deding with parts of
himsdf he was incapable of understanding. He knew on one leve that the only redity they had was what
he chose to give them, but at a deeper levd by far, he NEEDED them. They had a grip on him he'd
never shake loose. Mot of the time he didn’t want to. Most of the time.

He dept.



it

Grandmother Ghogt pinched him awake when the Game broke for the third time. The Players
departed by their sep-arate doors, Hadluk collected the women and took them out. Jao juhFeyn
supervised the deaning of the Mewa Room, took a lagt look round and went out, locking the door
behind him.

Kikun dipped away with the women, then followed juhFeyn as Jao checked the Shimmery's
Security.

When Jeo Iéft for bed, Kikun undid the darms on the back door, went out.
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Morning.

He collected a fork, a spoon, a plate and a cup from the kitchen, then followed the girl carrying
breekfast into Rose' s room, waited in a corner while she laid out the med on the table, knocked on the
bedroom, got an answer, then |eft.

Rose came out yawning, blinked when she saw Kikun gtting at the table spping a pinkish-yelow
fruit juice from a crystd pitcher. She looked over her shoulder, shrugged, came across and sat down. “I
don’'t know who's ligening.”

Kikun leaned back, watched her pour the rest of the juice into her glass. “No one.”

She pulled her mouth into an inverted smile, shook her head. “I don’'t know,” she said, “maybe so.
wdl?

“Found it. Ther€'s a park out back, chain fence around it. Guards. Three flits in there. Black and
dlver one with some kind of 9gil on it, that's probably his Didn't try to get to it. No point in that, not yet.
It'll be locked. He's ether carrying the keys or has them in his rooms. I'll take a look there during the
firg break. See what | can find.” He yawned, yawned again.

“You look like someone' s sucked the air out.”

“Jud tired. Lot of things going on. Takesit out of you, you know.”

“Kuna, nothing's gaing to happen today, except more of the same. Why don’'t you stay here and
deep?”

“Itsanidea”

“Have anice hot bath, stretch out on the bed. It's a good bed,, comfortable, lovely sheets, like this

. she smoothed her hand dong the heavy slken suff of her dress, “only white”

“You sold me” He got to hisfeet. “You're just awal away. You need help, scream.”

She giggled. “Go to bed, Kuna. Scream, huh! Not likey.”

He wriggled dl over, shaking his skin dong his bones, then strolled ouit.

The bed was as comfortable as promised.

He stripped, stretched out between the sheets, started to Sgh and was deep adeep before the Sgh
was finished.
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Grandmother Ghost the Lagl-Lenox pinched him awake a short time before the maid came in to
make the bed and sraighten the rooms.

Kikun pulled on his clothes and strolled out.

Rose was taking with the Pirate who was describing an improbable fish he'd encountered in the
Southern seas. Kikun listened a moment, drifted on. Must be usng him as shidd againg the High Vaar,
he thought. Tlee! what a bore. He stopped beside her chair, raised his brows. The amdl table where her
stake was piled was bowed under the weight of the gold on it, more rouleaux piled benegth it and around
its legs. Rose could have hersdf cast lifesze in gold and make hersdf hdf a dozen copies. How we're
supposed to cart that off, even athird of it ...

Grandmother Ghost leaned into him, ingpecting the pile Yellow peril, sad stuff, poison stuff,
that chile has the right idea, baby.



Otter giggled, faded when Grandmother turned to glare at him. He'd suffered his share of pinches
and scolds and wasn't looking for more.
Blackbear touched Kikun's arm.

The maids were coming from the suites. They circled the room and left.
Kikun yawned and went to search Barracuda s room.
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Rose shook him awake.

He sat up, bleary-eyed and yawning.

She laughed. “ Scream, hunh!”

“What?’

“Jugt a comment, not a summons. Supper’s laid. Get yoursdf up, wash your dishes, come join me”

#

It was alight supper, hdf of a andlish bird, soup, severd rolls and a large sdad. A pot of locd tea
st inaquilted nest, acurl of steam risng from its spout.

After she divided the med meticuloudy in hdf, they ate in slence for severd minutes “Find
anything?’ shesad at last.

“He keeps his keys on him, or they're locked in the com-box. Which you'd have to handle; my
training liesin other lines”

“Hmm.”

He drank the lagt of the soup, refilled his cup with tea from the pot. “You seem to be doing wel at
the Game.”

“Wel enough.”

“Not excited? There' s gold enough there to gild hdf the roofs in the city.”

“Gold, tchah! Hadluk’ s been in this backwater too long, he's logt his perspective. You know, Kuna,
I’'ve played sn-gle passes where more vaue changed hands. Couldn’'t get enough gold in that room to
interest some types I’ ve been in games with, you know, like Ginny’s dients. Wdl, that’s not why we're
here, isit.

“Isit?’

“’Course not.” She wrinkled her nose, then grinned at him—and he found himsdf liking her better
then he had for along time. “Sure, | hate to let that idiot Hadluk cheat me, but no way I'm going to go
running off with half a ton of gold stuffed down my front. My fun’sin the playing. Riding the high. | told
you, | can dways get money.” She sobered. “Jugt as wel we're not planning to hang around after thisis
over.”

“High Vaar gelting possessive?’

“You got it. HE's bidding for a permanent partner. Got so far as to say I’'d make someone a fine
wife, someone who liked Vagnag, him for instance. Z' Toyff!”

“Wel, it'd be an easy life”

“Wash your mouth out, saaaa, easy, that plasticman paw-ing over me, make me sck jus thinking
about it. Besides, | likemy work. 1'd kill mysdf if | had to St around doing nothing.” She looked at her
ringchron. “Timein. Where'd | put that hood?’
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The Game went on and on.

At the close of Chapter 30, the end of the second day of playing, Autumn Rose st like an icon of the
Lady indde of walls of gold, piles of gold, a black, white and golden image with the fugitive glimmers of
the crystd in her necklace.

While the attendant Dasuttras brought the gold she’d won in the last Chapter, she got to her feet and
walked out sur-rounded by a tense and angry silence.



it

“Not taking it well, are they?’ Kikun bit a piece out of a chunk of green from the salad bowil.

Autumn Rose snorted, jerked off the hood, threw it at the nearest chair. “They say they want, a good
game, doesn’'t matter win or lose. Hah! What they mean is I’'m gonna break you to your last copper.”
She backed up to him. “Unbutton me, will you? | want to get out of this”

He wiped his fingers on a napkin, began unhooking the thread loops. “Sounds like you're not
enjoying it any more.”

She shrugged out of the dress, draped it over her am.

“I"d forgot how boring Forty Chapter gets” she said and went ouit.

“When you're winning,” he murmured.

“l heard that,” she called from the bedroom. “Win, lose, after awhileit'sdl the same. Booooring.”

He ate more sdlad and waited.

She came out pushing her arms into the woally robe, tieng it tight around her. “Goerta b'rite, I'll be
gad when this is over. One more day, Kuna.” She dropped into her chair, poured hersdf a cup of tea
and reclamed the sdlad from Kikun. “One. More. Day.”

“Hmm.” He broke open aroll, spread butter on it. “What happens when it is over?’

She snorted. “What do you think? Hadluk and Pulleat will try to kill me if they see a way of keeping
dl the gold. Sunhawk, our esteemed High Vaar, will give his best shot at disgppearing me into his little
place on the hill there. Barracuda will be torn between knocking me on the head and hauling me off or
wating till 1 walk out and Ietting his thugs do the job.”

He chuckled. “A piece to each, maybe?’

“Hunh.”

“y?’

“So, | think Jao is likdy to squash Hadluk’s ambitions, I'm not going to bother my head about him
.....hmmmm, you're stronger than you look, Kuna. Could you carry Bar-racuda any distance, like out
back to hisflit?”

“Why bother? I'll liberate aralling tray from the kitchen, fold him up on it and whed him out.”

“Good enough.” She emptied her cup, refilled it. “One more day, Kuna.”
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Redtless after hislong deep, Kikun followed the deaning maids from the Mewa room, went out and
wandered the semi-dtreets about the Shimmery.

The crowds had |e&ft, gone home for the night.

That was usud. Once the sun went down, Tos Tous was dead. No lights and crazies in the shadows.

He wandered to the wharves near the Auction House. There was no 9gn Sai’ s body had been found.
No new shipsin port. Quiet. Dull. Ropes dapping, wood cresking. Not even a strong wind.

The Harbor Watch as usud hung about the incinerators spread dong the bayfront, standing in
clugters of two or three, talking, drinking, teking a lesk over the edge of the wharf, srolling out to look up
and down for stragglers try-ing to sneak onto the ships or sted the rescue ropes hanging in coils from
mooring posts a intervas of hdf a kilometer.

Kikun drifted near one of those groups, listened to the men talking.

Nothing about Sai. One man was curang his wife who'd walked out on him, going on and on about
what he was going to do with her when he found her. After a while the others got bored with this and
shut him up.

At the next incinerator a man had a pair of lottery tickets and the others were hooting a him, tdling
him the things were aways rigged, he wasn't anyone' s nephew, he hadn’'t a hope of winning.

“Better then that,” he said. “1 got a bit of cloth from her dress, dept over it, and dreamed those
numbers. I'm gonnawin, you'll see ...”

“Who'd you buy it from, Djikki the Snot? He stole my wifeé's Sgter’s skirt off the wash ling, tore it
up, been ling it to any fool who'd bite”



“Naaa, | snatched it off a Angatine and she got it from some trip who tore it loose hissdf. | saw the
whole thing. I’'m gonnawin, | know it.”

“You seen the woman?’

“Yah. Tdl, skinny thing, bet you' d do yoursdf a misary on those bones you tried to djink her. Not
bad look-ing ....”

Kikun moved on as the men traded comments on Rose's attributes, not especidly flattering ones. It
was their way of rebdling againgt circumstances that set them down at the bottom of ther world,
discards, straw to be walked on and used by the powerful. He understood it, didn't like it, was glad he
didn't have to ded with the anger disguised by those mocking debunking words.

He met more of that anger as he walked dong. The men by the bricks admired and hated Rose, used
her as away of talking about tabu things, complaining about her supposed excesses as away of getting at
the powerful they didn't dare speak againg. The Players in that game of Topenga Vagnag could lose
more than a hundred men could make in a year, a thousand men. Ten thousand like them. And who'd
pay? They would, people like them. The Vaarmanta would squeeze their losses out of ther people's
hides. It was a story he knew only too well. It was happening on his world, the conquerors acting like
conquerors everywhere, the sweet of his people paid for Davigli excesses, kept the eternad queen in
luxury. It was why he'd come away with Lissorn, to find help, weapons maybe, knowledge modly,
someway, somehow to throw the Daivavig out of Keyazee, send them back to ther hot, dry southlands.

He twitched his ears, scratched at the skin folds under hisjaw. Soon. Like Rose said. One more day.

He went to the Rumach, used the spare key, and went up to the attic where he'd hidden their gear
after Rose |eft.

He roped the travelsacs to his back, went shuffling through the streets, his NOT-THERE blasting out
to keep the pred-ators off him. When he reached the Shimmery, he went round to the woodshed beside
the fenced-in flit park and stowed his burden up in the rafters where only the spiders went.

Back ingde the Shimmery, he found an empty room and curled up to wait for morning when juhFeyn
would open the Mewa again and he could get to Rose.
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Autumn Rose staked in, tore the hood from her head and flung it on the floor, plucked the pins from
the knot she'd twisted her hair into and tossed them on the hood. She shook her head, scratched her
fingers vigoroudy through her hair, turning it into a fright wig. She flung her arms out. “ Aaaaghhhh!”

Kikun chuckled, tilted his head. “Wd|?’

“Wdl!”

“Cleen’em?’

“Near enough.” She scowled at a knock on the door, combed her hands through her hair, trying to
gmooth it down. “It's not locked.”

Jeo juhFeyn came in. Hadluk a shadow behind him. Jao bowed, dtraightened. “Autumn Rose, you
are the sole net winner. Do you understand thet you'll be paying my full fee?’

“Y ou made that quite clear.”

“Will you trust me with the count, or would you prefer to do it yoursdf?’

“Doit. | couldn’'t keep my eyes open. What do you charge for usng your credit-link?”

His eyes laughed at her, his teeth were very white be-tween the black beard and mugtache. “Be my
gues,” he said. “My feeislarge enough to embarrass even me.”

“l doubt that, but I'll take your offer.”

“No no, thisis awin that will make legends, Autumn Rose. Ther€ll be stories about it after we're
both dead.” He sobered. “You have your credit bracelet with you?’

“Naturdly. When the count is finished, wake me. | want to trandfer a third of the net to Helvetia, the
res I'll bank here. | have to pay my backers.”

“Ah. | see. It will be severa hours. Sleep well, you've earned it.” He l€ft.

Hadluk winked at her, followed him out.



it

Kikun wiggled his ears.

Rose snorted. “All right, so | was exaggerding a little. It's nice to have and | don't like beng
cheated. And | knew about the credit-link when | said dl that—so what? | meant it. In essence. If the
credit-link weren't available, I'd walk away without a quiver.”

“All right.”

She yawned. “Let’s get some deep. We ve got afew hours while they finish the count.”

“I think we ought to talk aboui ....”

“Later, Kuna, later. Plenty of time.”
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Autumn Rose pulled the door shut, came in diding the credit bracelet back on her wrigt. “That's
done.” She flung hersdf into a chair. “Clearing up out there. Getting ready to put dl that metd away.”
She checked her ringchron. “Two hours till dawn.” She held out her am. “Mark me, Kuna. | need to
know where you are.”

“Why?

“Jud do it, hmm?I’ll explainin aminute. Hurry, we haven't got much time”

He widened his eyes, flicked his ears. If she wasn't going to tak, nothing he could do to make her.
He looked past her.

Grandmother Ghost the Lael-Lenox was in the corner sitting on Otter’s back, giggling in a way she
had when something was about to hit himin the face. She wasn’t going to talk either.

Sghing with exasperation, he nuzzled Rose’'s am, fdt her heat up and tremble. That wasn't
something he wanted to think about so he didn’t.

“All right, that’s done. What now?’

“Hadluk and juhFeyn should dill be out there. Take alook and see, hmm?’

He looked a Grandmother Ghost. She nodded. “I don't have to look,” he said. “They are.”

“Good. Kuna, gun them and tuck them away under one of those benches. We can't let juhFeyn
button up this place, we need to leave without a mgor fuss. | have to get ready for Barracuda, so | can't
doit”

“Barracuda?’

“Uh-huh. Second break, he made his move. Came on to me, strong.” She grinned. “Annoyed
Sunhawk which | wasn't unhappy about, you better believe. | made like | was fluttered and flattered by
his... um ... masculine force. Made an assgnation with him for after the count. He wouldn't come here,
the jerk, so. I'm supposed to go across and knock at his door. Twenty minutes on. See?’

“Nice when they do it to themsdves”

“Uh-huh. Got your stunner?’

“Rose”

“Sorry. So go, will you?’

H#H#

Hadluk was stacking the last of the gold coins on the second cart when Kikun stepped into the
Gameroom; juhFeyn was moving around the room, straightening a pil-low or two, checking to make sure
the maids had swept properly and dl the glass straws, spoons, forks, ngpkins and other parapherndia
hed been cleared away.

Kikun stood in the shdlow recess of the doorway, waited until both had their backs to him, lifted the
sunner. For amoment he couldn’t touch the sensor, dl he could see was Sai fdling and fdling, hitting the
floor, hitting the wharf, fdling into the water. His hand shook. Grandmother Ghost did a hand through the
door, pinched m hard. He moved his thumb, hit juhFeyn firg, then Hadluk. Then scooted across to



them to make sure they were dill dive, Grand-mother Ghost ducking after him.
The pulse was strong under hisfingers. He closed his eyes.

Grandmother Ghogt patted him gently, he could fed her soft hands touching him:

All right, baby, all right. Cum-ya, cumrya, Gramma’s chile.
He got to hisfeet, began moving the bodies under the nearest bench.
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Rose turned dowly. “How do | look?

She' d washed the coloring agent from her hair; it was blonde and shining, hanging loose about her
shoulders like a saill of liquid gold. Her face was far and flushed with excitement, her eyes were blue
agan, sparkling with glee and mdice. The dhining black dress dung to her torso, swirled about her
ankles.

“Barracudawill be enchanted.”

She laughed, it was awild sound, rather like the cough of a cat on the hunt, big cat, lion lady, golden
and ready. Kikun's ears twitched and he was very glad he was dinhast and too dien to be her prey.

She looked a her ringchron. “Time. Let’'s go.”

H#H#

Barracuda opened the door. “Lovey,” he said. “You surprise me”

“l hope s0,” she said and moved toward him, forcing him to step aside.
Kikun tapped the trigger sensor, caught the man as he fel.

“Rignt.” Rose straightened. “ Get thet tray, Kuna, faster we move, the better.”

HH#

By the time he got back from the kitchen, Rose had stripped out of the dress, changed into tunic and
trousers. She'd gone through Barracuda' s suite, cleaned the place, induding the case with the shidded
com. “I thought I’ d leave most of my suff and clear him out. Might confuse folks about who did what to
whom. For awhile anyway. Anything moving out there?’

“No. Nothing till we hit the, pad out back.”

“Good. Let'sgo.”
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Thirty hours later, tired and grimy, but with everything they’d gone in for, they were in ther ship on
the ighmus and Autumn Rose was taking with Dighy.

“WEe ve got some srong leads and a prisoner. HE's Om-phaos, Kikun says, though his papers say
Mimishay Foun-dation. Kikun thinks the oof'narc knows where Shadith is and the Dydaera We're
going to talk to himin alittle bit.”

“Wait. If he's redly Omphaos, you won't be able to touch him with what you've got on that ship.
Bring hm here”

“Now?”

“Fast asyou can kick it. You can do sass?”

“Theré s a box on board.”

“Good, Keep him under, you don’t want him suiciding.”

“Thet oof’ narc? He wouldn't ....”

“Ligen, Rose. | don't care what kind of jerk he is or how much he loves himsdf, if he's pushed to
thewdl, helll be dead before you know what’ s happening.”

“Rignt. | didn't go to dl this trouble to waste him. See you soon.”



Unprisoner 1: First Leg On The Shadow Hunt

1

Weersyll 2 was asmdl rocky world inhabited by lichen and worms.

Wearsyll the star was a hot greenishryelow dwarf out in the middle of nowhere like a spark that
popped from afire into the middle of a black rug.

After the davetrading debacle, when Omphdos acquired Bolodo Neyuregg Ltd. through heavily
insulated surrogates, the recondituted Company set up headquarters at the Bol-odo subdtation on
Weersyll—there wasn't a populated world in Known Space that would have them and they couldn’t
operate out of a Clandestine Hole,

The new set of Execs made the best of what they had; it wasn't bad. Weersyll might be in the middle
of nowhere, but it was dso equidigant from three clusters thick with planetbearing stars, clusters
undergoing an explosion of de-velopment and lusting for cheap labor they could kick out once the job
was done. Ships buzzed in and out every hour of the day and night, customers looking for specific types
of laborers, transports bringing in cadres who'd finished their gints, taking other cadres from the domes
to the worlds who'd bought their services, dill more bringing in new con-tractees—surplus men and
women who preferred the secu-rity of the cadres to starving, convicts dumped into bondservice by one
world or another, people on the run from some danger or other, seeking safety in the anonymity of a
labor cadre. Names didn’t count here. There weren't even numbers. They were listed by cdl prints and
vended that way.

Omphalos hadn’'t bothered themsdlves about what hap-pened to Shadith once they stripped what
they thought were her memories and handed her over to the Contract market. All his annoying them got
Ginny no farther than that. It did get im her cdl print—and sneers behind thar privacy shields, he didn't
have to see their ugly faces to know that.

After he'd collected a Filot, a pair of mercs, and a Skkul Paem for drive crew at Ilkabahar PFit,
Ginmny headed for Weersyll and the Records of Bolodo Neyuregg Ltd. He spent the ingplit time laboring
in the workshop, retooling a num-ber of the EYES, condructing and programming specidized ticks and
borers. He had everything he needed for the work, dl the tools and materid. The Omphadlites a
Mimishay had spread themsdlves on this ship; they drooled when they thought of Bol Mutiar.

On the fifteenth day the ship surfaced at Teegah's Limit and began moving sublight toward Weersyll
2.

2

A gnat among the svarming transports, the ship did into one of the outermost dots of the orbitpark
and settled to wait.

Three hours later there was a tentative flicker on his screen, then a harried face appeared in the
center cdl. “You haven't logged in.”

Ginmny waved the Rilot to slence and answered himsdf. “This is the Capris Kumar out of Blagn. |
dam emergency status, glitch in the splitter. My engine crew are working on it a the moment. The chief
is sure the matter can be rectified without outside help, so | have no reason at the moment to bother you
down there. | just want a place to perch until the repairs are effected. You may have noticed there aren’t
that many systems about.” He rambled on for severd minutes longer repeeting in other words and a dull
monotone what he'd just said, watching the Controller’ s eyes glaze over.

Pushed to desperation, the man interrupted him. “Right. Emergency. Be sure you let us know if
you're going to move again.” The screen went gray.

Ginny smiled.

The Pilat raised her blonde brows. “That was easy.”

He did out of the Captain’s Chair, stood with his hands on the arm. “It isdl Traffic Control can do to
keep the incoming and outgoing ships apart and at the same time juggle the shuttle dots. They are not



about to chalenge anyone who provides a reasonable excuse. | will be busy the next few hours, Mertoyl,
same gtory for anyone who gets bothered by our presence.”

3

He transferred to the workstation, watched the shuttle traf-fic carefully, chose a moment when the
confusion gave even him a headache and dropped a shel to the surface, its tiny fidds logt in the soup. It
curved through the thin cold air, went to ground over the horizon from the headquarters com-plex and the
clustered mud-colored domes of the Levy Pens.

He shut it down and waited. One hour. Three. No reac-tion.

He cracked the shdll, sent the EY Es flitting toward the Complex, ticks and borers piggy-backed on
them.

The EYEs weretiny and reaively dow. It was nine days before they reached ther target.

He spent a day exploring the outdde of the massve head-quarters building and another day
ingnuating the EY Es through outvents.

Down and down he sent them urttil they reached the mem-ory banks of the Company kephalos.

For four more days he explored the hardware until he was sure he knew the configuration, then he
flew the EY Es where he wanted them and offloaded the ticks and the borers.

And waited.

Nine hours later data began flowing into his kephaos, keyed by Shadith's cdl print. A few clucks
and adick and the flow stopped.

He triggered the secondary programs in his tiny vermin army, shifted to the Captain’s Chair and
cdled the Pilat to the bridge. “Be ready,” he said. “ Say nothing, just take us out on the route | planned.”

He cdled Contral. “Glitch repaired. Departing now.” The screen lit again. “Wait. What sector?’

“Take grid?

“Send.”

He tapped the sensor that sent his proposed exit route. He'd worked it out with considerable care,
kegping to the least busy sector. It meant he headed nearly draight up, hitting the Limit at a wide angle
from the orbita plane. Made navigation difficult once he was in the ’split, but it was more likdy to be
approved without argumern.

“Path approved. Do not deviate, three transport convoys will be surfacing within the next five hours,
approach the ediptic and you will be warned then blown away.”

“Informetion received. Will not deviate”

4

Ginbiryal Seyirshi sat in the Captain’s Chair and amiled at the image of the world dropping away
behind him.

In about thirty hours Bolodo Neyuregg Ltd would be out of business again. And Helvetia would be
mogt annoyed if Weersyll accessed it a any time during that thirty hours—which was more than likdy
conddering how busy the place was.

There is a disease about, he thought as he watched the sphere shrink, warn your sexpartners, you
posy whore.

Miralys/ Digby 2

1

Mirdys stormed into the room, threw the flake on a table that appeared at her side, politdy provided
by the naked man ldlling in the bubble hanging under the dome.

Digby stretched out on his ssomach among flurries of bright cushions, propped his chin on his pams,
and contem-plated the Dydaerin. “That’s a mgor snit, Mirdee, meluv.”

“Read that!” She dapped the table hard enough to make the flake bounce.

As a concession to public form, Dighy closed his eyes a moment and pretended to scan what he



dready knew, then opened them wide. “So? Ian't it about what we expected? Except, perhaps, their
rather excessve optimiam as to the sum they’ re prepared to accept.”

Mirdys snorted, looked round for a place to St. “I'min no mood for your games, Dighy.”

“All right.” His exaggerated dgh blew like a gde through the veils undulaing about the room. “A
good hogt honors his guest’ s grouches, even when said guest is sf-invited.”

Mirdys gave the chair that appeared a hefty nudge with her thigh, then sat, lowering hersdf with
undiminished wariness. “ Better adjust your acid levels, Dig, you're beginning to sound bitchy. What do |
do? That lot threw in so many cutouts, it'd take a century to trace them back.”

He acquired dothing and sat up. “I assume you don't intend to pay the ransom.”

“No. Only to eat the bastards raw.” She curled her lips up and back, baring her tearing teeth in the
Dydaera threat-grin.

“Would you be willing to gal for awhile, go through the mations of getting the cash together?’

“Why?

“Latelast night | got acdl from Autumn Rose. No no, she doesn’'t know where your Ciocan is, but
she's got her hands on someone who may.”

“| thought she wes ....”

“No, Kikun got them both clear. Seems they overlooked him.”

She scowled a him. “How long have you know this?”

“A while”

“And you didn't bother tdling me”

“No.”

Her ears flattened agang her skull, she started to get up, then, with vishble effort she controlled her
anger and reset-tled hersdf in the chair. “Why?’

“Kikun identified the enemy. Omphalos.”

“And?’

“Omphdos has tiesin places even | can't reach. Until this moment no one here knew but me.”

“l see. And?’

“One. Don't tak about this. Two. Rose is bringing a package for me; when it's unraveled, | should
know alot more. A good posshility, | should have the location of Ro-hant and the others. Travd time's
around four weeks, so you'll need to gdl. Fve million Helvetian gelders, could you raise thet if you
wanted to?’

“Not from Vodlts Korlach. If | went to the Famiily ....” She extruded her claws, sheathed them.
“We don't pay ransom.” Her ears flattened againg her head, she brought her claws out again, sank them
into the smul-ddes of the chair. “If | were serious about this, I'd have to take the Korlach public, bring
outsdersin. No!”

“Tss, Miradlili, you could start negotiations. Make it look right, but they don’t have to go anywhere,
Send off your reply, say you're going to need time, then start looking for buyers.”

“Don’'t have to look.”

“What?’ Digby snapped his eyes wide. “ Someone has approached you. | hadn’'t heard ....”

Her ears came up, twitched. “1 am shocked, Dighy dl-knowing. Sssah!”

“Don't tease, Miree me-luv.” He brooded a moment, then smiled. “Omphaos. It hasto be.”

“I couldn’t say. The approach was through brokers, Vid-loeg Gavinda of Helvetia”

“Hmm. Usng Rohant as a lever into Vodlts Korlach. Right. That gives the answer to how you're
going to gdl. Start talking with Vidloeg Gavinda.”

Mirdys ears flattened again, her lips curled back, baring her tearing teeth. She hissed with rage.

“Redrain your indincts, Toerfeles. Go home and get ready to ride and make sure none of your
people so much as sneezes beyond your compound walls. You don’t want outsiders noticing, hmm?’

She stared a him, gold eyes blind with fury, then she bounded to her feet, scooped up the flake, and
staked out.

Digby clicked tongue againg teeth, then faded from the bubble, snking into the crcuits of his
kephalos as he began to ready his House for the Pedling of the Chom.



Shadow Running

1

Matja Allina bent over the degping chd, touched his face. “His fever's down. What's the sump ook
like?’

The Herbmistress consulted her lig. “It was checked two hours ago, cool, no infection. Um. Appetite
good, wanted solid food, turned cranky when he saw the broth, but drank it down, ate his biscuits. We
can send him home by the end of the week.”

“Good.” Matja Allina moved to the next cot and looked down at the form swathed in bandages.
“Burns?’

“Yes. He s dill dive, but we don't have much hope un-less we can get him to the ottodoc in the
Center a Nirtgjal. Is there any chance of that?’

“I'll ask the Arring when he calls” She sighed, shook her head. “The Artwa in't likey to spend fud
on a cha. Do what you can. Brushie hedwomen have some herbd pastes they use on burns, summer
Brush baing what it is and summer storms. I'll send to see if they have something we can use” She bent
over the mationless form, curved her pam over the bandaged face, not quite touching the cloth. “Amurra
bless and give you peace.” She moved on.

HH

Adghilo looked through the door.

Shadith touched her arm. “The Matja says the world could burn down, but she's gaing to finish this
firs. What isit? The Arring?’

“P murr’s on the com, he wants the Matja.”

“Tdl m she' sin the infirmary, it' |l be at least another hdf hour before she' s finished. Isit urgent?

“l don’'t think so. He said they’ ve taken the base.”

“Good. We can do without more of this”

Aghilo mimed wing-flutters with her hands, her sudden brief grin lighting her face. “And you won't be
flying your bed again.”

Shadith grinned back. “Right, it's a dead loss as a glider.”

P murr had a bandage on one am and a new scar on his face; he looked exhausted, but he was
amiling. “Hat,” he said. “Razed to bedrock. Tumaks are dead or scattered with Brushie hunters after
them. It was the fires did it, Matja. Bad enough when lightning starts the SummerBrush burn-ing. They tdl
methis ot had the habit of riding out and tossing incendiaries for the fun of it. With the winds they have
out here, nothing could outrun those fires and there were families caught. | wouldn't want to be a tumak
in those hunters hands. The result for usis good. We won't be both-ered by tumaks. Not any more.
When news gets back about what happened, danger pay won't do it.”

“What did it cost us?’

“Hve dead. The wounded? Every man's got a nick here or there, most of them not serious. Ten bad,
but they'll live. Brushie helwomen are tending them. | suggest we leave them at the Mirp until they’re fit
to ride. We made a pyre for the dead and spread their ashes over the base ste”

“Brushie dead?”’

“I'm not sure, about twenty, | think. Most of their wounded are in good shape. If they didn't get
killed, they just got a few scrapes, a broken bone or two. We owe this to the Brushies, Matja. They
raided the base arsend before the tumaks tightened security, they got grenades and guns and cussves.
When we hit the base, they blew out the gun-posts before the tumaks knew what was hgppening. We'd
have had alot more dead, if it weren't for that.”

“Good work, P murr. One thing. Before you come home, would you see the helwomen and ask
what they do for burns? And see about the Bloodprice for ther dead. | want that cleared as quickly as



possible. We've alot of rebuilding to do.”

“Right. Don’'t rdax the watch yet, Matja Allina The bands that were outbase when we attacked are
dill around. Either the Brushies will get them or we will, but it'll take awhile”

“l hear. Amurra bless, P murr.”

“Amur bless, Matja Allina”

Matja Allina touched the com off, dumped down in the chair. One hand absently patting Pgji in his
ding, she stared for a long time at the sudy wadl. “Kizra” she sad findly, “get the chapa Tinoopa,
please”

it

“Chapa Tinoopa, send maids to the chdmistresses and chdmeagters, | want a meeting in the West
Reception Room; st the table up with pads and pencils, | want an urn of tea and those cheese straws
Cook’s got packed away. Tdl the maids to pass the word that the tumak base is taken and burnt to
bedrock. People should dill be careful, but the worst is over. I'll need you here, too. We have to replant
and rebuild or winter’s going to be murderous. Go now. The sooner we start on this, the sooner it will be
done.”

When Tinoopa had bustled out, Matja Allina siwung round to face Shadith. “Kizra Shaman, I'd like
you to go back to the infirmary, the convaescent ward. Play your songs for them for an hour or so,
brighten the day alittle. It's a dreary place, such a dreary place. The rest of the afternoon is yours to do
what you want.”
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By the time Shadith |eft the infirmary, the worst of the afternoon heat was over. The ar smdled of
dust and smoke, but the wind sweeping in off the mountains was damp and amost coal in comparison to
the swdter of high heat. She found a hat, pulled it down to shade her eyes and wandered out to the
paddocks east of the Kuysstead.

The Jnasu had the Kuyyot horses out for the firg time in weeks; they were playing with them, riding
bareback, rac-ing them, joying with them in the return of their freedom to run.

Shadith climbed the fence, sat on the top rall with her feet hooked behind the rall below. She spent a
while enjoy-ing their enjoyment, it was a splendid antidote to the pain and boredom in the infirmary; then
she swung the arranga off her back, began improviang to the beat of the horses hooves, the high fluting
laughter of the Jinasu.

They danced the horses to the mudic, black and gray and roan, pinto and bay, a mosaic of color and
shape, necks arching, manes and tails swinging in the wind.

i

Jhapuki rode over to her, sat on the big black smoothing her hand dong his neck, scratching through
his mane. “Wanna ride?’

“Uh-huh.”

“Doneit before?’

“Yeh. Was years ago, though.”

“Any good?’

“Not bad.”

Jhapuki twisted her body around. “Ommia, get the bay gdding, the rocking chair, huh?’

HH

Shadith dipped the strap of the arranga over her head, hung the instrument from the nearest upright,
swvung onto the bay’s back—qgrabbed a handful of mane as he quick-stepped away. She'd forgotten
how wide a horse was when you had to straddle the creature—and how quickly you fdt his backbone in
your tenderer parts.

With the Jinasu giggling with glee a her dumsy efforts, but patiently helping her to recover her form,



she walked the bay around in circles. The girl whose body she wore now had ridden amost from the day
she was born, so the body knew in muscle and bone what she had to relearn.

It didn’t take long.

By dusk she had her baance back and her fed for the horse' s rhythm; she couldn’'t come near the
ill of the Jin-asu, but she was racing with them, laughing with them, enjoying the play of musdesin the
beadts, the ging of the mane againgt her face, the thunder of their hooves.
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When she did off the bay’s back, her legs had no strength Ieft, she crumpled to the ground, Stting
sola in apile of droppings.

The Jnasu hdd ther Sdes and laughed so hard they nearly fdl off their mounts.

She shook her head, laughing with them as she did side-ways onto a clean tuft of grass, wriggled
back and forth to wipe her bottom off, then rolled onto her knees and stag-gered up. “Oh, god,” she
groaned. “Oh, god, | hurt”

She waddled bowlegged to the fence, crawled over it, collected the arranga and tottered back to the
House.

HH#

Sowly, laborioudy the Kuysstead recovered from the ter-ror. New gardens were planted, ditches
dug, and awater-whed erected by the river to bring water to the plants. It was dry season, high summer,
it wouldn't rain again urttl fall.

Matja Allina nursed her son and worked tirdesdy to re-store the Kuysstead, dive only when Pirs
cdled.

Shadith continued her riding lessons and began gathering supplies for her flight to Nirtgjai.
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Aghilo came into the Matja s Stting room, stood quietly beside the door, waiting for Allinato look up
from the ac-count books.

The minute she saw the chd, Shadith knew what was coming; she set the arranga aside, crossed the
room to Matja Allina She touched the Matja's am.

Allinayawned, stretched. “What isit, Kizra?’

“Aghilo”

“Oh.” She set the stylus down, flattened her hands on the table. “Aghilo chd, come.”

Aghilo walked dowly across the room, stopped beside the table. “I ...”

“Tdl me quickly. Don’'t make me wait.”
“My hdf sigter, you know, Tribbi. She caled to warn us. Mingas is ... is bringing the Arring’s body
home.”

Allina.closed her eyes, moved her tongue over her lips “Amurra....” she said findly. “And the chas?’

“No. The Artwa mug be keeping them. Tribbi says the only men with Mingas are his own guards.”

“Aaaaah ....” Allind's hands twitched on the pages of the account books. “Mingas. The Artwa isT't
bothering to come.”

“So it seems. Um, Matja Alling, there's something else Tribbi said.”

“About Minges?’

“Yes. He got drunk with his men and started boasting. He's turned off his wife, sent her back to her
parents. He says he’ s going to get him a new one, a young one. Un-spoiled. Ingva”

“] see”

“And ...um...7

“You don't have to tdl me what he plans for me”

“Tribbi says he went into lots of detal what he was going to get out of you. She didn’t repeat any of
it, just said it was enough to make a goat sck. She cdled soon as she could, he's dill drinking, him and
his men. They won't leave the aynti until tomorrow sunhigh & the earlies which means it'll be round



sunset tomorrow before he's here”
“Yes. The word was hardly more than a whisper. Allina shook hersdlf, scrubbed her hands across
her face. “Find Ingva, will you, dear? Send her to me”
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“That is what waits, daughter.” Matja Allina leaned back into Shadith’'s hands, closed her eyes a
moment, sinking into the cam Shadith was feeding her.

Ingva was more angry then afraid. She ran her hands through her hair, caught up a china ornament,
flung it againg the wall, hissed through her teeth as it crashed to the rug, shouted curses she'd learned
from the Brushies. “H’Ral Nguntik! No!”

The Matja draightened. “Ligen to me. | want you to think carefully, Ingvdirri. You have three
choices. You can wed Mingas. No. Ligen to me. You'll have rights as a wife you don't have as an
unmarried girl and if you're clever enough, you'll learn to manage him. Y ou are clever enough, you know.
He sfull of spite and anger and he's gpt to take out hisfrudrations on you, but he's stupid, stupider than
the Artwa without any of the Artwa s charm; you under-stand what that means”

Quieter now, Ingvatwisted her face into a grimace of distaste. “Gah!”

“You'd be comfortable, you' d have a place to be, plenty of food, clothes”

“No.”

“l was hoping you'd say that. The thought of im ....” Matja Allina sighed and let Shadith once more
soothe away her tensons. “I can send you to foster with one of my moth-er’s brothers. They'll take you,
find a hushand for you when the time comes for that. And I’ll see you have a proper dowry.”

“H’ral No.” She snatched up another ornament, caught her mother’s eye and et it gently down. “My
undesare .... No!”

Minagmiled. “They are, aren’t they. You'll be safe there, but you'll have to be what they want. Are
you sure?’

“Amurral yes”

“You know what the third choice is, luv. Go Brushie. It'll be a hard life and a brutd one. You've
seen enough of it to understand that, | think. I'll tel you this, Ingvdirri, if | hadn't met your father at just
theright time, I’d be out there mysdf.”

“Come with me now.” Ingva rushed to her mother, dropped to her knees, caught hold of Allina's
hands. “We can both go, take Ylawith us. Just leave”

“I can't, luv. Theré s Pgi. Thisis his Kuyyat, | have to hold it for him. Yla? She'd be miserable out
there, she' s not like you. And I’'m too old to bend, daughter, I'd be a drag on you and the Brushies. And
adanger. You'll be neither.”

Ingva dropped her head, rested her cheek a moment againgt her mother’s hands. “I’ll come back and
See you when he's gone.”

“If you go, luv, don’t yearn for what you' ve left behind. That's a chart for disaster. Bdieve me”

“l don't yearn for things” Ingva gave her mother’s hand a last squeeze, got to her feet. “Only for
people. Still,” she rubbed a her forehead, frowned at the wal without seeing it, “I'm going to need
things What can | take with me?’

“Wdl.” Matja Allina got to her feet, resettled the degp-ing Pgji. “Kizra, would you spend the next
hour, please, with the convalescents? After that, do what you want for until an hour before supper, then |
want to see you and Tinoopain the Arring’s study.” She crossed to Ingva who was waiting by the door.
“You'll want horses and gear, Ingvdli. I'm going to give you your father's Blacks. | can't stand the
thought of Mingas getting his hands on them. I’ll tdl him they were killed in the Terror. Sugar and cloth,
guns.....” Her voice faded as she went out and up the stairs with her daughter.

it

Shadith wrinkled her nose, got the arranga and went out. Snging for the maimed and the sck
depressed her, but it was only an hour, then she could go riding for the rest of the afternoon. She was
sore and Hiff yet, but it was wearing off.



It was time to go. No more lingering or dithering. Leave or live under Mingas rule.
Whidling under her breath, she gtrolled from the room.

Matja Allinawalked beside the black horse her daughter rode. She walked with head high, her hand
on her daugh-ter’s knee, Sgnifying to dl who watched her gpprova of thisthing.

P murr waited for them on the ferry landing. He stood beside Matja Allina watching Ingva nervoudy
falowing the ingructions of the ferryman as she led the two Blacks onto the ferry.

“| told you to go with her. You should have gone” Al-linasaid.

“No. My fedty iswith the Arring Pirs, not with his daughters.”

“PFirsis dead.”

“Hisson ign't.”

“| see. Then you'd better move your thingsinto the House and deep each night in the nursery.”

It was irony in her mouth but not in his ears; he bowed. “1 will do so a once.”

Startled, she watched him walk off; she hadn’t redized how much he didiked her. He blames me for
Airs death, she thought. I’'m the reason he wasn't with Pirs and couldn’t save him or die for him.

The sound of the winch motor changed. She closed her eyes a moment, then turned dowly and
watched Ingva lead the horses up the far bank of theriver.

She watched her daughter mount one of the Blacks and ride off leading the other.

Ingva neither turned nor waved.

Matja Allina stood slent on the landing until the Brush had swalowed Ingva, then she turned and
walked back to the House. Her head was high, her eyes blind with the tears she wouldn’t shed.
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Matja Allind s face was drawn, weary beyond descrip-tion. She waved the two women to chairs
across the table from her and began talking without bothering with any of the usud courtesies. “Pirs was
determined to keep you here the full year of the bargain.” She curled her hand under the weight of her
baby, not so much holding him as taking com-fort from him. “He thought we' d need you even more while
Pgi was getting through these firsg months, the hard months. Things ...” she swalowed, “things have
changed.” She eased forward, careful not to wake the baby. “1 want you to have these” She lifted the
rolled-up documents from the table, held them out. “The papers Pirs sgned on Pgji’s Nameday.”

Shadith leaned over, took both scrolls, looked down a them. The names were written on the
outside. She handed Tinoopa her papers and sat holding her own.

Allinaflattened her hands on the table. “Kizra Shaman, you ve been working up to leaving us”

Shadith gaped at her.

Allina shook her head, “My dear, you have forgotten how smdl a place this is. Everything is known.
Y ou might as wel have shouted it from the roof.”

“Oh”

“Yes” Matja Allina touched her tongue to her lips She started to speak, changed her mind. For
severd minutes there was no sound in the room but the whine of the wind outside and ther own
breething. “Mingas ...” she sad findly.

Shadith nodded. “You told Ingva” she said. “Stupid, mdicious, a weak man, a bad man.” She
thought aminute. “And ugly.”

“Yes. Utilas has been the heir, Airs ... was the ... the beautiful one ... the one everyone liked ....”
Allinaclosed her eyes, pressed her lips together. She shook off the weakness, went on, “Rintirry was the
baby, spailed, you saw him. Mingas was the accident. He was a son so he was adopted into the family,
but the Artwa never bothered to marry his mother. | remember her ... she was ill dive when | married
Ars ... “ A long shuddering dgh. “Now he's got his chance. | know he's taked Angakirs into
go-pointing him Pgji’ s guardian. Otherwise it would be Utilas coming with the ... with the body.”

“When he finds out you let Ingvago ....” Tinoopa tapped the papers on the curve of her knee. “What
can he do to you?’



“Whatever he wants. Oh, not legdly, but who's to see out here? And he has his guards with him, like
the pair he brought with him to the Nameday.”

“Thugs”

“Ves”

“Whet about Yla?'

“Assoon as| can, I'll send her to fodtering. He can't stop that. She's too young for marrying. While
they're dill children, girls are the mother’ s respongbility.”

“Will he marry you?’

“Not during my year of mourning. Not marriage.”

Shadith stirred. “Look, Matja, you don’t have to take this. You should get out of here. With Yla and
P4ji. You could come with me, or go to the Brush.”

Allinatapped her fingers on the table top, a curioudy restrained expression of the passion Shadith fdt
seething in her. She shook her head. “No. This House, the land, they're Pgji’s birthright. | will not let that
viper sedl them from him.”

“A pillow over Pgji’s face, that’sdl it would take to cleer title, isn't that right?’

“Oh, yes”

“You want us to guard him? If you can’t stop Mingas, how could we?’

“You couldn’t, Kizra Shaman.” She twisted her fingers together, stared past Shadith at the wall. “I
will. I will do anything | have to.”

“Oh”

Allina shivered, flattened her hands again. “I'm ill the Matja here. Until tomorrow night. | can give
the two of you what | choose to give Kizra Shaman has chosen her way, what is yours, chapa
Tinoopa?’

“I'll wait here, thank you. I'm too old and fat. And ci-tybred besides. | know from jits, not horses.
Fal off and kill mysdf two kays out.” She looked thoughtfully at Matja Allina “You want to be very
caeful or you'll bring down the roof on you and the children.”

“What?’

“Something happens to Mingas, hmm, the Artwa doesn't like you, thinks you're uppity. I’ve run into
that mysdf. Way things are here ... how old's Utilas' son, or is he the next har?’

“You haveit. The oldest inherits unless hel s totdly unfit and Rulasisn't. HE's ... alot like Pirs. Redyn
is the sec-ond son; he's a little younger than Rintirry was. | don't know much about him ... which is ...
good.”

“Right. Then Utilas won't be whally hodile to ... um ... say Fate for giving young ... what was it? ...
Redyn abreak. That's aplus. What's he think of Mingas?’

“Detestshim.”

“Ancther plus” Tinoopa frowned at the rall of papers. She made a cirde of thumb and forefinger,
began diding the rall back and forth through the round. She looked up. “Mind some blunt spesking?’

Matja Allinasmiled wearily. “1 haven't o far, have |7’

“Do you want more children?’

Allina touched her fingers to her lips. A sudden wave of grief and pain and loss rolled out of her,
filling the room like fog. Tinoopa didn't see it, but Shadith was dmogt drowning in it. “No,” Allina
whispered. “Firsis dead. I'm an old, old woman. No.”

“Right. | got to taking with a circle of Brushie heal-women. During the Shearing, it was. You've
some interest-ing herbs on this world, hmm, when you're feding more like taking business, | know a
drug prospector who'd be interested, we could work out connections with the Phar-maceuticals,
improve your credit line We sarted out, the heslwomen and me, taking about contraceptives and
abor-tifacients. Subject of rape came up. Told me sometimes tu-maks come looking for Brushie girls,
drunk enough they'Il jump anything with aholeinit and it's safer to meddle with Brushies, no blood feuds
or private wars brewed up that way. If the Brushie girl’s family catches him, well, they find themsdlves a
S met colony, bury him up to his neck next to a mound, and smear his face with sugar syrup.” She amiled.
Not anice smile “My youngest daughter, | lost her to a digper sdesman. That's not what you think, he



sls chil-dren to pedophiles. | never found him. | ever do, I'll bring him back here. Wdl, that's beside
the point. Sometimes, the tumak gets away. Keeps getting away. Comes back time after time. The
hedlwomen go round the Mirps and choose someone, a woman, maybe even a girl, someone who
doesn’'t want children and iswilling to take a chance on being killed. They prepare her, stake her out for
the Sek-erak, that’s what they cdl him, though | suppose you know that. Sooner or later he takes the
bait, does the deed. Before the month is out, he's dead. The girl’s sick for a while, the ointment dries her
up indde and the antidote turns her eyes ydlow, but they say she doesn’'t mind and afterward she's fine
Sterile, but fine”

Matja Allina contemplated the older woman for severd moments. “If | were wise, | would say
interegting but noth-ing to do with me. I’'m sorry about your daughter, that’ s true.”

Tinoopa shrugged, “It was along time ago.”

“In some things, time has no meaning.”

“No.” Tinoopa drew her thumb dong her jawline. “You're wrong there, Matja. It does have
meaning, what I'm saying isthis grief heds and rage cools.” She dropped her hands onto her thigh. “But
you're aso right, hate doesn’t die, it just gets old and cold and harder than stones.”

“Yes” MatjaAllina got to her feet. “Kizra, you'll have to leave by dawn tomorrow so you'll be far
enough away by the time Mingas arrives that it won't be worth the danger going after you. | can supply
you tonight. After-ward ...” She shrugged. “It’s short notice, I'm afraid, but you were going anyway. So.
Make a lig, let me know what you'll need.” She didn't wait for an answer but turned to Tinoopa
immediatdy. “I will take supper in my room. When Kizra s lig is ready, bring it to me. I'll mark what |
approve and authorize you to dispense the materids. Be careful around P murr. He is't liking me much
these days so he'll do what he can to make problems for anything | try.”
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A knocking. “Kizra?

Shadith rolled out of bed, pulled the robe around her and crossed to the door. Yawning, she let
Tinoopain. “Thet time aready?’

“Not quite. Cook’s got breskfast ready for you, some sandwiches for later, she'swaiting to give you
asendoff.”

Shadith ran her hands through her hair, scrubbed a her eyes. “Gods, does everybody know? Some
Snesk.”

“St down a minute. Want to ask you something.”

Shadith dropped on the end of the bed. “Huh?’

“The Mindwipe didn't take, did it?’

“There were um complications the operator didn’'t know about. Things came back to me”

“And you know where you' re going, what you' re going to do, who you're going to cal?’

“Yeh”

“| thought so. Catch.”

The sac landed in Shadith’s lagp with a series of dull dunks. It was heavy. She loosened the
drawstrings, pulled the neck open. Coinsindde. She raised her brows.

“Incentive” Tinoopa sad. “I'm a thief, remember? What 1I'd like you to do, get word to my son
where | am. Jao juhFeyn. He runs a tavern cdled Kipuny Shimmery on a world caled Arumdam.
Iskalgun 9. Let im know where | am. All right?’

“Congdder it done”

“Thanks. The Matja authorized hot water. At least you can ride out feding clean.”

“Tinoopa, this Mingas ... he's mean, maybe a bit crazy.”

Tinoopa waggled a hand. “HE's not going to live long enough to be much trouble. If the Matja
doesn't get him, | will.”

“All I can say is, I'm glad I'm going to be somewhere dse”

“Interegting times.” Tinoopa straightened. “The Lady bless, young Kiz” She l€ft.

Shadith cupped her hand under the sac, hefted it. “Wdl.”



The weight of it makes all this real. No more dreams, no more dithering. In a few hours
I’'m going. I’'mreally going.

Shefdt like throwing up.
Terror, that’s what it is. Sheer sick-making terror.

Swearing under her breath, her legs shaking, she stood, tossed the money sac into the knot of quilts,
and went out.
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Shadith rode out from Ghanar Rinta.an hour before dawn.

She had a packer on alead rope, one of the rough-coated ponies that the shepherds used; she rode
asmdl surdy bay pony with a black mane. The Matja had offered horses, but the Jnasu Jhapuki indsted
on the ponies. It's a long way, she said, horses will die on you, get a notion in ther slly heads and go
down and they won't get up. The ponies won't go fast, but they’ll get you there. Walk as much as you
ride and give them plenty of time to browse.

The Matja had provided a map, with roads and ayntis marked on it, notes Pirs made about water
and campsites, estimates of time between trailmarks, notes about am-bushes, the map he usudly carried
around in his gear. He' d Ift it behind when he took the chd and the supplies to Caghar Rinta.

The pony’s head bobbed rhythmicdly before her, his hooves beat out a dow syncopation on the
hardpan under-foot, his tall switched, now and then ginging againg one leg or the other. Mesmerizing.
Put her into dowmoation, into a drifting inconsequent reverie. She thought about memory.

Memory was everything.

Its fragile, dead-leaf |ace was threaded through her pres-ent and in away controlled her future.

When her memories were temporarily displaced, she turned passive, feaful, every step she took
threatened to drop her off the brink of the known; in a way her brain and body began reverting to the
dead meat she'd revivified such a short while ago. Only her underlying toughness and the prodding of
those nightmares she’ d resented so much had kept her divein those pre-lizard days. The nightmares and
Tinoopa providing a stable pole she could revolve about.

After this business was over, if she survived it, she’'d move with measurably less assurance through
her days. That was one thing shed learned. Ancther thing—maybe more im-portant—was how
desperately she needed other people in her life She'd known people quietlly content with living aone,
preferring a filled solitude to empty company, but these were dways settled into stable societies where
tradi-tion and the ambient culture were suffident surrogates for family and friends.

It's what Aleytys was hunting for all those years. A context. That and a family to replace
the one that drove her out. She's got it now, family and friends and work. 1 want that. Not
the details. Gods, I'd be petrified on Wolff, | don’t even like Grey that much. Family and
friends and work ...

She thought about Mingas, the Artwa, Matja Allina in the prison of her culture, wasted and
unwanted, distorted by what was demanded of her and by what was forbidden.

You'd better be careful what kind of context you pick, Shadow. Very careful. Therere
downsides to everything, you want to be sure what they are before you commit. Ay-yah.
That's the third thing you' ve learned here and likely the most important.
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She pushed hard at fird, letting the ponies dternate be-tween afast wak and a canter; riding the little
bay was like gtting ajit on a corduroy road, but she spared nether her-saf nor her mounts.

The day heated up as the morning winds dropped and findly she knew she couldn’t go much longer.
She let the pony dow to atired shuffle and fished out the map. The brush on both sides of the rutted dirt
road was a meter higher than her head. There was nothing else to see but the tan road and a sky ydlow



with a punishing heat. She checked the angle of the sun. Almog directly overhead, around a haf-hour
past sunhigh. She pulled the map into the shade of her hat brim to cut the dazzle of the parchment,
squinted at the tiny black writing. There was a bridge some way ahead, built over a wide swooping bend
of the river that ran past the Rinta. Water and browse. A good place to stop and wait out the worst of
the hest.

She folded the magp again, tucked it into the saddlebag, and dumped into the sway of the pony’s
walk.
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She reached the bridge at the beginning of the fourth hour past sunhigh.

Theriver was slt-laden and duggish, but under the pohn trees there was a tentative amdl breeze that
hugged the warter and barely stirred the Hiff lesf lozenges and the shade was bam for her burning eyes.

She watered the ponies, stripped their gear off, gave them some grain on a square of canvas, and left
them to eat and browse as they wished. She hung the saddleblankets over a low limb to dry out, lad
down her groundsheet and stretched out on it, using the saddle as a pillow. She was adeep in seconds.
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It was two hours later when she woke, she was gticky and sore, she had a crick in her neck and a
hallow feding in her somach. The shadows were longer, thicker, the sun low in the east. She sat up,
rubbed at her neck and fdt around for the ponies.

They'd stayed close by; they were nosng among the dried grasses under the trees, nipping a choice
bits and chewing patiently once they had a mouthful.

She dug her fingersinto her hair, scratched extravagantly. “Hdf aday ... Sar!”

She dug the map out of the saddlebag and sat Sudying it. “Wel, Shadow, | might as wel spend the
night here, can't reach the next water before dark. Hmm. Looks like I'd bet-ter do some planning, isn't
going to work riding straight through, that sun's a killer.” She scowled at the map, dissmayed by the tiny
distance she’'d covered in those hours of riding. At thisrate, it'd take forever to reach Nirtgai.

A high whining broke through the whisper of the leaves, the muiter of the river.

Off to her left a black dot arced by, cutting in and out of sulfur-colored clouds, gone before she
could get to her feet.

“Mingas. Ahead of schedule. Hunh.” She yawned,
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She sat watching the fire die. The wind was riang; the clouds had blown away, teking the hesat with
them; the blan-ket round her shoulders actudly felt good.

Alone. She was garting to fed comfortable with that. Aslong as there was an end to it. Comfortable.
Even happy.

| know what it is. I'm not drifting any more. I’m doing some-thing.

She wrapped the blanket around her, stretched out on the groundsheet, her head on the saddle.

Even if | had to get booted into it.

She sghed with pleasure and gazed up a the sky; the moon hadn't risen yet, the stars were thick and
brilliant. 1t was like the Sky she'd seen as a child when she was s0 young she 4ill had the skin on her
eggsac dinging.
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A spark popped from the cirdle of stones, landed on her hand, gartling her awake.
The Raska Tsipor pa Prool was stting across the fire from her, watching her.

“You built it up,” Shadith said.
“Yesss”

“Why?



Tdpor shrugged her narrow shoulders.

“Y ou want something?’

“Omphaos”

“What?’

“Y ou going to make them hurt.”

Shadith wriggled free of the blankets and sat up. “That good or bad?’

“| fdt your purpose. | came.”

“Huh?’

“To ss-see them hurt.”

“At the moment, I’'m nat too capable of hurting any-one.”

“Youwill. | fed it” Her black eyes reflected the flanes she undulated her torso; her mouth was
open alittle and her thin black tongue flickered in and out of the gap. There was a force in the woman,
something unleashed, in her that she’'d kept hidden dl the time she wasin the truck and at the Rinta,

“How? | mean, what're you talking about?’

Tdpor did an odd, twiding movement of her hands. Tak-ing seemed difficult for her. “I know. |
come with you.”

Shadith frowned. Oh, hdl with it, she thought. “Why not.”

Tspor nodded. She came round the fire, reached out, held her hand above Shadith’'s arm, not quite
touching the skin. She waited.

“All right,” Shadith said.

The hand touched her, soft, warm, dry. Power flowed into her, jolting her, asif she'd stuck her finger
inalight socket. After her firg startle-reflex, she reached.

There was a horse a short distance off, tied to a tree with a tether long enough to let him graze on a
patch of grass.

There were |"bourghhas siffing round the ponies. She twitched a nerve in the predators and sent
them running off. The ponies kept on grazing and didn’t know what had just passed by them.

Her reach legped beyond the horizon, dl the way back to the Kuysstead. She fdt Allina's anguish,
Mingas—she wrenched hersdf away from him, sickened.

She touched the back of Tspor’s hand.

The Raska moved away, the powerflow was gone and Shadith fdt deeply diminished, as if she'd
suddenly gone deaf or blind. It took minutes for her sense of hersdf to settle.

She contemplated Tsipor. “1 ook through beast eyes, do you look through mine?’

Tdpor nodded.

“Tdepah?

Tspor shook her head. “Not thinking, feding.” She held up her narrow hand. “Only touching.”

Shadith relaxed. “Why don’t you go untie your horse, let him graze. I'll bring him in when it's time to
dart on. Un-lessyou ...”

“No. Isfeding, isnat riding. Is not like yours. Is other things, but ....” Once again she did that painful
twig of her hands, it seemed to be her equivdent of a shrug.

“You had something to eat?’

“Yess. You deep. | waich.”

14

On the second night, Shadith gazed across the fire at Tsi-por. “Tdl me” she said.

The Raska nodded. Her story was a performance, part body (a dance of torso and arms and face),
part words (3n-gle words, short phrases), part ghost images that appeared and dissolved between them.

Despite her resemblance to the Cousin baseform, Tspor pa Prool was not a Cousn; her way of
sedng and saying was skewed a an odd angle to Shadith’'s so Shadith was never quite sure she
understood what Tsipoor was saying to her in her multileve langue.

IMAGE: Spayor dSRasaka, Tspor's homeworld. Sense  of dryness, of



complexity—crystalline? Scoutship finds it, the sgil on the ship is the circled spiral of
Omphalos. Some-thing happens. Omphalos controls the world now. Omphalos is doing
things to the Raskas, making them different? Sur-gery? Forced breeding? Terror, anger,
grief

IMAGE: Raska males, conical mounds of flesh, can move some, dowly, oooowly, prefer
stillness, contemplation. Makers of songs and joy. Receivers of life, taking, fertiliz-ing,
incubating the eggs of the Raska females.

IMAGE: Mating rite, wonder, power, pleasure. Raska fe-males dancing in the light of
seven moons, rubbing them-selves against the male, mindflow as music. (Shadith heard it
as a grand symphony played by an orchestra of hundreds).

IMAGE: Time has passed. The Raska females return to the male, deposit eggs in the
prepared cavities of his spongy flesh. Explosion of tenderness. Love. Joy. And then,
Om-phalos came.

Tdpor wept, not tears, but with her hands and her pain.

IMAGE: The eggs cut from the male. He keens his agony and his loss. The females tied to
him come racing to him. Are captured or killed. Tsipor is one captured. The male dies. He
criesout his grief, his pain, and dies. She feds him die. Her sister/mates die. She feels them
die. Omphalos keeps her alive. Alive and alone.

Tgpor cut off the story at that place. What happened after that did not matter; she would not speak
of it. “Why?" she said findly, her hands and body repeeting her confusion, her anguish. “Why make such
pan?’
“Don't ask me” Shadith said. “I didn’'t understand Ginny, | don’'t understand Omphdos. Tdl you
true, | don't want to. I'd be afraid it'd rub off on me”
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They rose before dawn, rode and walked, walked and rode to the next water on the map, dept
through the worst of the heat, rode and walked, walked and rode for severd hours after sundown.

Day faded into day.

They saw no one, no traveing chas, no wandering Bru-shies or tumaks, no trucks on the road or
skimmers over-head.

After the second night they didn’'t say much to each other; there was no need.

16

On the fifteenth day, shortly after dawn, four siver spheres flared into sudden vishility, before,
behind and on each sde of them. Tspor and Shadith shot at the same time, each hit their mark, but the
pellets rebounded from the spheres without damaging them.

“| permitted thet as an exercise in futility.”

“I know that voice” Shadith said. “Ginny?’

“Singer.”

“What do you want?’

“Not your degth.”

“That’s obvious. You don’'t waste words on targets.”

“Yes. | will be joining you in one moment. | prefer not to have to wait for you to recover from a
gunning, o stay where you are.”

“All right.”



A smdl flit dropped to the ground ahead of them, opened up its Sde. Ginbiryol Seyirshi stepped onto
the ramp, beck-oned to them.

Shadith kicked her hedsinto her pony’s sides, dropped the lead rope, and rode forward.

Tdpor pa Prool stayed back, watching, rifle held loosely under her arm.

Gimny held up ahand. “Truce” he cdled out. “Do you agree?’

Shadith stopped the pony five meters off, sat frowning at him. “Last time you didn't bother asking,
just grabbed. Why dl this?’

“l need your active cooperation.”

“Why should | have anything to do with you?’

“Omphdaos”

“The enemy of my enemy ismy friend? | never much believed that.”

“Does it matter? No matter what you think of me, you do have friends and Omphaos has them. Not
for long. Ex-perimentd materid has a short lifelinein ther hands”

“Why should | believe you?’

“Tdl me”

“Destruction breeds round you, Singer. | need you.”

“l don't trust you. | can't.”

“Your own words, Singer. Last time | didn’'t bother ask-ing, just grabbed. We both remember how
wrong that went.”

“True. How did you get away? Y ou were a prisoner, wer-en't you?’

“They meant to use me to take aworld for them, so they sent me out on a ship with a workshop built
to my specifications.”

“Fools”

“Yes. Ashig afodl as| was, trying to contain you.”

“Trucetill when?’

“One year, during which time neither attempts to kill the other.”

“Good enough. One last thing. My companion. She has reason to loathe Omphalos. She comes.”

“Necessary?’

“Ves”

“Agreed, provided she swears truce ao.”

Shadith twisted around, waved Tsipor to them.

The Raska came dowly, her dark red eyes fixed on Se-yirshi.

“He offers truce,” Shadith said. “While we go after Om-phaos.”

“Istrue ssaying?’

“At the moment.”

Tspor flipped the rifle around, handed it to Shadith. She did from the saddle with a boneless ease
and walked up the ramp. She stopped in front of Seyirshi, reached toward him.

“Let her touch you, Ginny. There' s no haomin it. Tsipor, theright arm, not the left.”

Tgpor pa Prool dropped her hand lightly on Seyirshi’ s true arm, jerked it away, hissing as she did so.
She stepped back, turned to face Shadith. “Bad,” she said. “To trust, now iss yess”

“All right,” Shadith said. “Werein.”

Dyslaera 11: Rohant Edges Toward Escape

1

Rohant lay on his back, his hands resting one below the other under his ribs. It was dark in the cell,
as dark asit ever got, the lightsin the corridor outsde dimmed to a gray-ish twilight.

H#H#



As he had night after night for weeks now, Miji the sakdi trotted dong an unlit corridor, frill erect,
senses dert for insomniac wanderers. It was about an hour before dawn on a night as uneventful as last
night and the night before and the night before that, and so on, but he was never a ease ingde the prison
wing.

#

For weeks now Rohant had been usng the sakdi like a blind man’'s cane, probing the corridors
around his cdl and throughout the prison wing.

It was a frugrating process. He could not see through Miji’s eyes, or hear what he heard, he could
only read the sakali’s reactions, fed the play of his muscles. Despite this he was acquiring considerable
information about his sur-roundings. Dydaera had unusudly accurate perceptions of distance, direction,
and duration. Each pitpat of Miji’ stiny feet told him more about the maze around him.

The Omphadlites took him out of his cdl nearly every day, sometimes twice. Every five days they took
him to the ex-ercise court so he could wash, get some sun and work the kinks out of his body, running
round and round ingde those dippery wals. The other times he went to the saferoom where the techs
made lifeflakes of him. In the fird one they made him shave off hdf his mustache, then read out a
mes-sage to Mirdys. The degree to which his haf-mustache grew back was a timing device for
subsequent flakes, evidence that an extended period was being recorded.

And they took him to dine with the Grand Chom, who discarded his mask and robes for these
encounters.

The serviteurs were androids, not flesh to be shocked by the Chom's departure from the rules of
behavior before outsders. There were no guards ingde the room, but he wasn't being foolish; there was
agunfence down the cen-ter of the table, celing to floor, between Omphalite and Dydaeror.

“Come here” he said, the firg night they dined. Warily Rohant came toward him. He touched the
screen and went down.

He was out for twenty minutes.

When he woke, he found that the serviteurs had lifted him away from the screen, settled him in his
chair, crossed his arms on the table, laid his head on them.

“A leson,” the Grand Chom said. “It's a dunfidd. It won't kill you, you're much too vauable to
wadste.”

The third night they dined, the Chom showed Rohant the flake they’d made for Mirdys Rohant
shaving hdf his moustache, then reading the statement. Then Sx successve views with related physica
data, then the find message de-tailing how the payment was to be made. “We have you,” he sad. “If
your Toerfees wants you back she has to sdl us a piece of Vodlts Korlach, she won't be able to raise
the ransom elsewhere, we ve seen to that. And once we have the piece, we have the whole” He held his
hands up, closed them into figts. “Before the year’ s out, your Toerfees will be working for us”

Rohant said nothing. Let the Chom think he was cha-grined by this development. He wasn't. It
was't going to happen. He'd learn his mistake when Mirdys was standing in front of him tearing his
throat out.

They kept flaking Rohant every two or three days after the firg demand was sent out. They’ve done
this before, he thought, they’ re dmogt as dick as they think they are.

He hadn’t been cdled to dinner for over two months. The Chom was away somewhere, or so0 the
gossp went. He didn’'t know if he missed it or not. The food was better than he got in his cdl, but the

company took his appetite away.
Hi

Miji pattered through the corridors, growing more rest-less as the minutes passed; dawn was
approaching and he needed to be out of this place and in his burrow before the sun was up.

Rohant brought him back through the maze of corridors, took him out to the exercise court; he gave
the sakdi a mindrub, fdt him wriggle with pleasure, then let him go.

Miji dived into the murky water of the sump, swam vigoroudy through the outflow pipe and went



scurrying off, hurrying to get home before the sun brought the tje-junga birds out hunting for stray sakalis
and other amdl-lives

H#H#

He was ready to go.

He had his escape route planned. Into the Novice living quarters, out into the Novice garden, through
the Pleasure House to the Postern Gate that stood open night and day (far as he could tel), propped
open by something cold and heavy that Miji didn’t like touching. Once he was outside the Compound,
he/ d head for the nearest cover and keep running, hoping he could stay clear long enough to get outsde
the range of their seekers. It wasn't much of a plan, but it was better than stting around on his tail-bone
waiting to be skinned for the amusement of these stupid sheep.

There were three conditions that had to be met before he could make histry.

He had to be out of his cdl; only the kephal os could open that grill for him,

He had to have a means of overcoming his flesh guards, dways two of them, one going before him,
the other follow-ing.

He had to have away of didracting the android guard, one android dways, aways the same one.

Leaving the cdl was no problem. For one reason or an-other he was out nearly every day.

The guards weren't a problem ether. Thanks to Miji.

Hit

Miji pattered dong an offshoot of the main corridor. There were cdls on both sides. In a cubiclein
the middle of that cdlrank, a man.

Miji’s artle response derted Rohant to the presence of the man; the speed with which curiogty
replaced wariness suggested he posed no threst.

Miji pattered into the cubicle and began nosing at the man, poking and tugging a him with his agile,
sx-fingered hands, gaining confidence every moment as the man showed no response.

In his cdl Rohant was swegting with the effort to stay cam. He could fed what Miji’s fingers felt, he
got the tex-tures of the cloth and the skin, the prickle of the fine hairs, the looseness of the muscle under
the skin. He knew when Miji had worked hisway up the man’'s body to hisarm.

There was something under the deeve. A sheath. Leather, probably—because Miji nibbled at it. A
metd rod in the sheath. Short, about the length of Rohant’s thumb, but thin-ner. It could be a stunrod.
Rohant squeezed down his surge of excitement; it was disturbing Miji who backed off and was about to
scuttle away.

Swesting, his face twisted with concentration, he coaxed the skai back to the arm, got him to pop
the snaps, take the rod from the sheeth, and bring it away.

Agan and agan he had to convince Miji to bring him the rod; he caressed and cgoled the little
sakdi, kept him trotting dong on hishind legs, the rod clutched to his chest.

i

After what seemed an eternity, Miji was crouching outside the grill, his bright black eyes sparkling
with satisfaction.

Rohant kndlt by the grill, reached between the bars and brought him into the cell, padming the rod at
the same time, getting it into the front of his prison shirt. He sat with the sakdi on his knee, scraiching
gently about the frill with the tip of his foreclaw. Miji closed his eyes and went limp, his tongue hanging
out; hetrilled with pleasure, atiny bubbling whidle that was pure joy.

H#H#

Later, when Miji was out and deeping in his burrow, Ro-hant manage a brief look at his prize. It was
indeed a sun-rod—amadl, short range, but dl he needed to take out the flesh guards. He opened a
hdf-inch of the hem of his shirt, did the rod into the opening, and went to work on figuring a way of
digracting or disabling the android.



it

“l went,” she told Rohant when he came back. “I didn't know what to expect. What | saw was
odder than | expected, ill ... | don't know.

“Dighy was dtting in a pulochair indde an image bubble; he was a square brown man with black
eyes, wide cheek-bones, and a amile that could light up dl of Spotch-Helspar. | liked him the minute |
saw him. He had a good smell, well, you know what | mean. It was the same thing with thet odd creature
Frittagga Addams. Anyway, | let him take the language extract, then we talked. And he told me he
dready knew what part of the problem was. The Watchman program.

“*You're running it on full cycle, aren't you.’

“‘Yes, that's the way | was told to do it when | bought the androids.’

“‘Everyoneis. The jacdsloveit that way.’

“‘“What?

“‘| suspect that's what you've got raiding your stocks. Someone hired a jacd, probably to get the
jinnkitt, I hear you've refused three separate offersfor it

“*Yes. We won't dedl with brokers and we won't sdl where we don't trust.”

“*Right. Y ou know the reason why Watchman androids are sold in threes?

MEMORY':

It was early days for Vodlts Korlach. They'd just opened the compound in Spotch-Helspar, Mirays
was pregnant with Lissorn and they had a sngle Capture ship out bringing in stock for their cages.
Rohant was ther sole Capture Chief and his cousn Napos ran the ship. In addition to the Dydaerors
they had four Grydeggin trackers in their capture team, a University-trained Katsitoi triad acting as a
communa xeno-biologist and two Trumpet Vingr Cousins as ecologists, set-ting the pattern for mixed
crews that Vodlts Korlach continued till the present day.

A series of thefts had been giving Mirdys fits. Despite sen-tries and a triad of watchman androids,
someone had been getting to the stock, carrying off amdl but vaduable birds, beasts, reptiles. The thief
hed twice got close to their most vauable beast, a pure white Mersallan jinnkitt with a base worth of fifty
thousand Helvetian gelders, its actud price probably double that. Mirdys had dready turned down two
bidders, because she didn’t like the way they smdled. A third had used a broker; she sent the broker
away without bother-ing to ligen to his offer. It was something she and Rohant had agreed on from the
beginning. They would not sdl so much as a feather through brokers, the buyers had to repre-sent
themsdves They wanted to know where their stock was going and what was going to happen to it.

“l was wondering what to do next,” she told Rohant when he got back, “when Zimaryn brought in
this card, it made me laugh, there was this mini-holoa up in the left corner, a shove dancing. Sily thing.
Of course I'd heard of Digby and Excavations Ltd. Is there anyone on Spotchals who hasn't? | wasn't
sure what to think of him and his business and most of dl his prices.

“The ... well ... the exceadingly ambiguous being who sent the card in, I'll say she for convenience's
sake, was a blonde beauty, I'm not that good at judging the attractions of outsiders, but it seemed to me
she was rather past her prime. She sat in the pulochair, crossed her legs and smiled a me, and said her
name was Frittagga Addams.

“| tapped my daw on the card and gave her the hoteye.

““Why? | said.

“*Hve thefts in the past three months. Police nowhere, though they’re trying. Here on Spotchds the
P-T-B like to encourage young, hedthy, expanding enterprises.’

““Young. So right, | said. ‘“We can't possbly afford Digby’s fees, even if they're only haf what
they’ re rumored to be.’

“*Digby iswilling to take hisfeein services rather than gelders’

“* Specify.’

“*Dighy is a man with a voracious hunger for knowledge. Dydaera are very little known outside of
Dysdradl. He wishes to learn the language and history of your people. Nothing sacred or private, just



whatever is public knowledge, what you teach your children. If you will provide a language extract and
would agree to come and tak with him once a week for the next year, helll consder that sufficent fee for
his services’

“*Which are?

“*Hewill discover the thief, the means by which the thefts are accomplished and, if possible, recover
the stolen stock. He can't guarantee this last, because he doesn’'t know the purpose of the thefts”

“‘| understand,’ | said. ‘I'll have to consult the Family first.’

“*Do that, then come and speak with him. You'll see’

“*Wouldn't it be better for im to come here so he can see the place?

““‘Not possble. Come. You'll see’

“And then she left.”

“I quoted the brochure to him,” she told Rohant. “I was irritated; he was beaboring the obvious so |
might as wdl respond in kind: ‘To insure flexibility of response and re-action speed in a cadng of
reasonable 9ze, memory capac-ity is limited. The intake must be sorted and downloaded every three
hours, the three androids must download in staggered series so that at least one is at full efficiency a the
moment when one is taken out of circuit. What's wrong with that? | said, ‘It only takes a minute’

“*It means that the jacal has an opportunity to raid every hour of the night. He had dready acquired
plans for your pens, he knows when the full-response droid is as far away as it's going to get, he chaffs
the haf-loaded droid, over-whedming its intake, flips in his scoop and gets the target out before the
full-response can locate the trouble and cross the intervening space. He can do it over and over agan,
whenever he wants. If you add flesh guards, helll kill them. | take it you've moved the jinnkitt once or
twice?

“*Yes. Frg night, it was off its feed, we had it in the infirmary. The second time was just before a
dient was coining to look at it. We were grooming it and playing with it so it would be in good spirits’

“‘Right. That's the only reason you dill have it. The firs part of the answer is Smple. Change the
routine. New pat-tern of patrol every night, for one thing. For another, down-load after one hour, not
three. You keep your droids livdier, time down is much shorter, and the change in pattern will annoy the
jacd no end.’

i

“l hadn’t thought of that, Ro, it was such a Smple change and so obvious, once he sad it. It was
worth whatever trou-ble this chatting business put me to. Besides, | liked the man, | aready liked taking
to him. | did what he said, we caught the jacd, Digby got enough on the one who hired him, a turd
named Tambaedee, to scare him off, and the rest you know.”

i

Omphaos was ugng the same android every time they came for him; it had a scratch undernegth its
right vison-lens which gave it arakish look, amogt like a duding scar. He was sure they were keeping it
on full-cyde, twice he'd seen dgns it was near saturation, a fant hestation in its movements, a
duggishnessin its responses. The fird time was before he had the stunrod, the second time they made
him srip in the cel before they took him out, they were taking him to a speciad session in the lab, so he
hed to leave the rod behind.

Now he was cultivating a hunter’ s patience, waiting qui-etly till dl three factors clicked in.

It would happen soon. Had to be soon. Before they gave up on Mirays and moved him to Black
House.

The Grand Chom was away, they said. How true that was Rohant didn’'t know. Or where. Or what
hed happened to him.

There was a restiveness in the place that was connected with the Chom's absence. Something has
gone wrong for them; they can’t figure what, but they fed things aren’t right. He knew that nervousness, it
was the kind that passed through a herd when a predator was eying them.



He had to get out of here.
Soon.

Savant 4 (peaking to notepad):

Subject 7R (ndtive name Rohant) has emerged from the fugue state, but continues in a curious
passvity. Tech 1 indds this has nothing to do with passvity but is rather the typica huntmode of a
predator, the time of waiting before the strike.

NOTE: Tech 1 is showing further dgns of deviation, | recommend remova from Mimishay and
rehabilitation at the Inditute; if his at-titude does not improve subsequent to such actions, | must advance
a suggestion of terminaion with prgu-dice; his kills as a tech are without question; how-ever, his
growing insubordination is a corrupting force among his juniors.

FURTHER NOTE: Negotiations with Vodlts Kor-lach are proceeding dowly, but there is no red
prob-lem. Another rat is being prepared to increase pressure on the Toafdes so she will expedite the
bargaining and reach the point of decison. Despite the losses, this has been a markedly successful ploy.
Congratu-lations to the planners. May ther fertility increase.

WormsIn The Walls, WaspsIn The Rafters: Wherein Mimishay Learns The
Folly Of Messing With Dyslaera And Distorting The Creations Of Dedicated
ArtistsLike Ginbiryol Seyirshi

Shadith / Ginbiryol Seyirsi / Tsipor

Shadith followed the android onto the bridge.

She stopped in the doorway, shuddered. It was the uglies place she'd seen since Stavver dole the
diadem from the RMoahl towers: what wasn't sarkly utilitarian was, heavily, disastroudy ornamented.
The cabin Ginny gave her was stripped to the bones, nothing there but toeup furniture and gray wals As
she looked around, she decided he had re-deeming qudities she hadn’t noticed before snce he hadn’t
put her in a suite with this sort of decor.

Ginny was seated off to one side, working a the com-spec’s gtation, a habit she remembered from
the firg time he'd hauled her off somewhere.

He braced his prosthetic hand againg the sensor board and pushed the chair around. “You dept a
long time.”

“l was tired.”

“Apparently. Tel me something, Singer; was Ajeri Ki-lavez among the prisonersin the hold? You do
remember her?’

“She was there, in the pod beside yours.”

“Ah. | thought so. The Omphdite told me she died at the Hole” He brooded for a moment, staring
down at the unflesh hand, watching the fingers and thumb twitch; then he looked up. “1 had to replace my
crew. The pilot is one Mertoyl. There are two mercs in crew quarters, they will handle beams and
missles and | have acquired a Skkul Paem in bud to tend the drives. | prefer Skkul Paems as engine
crew; they do not interferein what is not their busi-ness. It is an atitude | recommend you adopt.”

“Tui-tul, where' s dl this cooperation you flourished when you roped usin?’

He contemplated her a moment, produced a smdl tight smile “Cooperation? | do not think |
mentioned the word. My recollection is that we have agreed not to kill each other for the moment.”

“Right.” She settled hersdlf in the co-seat, crossed her legs, and rested her hands on her knees. “So.
What now?’

“Wewill tak inamoment. | mug finish what | am doing here.” He pulled himsdf around, bent over
the dantboard and went back to tgpping the sensor plates, watching the hexa cdls in front of him as the
haf-dozen he was working with flickered through image after image.

Shadith rubbed at her eyes, let her head fal back as she considered the new pilot.



Mertoyl was a thin, far woman with wispy ash blonde hair and gray eyes so pde they were nearly
colorless. Her trousers were gray leather, its shadow diamond texture idenHifying the leather as
murraskin which meant it was contra-band and dmost as expensive as her tunic. That tunic had the deep
subtle sheen of avrishum, probably cost more than many people earned in a year. A sngle earing
dangled from her Ieft ear, a teardrop of slver with a gray shimmerpearl in the cut-out center. She was a
ghostimeage of awoman, but a ghost with very expensive tastes.

Where does he get them, these etiolate blondes? These pe-culiar pilots with their penchant
for absolute loyalty? Be-cause she has it, too, bad as Ajeri. Has it already, though she
can’t have been with him more than a few months. Isit catching? Gods, | hope not.

Tdpor was squatting by the back wadl, her ams crossed on her knees, her dark red eyes empty of
expresson. Though she was hard to read, her rhythms so dien they only rardly approached Cousn
norms, she seemed powered-down, a-most dormant.

Shadith glanced at her, shivered, looked away. During the nights and days of the ride across the
Brushland she'd fdt close to the Raska; ther shared needs and the solitude they were locked into had
overcome indinctive didike. Mutud didike—Tspor found the monkey Cousins as repdlent as they found
her and had no difficulty making that revulson apparent. That closeness ... pseudo-closeness ...
what-ever ... it was gone now. Probably because Tspor had transferred her loyaty, such as it was, to
Ginny as the one mogt likdy to see Omphaos rolled in the dugt.

A hexacdl pulsed, widened until it touched top and bot-tom of the forescreen. A world image swam
inthe center of the cdl. “Arumdam,” Ginny said. “That is where we are going.”

Shadith blinked.

Coincidence? That's the world where Tinoopa's son is. Hope he's not in this, if he gets
killed, what am | going to tell her?

Ginny tapped in a code, took the POV in a rgpid dant downward uniil it hovered above an idand
shaped like a tadpole trying to bite its own tail, a curving ridge of moun-tains the bony protrusions of the
tadpole' s spine. “Haed Nunn,” he said. “The Mimishay Foundation is there” He tapped a sensor and a
gmd| red light began flaghing at the back of the circle of water the tadpole’s head on one sde and tall on
the other. “There is some manud capacity, but its defenses are modly controlled by the kephaos. |
intend to infiltrate EYEs into that kephalos, once | have control of it, I can turn their defenses againgt
them and dag the place”

“Sounds smple enough. What about Rohant and the Dydaera? They'rein there, aren’t they. How do
we get them out?’

“Even before | left, haf of them were dead and the others in such misery they would welcome death.
Why complicate things?’

“Complicatel One tooth and afingernall left, they’re coming out ....”

i

As the ship swam through the ingplit, the argument went on and on, taken up and dropped, taken up
agan.
#t

Shadith stalked restlesdy about the bridge; she stopped beside Ginny, fists on hips. “Why'd you
bother coming for me? Y ou don’t need what | do. You don't ligen to me. Why?’

“You are the one who will not ligten. | have told you again and again, | do not know why | need you.
That will only become apparent when you do something.”

“Do what?’

“You see? You do not ligen. Isit too smple for you? | have no idea what. | will not know urtil you
do it. I do know this. Y ou will destroy either Mimishay or me. Because | am no threat to you at present,
| can hope it will be Mim+ishay that will receive the force of your ... aah ... pres-ence.”



“So I’'m some goddam primd force?’

“Precidy.”

“You're crazy. | suspected that and now | know. Primd force? Gah!”

He amiled at her, that characteristic amdl tight twitch of his pae lips he was undisturbed by her
skepticiam and fdt no need to defend himsdf.

Shadith went somping off the bridge before she drowned in her own futility.

i

“Look, geting Rohant and the others out, that comes first. Then you can do what you want with
Mimishay.”

If ’'ma Primal Force, | might as well make it mean some-thing. Ginny, you worm, | won'’t

let you fool with me. Sar! you want to see primal force, just keep this up.

“You cannot even know that any of them are dive”

“If they aren’t, then there’s no problem, is there? If you go on with this the way you've planned it,
you better cdl off the truce and shove me out a lock, because I'm going to use everything I've got to
stop you.”

He stared at her along moment, as if he considered that option, then, abruptly, he gave in. “Very
wel. How close must you be to control large beasts?’

“It depends on the beast and the circumdstances, but say a dircle of radius ... um ... twenty
kilometers”

“Then you can’'t work from a synchronous orbit.”

“No. Certanly not.”

Tdpor stood up, came across the bridge with the short-legged snuous wak that was like no other.
“Shelies”

Ginny opened his eyes wider. “Redly?

“Linked to me her range is extended a hundredfold.”

“Wdl, Singer?’

Shadith scowled a Tapor. “All right, she's right, it's certainly extended, | don't know how far.
Hundredfold? | doubt it. And inany case | don't intend to try the limits. | mean to be on the ground when
| work.”

“Veay wel.” He recdled the image of Haed Nunn. “Mogt of the ... agh ... pirate svarms are in the
south, but there are severd that make forays into northern waters. Mimishay has set up a rather primitive
defense againg attacks from these infested flatillas It is primitive but effective snce the ships are wood
hulls and the weapons on them pitiful. Mim-ishay has strung a cable net across the mouth of the bay.
There” A red line legped across the open section of the circle of water. “It can be charged with enough
current to dectrolyze the seawater and char any hul that dams againg it. It usudly is not. However,
Mimishay does keep a certain number of sensors dert for intruson.”

He shifted the POV down the curve of the world until Haed Nunn vanished and a gtring of rocky
idets occupied the center of the cdl. “Haedsa ... that's idand chain ... Chavada. Barren, not much fresh
water, afew fishing fam-ilies. | will take the ship down, land her there.” Ydlow light flashing on one of the
midszed rocks. “Thisis a free-trader world, ships come in dl the time, many use the Feld a Tos Tous,
but others land wherever they take a notion. Mimishay notes but ignores them.

“Itismy intention to approach Haed Nunn on miniskips and come through the mountains rather than
take the easer gpproach on the bay sde. Mimishay has been undisturbed on that Haed for at least two
centuries, so the Brothers and the Powers are cardless about security; they depend on those
kephaos-driven defenses. Because these neither deegp nor lose ther edge, they forget that such things
have their limits and if focused in one direction will ignore a smdl, non-threatening intruson coming &
their backs, as it were. We will need a digtraction. If you are able to locate and mind-ride a number of
large sea beasts, drive them againg the net at the mouth of the bay, that should be sufficient to cover us.
Can you do this? Remember, you will be straddling a miniskip while you work.”



“Can you put my emskip on alead? | can’t boot whaes and navigete at the same time”
“Yes We can do that.”
“Then you' ve got your distraction.”

i

The storm wind beating at their backs, they rode the heavily-laden miniskips across the water, flying
50 low the soume whipped from the wavetops dapped into their legs. Clouds boiled low overhead and
phosphorescence ran in crooked green lines through the troubled swll.

Shadith fdt the sorm as a disant discomfort; the greater part of her consciousness was in the cam
deeps, Flit be-tween three megaforms, greet black creatures hdf a kilo-meter long from blunt nose to
the tips of the massve tentacles, whose dow steady beats drove them through the water. They were
solitary beasts, uneasy so close together. Again and again, she had to herd them back as they strug-gled
to turn aside, to put a more comfortable space between them. She was troubled by what she was doing,
riding them to thar deaths, but Rohant was her friend and he needed her hdp. Her eyes were squeezed
shut and tears lesked from under her lids, yet each time the beasts tried to ped off, she tightened her grip
and drove them on.

The beasts hit the net as the miniskips passed from water to land and began the steep winding dimb
through the jag-ged diffs on the sormside of the mountains.

Shadith shivered and groaned as a massive jolt of eec-tricity fried one of the beasts before she could
free hersdf from his brain; she heard the hooming roars of pain and fury as the other two exploded with
killing rage and flung themsdlves againg the lethd net.

The winds snatched and shoved at the emskips, tried to drive them into the wals of the ravine they
were sweeping aong. The tether joining her emskip to Tsipor’s whipped her about, threstened to whed
both of them into a down-spira that would turn them into bloody mest.

Shadith struggled back into hersdlf, fought with the dip connecting the tether to the emskip sheft,
findly managed to trip it.

The minute she was loose, the emskip swerved wildly, her Ieft leg scraped dong the stone; part of
her trousers tore away, aflap of skin ripped loose, then off; the skipfender squedled and threw up a fan
of sparks, the noise hammered at her, the winds hammered at her, the skip bucked under her.

Grimly she fought for control.

After what seemed an eternity of confuson and noise, the drive bit, the emskip straightened out; she
pushed the speedlever down and hurried after Tspor and Ginny who were both nearly out of sight.

HH#

The place Ginny had chosen for their base was a moraine flat with a tumble of huge boulders and a
litter of stones from the Sze of eggs to sofa pillows, the flat was hdfway up the talest mountain west of
the Mimishay compound.

They labored to clear a space for the domes, a figure eight with one lobe twice the sze of the other.
Though the wind had abated once they reached the eastern dopes of the mountains, the rain lashed at
them, coming down hard and cold as they bent and lifted the stones, carried them to the ragged wall they
were building about the ste. Bent and lifted and carried. Jammed fingers in the dark againgt stones they
couldn’'t see and scraped off skin and worked their backs until even their bones ached.

In the bay below, the tumult was, cdming as the last two black beasts died and their bodies heaved
agang the net, lifting and dropping with the sorm swdl, nearly invisble in the dark water. After one
look, Shadith bent to the stones and |abored with a desperate intengty, usng pain and fatigue to shut out
the things she didn’t want to see or think about.

Ginny inflated the shelters into mottled gray domes that shed light even more effidently than they shed
the rain, then he exploded anchors deep into the mountain to hold them steady despite the snaiching of
the wind.

HH#



Shadith crouched in the backcurve of the larger dome us-ing a amdl handpump to blow up an ar
meattress. Her head was wrapped in a towd and now and then she stopped her pumping to shiver; the
thin dlken undersuit she'd put on was dry, but no barrier to the drafts the ar machine was blowing
through the domes.

Tdpor crouched slently across from her, holding hersdf as far from the others as she could in the
cramped space.

Gimy sat on an arr cushion before a low table, working quickly, neatly, dipping components
together, diding ac-cumulators from their cases and snapping them into the re-ceptors of the shied
generator, the EYE contrals, the viewscreen, and the rest of the equipment that ran the domes.

Hit

Hdf an hour later he grunted and sat on his heds. “That isdone.” Over his shoulder, he said, “I must
wait for the storm to abate further before | launch the EYES. Singer, are you able to reach into the
Compound?’

Shadith moved onto the air mattress, sat with her legs drawn up, her arms draped over her knees. “I
wouldn't mind a cup of teafird. I'm dill cold to the bone.”

Ginny amiled, gartling her with the dy amusement she fdt in him. “1 live only to serve you, Singer.”

“Yeh, yeh, sureyou do.” She spread a blanket over her knees, pulled the towe off, and began to rub
a her hair.

H#H#

Shadith set the mug on the floor and stretched out on her stcomach, her head resting on crossed
forearms. Tapor kndt beside her, narrow hand cold on the back of her neck.
She reached.

i

Rohant lay awake and tense on something hard and un-comfortable enough to keep him shifting
position fre-quently. He was waiting—she didn’t, couldn’t, know for what.

Sheleft him at it and felt about for the other Dydaera. Ginny said hdf of them were dead. She didn’t
bdieve hm. He'd say anything to get what he wanted.

Nothing, nothing, nothing.

One Omphdite, probably a guard on watch.

Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.

Out and out she spirded the point presence of her reach, a sick cold hollow growing beneath her
ribs.

Nothing but Omphalites—except for a few locd women clustered in a gmdl tight area near the
northern end of the Compound.

It didn't have to mean the other Dydaerors were dead; they could have been mindwiped like her,
dumped in a Con-tract labor levy. Could have been. It was only a thread of a hope and it shriveed as
ghetried to ding to it. Ginny’s report about Omphaos intentions was too convincing. They were dead,
disposed of, dl but Rohant.

She sprang back to Rohant, scanned his body. No red damage. Rdief flooded her and she sobbed
before she could stop hersdf.

Tspor's hand tightened on her neck.

She steadied and went back to searching the Compound, locating and counting the Omphdites so
Ginny could better avoid them when he sent in his EYEs. And she could begin planning to break Rohant
free

HH

Shadith opened her eyes, groaned, pushed hersdlf up till she was stting cross-legged on the mattress,
the blanket draped loosdly about her. “Stylus,” she said.



Tdpor crawled across the dome to the place where she'd been squaiting before, sat there, crimson
eyes narrowed to dits, face blank.

Ginny tossed Shadith a clipboard, a sylus held to it with a amdl magnet.

“Hve hundred and ning” she said. “Fve hundred and ten if you count Rohant. No Dydaera there
except him ....” She began marking clusters of circles. “These are deepers, not to scae, though I'm
keeping angles and organization as accurate as | can. | didn't find any of the other prisoners. | suppose
they’ ve been processed and sent ... wherever ...” She finished the cirdes and began laying down X's,
some of them with dotted lines and arrows indicating direction. “This ot are the wakers. The ones
without pointers aren’t moving, probably stting at termi-nas or watchpodts, the others are going here and
there, @ther insomniacs or guards on patrol.” She added a rectan-gle. “Rohant. HE's not far from the
outer wal; it shouldn’t be too hard to pry him loose.”

“The EYEsgoinfire.”

“Yes. But once you've got themin place, I'm going to blow that cage and pull him out.”

“That argument isfinished, Singer; you annoy me when you bring it up again and again.”

“All right. | just want things clear.” She stretched out again on the mattress, flipped the blanket over
her. “Wake me when you're ready to go.”

Miralys and Voallts on the hunt—Black House

The three Dydaer transports plunged into the atmosphere and sped across the night sky sheathed in
haos of super-heated gases. They dipped low over Haed Ke, released a swarm of Capture Landers and
went flaring up and out, settling into synchronous orbit above Tos Tang, a smdl un-important seaside
town, and Black House, a rambling struc-ture growing like lichen on the stony mountains above Tos
Tang.

H

Aboard Anyagyn's Cillasheg, Mirdys prowled restlesdy about the bridge, maintaining a precarious
control on her temper and her needs.

Huddled in one of the observer seats by the offade wall, Kikun watched her with admiration and
apprehengon; it was rather like hanging around a volcano about to erupt.

Beside him, Autumn Rose was busy with the totacorder tapped into the ship's kephalos, recording
for Dighy the at-tack and everything that happened aboard the Cillasheg; this was his price for the data
he provided, and the contacts.

Hit

Agile as singships and dmogt as lethd (courtesy of Dig-by’'s sources), the Capture Landers swept
down on the Black House, blew out the nodes where the defense centers were located, then retreated
into a ragged disk hovering over the House.

#

Her face filling the center cdl, Tasylyn twitched her scarred ear. “Got 'em dl, they couldn't light a
metch.”

Anyagan the Szgjes showed her teeth. “ Good work, cousn.”

“You want us to go in? Wouldn't take us ten minutes to fetch ours out.”

“Down, kit. We want ours dive, not dead. We Il take the long road first. Ta” She blanked the hexa,
swvung to face Miradys. “You ready, Toerfdes?’

Mirdys settled into the co-seat. “Get them.”

#

The swesty, furious face of a man filled the central hexa. His thick gold hair straggled about his ears;
his eye paint was smudged and his lip rouge rolled into crumbs a the corner of his mouth, a mouth
working in afutile frenzy, futile because the sound was off.



Anyagyn sniffed, the samdl sound heavy with distaste. “Y ou want to hear that, Toerfeles?’

“No. Can that hear me?’

“When you want.”

“Doit”

“Done”

The man blinked and started ydling more furioudy, wav-ing his arms, hands gppearing and vanishing
as they swung in and out of the viewcone.

Mirdys dug her claws into the padding on the chairarms. “Shut your mouth, fool, ligen to me” Her
ears twitched, her lips curled up and back in the Dydaera threat grin.

There was a flicker of fear in the man's eyes, underdand-ing immediady suppressed. His face
smoothed out, acquired a sudden patina of grooming. He smiled, bowed his head, spoke briefly, then
waited.

“l am Mirdys vey Vadltstol Daravazhdts, Toerfees of Vodlts Korlach. You have blood kin of mine
prisoner in that abomination of yours. | want them, without dday and in-tact.” She turned to Anyagyn.
“Let me hear that.”

The man smoothed nervous fingers over his hair, pressing it into a semblance of order. “What are you
taking about, Toerfdes?” His voice was pleasantly rough, more interest-ing and attractive than his
aurgicaly enhanced face. “There are no Dydaera here. Someone' s been lying to you.”

“Who are you? Would you know?’

“l am Pinjaro da Tinggd.” He was dmogt purring now that he knew what he dedt with, sure of his
ability to defuse the Stuation. “I am Pengurra of this House. | know what happens here”

Mirays ears went back againg her skull. “Anyagyn Szgjes, do it.”

“Hannys, Sugnam, Tasylyn. Go.”

HH#

Three Capture Landers l€ft the disk, swooped down and blew away a section of Black House, went
soirding back to their places. A breath and ahdf and the attack was over.

H#H#

Tinggd yelped and vanished from the screen.

He reappeared a moment later. “There were people in those suites. Important people. You killed
them.”

Mirdys snorted. “Turn about, worm. How many dead ...."” She broke off. “That doesn’t matter. You
have ten minutes. After that we will remove another sector and another, one every ten minutes”

He started to speak, then snapped his mouth shut and vanished once again.

Mirdys turned to Anyagyn, ears up and quivering. Anyagyn wiggled her nose. “They can’'t hear for
the mo-ment.”

“Any chance the worm can come up with a defense?’

“If Digby’ s right, no.”

“Hmm. Get Hannys.”

“You sure? Her Mum raised crazy kits”

“We need craziness right now.”

A sde hexa pulsed awake. Hannys was a red Dydaerin with bright ydlow eyes and a round face.
Her eyes sparkled and her lips were curled in a friendly grin, teeth carefully covered. “Toefdes” she
sad. “Can we bite’em? Hey-hey, can we do it?’

“Maybe, cousin. | want you ready go in and snatch oursiif the worm down there starts trying to argue
with me”

“Forget him. Let'sdo it”

“Coal your blood, cousin, you don’'t movetill | give the word, you hear?’

“Aagh.”

“Not awhisker, or I'll snatch you naked and feed you to the nearest Ri-tors.”
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Tinggd did back into view. “1 mug gpologize, Toer-fees,” he said eadly, with a quick charming amile
to un-derline what he intended to be a rueful sincerity. “We have two young guests who appear to be
Dydaera. It seems one of my subordinates was overzedous in his atempts to please our dients and
acted without authorization. Be sure he will be dedlt with. Thiswill not occur again.

“Only two?’

“If you doubt my word, Toerfeles, ask them yoursdf.” He stepped aside.

Azram and Kinefray moved into the viewcone; they were thin and strained, but seemed otherwise
unharmed.

Mirdys sucked in a breath, then said quidtly, “Azoe, Azram, Kinefray.”

Kingfray stared down at his feet; Azram answered her. “Azoisha, Toerfdes” There was a touch of
mischief in his reddened eyes.

“Worm says there' s only the two of you.”

Azram's ears crinkled forward, his eyes glazed over, spilled tears despite his effort to stay cam.
“True” he managed. He rubbed at his nose with the back of his fig. “Rest "re dead. ' Cept the Ciocan,”
he added hedtily. “That other lot kept him.” He looked to one side, nodded, then he and Kinefray shifted
out of sght and Tinggd was back.

“Asyou hear, Toerfeles”

“As| do see, dime You're not thinking nonsense like hostages, are you?’

“Certainly not, Toerfdes. Purely as a matter of curiogty though, say we were?’

“We take our own by force, then Black House and every-thing in it will be dagged to bedrock.”

“And if thereis no further fuss?’

“We collect ours and leave. My word on it.”

“And what is your word worth?’

“More than anything you' ve got within your walls”

“Very wel. We will send the young Dydaera out im-mediatdy. The main entrance. There is sufficent
room in the garden there for one of your landers to dight.”

i

Mirdys watched tensdly as the Hannys lander touched down, collected Azram and Kinefray, zipped
up, and legpt off for the arding disk of landers.

As soon as Hannys wasin place, the landers swirled up in a grand hdix, reached the transports, and
were swal-lowed by them.

The trangports went arcing onward, going deeper into the dark.

Mimishay

Savant 4: (Answering the com) The Grand Chom is else-where a the moment. | speak for the
Council. What is the problem?

Tinggd: Problem? I'll tdl you the problem. We ve got a fleet of Dydaera hanging over us. Someone
talked. They know about the subjects you passed to us.

Savant 4: Fleet?

Tinggd: (spesking with a growing impatience) Three armed transports and | didn't bother to count
the landers. Armed! Better than alot of governments. Took out our defenses before they bothered to say
aword. Knew just where to hit, too. Someone talked. Yes, someone talked. Burned down four suites,
killed everyone indde and what we' re going to tdl ther families1 don’t know.

Savant 4: And?

Tinggd: (with obvious satisfaction) Better ook to your own defenses. The Toerfeles has given us ten
minutes to produce her kin and turn them over. Well do that, we' ve got no choice. Which means less
than haf an hour from now she's on her way to you.
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Savant 4: Ward Master, | want that Dydaera brought to the Question Chamber. (His voice took on
a dvill note despite the distorter he was wearing.) | want him there so fast the ar smokes around him.
You hear?

Ward Magter: Yes, Savant. Anything specid you want, tools, personnel, whatever?

Savant 4: Prepare for full hodtile Probe.

Ward Magter: The Chom ...

Savant 4: The Chom isn't here, he/' s not going to be here any time soon. This is an emergency, fool,
the Dydaera are on their way here now.

Ward Masgter: Should | order afull dert? You have to authorize it.

Savant 4: Do it. Don't just stand around asking stupid questions. Do it.

Rohant

“On your feet!” The wardbrother was rattling the door-grill, shrieking the order; he sounded terrified,
asif he were gpt to do something termind if given hdf an excuse. And he was done,

Rohant rolled off the cot and stood beside it, hands clasped behind him, head, down. They hadn’t
come for him before like this, in the middle of the night, or sent a Sngleton guard after him; he stared a
the floor and won-dered what was going on.

After adday that drove the young ward twitchy, the grill did open and the watchandroid cameiin.

Rohant snatched a look at it. Yes ... good ... not just hesitations, the warning light by its left sound
receptor was pulsng red. Thiswasn't hisusud escort, no scratch; it was older, too. They were scraping
bottom with this one. Why? No matter. He pressed his arm againgt his body, fdt the stunrod in the hem
of hisshirt. Yes. If they took him past the Novice quarters, this was it, good-bye Mimishay.

When the watchandroid was in postion behind Rohant, the guard yelped, “Out, blitsor. You know
the drill. Move it. Hup hup.

i

Rohant trotted through the corridors, the mest in a loose sandwich between guard and android, the
android lagging farther and farther behind. One more turn ... if we go to the right ... past the Novice
quarter. Go right, he thought at the youth ahead of him. Right, not left. He reached under his tunic,
began diding the stunrod from the hem.

The wardbrother turned right, turned again, the watch-android clattered dong far behind ... out of
dght ...
Rohant stunned the guard, kicked the door open to the Novice area, and plunged ingde. His bare
feet padding s-lently on the thick matting, he ran full out past the closed doors of the degping cdls, firg
block, not a sound, not even a snore, second block ...

The Novice Master backed from a cell, pulled the door shut, turned ...

Claws out, Rohant dammed his hand into the Omphalite's throat, jerked away before the gush of
blood could saturate his fur. He caught the man as he started to fdl, threw him across the narrow hdlway
like a fleshy speed bump, and ran on.

Jugt before he reached the door at the end of the corridor, he heard a metdlic clatter and curled his
lips back, baring his long, yelow tearing teeth. Android tripping over the dead man. Good. He dapped
his pam on the sensor and pushed out before the door was hafway open.

It was dark out, wind howling round corners, clouds cov-ering the moons. Blinking a the rain that
gung his face, he raced dong the walkway to the amdl Pleasure House built into the wall. He kicked the
door open, ran indde.

A woman came from one of the bedrooms, bleary eyed and ill half adeep. “Wha.....”

He ignored her and ran for the back of the House, jerking doors open, curaing the barriers that kept
dowing hisflight. The android was coming after him, ganing on him ...

He reached the postern door, ran through it. It was open as it dways was, day and night. The



Omphdites hadn’t yet got round to dosing the holesin their defenses, God be blessed. And Ossoran and
Feyvorn be blessed for killing off haf the Council, apparently the smarter haf. And a triple blessng for
whoever took the Chom out.

Something dammed into his back, sent him tumbling into grass and grave, ralling toward the stream
that dipped past the compound walls and danced into the sea.

He sprang onto his feet, swung round.

The wind-driven rain was hissng and diding off a dome-shaped shimmer over the Compound—the
defense shidd. With the android trapped indde. He laughed doud, a full-throated laugh, his offering to
the gods of absurdity.

Dedfening squedls, a crash that shook the rock under his feet. What .... He squinted through the rain
a aswarm of amdl shipslike dots of light moving in and out of the clouds above the dome. Others were
swinging back from their firg attack.

He sduted them. “The Lady kiss you, whoever you are,” he shouted, then turned and began trotting
toward the mountains a few kilometers away.

Miralys

The man in the screen wore a coarse brown robe with the cowl pulled so far forward his face was
logt in shadow, dl but the point of along narrow chin. He sat a a rugtic desk, his hands hidden ingde his
voluminous deeves. “Who are you and why do you threaten us?’ he said, his voice mild and fantly
metdlic, passng through a distorter, something that undercut the imege he was trying to project. “We are
peaceful students here, acquiring merit through works of the mind. If you want gold, we have none. Why
do you come with intent to attack?’

Mirays ears snapped down and back; her lips came open showing her teeth; anger-musk rolled off
her. She waited for severd seconds before she spoke, waited until she had control. “You have ours,” she
sad. “We want ours and payment for our dead. Y ou have solen my mate, my Cio-can. Give back what
you have taken from me”

“l do not understand what you are saying, Dydaera We are ample Brothers, here. Whoever told
you...”

Kikun squeaked as Grandmother Ghost nipped him hard. “Now,” he shouted.

“... we were holding ...”

Anyagyn tapped the sensor under her thumb.

Down below, the Capture Landers shifted postion in a preset repatterning that left no lander
occupying the origind space of another.

... any of your people ...”

A double dozen cutter beams drove through the suddenly empty places where the landers had been.
They wavered a moment in futility, then swung about, hunting the targets that had moved too fast for
them, dippery diding dots of light flipped about by Dydaera muscle and Dydaera re-flexes, diding too
fadt, too fadt ...

The screen went blank, the transmission interrupted as the defensive shid flashed into place around
the Com-pound.

The landers struck back. Some played cutter beams of ther own, probing at the shidd, getting
nowhere while oth-ers used more specidized weapons Digby had dug up for them ...

Dydaera Fighters

Sugnarn pulled his lander in a tight circle about a cutter beam, dusted it with rot grains that went
skittering and glit-tering down the beam edges, crawled ingde the projector, and began eating everything
they touched. Twenty seconds later the beam withered and died, but Sugnarn didn't bother looking
back, he was dready dudting his third beam.

#

Once she was sure there was a flesh operator behind it, thet it had been clipped loose from the



kepha os, Hannys flirted with a cutter beam, letting it come close enough to graze the sde of her lander
but never NEVER close enough to do serious damage, teesing it down and down until it was graining in
its gimbas, jammed so hard the operator could barely move it, then she dropped into the hole created in
the defenses, skimmed aong the shield and laid down aline of thermix eggs that hit the ground and began
to mdt down into bedrock, falowing the shiedd down and down, stone bubbling and seething until that
section of the Compound was resting uneesly in athin layer of lava while sseam generated by rain hitting
the mdt rose in agitated clouds about the dome.
Hannys went screaming up and out, dancing, dusive as a thought, hunting for another beam to tease.

it

Tatakarn was a har dow on one of his turns; a missle caught the edge of his drive projector, blew
the lander into dust.

i

When Jarnys saw her brother die, her concentration went—only momentarily, but it was enough; The
cutter-beam diced into her lander, carved away athird of it, took most of the rightsde of her body with
it. Dying she went nincs-othran and shut the pain away; the drives were par-tidly intact, she had some
power; she fought the machine around, sent it screaming at one of flickering cuttergates in the defense
shidd, got her timing perfect, and took a large chunk of the Compound with her as she crashed.

Miralys

On the bridge of the Cillasheg Mirdys watched the battle below her, her claws shredding the
padding of the co-seat. Rohant was dead, his body might dill be dive down there, somewhere, but that
didn't matter, he was dead and gone, beyond her reach. She wasn't grieving yet, she wasn't even angry
now, just grimly determined to take that idand down to bedrock, not even a microbe Ieft dive.

Kikun and his Gods

Kikun watched the deathdance on the great forward screen and mourned the lives he'd known and
not known. This was what his grandfolks had seen when the daivavig landed their guns on Keyazee's
shores, when they’d flown their hot ar baloons overhead and dropped incendiaries around the
eas-terness forces. Thisiswhat they’d seen and he could fed the terror of it.

His gods came to him.

Suddenly they were there, watching, demanding ... Jadii-Gevas stood behind Mirays, wild black
eyes fixed on the screen. He was snorting and jerking his head, the antlertree swaying up and down,
forward and back.

Spash' ats stood at the back of the bridge, bigger and darker than before, his darkness pressng
agang the glow from the screen.

LIFE NOT DEATH, Spash’ats rumbled at Kikun. What must be done, see that it is done
without excess, that it is finished quickly and cleanly as such things go. You can do this,
Nayol Hanee, you must do this.

Xumady snorted and danced across the control paneds and sensorboards benesth the great
forescreen, his nimble black paws flickering over and around the nimble clawed hands of the Dydaera
working there, hislong limber body hump-ing and flattening. He sang a wordless song of fierce tri-umph,
ahot joyous song of rage and hate as the Mimishay compound began to crumble under the blows from
the landers. And when alander burned to ash or went tum-bling in a black arc to the bailing stone, he sat
up on his haunches, his long back straight and giff, his short fordegs stretched wide, and he keened his
gief and the Dydaera grief. He was dl passon and heat, his fire beeting at the cool resraint of
Spash'ats dark reason.

'Gemla Mask hung before Kikun, white stripes across the black base flushing red with Xumeady’s
song, going ice-white and pure when Spash’ ats was stronger ... change and change again, a rhythm as



steady as the olash of waves againg the idand's shore. Kikun was Mask, was caught in the ebb and
flow ....

Then Grandmother Ghost was back, pinching him, her strong ancient fingers as punishing now as they
were when she was dill dive and he was a amdl naughty tokon playing in the mud.

Your girl’s down there, chile. You want her alive, you'd best go get her, Her and that
Rohant. What | can see, they going to get themselves roasted any minute now. Gaagi, you
gormtless shade, haul your tail out here and show him ...

She pinched a Kikun till he svung his chair about and stared at the emptiness where Spash' ats had
drawn back into himsdf.

Gaagl bloomed from a speck of darkness and stood, a shining black figure againg the matte black
cloud of Spash'’ ats. He spread his arms, stood with his head turned so Kikun saw only one glittering eye
and the powerful jut of the Raven's beak. Gaagi did not dance this time, his feet were not defined this
time this time he spread his wings and swayed his torso to make the black scales shimmer. Light came
from those shimmers, gathered in a cloudy sphere floating before his chest.

The clouds cleared to crystd and in the crystd Kikun saw two bodies lying facedown on the earth,
Shadith and Rohant lying facedown and very 4ill, dangeroudy close to the cregping mdt around the
periphery of the Compound.

Shadith/Ginny

Tdpor shook Shadith awake; with an awkward undulant flip of a hand, she pointed a the smdl
screen.

It was divided into severa cells dl but one dedicated to the EYEs worming their tortuous ways
down toward the Compound kephaos buried deep in bedrock. The singleton cel was tied to the EYE
Ginny had grudgingly sent to over-look Rohant; a the moment it was expanded by a factor of three and
dominated the screen.

Rohant stood beside his cot, staring at the floor. An android was moving around him with
ponderous weightiness and outside the open grill, a robed, cowled ward jigged from foot
to foot, rapped the back of his metalled glove against the edge of the heavy sted grill,
physical expressions of his agitation.

Shadith kndt beside Ginny, frowning &t the image. “What's going on? Middle of the night, isn't it?”

“You see what | see”

She heard the guard scream at Rohant, then watched the trio go trotting off. The EYE followed
them. She glanced at the other cells on the screen, but there was nothing in any of them to explain the
guard’ s nervous digtress or this sudden summons. “Well, what do you think is happening?’

“l do not know. It has been very quiet down there snce the sea beasts died.” Ginny hesitated,
reached for the control pad, chew his hand back. “If I were where | should be ...” he glanced at her,
annoyancein his face and voice, “I would have the resources to explore this properly.”

Shadith snorted. “You can play thet tune for someone ese, Ginbirya Seyirshi. If you'd meant to run
this from orbit, we'd be there right now. Take too long, wouldn't it. And you'd be too vulnerable a
target. What do you want meto do?’

He gazed a her without expresson for a long moment. “I could start another EYE for the
Compound, but it would not arrive for an hour and that would mogt likdy be too late. | want you to
reach into the Director’s Chamber and tdl me whet is happening ....” He swore gilly as Rohant stunned
the guard and took off running. “That could ruin ... | have to know what the Omphdites are doing. Go
search, Singer. That fool could bring the whole idand down on us”

“Good ol’ Lion. All right, dl right.” She glanced a Tspor, but the Raska wasn't offering this time
she was focused intently on the cdlls of the screen.

Shadith swalowed a giggle, crawled back to the mattress. Rohant was out and running. Free.
Running free. HE' d done it for himsdlf, he hadn’t been waiting for anyone to come and cut him loose. She



fdt like whooping, giggling, run-ning out to meet him. She didn't fed like dretching out and hunting
eyes-and-ears indde that Compound, so she took her time getting there.

Ginmny swore agan as the images in most of the cells began breaking up; he bent over the pad,
working franti-caly to reestablish full contact with hisinfiltrating EY Es.

“What isit?’ she caled to him. “What happened?’

“Defense shiedd came on,” he muttered. “Do what you are supposed to do, leave me done.”

Shadith wiggled her brows. “Touch-ee” she murmured, then sighed and crawled onto the mattress.
Before she stretched out, she looked again a Rohant’s image. He was running eesily, heading toward the
mountains, now and again squinting up through the dackening rain at something she couldn’t see because
the EY E was focused downward, centered on the Dydaeror.

Tgpor hissed, scooted for the dome's lock, was through it before ether of the others had time to
react.

HH

She was back a few moments later. “A-ship-ess,” she said, worked her hands and did the other
things she did better than words, creating corner-of-the-eye images of andl ships darting restlesdy
about. “Attacking that.” One hand shot out, undulated toward the Compound.

“Mirdys” Shedith said.

Ginny twisted round, stared at her. “You looked?”

“No. A guess But I'd bet my skin on it. Whichisdl | have a the moment. Kikun and Mirdys, come
for Rohant, maybe me. Rohant for sure. Who ese isgoing to attack Omphaos?’

“Mimishay.”

“Whatever.”

Ginny danced hisfingers over the pad, changing the di-rection and focus of the Rohant EYE, tumning
it upward so he could see and evauate the attackers.

Shadith watched the conflict develop, saw one of the land-ers get hit and go down, taking out part of
the Com-pound as it crashed, saw others teesng the cutter beams into a deadly sword-dance, saw
sparkles diding down beam edges, then the beams withering, winking ouit ....

Ginny twisted his mouth in his amdl tight smile. “The way those landers are being handled, | suspect
you are correct in your assumption, Singer. | an much reminded of the skirmishes a Koulsnakko's
Hole” He tapped his thumb on the pad, the Rohant EY E shifted focus once more.

Rohant flung himself to one side, went rolling into brush, came onto his feet and fled
deeper into the scattered clumps of trees, breaking line again and again until the beam
hunt-ing him winked out and left him with singed fur and a la-boring wheeze.

“Hmm.” Ginny tapped a code into the pad, did off the cushion and got to hisfeet. “We had better go
collect him before he is killed by hiskin or by accident. Singer, you will ride back with me, snce our
combined weights will be less than his. The skip would be dangeroudy duggish trying to haul the two of
you.”

* % %

Shadith/Rohant

“Ro!” Shadith shouted. “Old lionface, look up.” She brought the emskip swooping around him,
leaned over, tugged at his hair, swept away again, landed the skip a short distance up the mountain,
wriggled free of it, and ran for him.

“Shadow girl!” He scooped her up, hugged her so exu-berantly she couldn't speak or breath. Still
laughing, he swung her round and round, then set her on her feet and held her away from him so he could
look at her. “I thought you were dead.”

“Not quite. I'm hard to kill, Old Lion.”

“That yours up there?’



“More yours. Mirdys and Vodlts”
“But you brought them.”
“No. | suspect it was Kikun. You' d never in your wildest dreams guesswho ....”

Ginny/Tsipor

Ginny did the stunner back iniits loops, tapped the cdler. “Tgpor, come.”

The Raska rode her skip around a bulge in the mountain, landed beside him; she dismounted, walked
across to the bodies. “Dead?”’

“No. Merdly stunned. Help me load them on the spare skip.”

“Why?" Tdpor lifted Rohant with an ease that startled Ginny, lad him adong the bar of the miniskip,
went back for Shadith, then began fagening them down, pulling the narrow woven straps tight and
dgpping the velcro patches together. “Why not dead?’

“l said | would not kill her for one year, Tsipor.” Ginny freed adump of Shadith’s har from a patch,
pressed the closure tight. “Besides,” he straightened, “she could very likdy 4ill be an important force
agang Omphaos. Y ou have not seen destruction swirling in a vortex about her, leaving her untouched. |
have. You have the tether?’

Her eyes so dark a crimson they were dmogt black, the Raska tossed him the plastic cable. “Canna
take crosst’ water ss0.”

“I have no intention of trying. We will leave them down by the Compound.” He looked at the dumsy
bundle on the shaft, his mouth tightening into a shalow curve. “If she dies from friendly fire, that is the
Lady’s Throw, not mine. | would like that. | do not expect it. Come.”

HH#

They dipped downdope fallowing the stream that curved past the northern corner of the Compound,
shdltered from observation by the trees that grew thickly dong its banks.

Asthey reached the edge of the attack zone, chance took the hotspots of the fight to the south, away
from them. Ginny nodded his head, Sgned his thanks to the Lady, and brought both the skips to land. He
dismounted and began ripping loose the straps. Without comment, Tspor joined him and helped him free
the bodies.

“You take him, | will take her. You will not place himin the mdt, but on the grass that is left.”

“Iss better dead.”

“Perhaps so, but not by your hand or mine”

Hit

They lad Shadith and Rohant facedown in the brittle dead grass at the edge of the trees, retreated to
their skips, and started back dong the stream.

HH

Ginny shifted his arm, read his wristchron. “One hour,” he said doud, enjoying the sound of the
words. “In one hour the EYES will reach the kephalos and trigger the self-destruct. There will not be a
microbe left dive” He en-tered a code into the pad, got to his feet. “In Mimishay or in that swvarm of
landers”

Tspor was crouched againg the back wall of the dome, brooding. Her eyes flickered as she saw him
gtand. She fol-lowed him out, bent to the nearest of the miniskips, straightened it up, and straddled the
saddle.

Ginny laughed aloud. “No no, Tsipor, you will not need that. Ah. Yes. Mertoyl isadmirably prompt.”

The amdl sphericd lander came arcing down, hovered a hand-width above the ground, the lock
irnsing open.

Unhurried despite the Capture Lander bresking from the melee over the Compound and racing
toward them and a second ship, a skimmer, dropping down at them, Ginny stepped into the lock, passed
through it into the smal com-pact cabin. Tspor came diving after him, gagping in her urgency. Before she



hed time to settle hersdlf, the lander sealed up and darted away, fire from the chasing ship solashing after
it—too late, much too late as Ginny’s trans-port came rushing down in a hdo of overheated air, sucked
the Lander into itsdf and went racing off, flaring from the atmosphere, heading for Teegah's Limit and the

Insplit.
Shadith/Rohant

Shadith groaned and sat up, brushing fragments of sod-den grass from her nose and mouth, pushing
soaked har from her eyes. “Ro?”’

Rohant lay beside her; he was ill out, but beginning to twitch. There was an odd little creature rather
like a mini-ature Kikun crouching in his dreadlocks, holding onto the hair with tiny six-fingered hands. It
was egping pitifully, blinking bright black eyes at her, shivering with terror but unwilling or unable to run.

A cutter beam came didng past them, took the top off the tree behind them:

“Tsoukbaram!” Shadith threw hersdf onto hands and knees, grabbed at Rohant’s tunic, and tried to
haul him far-ther into the trees, away from the attack zone.

He was too heavy, she couldn’t budge him.

A missle exploded fifty meters off, sprayed them with earth and hdf-malten stone. The noise
punched at her, the pressure dammed her onto her back, her mouth popping open. Steam from the rain
drifted around her, the hest from it reddened her skin, burned her nose and throat.

The Dydaeror snorted, then groaned, lifted his head and sneezed. “ Sar! What ....”

Shadith scrambled back to him, pinched his earlobe hard. “Move, we' rein the middle of awar.”

A section of the Compound shuddered then fdl in on itsdf, the debris mdting into stone liquefied by
the heat seeping through from that seething bailing ring outside the shield.

Rohant got ungteedily to hisfeet. “My head ....”

Shadith caught hold of hisarm. “Moveit, Ro. Lean on me. Come on.”

A lander turned too late, exploded; the pieces pattered down among the trees, arting smdl fires that
died when sap gushed forth from the injured branches and cup-shaped leaves flipped over, dumping the
rain they’'d collected.

They staggered through the tree clumps and brush thick-ets until they reached the stream. The water
was hot, seam-ing, but they got across at the cost of some minor burns and sank onto the relatively cool
earth on the far side.

it

Rohant leaned againgt the trunk of a tree, winced as his waght shook a spatter of drops from the
leaves overhead. The rain was dmog finished, but there was dill a steedy drip here under the trees as
their leaves released what they’ d captured.

The creature in his hair shifted pogtion hadlily to avoid being drowned, burrowing deeper into his
tangled mane,

“What ....” He reached up, touched it. “What hap-pened? Who ....”

“l was about to tdl you ... be careful ....”

Rohant sneezed again, hdd his hand 4ill so the creature could crawl onto it. He grinned as he st it
on hisknee. “Miji,” he said. “He' s a sakdi. Friend of mine. Y ou were about to tdl me?’

“Right. About to introduce my rescuer and sometime partner. Ginny Seyirshi.”

“Whet!”

Miji eeped with fright, went running down Rohant’s leg. He sat on the Dydaeror’s ankle, tiny hands
pressed to hisribs, black eyes dhifting from Rohant to Shadith and back again.

“Long story how that came about, tdl you later. Looks like he decided to dissolve the rdationship.”

Rohant ch'ch'ed at the sakdi; without looking & her, he stopped his coaxing a moment, said, “So
why are we dive?

“He gave hisword, said he wouldn't kill me for at least a year. It was Omphaos he was &fter.”

“You trusted him?’

“Didn’'t have much choice right then.” She ran her hands through her hair, shivered as a vagrant draft



hit her soaked undersuit. “Besides, he keeps his word. You just have to be careful you know what he
means by it. Like, he'd be clam-happy if Miradys ashed us both, but he wouldn't do it himsdf. Um, not
too long from now, this place isn't going to be very hedthy.”

Deflected by the defense shield, a missle hit the ground, blew a holein it, and sent fragments of stone
scything through the trees a short distance downstream.

Rohant coaxed Miji onto his am, drew his thumbdaw down his mustache, raised a brow at her.
“Don’'t know why you say that. Consider our gently salubrious surroundings.”

“Hah!” Shadith pulled hersef onto her feet. “Discount-ing little things like ...” she waved a hand a the
shattered trees and seaming water, “thisis going to be ground zero of a humongous meltdown.”

Rohant stood, scowled a her. “Méetdown?’

“Yeah.” Shadith shivered as another explosion shook earth and air. “Ginny’s sent his specid EYEs at
the ke-phalos. They're gaing to trigger Mimishay’s self-destruct. Good-bye idand, good-bye dl of us,
them included.” She jerked her thumb upward, waved her hand in a circle to indude the attacking
landers.

“How much time?’

“God knows, not me”

Rohant scratched absently behind the neckfrill of the sak-dli. “ Shadow, could you reach Mirdys?’

“Not Mirdys. Kikun maybe and that’s only if his gods have him looking.”

“Wl, try it

“Not here. Hunh.” She began walking upstream.

Cuddling the sakai, Rohant shook himsdf dl over, spat, and started after her. “This doesn't work,
we can aways dimb on a rock and dance. Hope they see us and don't shoot us”

Autumn Rose/Kikun

Autumn Rose booted the skimmer away from the Cil-lasheg, started descending in a wide spird,
keeping her distance from the attack zone. Without taking her eyes from the board, she sad, “Just
whereisit you want me to put down?’

Kikun scratched at the skin folds under his chin. “North side, close as you can get.”

“Big place. Mountaingde north or seaside?’

He frowned. “Tled! | don't know.”

“Then we better gotoo ... Z' Toyff!”

Animmense dongated form went rushing past the skimmer, sending it into a wild tumble, fdling end
over end toward the ground.

Autumn Rose's crashweb snapped tight and the emer-gency pad popped up under her hand. With
the argrav spurt-ing out streamers of blue smoke while the skimmer flipped over and over and Kikun
lying unconscious in the co-chair, twisted under his crash web, hdf srangled by it, Rose rode the wild
ogcillations, praying for time, widening and flat-tening the curves, holding the skimmer longer and longer
inthe flat mode until she had control over the drives again and took a look round to see where she was

And found hersdf in a descending dide across the top of the Compound with cutter beams dancing
around her and the swarm of Dydaera Landers swinging in and out of view and she was heading draight
for a broad beam that was aso sweeping toward her seconds away ...

A black Bear fifty meters high reached out a smoky paw and the beam was deflected,
turned downward, the blade-end dicing through the already tortured earth.
AND

A black Raven flew before her, feathers glinting like shards of jet.

She followed it out of the turmoail. Nothing touched her, cutter nor missile, rot grains nor mdt fields.
Nothing touched her.



She gat the skimmer to ground on a grassy meadow some distance up one of the smdler mountains
west of the Com-pound.

For severd moments &fter the web loosened, then did into its receptacle, Rose lay in the chair
sheking dl over, teeth chattering as she cursed Kikun, Digby, Seyirshi, the Dydaera, and everything and
everyone in her life that had brought her to this point. She’d never been this close to death, even when
she was gtting in that condemned cdl wating for the Strangler’s cord. Never this close, never this
helpless, never ...

When she calmed enough to reason, she remembered the Bear and the Raven. Kikun's gods? She
laughed, stopped laughing when the sound went crazy on her. “Never imagined I'd be the subject for
miracdles” she said doud “Kikun, you dl right?’

No answer.

Shakily she pushed hersdf upright, groaning as every muscle protested; she was bruised dl over,
battered, scraped, bonesore. She twisted around and frowned toward the co-seat.

Kikun lay limpin the seat, one arm tangled in the semi-retracted web, a trickle of blood drying at the
corner of his mouth. Blood bubbles formed and burst in his nodtrils as he labored to bresthe.

“Goerta b'ritel”

A tiny ancient crone of a dinhast came dashing at her like a puppet on srings, a glass puppet brightly
colored but so tranducent it was hard to see, yammering soundless words from a mouth snapping open
and closed like a puppet’s jaws. Soundless words—yet Rose knew the ancient was crying at her to get
on her feet and do something for Kikun. Some-thing, anything. Get on her feet. Get moving. Help him.
Comic and terrible, the crone swept at her, through her. Her skin prickled dl over asif from a thousand
tiny pinches.

Rose gruggled from her chair, stood with her hand on the arm, gathering hersdlf so she wouldn't fall
on her face. The knee she'd injured a Koulsnakko's was sore again, she'd bumped it or something. She
was dill shaking, nausesated by her brush with dissolution and her brush with the inex-plicable ....

A dark, musky samdl spread through the cabin from a greet, deerlike creature looming over Kikun,
gheking his antlers, roaring soundlessy, his dark eyes ringed with white. His head was dearly visble
though tranducent like the crone, colored glass lit from within, but the rest of him was vague, shapeless.

Rose stood dutching at the chair am, swalowing, har sanding tiff dong her spine. What she saw
was ancient beyond counting, immensdy powerful and essentialy un-controllable, a demiurge in beast
form. Terifying ....

She forced hersdf to cross the short distance between the chairs; it was hard, waking into the
ambience of that beast.

The Bear was there, too; she couldn’t see him, but he was present in the darkness that boiled in the
corners of her eyes ...

As she bent over Kikun's trapped arm and began working the web free, she couldn’t see THEM
anymore, but she knew THEY were dill there, she could fed them, fed the pressure of their demands,
thar fears.

There was no sound in the cabin and the musky aroma had vanished with the deer form. With that
gone, she could amdl the acrid stench of burning insulation and the more eusive odor of hot metal.

The web came loose findly, did home. She examined Kikun's arm, wrinkling her nose as she fdt
bones grating under her fingers.

The crone came back, tiny hands, long for thelr sze, curling round Rose's wridts, pulling at them.
Rose yidded to the pull that wasn't there and let Grandmother Ghost guide her as she straightened Kikun
and eased him as much as she could without injuring him more then he was aready.

Freed by his coma, Kikun's gods swirled round her, at times merging into an amorphous shimmer, at
times hard-ening briefly into Raven, Otter, Bear, Antelope-deer. Grandmother Ghost stayed beside her,
Seen sometimes, sometimes unseen, as Rose plundered the emergency med-kit, gave Kikun painkillers,
splinted his arm, stabilized his chest so the broken ribs wouldn't do more damage to his lungs.

Time passed.

She finished dl she could do down here, locked the crash-web properly in place over hm so it



would support him, keep him motionless. Everything was set for liftoff ...

The pressure faded; Kikun's gods folded back down into him.

Autumn Rose draightened her aching back, wiped a the sweat, pushed the hair off her face and
spent amoment staring blankly at her hands, not at dl sure what had just happened.

“All right,” she said doud. “So. You want me to get him back to the ship and the ottodoc? Well,
then, show me where they are, Rohant and the Singer. | can't leaverttill | have them.” She fdt like a fool
taking to hersdf or worse, to figments of hysteric imaginaion.

The screen turned itsdf on. In the darkness outsde, glint-ing in the uncertain glow from the beams
that dill walked round the Compound, a large black bird flew in tight cir-cles, squawking.

“Wdl.” Rose limped back to the pilot's chair, lifted off a few meters, then followed Raven through
the dearing storm until he began flying in circles again, this time over a line of thickly set trees growing
dong the creek that ran past the Compound.

Grandmother Ghost pinched her.

Gaagi faded.

Feding afool again, Autumn Rose settled the skimmer onto a patch of grass and gravd, activated the
externd speakers:

SHADOW. ROHANT. IF YOU'RE OUT THERE, SHIFT ASSOVER HERE. THISIS
AUTUMN ROSE. KIKUN'SWITH ME. MIRALYSSENT USTO COL-LECT YOU.

After atense eernity when dl she could see were trees and dl she could hear was slence, two smdl

figures broke from the shadows and ran for the skimmer.

Autumn Rose/Rohant/Shadith

“Get me through to Mirdys. Fast. Then get the hdl out of here”

Autumn Rose raised her brows. “Well, hdlo, the two of you,”

Rohant growled.

Subdued, weary, Shadith ignored both of them and went to inspect Kikun in his support cocoon of
foam and ban-dage.

“All right, al right, keep your hair on.” Autumn Rose got through to the Cillasheg. “Anyagyn, Rose
here. Give me Mirays. Quick, huh? Got something to show her.”

Mirdys bloomed in the mid-cell of the screen; when she saw Rohant, her ears snapped up, her eyes
shone, she sang without being aware of it a wordless croon of joy and yearn-ing.

Rohant leaned toward the image, his ache matching hers, he reached toward he—then he shook
himsdf dl over, wrenched himsdf back to more pressng needs. “Toerfeles, get ours out of there. That
thing’'s going to blow any minute and it'll take them with it.”

Light shimmers fled about the cabin, power thrummed through it, a deep subsonic CH’'M that poured
into Shadith.

“Go, go, go,” she cried, her snger’s voice driven by the immediacy of the threat, filling the space.
“Go.”

Autumn Rose fdt the gods come back, Grandmother Ghost was pinching her and pinching her and
the antelopel deer was bdling terror in her ear. She booted the skimmer up and went racing dong the
mountaingde, rigng a a steep angle, going for distance rather then dtitude; she crossed the mountains,
dropped again, putting those tons of stone and earth between her and the Compound, then she fled out
out over thesea ...

Miralys/Cillasheg

“Get out now, get out, get out, going to blow, get out,” Anyagyn sang into the speaker, her voice
rigng and fdling in Dydaer Warn.

Mirdys watched the skimmer dart away, her Ciocan in-Sde; as it vanished below the mountaintops,
she brushed the back of her hand across her mouth, turned her atention to the Compound.

It rested on the ground like a gray clenched fig.

The fig cracked—Ileaked a blinding blue-white light—opened wide—spilled light like molten



milkglass—filled the bay and flats—rolled up the mountainsdes—boiled up and up into the clouds

Specks of light lost in the great glow, the ganders fled from the expanding explosion.
#H

“How many?’

Anyagyn amiled wearily. “Hannys got her tal Snged, that's al. Everyone' s tucked in and hitting the
freshers” She scratched a the fur between her ears. “Autumn Rose is on her way back, passengers
intact, except Kikun who needs the ottodoc rather badly, she says. Once she's docked, any reason we
should hang around here?’

“No. Let's go home. W€ ve a busness to whip into shape.”

Epilog

1

Digby wore a white linen suit imported out of the migs of memory and sat in an elaborate wicker
chair with a soft white hat on his knee and the shimmer-glimmer of his bub-ble around him.

Rohant and Mirdlys came in; she was quieter than usua and dressed in mourning white, a long robe,
cream colored velvet that complimented the fading bronze of her fur and moved degantly with the
vigorous shifts of her lean body. She looked around. Her ears twitched. “Thisis ... differ-ent.”

He d changed the decor of his medting room to a ddib-erately exotic Smplidity, recreating a room in
a house where a family had lived for generations, perhaps a farm house, comfortable, but far from rich.
The fumniture had the fed of age and hard use, the fabrics were faded and frayed, the colors muted.
There was a fireplace with logs burning in it and ail lamps spread ther flickering amber glow in patches
that |eft the corners dim where paintings and shelves of trin-kets sprang into jewd darity one moment and
sank into shadows the next.

Digby amiled. “Noddgialives” he said. “Hdlo, Ro-hant. It's been along time”

“Dighy.” Rohant bowed his heed, then settled himsdf in a chair close to the fire and sat gazing into
the flames His robe was crisp and starched, snow white, cold white. He was withdrawn, physcaly
present, mentaly absent. The Dydaer way of grieving was to sink into the minutia of mundane life as
Mirdys had, to grow excessvey busy, ex-hausting themsdlves with work and planning. The Dydaeror
way was to create dillness within and without, to withdraw from the world and contemplate
meanings—the meaning of particular deaths and generic DEATH, of particular lives and generic LIFE.
Vadlts Korlach had an estate in the Sarinim, a patch of gentle wilderness they kept to soothe their spirits
when urban life became unbearably abrasive; Rohant was leaving tomorrow to spend his Mourning Y ear
ina shrine Mirdys had built there. Hismind was dready in re-treat.

Miradys wandered restlessy about the room Dighby had created for her, lifting objects, stting them
down again. Over her shoulder, she said, “Who dl’s coming?’

“Shadith, Kikun, Autumn Rose. They’ll be here any minute now.”

“Ah”

Hit

Shadith came in, moving with a crackling energy and impatience, even her har seemed about to
explode from her head. She wore traveling gear and her harpcase was dung across her back. She
dumped it on the floor beside a chair, flung hersdf down. “Well?’

Kikun unfaded, kicked a hassock over and sat beside her; he shared her impatience, sat with his
orange eyes fixed on Dighy as if by will done he could bring this find conference to its end and be off
about the maiter that was troubling him now, the freeing of his homeand from its invaders.

Autumn Rose walked in a moment later, glanced quickly around and dropped into a chair beside the
door, sat gazing a her hands. They had a nemly pampered look, manicured, the skin creamed to a moist
delicacy; her tunic was avri-shum, a glowing dark blue-green with fine white piping, her trousers wide



and flowing, more like a long skirt; she wore slver and takkaazul earrings, matching dlver and
takka-azul bracelets. Like Shadith, she was ready to go; she' d booked passage on a Gancha Worldship
leaving the Transfer Stetion later today. Back on the Gamer Circuit. Thisis the last I'll see of her for
awhile. Until she gets bored and is ready for a reality connection.

Digby contemplated his guests and thought they looked like the seeds on a ripe and ready pfeffri
plant, primed to explode at atouch and scatter to the corners of the universe.

He crossed hislegs, tented his hands. “This, my friends, is the denouement, where we tie off dangling
ends and get on with our lives. Questions?’

Shadith scratched at her wridt. “Tinoopa. You said you'd take care of her.”

“Right. Tinoopa has been picked up and is on her way to her son, one Jao juhFeyn on Arumda m.”

Rose leaned forward. “He's dl right, nothing went wrong for him, the Chom you know and
Mimishay?’

“Rumors and tdl tdes, that’s dl. He's as prosperous as before. No trouble, Rose.

Sherdaxed. “I liked him. Was a good Game we played there”

Shadith moved her shoulders. “Did Tinoopa give you any messages for me?’

“Yes She says Greetings to Kizra That's you? Right. She says They've settled into peace at
Ghanar Rinta after the last funerd. A very sad thing to see aman in the full flower of his vigor wither and
die in less than three months. She says: Utilas sent his second son as guardian to the child; he seems a
mild, intdligent youth with the wisdom to let the Matja run things”

“Ah. Good.”

“You promised me the tdeif | brought her out, Snger. | don't have it yet.”

Shadith unzipped a pocket, took out a flake case and tossed it onto the table beside her. “You do

“Thank you. Questions?’

Mirdys glanced at Rohant, then stared down a her hands; she smoothed the back of a daw dong
the velvet of her robe. “Seyirshi got away. Have you heard anything about him?’

“Not amurmur. You?’

“Nothing yet.”

“Singer, you spent some weeks with him, " plitting. What do you think, is he going after Vodlts
agan?

“No.”

“Jugt no?’

“He has a new project tha's going to require dl his at-tention for a while. He cdls it the Fall of
Omphalos. He told me about it because he likes the taste of those words.”

“One man?’

“l know what it sounds like. Crazy. But don’t you write him off. | suspect fifty, maybe a hundred
years from now, Ginbiryol Seyirshi will be peddiing a new Limited Edition and scholars will be
prospecting the debris of Omphaos trying to discover what brought them down.”

“Hmm.” Digby dropped his hands on the curved arms of his chair. “Seems to me Omphaos and
Ginny deserve each other.”

“Maybe s0. Here' s something ese to think about. Ginny never forgets an injury.” She turned to the
two Dydaera. “Kegp watch on Omphaos, Rohant, you and Mirdys. When Omphdos fdls, hell be
back for you.” She straightened. “ For dl of us”

“Depressing thought. Let’s end on a high note. Sing for us, Shadow.”

“What?’

“I've been jedous of every Bogmakker and traveler who's heard you perform, Singer. You have
your harp and your friend. Sing a dream for us”

Shadith worked her fingers, looked down at Kikun who'd sat slent through dl of this. “What do you
think?’

“Drum,” he said and smiled as Digby created a amdl handdrum and dropped it beside him. “Bresk
the knots,” he said to Shadith, “untie the ends and let us go.”



“All right.”

The brush/tunk of the drum lay down in the ground and bet in the blood, while the notes of the harp
were as lush, as brilliant as the patches of crimson and sapphire, emerdd and amber the lamps' light
picked out from the paintings, the deep green-blue glows in Rose's tunic, the warm cream of Mirdys
robe, the brittle white that Rohant wore.

Shadow crooned wordless sounds, her voice rich and flowing. Cool. Caressng. Magica. Like spring
rain fdling from clouds so high the drops seemed to come from the sun. She had doubted hersdf. She
doubted no more.

They came from the shadows, dender and angular, black and silver similitudes of Naya,
Zayalla, Annethi, Itsays, Tallitt and Sullan, spinning threads from themselves in a weave
more complex than any she'd tried before, spinning dreams for Autumn Rose, for Miralys
and Rohant, even for Digby, dreams she didn’t know, couldn’t know, didn’t want to know.
What she wanted was her own dream. What she got was that AND Kikun's dream
blended:

Her sisters danced with pattering feet and busy hands—a strange dance, a dance she
didn't know. And Gaagi Raven came and danced among them, black scales glittering,
black wings sweeping among them, closing about each one in an oddly protecting embrace
(if it could be called an embrace when neither touched the other), wings closng and
spread-ing, closing about Naya, then Zayalla, then Annethi, then Itsays, then Tallitt, and
finally Sullan.

The Joy came then, the Purpose. She sang laughter as she saw Itsays wink at her, saw
Naya smile and clap her dender hands, saw Zayalla shake her snaky hips, Annethi dance
with SQullan around and around Kikun, and touch his shoul-ders and bend to touch his
hands and dance away in joy, dance in circles about Spash’ats and Jadii Gevas, Xumady
and Mask while the Lael-Lenox the Grandmother Ghost pranced in a tight little circle of
her own ...

i

Shadow crooned wordless sounds, her voice rich and flowing. Cool. Caressing. Magical. Like soring
rain fdling from clouds so high the drops seemed to come from the sun.
AUTUMN ROSE saw:

HERSELF in gold and diamonds and pure black avrishum, under a crystal chanddlier that
gilded the délicate hairs on her ivory forearms. She played Vagnag and across from her,
her only mark was her grandfather. The cards came and the dice leaped to her fingers. She
stripped him to his skin, laughed at him and went walking out, a man beside her, a
shadowy figure without a face who sheltered her and pro-tected her and ... loved her.

HH#

MIRALY S sasw: ROHANT \ AND
ROHANT saw: MIRALYS/

Lissorn with baby Sragis sitting on his shoulder—dead baby, golden baby—shining in the
hot yellow sun. Jesgejarn, young and shining with the vigor of the young. In a ring around
them, clan Voallts, the living and the dead, arms on shoulders dancing.

In the sun on the Savannah, Miralys and Rohant danced with their children, the dead



children and the living, danced the Varavany about the carcass of a grand bull yrz.

H
DIGBY saw:

Moonlight on an ocean he knew in his cdls, the ocean into which he was born so many
years ago he'd long ago lost count.

Moonlight on black sands and fans of land coral. The shim-mering blue water lifted and
shaped into nine girls dancing, nine glass girls with moonlight shining through them,
danc-ing on black sand shores that were glass and ash now, on a world burnt to bedrock
by the folly of his kind, no water left, no girls dancing. It was pain to watch, but sweet pain
to see his sisters dancing.

And then it was done.

Over.

Rohant took Miralys hand and they I€ft.

Eyes on dsewhere, Autumn Rose came quietly to her feet and left.

Shadith shut the harp in the case. Kikun set the drum aside and took her hand. They Ieft.
Digby sat for along, timein his bubble in the empty room. Then he, too, was gone.



