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Spacing. Spell-checked.

Thepriceof life

I’'m getting good at blind firing. Gods curse them for giving me the practice. Shadith eased up
to awindow dit, jerked quickly back as a cutter beam struck through it. Good eyes, damn him. Behind
her the beam mdted gouges in the ceiling, brought down spat-ters of melted stone which were too far
back to touch her. She shut her eyes, fdt about for him, lifted the stunner and touched the sensor. The
beam dancing up and down the dit blinked out and the lifefire dimmed, so she knew she'd got another.
Troubleis, there' s too many of them ...

She heard the pdlet gun from the room on the other sSde of the tower, the sound coming oddly
dou-bled through the window and the room’s open door. For a moment she wished she could Folit in
three. Getting indde here had saved them for the moment, but they were two defenders fading an
attacking force of at least twenty. She thought about the price the Chav spy had put on her head and
fought down a surge of anger that blanked out the mindtouch for a momertt.

She kndt with eyes closed, brow pressed againg the cold stone, cdming hersdf, tranamuting the
anger into resolve. It wasn't jugt the spy, he was only a toal, it was the Chave gtting in their enclave
across the sea decreeing her death, deding the last few years left to her. For an indant the thought
amusd her, after twenty thousand, getting so het up about a hundred or so. Then she sobered. Wall, it
was the reason she’'d begged Aleytys to find her a body. Now that her end-ing was dways before her,
the days, even the hours, were jewes beyond price. Brighter and more glowing. Or they were supposed
to be. She considered this mo-ment, sighed. “I’m only dive when I’'m about to be dead. Gods, what a ...
Digby, it looks like you' ve got yourself an agent. If | live through this”
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1. Off to Seethe Wizard

Shadith rubbed hersdf dry, then dropped the towd and inspected hersdf in the bathroom mirror. It
waan't a child's body any longer. The breasts had grown large enough to yidd to gravity’s pull, the
muscles were more defined, though that probably came as much from her fight traning as from
meaturation. She was even alittle taler, having grown an inch and a hdf in the past two years. Her face
was thinner,, the hawk etched on her cheek distorted by the change. She leaned closer to the mirror,
turned her head, and laughed because the line drawing had acquired a bad-tempered sneer she hadn’t
noticed before.

She'd cut her hair into a cap that fit close to her head and indulged in extravagant earrings to please
the taste she'd discovered in hersdf for strong colors and wild designs, a reaction to the drab, shipsuits
she'd spent so much of her lives wearing, whether it was her body or another’s.

She left the bathroom and dressed dowly, thinking about Adan’s dinner invitation. More than dinner
involved, she was sure enough of that to speculate about the offer she thought was coming. She'd
enjoyed the past two years here, she was fond of her teachers, Quae had dropped by atime or two to
pay her grin-ning compliments before he went off with Adan, and she was ganing respect for her
compostions as wel as her performances. This was a very pleasant life, but .... Always that but, she
thought. The last several months she' d found hersdf getting restless, as if this peaceful existence were a
wadte of a precious and lim-ited resource—the hours of her mortd life.

It wasn't that she needed more meaning in her life Breathing. Moving. The various modes of
senaudity. Those were dl the meaning she needed.

What she wanted was passion. She fdt dimmed, cool. Even music had stopped reaching deep.

She thrust her feet into soft black dippers, smoothed the silky black dress over her hips, soun in a



carcde so the long skirt would bdl out from her ankles. “While the body prowls howls growls, the soul
revels and bedevils” she sang.

Dizzy, she whedled to a stop, laughed, then danced to the dressing table and chose earrings that were
a complex dangle of diamond-shaped slver pieces attached to fine slver chains of various lengths. She
ran a comb through the cap of tiny curls and amiled at her image in the mirror. “You can’'t wait, can you.
You'd leave tonight if you could.”

It was one of Citystate Rhapsody’s more splendid spring nights, the twilight lingering longer than
usud, the ar cool and soft againg the skin. University’s sn-gle moon was a hairline crescent passng
through iceclouds flung like horsetalls across its path as it neared zenith. She stood a moment outside the
hous-ing unit, thinking she might walk a while, then sghed and went to push the button that summoned a
chain-chair. The dtreets after dark in mogt of the Citystates of Universty were not for the fainthearted or
those who wanted to keep gppointments in reasonably clean and unmussed clothing.

Shadith stalked into Nik t' Pharo’s Fishhouse swear-ing under her breath; she stopped just insde the
door and tried to push the post of one of her earrings back in the bloodied hole.

Adan came from the acove where she' d been wait-ing. “Let me do that. Y ou have the pinchdip?’

“Here” Shadith dicked her tongue at the smears on her hands. “I'll need a wash and ateemind. I'd
better get my report in before the medic’'s”

Adan snapped the dip onto the post of the earring, stepped back. “That should do it. What
happened?’
“Scholars brats out on a tear, drunk and high, thought they were going to play some games with

me
“Right. Let’s go get you cleaned up.”

Adan looked up from the menu as Shadith reached the table. “Get through?’

“l go under the Verifier tomorrow. Assault com-plaint.” Shadith pulled out a chair, threw hersdf into
it, her dark eyes sparking with anger. “Louseridden little tinkards said | jumped them. Seems | broke a
couple ams, cracked some ribs, and took out a spleen. Didn't do anything to their brains because they
don’'t have any. Want to bet the complaint is pulled soon as someone with sense shows up?’

“Not me, Shadow. Stll, when Scholars are involved, it can get tricky. Looks like a year or so
offworld might be a good idea. Let things cool down.”

Shadith leaned forward. “What's up?’

“Later. Let’s order fird. Anything specid you want to drink? I'm on expenses” Adan grinned.
“Recruiting.”

With aggh of pleasant repletion, Adan moved her plate aside and drew the glass of pae green wine
infront of her. “Nik never fals. | make Quae bring me here at least once each of his vigts. It's the only
way | can afford it even with VVoting Stock.”

Shadith amiled; her enjoyment of the evening had returned with the food and the company.
“Recruiting. For what, Lan?’

“Theré saproject I've been offered. If you'll do it, Shadow, | want you with me.”

“Why me?’

“Let's say it's a mix of a few things. What | know about you. What my mother told me. Quae.
Rumor. Scholar Burya Moy from the Music School who's drooling over something you did for him.”
Adan lifted her fork and tapped it agang her plate, drawing a musicd chime from the fine porcelain.
“The Y araka Rep said music is important to the Béluchar. Espe-cidly harp musc.” She tapped the plate
twice more. “And there' s another thing. I’ ve afeding this business could turn awkward. Which I'll admit
may just be left-over paranoia from what happened on Styernna. On the other hand, it could be red.
Whatever, you're alot better than | am at dancing round traps in strange places,” She looked at the fork,
st it down. “I am scared of going out again, Shadow. But | know if | don't ....” She wrinkled her longish



nose. “1 want backup.”

Shadith ran her finger round the rim of her glass. “I don't work cheap, Lan.” That's a laugh, if she
knew ... ah gods, just the thought of getting away from here has set my feet to itching.

“Don't have to. The funding's sweet.” Adan amiled, tilted the bottle over her glass, rdilling it and then
Shadith's. “Sweet as evenbriar wine. A thousand Hevetian fidders and a Vating Share of Universty
Stock.”

“Itll do.” Shadith sipped at the wine, set her glass down. “ So tdl me about it.”

“Duncan Shears will be: managing the project.”

“Waan't he the manager when ... 7’

“Yes. No fault of hiswhat happened. With the locd Powers running the frame, wasn't much he could
do but get the rest of the team off planet and the word back here about what was happening.” The green
wine shivered as her hand shook. She st the glass cdown with finicking care. “1 don’t think I’ve ever
been closer to dead.”

“I've been dead. | don’'t recommend it.”

Adan’s mouth twitched, but it wasn't much of a amile and soon gone as the memory of the fake trid
on Styernna and her year as a dave deepened the linesin her face.

Fndly, with an impatient tssah!, she lifted the glass, drained it, set it down. “Serioudy, Shadow, no
pres-sure. It's up to you if you want to go or not, but Universty wouldn't make a bad base for you. And
there's that Voting Share. That's one of the conces-sions | got from the Governors. Yaraka mug be
mek-ing a very nice contribution to the Fund.”

“That's the sweet. What's the bitter?’

“Lecture time. I'll try to keep it short. Any ques-tions, break in. Don't worry about detal, though;
I’ve got the set of flakes thet the Y araka Rep left with Tamarrdda. Ah! She's Xenoeth's Chair this cycle.
Snce you're Musc, you wouldn't know that. I'll send them round in the mormning. Hm. Nik does a
mocha that’s wonderful,” she sighed, “if you don’'t need to deep much. Like me. I've a double dozen
reports | have to finish before | can even think of leaving. Want some?”’

“Reports?’

“Mocha, idiot.”

After the waiter left, Adan started taking, her eyes vague, her, hands busy preparing the mocha
“The Cdl-lidara Pseudo-Cluster. Busy place. Round a thousand systems less than a light-year apart, two
hundred of them inhabited, mastly colonized from other worlds. Y ou might remember something abot it,
Shadow. That's where you and the Dydaera flattened that bunch of Omphdites. Up until last year
everyone thought that only ten of the systems had indigenes”

“Uptill lagt year?” Shadith dropped a dollop of whipped cream into the rich chocolaty kava, swirled
a spoon through it, watching the white lines turn ivory then pale brown. “What happened lagt year?” She
scooped up a spoonful, rolled it on her tongue, smiled with pleasure.

“A little rat caught histail in a trap. Good, isn't it. | love Nik's mocha. As the Yaraka Rep told it, a
Lommertoerken smuggler caled. Cassecul found him-sdf in difficulties both financid and crimind. The
Rep was a handsome twerp. Nice fur and a mouthful of mgor words.” She wiped whipped cream from
her upper lip. “Our hero scratched about for something to buy himsdf a bolt-hole and came up with the
loca-tion of an unlisted world. Buchad. The locd name.

“In the Cdlidara? | do remember the place. So much traffic round there the ingplit shakes with it.”

“Even the Cdlidara s got places nobody looks at. This one was in the upper right quadrant, tucked
away in a nest of multiple stars some of which do have planets, but they're basicdly Serile rocks, the
orbits are eccentric and the radiation’ sfairly letha, so the usud scouts didn’'t bother nosing about there.”

“Yesss, teacher.”

“Snip. If you wereinmy class, I'd smudge your record. So listen. Up till Cassecul’s hm indiscretion,
maybe hdf a dozen free traders and a handful of smugglers worked Béuchad. Knowing Quade, you'll
have afar idea how much they weren't talking about the place.”



“Wha's there for a smuggler to fool with?’

“Don’'t know. | expect it's one of the thingswe Il find out when we get there. Now comes the kicker.
He sold it twice, our Cassecul Firgt to Yaraka Phar-maceuticals, then to Chandava Minerds, guaranteed
exdusve each time”

“Enterprigng, maybe. Stupid, definitely.”

Adan nodded. *“From whet the Rep said, he had to duck and run red fast, with Chave, Yaraks, free
trad-ers and smugglers dl out for a piece of his hide”

Finger falowing the brown lines burned into her cheek, Shadith frowned. “You said Yaraka Rep.
Y ara-ka s finanang this?’

“Yes”

“Lan...”

“I'm not happy about that, but | can live with it. Shadow, even if you set asde what happened the
lagt time | went out, it wasn't easy for me to decide to do this but somebody is going to exploit that
world; the word is out and it can’'t be erased no matter what we may wish. Lesser of two evils is the best
description of the choice | had.”

“Convince me”

“Right. According to the data | pulled from the files, the Yaraka have a higory of co-opting and
cor-rupting the locds rather than making them daves or smply wiping them out. In other words, there's
some-thing left when they get through with a place.”

“And the Chave?

“Not so nice. They're Minerds, Shadow. They use satelite mgpping to locate likdy areas, ther
mines are automated, locas just get in the way. And Chandava is a closed society. They're from Cousin
stock. From is the right word. Long way from. Stratified, custom-ridden, xenophobic. Outsiders are
consdered the mord equivaent of trained beasts, even other Cous-ins. They don't recognize the
relationship as ‘twere. You can see where that would lead.”

Shadith nodded.

“At the moment, an advance force of Yaraks and another of Chave are hunkered down on separate
con-tinents, while the homeworld Reps St on Helvetia and press ther daims, snarling and threatening and
each trying to get the other to back off.”

The cold mocha was bitter on Shadith’s tongue, so she didn’t finish it. “How much of a war did your
Rep say they had going?”

Adan sghed. “Mogly sniping and nagty tricks. Any-thing too overt would get recorded and used as
ammunition in the Claims Trid. Naturdly the Rep said we wouldn’t be involved in that sde of things |
believed that as much as | believed his high and noble speech about Yaraka' s respect for the lives and
culture of the indigenes.”

Shadith pleated her ngpkin, running her fingers dowly adong the smooth white linen. “And just what
are we supposed to be doing there?’

“Recording the cultures, you know, my usud thing. Fadilitating the interchanges between the Yaraks
and the Béuchars so the Chave will have less of a chance of causng trouble by girring up the locals.
Persuading alocd to dlow atemplate for the Trandator. That sort of thing.”

“Glorified shills, sounds like. What are limitations on me?’

“Ah. You'll be lised as mudca and linguistic con-sultant, but you' re not a Scholar and not bound by
the Universty Canon of Professona Conduct. If you manage to embarrass the Governors, they’ll rescind
the offer of the Vating Share, but | can arrange to bank your fee on Helvetia and | doubt they’ll fight me
over it. Bascdly, it's be discreet, do what you want.”

“Regigered Contract?’

“Right. With what | said spelled out in much more decorous prose.”

Shadith stretched across the table, clicked her cup agangt Adan's. “Herée's to friendly sabotage and
noble savages. When do we leave?’



2. HarptoHarp

1

Maorgan lay dong the branch of the Solitary Oilnut, trying to focus the ocular on the fenced
enclosure being built by the mesuchs infesting the Land. He was having trouble because the enclosure
was a long way below the mesa where the Qilnut grew, between the arms of the Sea Marish, next the
inlet from the Bakuhl Sea where the Denchok Smokehouse used to stand and because he dill wasn't
essy with the device which that imp Glois and his confederates among the Mel-oach stole from them
down there, Chd Dé ped ther tender hides. Which the mesuchs might do dl too soon without divine
hep.

“Hmm.” The image had findly come clear; he could count the negds chewing a the wood of a
build-ing, so many of them the wal looked plated in black iron. He amiled. Another day and dl they’d
leave would be rotten shards.

His amile vanished before it had fully bloomed.

A nagd whose shdl was big as his thumbnail shud-dered and fdl away from the wadl, then another
and another; an indant later the wal was clear. He shifted the fidd of the ocular, fought down the
dizziness and nausea the disorienting motion produced. “Interesting. Wonder if they'll sl that effect.”
The nagd were lying bely up, the black threads of thar legs pressed againg their pale pink underbellies.

He clicked his tongue, did the viewpoint over the house bubbles, dowly this time so he wouldn't
trigger the vertigo, and scanned the dedling tables on the paved fla area outsde the enclosure's man
gate.

“Ihai!”

The mesuch were doing a brisk trade. Maorgan saw three barge Kabits he knew, hdf a dozen
merchants from Dumd Alsekum, and a handful of farmers. The cheffering was intense, though dl in Sgn,
the mesuch teking produce from the farms, vids of perfume, bot-tles of didilled liqueurs, lengths of
embroidery—in fact, dl the things B&uchars were accustomed to using in thelr barter with the occasiond
snuggler or free traders who set down on Béluchad. What they ac-cepted in return were mostly smdll
devices and the batteries to keep them running.

He shifted focus again and did the viewfidd of the ocular across to the bridge the mesuch had thrown
across the river in a careless gesture of power that turned him sick with anger and envy. And swore again
when he saw hdf a dozen swampies hovering in the shadow under the trees of the Sea Marish, 4ill tied
to the Marish by shyness and fear, though it wouldn’t be long before the bolder ones trotted across the
bridge and joined the traders. What better measure of how accustomed people were getting to this
invasion.

Its tranducent flesh taking on the varied greens of the leaves, a tentacle dropped through the leaves
and touched his shoulder. From where xe floated above Maorgan, the Eolt Mdech sang and the

amplified words came to the man through the touch. *What is it, sioll Maorgan?*
*The trade’s getting brisker. Word’'s out, | suppose. Look at the swampies. How much longer before
they're caught too? | doubt we’'ll ever get rid of the mesuch now.*

Méech sang. *I see them, my sioll. It is a season of change and who knows the end of it.* Sadness
flowed through the flesh link. * Do you see the children?

*Not yet, let me ... ,* His voice traled off as he in-creased magnification and began diding the
viewfidd over the enclosure.

The mesuchs were quick men covered with fur that was more like plush, shades of brown from dark
amber to dmog black. The fur was darker about their eyes and some of them had white markings under
the masks. The four a the trade tables wore long robes, but those ingde the enclosure were mogly
stripped to leather gprons and a few straps. How the steamy heat down there fdt to dl that fur wasn't
something Maor-gan liked to think about, not when they held young-lings hostage to their tempers.

He counted them again. Four traders, 9x or seven who tended machines and supervised the work
that their metal daves did on the buildings indde the fence, two, maybe three, who looked like guards,



three, four, maybe as many as saven who moved about as if they had tasks to complete, though he
couldn’t imagine what they were. Mogt of these last ones had the white markings under thar eyes, but
otherwise were hard to tdl apart so he was never sure whether he was count-ing two as one or seeing
the same one in severd dif-ferent places.

The buildings were stone bubbles, some sngle, some multiple. Singles were set in a neat row near the
southern side of the enclosure, with smal patches of growing things by the round diding doors. There
was a line hdf a dozen bubbles long near the eastern side, and in the middle, two taler structures. One
was a pyramid with Sx or so bubbles—at the angle he was viewing from he couldn’'t be sure of the
count—at the base, tapering to a sngle bubble at the top that seemed to be made of dark glass it
glittered like glass whatever it was. The second was a tower two bubbles wide, two deep and four high
with round thick win-dows at every leve.

In one of the windows on the tower’s third leve, he caught a glimpse of a pae face and a shock of

red hair; he steadied the ocular, fiddled with the focus again. “Ihoi!” *I see Glois. Looking out a window.
Ah! Utelel just came up to him, put a hand on his shoulder. And | can see more movement behind xe. Looks
like they’re all there.*

He let the ocular drop to swing at the end of the neck strap, rubbed at his eyes then squinted at the
digant enclave. The buildings were toys now, the mes-uchs like chetor busy about ther hills so it took

him awhile to locate the building where the boys and the Mdoach were confined.

*Are they in health?*

*From the little | could see. Glois was angry. That's noth-ing new. Utelel was dark and xe’s chesisil
flowers were closed to bud, but that was probably because xe was shut away from the sun. They don’t look
afraid.*

Meech sang satisfaction and the tentacle withdrew. A moment later xe was drifting free of the tree, a
shimmering glass gas bl with tralling cords that glit-tered diamond bright where the suction disks dotted
them.

Maorgan watched his sal a moment with affection and appreciation, then lifted the ocular and began
searching for away to reach the young captives.

Thet fence looked absurdly flimsy, long thin rods planted at intervas dightly over a manlength with
something that flickered between them. Not so insub-gtantia as they looked, though. He' d seen a young
feolt spooked by one of the humming carts that trav-eled between the landing ground and the enclosure;
the cub tried to run between two of those poles. It was fried in seconds.

The enclosure was along rectangle with a tower at each of the four corners, metd chambers set on
dicks that seemed as insubstantid as the fences and had as dangerous a hite. In the second week after
the flying ships, had settled onto the landing ground, the Den-chok budline who daimed this ground and
ran the Smokehouse in season had assembled and marched out, intending to remove the intruders as they
would any other nuisance interfering with their property.

Lines of light had snapped at them from the towers. They dropped and knew nathing for about two
hours, some waking a few minutes later than others, while the Denchok who was closest to the Change
took the longest to come awake. It was like a big stick, they said, hitting them on the head and knocking
them glly.

There looked to be no way in except floating over the fence and that was not a good idea. Unless
this lot of mesuchs was even more unlike the lot across the Bakuhl Sea than rumor suggested. They
weren't S0 tender over there. 1t was a killing light they used on anyone who got close. The story had
come to Md-ech that Eolt Chelokl was caught in the backwash of aflying ded and swept toward one of
the towers; the fire of his dying leaped a hundred manlengthsinto the air.

Maorgan shivered, lowered the ocular, and rubbed his deeve across his face, wondering—even as
he tried not to think about it—how Chelokl’s sall was han-dling that sudden rupture of the sioll-bond,
the cutting away of hdf of himsdf.

He blinked. Mdech's bdl form was sweling and changing, getting ready to lift into the steering
cur-rent layers.

He dropped the ocular, cried, “No!” Then shifted the word into a protesting whidtle.

Melech sang.



not-same necessity ampliaty is best
power/habit/restraint  imperative/rescue
danger seen curiosity care will be taken
affection/amusement  anger/frudtration
light as beeting stick not light as killing fire
bond not broken as joy

Even after the years of sioll-bond, trandating the complex harmonies of Eolt speech was difficult
with-out the touch and Maorgan was never entirdy sure he got even hdf the meaning clear in his head,
yet everything he read into what he heard turned him cold with fear.

In the combination whigtle and scatsong Fior Ards had evolved for nontouch speech as the sall bond
developed between the Ard and the Eolt, he went through dl the reasons why Mdech should wait,
should take time and care before acting—knowing dl dong how stubborn and passionate his Sl was,
how little likely to listen once xe's mind was set on a line of movement. But dl he could see was a flame
legping a hundred manlengths high and a sudden amputetion of dl joy.

Melech sang.

Maorgan whistle/sang.

After severd arias on both sides, the Edlt returned to xe's usud configuration while Maorgan swung
from limb to limb and findly dropped to the ground. He lifted the harpcase he'd I€ft at the base of the
tree, did the strap over his shoulder, and settled the case in its most comfortable posdtion againg his
back.

Meech dropped a tentacle to touch his shoulder. *May words suffice, sioll Maorgan.*
*May the few words | have of the starspeech, suffice, slot! Melech.*

Mid-morning on the next day which was Chel D€'s day, so there was no one to come to trade. Ard
Maor-gan and Eolt Medech placed themsdves before the Gate of the enclave. Maorgan swept a
desimerr on his harp. When he saw he had ther attention, he sang to them in tradespeak. “Peace,” he
sang. “Trade for children. Let ustak.”

2

“Hm, there is a dight problem that the good Sageen possibly didn't mention. Our surveyors chose
this locartion because there were sufficient freshwater orings, bedrock close to the surface, easy access
to the sea—and it seemed ... mmm ... undaimed. There were two structures of a sort in place, but they
were looked so0 ancient and ... mmm ... unsteady a bresth would blow them over. Obvioudy long
abandoned. So we smply removed them. Unfortunately, abandoned was not the correct description. We
ghdl probably have to pay compensation to mantan passable reaions with the locads” The Goés
twitched his nose and flattened round ears againg his skull. “Very annoying.”

The Goés Koraka hoeh Dexios was atdl Yarak with livdy brown eyes and fur like golden-bronze
plush; he wore alight workrobe that covered him from chin to ankle, but from the way he moved as he
paced about the tower room, his body was limber and very fit. The mask markings on his face were
sharply out-lined, the white band beneath the black narrow and crisp. He had the assurance of one who
knew he was handsome and didn’t need to wonder how people would react to him.

“We have been farly successful at establishing trade. Contact with smugglers and such has prepared
the way for us. To a degree. There is gill some ... mmm ... hodlility because we've obvioudy come to
gtay, though we have been overcoming that little by little. 1t would be easier if we could speak locd, but
we haven't attempted ... mmm ... to solicit language donors, though we have been collecting sound
samples with EY Es, entering them into the Trans:Am for and-yss. It's a dower process and prone to
odd inaccura-cies, but has less chance of ... mmm ... annoying the locas. With that unfortunate business
with those hovds and with the Chave interfering like they are ....” He flung hisarms out, flattened his ears
agang his head. “Ssssah! Killing a couple of locals with a cutter and leaving their mutilated bodies lying
on the road. With tooth marks yet!”



They were in the office of the Goés, the glass bubble at the top of the pyramid in the center of the
Enclo-sure. It was a mostly empty room with pretensions to elegance, lots of polished wood veneer, a
Menaviddan carpet, a Clove polymorph cyding through at least ten mgor mutations, and a scatter of
gmdl rarities lad about with careful casuaness. Haf a dozen pulochairs floated about the only indication
that this was an of-fice, a desk with its operating sensors discreetly cov-ered except for a amdl screenin
aprivacy hood that the Goés glanced at each time he passed it.

Adan wasin the seat of honor, alarge pulochar with a pseudo-moss surface whose dark green was
a pleasant complement to her coloring. In her own pulo which was cycled to dark amber, Shadith was
briefly amused by this amdl sample of the Goés' cleverness, though he was perhaps not as clever as he
thought or it wouldn’t show so much.

Her amusement faded as he continued his attempts to overwhem Adan with his abundant charm.
Shadith dropped her hand on the harpcase and gazed out through the smoky glass wall, the flow of his
words passing over her head. In the distance she could see a locdized gimmer floating near the top of a
tree. She couldn’t make out the details, but she thought it was one of those agrid intdligences she'd seen
inthe flakes.

Come on, Yarak, finish this. | want to see those crea-tures with my own eyes. Gods, they don't
look real. Like something Sarmaylen sculpted out of golden glass. The bits of locd music included
on those flakes haunted her; she wanted to hear it, not recorded, not ingde where nuance was lost. Her
impeatience to get out set amdl itches to crawling dong her skin.

“... thing which Rep Sageen would not have men-tioned. We captured a band of loca children on a
thieving rad. We've treated them as wdl as we could and plan to release them eventudly. One of the
locd adults has approached us. Apparently he knows a few words of tradespeak. Which isn't dl that
hdpful, but we have managed to make clear to him that we expect some recompense for this intruson
before we return the young thieves. We have suggested usng the Trans-Am for alanguage exchange, but
haven't pushed it. Our contact was emphatic in his refusd.” He made an angry spitting sound. “The
Kta’'t Chave have acted like the fornicating swine they are and have poisoned the wdl for us.
Communication between the conti-nents is better than we expected,” a quick wry amile, a graceful flip of
narow hands, “or appreciate. The only advantage we have is that we look nothing like those
heavy-world ‘K'trin.” He spread his aams in a gesture that swept the loose robe into dramatic folds. “I
mug warn you, Scholar. The Chave are irritated by our presence because it limits their actions; they like
to have exclusve control of aworld, so detailed reports of ther activities don’t get out. They have some
sensitivity to public censure. As do we dl,” he added with a quick amile and a twinkle of his dark russet
gyes. “So far, they' ve been ... mmm ... annoying nuisances with ther sabotage and ther at-tempts to dir
up our locas. Musni gnawing a the wals. Since you'll be a part of our operation, in ther eyes, a leadt,
you should be on guard againg treach-ery among suborned locds and vanddism, both subtle and
unsubtle, once the Chave turn ther attention to you.”

Adan shifted impatiently in her pulo; it flowed into a new conformation and changed color dightly.
“I’ve done my homework, Goés Koraka. Univeraty’s records are quite extensve. And Manager Shears
and | have run missonsin ddlicate Stuations before this. We understand the need for security.”

Shadith suppressed a smile. 1t wasn't only the Chave who'd have a rough time getting into Adan’s
files as Goés K oraka hoeh Dexios would discover soon enough.

The Goés glanced at the screen and came round the desk to perch on the edge. “Of course, of
course. | spoke from concern, not from lack of confidence, Scholar. It worries me that you won't take
resdence in the enclosure. However, | mus defer to your experience with such things. We have
extracted a few con-cessons from the locds. If they approve you as intermediary, they will arrange
housing as you've re-quested in the nearest ... mmm dumd, | think the word is. Communication has been
difficult. Sgning ismmm . limited. As I’'m sure you know, Scholar. And our contact has only the few
words of interlingue he's learned from free traders and smugglers. He is more sophisticated in
interspecies contact than one would have expected from the isolation of this world. Probably because of
the interaction the two sapient species have been forced into over the past three mil-lennig, if my memory
of datesis accurate. We ve done some testing on hair and skin cdlls from the Cousins anong our young



captives. My techs tdl me it's dmogt certain ther presence here is a result of the firsd Dias-pora,
probably due to a massve sysem falure on their colony ship. It's not a sector one would choose to
explore, if the choice were avalable”

Adan shifted again. When she spoke, her voice was sharp with displeasure. “I have to convince your
con-tact to accept us? That's another thing your Rep didn’t bother to mention.”

The Goés dhrugged, spread his hands. “It didn't seem important. In any case, I've aranged a
mesting tomorrow noon with our contact, a Cousin by name

Maorgan and his ... mum . companion whose name | don't know. If it even has a name. My aides tdl
me your gear has been off-loaded and put in secure stor-age until you need it and your temporary
quarters are ready. Y our Manager and young associates are there, waiting for you. |Is there anything else
| can do?”

“Yes. I'd like to see your captives, if | may.”

“Mmm . that will take some arranging. They are difficult to control without danger of injury.” He
twisted his mobile face into a clown’s gri-mace. “There is no deding with them except by sgn, which
they ignore when they fed like it. Are you sure you want this?’

“Yes. Hakes, however fine cannot subgtitute for ac-tual experience. What | could learn would
greetly hep with tomorrow’ s contact.”

He glanced a Shadith for the firg time, raised his eyes to the caling in afine imitation of thought, then
nodded. “I'll see toit.” He went back behind the desk and reached under the edge for a sensor. “In two
hours. That should give you plenty of time before we feed them.” He nodded to the young Yarak who
came in, stood beside the door. “The phora Gaeyn here will take you to your quarters and fetch you
again when the vigt has been arranged. How many?’

“Mysdf and the harpigt.”

“T't't.” He came back around the desk, took Adan's hand, and helped her from the chair. He had a
dight musky amdl that was pleasant if a little strange and he was hdf a meter tdler than she was, his
phys-cd presence intimidaing despite his pleasant de-meanor. Adan lifted her head and fixed her eyes
on him, waiting for him to step back into more comfort-able range. Again Shadith swallowed a grin. By
the time she'd made rank, a Universty Scholar had faced far more intimidating individuas than Goés
Koraka would ever be.

3

The fenced and patrolled enclosure beside the tower where young locas were being kept was filled
with the pounding of feet, the dap of flesh againg flesh from the energetic play, shouts, dill screams, and
snatches of song. Despite the amount of noise, there were only sx of them, two Cousins and four Others.

One of the Coudns was a skinny red-haired boy with pade skin and a nossful of freckles, ten or
eeven years old; the second was smdler, dighter, a dark-haired child a year or two younger; both wore
dark brown shorts and white deeveless shirts. The Others were dl shorter and stockier than the redhead,
bipeds with five-fingered hands and four toes on the feet. Their faces were triangular with the chin as
vertex and the draight line of the moss across the brow as base. Ther eyes were large and dark, shades
of brown mogtly, though one had lighter eyes than the others, amber, dmost ydlow. Thelr noses were
hardly raised from the curved plane of the face, thin as knifeblades with long, fringed nogrils. Their
mouths were wide, flexible, and produced an astonishing volume of sound.

A mossy growth more vegetable than fur covered torso and limbs out to the elbows and knees.
Beyond that the skin was smooth, a pale greenish white like the inner layer of new bark. The moss aso
grew on the amdl round heads, much like hair, though it dso resembled the plush fur of the Yaraka
There were buds among the head moss and here and there a amdl flower, narrow, arcing petds lad
close to the curve of the head. The flowers were mostly white though Shad-ith could see one or two pink
blooms and a bright ydlow one.

They rushed the gate when they saw Adan and Shadith coming, speech turning into whidles that
seemed to be a combination of mutua support and preparation for attack. Shadith’s head started hurting
asthe Trandator she' d acquired from Aleytys began sorting through the noises.



The phora Galeyn waved a the guards, then turned to face his charges. “If you'll wait here, despines,
well clear the children from the gateway firs. They dways rush us, trying to get away.”

Shadith knelt, began undoing the catches on the harpcase. She glanced up to see the guards usng
tin-glers, shuddered as she fdt the waves of pain coming from the moss-children. They fled across the
fidd, hudding near the far fence, but two of the guards kept tinglers turned on them as the third
meanipulated the gate lock.

She collapsed the memory plast of the case into a stoal, then, pae with the pain from the Trandator
and the distress from the children, she dipped the harp’s strap over her shoulder, picked up the stoal,
and got to her feet. She hestated; what she wanted to say could be used againg the locds, but the
Y araka had so many other weapons, perhaps it wouldn't matter. “If you keep that up, you're going to
have problems,” she said quietly. “It hurts them.”

The phora frowned at her. “Why do you say that? How do you know?" There was an edge to his
voice. He didn't like her or her comments, he'd had a sour look on his face and kept his distance from
the mo-ment he'd |&ft the Director’ s office. One of those who didn't like outsiders.

“l can fed their pain,” she said quietly. “The tingler doesn’t bother the Cousins, it's the others who
show distress”

“Fed!” He didn’t bother to conced his disdain, turned his shoulder to her, and spoke to Adan. “If
you'll go in now, Scholar. Quickly please. They're treacherous little nothi.”

Smiling at the profound disapprova of the phora, Shedith followed Adan in. The Goés was clever
enough to cover any problems he had with having them on planet and, unless there was a lot of
compli-cated dancing involved here between him and the homeworld, he'd asked for them. The phora
was too young (or perhaps too wel connected) to bother hid-ing his annoyance. He had white tips to his
ears and the white lines under his mask were broader than Kor-aka's. From the data Adan had passed
around during the journey here, that meant he was a highborn cub, probably a second son doing his
Misson-year before he settled down to one of the jobs created for his kind.

She glanced a Adan. The Xenoeth had one of the Ridaar pickups pasted to her throat and was
busly subvocdizing into it. It was the firg time she'd seen Adan a work and was surprised by the
intendty of the woman, the sudden sharp focus which excluded everything except what she was
observing.

The red-haired boy saw the harp and whistled some-thing that Shadith amost caught. Along with one
of the Others, he moved cautioudy toward her.

He nodded &t the harp, made a gesture of playing.

Shadith smiled. She dropped the stool, settled her-sdlf, contemplated him a moment, then drew her
fin-gers across the grings. She played alilting dance tune, brought to mind by the whidle talk snce it had
the same quick, sorightly movement.

The red-haired boy glanced from Shadith to Adan. He grinned, pursed his lipsin a whidle that was
slent until he'd figured out intervas and tones, then he snapped his fingers and wove a swest liquid line
around her playing. His companion joined him.

The rest of the captives lisgened a moment longer, then they began whidling and dancing round and
round the two women.

“Amazing.”

Shadith glanced around but kept her fingers busy.

The Goés was taking to Adan. She Sghed and listened to them.

Adan clicked off the Ridaar. “Oh?’

“How smpleit is and how profound to bring a harpist to a world soaked in musc.” He sghed. “The
Y araka are many things, but musicd we're not.”

“Credit your report, Goés Koraka.”

“Do you have enough from this medting? The sun is nearly down and I'd prefer to button up here
be-fore long.”

“I’ve enough to think about. There is one thing you might change. The harpist is aso an empeath; she



says the tinglers cause red pain in the moss-children. If you could decrease the settings to minimum ....”

Shadith played alast chord, dtilled the strings, and looked up. “Let me try something, will you?”

The Goés mohile ears went up as a Cousin might lift a brow, then he nodded. “As long as it doesn't
mean trouble. You understand me, | think.”

“It may prevent trouble.” She stood, shifted the harp, closed her eyes, and rubbed a her temple; her
head was throbbing ill from the Trandator’s activity. When she looked up, the Béuchar children were
mov-ing restlesdy, getting ready to rush the gate. She thought a moment, then whigtled a warning phrase.
For the firg time she heard ordinary speech from them, fragmentary whispers, but words nonetheless.
The pain stabbed inward more strongly than ever. She ignored it, whistled again, a complex trill that said
something like wait, danger, help comes, wait, Maor-gan comes.

The whigle form of the name had them buzzing more loudly. The boy cdled out a few words she
didn't understand. She whidled again: wait, thisis a friend, wait, help comes.

The boy and his companion rested head againgt head, talking in low hums with descanted trills They
didn't try spesking to her again, but after a moment, the sx Béuchar retreated to the far fence and sat
down, legs crossed, hands resting on their knees.

Shadith drew in a long breath, let it trickle out; head throbbing, she trudged to the gate and waited
impatiently for it to open.

“Amazing.”

Shadith blinked away pain-tears, looked up at the tdl Yarak. “You repeat yoursdf, Goés Koraka.
And overstate. Whidle cdls are generdly smple and much dike from culture to culture. Like many
musdans, | have a gift for the patterning of sounds.” She had little patience now for his complicated
grokings; it was dl surface, in any case. Should he decide to have her probed, it would be done with the
most eegant sua-vity, and if she died under that probe, he would mark her passng with a trope or two
and none of that would touch the sted beneath. She glanced at Adan, sSghed, remembering the lectures
about keeping the Director sweet. “By your favor, Goés, pardon my abruptness. I'm very tired.”

“Aswe dl are, Shadith.” Adan sat her hand on Shadith’'s arm. “We appreciate your interest, Goés
Koraka, but we do need to confer and organize our-salves for tomorrow’ s meeting.”

4

The sun was hrilliant, vegudy greenish in a sky whitened by heat haze when Shadith walked through
the enclosure gate with Adan, her Aide Marrin Ola, and Duncan Shears, the Univeraty folk a ragged
knot with a pair of guards marching ahead of them, another pair behind. Beyond the paved trade ground,
the land turned into a fidd of low ground cover plants, not grass but something like it, pale gray-green
spears with ocher grips, it fdt crunchy when Shadith waked on it and there were amdl gray green
scuttlings with every step asif each spear had its own miniature ecosystem.

Strewn through the ground cover, amdl woody plants grew in pentagons, some complete, some
par-tid, dways a least three bushes, dways the same distance apart no matter what the age of the
plant; the ground cover plant didn't extend to the area within the pentagons, instead there was a scabby
growth something like a lichen, pde ydlow and grainy. Scat-tered more irregulaly, there were tdler
plants, clumps with brown fuzzy growths at the end of long stems thick as Shadith’s forefinger, plants that
looked like the bulrushes on aworld that no longer existed. Shay-din, blown to atoms before the life on
this world was more than one bacterium contemplating another with speculation in its nonglance. Shadith
sghed. Nostalgia was a disease she didn’'t seem to recover from even when she shifted bodies.

On both sdes of the river, trees were dark masses set in shdlow curves that bent with the brilliant
blue of the water.

Hdf obscured by the haze above the trees, a num-ber of the agrid folk floated like exquisite golden
dreams above the forest, the sucking disks on thair tendrils glittering diamond bright in the sun. They were
sanging/spesking. Like an organ miles wide, chords of splendid complexity, cadenzas, sngle notes as
emphasis. She ligened, shivering with pleasure. And with an ache growing in her head that told her it
wasn't merdly thisworld's equivaent to birdsong but speech.



The Goés Koraka hoeh Dexios and his angry young phora walked ahead of them, Koraka with his
hands clasped behind his back, head turning as he scanned the line of trees, watching the fliers. Shadith
wrinkled her nose at his back. At it again, oh dear Goés. Making us markers in your games. Despite
his graceful assur-ances of free inquiry, he was there to set his sed on them in the eyes of the Bduchar;
he didn’'t want the locals getting ideas about playing Universty againgt Y arakan.

A man moved from the shadow of the trees, a golden flier hovering above him, pulsng and glowing in
the sunlight. Maorgan, if Koraka had it right.

5

“Glois and the Medoach aren’t there,” Maorgan growled. He inspected the guards, then snorted with
disgus. “Careful of his hide, our mesuch.” He looked past the Director a the draggling group of
drangers. “Those are the ones he wants to foist on us. Which one do you think is teseach?’

Simple-gpeech came through the tentacle touching his shoulder. *The Yellow-hair. It is to her the
mesuch looks when he looks back. | am cast low, sioll, Utelel sang that the harper promised they would be
free.*

“Utdd is Meoach. Xe may turn Soll one day, but xe hasn't seen much moren a decade of
sun-returns. Xe trusts us sngledives too much.”

Rippling laughter from the Ealt. *Sioll Maorgan, you remember the harp and are jealous.*

“T'ck. I'm remembering xe said the harper learned the whidle talk as easy as a rebekii gulps bait.”

*But you know how clever harpers are.*

“And how sarcadtic Eolt can be. Shdl we go to meet them?’
*As before, sioll Maorgan, and keep your temper tight, good friend.*

Maorgan left the shadow of the trees and waked the five kadls into the choa and stopped in the
center of an aim korroi pentad with two points dead, the living bushes between him and the others;
should flesh guards try laying hands on him, they'd discover the defenses of the oim, it was only the sted
ones that made him worry. He sivung the harpcase around and set it before him on the scab, wondering
ashedid soif he'd have a chance to play for the offworld harper and hear what she could do.

The yellow-har watched him quietly from eyes blue as bits of storm-dark sea—clever eyes, cdm
eyes, eyes measuring him, lifting to Melech, returning to Maor-gan. And the ydlow of her hair was more
a brown with amber lights And when she amiled a him, the light spread over her face and legped but
from her and heated him.

He looked away before he fdl too deeply into her web, and found himsdf medting the eyes of the
harper. She was strange in a way he couldn’t compre-hend; he touched his finger to Mdech's tentacle.
“What isit about her, 90ll?" he murmured, keeping his voice low so the mesuchs wouldn't hear him.

*This xe can't find her song, sioll Maorgan. The yellow-hair is simple beside her. The others are servants,
of no importance.*

“Sfas, despois” the mesuch with the fur face boomed a him. That was a man sure of his
impor-tance, pushing it off on everyone around him.

“Fes” Maorgan said. It was something the traders said to each other, some kind of greeting; he
didn’'t care. Made things go easier when you followed the other party’s rules. If you wanted them to go
esser.

The Eolt Mdech withdrew his tentacle and glided higher, risng and fdling, usng the layered currents
of the ar to oillate in place above Maorgan, song speech flowing through the intersices of the
word-exchange between Maorgan and the mesuch.

Tdk atedk atdk, thetime ticked past as they went over the same ground they’d gone over day after
day. Ydlow-hair listened, impatience dlinting in her sea-storm eyes. The Harper watched Melech except
when her eyes glazed over and she shut them tight. And when that happened, the air around her wrinkled
with pain and implication.

From the corner of his eyes, while he tried to find away to shut off the mesuch so he could ded with
Y dlow-hair, he watched the harper.

She kndlt beside the case, opened the catches, and took out an ingrument both like and unlike his



own. Though it was made and not grown, it had the beauty of its essence and the track of loving hands
dong its wood. She played atune on the case with her finger-tips and he saw the thing he hadn’t believed
when Méelech rdayed Glois tde.

The suff of the case flowed and folded and in mo-ments was a three-legged stool. She shifted to the
stoal and began to tune the harp, a pleasant digtraction that worked into the mesuch’s notice and brought
an in-gant’ sirritation to his fur-masked face.

She plucked a gtring, and the sound with its brother tones was an indstence.

She sang, her voice rich and true, the words infused with dl the fringes that only a near-term Eolt
could manage, the slences filled with as much to think on as the sound phrases had, the strangeness of
her, age and youth combined, present so powerfully she drew the drifting Eolt like awhirling wind-trap.

She sang:

vaue flegting moment understand
necessty/ingstence  no escape
emptinesswill be filled no way to avoid understand
we/sympathy/sorrow  we/pride/completeness
knowledge/trade vaue for value/welyou srength/wisdom
friendship/limited opening of doors
let there be hearing/a coining to touch.

The Chorus of Eolts sang their astonishment and pleasure. The chords grew and blended as they
discussed the phrases and intervals, as they debated what to do about the strong warning of
complications and pain from the outsiders, awarning that what was done could not be undone, that they
were found and must make a choice, that the choice should be grounded on knowledge, a warning that
knowledge opened many doors they might want to stay closed, tha change was inevitable, that there
were ways to mitigate the dam-age as wdl as exploit the opening. The combinations and permutations of
that short burst of song from the harper held a promise of endless play with meaning and possibility.
There was fear and excitement in the chords of the Ealt, yearning and revulson—and fi-ndly decision.

They sang:
It must be done let it be done.

3. The Sorrows of Ard

1

In the smdl bare room where he dept when he could deep, a work shed built in a corner of the
Ykkuvad Hunnar’s Dushanne Garden, lladrn, no longer Ard, fed his harp her ail and wax, did his hand
aong the curve of her neck, feding the live wood arch under his hand, responding like a cat to the caress.
He didn’'t know why he kept her when he couldn’t bear to play her. His Dushanne perhaps, if he had the
concept right, his contemplation of the twigts of the life-thread. He'd sworn not to play again when his
gdl ... he sumbled to the cot and sat holding his head in his hands, acid tears dripping through hisfingers.

“Cho!”

The shout brought his head up, his mouth spasming to match the twig in his somach. Boy. He
brushed at his mouth, looked at his hand; it was shaking—and wet. He scrubbed at his face with a corner
of a blan-ket. | was a man when he wasn't a thought. I've learned a new thing from these
Chandavasi. To keep your power, diminish those who are ruled in your eyes and their own. He got
to hisfeet, smoothed strands of lank white hair from his face, settled his hands in ther required postion,
the I eft flattened on his digphragm, right flattened on top of Ieft, used his shoulder to nudge the door open,
and walked out, head down and humble

The Chandavas Ykkuva Hunnar ni Jlet soyad Koroumak stood by the curve of the smdl stream



he' d had his techs run through the garden for him, its water an enclosed system that never left the garden,
continu-dly monitored for foreign, potentidly lethd sub-stances. In the past year the Ykkuvd had
rambled on about poisonings, chalenges, sabotage, and other maneuverings that would have shocked
Hewn if he'd had much feding left.

Hunnar was as broad as he was tdl, with a massve torso and legs that seemed too short for his
body. His movements were not without grace, but tightly controlled. The firg time Iladrn had seen these
mes-uchs moving about Chetioll’s Patch with their metd daves, they bounced in a peculiar way when
they walked, asif good earth were feathersin a pillow, but now only the newcomers moved like that, the
rest were like Hunnar.

His hands were broad with short fingers and shiny black claws ingead of nails, hooks that he kept
re-tracted except when anger took him. In the same way, anger brought transparent membranes
dropping over his copper-colored eyes, making them shine as if they were wet. They were shining now.

“That!” The Ykkuvd jabbed a thumb a a sndl patch of gray among the greens, maroons, and
ambers of the vines growing tight againg the stream bank. “It's dead. | told you. Leave nothing dead in
this gar-den. How do | possibly achieve dushanne with death in my face?’

llatrn touched histongue to dry lips “O Ykkuvd, this one hesitates to contradict the exalted, but that
ismdidai in its dormant phase; it deeps, it is not dead. A spore must have come in on your clothes or
mine or those of avigtor.”

Hunnar dropped his hand, the black hooks retract-ing; his inner lids pulled back as he squatted,
peering at the tiny gray blotch. “It looks dead. Isit good for anything or isit just a weed?’

The garden turned to haze for a moment as the tensgon drained out of Ilabrn. Then he was angry
agan, though he didn't dare show it. He didn’'t know how, but the Ykkuva had somehow managed to
plant an obsessive fear of death in him, a fear that took hold of him whenever the impulse to resst
grengthened to a certain level. His own fear, 1ladr thought. 1’ve got his fear in me. Even a pinch of
deepy melidai ter-rifies him.

He steadied his voice, said, “O Ykkuvd, it is a ves-cant with severd gpplications. The leaves are
macer-ated and made into a paste. Weavers use the paste to draw moisture from ¢’hau bark so it can be
pounded into fiber and spun into thread. That is woven into ¢ hau cloth which we find ussful though ugly
because when it is painted with boiled sap from a komonok tree, it is waterproof. Your procurers
secured a num-ber of bolts from the soang um ... market room of the Kabeduch weavers.”

Hunnar got to his feet with the bouncy quickness that dways disconcerted lladrn. “Vesicant? Hmp.
Digit out, bag it, and give it to one of the techs. And make sure no more got in. | don't want it spoiling
my peace.”

Hewn bowed. When he gtraightened, the Ykkuvd was waking away, heading for the waterhouse
among the flowering trees. These bloody-handed death givers with their stupid pretensions ...
dushanne dreaming ... peace ... meditation on ... Chel Dé curse him .... He started trembling and
couldn’t finish the thought, too much pain, too much ... everything. Slently blessng the stray spoor that
germinated so opportunely, he plodded to the lean-to with the garden tools. Hunting the mdida was
something to focus on, to shut out thought and memory. To push away the acid bath of londiness.

2

llabrn dreamed.

He sat in the sunshine, tuning-in a new harp as Eolt Imué drifted over him singing the
pleasures of the late summer day. The songs of other Eolt came distantly into the small meadow,
mixing with the rustle of leaves and the whistles of the angles fluttering from nest to ground to
scratch among the spores and budlings under the kerre trees. Drawn by the plucking of the
harpstrings, an angi whirred over to him, settled on an oim bush, its shimmering wings folded
against a green and gold carapace, its soft charcoal eyes fixed on his hands as he set the intervals
of the strings in the bul mode he preferred. The angi’s broad blunt beak quivered as it sang to
hint.

Then it stopped singing, lifted its head; with a harsh scream of alarm it darted into the trees.



[ladrn illed his hands, listened. A buzzing ... no ... awhine ... both ... a strange sound, not one

he'd heard before. “ Soll Imué, what is that? Can you see it?”
*| see a strange thing, sioll lladrn. It is dark and hard like a nagal the size of a rebou, but it flies without
wings. And very fast. | think we should leave here, sioll. Quickly. *

The Eolt expanded and began x€'s rise, searching the tiers for a layer that would blow xe
quickly away. lladrn dung the harp’s carry strap over his shoulder and moved into the shadow
under the trees. Curiosity kept him close, though. He wanted to see this strange thing for himself.
Besides, his joints were stiff from sitting and he was reluctant to go running off if there was no
need.

Eolt Imué€ s membranes had also grown stiff with age and xe's climb was labored and sow.
[la6rn watched and winced with his soll. We are old, he thought. Could be we should return to the
Seeping Ground. He sighed. WE Il have to talk when this thing has passed.

The strange nagal whipped past Imué, circled back. It was a wagon that rode air instead of
wheels and there was glass across the front. He saw figures be-hind that glass, misshapen, trollish
figures, and he thought he heard them laugh as the wash of their airwagon sent Eolt Imué
tumbling, though that was probably a trick of his mind. The airwagon turned again, a spear of
light sprang from beneath it. The light touched Imué and xe was a column of fire flar-ing to meet
the sun ..

llatrn woke swesting and shaking. He siwung his feet over the edge of the cot and sat with his hands
dangling between his knees. Light from the security beams atop the garden wall filtered through the ¢ hau
coth curtains pulled across the window and the cracks in the wal where the green boards had split and
pulled apart.

He was exhausted, but he wasn't going to deep any more, not tonight. If he tried, the dream would
replay. Over and over. He should have died when Imué burned, but the mesuch caught him before he
hed a chance to fallow hissall. Nor could he escape into madness, the Chave measured his blood, dl his
fluids, and played thar games with his flesh. No madness for him. He was the Ykkuvad Hunnar's pet
netive, his source for truth and trouble.

They put a crown on his head and tore his language from him, force-fed him theirs, then they changed
crowns and stole his memories.

He thrust his hand in his mouth and bit down hard as he thought of those sessions with the probe. The
pain, the helplessness ... the pleasure ... the horrible pleasure that brought a spending that went on and on
until he was a sack of skin that held only the ashes of orgasm.

It was another chain on him, and Ykkuva Hunnar ni Jlet soyad Kroumak held the free end. These
days when he went under the probe, it was usudly just the two of them there—no techs, no guards, just
them. A kind of sex though neither touched the other nor spoke of what was happening.

llabrn rose with painful giffness, his knees com-plaining, his somach knotting, acid in his mouth. He
pulled on his shirt; it was long enough to cover m so he didn’t bother with pants. He lifted the hook
from its eye, pushed the door open, and went out.

The sygyas were flying, tiny points of pulsng white light darting from the stream to the flowering trees.
Squetting by the door, he watched them, ther random patterns—soothing, restful. He hummed, no
sound, just a vibration of the throat, as his mind spun a meody from the intervas. His fingers twitched,
responding to the cues; he' d not made music with his hands since Imué burned, but two centuries was a
long habit to bresk.

How much time passed he was never sure, but sometime after he'd left his room, Hunnar came from
the Keep and trotted across the garden, diding into the bush plantings dong the high stone wdl his iron
daves had built for him. Iladrn drew his hand across his eyes, frowning at the place where the Chav had
vanished.

He' d never tried holding back under the probe, he'd never tried answering the letter of the question
and betraying the spirit. HE'd been afraid to try because if that faled, there was nothing left. He started



shak-ing; his eyes blurred as tears gathered in them, spilled over, and dripped down his face. If he
discovered too much that he wasn't supposed to know, Hunnar would have him killed; the terror laid into
hismind told him to go insde, pull the blankets over his head and forget what he/d seen. And et ...

He forced himsdf to his feet.

Blood roaring in his ears, his legs sheking so badly he could only shuffle, he edged away from the
work-shed and pushed through the bushes until his hand was flat againg the stones. Depite his sruggle
with his body, he moved slently through the darkness until he came to an opening where he knew there'd
been solid stone yesterday. He dipped through, moved adong the wal in the pool of shadow at the base,
and stopped when he reached a corner in the eight-sded Kushayt wdl and heard a low whidle just
ahead.

He flattened himsdlf on the ground and crawled for-ward to peer around the corner.

The watchtower was lit, the landing area bright with light tubes. The brightness dazzled his eyes; he
rubbed a them and when they cleared, saw a flier down on the white porcdan surface of the pad, a
drange flier, delicate and angular, poised like an angi on a pebble. He crawled a hit closer, keeping
behind some bushy stinkweeds that had grown up since the wal was finished.

Unlike the heavy dark things the Chave flew, this airwagon was a two seater that looked fast as
thought even when it sat without moving. A cloaked form swung down from it as Iladrn watched, trotted
to a jag in the Kushayt wdl where the shadow was conve-niently dense, sarting to tak when he came
close enough to see Hunnar waiting. “... pay me more, | was as near getting nipped thistime ... or give
me a window.”

“Kirg! You take me for a fool? Nothing written, nothing in the air. That was the bargain. You want
Koraka humiliated and yoursdf off this world, you play the game my way.”

Hunnar and his vistor kept their voices low, but the light breeze blowing into llabrn’s face carried
their words farther than they knew. The vigtor pushed back the cowl to his cloak as he moved into the
shadow, the movement hasty, abrupt, echoing the irritation in his high, light voice. His voice had youth in
it, petu-lance and allilt to the words that [ladrn did not recog-nize. He was tdler and wispier than a Chav,
round ears set high on afurry head, a short deek pdlt like one of the stambs that swam in the Bakuhl Sea.

Has to be one of the mesuch on Banikoéh. Yaraka. A spy! Bribed to work against his own.
Dain shud-dered, his eyes blurring, blood pounding in his ears—dangerous knowledge, deeth in it. Or
WOrse ...

When he could see and hear again, he found himsdf facedown in the dirt, one hand dug
knuckle-deep into the dry earth, the other cramped around the stem of a bush, the dink of its crushed
membrane nauseeting. He freed his hands, moving so cautioudy his arms were shaking and his knees on
fire by the time he' d gotten himsdf together again.

The spy was dill talking.

“... the bitch from University has rolled him over like he was some ‘K’trin gynnis with his tongue out.
Turned the ginking little brats loose without so much as a stick laid across their backsides. She and her
lot are out in the locdl village sucking up to the locals, getting a house set up. He's sent ‘bots out to set
locks and work security like he doesn't care a scorp about expense. That harp player she has dong,
she'sredly got to the jdlies, give the bitch that. You let those Xenos keep working and no way you're
going to pull hoeh Dexios loose.”

Hunnar made an impatient sound deep in his throat; lladrn could imagine the inner lids corning down
and his eyes darting to shine with anger.

“Letit go. That it what I'm paying you for. Do you have the enclave plans and the lockwords?’

“On this flake” The spy’s voice was muffled. 1ladrn thought he sounded disappointed, dmost
cheated—as if he'd expected more from Hunnar ... appreciation, some sense of shared anger ...
something like that.

Hunnar had heard it, too; hisvoice turned melow, his impatience vanished. “Good work. We Il dedl
with the Xenos when the time sright. | tdl you what. We Il make things safer for you. One of my agents
brought back some locals from near your place. One's a young woman. Juicy young thing, tender and
pliant; you might find she has her attractions and shell be willing enough once we' ve finished with her.



Evenif she doesn’t quit you as playmate—you wouldn't be the firg to have a taste for locd beasts—you
can use her as a drop. Leave your reports, pick up the registered receipts of the cash deposits on
Helvetia. Which you will, of course, check over and burn immediatdy. Y ou know whet we want.”

“Yes. Shipments, the Goés deployment plans, re-ports from the Univergty team, notations as to
their movements. How long will this drag out?’

“We have to be sure to cut dl links to the outside and erase the team; that takes some maneuvering,
but I'd say well have you a hero before the year’s out.” Hunnar’ s voice went honey sweet again. “Look
a this”

The spy took aamdl thing like a game chip, looked down at it, and sucked in his breath. “Thisis....”

“A bonus. Yoursif you agree to one more amdl thing. It has its dangers, but I'm sure you're clever
enough you can contrive to lay suspicion on some-one else.”

The mesuch’s hand closed round the chip. Iladrn could dmost amdl the greed and spite in the
creature.

Hunnar held out another amdl dark object. “Ther€ s a virus on this. If you can get it introduced into
the com sysem, it will shut it down and your enclave with be completdy isolated. When our
ar-rangements are complete, we'll arrange a story of your fortunate escape from a vidous ndive attack
and see that a free trader picks you up. You'll be avery rich man and theré Il be no suspicion.”

“Good.” The spy turned his head. Ilabrn could see the flow of light over the golden fur, the darkness
of the fur mask over the mesuch's eyes. “That tower, the guard. Y ou're sure of him?’

“Of course. Goés Koraka may have found cracksin my security as we havein his but Pismek in the
Tower ismy man to the bottom of his warty soul.”

The spy pulled the cloak’ s cowl up over his head and ran for the flier.

Hunnar stepped out of the shadow and stood wetch-ing it dart away with the whippiness its shape
hed promised. “What a cinser. Not enough there to be worth wringing his neck,” he said, contempt icing
the words. “Taner bless dl younger sons with greedy figs and empty heads.”

3

Tech Girs snorted, dapped at a sensor. “Cindng ‘bats. If there's a way to chich up, they’ll find it.”
He hunched over his board, eyes on the readouts, fingers busy on the touch plaques.

Yadak leaned back in his chair, patted a yawn. “Bet it's number five What' d it get up to thistime?’

The younger tech finished what he was doing, watched a moment, then said, “OI' five's scratching
dong likeit knew what it's for. It's nine this time. Messy eater and it'sin afinicky fold area, chunk got
past the shilds, don’t ask me how, sent the pichin son of a poxed deve draight at seven. Hoo, that'd
been a thing to watch, hadn’t | caught it, each of ‘m trying to chew up the other.”

“Ayyunh. And t' Ykkuva he' d take cost out your hide the next fifty years.”

“Mp. Shift's nearly up. You hear what Nemlen said?

“About spotting thet herd of jelies?”

“That'sit. Want to jog over on the way back and do some jdly burns?’

“Why not. Nothing ese to do in thiscnsing hole”

Girs svung down from the cabin of the tracker, Stretched, and drolled toward the patch of
pulverized scree they used for a pad as the flier from base settled with a quickly corrected sdeways
lurch. His replace-ment punched the door open, swung his feet out, and jumped down. Rubbing his figt
agand his coveral and swearing a sticking—ocks and cranky lifters, he trudged toward Girs.

“M’rab, Choban. How's aguy?’

“M’rr, Girs. Y ou wanna watich this junkheap, think there’ s a hairlinein one of the lifters”

“Ayyunh? Thought it was you hung over so bad you can't see draight.” He wrinkled an eyeridge.
“You on your lonesome?’

“Nah. Herm's in there working up nerve to move his head. He won himsdf some bonus time in
Farkli’s backroom and he spent it hard.” He shrugged, started waking for the tracker, boots crunching
on the gravel. “Me, I’d leave him lay, he has to move, he's gonna be wanting to kill something.” He



dapped at one of the amdl black flies that kept trying to bite them. “Kirg! | hate these things. Be glad
when | earn enough time-tickets to transfer to a decent world with cities on it. Any problems?’

“l st a watchlink on nine. Went off program about an hour ago, charged number seven like a
twi-horn in mugt. | reconfigured, but it’s only a patch, not afix.”

“And five?’

“Chewing away, not aglitch in eght solid hours. Hear any more about those ansng Y arks?’

“Rumor says Ykkuva's spy come over lagt night. OI' Pismek was in tower like dways when there's
something going the Big Man he don’t want stripped to heartstone.”

“Chich! Might’swel be blind in both eyes and deaf besides for dl the talking Fisk does. So?’

“I heard that them from Universty got here, dossed down with a bunch of locds, and the Big Man,
he' s having fits at the thought. Buzz is, you volunteer for agitation over there, you can pick up extra time
in srag, and if you manage some red hurt to the fuzz-heads, maybe even a bonus time-ticket or two.
Tamd, it sonly buzz, | believe it when | seeit posted and certified.”

“Hoy, Chob, you pilling a sngle?” Yadak tossed his yamsac from the door of the degping cabin at
the back end of the tracker, followed it with Girs . “Thislot of mudwormswill keep you crazy.”

“Nah. Herm's dong. He just not moving well right now.”

“His luck’ s dill running with the vagnag, hunh?’

“Ayyunh.” Choban grinned, his eyes dmog varrishing in a web of wrinkles. “Zorl was the big loser
thistime. He was redly pissed.”

“Tdma, Chob, darms are set, any problems you get bonged. Girs, got a back on you? Hip you for
who rousts Herm.”

4

As they flew across the ralling savannah, Girs listened to the uncertain whine from the lifters and
fid-dled with the coaster pad, trying to get a better balance. After hdf an hour of it, he said, “Don't
know, Y ad. Maybe we should go sraight back. ‘S alight world but | never much liked waking.”

Yadak dapped his am. “Naymind, look there, there's a dutch of ‘em. Kick in high, it's not big
enough jag to worry about.”

* % %

“Look a ‘em scatter. Take it right through the mid-dle, Giro.” Yadak triggered the beam, sent it
cutting through a large lumbering jely, shouted as it burned. “Two milesif it's an inch. Look at that ‘un,
going down ‘stead of up. Trying to be dy, hunh oI’ havva? Gotcha. What you think those things there on
the ground are? Those brown lumps, one of ‘em’s burning, of jdly fdl on it. Hoosh, what a ink. M’ra,
you fed that? Go through that smoke again, Giro. Hasaggghhh, that’s good, you fed that, that’'s goo’ tha
SSSS g0000...."

5

The Ykkuvd looked down at the charred bits that had been two of his techs, then at his chief of
security, the Memur Tryben who was dso one of his cousins, and at the two medics hovering behind him.
“Tdma, what am | supposed tdl their families?”

Tryben grunted. “Not the truth, that's sagg. I'll give you the witness' tde laer; for now, Med Frst
Muharseb, tdl him what you found.”

Hunnar's eyeridges wrinkled, the inner lids did for-ward urtil they were just visble.

His shoulders coming up in submisson, Med Muha-seb fixed his eyes on the floor and spoke to the
tilesin front of Hunnar’'s feet. “We found certain ... ahhh certain resdues in the bodies of both techs. To
put an ordinary name on it, we suspect they were drugging themsdves with something locd. It's not a
substance on the Lig, that’s why | say locd.” His shoulders hunched higher and he began choosng his
words with extreme care. “It is ... ahh ... difficult to determine the precise effects of the substance ...
we' re only beginning to test it ... but | would hazard a guess that it's both powerful and dangerous. The
locdswe ve ... ahhh ... dudied are not greetly diver-gent from the generd run of Cousins and there are



aufficent ... ahhh ... resonances with Chav ... ahhh ... physology to ... ahhh ... makeit reasonably cer-tain
that the locas will be aware of such a substance and its effects” He stopped taking but kept his eyes
fixed on the floor.

Hunnar flexed his fingers, retracted his claws. “Right. Get on with your andyds. | don't expect
mira-cles, we're not equipped for those, but | want a report on my desk by the end of the month, you
hear me?’

“We hear, Ykkuvd.”

Memur Tryben did aflake into the player but didn’'t touch the sensor. “Fayl Skambil—he's a good,
relidble tech who knows how to keep his mouth shut. He be-longs to a minor house, one of our efiliates,
0 he knows where his loydlties lie. Skambil was out scout-ing the foothills for locas, spotting the
infestations so we can shift them once the factories are in place. Doing his own piloting, marking the grid
and flaking the settlements.”

Hunnar clicked a claw on the desktop; but Tryben didn’t hurry himsdf. He was a methodica Chav; it
didn't matter what his lisgener knew, he was going to say what he had to say and keep on till he was
finished.

“He happened to be in the area when the two techs came by. They had deviated from the draight
flight back to base and were having themselves some fun burning jdlies. He was busy mapping possible
habitartions in the trees beneath him and paid little attention until he noticed the techs whipping their flier
back and forth through thick gray-white smoke, windows diaed open, the ingde so white with the smoke
he couldn’t make out the form of the pilot. He said he thought it might be a good idea to record what he
was seeing, so he dipped in a new flake. And he said he thought it would be best that none of it go on
public record. He saw the possibilitiesin that smoke. Could be profit for the family.”

Tryben touched the sensor then and stepped back.

The sky was a hrilliant blue, cloudless, the forested hills a dark nubbly green. The flier was a black
bug diving through and through and through that column of smoke, each swing wilder and wobblier than
the one before—until, findly, the flier looped completdy over and went racing down down down—this
time not turning, gpparently no attempt to bring the nose up—down and down urtil it smacked into the
earth.

He stopped the movement, left the image pinned in tha moment. “When he saw that, Skambil
dapped hisintakes shut and went on bottle and scrub. Theflier was on fire and the smoke got so thick he
thought for a while the whole forest was going to go. He hung about until the worst of the burn was
finished, then went closer to ingpect the scene.” He ticked his daw againg the plague and the play moved
forward again.

The techs flier was a hegp of twisted, blackened metd in the center of a large meadow filled with
inter-connected pergolas, the lattices thick with ancient vines whose leaves for the most part conceded
the ground beneeth them. Where it'd crashed, the col-umns and horizontal latticework were broken,
Hunnar could see large fibrous brown lumps in grassy nestis—near the wreck they were dmost
completely burned to ash, but deep in the shadows they were only charred and smoking.

Tryben tapped a the sensor plagues with the tips of his claws. The image of one of the more intact
lumps enlarged, filled the frame. “Y ou can see those things are tended with considerable effort and care.
Look how the grass is woven around the base there, not just grown but trained into place. The vines on
the pergola have a combination of flowers and ornamentd fruits, but there is no debris on the ground.
There are possibly severd hundred of the lumps there and each oneislike this one. We don’t know what
they are, but they seem to be important to the locas”

He switched the scene to the worst of the burned areas. Wisps of greasy smoke were 4ill risng from
the lumps. “You will recdl how the techs took ther flier repeatedly through that smoke. It seems
reasonable to me that the smoke is the vector for those ... mmm ... substances the medics found. As to
their source, I'd say it was ether those lumps or the vines. | suggest you haul in your pet and ask him
some questions. I'll get back to the med techs and make sure they keep their mouths shut.”



Shaking so uncontrollably he could bardy walk, 1ladrn shuffled into the room. Without being told, he
seated himsdf in the probe chair and waited passvely as Hunnar locked down his arms and legs. When
the crown was lowered about his head and he fdt the fant tickle as the fidds began their mapping, he
shuddered, licking hislips.

“Open your eyes. Tdl me about that”

When Iladrn redized what the image was, he moaned and for the firg timein months tried to fight the
probe. He knew wel enough it was futile, but he tried.

“What isthat place? Answer in words, cho.”

“Segping Ground.” Iladrn was shivering and sob-bing as he spoke; the urge to babble was dmost
irre-sgtible, but he shut his teeth on the words that wanted to come pouring out.

All of it was there where Hunnar could see it, he knew that, he'd seen flakes of earlier sessons,
Hunnar made him watch them to grind the lesson in that there was nothing Iladrn could hide from the
Chave. The Ykkuvd didn't need the questions, but they focused attention and made him form his
thoughts in the Chandavas tongue; more than that, they were an-other twig of the knife and Hunnar
enjoyed that.

“Tdl me the meening.”

“When Denchok fed ther time pressing on them, they go to the Seeping Grounds.”

“Todie?

‘hewn writhed in the chair, fighting the restraints, blood oozed from his scalp and trickled past his
ears, his eyes shut tight, tears squeezing out and mixing with the blood. His mouth spoke, and he couldn’t
stop it. “To change. They eat the melodach and grow the husk around themselves, and when it is finished,
they deep until the change is complete and the Eolt is born.”

“Y ou mean those things that walk around like mo-bile gardens, they turn into the jdlies?” There was
atenson in Hunnar’ s voice that 1ladrn felt even through his distress.

“Yu..yuh... YES”

“Open your eyes, look at the image”

Agan the dark flier dived a the smoke column, passed through it and through it, looped up and
crashed.

“Why? What got to them?”

“S sss smoke. Hu HUSK!” The pressure was too strong. He babbled, betraying his sall, betraying
his harp, his people. “They mugt have been ripe, nearly ripe, ready to wake and fly, when the husk is
green the dreams are few, when it cracks and the Edlt fly free you can fly with them, the Sdll bond is set
then, the paring is complete, the music blends, burn the husk and breathe the smoke and fly ....” He
started to Sing, his voice cracking with the pain that racked him.

“Bequiet.”

The flood cut off. Hunnar didn't need the pan cir-cuits any longer to control lladrn, though
sometimes he played with them for the pleasure of it. He didn't do that today. More important things
on his mind, thought wretchedly. He's angry. Why? And worried. Why? And greedy. Chel Dé, the
husk .... HE'd seen enough of the Chave to understand dimly what was going on in Hunnar’s mind. They
murder us for their games, what will they do when there's profit in it?

4. Warnings

1

Maorgan sat on the roof with his harp between his knees and watched the strangers enter Dumd
Alsskum. It was a noisy entrance.
The tracktruck clanked aong, its trailler bumping and sashaying dong the road. It was a house on



treads, a huge box with tinted glass in the windows. Inside he could see the driver, the Scholar and her
company, and blocky forms of crates packed in with them.

Glois sat proud as a teseach atop the canvas cov-ering the baggage in the traller, Utdd kneding
beside him, leaning on his shoulder whispering a him. The rest of their band were scattered over the
canvas be-hind them, waving and shouting a the young Fiors and Meoach who came running from the
fidds and lanes, the lot of them talking loud and long enough as they welcomed ther friends and cousins
home to make the two Eolts drifting above the tracktruck pulse darker with irritation.

Around the Mesting House the Denchok and the older Fior came to doors and windows or out into
the street to stand watching, others stayed in shadow, uncertain how to take thisinvasion.

Meech's spesking tentacle brushed Maorgan’'s cheek, settled againgt his neck. *Change is on us,
sioll. We've drifted in a dream for a thousand and a thousand years and now it's time to wake.*

Maorgan grunted. “And about as welcome as any other waking time. It's sweeter to stay warm and
drowsy under the covers.”

Laughter came dong the tentacle and filled Maor-gan with Melech’s warmth.

“It' s too pleasant aday for ligening to glagairh, but | suppose we have to go.” He wrinkled his nose,
crossed his hands on the top of the harpcase and leaned over them, watching the Fior Teseach and the
Keteng Metau come from the Meeting House and wak toward the tracktruck. “That pair. Guarantee it's
going to be a boring sesson knotting knots and pricking ayids. Omudht Tes Ruam is a pris with pleats in
hissoul.”

*And Metau Chachil is a match to him.*

A ggh tickled down with the words. * The Meruu of the

Eolts want word for word, so you are right, go we mug and ligten.*

“Isthat what Mer-Eolt Lebesair came to say? Or has more news come across from Mditoh?’

*Both, sioll. Xe didn't say—but from xe’s comport, | do think more song has been brought and it is
something evil*

Another Sgh and Melech sank lower until x€'s gragp-ing dlia brushed Maorgan's hair. *Xe came to
tell me there will be a Klobach. Thee ingathering has begun. T' Meruu want the mesuch harper there if you
and | agree it's wise.*

“l wondered when you didn't say anything, Sadll.” * was considering Lebesair's song and how
temeroum it was.*

“What sze are the holes and how many?’

*Large enough to float through and many indeed.*

“Sounds like secrets to me and that's a bad omen. Chel Dé grant the Meruus don't start down that
road.” He touched thumb to ring finger in the avert 9gn, then got to his feet and waked dong the
Harper's Way that circled the roof of the Megting House, heading for the dairs that led down to the
Center, the inner court where the megting was set.

The Eolt Mdech dropped x€'s graspers to the roof holds and pulled xedf after xe€ s gall.

Theman part of Dumd Alsskum was laid out as an infinity 9gn with the Meeting House at the twist
point. In one node the horses were low and rounded with an organic look as if they were grown rather
then built and roofs that glittered in the sunlight, pandls of tranducent materid that could be did aside to
letin thefull force of the sun. In the other the style of building was more angular, wdls built with a mdlow
ocher brick and wood with the gleam of pade bronze; the roofs were rough shakes with a crannied
thready texture as if they were cut from bark rather than the wood itsdf. Moss grew in patches across
these roofs, the dark rich green starred with smdl ydlow blooms. Ketengs lived in the fird node, For in
the second. Despite this separation in the living quarters, Shadith saw children of both species playing
together, the adults working together in the fidds, anding together in the streets. She was pleased to see
this but couldn’t help wondering where the catch was, the history of Cousin interactions with inteligent
non-Cousins was on the whole bloody and depressing.

The Yarak driver stopped at the edge of the village. No, Shadith thought, Dumel. That was whet the
Bduchar cdled a village Dumel was the settlement, ordu-mel the manufactories and farms



attached to it. She touched her fingerslightly to her temple; the trandator had settled down, the blinding
ache was gone, dl she had now was a twinge or two when she ran into a spate of dang like the shouts of
those children outside.

The driver twisted around to speak to Adan.

“Scholar, if you want me to take you to the Hostd, I'll have to go round outside this place. The
dreets are too narrow for the track.”

“Wait here a moment. We re supposed to be met by locd officads Once we're out, you make your
way round and wait. There's maneuvering to do before that's settled. | hope you brought something to
pass the time since we probably won't get intill sundown, if then.”

He flashed his pointed teeth a her in a broad, dan-gerous grin, his orange-brown eyes shutting to
furry dits. His mask was a sketch of mahogany fur only a few shades darker than the rest of a pelt that
was shaggier than the neat plush on Goés Koraka and the other highborn and there was no white on his
face. “How it goes,” he said. “Rushftill you're rubbed down to hide, then St around and ligten to your fur
grow while the big chods talk.”

Adan chuckled, clicked her tongue. “Hush now. Two of those chods are coming toward us” She
pushed her chair around so she was facing the others. “Dune, Shadow and | will see if we can light a fire
under them and clear the way for you to start getting settled in.”

Duncan Shears was a andl wiry man with droopy eydids that lent a mild and deepy look to his
round face, a man given to hoarding words. Now he smply nodded, settled down in his seat, and turned
dightly so he could look through the offside window of the track’s cabin and watch the maneuvering of
the locdls as they moved in staring circles about the tracktruck.

Shadith svung down and followed Adan to meet the Béuchar, a Denchok and a Fior waking side
by sde, looking curioudy dike though they were from different species.

Denchok. In Bducharis it meant settled and care-taker and middle term, the three meanings
blended in away she didn’t know enough yet to understand. Mel-oach were the children. That term was
eager, it meant beginning and herd and opening bud. Eolt seemed to have only one meaning, being the
generic name given to the intdligent floaters.

This Denchok had broad plump shoulders and grey-green skin like the bark of a willow tree. Unlike
the Mdoach, xe had no symbiote moss, rather a weaving of thready lichen that spread about the middle
of x€'s stocky sexless body and looked like brittle gray-green spiderwebs. Watching xe move brought to
mind the march of a dead tree trunk westhered and old. Xe wore no dothing, merdy a bronze chain
about xe's short thick neck, a meddlion dangling from the lowest link with worn symbols engraved on its
ova.

The Fior was a plumpish man with a negtly trimmed white beard and mustache that framed thick red
lips He wore tight trousers and a tunic of deeply textured doth that was a stylized echo of the Denchok’s
lichen web. He, too, had a bronze chain and medallion.

The Denchok stopped afew steps from Adan. Fin-gering x€'s medd with broad sumpy fingers, xe
sad, “I am the Metau Chachil. | speak for the Denchok.”

(Shadith murmured a trandation into Adan’s ear, added, “Locd pol. Context fringes—xe's eected
to the pogt, not born into it.”)

“And | am the Teseach Ruam. | speak for the Fior.” The Teseach's voice was a Slver tenor that
might have been crafted to charm birds from the sky.

(“Different word, same connotation,” she whispered.)

Tum and tun about, dancing ther voices through the phrases, of the welcome speech with a
practiced ease, the Teseach and the Metau welcomed their vid-tors to Dumd Alsekum.

When they finished, Adan said, “May our interac-tion be pleasant and fruitful.” She paused for
Shadith to trandate, then went on briskly, “If my associates could be guided to the living quarters that
were prom-ised us, | would be most grateful.”

The Teseach snapped thumb againg forefinger, dropped the hand on the shoulder of the youth who
ran over to him. “Diroch will show you how to go. Tha contraption can't come ingde the Dumd, it'll



have to go round.”
(“Nose out of joint,” Shedith murmured. “No one's moving into his town till he and the Metau
approve. You're going to have to keep this pair sweet or they’ll make trouble every chance they see.”)
Adan bowed as she'd been indructed, ams crossed, the tips of her fingers resing againgt her
shoulders. “Teach your grandmother,” she said, tucking the cor-ners of her mouth in to keep from
grinning. “Tdl our friends there how profoundly appreciative we are and how we shdl drive to be worthy
of the honor and keep your face sraight while you're doing it, hm?’

The Medting Room wasn't aroom a dl, but a pen-tagond court a the heart of the building with
grasping rods extending from the roof on the five sides, leaving the center completdy open to the sky.
Three Edlt floated above the court, ther tentacles anchoring them to the rods; below them a collection of
Fior adults and Denchok sat in witness on benches pushed againg four of the Sdes. Near a low dais that
ran across the fifth sde, the Dumd scribe perched at a smdl desk with a tablet, sylus and inkpad. Xe
was a Denchok who seemed older than the rest, x€'s crust coarser, grayer, x€'s lichen web a thick
meatting of closdly inter-woven, crinkled threads.

The Metau and the Teseach dimbed onto the dais, stood waiting beside massive chairs carved over
every inch of thar surface, chairs that looked extraordinarily uncomfortable. Shadith and Adan were left
ganding at the foot of the steps.

A lanky Fior with a shock of gray har brought out folding backless chairs whose seats were pieces
of heavy doth stretched between wooden dowels. He clicked the chairs open, snapped home the cross
gruts, dapped a the cloth to make sure they were secure, then went to take his place on one of the
benches.

Metau Chachil and Teseach Ruam bowed to each other then seated themsdves in the chairs. Ruaim
closed his hands over worn finids and leaned forward. “St if you please,” he sad, his voice making a
song of the words.

They sat. Shadith positioned the harpcase beside her knee, wondering if she should open it, decided
not yet and straightened. From the corner of one eye she could see the Fior who'd served as the Goés
contact. Maorgan. His harpcase, like hers, was leaning agang his knee. She wondered what his harp
looked like. Would it be carved like those ugly chairs? What would that do to the sound?

There was whigpering in the benches, creaks and . scuffs as heavy bodies shifted position. Brushing
sounds and soft exhdations came from the | attices as the Edlt shifted their holds on the horizontd rods.

The Metau leaned forward and spoke (Shadith trandating in a murmur just loud enough to reach
Aslan’'s ear), “We have ligened to the Eolt and the Ard and have given you rooms in our Hogd,
Scholar.”

(“Givenis not exactly the word,” Adan muttered to Shadith, “seeing the Sze of the rent they twisted
from us”)

Shadith amiled; she spoke to the Metau and the Teseach as if she were trandaing what Adan had
sad, “For which we give thanks.”

“What we wish to know is why you want it. What is your purpose here? The traders who came
before the mesuch descended on us say Universty is subject to no one's will, but we know this, who
pays for the song can name what they want to hear.”

Adan nodded as she ligened to Shadith’s recapitulation, then spoke dowly so the phrases could be
trandated into something like a coherent statement. “My purpose is knowledge, Metau, Teseach. My
life-dtudy is gathering the chronicles, songs and lifeways of different peoples, especidly those on the
verge of great change. All things change. A sage once said you cannot step twice in the same river. But
the form of the river can be preserved and the memory of it even though it dries and dies. Thisis what |
do. | document what might soon be erased by the press of time so that when the Whed turns once more
there will be a record of thet heritage for those who wish to recapture something of what they were.”

Ruam leaned forward again. “If we could rid our-salves of those mesuch over there, we wouldn't
need the record; things would go back to the way they were. Can you tdl us how we can do tha?’

“No. It isthe short answer and asmple one, but it is the truth. The long answer is this The word of



your existence has spread too widdy and will attract too many who want to wring profit from you and
your world for you to be as you were. Y ou could do worse—much worse—than the Yaraka. If you dedl
with them wisdly, they will protect you from the ....” Adan said wolves and Shadith hestated as she
searched for an equivadent, then hurried to catch up. “The tukeol. And right now you need protection.
Wha | can do is teach you about the Yaraka while | learn from you how your lives go. Knowledge
brings power; ignorance, degth.”

“You speak with doquence, Scholar, but you don’'t say much.”

“What can | say? What | know about you iswhet | see. | speak with the Harper’s tongue and listen
with the Harper’ s ears because | haven't had time to learn your speech. | know even less of who you are
and how you live. When one wishes to explain something, one needs to understand at leat allittle of what
the ligener knows and does not know, otherwise two peo-ple will only speak past each other and much
misun-derstanding will arise.”

“That istrue. But we do not know this Harper. How does she know us?’

“It is her Gift to understand strange speech. | can't explain, only be pleased to useit”

“Why do the mesuch want you here?’

“The Chave are teding them, trying to drive them away. The Yaraka don't have the time or
resources to do what I'll be doing for them, they’ll be too busy defending themsdves and conducting
thelr sde-glance secret war. You do know about the Chave?’

“The mesuchs across the sea? We have heard. They are different?’

“Different worlds, different interests. Rivads Ene-mies. You can use that, you know—if you learn
how to play the Yaraka. You can't get rid of them, but you can control to some extent the change they
bring to your lives”

The tak went on and on, the scribe samping the wedge-shaped end of x€'s stylo in complicated
pat-terns down row after row of the pages of the tablet. Shadith stopped thinking about what she was
hearing, giving the words only the attention needed to trans-late them.

Adan explained over and over what her purpose and intent was, what Universty was, the kind of
things she was going to record, what would happen to the record, what was her exact reationship to the
Y araka, what did she know about the Chave, why did they act that way, who would be able to read
whet she recorded.

“Anyone?’ The Metau's heavy features drew together.

“Anyone who has the money to purchase a readout. As long as the data is not flagged for limited
access, which this would probably not be” Adan thought a moment (Shadith moved her shoulders,
grateful for the momentary pause; she considered asking for aglass of water, but her need wasn't urgent
and she didn't want to break the flow). “The Yaraka might consider it proprietary informaion and
therefore priv-ileged, but our Meruu of Scholars have strong fedings about unrestricted access to
information, as long as the seeker can pay for it. They would probably deny such a request.”

Onand on.

The Alsskumers on the benches shifted position, whispered in hisses, went out, and others came in;
Shadith could hear the fant rustles of their move-ments and envied them. She was getting giff from Stting
and her throat was beginning to burn.

A basso note of considerable power broke through a question; there was a sharp edge of impatience
to the sound and a demand implict in it. Shadith looked up.

An Edlt had moved out over the open center, hold-ing podtion with a angle tentacle. A long dit
pursed open and snapped closed among the dlia in xe€'s base and more sounds poured out of xe, a
wordless music that was at the same time an announcement that the Eolt had something to say and was
tired of waiting xe€'s chance.

Ruaim and Chachil exchanged grimaces, then the Teseach sang, “Mer-Eolt Lebesair, be welcome to
Alsskum Mest. Is there word you bring us from the Meruu of the Eolt?” He put frills on the words, made
afine production of the question.



(“What's that about?’ Adan murmured.

“The Meruu is some kind of council, this Edlt is a rep from that council, here to look us over, |
suppose.”

“Wish xe'd opened xe's mouth earlier. Saved my ears and your throat. Have you picked up any
idea what the relationship is between our floating friend up there and the walkers?’

“I’ve a few notions but they’re too vague to talk about right now. Ali! Xe's warming up for a
speech. | need to concentrate for this. When the floaters talk, it's complicated.”)

Maorgan watched the two women as they answered the tedious and slly questions from tha phrata
par preening on the dais. The Harper amazed him. After years of deding with offworld traders and now
these invading mesuch, he'd only acquired a few hard won words of tradespeech. To reach out and
absorb a whole language well enough to make songs in it—that was a gift of gifts He couldn’t tdl how
much she redlly understood of what she was saying, but she set word againgt word in a proper way.

It made him think.

For the firg time he wondered about Béluchad. Eolt drifted here and there, sioll-bonded Ard moved
with them, back and forth from continent to continent. Sometimes places made new words and if they
were good words, Eolt and Ard put them in their songs—like dirring soup so the flavors blended. There
was one speech everywhere and no need to learn how to learn another.

The mesuch were different. The ones over here spoke their own langue, as well as tradespeak, and
probably others. He had no doubt the mesuch on Md-itoéh were much the same.

He stroked his hand dong the harpcase, remember-ing the made-look of the woman's harp.
Someone had put knife and plane to that wood, hadn't lived with the growing metrix and shaped it with
song and caress into a companion and complement. Some of the gtrings were metd with a harsher tone
then his sweet Snger but also one that was more precise, steadier. He wanted to hear it again, to learn its
song. He wanted to tdl Teseach Ruam and Metau Chachil to shut their yammering mouths and listen to
the song he could make with her and Melech.

He didn't, of course. The reationship between Ard and Dumd was a prickly one, oversweet
reverence with a backtaste of resentment. If it weren't for the sweet bouncy flesh of Fior girls, he'd stop
a aDumd only when he needed to shdter from a storm. He caught here and there furtive glances from
ordu girls on the benches and some that boldly chalenged him. An Ard baby brought honor to a family
and there seemed severd here who'd like to try for one.

He looked up as Lebesair logt patience and stabbed a cdl for atention into the babble below xe,
then he waited for an announcement that would match the imperious demand for hearing.

Into the dlence that followed Ruaim’s song, Mer--Eolt Lebesair launched a great mourning bellow
thet battered a the court. Concentrated sorrow. Keening for the dead.

FIRE legping to the sun an Eolt dies
gport for mesuch killing with light

FIRE dropping like rain death DEATH
CURSE thekillers  SOULless MONSTERS

FIRE mourn for thedead  Mourn MOURN!

After the echoes of the find word had died, the Eolt shifted mode to smple-speech.

“Every day on Mditoéh Eolt and Denchok die, hunted like beasts by the mesuch. Others are driven
from their Dumels and their fidds. Fior males are killed or made daves, Fior women are killed in terrible
ways or live as daves. A Seeping Ground was burned a week ago and news has come that mesuch have
gone back and ripped the husks from the few Sleepers 4ill in life This | leave for you to think on.
Remember the Shape Wars. Remember the sorrows a thousand and a thousand years ago.”

Maorgan shuddered. The old songs had been leached of ther anger and pain by the passng of



cen-turies, but if that time was coming again, there were horrors waiting that put a chill in his soul. He
thought about what the Scholar said—you can do worse than the Yaraka. He didn't like these mesuch
thieves—what else were they but thieves, taking what didn't belong to them—Dbut the contrast between
the reports from Melitoéh and the way the Y araka had treated Glois and Utdd and the rest told him she
was right.

“The Meruus of Eolt and Fior are cdled to a Specid Medting. Tomorrow is Chd D€'s day. The
Meruus cry out to you to make it a day of meditation and prayer. Especidly pray for the success of this
mesting.”

4

Adan ligened to Shadith’'s trandation with fascination, distress and anger. She tucked away the
name Shape Wars as something to investigate and steamed as she thought of dl the omissons in the
Y araka Rep’ s report. She was dso angry at the Goés; though he did try to persuade her to live indde the
Fence, he hadn’t given her any reasons or said word one about these killings Sniping between two
Companies was one thing, this other business could lead to ... well, she didn’t want to think where it
would lead. If Id known, she thought, would | even be here? Is this going to turn into another
Syernna?

Waves of chill ran through her.

Shadith’s hand closed round hers, warm and reassuring.

Her bregthing steadied. | need to think about this. It changes things.

The Chave were killing sentients for sport. If they didn't know that now, they would soon
enough—maybe as soon as she sent out her fird reports snce the Y kkuva probably had bought out one
or more of the Goés gaff. Once Universty heard about this, they’d work to get Chandava Minerds
blacklised on Hevetia The Ykkuvad responsble would likdy be cdled home and stripped of his
ganding and the min-ute he redlized that, this Sde-glance war would go red. Have to talk to the Goés
assoon as| get loose. Do | call this off now? Have to talk to Shadow and Duncan, see what they
say.
She kept her ligening mask firmly in place, but dipped in a quick glance or two at the benches. She
didn't know Keteng expressions yet, but the Fior were dill Cousins enough that she could fed their fear
and arigng anger.

“Ignorance is desth, the Scholar said, and that is true. Soll Maorgan has reported that the mesuch
have away of trandferring understanding of strange speech. Strange and frightening as those devices are,
the Mer-uus ask that some among you who are closest to the mesuch show the courage to undergo this,
transfer. The Bduchar mugt know what the Scholar knows and hear what the mesuch say.”

5

Shadith sghed as she passed on that last bit. Having to do dl this trandating made her fed caged, as
if she were amachine bolted to the floor. I'm not a Scholar, she thought. Won't ever be. | haven’t got
that kind of patience. The body has some age on it now and | can look even older if I have to. Hm.
Dighy keeps after me to work for him. Maybe when thisis over ....

She glanced a Adan. A mustle jumped at the cor-ner of the Scholar’'s eye; sweat beaded on her
forehead and her mouth had a giff look as if her lips were trying to tremble and she willed them quiet.
She's been scared half to death since that Eolt starting speaking.

“Thisisimportant because the Meruus think of cdl-ing the Scholar's Harper to the Klobach so that
she may contribute to the ddliberations. They have asked this Mer to discover if such a notion would be
wise. Harper, heed me. Sing for us. Not our songs, but yours. Show us your heart. Teach us who you
are.

Shadith looked up, startled, then reached for the harpcase. “Happy to,” she said. “And if you have a
wishtojoinin at any time, honored Eoalt, fed free” She amiled at Maorgan. “And you, Ard Maorgan.”

She bent over the amdl harp Swardheld had made for her, touching the drings lighly as she



considered what she should play. Play your heart, the Eodlt said. Which heart? She amiled as she thought
thet.

Something stirred in her—a need she hadn't fed since she took Kikun home. | wonder ... no, can't
think of him now. She closed her eyes. Dance for me, sisters. Let me have Shayalin again. You
have to come alone this time, no Kikun to power you, no dream pol-len to make you real again.

Shaydin was raided again and again to make daves of the Weavers of Dreams. What the Eolt had
sad about the killings hit her; before this, she'd been de-tached, not redly ligening to the sense, letting
her Gift change the words for her and pass them on to Adan. Now ...

The raiders came down on Shaydin, killing the Shallana maes and the makers like her who were the
fertile ones, the ‘tween generation born single, not sx. Carrying away the Weavers to dance dreams for
men who had no understanding of what they redlly saw.

She burned with memory and sudden kinship and hatred for the Chave who were suddenly dl the
raid-ers who' d ravaged her world and destroyed her family. She knew what she should play.

She dilled the strings, then began to play. Just musc at fird, not caling her ssters names to bring
them back to memory.

As she played and prepared, she saw Maorgan bring forth his harp. It was a strange one, grown not
made. Alive. Eyes closed, face taut with concentration, he stroked it and it changed shape. It was a dight
change, but her eyes widened as she saw it.

When the shift was finished, he joined her, the harp new-tuned to meich her own; the tone was more
md-low and didn’t have the volume of her own, but there was something about the sound ... I'll have to
have one, she thought, | HAVE to have a harp like that. She closed her eyes and sought focus.

In her mind her Sgers came. Naya, Zaydla, An-nethi, Itsaya, Tditt, and Sullan. In her mind her
ggters danced and she made the music for them.

She sang the ancient croon mated with that dance, a mourning dance for everything that dies. Her
humen throat could not produce the full sounds, but Maor-gan’s living harp seemed to read her need and
he played the other tones.

And sometime later the Eolt began to Sng.

The sound thrummed in her blood and bone and filled the court and spilled out of it; at the fringes of
her being she fdt the wonder in the Béuchar beyond the Megting House.

The Ealt, the Denchok, the Meloach, the Fior—they gave her the fullness of her grief for the firs
timein the millennia she’ d lived past the deeth of her world.

6

The bla was a low, rambling complex of rooms and arcades, a guesthouse for travelers, merchants
and peddlers, Ard and Eodlt, youths on their wanderyears. The area they were to occupy was a the
back, little used, dust on every surface, amusty smel dinging to the walls

Adan came into the room where Shadith, Duncan Shears, and Marrin Ola, the laconic student Aide,
were taking apart crates, turning them into work sta-tions and stacking equipment on them. “Leave that
for amoment. We need to tak.”

Shadith straightened. “What the Eolt said?’

“Yes. And the implications. | want you in on this, too, Marrin. We have to decide what we're going
to do.”

Duncan's nose twitched. “Moment,” he said and moved to a amdl crate a the top of a pile pushed
into a corner of the room. He unsnapped the clips, lifted the lid, and took out a box. “Where?’

“My room,” Shadith said. “It’s the one with the least duff init.”

Duncan opened the box, took out a privecy cone, and st it in the center of the braided grass
floormat. He clicked it on. “Our business” he said and arranged himsdf on the floor beside it.

“Thanks” Adan dropped to the mat, waited a mo-ment as the others seated themsdves, then said,
“One of the Eolt made a speech a the medting. It's a sen-tient being, connected somehow to the
non-Cousin species here. Chave techs are hunting them for sport, touching them off to see the flare.



Apparently they ve aready killed hundreds of the Edlt and are dill doing it.”

Marrin Ola blinked, leaned forward, then remem-bered he was only an Aide and subsided.

“Say it, Marrin.”

“Do they know?’

“Good question. The Chave are not noted for their sengtive souls, but they aren’t stupid. If this gets
off-world with any kind of reasonable proof, they’ ve got problems.”

Duncan grunted. “ Styernna.”

“Alot like that. Yes”

“Um ....” Marrin frowned. “Why? No courts, no laws. Shit happens dl the time”

Adan nodded. “Right. Prespace indigene comes close to meaning extinct. But there are a few twigts
inthat. The Edlt are beautiful, especidly wonderful when they sing; flakes passed around of what we
heard yesterday and today would be very bad for Chandava business if news of the killing got out. And
there s Helvetia The Yaraka aren’t important, Helvetia wouldn't listen to them. It doesn't get involved in
trade wars. Universty is another thing atogether. Marrin, ever heard of a contract labor company cdled
Bolodo Neyuregg?’

“Huh?’

“Right. They aren’'t around any more. They dipped over the edge into dave-deding. | know because
| was one of the davesthey dedlt in. Helvetia doesn't ap-prove of daving. Blacklisted them. Cut off fund
trans-fers, loans. Ther dient lig evaporated. So did they. Helvetia doesn't approve of the gratuitous
daughter of sentients. If Universty got proof of what the Eolt said, Chandava Minerds would go the
same road as Bolodo Neyuregg.”

Shadith leaned forward. “Y ou're going to tdl the Goés.”

“l thought about not, Shadow. Tdling Goés Koraka hoeh Dexios would be the same thing as
shouting it in the Chave Y kkuva’ s face. Both of them are bound to have spies busy as black biters on a
summer day. But when you think about it, that doesn't redly mat-ter.” She moved her shoulders, shifted
her legs. “If the Ykkuva doesn’'t know by now about the Eolt’s status, he will soon enough. And as soon
as he does, hell redize that he can't let news of this get offworld. 1t's make or break time, folks. Do we
dtay, or do we get out of here so fast we leave holesin the air?’

Shadith dropped her hands on her knees. “I'm day-ing,” she said. “I'm separate, Lan. It'sin the
contract that way. What | do lays no burden on anyone.”

Duncan Shears scratched at his chin. “Was wrong. Kinda wrong. Not Styernna. Got the gov on our
gdethistime Tdl Goés we targets, want shidds and stun-ners. | ¢'n do darms, some other suff. Good
pay. No reports, keep the heat down.” He twisted his mouth to one side, shook his head. “Not getting
me on shut-tle or anything eseftill Goés gets his house cleaned.”

“Unh! Hadn't thought of that. Quick and dirty way of kegping news inhouse. So you say day, ride it

He nodded.

“Marin?’

The Aide grinned a her. “I come from a Baronid House on Picabrd, Scholar. Fifth line-heir, mde
and hedlthy. I’'ve made it past thirty il dive and I've scrambled a long way from home” He made an
avert gesture. “May that way never get shorter. I've dready earned one share of Voting Stock and this
business gets me another. No caggin’ bunch of heavy-world liz-zersis going to chase me off from that.”

“Right. Anything about the Eolt goes into deep code in the Ridaars. Keep it pridtine for the Regents
and Hedvetia Duncan, you'll be getting volunteers for the language trandfer tomorrow. Copy out
everything about the Eolt, set that down in a separate report. Privacy locked, hm? 1 don’'t want the Goés
finger-prints anywhere around it. He gets antsy about that, invoke Scholar's Necessty. Um.” She
chewed on her lip a moment. “I want a specid flake of that sesson in the Medting Room. Shadow, |
want atrandation of everything said, especidly that last Lament. I'll go see the Goés tomorrow, arrange
to tranamit the flake to Tamarralda. Eyes only and dassfied to the max. Let her know what's coming so
she can get ready. Any questions? No? Good. All of you, eyes open and shidds up and don't let the
bastards get behind you.”



5. Grief

1

Ragnd tilted his squeeze pouch, swdlowed a mouthful of yang, shuddered, and rubbed his mouth
with the back of his hand.

He was lounging between two roots on a huge tree that was part of the woods between the fidds
and the Kushayt where the Ykkuvd sat like a fa greedy spi-der. Sifaed cdled these trees kerrehs. She
was one of the local femmes who worked the backroom of Drudge Farkli’s lubbot, a big solid woman,
not one of the wisps that broke in your hand if you touched them wrong. Reminded of her, he fdt a
giffing and thought about spending a few baks on chich and emm but took another drink instead and
glowered out across hisfieds.

The scowl smoothed out as he rested his eyes on the sogan mounds with their circle-crowns of dark
green leaves, giant spearpoints on broad stems. Now that he'd derilized and remixed the dirt, it was
good soil, rich and black and full of nutrients; the first har-vest of sogan had brought tubers larger than a
man's foot.

The Drudges were out on their floatboards, working the t'prags, snipping a weeds and dirring the
earth around the tuber mounds. T’ prags and boards dike were patched together castoffs, hiccupping
aong like yarks with a hangover because that ni Jlet kreash Hunnar who was running this operation was
too cheap to get the parts they needed. Ragnd was a Koroumak cognate like the ni-Jdlets, which is why
he worked for Company Koroumak-Jilet, but he kept Family tighter than that; far as he was concerned
the ni Jlet sept were employers only.

Chains of loca women were crawling dong replanting the harvested mounds with eye segments of
the seed reserve from the firg dig, the bright orange chunks like dice in their busy hands. He amiled,
pleased at what he saw. If there were any judtice in the world, he' d get a commendation for his efforts.

Not chichin’ likely.

Girs used to needle im about it. Dirtman, he caled him. There€'s no honor in booting Drudges about
and fooling with bugs and worms. And Girs didn't like Ragnd reminding him that he owed his education
and his success to hisolder brother’s job. They sneer at me, he said, call me grubsuck and webfoot.
It's holding me back. You're holding me back. Same thing over and over—till Ragnd would lose his
temper and pound him. Arrogant little dunk. Last fight they had, Ragnd broke one of Girs' teeth and got
his own neck twisted so bad he had to have heet packs onit.

No more fights. No enough left of Girs to be worth burying. Taner! How' m | going to tell Mar
her baby’ s dead?

He squeezed out the rest of the yang, lumbered to his fegt, nearly fdling on his bum as the chichin’
sad excuse for honest gravity tricked him again.

Grumbling under his breath he walked ti-tuppy dong, heading for a refill in Farkli’s lubbot, heting the
grain he put on his muscles to keep himsdf on his feet, hating the bone leaching he knew had to be
hap-pening. Wasn't the firgt light-world he'd worked on. If he had a say, though, it'd be the last. Say?
That's a laugh.

The lubbot was in the largest house dill sanding in what had been a locd village. Ragnd was usng
mogt of the place to store his planting and harvesting equip-ment, but by old custom, he rented the extra
rooms to Farkli. He'd had most of the other houses dozed and burned, leaving one of them for the
Drudges to deep and live in, a second for a Drudge Srag, and a third for a sogan storehouse. They
offended his eyes, those sructures. Garish colors. Himsy. A hard wind would blow them to kindling.
Though it didn't seem like this taffy world ever got anything like a rea wind. Those floating blobs would
be smears spread hdf amile across those trees in a Chandava wind.

He pushed through the swinging door that old Far-kli adways managed to contrive wherever he was
set down and stood a moment letting his eyes adjust to the dim, smoky light. The stink in the air was the
same, too, asif Farkli bottled it and brought it aong, a mix of sweat, lantern smoke, and the pungent



dink of the yang didtilled from sogan and Taner only knew what ese he threw in the pot. Ragnd didn’t
ask. Old man might just tdl him. Better his ssomachs didn’t know what he was running through them.

Lanterns. Rest of the place was lit properly but not here. The techs like it that way, the old yisser
sad. What they call good ambience, whatever that means. Drink more, too. Use the women in
backroom ‘ cause they don’t like coming after some chicher Drudge.

About a dozen techs from the Kushayt were spend-ing some of their off-hours sucking yang and
maybe a few of them working up the nerve to waste some oaks on the backroom femmes. Always
someone ready to do the two-backed beast even with locd scum. Ragnd’s mouth tightened and his
scowl grew darker. Scum. Each time he had Sifaed he got a queasy feding soon as he rolled off her,
took a hard shower to make him fed clean again.

The bar was three doors resting on piles of used brick, the tables furniture from the houses Ragna
hed knocked down. He' d tipped Farkli asgn to get his scavenging done before the fire and took his fee
innoggins of yang. Other Dirtmen he knew demanded and got a percentage of a lubbot’s take, but that
was dangerous. A bad batch of yang or anew Ykkuva deaning house of sde money and they could get
broke to Unskill, just a notch above Drudge. Besides, Farkli’s youngest gil had been Girs wet nurse
which made him Family of a sort.

Girs, ah, brother .... He blinked hard and fast, his eyes burning. “Don’'t you ever trim your wicks,
Fark?

Drudge Farkli inspected him for a moment, then nodded and pushed a glass of yang across the bar,
falowing it with ajug. “*Sadginkin' ail t' yerets make. Don’'t even burn right.”

Ragnd amiled. Yerets. Scum. Locds. He sometimes thought that was why Farkli kept 9gning on tour
though he was old enough for a pengon back home. Hitting places where there was something lower
than a Drudge. He took a mouthful of the yang, raised his brows, and looked into the glass. “New
batch?’

“Ayyunh. YKk’'s Pet, he brung a pile of fruit over. Fed some to the women and watched them a
couple days ‘fore | shoved it in. And they’s some welrds live in the Fen out there, they bring duff. Like
it?

“Not bad.”

“Pressin’s from it burn better'n that oll.” He hes-tated, stared past Ragnd’s shoulder. “Thought
maybe some for lampsin Sef Girs' shrine?”

Eyes burning again, Ragnd squeezed hard on the glass and stared a the yang insde; agitated by the
tremble in his hand, its broken surface was picking up yelow from the lanterns. He didn’t speak until he
was sure of hisvoice. “I'll tdl the Birad to let you in” He didn’'t want to tak about it any more; he took
the jug and his glass to a table in a back corner and sat Spping dowly at the yang, his head getting
muzzier as the light that crept through the painted windows darkened.

For along time he ignored the raised voices coming from a table on the other side of the room. He
wasn't inamood for company and he didn’'t care what techs got up to on ther off-time. Only one tech
he' d ever had time for, but Girs was cinders and they could dl go to the Taner’s lowest hell.

“... curse him, that ni Jlet kreash, incompetent thief, Genree the chich-up Chob tol’ me ... hetol’ me
..my bra hetd’ me... Zanne had t' do ‘s own parts ... parts ... t' get flier in ar. Zanne sad ... Zanne
... The tech’'s voice log coherence on the las words and died away. He sucked in a breath,
shud-dered, took along pull a his glass, dammed it down, drew his hand across his mouth. “Cindn’
echt-born don’ g’ moosh akirg ‘bout us. Genree ... pinch-noseidiot ...

Swaying back and forth, inner lids a haf-down, thar tranducent film gleaming in the lantern light, he
muttered on and on, ralling againg Genree ni Jilet, saying it was him who killed Choban, pocketing the
money for repairs and spare parts while the little he did buy was so worn and usdess not even Zanne
could get it to work right. “... and you know Zanne can fix anything with a chew of zam and a bit of wire
and Hun the kreash lets that chich get away with it ... or maybe he's got his hand in, too ... licking the
swest off the top ... leave the dregs go through ....”

The others at the table were nodding and muttering with him, the same glazed idiot look on their



young faces.

There was a bowl on the table, white porcdain like a deathlight. Ragnd blinked to clear his bleary
eyes. Probably was one, lifted from Stores. It wasn't burning oil but something else, looked like chunks
of hary bark—putting out a thick weighty smoke that hovered near the top of the table. As he watched,
fird one, then another and another of the techs leaned forward and sucked smoke into mouth and nose.

As Ragnd ligtened to the babble and smelled the sweetish acrid odor of the smoke, the drink chilled
inhis somachs and his grief turned cold. Tech Dihbat. Choban’s baby brother. Like Girs was mine.
Keeps on like that he's gonna get busted to Unskill. Maybe a spat on chain at the Workfarm.
Even listening to this kirg is dangerous. He emptied his glass, set it down with the careful precison of
the very drunk and groped his way out, exaggerating his state to look so far gone that he was seeing
nothing, hearing nothing.

There were techs and Drudges in the lubbot who wouldn't have two thoughts about reporting
Dihbat’s rant. Or Ragnd’s presence. He wanted to be able to dam he hadn’t noticed what was going on
because he was drunk and grieving. With that and his reputa-tion for keeping his mouth shut, he should
dide away from trouble. Ykkuva Hunnar wasn't vindictive, but he was a ruthless kreash and knew what
letting such talk get loose could do to him. Dihbat was afool.

As he pressed from the open fidds into the wooded strip between the village and the Kushayt, his
foot dammed into a root and he fdl on his face. He lay without moving, gray dust sdttling on him, dow
dust, so dow he could see it drift down. Chichin taffy world. Fall and it's like a mattress. Ayee,
Taner, not a mattress for Girs. Fire. Burning .... Body contorting with grief, he cried for the firg time
gnce he heard the news about his brother, pounded his figs on the road, best-ing and besating the
ingensate dirt. Girs was dead and this karolsha world didn't care, nobody cared, shove the dead under
and forget what made them dead.

A whigtled tune. Footsteps.

Ragnd leaped to his feet, nearly fdl over again, scrubbed at his face, dapped dust from his coverdls.
As he draightened, he saw the locd they caled Ykk’'s Pet coming round the curve in the road. Ugly
chich. A map of wrinkles wrapped around twiggy bones that looked like they'd snap if you breathed
hard on them. Watery blue eyes with dl the expression of polished pebbles.

When the Pet saw Ragnd, his tune stopped, his shoulders came up round his ears, and he shambled
to the far Sde of the road and stood there, eyes on the dirt.

Ragnd snorted, then walked away. The less he had to do with that one, the better he liked it. Even if
they weren’t human, you could respect alocd who gave you a good fight. Something like this, though ...

When Ragnd emerged from the trees and into Sght of the gate guards, once again he exaggerated his
un-steadiness and the care—with which he was moving, pulling his perimeters in as if he were trying to
wak through a glass shop on afloor that wastilting under him.

As he passed between the massive gate towers and into the Kushayt, his body loosened and his
bresthing got easier. Warped and distorted though it was, this was a piece of home. The buildings in here
hed the look of mass even if the weight wasn't redly there; they were built low to the ground with
comfortably thick walls and no stupid windows to weaken the load-hold. The streets were draght and
paved with grav plates so they had an honest pull to them; the corners square, the houses kept their
hearts to themsdlves, no vulgar display to tempt the weaskminded toward theft. It was everything the
yerechs outside wouldn't under-stand.

In the tiny private suite that was one of the pergs his status brought him, he stripped and stepped into
the shower cubicle, stood there with pulsng needles of hot water beating at him, his forehead pressed
agang the wdl, his eyes closed, the heat and massage of the water washing away more than the dust of
the world.

When the hot water was gone, he sumbled out, dried himsdf, and fdl into bed, his weght switching
on the grav plate that made degping more comfort-able. He started to think about what he'd heard,



about Genree and Hunnar, about Girs amos daly com-plaints about the equipment, but before he got
beyond memory into planning, he plunged deep deep into deep.

2

As llatrn watched the chav sump off, he amiled as he thought of the ravaged, tear-streaked face, the
angry scowl. One for us, he thought. 1 hope you burn like | am, | hope you're in pain that never
stops. He took a deep breath, adjusted the shoulderstrap of his carry sack, and moved on.

The mesuch killed B&uchar life down to the mitesin the soil so they could grow their ginking tubers,
but the Ykkuva wanted Bduchar plants in his Dushanne Garden. Wanted green and bloom under his
eye. Matha matha, gets me away from that place. Gives me a little time I’'m not smelling them all
round me, hearing those grunts they call speech, looking at those clumsy ugly buildings.

His mouth tightened as he moved from under the trees and saw again the remnant of Dumd Dordan.
The mesuchs killed and burned the Dumd with as little thought to what they were destroying as those
bloody-handed barbarians who burned ‘mud. A thou-sand and a thousand years of living and dying, birth
and budding, gone. Dordan’s song was finished. Tram-pled under the tracks of ther monstrous
machines.

He le&ft the road and moved dong the outside of the light fence that enclosed the mesuch fidds. He'd
learned not to go near the mesuch Drudges. They had crude and painful ideas of what was funny. His
knees would pay for the extra waking, but he'd been through one mobbing and shuddered at the thought
of another.

The trees closed round him again, sraining out the sounds of the mesuch machines and the shouts of
the Drudges, the occasiond ydps from the Fior women on the dave chains. They didn't bother daving
the Keteng, just killed them. The Denchok were a once too dien and too much like them, an
abomination in Chav eyes. The Shape War songs told the same sad story, a thousand and a thousand
years ago the Fior came here and killed with as little understanding and as much evil in ther hearts as the
Chave showed. And were killed until a harper made the firg 9all bond with an Eolt. Ard Bracoin and
Edlt Lekal sang the grand Chorae of Peace, passed the song from Ard to Eolt to Ard again, spreading
peace around the world.

The angles flitted through the upper leves of the trees, quadripart wings flickers of diamond, hard
bod-ies ruby and emerdd, topaz, sapphire and amethys—iflying jewds whose songs were clear pure
notes as bright as thair colors. There were more angies in the woods than he remembered, perhaps
because they’ d been pushed from the open fidds.

The ar dampened as he got closer to the sea and the Meklo Fen. Large patches of sky showed
through the shorter, more scattered trees. Ahead he could see the light green of the rushes, the brown
cones a the tips of ther tal stems, the dance of light from a stretch of water, a cheled so shdlow he
could wade to the middle without getting his knees wet.

Eyes sweeping the ground, looking for budding plants he could take back with him, llaérn moved
dong the edge of the cheled, waking carefully to avoid stepping into one of the soft spots that could
swalow before he had a chance to pull free. Hunnar wanted color and vigor, especidly dong his fake
stream, which meant that the plants there had to be continudly replaced.

He stopped by adump of kolkrais, frowned down &t it. The seven-lobed leaves were a hedthy dark
green, the buds had only a hint of gold at ther tips. If he could get the greater part of the root system
without breaking too many of the hair-fine feeders, that dump could be teased into blooming for the next
two months.

He kndt on the damp, squishy soil, took a plagtic container from the carry sack and set it beside the
kolkrais, removed the hand spade from its loop on his belt, and began the ddicate job of digging the
plants loose. The dow, careful work brought a peace he hadn’t fdt in months.

And there were other stisfactions that drifted through his mind as he worked. The probe had missed
his sneeking after Hunnar and watching him meet his py. 1labrn smiled as he dug, but his flush of triumph



was quickly over. Once Ykkuva heard what the Eolt were, he wasn't interested in anything else and
didn’t let the probe dig around as he'd done before. Hard to read these Chav mesuchs, but he seemed
angry about something. Angry, afraid, frustrated. If | only knew what it was ....

Aslong as there was no suspicion and no direct questions to force his mind to focus, he could keep
his secrets. No suspicion—that was the key. I'll find out what you're afraid of, he thought. Somehow.
And I'll sweep you all off this world.

He lifted the kolkrais, eased it into the box, dipped his hand into the water and sprinkled it across the
leaves, then cut some moss and tucked it into the cor-ners to keep the plant from diding about. He
snapped the lid on, tucked the container in the carry sack and got to his fedt.

Money, he thought. If it costs too much, they' Il go somewhere else. The mines. If we can get at
the techs, stop the mining machines ...

He saw aflash of color ahead and moved cautioudy toward it, his feet squelching through the muck.

Before he' d taken two steps, a weight landed on his back, knocking him flat, face in the mud, carry
sack flying he didn’t know where.

Hands round his throat.

Heavy breathing in his ears.

Rull the chin down, shake and work the head, cdlamp teeth on one of the attacker’ s thumbs and try to
biteit off. Buck againg the weight pinning him down.

Surge and work ebows and knees in the mud, getting them under him, pushing up, sheking sde to
Sde

Grunting from his attacker, weight shifting.

He broke free. Rage put springsin his old knees and he was on his fegt, kicking at the attacker who
rolled away from the blows and got shakily to his feet.

For severd moments they stared at each other, two old men panting and sheking as rage drained
away, then lladrn sad, “Danor?’

The other Ard spat at him. “Hlth. Eater of mesuch dach.”

llabrn’'s shoulders dropped and he looked down; his hands plucked usdesdy at the mud on his
clothes. “1 would dieif | could. | am not alowed.”

“Diel We aren't going to die urtil we wipe thisworld clean. | saw Hereom burn and | burned with xe
and | burn with every breath | take. Dying is easy. We live and fight.”

llabrn stared at the wiry little Fior standing hunched from a kick to his gut, face gaunt, ams and legs
skeleta from bad food and worse deep. “You? Phratha, Danor, look a you. You couldn't crack a
nagd with a hammer. Chd D€'s Thousand Eyes, you couldn’t even kill me and look at me!”

Danor’s body sagged and the fire went out of his eyes, he looked so old and tired, for a moment
llatdrn half-serioudy wondered if he were going to die on the spot.

He spoke hadtily, dowing his words and putting stress on them as he got into what he was saying.
“Matha matha, don’t tdl me anything important. When the mesuch put that crown on your head, you'd
betray your mother or your firstborn or whatever they think to ask you.”

He looked around and winced at the Sght of the sodden carry sack half-drowned in the reeds. If he
couldn’'t produce some living plants and account for dl his tools, it meant a beating and a sesson with the
probe. Chel. De what | could jeopardize. His mouth flooded with sdiva, and he trembled as his body
be-trayed him asit had done so many times since Hunnar made a pet of him. He squeezed his eyes shut
and turned away so Danor wouldn't see his arousd, crouched, and pulled the sack |oose from the mud.

When he looked indde, the plastic containers seemed to be intact. Maybe the kolkrais would survive
the mishandling. It was a hardy weed.

He st the sack back in the water, so he could rinse it off later. Without looking around, he said,
“Fnd a place and St down, then ligen to me. Don't interrupt, don't say anything. Let me do the taking.
Then just go.” He stared out across murky water that turned a deceptively brilliant blue out in the middle
of the cheled.

“The Chave ... the mesuch ... they came for met-als and gemstones, that's what they dedl in. They



don't care who the land belongs to, they take what they want because they can. They kill the. Ealt
because it's a game they—enjoy. They kill the Mdoach and the Denchok because they are offended that
such beasts should mimic their shape. It is not possible to reason with them. Would you ligen if a blada
pleaded with you not to daughter it? Would you understand its blats and honks or consider them speech?
NO! | said don't speak, just listen.

“Thisis important, Danor. If you kill even one of them and it is known a Fior or Keteng did it, they
will take a terrible revenge. A thousand Keteng, a thousand Fior burned dive to pay for one dead Chav.
Thar honor demandsit. | don’t understand what they mean by honor, but I"ve learned enough to know
it's a powerful thing to them. They can't live without it. I'm not saying don't kill them, I'm saying it HAS
to seem an accident. Fve days ago two died in such an accident and one of their arwagons perished
aso. It was smoke from the husk of a burning Sleeper that killed them, it made them wild so they logt
control of their machine. What has happened before, you can arrange to make happen again.

“There is another kind of mesuch across the sea on Banitoéh. | have seen one of them. A traitor
goying on, his own, kind for money and spite. That kind are enemies of the Chav. | could taste the
bitterness of that hate in Hunnar’ s voice and the voice of the other. Consider an dliance with them. The
enemy of our enemy—you know how that goes.

“And one lagt thing. | say again, these mesuch are driven by profit. Make this world cost too much
and they will be cdled away. Find our miners, ones who know the lay of the mountains. Tdl them to
destroy the surface crawlers, the ones like metal houses set on tracks. These control the mining machines.
It will stop them and close down the mines. As much as you can, make it seem an accident. But
understand, no matter how deverly you contrive, the Chav are a bloody-minded suspicious lot and will
take payment in blood for every loss”

“lla, I've got a question.”

“Be careful. Tdl me nothing important or secret.”

“Our Keteng are dready moving south, away from here. The Fior who've escaped the dave chains
go with them. Will the mesuch come after them, hunt them out?’

“If it touches their honor or ther profit, yes. Or to make a lesson for the rest of us” He caught hold
of the carry sack’s shoulder strap, began daoshing the sack back and forth in the shdlow water. “I wish
you hadn’t told me that. 1t's something he Il be bound to ask me when he needs to know.”

“Your Chav know it dready, word has come their airwagons are following the walkers.” Danor got
to hisfeet. lladrn could hear the sucking sounds from the mud. “And if we do nathing, will there be less
dying?”

“l don’'t know.”

“Y ou're the only Béuchar ingde those walls. If you have something to tdl us, how can we know?’

“After the accidents begin, even if he lets me out, don’'t come near me. | meen it. They have ways of
watching and ligening beyond anything you can imag-ine” lladrn ligened to the gentle splash of the
water, watched the black mud swirl off the ¢’ hau cloth. “The Riddle Mode,” he said after along slence.
“l meant to burn my harp when Imué burned, | didn’t, though. | was taken too soon and afterward |
hadn't the heart. | haven't played since, but I've kept her oiled and fed. I'll put my news in the Riddle
Mode and you can have ears ligening to untwist the meaning. Do the sameif you have word for me” He
sghed. “Matha matha, go away and let me do my work.”

3

Hunnar's shadow fdl on Iladrn suddenly, without warning. The Béuchar's hand shook and he
scattered s0il over the other plants; he bit down hard on his tongue and continued digging out melidal so
he could replace it with the dump of kolkrais. Ched D€'s Thousand Eyes, these bulky mesuchs could
move like wisps of down if they took a nation.

“You're amess. What happened, the Drudges get at you agan?’

llabrn got to his feet, stood with head down, hands in the honor postion. “No, O Ykkuvd. | fdl in
the water, got tangled in roots. It was fighting out of them that did this”

“Mp. What's that you' re planting?’



“Itiscaled kolkrais, O Ykkuva. It will have asmdl, dark ydlow flower, then a shiny red sporecase.
Asto use, | know none except as decoration.”

“Tdma, go back to work, Cho, don't let it die on you.” Hunnar strolled off, hands clasped behind
him.

llabrn dropped to his knees,, closed his hands into figs, and shook for a while. Then he pulled
himsdf together and dipped up a dipper of water from the stream, moistened the soil with it, and began
the deli-cate process of shifting the dump of kolkrais from the container to its new home.

“Doesn't look like much.” Hunnar was back, stand-ing on the far Sde of the stream watching him
work.

“O Ykkuvd, it will take awhilefor it to make itsdf at home here”

“Tad ma, ground grubbing isn't my business.”

“No, O Ykkuvd. You have much more on your mind than a miserable little weed.”

“Mp. You don't know how true that is” He began pacing back and forth dong the path with its
caeful arrangement of flat stones, back and forth, his head tilted up so he was looking at the sky, not
where he walked or at 1ladrn even though he made a pretense of talking to him.

Eat5rn eased the bits of moss beneath the lowest layer of the kolkrais, pressed it into the soil and
poured more water on it. The mass would hold the moisture and keep the plant’s roots happy until
they'd tapped their own source of nutriment. This wasn't the fird time Hunnar had used him as a
sounding board. From what he'd seen of Chav life, the Ykkuva wouldn't dare talk like this to any of his
own kind; it would be a weakness that they’d seize on and use to unseet him. Able to trust no one.
Didn’'t even have a wife to share his ambitions, at least, not here, not yet. I'm his wife for the
hiatus, | suppose. He and | both know if I open my mouth about this, I’'m dead. He dipped up more
water, splashed across the kolkrais dump to wash the grains of earth away.

“They don’t know, they don’t know, they spend thousands on com calls to chew me out for wasting
time and money. Get rid of the Yaraka, they tdl me, but don't you embarrass us, don't get caught with
your hands sticky. When | ask what do they want me to do, they say that’s your busness not ours.
When are you going to start shipments coming back to us, that's what we want to know. We ve got
commitments. We need product. WE Il give you Sx more months, then expenses start coming out of your
pockets. Hah! They fois that moron with the wide mouth on me, that Genree. Taner! What a lackwit. I'd
like to do to him what they’re doing to me, I'd like to say get your bolgyet together so you can face a
red ingpection or I'll fine your asstill you scream mercy. I'd like to, but | can't. His mother is Gatyr ni
Jlet’ssger and his Sgter is about to marry Tothar ni Koroumak. Cut my own throat if | tried it. I’ ve got
to do something, can't get product with hdf the plant down. Wal him off somehow, get him too busy to
interfere ....”

lladrn let the spate of words flow over him, nodding and making smdl ligening sounds as he moved
dong the stream bank, setting out the plants he'd brought back with him. Nothing useful in dl that
glagairh, nothing he hadn’t known before. Old men, he thought. Donor didn’t tell me, but 1 know. A
gaggle of old men plotting war. He lifted the last plant from its container, purple delk, a young one with
asmdl sngle bulb, washed the dirt from its roots and settled it in its hole, tamping the dirt around it with
gentle taps from his thumbs.

Hunnar paced on, spewing his anger and frudration, his ambitions and annoyances, 1ladrn kept on
murmur-ing encouraging noises and paying no atention to the words, shifting to make work when he
finished the trans-planting, pinching off dead leaves, dirring the ground to get ar to the roots; he didn’t
dare leave the stream bed or just squat there doing nothing.

“... and now ther€'s this lot from Univergty, cin-aing prynoses interfering, if this thing with the jdlies
getsout ...." Thevoice stopped. Suddenly.

llabrn looked up.

Hunnar was across the stream from hint, scowling a him. It wasn't anger, the Chav's inner lids
weren't down, his eyes were shadowed and dull.

llabrn met those eyes briefly, then dropped his own. Chav reacted vidently and without waiting for



thought to a chdlenging stare even from one of their own. From a locd like him, it was an invitation to a
broken neck. Early days, before Hunnar had planted hooks in his head, when he was reaching out of
orief for defiance, he'd earned himsdf broken ribs, a broken shoulder blade, and twice a concusson.
Like a gath trained to bark and not-bark on command, he'd learned his lesson well.

“You won't tak about that,” Hunnar said. “Not to Chav, not to anyone. Be sure I'll find out if you
do.”

“| have dready forgotten, O Ykkuva.”

“Hm.” After a long Bligery stare, his inner lids drew back. When he spoke again, his voice was
quiet, thoughtful. “Those husks. Just whét is the effect of that smoke?’

[ladrn’s mind skittered frantically as he fought to keep his face dull and incurious, to show no interest
inwhat lay behind the question. Chel Di’s Thousand

Eyes, what do | do. WHAT DO | DO! If Hunnar redly wanted the information, he could get it
despite anything lladrn tried and he might pull out more ...

“O Ykkuvd, I'm not sure | know what you want.”

“Your lot, not those vegheads, what does it do to them? You have anyone who gets a taste for that
smoke?’

“l drank smoke when | was just become a man. There were reasons for it. You could cdl it a
religious thing” He closed his eyes. I'm not talking to him, but to you, doll Imué, to your spirit
wherever itis “I have not doneit Snce” he said aoud, “but | can remember the Sweetness of thet day, |
can remember my senses expanding to embrace dl of earth and sky and every-thing between. An angi’s
song was ... ah ... bright and piercing to my ears as its jewd colors were to my eyes. | could hear grass
growing and the sap rising in the trees. | have had other pleasures since, but none that quite equas that.”
He opened his eyes. “And many of the aroch ... that is, those who tend the Sleepers ... they live year
round at the Slegping Grounds because they can’'t be without the smoke or they suffer. But how drinking
smoke would affect a Chav, | have no idea. You'd haveto test it”

lladrn stared at the water, wondering if the probe was gaing to be used on him to confirm what he
sad; amix of terror and pleasure drenched his body and he couldn’'t have moved just then if Hunnar was
whip-ping him.

After along slence, he looked up.

Hunnar was gone.

6. Journey’s Beginning

1

Yawning and dill half-adeep after two nights of disturbing dreams, Shadith carried her harp and
gear from the room assigned to her and stood in the arcade outside, shadows from the vine leaves
flickering across her face. It was a hot day, damp and gicky; sweat stayed on the skin and breathing
brought a load of insects, plant spores, and a whole stewpot of amels, ranging from the oversweet
perfume of the fruits on the trees in the next field over to the acrid bite of pony urine,

Peaceful. She looked up. Through the vines she could see aflikit drding overhead. Protection or
spy? She clicked her tongue. Probably both. Koraka may be a dickery dider, but he's not stupid. |
wonder if | am. Supid. Saying here. At least I'm walking in with my eyes open this time, not
falling through a hole.

Followed by aline of ‘bots like ducklings waddling after their mother and a hoard of curious children,
Adan, Duncan Shears, and Marrin Ola went down another shady wak toward the tech rooms a the
back of the blai, going to log in before mapping and collect-ing began. Better them than me. She sghed.
Well, chat-ting to a lot of odd-shaped paliticians isn’'t that much more interesting. At least ther€'ll
be music. | can live with that.

She rubbed & the hawk etching, distressed because the passon she'd fdt only two days ago was
draining from her, leaving her cold and dim again. Restless. Even thinking about the murdered Eolt only



wakened an echo of feding in her. She Sghed. And this busi-ness of the cross-country trek on ponies
wasn't hep-ing. Stupid, the Eolt not letting the Goés send themina

A For woman and two Ketengs with growths bud-ding from their hips hurried past her, dragging a
cearring cart; they stopped a moment to stare a the troop of ‘bots, then bustled into her room and set
to work with much banging about, doshing of water and un-flatering comments about the mesuchs
moving in on them.

Adan leaned out the door of the workroom. “ Shadow, if you'll come here a moment?’

“What's up?’

“Grab a seat.” Adan kicked a backless char across to Shadith, settled hersdf in her own, leaning
back, elbows braced on one of the work tables. “Bad news, folks. You may want to change your plans,
Shadow.”

“More bad news?’ Shadith looked round for the privacy cone, raised her brows.

“No need. Anyone who's watching knows what I'm going to say.” Adan held up the flake, tossed it
onto the table. “I took this over to the enclave this morn-ing, saw Koraka. He got the point red fast and
took me to the com room himsdf. And we got to watch the software mdt to dudge. And the backup
program fallow it. Com’s dead until the Goés' techs figure out what happened and make sure it won't
happen again. A tech took the shuttle to the parking station. Same thing. He had to pull dl personnd out
of the gtation. Life support was going. No ship due for three months, so we're stuck here. We can do it
two ways. We can move back to the enclave and stay there hunkered down till the ship comes, or we
can go on with what we planned and take our chances with getting killed.”

Shadith got to her feet. “Doesn’'t look to me like dl that much has changed since the last time we
taked.” She pushed her ams through the straps of the gear sack and settled the harpcase beside it.
“Count me irritated and on the job. I'll be flaking the trip, dictating observations. One way or another,
word of what's happening here is going to get out.”

Without waiting to see what the others decided, she left the room, strode dong the walkway toward
the daging area where Maorgan and the Metau Chachil were getting the pony train organized.

A Keteng with a lichen web so overgrown and com-plex that xe seemed to be peering out of a
thicket stood by a gtring of twelve ponies, arguing with the Metau over the fee for ther use, xe's voice
getting louder and dhriller with every word; x€ d been paid, but xe wanted an additiona surety againgt
return be-cause xe said x€' d had reports that choreks were thick as black biters on a dry day. “... killing
ponies or going off with them and everything else they can haul away. My ddest isin x€'s third budding
and the youn-gest isin dough, xe needs dluid to help with the Change. How you expect me to get xe
through it if my stock ends up in some chorek stewpot?” Xe wind-milled x€'s ams. “Whét if the mesuch
don't bring ‘em back? Ard? What do Ard care about Denchok and their worries? Nothing. Living off the
land's fat. HUNH!”

Ignoring xe, two For and three much younger Ke-tengs were cnching packsaddles on six of the
ponies, roping supplies in place. Of the remaining six, three were saddled, three had lead ropes clipped
to their haters.

Shadith raised her brows. Choreks? Three ponies? | wonder who the other one's for. She
yawned, moved her shoulders and |eft the shadows of the arcade.

“G morning, Maorgan. When we leaving?’

Maorgan glanced at the sun, looking up through the golden shimmers of the drifting Eolt a the sun.
“Won't be long now. Custom, Shadowsong, we start important journeys at the tick of noon, when
Grei&sl shines on our heads”

“Why? Wouldn't it be better to get started early when the sunisn't so hot?’

“Ah, Shadowsong, that's the mesuch spesking.” He drew the back of his forefinger dong the neck of
the nearest pony. “The cabpas browse on sunlight like the Eolt. They can go longer if we set out later.
Be-sdes, ajourney’s start ought to have a set point so you know where you are.”

Shadith blinked. “Y ou're right. My mind'sin the wrong pattern. Which cabpa s mine?’



He pointed, what 1ooked like mischief twinkling in his pae blue eyes. “Him.”

The moss pony’s eyes had long curling lashes and were a brown so dark it was dmogt black. Mixed
inwith his hair were a tracery of lichens that gave it a curious crinkly texture and a greenish sheen. Horses
of any sort were generdly associated with the multi-form descendants of the Cousn Races, not with
spe-cies native to the worlds where they settled, so the distant ancestor of this little beast would have
come here with the fird Fior as a fertilized ovum. Hm. Both it and the plant that grew on it must have
mutated since—or were tampered with by the old Fior. She made a mentd note to ask Maorgan when
the firs mass ponies showed up. CalVas, he caled them, but she found that hard to remember when she
was look-ing them.

She scratched her cadpa’ s pall, cooing to him as he leaned into her, his eyes closing, his head resing
heavy on her shoulder.

A boy’s voice sounded behind her. “His name s Bréou.”

She looked round. “Bea, Glois. Why Bréou? He doesn’t stink.”

“He makes dtinks. You wait. You'll see”

Utdd gigaled, stiffened x€ s lips, and blew aloud BRRRUPPP!

“Ah. Now | understand why Ard Maorgan looked like that.”

Glois scowled suddenly, moved closer to Utdd, took xe's hand. “We sh'd be going with you. We
old enough.” His scowl deepened. “Almog. What dif-frence a year gonna make?’

“You might grow a litle sense in a year, dilt.” Maorgan stopped besde Shadith. “You and your
ac-compliceininiquity scoot over where you belong and stop bothering the Harper with your nonsense.”

Gloiswrinkled his face into a clown grimace, then he and Utdd went sauntering off.

“ Shadowsong.”

Shadith turned, leaned againg the cadpa s Side, her fingersidly scratching through the wiry hairs of its
mane. He'd taken to cdling her that when she ex-plained why Adan cdled her Shadow instead of
Shad-ith. Apparently he liked the image of a snger in shadow and the way the syllables dipped off his
tongue when trandated into Bducharis. Chuulchdeet. She rather liked it hersdf. “Hm?’ she said.

“WEIl be three riders, not two. Ard Danor from Méditoéh comes with us. That's him over there a
little behind Metau Chachil.”

Danor was an ancient For standing apart from the noise and reve, his body pulled so tightly in on
itsdlf she could dmost see the gep |eft in the ar around him. Insde that wrinkled hide was a horrifying
mix-ture of hate, fury, and grief. It rasped dong her nerves as if she were being stroked by nettles. The
thought of spending days in his neighborhood was not a happy one.

“Your friend isa skin around rage.”

“He' sa dead man waking.” His eyes went somber. He shuddered as he looked up a Eolt Mdech
drifting ddlicately golden over his head. “You heard Edlt Leb-esair's song. The mesuch on Mdlitah hunt
Edlt to watch them burn. His sdll isash on the wind.” He looked past Meech at the Y araka flikit cirding
over-head and moved his shoulders with distaste. “I dmost think we were blessed thét it was them who
cameto us”

She nodded. “If you have to entertain thieves, a subtle oneis a better guest.”

A Denchok with amid-size lichen web sat on a stoal, playing a large harp, a smdl herd of Meloach
and Fior boys squatting beside him, joined with pipes and drums. Glois was there, playing a set of
panpipes dmogt as long as his am in his left hand. Utdd crouched beside him, stroking and tapping a
doubled drum he held between his knees.

Off to one sde Metau Chechil and Teseach Ruaim stood fingering the medas that marked ther
office. The rest of the Alsekumers were milling about, chat-tering in groups, laughing, asking questions,
gopping to Stare at the pony train, a Shadith and the others. Meoach and Fior children were running
about, mak-ing noise, some in a chaotic tag game that involved tossng around a leather bal about the
Szeof aboy’s head.

When the sun was directly overhead, a chord of surpassing beauty came dropping down from the
two Eolt. Thefalk of Alsskum hushed, the Dumd mus-cians et their hands go ill.



Risng and fdling as if they rode the waves of an invisble ocean, the Eolt made a symphony of image
and sound and on the ground Ard Maorgan and Ard

Maorgan's harp sang with them, harmonies that dipped in and out of the organ symphony completing
and complementing the Eolts in ways impossible to describe or even understand.

Shadith heard the song and knew there were words in it, cdebrating the sun, the day, and the
journey, though there was no way the brain she had now could fully trandate it. Or appreciate the grief
that screamed from Danor as he stood, head down, ligening to what he could no longer share. She
began to understand just what the soll-bond meant, what an Ard was, and why they were so important
to the joined peoples of Béuchad.
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Frowning a little, As/an watched the pony train van-ish round a dump of trees. She had wider
|etitude than usud on this collecting run; Universty was tacitly willing to see her do a lot more than
record, but would take a very dim view of her if she got carried away, so involved with the locals that she
embarrassed the Regents. She sSghed. Shadith knew that, but she wasn't a Scholar and would never be
one, her blood ran too hot. As mine does, they keep telling me. Phra, | don't like being a Company
snoop which is what | am if you tear off the pretty wrapping. To work, Scholar, get to work, no
telling how long this window will last before the Chave decide it’s time to purge us.
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“My name is Budechil. It's a word from the old tongue, out of the time before the Fior came. It
means Harmony. That thing will remember what I'm saying? Show me.”

Adan shifted the Ridaar, clicked on the replay. An image of Budechil crafted of colored light sat
opposite the origind, spoke the recorded words.

“Ihai!” Budechil came heavily to x€' s feet, sumped across to the image, passed xe's hand through it,
then looked at the hand for along moment before xe went back to x€' s chair. “ And who will see this?’

“One copy will be registered in University Archives for Scholars to study, a second will be Ieft here
with a reader so that your budlines a thousand and a thou-sand years on will see you and hear your
dories”

“Meringeh! So what should | say?’

“Let’'s gtart with you, who you are, what you do. You've dready given your name, we can go on
from there”

Budechil tapped x€'s tongue againg xe€'s chewing ridge. “Glaaaa gla, taking is such a naturd thing,
why do | suddenly find words skittering away from me?’ Xe closed x€' s eyes, rubbed the fingers of xe's
left hand dong the arm of the backless chair.

For several moments xe sat there slent, then xe opened x€'s eyes and started spesking again, dowly
a firg and then more easlly. “I am Budechil the cadpa coper. Budliine Chil-cho&dd. | am the Line Elder
for the moment and direct the Chil-cho&dd lands of Ordu-md Alsekum. | say for the moment because |
fed the Heaviness of the Change coming on. Next spring when the meodach ripens, | will begin the
egting and by summer’s end will take my place on the Seeping Ground. When | am Edlt, | will not have
the sadll bond, | do not have enough music in my soul and | have not got close to a Fior. | think we will
have a bond in Alsekum. Y oung Glois and Uteld of the Bud-line Lel-beriod seem to be building a music
that has promise of being glorious. That is a good thing. It has been too long since Alsskum gave an Ard
and a sing-ing Eolt to Béluchad.

“l have budded five times. One died of the Withers before drop-off, one was chopped and eaten by
the chorek. The year those two dropped was Chel Dé cursed for sure. They were same-summer buds; it
was asif the dead one cdled theliving. Two of theliving are Denchok, one isin bud, a sngle bud which
is more fortunate and eadier to live with. The youngest was a late corner, on the dying edge of my
bud-time. Xe has been sckly and has stayed close to home and close to my reng. Ah, that too is an
old-time word. It means the organ that feds tenderness and love it is the same as crof which is what the
Fior use aswdl. The Fior are Béuchar now as much as the Keteng and they do things we can't, our life



isricher because of them, but | Hill like to remember the time before, when Béucharis had no words for
men and woman, for birth and copulation and so many other things thet | have seen and known but do
not understand.

“I've had to learn something about this business, deding with cadpas as | do, breeding them and
rasng them, learning their seasons, when to separate them and when to keep them together. It's hard,
though, to contemplate thinking people doing such things | an filled with ddight when | think that Keteng
need not go through such contortions to continue the species.”

Adan leaned forward, lifted a hand to catch xe's atention. “Would you care to tak about that? A
Ke-teng would not need the explanation, but the Scholars would like to hear your voice on this. If itisa
private thing and you'd rather not ....”

Breath catching in the odd hiccupping sound of Ke-teng laughter, xe rocked forward and back on
the cloth seat of x€'s chair. Xe caught x€'s breath, patted at the mat of lichen on x€'s chest. “Pardon me,
Scholar. I've dways found For fussness slly, and it amuses me that you would think there is anything
pri-vate about a dusting of spores.” Xe dropped x€ s hands onto x€ s thighs, the thin long fingers tapping
lightly at the heavy dark blue canvas of x€'s trousers.

“It is like this In the month Kirrayl when the sun comes back overhead and the year begins an
Ordumd Circle gathers at one of the Dumds and holds a Kirra-taneh. All day there is feasting and music
and tak tak tak; there are people you haven't seen since the last Kirrataneh and won't see till the next.
It has to be a night when the wind is soft and thereisno rain or that year’s spores are wasted. When the
aun goes down, the Denchok gather on the dance floor, the Eolt are overhead to sing, the drummers are
there to beat the heart faster and faster. Y ou dance from the sun going down till the sun coming up. The
fires that light the floor are perfumed with a thousand and a thou-sand essences. You dance ftill your
spore sacs pop and dance some more while your kesamad open out and expose their gicky linings to
catch the tiyid raining down on them and dance yet more in the joy of the getting time. There is dways a
fird to pop, and you pray Che Dé will not choose to make you that one, because you will be teased
without mercy for the whole rest of the year. Once the firg has sprayed xe's spores, dl the spores are
released. The pip-pop-pop grows louder than the drum begts. You dance in the rain of the tiyid and the
pleasure of it is beyond words, something only an Ard and Eolt can express.” Xe dghed and was slent
for severa minutes, then xe said, “I don't fed like taking anymore. Another day, perhaps.”
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The road was double in away Shadith hadn’t seen before. The part for wagons was paved with fla
gone rectangles set in a tarry substance. The cadpas took the other part, a dirt lane planted with short
tough grass that grew in fig-szed clumps, easier on the feet, no doubt. It ran pardld to the firg with a
shdlow ditch between them.

On both sdes of them, fidds stretched to the hori-zon, a patchwork of plant rows and plowed
ground divided by narrow canads. Ordumel. The lands of Dumd Alsskum. Keteng worked in some of
them, For in others, For children and Keteng Meloach ran dong the ditch banks, opening and dosing
vaves to feed the water where it was needed. Adults and chil-dren dike stopped what they were doing
to wave to the travelers, then went back to work.

Danor rode fird, his body hunched in the saddle, his misary like a hump on his shoulders. He never
looked round at them or at anything except the back of his cabpa’s head.

Shadith rode beside Maorgan, the spare cadpas and the packers trailing dong behind them. She was
hav-ing more difficulty than she'd expected adjugting her-sdlf to this little beast—not <o little, actudly,
when it came to getting on€'s legs around him. Wide as a house. Her hipjoints creaked and she was
going to know about it by day’s end. Just aswdl it was going to be a hdfday this time. Another plus for
the Béuchar habit of garting at noon.

Bréou. No stinks yet. Probably when we stop to rest and feed the string.

Katinka tinka walk. Find the rhythm? Wish someone would tell me how. Like trying to fly a
hiccupping flikit. If this is what his walk’s like, | don’t want to think about his trot. Chop-chop.
Chop-chop. Clippety--clippety-clippety. Head up in the air, short legs pump-ing. Gods! My butt



and my thighs are going to how! tonight.

The two Eolt drifted dong overhead, now and then improvisng wordless musc just to amuse
themsdalves, ripples of sound that dropped around the riders like songs from enchanted flutes. Or perhaps
they were taking in alanguage so complex and abstract that the trandator in Shadith’s head threw up its
figurative hands and went back to deep.

“Are they taking up there?’ she said. “ Or just meking pretty sounds.”

Maorgan looked up at the Eolt, smiled. “Both,” he said. “Are your ears burning? They're taking
about you. | can't tdl you what exactly they’re saying. When they go on like that, | can pick up about
oneideain ten. You don't read them? | thought ....”

“No. | can pick up fedings and peripherds, but too many things are happening a once when they’re
tak-ing to each other. My mind has too few ... Inn ... channds, | suppose.” She thought a moment. “My
sgters might have, but they’re long dead and | ... that's an even longer story and unimportant besides.
Tdl me about the Meruu.”

“Itsadory I'd liketo hear.”

The road ahead was empty as far as Shadith could see which was about a hdf a mile on a which
point it curved around a thickly planted orchard. “I'll trade,” she said. “My story for the truth about
things or at least the truth you know.” She frowned. “Though I'd prefer you didn’t make song of it and
spread it on the wind.”

“If I do, I'll change the name and the face. Y ou've made songs. You know how it goes. It's sound
that rules what you say, far more than sense. And even a good story needs a bit of twesking here and
there”

“Tweek it hard, Ard Maorgan. | don't want to rec-ognize mysdf. Ah well, this is how it goes Once
upon atime, along longtime ago ....”

“And how long islong?’

“Cdl it twenty thousand years, give or take amil-lennia or three. In that once-upon-a-time there was
aworld caled Shaydin and on that world the Shdlana lived and among the Shdlana were certain families
caled the Weavers of Shaydin who could dance dreams into being.”

“Dance dreams? Interesting. How?’

“Wejud did it. Like you and the Edlt. It's some-thing Weavers were born with, that's dl | know. |

wear adifferent body now with different senses and different gifts, so | can't even show you what |

“Now that’s atrifle hard to believe. That bit about the body, | mean.”

“Odd, eerie, maybe alittle strange.” She grinned a him. “Maybe very strange. The universe is ful of
weird things. Your Eolt, for one. Or could you explain how that flikit flies?” She waved her hand at the
black dot intermittently visble through high, thin clouds.

“Hm. Think of a crydtd that has the power to trgp souls. Think of a soul that lived twenty times a
thou-sand years indde that crystd. Think of a gil newly dead and a woman with heding hands who
decanted the soul into the girl’s abandoned body. Think thet I'm a snger making a sory just to pass the
time. All or none or some of the aboveistrue. Shdl | go on?’

“Please”

“This is how the generations went among the Weav-ers. Fird there is the One. She is fertile and
femde, a anger who could not dance dreams nor bring them dive for others to see. She mates with an
ordinary Shdlana mae and hatches the Sx Daughters who were true Dancers,, the Weavers. When they
are grown and dancing, she mates a second time and pro-duces a fertile daughter, a snger like hersdf.
And 0 it goes, Sx, and one and 9x again.

“l should say, so it went, generation upon generation until a free trader happened upon Shaydin and
had Dreams danced for him by the Weavers of Shayalin. He stole a family of Weavers and ran with
them. He was only the firg of the raiders. In a hundred years there very few Weavers left.” She went
slent a moment. “When the Eolt sang of the burning, | remembered ....” She sighed and went on.

“And then there was another raid, more vicious than mog, the raiders supid and arrogant and above
dl ignorant. They killed Shdllana a hundred at a time until a Weaver family was brought to them. Then



they left. They shot the Mother/Singer and tossed her out an ar lock because she was old and ugly.
When they reached the Market world, they sold the Daughter/ Singer for a pittance because she could
not dance and was young and ugly and then they tried to sl the Weaver/Sisters and found no takers
because the Weavers needed the Singer for the Dream. They tried to find the Daughter, but she was
gone with her owner no one knew where, 0 they shot the sgters, too, and went back to Shaydin for
another st.

“The Daughter wandered far, moving from master to master, acquiring a name that non-Shdlana
could pronounce. Shadith was the name she took. It meant Singer in the language she took it from.

“Her last Master/Teacher died and Ieft her free to move on and she did. In the course of her travels
she found work with an expedition of scholars digging in the ruins on a world older than most of the suns
around it. She found a thing there, an exquiste thing, a shimmering lacy diadem with crysd jewes
spaced round it. Because it was S0 beautiful, she set it on her head, and it sank into her and vanished.

“Time passed and the time came when her ship crashed. She died in that crash and as she went, one
of the crygtasin the diadem seized hold of her soul and it stayed there as the millennia passed.

“The diadem moved. And moved again. Shadith’s soul moved with it and I€ft it as | sad before.
That'smy story. And that’swhy | said my ssters might have understood the Eolts songs.”

“Hm.” The sound was skeptical, but that was Maor-gan’s only comment on what he'd heard. “And
that bird etched into your face?’

“Think I'll save that one for another day. Tdl me about the Meruu.”

The treesin the orchard they were riding past had clusters of green spheres on long stems, the fruits
about the dze of her thumbnail. A scattering had ablush of pink mixed in the green. A few trees dill had
blossoms on them, odd looking things, a corona of round white petals cirding a greenish yelow pod with
cracks in it that showed off a crimson interior. Like the moss ponies, the trees looked an odd mix of
Cougn and locd that was more likdy than not a result of the ur-Fior tampering with generative tissue.
Shape Wars. Hm. Must have killed off the techs and wiped out a lot of material or they'd be
farther along than this. Sounds like the same old thing. Time to get Maor-gan talking. Need to
know what this place is really like. Chorek, that's something else. How they organize things.
Weaknesses they’ ve got to provide for. And what to do about the Chave. Gods, | wish Lee was
here. Could use that ship of hers. No. Can’t depend on her the rest of my life. It's MY life. Look at
the man, off in a dream somewhere. Do | give him a jab to get him started, or let him surface on
his own?

As the road finished curving round the orchard and headed west again, a Fior driving a team of Sx
heavy homed beasts came into view. They were red and white with heavy dewlaps, moving at a steady
dip, alittle faster than a man could wak. The wagon they pulled had compodtion tires and a padded
seet. The Sides were thin drips of wood that had been steamed supple and woven into high and redively
light walls. Canvas was pulled over the load and tied tight.

The Fior was a stub of a man as wide as he was tdl, with a shaved head and brigly red mustache
and beard. One ear was pierced, a wooden luck charm hung from a slver stud. He looked curioudy a
Danor, raised thorny red brows a Shadith, grinned at Maor-gan, and waved the goad a him. “Ard
Magin.”

Maorgan rode closer to the ditch, stopped his cadpa. “Barridl. Where you coming from?’

“Ordm’'l D’bak’ md. Watch 'y’ back, Ard. Chorek round like lice”

| “Hear you, Barrid!. Chd D6 keep.”

When the wagon had rumbled round the orchard, Maorgan clucked his cafpa into dlip-clopping
adong beside Shadith and answered the question she thought he' d forgotten. “Matha matha, the Meruus.
Meruu of the Air. A dutch of the eldest of the unsiolled Eolt. They hang together to chitter and chatter,
dng atune or two and report on the doings of ther descendants, a litany of deploring and complaint.
Meruu of the Earth. Much the same thing, Elders gumming out therr last days pretending to run the place.
Hold on a min-ute.” He urged the cadpa into a trot that looked as uncomfortable as Shadith had
expected, caught up with Danor, spoke with him, and pointed ahead.

When he was back beside Shadith, he said, “There's a lay-by with awel about an hour on. We |



stop and rest the cabpas awhile, let them drink and nibble on some grain. Well, what | said was a bit of
an exaggeration. We Ards are none of us dl tha fond of author-ity. The Meruus abide in Chuta
Meredd in the Vde of Medon. Which is where we're going, by the way. The Circles of the Ordumels
send representatives there to make laws for Banikoth. There's a repository of memory and records, a
place where teachers go to learn the history of the world. And a court where budlines go to lay quarrels
and For to work out mat-ters of property, where Ordumels go to settle bound-ary disputes, that sort of
thing. But only if the problem’s redly serious. Bother them with something they think is frivolous and the
fines they lay on you will take your last drop of sweet.” He nodded at the smdler, pder Eolt drifting
overhead. “Lebesair is what we cdl a Mer-Eolt,” he said. “One of those that carries word from the
Meruus to the Ordumels”

“Seams peaceful, dl things considered. What was that wagon driver talking about. Chorek? What
are chorek and why should we worry about them?’

“Chorek.” Maorgan wrinkled his nose, shook his head. “Trouble, Shadowsong. Thieves, some of
them killers. The milder sort attack travelers, strip them to the skin, carry off everything they own. Others
... He shuddered. “They want to refight the Shape Wars. They sted to support themselves and kill to
support ther goas. Bad bunch. Ordinary chorek don't usudly attack when there are Eolt on watch, but
the ones at war with the world hate Ards and the sdll bond. Evenif they couldn’'t stedl, they’ d kill us”

“Shee! Between them and the Chave, I'm going to be deeping light for sure.”

“They don’'t come this far from the mountains much. Sometimes we get bands raiding out of the
Mar-ishes. Like the Sea Marish down by the mesuch’s en-closure. A lot of verminin that place. Did us a
favor when they sat down there, the mesuchs did. By the time we reach the edge of Dumd Alsskum's
Land Right, well be close to the Kutdinga Marish. Then we will have to start sharing waich; it would be
us=ful if you have offworld wegpons.” He fdl slent a mo-ment, brooding.

Shadith didn't answer the implied question; she wasn't ready quite yet to trust him dl that much,
didn’t know how the Meruus would react to her com-ing to them armed. She sighed.

5

The two teachers moved about the room, putting avay copybooks, picking up the scraps of paper
that every classroom in every paper-using culture seemed to spawn by the end of each day. They were
uneasy about talking to her, Adan could fed that. At the same time, they wanted to tak. They were
fascinated by the idea of Univeraty; they glanced a her repeat-edly and every glance was a question.

The Keteng was the more aggressive of the two. Xe finished laying out the chak in the tray that ran
adong the base of the dateboard, dusted off xe's hands, and turned to face Adan. “So, wha is it you
want usto say?’

“If you could start with your names and what it isyou do.”

“Budechil said that thing,” xe pointed at the Ridaar, “makes pictures and traps the voice.”

“Would you care to see what it does?’

“Ves”

The Keteng contemplated xe's image, frowning at the sound of x€ s voice. “Tha's me?’

“What you hear indde your head is, never what other people hear. You'll get used to the difference
after awhile and won't find it strange.”

Xe turned to whisper to the For woman, then fetched chairs, and the two of them settled in the pool
of sunlight coming through the roof.

“My name is Oskua, Budline Ua-beriod. | teach Meoach and young Fior song and higtory and dl
the things they should know about the ways of the world.”

“My name is Teagasa Teor, | teach Meoach and young Fior writing, ciphering and drawing, dance
and dl the things that grace the world.”

“We are bonded, Teagasa and I. It's not the Sdll bond of the Ard and Eolt, but a sharing that
crosses family and budlines. We dream the same dreams and when we share the fruit of the berrou in the
High Summer month Orredyl, we can walk each other’s thoughts. Teagasa was born and | budded and



dropped free in the same month, the same day and from that time forth our bond was there, growing as
we grew. From our experience when we went to the Vae of Medon to study history and other things,
this bond is therein mogt who teach the young.”

Teagasa amiled and touched Oskud’s wrig near the hand. “On the Fior Sde, it doesn't matter
whether the child ismae or femde, the bond is the same.”

Oskud turned x€'s wrist and took xe's companion’s hand in xe's. “You're interested in the Shape
Wars, you said. To get the old songs about that time, you have to go to Chuta Meredel. Perhaps your
Harper can arrange that for you. It won't be easy. The Elders hold their knowledge close.”

“They're jedous of it,” Teagasa said. “We tried for months to see just the old-Fior verson of
Bracoin's Song, without the mudc or any commentary, but we never got a smdl of it. We had to make
do with trans-lations, and you can’'t ever be sure about them, can you.”

Adan glanced at the Ridaar, Sghed. “It's a problem I've met before,” she said. “1'd like you to think
of people in the Dumd who have gtories you think worth tdling and wouldn't mind you giving their
names. I'll send my Aide around later to collect the lig.” She smiled. “His name is Marrin Ola and he
looks like bones held together with light brown skin. Right now 1I'd like children’'s songs and any
explandions you have of how they came to be.”

Teagasa s brown eyes went narrow with shyness and she looked away. “Wouldn't it be better,” she
mur-mured, the words barely audible, “if you had the chil-dren themselves snging?’

“Thetime for that will come. Clarity of words and tune is what's important now. And, of course, the
ex-planaions. This is more important than perhaps you know. It's often farly late in the hisory of a
people before the children’s songs are written down. They’re not consdered serious materid, though
they will have information of congderable importance to a sudy of that culture imbedded within them.”

“l see” The teachers whispered together for severd moments, then Oskua clicked x€'s tongue and
amiled, x€'s dark eyes shining with mischief. “We |l give you a sampling,” xe said. “That's what you want
anyway, catalyds to trigger more songs.”

Oskud and Teagasa shifted their chairs, danting them so they could face each other and dill see
Adan.

“Charun, derun, comn and corr,” Oskua sang, holding the long r & the end of the last word.

“In the cloudlands swoop and soar.” Teagasa' s higher voice wove about the drone of ther.

“Kere cherom busca madh.” Droned dh extending. “Creep and crawl, trot and plod.” Over and
under the drone.

“Elare, ehere, iduslase” Zed drone extending. “Dance and dart in deep green seaways.”

“That's the dart of one,” Oskud said. “A namesong of birds, beasts, and fish. It goes on forever, a
whole catalog of the creatures of Béuchad. There are alot of catdogs children sing, ligs of Ordumelsin
the Dumd Rings ligs of rivers, of mountains, of seas, of the con-tinents.” Xe grinned. “We like ligs, we
Bduchar.”

Teagasa amiled dhyly. “But we do songs just for fun, like the Cadpa song. Children do a clap-jump
game to that one.”

Oksud nodded, started dapping X€'s hands in a strong steady rhythm. Teagasa joined xe, daoping
on the off-beat. Together they sang:

“ CaOpa Cadpa where do you graze?
Upland and downland wherever grass stays.
Catpa Catpa how do you run?

Clippaclop clippaclop under the sun.”

“That's another one that goes on and on,” Oskua said. “And there sthis one.”
“Little Achcha Meloach

Sttinginatree
Yeling down at Fior boy



Can't catchme....”

The lay-by was neat and wel-maintained, a grassy space indde a stake fence with fruiting vines
woven through the stakes. Indde the fence there was a grassy area with two shade trees and severd
backless benches, a covered wdl with a hand pump for filling the water trough, a three-sided shed with a
corral and hayrick for the cabpas or draft animds of those spend-ing the night there, a resthouse with a
roof made from pieces of shdl scraped so thin they let the sun shine through. The only furnishings were a
pair of wide benches built into the wal and a fireplace with an extenson to one sde for cooking meds.

After they finished tending the cadpas, Shadith gtrolled to the opening in the stake fence and stood
looking aong the road.

There was a dark blot on the horizon rather like a herd of something smdler then the
ponies—something else coming down the road. She hadn’t expected to see things so busy. Despite the
Y araka thrusting them-selves into the lives of these people, once one got a very short way from the
Enclave, the days of the locas seemed to be moving dong much as usud.

She grolled away. Waking fdt good, dretching muscles that the riding had tied into knots. She
looked in the door of the resthouse, saw Danor stretched out on one of the benches with his face to the
wadl. You want to be alone, I'll leave you alone. She moved on.

Maorgan was leaning on the corra fence, tadking pri-vatdy to Eolt Meech, the speech tentacle
dropping to curl around his neck.

Shadith glanced at the Ard, shrugged and wandered back to the opening.

The blotch was closer, separating out into a crowd of children. She was beginning to hear fragments
of laughter and words. She turned her head, called,

“Maorgan, something's on the road ahead, moving toward us. Come tdl me what it is”

At firg she didn’t think he'd heard her, then he touched the tentacle round his throat. When the Eolt
pulled free, he said, “According to Meech, it'sthe Mengerak. The twdfth year Circle” He waked over
to her, looked out. “Right.”

“That tdlsmealot.”

“Oh. Seven Ordumes make a Circle. In this Circle, we count Alsskum, Kebesengay, Bliochd,
Melekau, Rongesan, Cherredech, Soibeseng. In the third week of Kerrekerl the Mengerak begins. The
Children's Walk. Starts in a different Dumd each year, around and around the Circle. It's a time for
learning, for bonding with the Circle, getting ready for the Kirrata-neh and the Mating farrs. For trading.
For holding the Circle in peace. What Glois was on about, next year he and Utdd will be meking
Mengerak. The kids think it's the greatest fun there is, going from celebration to celebration, but it's a
lot more then that. It's a thousand and a thousand years old and it's im-portant, it's one of the glues that
binds us together. Ah, Shadowsong, if the Shape Wars come back ....” He didn't try to finish, just shook
his head and stood watching the horde of children coming down the road.

“What about the chorek? And animd predators?’

“If you'll look higher, you'll see hdf a dozen Eolt floating ward above them. Besides, if anyone
harmed a dngle one of those kids, they’d have dl of Banikoéh after them. We wouldn't stop till we
cleaned the land of them.” His face twisted with sudden anger, smoothed out dmogt as quickly. “It won't
happen.”

“It has't happened,” she said quietly. “The Yaraka and the Chave, your mesuchs, they're changing
things Next year you'd better send guards with the children if you think they should go out. Not just the
Eolt. Sounds like some of the politica choreks would like nothing better then linking up with a set of
powerful offworlders. And that means trouble of akind you haven't seen before.”

He looked past Danor at the band of children. They were close enough now that Shadith could begin
to make out individuds. Two girls were dancing in a wild spird dong the grassy lane har flying,
breathless laughter bresking to pieces on the wind. A Keteng Mdoach was plucking grings and
knocking his knuck-les on an indrument that seemed rather like a lute crossed with a gourd. Behind xe
other Meloach were clapping their hands and severd Fior and Meoach were improvisng mouth music.



“We need this glue, Shadowsong. Without it Keteng and Fior could fdl apart.” He made an impatient
sound. “Matha matha, we' d better get moving again. Holding on is what the Klobach is dl about. The
Meruus are expecting you to tdl them how step by step, so we'd better get you there and let you do it.”

7. Whedl of Fortune

1

Ceam handed the bhinocs to the Fior woman squatting beside him. “Look where they put the
Crawler. They've learned. Take the canyon fdling in on them to do serious damage there.”

Leoca adjusted the focus. “Hm. | see what you mean. Good thing that isn't what we have in mind.”

The Crawler was edged up againgt a stand of ancient kulkins and gumas, a swath of grassy ground
between it and the creek that ambled down the can-yon, the chuff of its ar intakes audible above the
muted sounds from the rest of the canyon. The day was warm and quiet, the rudtle of the leaves, the
mur-mur of the creek soporific as a lullaby; even the angies were saying close to their perches, their
songs sub-dued, barely reeching the watchers on the rim. One of the mesuchs was stretched out on a
blanket, degp-ing in the shade of a young kerre just coming into bud

“Doesn't look like they’re expecting trouble. | sup-pose the slorm meant you had clouds down to
your ankles when Eolt Kitsek brought you word.”

Ceam rested hischinin his hands. “Mm. Y ou get caught init?’

“Ihai! did we.” She took along careful look at the canyon below, lowered the binocs, and rubbed at
her eyes. “Makes you dizzy, this Engebel, see if you can work out a way to get a that thing” She
passed the glasses to her Keteng companion. “How many and what schedule are they keeping?’

He wriggled from the rim so the Keteng could take his place, stood when he was far enough that he
wouldn’'t be seen from below, dusted himsdf off and sat with his back againg one of the scrub gumes
ding-ing to the dope behind the canyon lip. “Two mesuch. Four hours on, four off. The pair on duty
when | got here were doppier about it. Did a lot of leaving the machine to run itsdlf. Next lot, though,
they rung the changes by the bdll. That's the way it's been since. Twelve days | been here, they've had
three personne switches, new mesuch coming in second day, Sxth day, firg lot came back yesterday.
They were hot to hold sched, figure they got chewed out about it, but they’re dready sarting to get lazy.
I"d say tonight or tomor-row would be best time, they won't be deaning up yet for next rotation.” He
glanced at the three Mdoach squaiting slent in the shade of the other gumeas. “New kind of Mengerak?’

Leoca sghed. “In a way. Chetid, Tengd, and Bliul were students of ours. Engebd and |, we're
teachers. Cha oy, we were before the mesuch came. Story you probably heard a hundred times, they
hauled Fior off to labor camps, killed any Keteng they could catch, and burned the Dumd.”

Ceam grunted. “How you going to fix them?’

“Hokori puffbals. The spores get into the part that runs the machines and make it go crazy. Couple
of the Mdoach get under the crawlers between the tracks, pop a dozen spores into the ar intake and,
oh, twenty minutes later, the thing's junk.”

“l was warned to stay telkib mekib from them. Alarms go off, | get roasted. How ....”

“Something we found out by accident a couple ten-days ago. Mdoach don't register on ther
detectors. Our younglings there can dide right up to the crawlers before the mesuch know what's
happening. About a dozen klids like us moving on Crawlers thistenday. Want to get as many of them as
we can before they figure out what' s happening and how to stop us”

Ceam glanced a the sun, eyes squinted againg the glare. Half an hour of light left, maybe a bit
more. Hewriggled closer to the rim, trained the binocs on the trees behind the Crawler. The klid should
bein place now. Not a sign of them. Good thing, that. His mouth pinched to a narrow line as he saw
one of the mesuch move into the doorway of the Crawler living space and stand daring at the canyon
rim. Nervous, are you, scraem? | hope you' ve got reason you don’t know about. “Ah!”

A smdl, agile shadow snaked from under the trees and vanished beneath the Crawler. As Leoca



sad, no darm.

Ceam amiled. If the teachers are right and hokori spores can poison that thing, Chel Dé be
blessed, there'll be a dozen of the monsters dead soon. Not too soon-for me.

The Mdoach did out and crawled for the trees. Xe looked wobbly now, uncertain.

Xe must have got a whiff of them xeself Move, child. Go on, go on, keep going. Aid good.

One of the other Mdoach dipped from the trees, caught the fird by the aam, and hdf-lifted,
haf-dragged xe back into shelter.

Ceam moved the binocs to the door into the Crawler shell. As the sun did completely behind the
peaks, the light visble through the louvers that pro-tected the windows were lines of ydlow on a black
ground, the open door a ydlow rectangle interrupted by the blocky form of the Chav.

The mesuch turned his head, said something to the other one, his voice a grumble on the wind, the
words unintdligible. He moved indde and pulled the door shuit.

For haf an hour nothing happened.

The door to the Crawler burst open, the two me-suchs sumbled out, choking, coughing, wisps of
smoke fallowing them, the ydlow glow behind them flick-ering as if it were firdight rather than dectric.
As the mesuchs flung themsalves onto the creek to wash the spore dust off them, the light pulsed a last
time and went out.

Ceam amiled with pleasure. It worked. The Cram-er’s dead.

The gmile vanished as the diff groaned and shifted under him. He heard a horrible whining sound
below him. When he looked down, he saw the nose end of one of the mole machines poke through the
gone; amoment later the rest of it followed and it fdl into the canyon, landing with a crash that echoed
fromwal to wdl and aflare of light that started spots dancing before Ceam'’s eyes.

“Ihai!” As the stone started shaking under him like a Keteng in the grip of berm fever, Ceam
scrambled away from the edge and watched with horror as an-other of the machines screamed out
where he'd been lying. It turned end for end and ate its way back into the stone.

He snatched his pack and bolted up the uneven mountaingde riang from behind the canyon rim.

Themining machines screamed, the high whines lift-ing the hairs on his arms and neck; the groaning
and cracking of the stone got louder. As the dirt dipped under his fedt, trying to drag him with it, the
mountain rocked and shuddered, the trees around him cracked and groaned, he caught a branches,
brush, used them to pull himsdf dong, fdl to his knees again and again, the pack he held by one shoulder
strap nearly wrenched from his grasp. He scrambled on, struggling to get over the shoulder of the mourt,
onto the far dope.

* % %

Near dawn when the mountain had settled to its ordinary golidity, Ceam crept back, keeping a
careful watch on the sky to make sure no airwagons were around. At the edge of the dill undable scree,
he stopped and looked down dong what had once been a canyon wall.

The Crawler had escaped much of the dide, but a few huge chunks of stone had brushed againg it
and tumbled it onto its Sde. It looked like a dead nagd tipped on its back, the tracks like broken legs
tucked close to the shdl. Ceam st the binocs to his eyes and picked up dlints of garlight from the
twigted torn metd of the mining machines, mixed inextricably with the shards of stone. Near the Crawler
he spotted an am and a leg in the dull gray of mesuch worksuits poking from under a pile of debris.
Either the second mesuch got away on foot or he was mashed to pulp under the fdlen stone.

After alagt scan with the binocs, he resettled the * straps of the pack and began making hisway down
back around the mountain, a amdl contented amile on his round, lined face.

2

llabrn sat in the corner of the Ykkuva's consultartion chamber, playing wallpaper music on the harp
and ligening to the reports coming in on the com. He kept his head down, his eyes on his fingers so he
wouldn't betray the stisfaction he felt. Sx Crawlers and their moles completely destroyed. Two intect
but needing a complete replacement of the control system and new moles. Four Crawlers with only minor



dam-age because the crews were dert enough and lucky enough to get the systems shut down before the
spores had a chance to destroy them—adl that working on information he'd passed out of the Kushayt.
Matha matha, it was a piece of luck, that, hearing the report about the spores. He freed one hand,
stroked it with loving care dong the wood of the harp frame. Your doing, my sweet mistress, all you.

His heart had nearly falled him the morning a ten-day ago when Hunnar’s voice sounded behind him
as hefinished coding some information he’ d picked up about movements of the Crawlers.

“Why haven't you played that before?’

Iladrn eased himself away from the harp and got to his feet, moving diffly, his knees aching
because he'd sat so long on the cold damp earth. He folded his hands, bowed his head. “Oh Ykkuvd, |
was mourning. The timeisfinished now, so | play again. | was Ard, O Ykkuval. | was a master harper.
It was my life.”

“That was a strange piece you played. Jarring.”

“Oh, Ykkuval, it was a study, not a finished piece. An exercise. Something to get my hands in
shape again.”

“Play something more ahh euphonious. Something more suited to Dushanne.” Hunnar strolled off,
glanc-ing back now and again, a thoughtful frown on his heavy face.

Ilabrn leaned into the harp and considered what he should play. By way of their intimate connection
through the probe sessions, he knew Hunnar better than most of his own people, knew the Chav’'s
preten-sions and limitations. Something smple but flashy. His mouth twitched, into his first unbitter
smile in months as he thought how like this mesuch was to more than one Ordume Teseach he'd
known. He started playing Ard Amorane’s Trick—and tricked himself. He forgot about Hunnar and
the mesuch, even about his gall, losng himsdf in the sheer joy of the sound.

Hunnar’s voice brought him back dl too soon to the redlity of hislife.

“... to judge with that primitive instrument you play, but the touch is lyricdl, the tone most pleasing to
the ear. An artist. Yes. Anyone can grub in a gar-den, but a true artist must follow his gift. We pride
ourselves on our taste, we highborn. And our generos-ity. A gift like that puts a man outside of caste,
makes him worthy of our patronage ....

Ilabrn stopped listening; he could guess what out-side of caste meant. Pampered pet dancing to the
whim of the patron. I’d rather be your gardener than your “artist in residence,” but | don’t have
a choice, do I. Hm. | can try telling you the garden refreshes my soul and | need to work here.
Wonder if that'Il work? If | can’t get out ... cha oy, it has to work.

Endless sweet soft ripples flowing from his hands, Iladrn watched the Ykkuvd's anger rise as his
eyes moved over screen after screen of reports on the de-struction the spores had caused. Reports of
villages burned in retdiation. Empty villages. Reports from the fliers scouring the mountains with motion
and heat detectors. No locas sighted, ether species. Empty land, but out of that land, destruction rising.

Hunnar tapped a sensor. “Memur Tryben, | want you.”

llabrn touched the gtrings, the music he made bardy audible, hoping Hunnar would forget he was
there. He wanted very much to lisien in on this conference, but he didn’'t know enough about the Chave
to mea-sure the weight of Hunnar's decison to make his native Harp Master an ornament and a
testimony to his status. The lowering of the sound levd backfired, though, winning him a glare from
Hunnar. Without changing expression, he gradudly returned to the way he' d been playing before.

Hunnar relaxed, closed his eyes, began tapping his claws on the chair's arm, not getting the beat quite
right until 1labrn dtered it to match the dicking of those claws.

A soft buzz.

Hunnar sghed and sat up. He tapped the sensor and when the door opened, waved the Chav who
camein to the honor chair at the end of the desk.

The Security Chief glanced at Iladrn, his brow ridges drawn down. For a moment [larn thought he
was going to protest, but the Chav's eyes went dull as he dipped the Harper into the dot that Chave kept
for such beings and forgot about him.

“We re hemorrhaging, Tryben.” Hunnar waved a hand at the images frozen on the viewscreens. “I
want it stopped.”



Tryben's face went blank, his secondary lids gliger-ing a moment before he caught hold of his
temper and recouched them. “I hear, O Ykkuvd.”

Hunnar made an impatient movement with his eating hand. “Pull your claws in, Memur. I'm not
blaming you.” He flattened his hands on the desktop, his inner lids dropping till his eyes gligened as if
they were greased. “Thanks to our illustrious Comptroller back home, none of us have the men or
equipment we need.” He drew in along breeth, snorted it out. “Have you discovered what it was caused
dl the damage?’ —

“Spores. From some kind of puffbdl thing. We had some trouble with it before. Y ou remember? The
Drudges dirtboards went crazy and stopped working and when we opened them up, it was like they
were coated with sooty hair. Same thing. All twelve. No way this was an accident.”

“If they could do it out there, we' re vulnerable here. What are you doing about that?”

“I’ve got the tech working on intake screens and baffles with burnclean sections. Should be fitted up
inaday or two. We ve st tingler fidds around the rest of the Crawlers and stepped up the sengtivity of
the darm systems. The hayv won't get near enough to get ther filth into the system.”

“So they'll try something else. Hm. The locds in the camps know something, | can amdl it on them.
Haul in the headmen and probe them to their back teeth. | want to know what their grandfathers had for
breskfast.” He paused, stared blankly past Tryben. “And pick up some of the vegheads. Try the probe
on them, see what you come up with. | don’t expect much, but you never know when your luck might
pop hot.”

“O Ykkuvd, I'll set that going immediately.” Tryben paused, straightened his shoulders.

In his corner lladrn’s fingers fumbled and he dmogt logt the beat in his surprise a seeing that
bloody-handed butcher nervous as atadling a his appren-tice trids.

“If the Comptroller would authorize the importaction, I'd like to do an EYE sweep of the range.” The
words were dow and heavy, the Memur's gravely voice devoid of inflection. “Ten fliers and two
chan-nedls cleared for the pickup. It is the only way we can possibly find the saboteurs in dl that forest
and stone. Heat pickups, motion readers, and visuds just will not do the job. | suspect wha we are
looking for are smdl groups moving on foot, impossible to tdl from grazing herds and other natura
phenomena.” He lowered his eyes to his hands and waited for the answer.

“If they’d ligtened to me, you' d have had EY Es weeks ago. No. | won't bother asking again. There's
no point to it. I can give you five fliers With dl these Crawlers down, we' ve got that much excess
capacity. Pick your men, tdl them to do the best they can, ash whatever shows up on the monitors.” A
dash of his hand cut off the discusson. “Medtech Muhaseb. You' ve been watching to make sure he's
not dipping word out about the husk?’

Memur Tryben lifted his head, settled into the chair, the dangerous moment had passed. This was
business as usud and he was comfortable with it_“None of the techs working on the andys's have been
given access to the com. Or to other techs. We' ve been monitoring them since you set up the project.”

“Hm. There was an interesting com cdl last night. Jndar ni Koroumak. Making noises like he wanted
to be invited out here. Hunting, he said. What could |1 do? HEl be here with his idiot followers in less
than a month. Be prepared to have him nosing about the labs”

“Ah. | see. Your interest inthisis kept close, | guarantee that, and Muhasely's group is buffered. I'll
make sure he doesn't get near them. News dipping out about the smoke is something else. The high that
comes from burning the husks is common knowledge among techs and Drudges. You know how such
things get about among the lower orders. Farkli the Drudge, the one who runs the lubbot, he's
complained more than once about the stink and the drain on hisincome. Seems the smoke suckers don’t
drink as much as they did before.” Tryben flexed his aams in the Chav equiv-dent of a shrug. “Techs
coming off duty will raid one of the Slegping Grounds and bring back as much of the husk as they can
conced in ther gear. They have enough sense to keep ther smoke sucking for off-duty hours. So far,
anyway, but it ssems to be quite ad-dictive, so that may change soon. At least hdf the techs working on
the andlysis are showing Sgns of smoke dependence.”

“Looks like we' ve got another Tirassci brewing. Kir and chich! Asif | needed more trouble. How
bad isit?’



“With our limited numbers here, it's not surprisng that nearly dl of the subclasses have tasted smoke.
Without rigorous tests, any numbers would be hardly more than a guess, but I'll give them to you. Fifteen
mining techs Ieft. All have some degree of depen-dence. Sx med techs. As | said before, four of the Sx
are showing sgns of dependency. Ten Drudges. Two of them got beaten for seding Husk from techs.
Mogt have no contact with the smoke. Twenty-four Guards. Sx have drunk smoke on their off-hours,
the others just get drunk. Sx com and repair techs. All have tasted smoke. Two seem to be dependent,
the others prefer Farkli’ s yang. Early results of the med techs investigations seem to show smoke isn't as
destructive as Tirasti chaw. At least not so swift a decay of nerve cdls. Hard to say. We'd need to test
long term users and we don’t have any of those.”

“Hm. Set a trap a one of the Segping Grounds. The Harper says those that tend the place are
addicts. Find an old Cousin hanging around because he can’'t wak away from his habit, you'll get your
long-term study with enough crossover to be useful.”

“Ah.I'll do that.”

They continued to talk for another hour and Iladrn sat in his corner, playing his wallpaper music and
gew-ing with impatience. He had to get into the garden. What he' d heard was important, he had to get it
out. He closed his eyes and began stting the news into Riddle Mode. Mesuch hunting mountain
length, burn-ing everything that moves. Repeat. Repeat. Trap at Seeping Ground. Repeat. Repest.
Hunting and watch-ers. Repeat. Repeat. Leaders in the labor camps. Re-peat. Repeat. Mesuch are
coming to get them. Repest. Repeat. Scrape their brains of everything they know. Repest. Repedt.
Anyone with secrets get away. Get away now.

When Memur Tryben left, Hunnar got to his feet and paced the length of the room over and over,
socowling at the tiled floor though it was obvious he saw nothing of the blocky design; he was waking off
the anger he'd kept locked away as long as anyone who mattered wasin the room. Back and forth, back
and forth until [ladrn was dizzy from waching him. Back and forth, back and forth—and then he
stopped, stared at the wdl of screen, went to his desk and reached toward the sensor board.

He drew his hand back, turned his scowl on Hewn. “Take your med early. You'll be playing for my
din-ner tonight.” He cupped his hand across his mouth, examined the worn gray tunic and trousers the
Harper wore. “I'll have the terzin run up a formd robe for you. You'll wear that tonight. Thet thing you
played in the Dushanne Garden. | want that. Something com-plementary to go with it. I'll leave that up to
you. Impress them and you won't find me ungrateful.”

“l hear and obey, O Ykkuvd.”

“Good. Be ready by ninth hour. I'll send a Drudge to fetch you.”

llabrn sat in the dark outside the gardener’s hutch, watching the stars shift overhead and soaking his
left hand in an infuson of langtana leaves, hed dready soaked the right hand and was doing easy
exercises with the wrist and fingers. Playing dl day like this was tearing up his fingers even if it was musc
only by an extreme extenson of the concept.

He amiled and did more finger push-ups, the thick springy grass cool and pleasant againg his skin.
More playing than he'd done since he and Imué had grown old and creaky and stopped their wandering
from Dumd to Dumed. He thought about Imué and was surprised to find only a faint bittersweetness left
of the pain that once tore through him when he remem-bered his sall.

It was very late, past midnight. He was deepy but not enough to hit the bed, not yet. He was happy.
For two tendays he'd sent his Riddle tunes into the empty air without a hint that anyone heard them.
Today, though ... today was payoff. Today made dl of it worth the soreness in his fingers and the
boredom in his soul. Twelve Crawlers out of use, Sx of them per-manently. Ahhh.

Theloud dick of a door shutting snapped him out of his reverie. He got to his feet, stood wiping his
damp hand on his old tunic as he watched two shad-ows wak dong one of the Dushanne Garden's
paths, both of them carrying bulky packs. Two?

Holding his breath, he ghosted after them.



On his belly among stinkweeds that had grown tal and thick as scrub trees, llabrn watched the
cloaked figure dimb from a deek amdl flier. The oy from Banikoéh. As he had the last time, he started
taking before he reached the shdlter of the wdl niche. “When | took the virus the last time, you said you
wouldn't cal me across any more; you said you' d work a way to get me caled home. Chaos broke last
night when they found out the com wouldn't work. How many times do you think | can shake loose
before that lard-head tumbles to what’ s happening? What! What' s that! Who's he?’

Good, Iladrn thought. 1 want to know, too.

“You wanted to know why you're here. He' s it. Look at this”

The spy took the flake Hunnar handed him, dipped it into a reader, then sucked in his breath. Hadlily
he covered his surprise and made to return the flake.

“Keep it. The money’'s in a pecid account, separate from the other. You'll need that flake for
authorizartion to transfer the funds”

“And ... mm ... what'sit buying?’

“Trangportation.” Hunnar set his hand on the squat dark figure of the other Chav. “You get him past
Kor-aka's forward line and drop him at the edge of the swamp. That'sdl.”

The spy opened his mouth to protest, shut it again. The fur on his face was ruffled, his mouth was
pinched into a black pout. Hisfingers had closed around the smal reader, his thumb was moving across
them, asif he caressed both himsdf and the gdt enumerated on the flake.

The scent of mesuch fear and greed was bitter as the stench from the stinkweed. Hewn watched the
oy weighing the dangers of doing and not doing. You laid the stones for this the moment you let spite
and greed goad you into taking your first bribe, fool. You might as well agree. You're dead if you
don’t. His eyes wid-ened as he saw the second Chav edging away from Hunnar; the spy didn’'t notice.
He was too preoccupied with his sruggle. No, I'm wrong. You're just dead. He caught his lip between
histeeth, bit down hard as the Chav stepped swiftly behind the spy and drove his fig into the mesuch's
back, jerked it away. No, not hisfist. A knife with a blade hardly wider than a needle. The spy started to
turn and the Chav struck again, thistime driving the knifein under the chin.

The body dropped to the gravel. The Chav wiped his knife on the mesuch’s cloak, then dipped it up
hisdeeve.

Hunnar touched the sprawled body with the toe of his boot. “Too bad. But | suppose we couldn’t
have milked much more out of him.” He stooped, pried the flake and the reader from the spy’s hand,
Sraightened.

“Didn’'t think he’d weer it, taking mein.”

Together they loaded the mesuch’s body into the flier, then tossed the packsin on top of him.

Hunnar stepped back. “You're on your own, Kurz. As long as the Yaraka com sysem stays out,
keep in touch. If you need supplies, I'll do my best to get them to you.” He tapped the reader with the
cdaw on his forefinger. “You don’'t make it back, this goes to your son. | promised it and | keep my
word.”

Kurz lifted his hand in the daws-in open-hand sa-lute, reached for the sensor board.

Thewhine of the flier’ sliftersin his ears, llabdrn crept backward through the stinkweed thicket, eased
himsdf round the corner, and ran for the hidden door, moving as quietly as he could without diminishing
his speed. His bely churned with the knowledge there was no chance of passng on wha he'd heard
before morning. Too bad too bad too bad ... the words echoed in his head to the padding of his bare
feet.

8. The Ways of Béluchad

1

Asthe cabpatran rounded a hillock crowned with kerre trees, Shadith saw a Dumd ahead, nestled
in a bend of the Menguid River, hdf a dozen sal barges tied up to the wharves lining the riverbank on
both sides.



For some time now, they’d been out of the bottom-lands into ralling countryside—brush and grass
with browsing beasts, insead of wide fidds of plowed and planted land. The road ran west with little
deviation from the sraight line, up and down, over hills across smdl vdleys, dways gaining dtitude no
matter how many dips it made, though the gain was dow and sub-tle enough to be nearly imperceptible;
the Menguid sometimes ran beside the road, sometimes curved away o that they wouldn't see it for
severd days, though more than once Shadith watched the tips of the stubby sals of the barges gliding
past, just vishble above the brush growing on a hillock, or the bright flutter of a burgee to remind her that
there were other folk about.

There were no more lay-bys kept supplied by the Ordume they were traveling through. No more
Ordu-méels, only scattered farm houses and stock cabins.

This section of the road was poorly maintained, more ruts and potholes than paving, and few used it.
Now and then they passed a farmwife on her way to market in a cabpa cart or a boy herding smdl
animds that looked like cotton poufs on dainty black legs that her wordlist eventudly told her were called
cabhisha. Most of the traffic was on the river.

The Dumd ahead was flying bright pennons and oriflanmes, burgees from the barges tied up at the
river landing. Flowers blooming brightly on therr heads and shoulders, Meoach were playing in circle
games with Fior children dressed in red and orange trousers with brilliant white smocks embroidered in
blue and green.

Overhead the two Eolt rose to a fagter airsream and went gliding swiftly toward the Dumd.

Danor brushed his hand across his eyes.

Shadith winced as she saw how it was shaking. The happy scene below must be like ground glass on
his nerves.

She kneed her cadpa closer to Maorgan. “What' s this place cdled and why the celebration?’

“Dumd Olterau. | think ....” He clicked his tongue as he counted days on his fingers. “Time. How it
dipsand dides away. It' s thefirg of Sabibyl ... that meansthisisthe firg offidd day of Summer—and if
| haven't logt track completely it's dso Rest Day. Supposed to be good fortune next year when Summer
beginswith Rest.”

Asthey rode into the town, aring of dancers came from a sde street, laughing and dapping, severd
of them snging, others beating out the rhythm with wooden clogs and tambourines. One of the singers
was a pretty For girl with bright red curls and a spray of freckles across her nose; she glanced at
Maorgan, looked up and saw the Eolt, then thrust two fingersin her mouth and produced a loud whidtle.
When she had everyone' s attention she pointed at the Eolt, then at Maorgan. “Ard,” she shouted.

“Ard. Ard. Ard.” The shouts passed on and came back as more and more people crowded around
them.

The singer caught hold of the cadpa’ s hdlter, looked up at Maorgan. “Will you come?’ She sang the
words, aripple of pleased laughter in her voice. “Will you come stay with me, Ardcoltair?’

He laughed, lifted her onto the cadpa s withers, and kissed her thoroughly to the shouts and cheers of
the crowd. “Take us to the bla, Sun-blessed. My friend there’ s in mourning and in no mood for pleasure.
But once he's settled, we Il ang the Summer in for you.”

Fingers sore, throat raw from the hours of anging and playing, soul dill aglow from the joy of the
music, Shadith moved wearily aong the deserted walkways of the bla. There were no nightlights, but the
blaze that was the Béuchad night sky made them unneces-sary. Looking up was like gazing on a
permanent fireworks display.

Where Maorgan was now she'd hadn't the faintest idea, and she was too tired to care. On the other
hand, she had a very good guess what he was doing—the Béuchar weren't used to femde harpers, but
they didn't let that put them off. During the firgt break from playing, the Olteraun Fior had crowded round
her, men and women both, offering themselves as bed partners, brushing againg her, hands moving on
her breasts and buttocks until she dapped them away and got the idea across that she wasn't interested
inkaus and kikl.



She shifted the strap of the harpcase, dug in her pocket for the odd cylindrica key the Bla Olegan
had given her, started to insart it into the lock hole—and stopped, sniffing. There was a peculiar pungent
gard| coming from the next room over. Danor’s kip.

She frowned. The way he was acting .... She eased the strap off her shoulder, set the case down,
and walked the short distance to Danor's door. She tried the latch. Locked. The andl was much
gronger here, made her fed ... well ... odd. The closest she could come was that time on Avosing where
the planet’s air was permeated with halucinogenic spores.

She leaned againg the door and tried to get some sense of the man, but al she could read was a
jumble of pain, rage, and aflood of grief so terrible she cried out againg it. She closed her eyes, tried to
concen-trate, her head so tired from the mudc and the exuber-ance of the dance, from the excited
atentions of Keteng and Fior, from the glory of the Edlt song, that her brain fdt like mush. Focus.
Exclude. Srip away the flourishes of emaotion, fedl the beat of the bodly.

By the time she managed to reassure hersdf about the strength of Danor’ s life flow, she'd breathed in
enough of the smoke to send her floating.

She contemplated dretching out there on the wak-way, mdting with the smoke, absorbing just
enough to keep her drifting, in a state where nothing mat-tered, dl the twists and turns of need and
regjection wiped away .... Her knees stopped halding her up. She didn’t fdl, it was a dow-motion folding
down. It amused her. She kept folding until her face was pressed againg the tiles. That was amusing.
And pleasant. The tiles were cool and smooth.

She drew in a long bresth—and sneezed vidlently, the spasm triggered by the pollen grains she'd
sucked in with dust from the grouting between the tiles She sneezed again and pushed onto her knees,
appdled a what had happened to her.

Bonesfeding like haf-set gd, she used the latch to pull hersdf to her fet, then staggered back to her
own door. She stood leaning into it, her forehead pressed to the wood, hdf forgetting what she was there
for until her nose prickled again and broke her out of her trance. She unlocked the door, hauled the case
indde, and stood douched in the doorway, gath-ering hersalf.

As s00n as she managed to get the bar down and into its hooks, she sumbled across to the bed and
fdl facedown on it, snking into a deep so deep that if she dreamed she never knew it.

2

Adan clicked the Ridaar off. “That’s enough for now. I'll show you more when you've taked a bit.”
She stled back in her chair and amiled at the four youngsters, two Meloach and two Fior boys, dl of
them around eight or nine years old.

| want children who are good friends, she'd told Teagasa and Oskud. They'll be shy a fird, but
having friends with them will help them relax and loosen their tongues.

Why children? Oskud asked. If you're gathering history ....

There' s an offidd truth and afolk truth in every culture and often they don’t coincide. Children pick
up on falk truth, sometimes it seems from the air it-salf, and they aren’t driven by politics and adult shame
to conced these things. I'm not a historian, Adan fin-ished. | record cultures. All facets of them.

She leaned forward, moved her eyes from face to face, a gesture meant to collect them and make
them fed part of a whole that included her. “What do you do when you want to decide who goes firg?
Say inagame you're playing.” She watched the scrubbed, sober faces, suppressing a Sgh. So obvioudy
on their best behavior, spines diffened by parenta admoni-tions. “No, don't tdl me. Show me.”

An eght-year Meoach named Likd had dready proved to be the mog takative of the four, the
leader insofar as this amdl group had a leader. Xe had bright red mossflowers blooming on x€'s head
and shoulders and dready a beginning of the Denchok lichen web threading across x€'s torso. Xe
fidgeted in xe's chair, twisted xe€'s narrow pointed face into a comic grimace. “If it's just us” xe sad,
“and ev’ one wants to go firg, we do the Digger Count.”

Xeturned to Colain, a short For boy with shiny black hair and eyes bluer than a summer ky. “L€'s
dig” Xe and Colain made figs, pumped them together through the air. “One. Two. Three. Diggit!”

Calan grinned. He'd kept hisfig while Likd had flipped out his middle finger. “Stone b break knife”



Likd did the hand flutter that served Keteng for a shrug.

Sobechel, a younger Mdoach with most of xe's mossflowers ill in bud, though showing bright
orange tips, played aknife to cut Colain’s paper. Brecin, a gangly Fior boy with hair close to the orange
of Sobe-chel’ s flowers, wrapped Sobechel’ s sonein paper. Then, with a nervoudy engaging grin, Brecin
extended hisfig to Adan.

She raised her brows, grinned back at him. “Phra phra, why not.”

“One two three,” they chanted together. “Diggit!” Adan kept the fist, saw hersdf bresking Brecin's
knife

His grin threstened his ears. “Y ou win, Scholar. You go firg.”

“Mm. | think I’ ve been framed.” She chuckled. “All right. What do you want to know?’

Likd scooted his chair closer. “You got any picturesin there of where you come from?’

Brecin pulled up his long bony legs and sat on his feet with his knees pointing out, his shoulders up,
hisarms hooked over the back of the chair. “And what's your family like?’

“And why d d do those mesuch want to ¢ ¢ come here and mess up everything?” Colain pushed at
the lank black har that kept fdling into his eyes. There was an edge of anger in his voice that
embarrassed him when his eyes met Adan’s, he went dmost purple, looked quickly away.

“And what it's like riding between the stars.” Sobe-chel had a dreamy look on x€'s face, pae eyes
the color of dust gligening with visons of distant places and strange things

“Hm, that covers alat of ground. Let’s start with my family. My mother is a businesswoman, she runs
her own company ... um which makes things sort of like locks only fancier with a lot of bells and whidles
to discourage thieves. She lives on aworld caled Droom which is so far away you couldn’t see its sun if
you went out at night and looked at dl the stars. Even from University | can't see Droom’s sun, though it
isabit closer. My father isa poet. | don’t see im much. He' s dways somewhere dse”

“Like Glois dad,” Sobeche said. “He an Ard and he never comes back.”

“Maorgan?’
“Uhruh, ancther one. | think Glois Da, he stays modly on Mdton. Maybe he's dead. Those
mesuchs over there are crazy they say.”

“How c c comeyou liveon ... um ... University and your Mum is way away somewhere ese? D d do
lots of people do like that?’

“Univergty is a whole world that's a school where people go to sudy things, write books, teach
classes. They come from a thousand and a thousand worlds. Some stay and some go home. | stayed.”

“Ah.” Colain nodded. “Like Chuta M m meredd. Our teachers went there to study. But they ¢ come
b back.”

Sobechd clicked his tongue againgt x€'s chewing ridge. “So it's different out there. And everyone
don't come back. Your cousn Timag for one. He went for a bargeman and hasn't showed face here
since Tea-gasa was bedting the letters into you head. Scholar, you said you'd show us pictures. Can |
see a darship? OI' Baridl, he use to ded with Free Traders and he said he'd bring me a picture of a
ship, but he never did. Y ourswill be better anyway, his woulda been just flat and black and white.”

She amiled. “Oh | might have athing or two to interest you, Sobechd. If you'll dl turn your chairs to
face thewdl, well have ourselves a show. Thenit'smy turn to ask questions.”

Adan switched the settings on the Ridaar and gath-ered her subjects into a circle around her. “Now.
Give your name, then tdl us a little about your family, whatever you're comfortable saying. Just to let
your great great many greats grandchildren ...” she amiled at the giggles this started in them, “know a little
bit about you.”

“Cha oy, my name is Likd, Budline Kel-Poradd. My Parent has the Everything Shop, you know,
you walk past it coming here from the bla. That's where Sobey got with o’ Barridl, he come here every
month or so, down from the mountain lakes and the fac'tries there. *Cept in winter, a course.” Likd
fidgeted in xe's chair, stared a the shdl pands in the caling. “I’ve got three older sbs, I'm youngest.
Um. There's Him-tel, x€'s Denchok now, got a bud growing, so I'm about to have a nexter. Then
there sMd and Wen, xes were same-summer buds. Xes finished school last year, looks like xes will be



going into dough ... um ... that's turn Denchok ... soon’s the dlle bushes bud out. Himtd works at the
store, xe going in partners with the Parent in a couple more years. The twins, xes work a looms in
Sobey’ s Parent’ s weaving mill. Both of xes say xes going to go look for land when xes get enough money
saved to put down a payment. Won't be in any Ordumels round here, though, land is family kept and
don't change hands often. They thinking maybe Tatamodh down south. Me, | don’t know what

I’'m going to do, maybe I'll find out come my Mengerak.”

“My name is Sobechel, Budline Chd-arriod. Like Likd says, my Parent has the fiber mill. It weaves
four kinds of cdoth. The barges bring xe shearings from cabrag and cabhisha runs up in the hills the
swampers haul in loads of ¢ hau bark out of the four Marishes, farmers sl xe the tatirou they grow and
the finest of dl are the threads from the cocoons of the deng-angi tha only live on Tatamodh Idand way
down south. That's redly redly expensve and my Parent only lets young Fior women weave with it, they
have the nim-blest fingers.

“| was the fourth my Parent budded. Two of my older sbs died of the Withers. My only living b is
the fird dropped and x€ s twelve years older than me. X€'s been Denchok most of the time | remember.
| never saw xe much, xe was dways busy in the mill. X&' s going to run it when our Parent goes Eolt. I'm
olad xe likesit because if it wasn't for xe, it'd be me and | want to go for a scholar in Chuta Meredd.”

Calain turned red again when Adan glanced his way. “My name is C ¢ dlan THU. My D daisthe
shoemaker. My M ma, she m makes things like saddles and harnesses. Modtly folk come to our shop for
any-thing that gets made ouitta lesther. My unde Bort, he's the t tanner. I'm g g gonna to work with him
when | finish school. He' s dready t teching me uff. | g got one sster, Mevva. She's the oldest. M ma's
teeching her to take over. | had a b b brother, but he got in trouble and run off; he was with the
swampies for a while, but now we think he's either dead or g gone chorek.” He bent his head s0 a
wedge of sraight black har hid his face.

“My name is Brecin Gabba. Me, I'm with Colain. | like working with my hands. Besides, I'm my
Da s only kid, Ma couldn’t have more after me. He's the amith. The Forge, that’s round the grove from
the

Bla, handy there case travelers they want new shoes on a cadpa, harness rings or something like
that. | been working in the Forge since | was old enough to know | sh'd stay ‘way from the fire. | figure
Daand me, we'll keep on working till we both drop. | mean, | LIKE making things. | like the feding a
good knife blade gives you, or an ax head or even mending a copper pot so folks can cook their
supper.”

“Hm.” Adan glanced a her notes. “Tdl me about the swampies. Who are they, where do they come
from, how do they live?’

Sobechd ran afinger across the moss growing like green velvet on the outsde of his am; it gave
under the pressure, changed color dightly so a darker mark followed his fingertip. “I s'pose | seen them
mos. The biggest lot of them are Fior, but there's some Den-chok, too. Some of ‘em are supid chieks
who land up to ther necks in trouble in Ordumels and get chuffed out. Some of ‘em are people who just
don't like having lots of other people around. And there's some | dunno why they went there. They live
in the Marishes and collect duff that grows wild there and bring it out and sl it. Like the ¢’hau bark |
sad, and mdida which is suff we use on the bark and bibrek which makes a red bright ydlow dye and
bung which makes a dark red and lots of coloring quff like that and medicines and quff like that. The
FHor swampies, they don’'t shave or nothing, weren't for the colors you couldn’t tel them from Keteng,
‘ cause the Denchoks, they get dl kinds of suff growing in the lichen and they don’t clean it out like our
Parents make us do.” He sighed, a trace of envy in the sound.

Adan tapped afinger on the chair, asked, “But they're not chorek, not predators, | mean they don't
attack people?’

“Not the ones | seen anyway. They just weird, that’s dl.”

“Him | keep hearing about the Shape Wars, way back, a thousand and a thousand years ago. Tdl
mewhat people say about that time”

Likd glanced at the others, saw they weren't going to say anything, so he started the story. “Wall,
there were these people who cdl themsdves Angermans, they had to leave where they were ‘cause a



bad people were oppressing them.”

Brecin nodded. “And the old Keteng, it wasn't like now, they din’'t have Ordumds and suff, they live
in grass bedcs and eat wild Suff.”

“And the Angermans, their ship went blooey some way and they were ‘bout dead when they got to
Bduchad and their ship went bust dl the way and it land kinda hard up round Rager Point, least that what
the songs say. They get it part unloaded and Chd Dé hiccups” Xe put a hand over xe's mouth to mask
xe€sgiggles

Sobechd punched Likd’s am. “Snerp, how'd Scholar know what you mean?’ He turned serious
gray-brown eyes on Adan. “That's what we say when there's a quake. Anyway, the ship it rolled into
the Bakuhl Sea, right where there's a big deep hole. Some folks say the hole go dl the way through the
world, it that deep.”

“And K k keteng they never seen anything b big like that, or people like that. And they were scared
and run away. Then some of ‘em get mad ‘ cause they figure these folk were messing up their « fishing p
places. And they g go to tdl them go ‘way .

“And the Angermans they start acting just like the bad folk that chase them out of their old home and
dart doing things to Ketengs when they catch them.”

“And it was a bad bad time”

“And it went on for a hundred and a hundred years.”

“P people k killing p people.”

“Till Ard Bracoin and Eolt Lekal sang the firg Chorae of Peace. And the Angermans took the name

Fior because they were freed of the angers of the past.”

The nausea she woke with stayed with Shadith as they left Olterau, nothing serious, just an
awareness of her somach anytime she got near Danor and caught a whiff of the drug whatever it was.
She thought about taking with Maorgan about him, but it redly wasn't her business. Besides, she had a
feding he wouldn't like a mesuch interfering between two Ard. He was pleasant enough, she could fed
thet he liked her, but she was an outsider.

She glanced at him, suppressed a grin. Anyone tak-ing to Maorgan right now would get a short
answer and a sharp one.

Danor was fallowing them this time, taking histurn at leading the packers and the spare mounts.

About an hour after they left the Dumd, the road turned suddenly, angling north and west, the grade
increasng to the point that the cadpas started getting balky. And nervous.

Wind out of the northwest was picking up, damp gusts dapping dead leaves and other debris at their
feet and flanks, blowing dry weeds past their bobbing noses, meking them sy and toss ther heads.

“Maorgan!”

The Ard’s shoulders twitched as he came out of the hdf doze he' d been in dl morning and he turned
his head, a pained look on his face. “What isit?” He winced, screwed his eyes shut as he waited while
she fought to control her catpa and get him to walk the short distance between them. When she reached
him, he glanced at the sweaty beadt, then a her. “He giving you trouble? Y ou want to change mounts?’

“No.” She flicked athumb at the black clouds gathering overhead. “Y ou know thisland. When's that
going to hit?’

He tilted his head to inspect the clouds, eased it back down, a musde twitching beside one eye,
stared dong the road ahead as it snaked over the hills and findly vanished into trees at the fringe of the
great forest that clotted the higher dopes of the mountains. “About when we hit the trees.”

“And the nearest shelter?’

“Inn. About a day’ s ride into the forest. We Il camp rough tonight.”

“And the EdIt?’

“Waiting up ahead. They don't like to linger over Dumes up here. Some folk don't appreciate having
Eolts around and can get nasty about it. And you do redize they’ll have to get out of the sorm’s way?
Mmm. Do you have offworld wespons with you?’



“A gunner. It'll put someone out, but won't kill them except by accident. Chorek?’

“Back in Olterau they fed me alot of horrors about a band that's working the road. | discounted
most of it, figured they wanted to hang onto us awhile”

Shadith bit back a grin he wouldn't have appreci-ated. “So what do we do?’

“I'll cal Melech to come back while xe can and take alook round, see if xe can spot anyone.” When
she looked skeptical, he shook his head. “Ther looks are deceptive, Shadowsong. The stings on those
tenta-cles can knock off adammdlt. Y ou haven't seen those yet, shaggy things the size of a house”

Danor stopped his cabpa beside them. “Dammdt? Why you wadting time talking about them?’

“Never mind. We're taking about camping rough and watching out for chorek. What're you
carying?’

“Airgun. Darts. Minik on the points. Chorek come a us, serves them right what they get.”

Maorgan grimaced. To Shadith he said, “Nerve poi-son. Fast and nasty. “Wéll, we better get moving
agan.” He turned his cabpa, set im to moving a a quick walk.

Shadith rode beside him. “Nerve poison? That something the chorek will have?”

“Probably not. Amiktais a fungus that grows above the glacier line and didiilling it is a nervous thing.
Only afew can do it without killing themselves and every-one around.”

“Mm. Remember what we taked about at the firs lay-by? The mesuchs on Mditoéh could be
aming them and sending them againgt us. No tdling what we |l be facing.”

He grimaced, winced, rubbed at histemple. “Com-plications. | wish dl you mesuchs had never found
=

By mid-afternoon as the sorm dill hed off, the cabpas had gotten used to the fluttering debris and
hed lost mogt of their skittishness though they were dill nervous. At their rest break, they munched on the
gran and browsed placidly enough on the new growth on the patches of brush at the edge of the amdl
dry meadow. Shortly after Danor started a fire to brew up some cha, the Eolt appeared overhead,
daying in place with some difficulty because of the turbulence in the air streams.

Edlt Mdech dipped low, uncoiled xe' s speaking ten-tacle and draped it around Maorgan’s neck with
a pro-prietary affection that made the Mer-Eolt Lebesair go pursy with disapprova. Xe was dso pae
and rippling with resentment at being brought back this close to the storm.

For the fird time Shadith was aware of the persond-ity differences between the two Eolt. She'd
been seduced by ther golden beauty, their music, and ther untouchable qudity into thinking of them as a
peculiar combination of god and beast. To see one of them asiirritable and petty sartled her into redizing
she was doing to them what others had done to the Weavers of Shaydin. God or Demon. It seemed
every living creature could make one or the other of any species exotic enough in thar eyes.

Meech withdrew x€'s tentacle and worked x€ s way upward through the turbulence to join the other
Edtinaquieter ar layer.

Shadith walked over to Maorgan. “Wdl, what did xe say?”’

“Médech saw a men riding pardld with us when xe got close enough to see us. Fior, not Keteng.
Means we ve got to watch nights as wdl. He'd stop on woody hills and use a glass on us, move on to
catch up with us and do the same again. Right after the Eolt got back to us, he took off, riding north.
Meech tried fallowing for awhile, but the currents were wrong and anyway the man disappeared into the
forest and xe couldn’t see him any longer.”

The clouds thickened, the wind picked up, and the turbulence up where the Eolt svam grew _so
intense they struggled up to their maximum dtitude and were blown out of Sght.

A raindrop hit Shadith’'s nose, another landed in her eye. Her har was short and close to her head,
but she could 4ill fed the wind tugging &t it. A flurry of huge drops pounded her back, then no more fell
for over an hour.

The cadpas turned fractious again as the road moved from open brushland into the edges of the
for-est. Sokli started 9dling and cow kicking, trying to get his head down, trying to Snk his teeth in any
part of Shedith available. She hunched her shoulders, booted his nose away from her leg for the tenth



time and let her mindtouch bleed into the twilight under the can-opy, feding about for the heatpoints that
meant men watching.

The trees whipped about, leaves noisy and agitated, limbs groaning, cresking, occasondly sngpping
free to go juddering dong the ground until they jammed up againgt a trunk.

Thunder crashed.

The darkness went white, and a tree not far from the road exploded.

Sokli squeded, planted his fegt, put his head down, and wouldn’t budge. Behind her she could hear
the pack gring snorting and squeding.

More thunder. And another tree gone, split apart, hdf of it crashing across the road. Maorgan
muscled his cadpa around, came trotting past Shadith, heading for Danor and the pack gring.

Shadith used her mindtouch to soothe the terrified cadpa as a surge of wind tore through the trees,
fol-lowed a second later by hard, cold lines of rain that hammered into her. “Good, good, you're doing
good, little Sokli. Turn round, 1 know, rainin the faceisno fun, it's just a little while till we get back with
the others.”

The spare moss ponies and the packers were fight-ing the leadlines, kicking, rearing, bouncing about
on diff legs, snapping out with bared teeth, squeding, eyes ralling, dl of them in a blind panic, ruggling
to escape, to run until they dropped while Danor and Maorgan struggled with equa urgency to keep the
lines from breaking and the poniesin a compact huddle.

And the rain beat down.

And thewind blew.

Thunder rumbled.

Lightning danced around them.

Shadith opened hersdlf to the ponies, breathed soothing things at them, cam, quiet, sense of full bely
and sun warmth. One of the cadpas shook his shaggy head, snorted, and stopped his struggles.

That was the break. The others began to settle aso. Sudden pain seared dong the top of her
shoulder, the sound of the shot lost in the sorm noise.

Sokli squedled, shuddered, dropped as a bullet hit im under the jaw and burgt through his neck in a
spray of blood and flesh.

Shadith flung hersdlf down, hit the ground rolling, was up on her knees shdtering behind the cabpa’s
body, stunner out. She probed the windy darkness under the trees, fdt the burn of a life-fire, zapped it
with the stunner, and kept hunting for the others as more bullets dammed into Sokli’s body or went past
her, amed at the others.

Ahead. Two of them. Each side of the road. Gotcha! One down. Two. Other side. Gotcha! Last
one ... kat'kri! Must be sheltering behind a trunk thick enough ... youch! Minging bastard ....
Bleeding from a crease dug into hair and skin just above her ear, she flung hersdf over the cabpa’ s back
legs, crawled round his hindquarters, and hunkered down as she scanned again for the shooter.

He started moving, darting for another tree so he could get a better angle on her.

She amiled, tracked him a beat, and zapped him.

Ancther scan confirmed he was the last. She got to her feet. Five of the maoss ponies were down, one
dill dive but bleeding copioudy from a shattered leg, screaming piteoudy. The others had run off. Danor
was gtting up, curang a steady stream, pressing his fig againgt a wound in his shoulder. Maorgan was
sprawled on the road, facedown in a pothole that wasfilling with water.

Shadith swore and ran to him, the jar of her feet on the pavement sending pain shoating through her
head. She kndt beside him, lifted his face from the water, Sghed with rief as he coughed, then vomited
water and bile over her knees. There was a hole in his arm, nothing serious, and a wound on his head,
deep enough to show the white of bone, not a superfi-cid crease like hers. It was hard to tdl in the rain
and dark, but what she read of his body sgnstold her he was in shock and in serious trouble. And there
was nothing she could do except keep him from drowning.

Blinking rain out of her eyes, she left him lying face up and hurried to Danor who was close to
passing out, hanging on with grim determination not to bleed to death. She diced off one of his deeves,
folded it into a pad, then cut a drip of cloth from his shirt to bind the pad in place over the wound.



“Danoar, if you can shift yoursdf, get under the trees and out of the rain. | don’'t want you getting
pneumonia.”

“Youkill them?’

“No. They'rejust stunned. Be out for around hdf an hour. I'll have to do something about that in a
few minutes, but | want to get canvas up firg, get the two of you into some kind of shelter.”

“How many and where are they?’

“Four. Two on each side of the road, dl of them ahead of us”

Her mouth set in a grim line, tears mixing with rain on her face, she cut the throat of the suffering
packer, then checked to see what was left of thair supplies.

The missng moss ponies were two of the packers and the three spare mounts. She fdt dmost a
traitor when she fdt a surge of joy that Bréou was one of them. Fortunately, what they’d logt to the
runaways was modlly feed grain and some tools. The rest of thair gear was on the dead packers.

The wet had made the ropes swell and the sheep-shanks wouldn't pull free; by the time she got the
tent pack loose and hauled it into the semishdter of one of the trees, Danor was gone. She swore Softly,
having a very good idea what notion he’d got in his head. She opened the pack and started trying to raise
the tent without getting it soaked ingde as wel as ouit.

She dragged Maorgan insde, stripped and wiped him dry, wrapped him in a blanket, then went
hunting for Danor.

* k% %

The firg chorek was a burly man, short, a greasy beard covering mogt of his face, his clothes filthy
enough to stand on ther own if he'd ever taken them off. He was dso very dead, a black dart in the
center of one bulging eye.

She found Danor sprawled beside the last dead chorek, the darter clutched in his good hand. “ Gods!
What am | going to do with you?’

He didn't answer, being too busy dying ..

Working carefully so she wouldn't didodge the filthy, sodden bandage, she got him draped over one
shoulder, powered hersdf onto her feet, and staggered back to the tent.

With the two unconscious men wrapped in blankets, thar wounds coated with antiseptic and
bandaged with gerile pads from her medkit, she stripped off her saturated dothing, hung it over branch
stubs, hauled the rest of the packs ingde the tent, set up a throway heat pac and hung a glow bulb from
one of the tent poles. Aching with weariness, the crease on her shoul-der sorer than a rotten tooth
despite the plasskin she'd sprayed on it, the pain from the crease on her head beyond description, she
swalowed a panpill from her persona pharmacopoeia, pulled the lagt blanket about her, and st a
moment gathering strength before she even tried to think of what ese she should do.

The rain pounded down on the canvas, a soothing steady bedt, the heat eddied from the throway,
seeping into her muscles and bones. Sitting up was too much trou-ble, she shifted position, shifted again,
curled up beside Maorgan, closed burning eyes for just amoment ...

4

Marrin Ola jumped, caught the leather bdl asit flew out of bounds, sent it looping back to Glois and
the others playing on the bare patch of ground out beyond the bla.

He squatted outside the line drawn in the dirt and watched the game progress with flurries of activity
asthe bal was kicked and butted from end to end of the fidd, flying a few times through vertica loops
bardly wide enough to let it pass through, watched shouting arguments between the two sides, two Fior
boys bracing nose to nose, chest to chest until Uteld teased them out of ther fury, watched a couple of
players go sdking off when they were cdled on fouls.

He muttered a few fidd notes into the Ridaar re-mote, but didn’'t bother with a detailed description.
It was a game so typica of prepubescent younggters in dozens of the cultures he'd studied that he could



have recited the rules without even asking the boys. Be-sides, that wasn't what he was here for.

Asthe game broke up, he beckoned to Glois and Utdd.

They came over and squatted in front of him, smeared with dust and sweat, scruffy and grinning.

“Back home on Picabrd when | was your age, my cousins and me, we knew everything that was
happen-ing round home. | figure you two’ re about the same.”

Utdd pursed his wide mouth, opened his eyes wide and managed to look as innocent as the ydlow
flower dropping over one ear.

Glaisturned wary. “Maybe s0,” he said. “Why?’

“Because there€'s a problem. Our problem, not yours, but we could use some help. The other
mes-uchs, you know, the ones on Mditoéh, they’re proba-bly going to send spies to kill us” He sghed
as he saw the two pairs of eyes start to sparkle with excite-ment. Adan wasn't going to like this, but he
wasn't going to tdl her unless he had to. “Thisian't a game, Glois, Uted. I'm taking to you because |
think you' re smart enough to understand that”

Glois tongue flicked across his upper lip, he turned to Uteld. The boy and the Mdoach looked at
each other for a moment, then Glois turned to Marrin. “You want to know if there's strangers hanging
about, asking questions, right?’

“Maybe not just strangers. Anyone acting different than they usudly act. Y ou know what | mean?’

“Uhrhuh. Y ou think maybe somebody been bought?’

“That's the trouble with this kind of thing. You never know.” Marrin scooped up a smdl smooth
gtone from among those at the edge of fidd and sent it damming againgt the god pogt. It hit with a thunk,
bounded off. “Don’'t you go doing anything you wouldn't ordinarily, hun?’ He found another pebble and
sent it after the fird. “ Otherwise you could warn *em we' re waiching. Y ou know what | mean?’

“Uh-huh. But nobody much looks at kids. Unless they should be in school and aren't.”

Marrin snorted as he saw hopeful faces turned to him. “You start skipping school and I'll haul you
back mysdf should | see you round.” He got to hisfeet. “ Serioudy, you two. Y ou watch it, huh?’

He walked off wondering if he'd just cut the throat of his own career. If those kids got hurt and it
came out he'd recruited them ...

As he went back to mapping the Dumd and count-ing the population, he eased his conscience with
mem-ories of his own turbulent youth, the things he' d managed to survive until he findly got offworld.

9. Incursions

1

Kurz landed the flikit on an idand in the middle of one of the Marishes and started unloading his gear
beside the soring of clear, clean water that welled up between the high-kneed roots of a tree, amiling as
he thought about the metdown in the software of the Y araka satdlites that made his security possible,

Clotheads too dumb to suck tit.

He worked quickly and slently; the faster he got the flikit out of here, the safer he'd be. Too bad it
was only the longcoms gone down. Yark security not connected with sat tech was ill running and the
fur-heads were a snegky lot.

Chav satdlites had located this fleck of dry sand in the middle of one of the seacoast Marishes.
Though the idet wasn't dl that far from a knot of shacks used by a band of choreks that made a habit of
atacking travelers on the road that passed close to the edge of the Marish, the satwatch reported they
never vidted it. The others in the Marish aso avoided the place, the swampies who lived in the heart of
the wetlands in widdy scattered hutches, none of them less than a day’s wak apart. They tended to
make congtdlations, not settlements. If one could have a collection of hermits, this might be the way they
organized themselves.

He knew there had to be a reason for this careful avoidance, but the satwatch hadn’t discovered
anything in the three weeks before this—no large preda-tors, no wash-over with flood water, not even
any insect svarms. Whatever it was, he trusted himsdf to ded with it. He'd met and defeated hairier



things be-fore this. No chichin-haunted idet was going to get him.

The weather was s0 perfect for his purpose it might have been engineered for him, clouds gone black
with rain, bailing overhead, darkening the day to twilight. He braced the Y araka kreash in the pilot's seat
usng burnaway straps, clicked his foreclaw on the sensor square and stepped hedtily back as the flikit's
motors began to hum.

He watched it spird upward then dart away to the north, forgot it as soon as it vanished and started
pac-ing the edges of the idet, ingpecting the sand and the water for problems before he set up his camp,
hum-ming his pleasure at being on his own in a monotone not unlike the buzzing of the black bestles that
clus-tered on the trunks of the odd bare trees that clus-tered a one end of the idand.

He'd been born to a Drudge and would have stayed one if Hunnar hadn’t chosen to lift him into
Unskill and train him as spy and saboteur/assassin. To this day he didn't know why it was him that was
picked, but he was grateful to the highborn for that and for the good things that had come from it.

A wife and children for one. They had a comfort-able life on the edges of the tech sectors; his
children would be tech class, not Unskill like him and, Taner be blessed, not Drudges. He saw them for a
few months every few years, but didn’t missthem much. In a mild, mostly abstract way, he was pleased
with hisfamily, but more with the idea of them than their actua physicd existence. They gave him a sense
of being rooted in something while he wandered the uni-verse in Hunnar’ s service.

He was no longer young, pressng the far edge of middle age, and everything he did took more effort
these days. He didn't like to think of retiring, but he was a meticulous methodica chav and one not given
to avoiding hard truths. For the past severd years he' d been looking around for a position he could retire
into, preferably one offworld. HEd been running study flakes every spare moment, economics,
xenopsy-chology, the languages native to the worlds Chandava Mineras controlled and anything ese he
thought might be useful.

He wanted work offworld because he was shorter and dighter than the ordinary chav and had
aways been the butt of jokes and booted about by those stronger than him—which had indluded amost
every-one his age and older whether they were mde or femade. Hed learned very early tha his wits
were dl that would protect him—but he couldn’'t be seen to be clever because that just made things
worse. Invis-ble wits. The ability to maneuver others into pro-tecting him while keeping them ignorant of
what he was doing. Perhaps that was what Hunnar had recog-nized in him.

He noted aline of large depressionsin the sand &t the upstream end of the idand, the print closest to
the water’ s edge clear enough that he could count the toes and see what looked like dlav marks. He set
his hand on the damp sand beside it, pressed down, extruded his claws, waked the hand out of the
depression. Claws longer then his, with a broader splay to them.

He examined the other prints, noting that their spacing increased suddenly about hdfway across the
idand, asif the creature had gone from droll to dl out run between one breath and the next. What would
scare into flight a creature with such formidable de-fenses? And without corning close enough to leave
traces?

No other tracks on the sand. A flier of some kind? A firgelly? Not likely. If there were any
henging around here, the satwatch would have noted it. They were too big to miss Hmm. Smaller
version? Predator with poison on those dangling tentacles? He looked up, noted that the trees that
grew here were modly bare trunk, with amdl hard leaves the length of his shortest finger, nothing to
impede the path of a flying predator. Good. Make a note. Watch overhead. He took a step, stopped,
thinking about the dinging, yidding sand, thinking about the letha burrowing worms in the Kumar Waste
back home. Note, too, watch underfoot.

Happy with his choice of firs camp, he went back to his pile of gear and began hauling it into the
area under the trees. A dangerous place would provide its own watchbeasts and the privacy he needed.
He strung a hammock between two trunks, settled the stedskin shelter in the webbing while he used the
spare rope to weave other nets to hold his gear and his food supply off the ground. He Ieft the miniskip
and its drag traler to the lagt, fired them up, and roped them into the highest crotch that would support
the weight.

When he had everything ese settled to his satisfac-tion, he dropped onto an upthrust root knee and



sat contemplating the largest of the packs, alocked box that held the wegpons he meant to pass dong to
these choreks—which was a delicate process since he didn’t fancy being diced apart by one of his own
cutters, but it was one he' d done before and he' d worked out a procedure that got his business done and
kept his hide intact.

By the time he had the cache hoisted up beside the miniskip and tied securdly in place, it was nearly
sundown. He expanded the shelter, sedled it in place about the hammock, then collected a cup of water
from the oring and a hot pack of stew and went to watch the sun go down while he ate his dinner.

2

llabrn closed his eyes so he wouldn't see the faces of the lab techs, but he couldn’t close his ears
because he had to keep playing that chertkum noise that Hun-nar considered musc. He couldn't stop
hearing them tak about the plundering of his world, his people, because the Keteng were as much his
people as the Fior.

“... the organics involved are extremely complex. We don't have the fadlities for a full invegtigation.
Nor, I'm sorry to say, the expertise. It's much more Yarak’s sort of thing. Would you know if ....”

Hunnar grunted. “Classfied.”

“Ah. Tama. We ve put the Drudges you sent us through a number of tests. If you will follow on the
screen. Yes. This pair we put through a saturetion test. We kept them for a week in a sedled chamber.
There. You see the haze? They were hm in smoke you might say for a ful week a a leve just below
suffocation. Then they were srangled and autopsied. We have ex-amined cdl structure insofar as we
were able, we are somewhat limited snce there has been little need for more sophidticated
indrumentation hm none beyond that necessary to maintain the hedth of hm our techs. If the Ykkuva
could hm ... No? | will go on.

“The femde Drudge was pregnant. It is one of the reasons she was chosen. We examined the fetus
and are reasonably certain the smoke is not teratogenic. As to the adults, there seemsto be little effect on
the structure of the brain and none of the other organs show any stress. However, | mus remind you that
this is a very short-term study and effects could be too subtle for us to notice. We are aranging a
long-term study with smdler doses, with your permission five years would be a suitable length for this
project.”

“Leave your proposal on my desk, | will consider it later.” His claws click-clacked on the wood. “In
the meantime, I'll have Memur send his men out to collect a sampling of the local Cousins addicted to the
guff. You can put them through your grinder. Surely at least some of what you learn will have application
to Chave. We are, after dl, a branch of the Cousins, however much some of uslike to forget it.”

“A branch that has diverged rather sgnificantly from the others, by your leave, Ykkuva. Nonetheless
we will appreciate the addition to our knowledge. If you will look &t the centrd bank of four screens, you
will see the results of our second study. We selected a second pair of Drudges, one mae, one femde to
sudy the pleasure factor, to determine what happens to the mind when one breathes that smoke. We
meade this a separate experiment because the probe aters conformation when employed as extensvey as
we in-tended to useit thistime. We wanted to be sure the physicd stats were not corrupt.”

[ladrn’s eyes came open when he heard the word probe. Despite his misgivings he stared at the
screens, hisfingers plucking absently at the srings, fdling into an old exercise, one he'd played so often
when he was a boy he knew the trick of it without needing his mind at dl. There was an ache in his loins
that distressed him; it made him fed soiled, his soul compromised beyond redemption. HeE'd been
dreaming recently about the probe sessions with Hunnar and more than once come haf-awake to plot
how he could force an-other probing without betraying hdf the Bduchar left on Mditoéh. He wanted
those orgasms again, that tota plundering of sdf, wanted them with a passion greater even than any he'd
shared with hissoll. And despised himsdif for dl of that.

He fixed his eyes on the screens. If he couldn’t par-ticipate, at least he could watch.

“You will find, O Ykkuvd, that the visuds are both interesting and disturbing. We have censored
nothing, but naturdly the flakes will be put in your hands for disposd as soon as this presentation is
complete. No copies have been made. We begin with the femae subject.”



Two of the screens expanded to fill the wallspace. The Drudge was stretched on an examining table,
wide straps about her ams and legs, another crossing over where her waist would have been if she'd
hed much of one. She had broad shoulders and hips, athick layer of fat between muscles and skin hiding
her bone structure and meking her look like an ugly rag dall. A lab tech in white with a bresthing mask
that obscured most of his face came into view carrying the probe crown. He st it on the bed, gave the
woman's shaved head a hard polish with a cream he took from a amdl jar. When he was satisfied, he
placed the crown on her head, taped it down and began a series of tests.

Sendang Hunnar' s impatience, Tech First Muhaseb said hadlily, “We Ieft dl that in place on the flake
S0 that you would see that it was done properly. Indeed we have done no editing a dl of what follows.
Wheat the probe finds will appear in the second screen.”

Thick ydlowish smoke bails up nathing
from a bowl st on a tripod beside nothing
the head of the femde Drudge. The nothing
heavy features of her face begin to nothing
twitch. She fights againg the straps,Murky colors swirl in dow turgid
turns her head restlesdy from sde towhorls, coill dong the edges of the
gde for saverd minutes, as if shescreen, eddies of color about a pool
were a riding beast trying to shakedf ink. The blackness is 4ill, then
off apesty persstent fly. After afenlights begin  flashing  erraticdly,
minutes of this her movements growbxilliant, near blinding light, like a
more violent. A masked attendantstrobe a a lignt show. A shape
appears in the image, draws up adowly takes form in the broken
broad strap, passes it over the lowerblackness, a misshgpen woman, tiny
part of the woman's face, draws itthen sweling until the image fills the
tight and locks it down, then retregisframe and is thrusting againgt the
from view. The woman gruggles aedges as if by sheer power of rage
moment more, then shudders and liessnd will it would burst free. This
dill. Her eyes open but her inner lidamege shrivds suddenly into a amdl
day deployed and her eyes gligen inancient baby with a huge distorted
the rage 9gn of both sexes of thehead and limbs atrophied until they
Chandavas. Her body jerks andare litle more then boneless
twitches for severa minutes, then thetentacles. This happens at the exact
smoke seems to get to her at last andmoment when the strgp  tightens
sheliesquiet for a few moments, heracross her mouth and chin. The
hands open and close severd timesancient infant begins to mdt as if it
then curl into figs. Her outer lidswere cast from wax and left beside a
droop lower untili her eyes arefire The runny wax begins to cail
dligening dits After a moment sheinto a whirlpool, bits of the wizened
begins to pant, her legs move underform 4ill recognizable, an eye dides
the strap, her knees try to come up,past, a horribly distorted mouth, an
to spread ... ear, abreast like an empty sack with
a huge brown nipple. The shapes
mdt into the mud-colored whorl and
for a brief while the frame holds only
ugy others and dirty reds. Then
another form beginsto ....

The images in the dream screen grew murky, mud-died, a birthing scene with the cord wrapped
about the bloody infant's neck, srangling it, hifting to increesingly violent sexud imagery, violence the



woman directed at hersdf and at the maes in her fantasies, dl of them techs and admins, one of them a
distorted but clearly recognizeble verson of Hunnar. The sounds of breathing in the Ykkuva's
conference room quickened, went raspy. Iladrn kept his eyes on the screen, he didn't want to look
away, he didn’'t want to see their faces, knowing they would be echoes of his own.

Both screens went suddenly dark.

Tech Frs Muhaseb cleared his throat. “At that point the subject began having um aaa physica
diffi-culties. It was deemed appropriate to bring this por-tion of the sudy to a close for the moment. She
was taken from the straps, her um convulsons dedlt with, then she was placed in an observation cdl. We
have been following her recovery, tesing her mentd state such as it is. So far there seems to be no
physcd damage from the smoke session, though the effect on her psyche is less easy to quantify snce
we won't put the probe on her again until she returns to her base-line stats.”

He coughed, fiddled with the sensor board a mo-ment, shrunk the blank screens, and brought up the
other two. “The mae Drudge had an equdly um aaah disurbing but quite different reaction. There is a
um point to be stressed here. It is quite likdy that the history and persondity of the subject interact to
deter-mine the content of the fantasies.”

Theleft screen hdd the image of the same observation theater as before. The made Drudge was an
anatomica study, each musdle group dearly ddineated, the heavy bones in his face prominent in the
typicd Drudge mask. His hands and feet were thick with rough dead skin asif he'd glued cork pads to
them. The tech went through the process as before, ailing and polishing the knobby head, sdtling the
crown in place, taping it down. He pulled his breather mask into place, emptied a specimen pac of
shredded husk into the brazier by the Drudge's head and st the fi-brous pile on fire. Then he stepped
back, moving out of view.



The Drudge lies 4ill, only thenothing

twitching of his eye-lids and the downathing

rise and fdl of his chest to show henathing

was dive. He doesn't try testing thenothing

drength of the straps, though hisnhothing

eyes keep diding round to the nonothing

longer vishble tech. The smoke fromnathing

the brazier thickens over him, he isadirring in the greenish black ground

holding his breath, but used aras if something is trying to take

explodes out of him and he gulpsin ashape

lugfid of the smoke His mouthnothing
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“That ...."” Hunnar watched a moment longer. “He dares .... I'm right, isn't that the Bashkan's
youngest daughter?’

“Ahumyes, I'm afraid it is. And it gets much worse as the fantasy progresses. There are references
to you dso, O Ykkuvd. Um aaa, you will definitdly not ap-preciate the subject’s thoughts about you.
They are um aaa highly subversive. Of course there isn't the diver of a chance he would ever act on such
dreams. Remember, thisisa Drudge.”

“A dead Drudge” He glanced at the screen, scowled as he watched the image bowing before the
womean, laying his sword at her feet, moving to un-sheath a sword of another sort while she was unfolding
like a flower before him. “ Stop that now. | don’t care to see more.”

“Certainly, O Ykkuva.” The screens went black. “We will be dissecting both subjects in the near
future after we've put them through some psychologicd tests so we can test the mind date after
continued use of the drug againg the basdline tests we took at the be-ginning of this investigation. Do you
wigh the persond reports to continue or would a flaked notation be acceptable?’

“Hakes have away of diding through cracks in se-curity. The persond reports will continue. Thisis
to remain on Samlak status, forbid to dl eyes but mine”



“It will be done.”

Kurz woke with the sun, crawled out of the shelter, and took a quick run round the idet. His were
the only prints vishle. There'd been a windy thunderstorm late last night that Ieft the damp sand as neat
asif it had been raked. He came back to the trees, pulled on his clothes, and inspected the shelter.

There were hundreds of amdl discoloration speck-led over the upper curve. They'd bleached some
color from the polymer 9zing applied over the fabric but hadn’'t done damage to the fibers themsdves as
far as he could see. Not yet, anyway. It was the firg time he'd seen anything that could get that polymer
to admit it existed. He didn’t touch the spots until he'd rinsed the shelter repeatedly with water from the
spring.

He ligtened to the noise made by the tip of his daw passing over one of the tiny splotches. Rough.
Catch-ing on the edges of broken bubbles. The doth under-neath seemed intact, but it was woven from
Menaviddan spider glk and there wasn't much that could injure that. He checked over the gear he'd
hoisted into the trees, but that was untouched. It was after him, whatever it was. He shrugged. No
meatter, he wasn't going to be here long. He clipped a yaga-mouche and its holgter to his belt, pulled his
tunic down over it, dipped a sunner into the pocket built for it ingde the tunic, checked to make sure his
other weapons were in place, then he pedled atrail bar and started toward the chorek settlement, jaws
working on the hard sticky confection as he splashed through water and muck, pounded across sand
Spits.

The satwatch reports were enough to give him a good notion of the habits of the chorek who lived
there. Sx men, four women. Two of the women seemed bonded, the other two available to dl the men.
Even the women never rose much before noon, though they were about earlier than the men, getting
medls fixed and doing other chores. There were no sentries, just one man each night taking his turn to
keep thefire going in the round stone firepit at the center of the village.

When he viewed the reports, he wondered why a fire in a place that warm and humid. He
understood it now, understood the stack of poles beside the firepit, poles with bundles of rags bound
round the ends, rags saturated with a dark, sticky liquid. Whatever it was that had come after him last
night—that’s what they’ d got ready for. It was a comfort to him that crude torches would drive the thing
off; his yagamouche could mdt a hole through the hide of a Sancheren tantserbok.

He dowed his pace as he got near the settlement, began choosing his path carefully, keeping himsdf
shdltered from view as much as he could. It only needed one restless kreash sumbling out to relieve
himsdf to see him and rouse the camp.

When he reached the shack he'd pinned as the lead-er’s hole, he ignored the doors and windows,
caught hold of a projecting rafter, and hauled himsdf onto the roof. Using his dlaws as pries, he extracted
shakes until he had a hole large enough to ease through and balance on one of the crooked beams that
supported the roof.

A man and a woman lay snoring, tangled in a nest of filthy blankets, a dumsy jug beside then. Kurz
wrin-kled his nose & the stench that rose to meet him, a mix of sweat and sex with a sour overbite from
that jug. Must be something on the order of old Farkli’s yang. He reached indde his tunic, eased the
sunner free, and put both of them out.

A few beats later he had trees and sawgrass be-tween him and the settlement and was trotting eesily
through shdlow water, the naked and filthy chorek wound into an equdly filthy blanket and draped over
his shoulder. Though he hated touching the creature, Kurz hdld him in place, aam across the backs of his
knees. The chorek’s arms hung loose behind him and dapped againg him with every step he took. He
closed his mind to this and to the stench, concentrated on getting back to his camp as quickly as he
could. Trying to hide histral would just waste time; he couldn’t beet the trailcraft these swampbyks were
likdy to have.

When he reached the idet, he bound the chorek to the trunk of one of the trees, dipping off a loop of
the filament cord and passing it under hisarms and over athick stub of a branch so he couldn’t work the



loop down and step out of it, knotting a much shorter length about his wrists. He left the man sagging
over the chestrope and lowered miniskip and the weapons cache. He collgpsed the shelter, loaded the
rest of the gear into the drag trailer, and clicked the lid down. He didn't lock it. This was only the firs of
severd dtes he planned to vigt. Having the weapons cache out and open, giving the chorek a taste of
bounty that could be his, that was part of his plan. And there was even a chance he'd have to kill his
captive and haul dl the weapons to another ste. If the mae was locked into chalenge mode and unwilling
to ligten, there’ d be no point in continuing his speech.

He pressed his hand againgt the pam lock, then threw the lid back so his captive could see the neet
rows of cutters in their velvet niches. He set the sim spray in the turned back lid and, careful to pick a
spot upwind from the chorek, hunkered down to ingpect his captive.

The skin under the aily patina of the forever un-washed was Sckly pale and the chorek’s long thin
ams and legs, the torso with its ribs showing, his in-cipient pot bely made him look hdf-starved and
dis-eased. Kurz discounted both impressions. Though Hunnar’s Pet was clean and a lot older, his skin
was like this one's, fragile as a kdiba's soaring skins, but he was spry enough. And his body shape
waan't that different. This chorek was reasonably set up for his age and circumstances.

A scar wandered down the Sde of his face, a thin line with dots dong side from the sutures. Knife
cut. Probably a fight. Which he won, otherwise no one would have bothered to sew him up. Puncture
wound just above hisleft hip. That one could have killed him if it had been a har to one sde. Smdl red
dots on hisbely and thighs. Good thing the bugs on thisworld don’t like the way Chave taste. Odd
puckered scars on his arms, one on his shoulder near the neck, severa of them with what looked like
burn marks across them. He'd lived hard and used up more than his share of luck in daying dive.

Kurz frowned. He d taken this one because andyss of the satwatch data showed he was the leader.
Easier to convince one kreash than trying to herd hdf a dozen hogtile mud-humpers. And he'd chosen to
begin with this band because they were among the most ac-tive—and successful—of the choreks
working out of this Marish. A bloody, greedy collection of sublife.

Kurz glanced to the west. The sun was a red blur behind a thickening layer of clouds. They were
blow-ing inland faster than he’' d expected, Sarting to fade the shadow cast by the trees. Not to his taste,
flying in that muck, but hanging about here was even less atractive an option.

He took up the gim shot, pressed the end againg the Sde of the chorek’s neck, stepped back asiit
took hold, and stood watching him come back to awareness.

The dack mouth with its sickly pink lips opened and closed, the matted beard and mustache maving
greedly with it. The eyes that blinked open were that peculiar blue that many of these mudhumpers had.
Surrounded by those straw-colored dilia, they were disgusting. The chorek jerked at the braided strands
holding him againg the tree, stopped when he decided he hadn’'t a hope of bresking them. He redized
that quickly enough to warn Kurz that he was clever and therefore not to be trusted.

The chorek hawked up a glob of mucus and spat it at Kurz.

It fdl short, of course. Such a trite reaction. Kurz was disgppointed, but was careful not to let it
influ-ence his estimate of the man. “Y ou will ligen,” he said and was pleased at the effect of the words on
the chorek. He didn't like language transfers, they made his head hurt, and dl these subhuman langues
put ideas in his head he didn't like to see there, but it was indeed ussful to be able to talk to them. “You
don't like me” he said. He picked up one of the pods the tree had dropped during the night, used his
thumb claw to dig a bit of fluff from insgdeit, then blew it away. He sat watching it a moment, then turned
back to the chorek. “What you like and don’t like is worth that to me. | come to offer a trade which will
et us both what we want.”

The chorek glared a him. “Mesuch. | wouldn't give you a handful of wet chert.”

“Unless you're very stupid, you will. Listen to me. It hurts nothing to listen, and you're certainly going
nowhere. We want this world cleared of Yaraka. You know them. The furfaces. You want thet, too.
You want to be rid of us. We will confine our activities to Mdlitoéh, leaving Banikoéh to you. We want
metas and minerds. When those are gone, we are gone. Thisisalight world. We don't like light worlds.
We live most comfortably on worlds that would crack your bones and suck your guts out through your
crotch. The Yaraka are different. They are after drugs and botanicals. Plants is what that means. Plants



never run out, they make themsdlves over and over again. The Y araka are here forever unlessyou get rid
of them now.”

The chorek’ s eydids flickered and his face softened. “I can see that,” he said and his mouth moved in
what he mugt have thought was a guildess amile. “ So cut me loose and we can make our dedl.”

Kurz s9ghed. They always think it's so easy. “In awhile | will, but not yet.” He reached into the
cache and lifted out a cutter. “Thisis a wegpon that regener-ates its force if you push this dide back ...”
He used the cdlaw on his forefinger to snap the thin meta cap dong its grooves, exposing the collector
beneath. “Thus. Set the weapon in full sunlight for aminimum of four hours, and by the end of that time it
will be srong again. It isafire a your fingertips, one that will only burn your enemies. Thus” He shoved
the dide home, lifted the cutter, and diced the outer end of a limb not far above the chorek’s head. It
brushed his shoulder as it fel. “You can see what it does to wood. Consider what it would do to flesh
and bone.”

He got to hisfeet, walked out of the shadow under the trees, exposed the collector and set the cutter
on the sand to replace the smdl bit of energy he'd expended.

When he was back hunkered beside the cache, he said, “It is as easy as that. The weapon will be a
ful strength again in less time than it will take me to say these words. There is no danger of overcharging.
It was devel oped with falk like you in mind, men who have little acquaintance with such weapons.” Made
to withstand the stupidity of fools like you.

There was a shine to the chorek’s eyes and atenson in his shoulders that told Kurz he'd got his firg
customer wel and truly hooked. “So | see what you're offering,” he said. “What you asking?’

That you don’t massacre each other, but go after the Yaraka. | wonder if this is worth the
cost. Hm, if noth-ing else, you'll keep the Yarks chasing their tails a while.

Kurz went to fetch the cutter. He showed the chorek the green light that meant the weapon was fully
charged, then replaced it inits niche.

“We want the group from University dead. Who-ever supplies proof of this will receive two bods of
gold for each person removed. The proof mug be con-vincing, but we will leave thet to you to figure out.
For the death of any of the Y araka we will offer a bounty of five kolts weight in pure gold. For the desth
of the Goés Koraka hoeh Dexios, | mean the Yarak who isthe chief of dl the Y araka here on Béuchad,
for im we will offer saven bods of gold. Again, upon proof that heistruly dead.”

“So we fight your war for you.”

“It'soneway of saying it.”

“Get oursalves killed for a crann of mesuch?’

“No. For yoursdlves. We don’'t want this world, just its metas. WE Il leave you done when we ve
got wha we came, for.”

“You say it. Do your folks back home say it?’

“Either your accept what | say or you don’t. I'm not going to play stupid games with you.” He lifted a
section of the top tray from the weapons cache, Sx cutters in ther velvet niches, set the section on the
sand, closed the lid and pamed the lock shut. He took hold of the handles, grunted to his feet and hauled
the cache to the drag trailer, popped the lid, and did the cache into the place he'd I€ft for it.

“Ihai! You're not going to leave metied here. Hoy! Let meloose”

Kurz turned and gazed a him. There was panic in the hoarse voice. He was redly terified of
whatever haunted thisidet. “1 dept here last night. | was not disturbed.”

“Maybe they don't like the way you taste. Come on, let me loose. My word on it, dl | want to do is
get away from here”

“They? What are they?’

“The memoat. They hang round here. It's the water and the fruit from those caor trees tha pulls them.
And the sdt lick there next to the spring. They don't need sdt, they get dl they need from your blood,
but it draws critters here”

“Describe the memot.”

The chorek was cdmer now, his brain engaged. He was usng his voice and information to hold Kurz
there, to persuade where pleading hadn't worked. Kurz was pleased. That quicknessto grasp a Stuation



would make him a dangerous enemy to the Y araka.

“They are like the Edlt, but no bigger than the pam of an open hand. They move modly at night and
in herds, twenty, thirty a a time” The tip of the chorek’s tongue flickered across his bottom lip. He
looked ner-voudy upward, atic pulsng by one eye. “They ging you till you can't move, then dissolve
your flesh and suck it up through their egting tubes.”

“At night? It ismy understanding that Keteng go dormant at night.”

His shoulders hunched, the chorek tried another of his impossbly guildess amiles “They store
aunlight. And there' s energy from the food.” He spoke dowly, trying to hold Kurz's eyes as the musdes
tensed and shifted under hisfilthy hide. He was rubbing the wrist knots againg the tree's rough bark. He
didn’'t know about polymer fibers and how futile his actions were and Kurz wasn't about to enlighten
him. “Mogt Ket-eng can, though they don’t do it much. They don't like the way they fed after. One of
‘em told me once it was like a hangover without the fun of getting drunk.”

“You know alot about this”

The chorek managed a shrug. “1 spent afew years Sudying at Chuta Meredd.” A rudle in the leaves
brought his head up, but it was only an angi carrying off a sem of caor berries. “I don't like Eolt much.
Got on my nerves. So | left.”

Kurz stared at him, watched his eyes shift, his face pucker into a scowl. Kicked out, most likely.
I’m going to leave him another sixpack. He's a better choice than | knew. Nothing like the spite of
a failed academic.

After he'd set a second section of cutters on the firgt and locked down the drag trailer, Kurz moved
behind the chorek and cut his hands loose. The drain the chorek had put on the filament had tightened it
50 his hands were red and swollen, fdling usdesdy at his Sde when they were released.

Kurz walked back around the tree and thrugt the knife into the ground a short distance away. If he
gretched the chorek could reach it with one of his fest.

“Ihai! | can’'t do you anything. Cut this suff. Hoy!”

Kurz straddled the miniskip, bent, and tapped on the lift fidd, settling himsdf in the saddle as it rose.
Ignoring the shouts from the chorek, he rode the skip into the open, took it and the drag trailer to canopy
levd and gtarted for the second of his chosen drop Sites.

4

Hewn sat in his corner, hands moving gently, camingly over the living wood of his harp as he
watched the mountains burn.

Thewadl was asngle screen now. In it, he could see bits of Sx fliers in addition to the one that was
meking the pictures; they flew pardld paths dong both sdes of the mountains, burning the forest and any
dructures that came into view, sparing only the Segping Grounds when they came across them.

llabrn was beyond tears, beyond rage. It was too much to take in, too much destruction, too much
greed, too much grief. And nothing he could do would change anything he saw. All our little schemes,
he thought, they're worth nothing against this. Caida bites that raise a momentary rash until
they’re squashed and washed away.

Hunnar worked at his desk, glancing up now and again to watch the progress of the burning and
make sure the Segping Grounds and their cocooned Eolt were left untouched. Then he went back to his
reports and his plotting.

10. Scrambling to Stay in Place

1

It was dill raining when Shadith woke.

The beat of the rain was lighter, but just as steady. The heat from the throway pac was way down
and the warning light was flashing. She’'d dept for over five hours. The crease on her head had scabbed
over, the scab dry and pulling a little, but the pain was gone, even when she touched the wound. When



ghe lifted her arm, there was ill some sorenessin her shoulder, though not enough to restrict movemernt.

Afrad of what she'd find, she bent over Maorgan, touched his forehead, jerked her fingers away.
Hot. WHI, at least he's still alive. She checked Danor and relaxed enough to start thinking again.

“Com. Where's the com? I've got to cdl in help. | can’'t handle this” Eyes closed, she tried to
remember where she'd put the handcom, swore softly when the image came to mind of a hand tucking
the black rec-tangle into the bag attached to her saddle.

She ligened to the rain for a moment longer, shiv-ering at the thought of going out in that, then she
gathered hersdlf, dug out a raincape, pulled it round her, hung the glowbulb to the collar and crawled
from the tent.

The bulb was a feeble gesture agang a night as black as the indgde of a cod sac. She'd grown
so-accus-tomed to the bright glare from the cluster stars, she'd dmogt forgotten what such darkness was
like, how difficult something as Smple as waking could be when she couldn’t see her feet. The wind was
down to ateadng breeze that flipped about the flgps of the cape as she trudged through the mud and
water puddles to the road and the dead ponies.

Sokli was a lump in the middle of a pool of water dimpling under the beat of the rain—and he'd
come down on the bag she wanted. She doshed over to him, kndt in the muck, and began the nauseating
business of working the saddle bag from under dl that giff mest.

Theicy water complicated the job, made the leather swdl, and turned her fingers giff as she tried to
work buckles she couldn’t see, but it dso helped once the bag was free of its tethers. She rocked it back
and forth, the washing of the water carrying off some of the dirt under it, eventudly giving her enough
room to jerk it loose.

Back in the tent, the raincape hung on a branch stub outside, she stuck the glowbulb back on the tent
pole, dried her hands and feet on a blanket, found another throway hester and started it going. Then she
worked loose the legther straps and dumped the con-tents of the bag on the canvas floor of the tent.
Every-thing was soaked. She wiped off the fall containers of the trall bars, set them aside, tossed sodden
underwear out through the door dit, and found the handcom under a pile of disntegrating paper.

She wiped the com off, wiped her hands, did the cover off the sensor plate, and touched it. The
working light didn’t come on; that worried her, but she tapped the sensor again and waited for the squed
the re-corder back at Alsskum used to acknowledge a cal.

Nothing.

“Wel, if anyone bears this we've got trouble and need help. Attacked by chorek. Maorgan and
Danor serioudy wounded, need doctor bad. Cad/3as dead or run off. Come get us soonest.”

No response.

“Gods. The wet shouldn’'t have damaged you, you're supposed to be seded againg damp, good to
haf amile down in your average ocean. Even the moss pony faling on you shouldn’'t have knocked you
out. Must have been defective to start with. Cursed chegp trash!” She was about to pitch it through the
crack in the doorflap, shook her head and dropped it beside the sodden saddiebag. “Get some chain me
firg, some food, then I'll give you alook again, seeif theré' s some way | can jar you dive”

She dug a pot from the gear pushed up againg the Sde of the tent, pushed it outsde to collect
ranwater, then crawled over to check her patients.

A touch told her tha the fevers were dill going strong, maybe getting worse. She didn't have a
base-line temp for For, so she couldn't be sure how bad it was. Stupid, stupid that Koraka hadn’t
bothered to get a medkit calibrated to Fior metabolism. “Not only the Goés. Why didn't | think about
that?’

Her own body was from a distant offshoot of the Cousins, far from the standard modd. Add to that
the time the For had been here, separate, in what was apparently a mutagenic environment—the moss
po-nies and other things shed noted were evidence of that—and she didn't dare try her own
spraycopeia on them. Or wouldn't until one or the other of them seemed about to die.

Such asample thing. Ride dong a peaceful roadway, traveing by invitation and under escort. Into the
back country where nather Yaraka nor Chandavas had penetrated. What could go wrong? She only



hed her medkit dong because Adan had ingsted. She certainly hadn’t expected to need it. | can take
care of myself She remembered saying that. Look, Adan, you don't know what I've survived
without all this fuss. “What was | thinking of? Gods!” Why didn't | say something about the Fior?
Godd Talk about stupid ....

As the night wore on, Danor’s fever fluctuated and he did in and out of ddirium. Maorgan was very
quiet, sattling deeper and deeper into coma. She grew afraid that both would die on her before she could
collect the cabpas and haul them to help. The years in the diadem and the tdents of the brain she'd
inherited when Aleytys did her into this body had given her the trandator (which was convenient), the
adility to mindride beasts (ussful and occasondly a pleasure), and a touch of telekineses, she could
nudge forcdines if they weren't too strong and play about with amdl objects, but Aleytys heding gift
hedn't transferred. This wasn't the firg time Shadith had mourned that fact.

She bathed Danor and lad damp compresses on his brow; she worried over Maorgan and added
water to the cha pot, and when she had a moment, held the handcom and tried to fed her way into it, to
find the break or the short or whatever was keeping it from working. These were throwaway units,
sedled and meant to be replaced when they mafunctioned. No-body said what you were supposed to do
when you were stting in a sorm out in the back of beyond with two potentid corpses on your hands and
no ‘tronics store within a dozen light-years.

The crash of the rain shifted suddenly to a faint patter and the wind dropped until the flutter of the
leaves above the tent was audible over itswhine,

She crawled to the door flgp and pushed it back enough to let her see out.

The sun was up and the clouds overhead were rip-ping apart. The puddlesin the glade glittered Slver
where they puckered from the lagt of the raindrops. The cold was retregting, too. The ar andled of
green and wetness, invigorating as cold cha.

She pulled the flgp to, gave Danor another bath, replaced the cold compress on Maorgan's brow,
then pulled on a shirt and pair of shorts and went out to see what ese she could find to hep them survive
thisimpaossible Stuation.

She was gripping the rest of the riding gear off dead Sokli when she saw Eolt Meech coming against
the wind, pulling xesdf dong with x€'s tentacles, tree by tree fighting x€' s way toward her. X€'s dread
dapped a her, so powerful it was dmaost srangling.

Xe saw her and called out, a bass organ note that hammered against her heart. Then xe was Snging
to her, demand and plea a once, chords of meaning.

Whereis he? My Siall. He suffers.
| throbtoit | amwrung withit
Whereis he? My Sall. Bring me to him.

“Follow,” she sang in gpproximation of the Eolt song/speech. She |eft the dead cabpa and moved
into the trees to the glade.

Working to the sung indructions that battered a her with their urgency, she lifted Maorgan from his
blanket cocoon, carried him from the tent, and laid him on the mud and grass close to one of the trees.

Edlt Meech grasped the branches with x€' s holding tentacles and brought xesdlf down until xe could
touch Maorgan. Shadith could fed x€ s terror a being so close to earth. If xe s lift falled or a windshear
deve-oped, xe could be dashed to the ground and xe would die there, dowly, agonizingly, x€'s
membranes rotting while xe Hill lived.

She watched, worried. Maorgan had said the Edlt weren't as fragile as they looked, but it was like
watch-ing a glass vase she valued rocking back and forth on the edge of a shelf.

Xe unrolled a tentacle different from the others, one xe had kept tucked up and hidden in the
rootstock of the many other tralling tentacles. The end touched Maorgan's face, splayed out across it, the
tranducent flesh conforming to the bumps and hollows of the Fior’'s face.



For a moment nothing happened, then she saw that the skin on the tentacle was pulsing, in out in out
and it glowed then went dull in the same rhythm, light and not-light, in and out. The tentacle flushed to
pde pink, the pink to blood red.

The pulse quickened.

In her half-sync with the Eolt she fdt Maorgan re-acting, something was happening in him, she didn’t
know what. She had to trust Mdech, she knew the srength of the bond between xe and Maorgan, she
knew he wouldn't harm hisgall, but it was a strange thing to watch.

The edge of the sun passed into the widening rift in the clouds, the glade went suddenly much
brighter. Meech’s battered, wrinkled membranes plumped out and began to glow again. Xe was golden
and strong, xe sang as xe went on with what xe was doing.

The tentacle mask came free with afaint sucking sound and Melech let xesdf float upward. Xe sang
x€ s triumph, wordless organ notes that filled the space beneeth the sky. Shadith turned her face upward,
her whole body throbbing to the glory of that sound.

When she looked down, she saw that Maorgan’s face was dotted with tiny red spots as if a hundred
black biters had settled on him to suck a med. His eyes were closed, he was breething dowly in the
shd-low breath of deep. As she watched, he sghed, moved uneesily on the muck he lay in, but didn't
wake. She kndlt beside him and checked his pulse. It was strong, steady. When she set the back of her
hand againgt his face, the tight hotness of fever was gone.

Tired, irritated, and at the same time happy that one of her problems was lifted off her shoulders, she
hoisted him again, carried him over to the tent. She eased him onto a bit of canvas from the packs,
washed the muck off his body, then dragged him indde and wrapped himin his blankets again. He sghed
afew times as she did this, muttered and twitched, but didn’t wake.

The second throway was beginning to flag. She sighed, took the hatchet and went out to cut some
wood; her patients were going to need the warmth and whatever food she could get down them.

She found a downed tree a short distance from the glade; it was old and crumbling on the outside,
but the ingde was firm and modly dry. She lad down the square of carry canvas and began cutting and
prying lengths of wood loose. She was swegting and deve-oping blisters when she heard a rusile. She
dropped the hatchet, flung hersdf onto the far sde of the tree, then sat up, laughing, as a moss pony
edged from be-hind a tree.

It whuffled plantively and a familiar sl came on the wind.

“Bréou.” She stood. “All right, bébé, come here, luv.”

The cafpa came ddling toward her, head turning and eyes il alittle wild, tal swishing.

“Ahhh, that’s a splendid pony, thet is” He leaned into her, head pressng againg her breasts, making
amdl contented groans as she rubbed his poll and dug her fingersinto his roached mane. He was wet and
dinky, but she was dmog arying at his pleasure in their reunion.

One of the packers came easing into the amdl clear-ing around the downed tree, the pack liding, the
straps of the packsaddle ditorting the round of his barrdl. As she worked to ease the srain and get the
pack resettled, the rest of the pony dring gathered around her, nuzzing a her, pushing a her as if they
wanted to crawl under her skin.

She gathered what_ wood she had, dipped the hatchet through her belt, and led the amdl herd back
to the dearing where she dripped off ther gear and salvaged some corncakes from the packs she
removed and piled benegth the thickest of the trees, resting them on high-kneed roots to keep them out
of the muck. The corncakes she broke and put in their nosebags, |eft them munching away while she took
her meager gleanings of wood over to the tent and got afire started.

The light dimmed a bit as the sun passed behind a clot of dark clouds, but Meech was 4ill bright
gold and shining as xe hovered above the tent, tentacles anchoring xe to the tree. She sang afew notes to
xe as she moved about, getting the grate settled above the fire and soup fixings into the cookpot.

2

Marrin heard the hissng whispers and amiled as he recognized them. He didn’t tun as the scuff of
bare feet told hm Glois and Utde were edging into the workroom, just kept at his work refining the map



of Dumd Alsekum, drawing on the lightpad, his crude lines cleaned up and made eegant on the screen.

They edged up until they were leaning againg him, watching the marks he was making on the pad,
seeing how they were changed on the screen. “What's that?” Glois said.

“It'samap of the Dumd. I'm putting in where people live and the kind of gardens and trees they
have. See, this square with roundish corners is the Everything Shop and | put a smdler square on top for
the place where your friend Likd lives with x€ s family. Those marks there are the names of x€'s Par-ent
and sbs”

“l know what maps are. How come it looks differ-ent up there?’

“Theré s abit that thinksin there and it knows what | want so it does it. There' s a bit that thinks in dl
our machines”

“Oh.”

Marrin set the pen down, siwung his chair around and scowled &t the pair. “1t's the middle of the day,
why aren’'t you in school? Y ou know what | told you.”

“Ah, Aide Mar, it's Rest Day. And it's fird Sabibyl and that means it's Summer now and us
Sekummers we getting ready for a biiiig party. And we got chased, so we come here and anyway we
found out some suff you maybe want to know.”

“Ihoi, we did,” Utdd said, his lighter voice as filled with triumph as Glois. “Ther€'s this Fior
swampie, hisname' s Sabhd, he carves suff; you know, like cro-galls, he makes hinges so thar mouths
come open and even sets in hitty teeth from something, | dunno what's got teeth thet little, my Parent
buys suff from him for my sibs and me, so he knows us pretty wel and ....”

“And you go round the Dumd when you try to explain anything, Utta. He want to go see Ut’s Parent,
‘cause xe can tak to Met ‘n Tas for him, he don't like officids and won't go round them. We got him to
taking to us ‘cause Ut's Parent is busy with Summer Day business. He forgot what day it was and he
amog run off when Ut tdls hm. Anyway, what he said was, there's a funny looking mesuch fosscking
around in the Marishes. Like a big crogdl with xe's snout pushed in. Anyway, the mesuch, he's got this
weird stick thing that flies and he's messng around with choreks and giving them these things like our
mesuch got, you know, fire comes out one end and burns through just * bout anything. Sabhal, he says the
choreks are getting red gtirred up, like you kick into a mutmut nest and they go running round like crazy.
Sabhd, he says one bunch of ‘em nearly set Marish on fire, burn down dl their bothys, and if it didn't
rain woulda took alot a grass and trees with ‘em. Anyway is that the kinda thing you want to know?’

“It certainly is. Chorek with cutters, that’s not a happy thought. Have you talked to Ut's Parent yet?’

Utdd shook x€'s head, the orange and ydlow flowers dancing with the movement. “We just heard
and we come herefirg.”

“Wdl then, you'd best scoot dong and take the message like Sabhal wanted you to. Tdl them that
you told me and that I'm passing the word on.”

Glois wrinkled his nose and looked a Utdd, but before he could say anything, Duncan Shears
walked in.

He raised his brows when he saw them, but didn't comment. “Here, caich.” He tossed Marrin a
flakein a portable reader. “Lig of parts the Goés swore he'd send us. His Sgnaincluded. Haven't had a
grdl of ‘em. | want you to get hold of the Molyb Oschos, see what's holding things up. Use the
authorization on that to build afire under himif he's dragging his feet.”

“Right. By the way, I've jus learned that the Chave have an agent over here passng out cutters to
the chorek. Think | should get hold of Security there and let them know?’

Shears scowled. “How sure are you?’

“Pretty damn.”

“I'll give acdl to the Scholar, let her know. If she decides better not, she can get through to you on
the jit's com. Button up before you leave, but don't worry about the darms. I'll set web once you're
out.” He glanced at the two young Béluchar, sighed, and went ot.

“Gonna take the, jit? Take us with you, Marrin, hunh? Give us a ride, huh huh?’

“No way, my young friends.” He powered down the port, tapped on the datalock and got to his fedt.
“Besides, you have something you' ve got to do, remember?’



“Ahhh, we can do that anytime. Ut's Parent don’t want to see us now, xe said xe don't want to see
us sadit loud.”

“Wdl, you've just got to change x€'s mind. Look, Glois, I'm a target, like dl the rest of us from
Univer-gity. Any shooting, it’'sgoing to come a me. You want me to have to live with knowing I’ ve got
one of the people I'm supposed to be sudying killed?” He lifted the jit's keypack from the hook by the
door, shooed the 4ill protesting pair outside, pulled the door shut behind him. “And I'm redly serious,
Ut, Glo. It'sim-portant that your officids know what the sivampie told you. It could save lives. That's on
your shoulders. Now you go and do right by your folks”

He watched the younggters drag off dong the shadow-dappled wakway, then went to the man
workroom and stuck his head indde. “Dunc, how about letting me trade for a heavy-duty sun? Don't
want to sound too nervous, but cutters floating around makes me St up a bit.”

“Done. Let me get to the cache ....” He pamed the lock box open, turned back the lid. “Hm.
Another thing ... come over here, I'm going to load you down with a few tdltaes. Won't do much, but
maybe could give you some warning.”

“Did you get to Adan?’

“She' sin the middle of an interview, but | set the flasher going so shell be coming through any minute

Marrin swung into the jit, set the telltales on the shdf in front of the stick, then took a good look
round to make sure Glois and Utdd weren't anywhere near. He sghed. He liked that pair, they
reminded him of himsdf and a cousin of his Wonder how close we came to getting ourselves killed?
he thought with a pleasing sense of nogtadgia only possible because he had no intention of going near his
homeworld again. And how many times. He started the jit, backed it from under the tree, and Started
around the outsde of the Dumd. Now that he was out of the workroom, he could hear the voices, the
snatches of music, could see the pennants being raised and now and then catch the wisps of aroma from
the food and the mulled cider being heated in a vast pot outsde the Meeting House.

As he turned into the road, he started the teltde and immediatdly punched the volume lower when
the beeper went into hysterics as a laughing dancing chat-tering band of Keteng came round a grove of
ailnut trees. They heard the begping and milled about the jit for awhile, dapping their hands and shouting
Summer blessngs a him. As they broke off and headed for the Dumd again, two meoach with bright
blue flowers on their heads and shoulders grinned a him and tossed a handful each of sugared nuts into
the jit.

Smiling and crunching on a nut he picked off the seat beside him, Marrin sent the jit humming dong
the road, his worries forgotten for the moment. He liked this world. No doubt it had its dark sde, but
he'd come up in a world that was modly dark sde with only smal flashes of light and he fdt very
protec-tive of places like this. Adan wanted to preserve the brightness so later generations could retrieve
it; he was more like Shadith, he wanted to stop the plunder-ing now. He thought about Shadith and the
things he'd heard about her, rumors and jedlous hitching both. Thought about the redtrictions of the
Scholar’ s life which were sarting to bear down on him.

He wanted enough Voting Stock to have Universty as homebase even if he didn't go for Scholar a
the end of his training—which meant he had to redtrain his actions and keep insde the rules for another
dec-ade or s0 while he played palitics with his sponsors so he could get onto the projects that brought
him the stock. Which adso meant he' d better not revert to early traning and go play commando raid with
the Chave Endave as target.

The handcom’s bell jolted him back to the present. He tapped it on. “Ola here.”

“Marrin, Duncan just told me about your young friends. W€l decide what to do about that tonight,
till then Slenceis best.”

“Right, Scholar. Will do. Out.”

His thoughts kicked adong to the intermittent beeps from the teltde as the jit hummed past fields with
large beasts in them and the occasond Keteng or Fior herder drowsing in the sunlight. The road itsdf
was empty now, the BAuchar coming to the celebration in Alsskum were modtly areedy there.



Hdf an hour from the village, the open fidds grew smdler and amdler; there were groves of nut and
fruit trees, dso occasonad woodlots filled with shadow and cut-glades where thickets of young trees
were bright green patches between the darker trunks of the marture stock. Excellent ambush spots, his
mind informed him and he started tensng again, though the telltale had gone quiet once there were no
more herds to trigger it.

The woods grew denser as he neared the bridge over the Debuliah River, an am of the Sea Marish
reeching dong its north bank. The road turned into a causeway above stagnant, weed-filled water, and
the trees closed in around the road. Over the hum of the jit's lifters he could hear angi-song and the
occasond splash from a crogal or some other water monster too cold to register on the teltae. By the
time he reached the approach to the bridge, he was s0 tense a sudden burp on the tdltade sent him
reeching for the stunner. A glance a the teltde gave him distance and direc-tion. He stopped the jit,
swept the beam at full sun through a 180 arc, dropped the stunner on the seat beside him, and jammed
the accelerod as far to the right as it would go.

When he saw the gimmer of the Encdlave forcefield, he dowed, tugged a k-rag from the doorpocket,
and wiped a the sweat on his face. He loathed cutters and hel d had enough of assassins a long time ago.
Mut-tering anathemas under his breath, he headed the it toward the Enclave gate, wondering if he'd just
put a stray cadpa to deep or pinned a svampie or did any-thing more than dunk a few fliers in some
murky water. At leagt it wouldn't be anyone heading to the ‘Clave to trade. The paved ground was
empty and there were no barges tied up a the landing today. Rest Day. Summer Day. Just as wll.

3

Edt Mdech made a song of her name and woke her from the sudden heavy deep that had
descended on her after she tried feeding soup to her patient9, soilling more on the canvas than she got
down them. Danor’ s breething was harsh and labored, but Maor-gan was lying on his side, curled like a
child, desping swestly. She made a face a him, then crawled out of the tent.

The day had turned lovey, the sky was clear of dl but a few wisps of cloud, the wind had died down
to a whisper, and the cabpas were busly browsng on the tender new growth on the brush growing
between the trees. She got her to feet, wiped her hands on her shirt, and moved to the middle of the
glade.

Melech was drifting above the glade, holding xesdlf in place with a Sngle anchor tentacle. Xe looked
plumper and more contained after a morning of sun-grazing, ddicady lovey again, the ragged edges
smoothed flat. Xe unrolled x€'s gpeaking tentacle but didn't try to touch her with it, wating for her
permis-sion fir.

She understood why. It was easier to convey x€'s thoughts through that link and besides, xe didn’t
want to wake Maorgan. Tetchy as a mother with a sick child, she thought. Just as well, listening to
that chord speech hurts my head. She reached out, let her hand brush againg the tentacle as a way of
granting the permission.

And gasped.

Wheat poured through the Eolt’s flesh and into her was indescribable—more intense than the deepest
physcd joy she'd ever known, even when she was a Weaver on Shaydin.

She snaiched her hand away at the same time xe recoiled from her, then stood looking up & xe, her
fingers moving over and over the hawk etched into her cheek. “Shdl we try that again?’ she said findly
and put out her hand again.

The shock was't so great this time, though it was dill there; it was like grabbing hold of a live wire
and feding dectricity flowing into her.

They both carefully ignored this.

Edt Mdech mused for a moment, then spoke quickly, x€'s words coming at her like yesterday’s

rain-drops, hard and fast.*l have quartered the Forest ahead and | have seen no more chorek sign, although
with the thickness of canopy so various it is hard to be sure. The Mer-Eolt Lebesair has gone ahead to watch
the road for us ....*

Even through the quick pdlt of the words she fdt a sense of things-not-said in thet lagt bit, underlined



by a powerful irritation that xe could not quite hide.

*Xe will sing to me of any dangers xe finds and | will pass these to my sioll. Maorgan is well?*

*He’s still asleep, though it's been rather a long sleep, there is no fever, his pulse is strong.*

* thought it must be so, but it is good to hear your con-firmation. The other?*

*is not well at all. Could you do for him ... ?*

*No. It is not possible. The touch would Kill, not heal. If you can manage to preserve him alive and get him
another half a day’s ride along the road, about ten sikkoms that is, you will come to Dumel Minach. It is a
miner’'s settlement and there will be healers there who can deal with puncture wounds and broken bones. And
the Inn at Minach is forted against forest choreks, so you will be safe there. Will you look at Maorgan again
and bring me sight of how he is?*

*I'll do that.*

She watched xe drift upward to hover near the high clouds, then the fatigue that her broken deep had
not cleaned from her systlem flooded over her again. She returned to the tent, fdl on the blankets, and
was deep adeep dmogt before she' d stretched out her legs.

She woke again, an hour later, to see Maorgan bending over the older Ard. And there was more
wood stacked ingde the doorflap of the tent. HE'd been out and busy while she dept. She rubbed at her
eyes, once again amazed a how quickly he'd recov-ered, definitdy more in that ddl bond than was
ap-parent on the surface. No wonder Danor had been <o filled with rage since his Sall was burned for
the plea-sure of a pair of Chave techs. He mugt have fdt the burning as intensdy as his sall did till the
Eolt was dead.

Maorgan turned when he heard her moving. “He s redly bad. Have you talked to your people?’

“Com’s dead. Sokli fdl on it when he was killed. You look better.”

“| fed better. | see the cabpas came back.”

“Ladt night. | suppose because they're tame crea-tures and don't like the wild. Besides they wanted
corncake and that doesn’'t grow on trees.” She pushed hersdf up, grimaced at the throb in her head. “I
hate interrupted deep, | dways fed like I'm three thoughts behind and a hundred pounds heavier. Would
you bring Danor outsde? And a blanket to put between him and the ground. I’m going to try something.”

She opened her medkit, set a scape in the Steril-izer, scowled at the antiseptic spray, then at the red
and ydlow matter pressing againg the scab on Da-nor’s shoulder. It was the bullet that was causng the
trouble and probably afragment of shirt it took inwith it. She rested her fingers as lightly as she could on
the hot dry skin and let her mindtouch drop through the flesh. Yes. There. Dark heavy mass. Have to
get that out. Can | shift it .. unh ... dippery ... yes, | can, yes.

She looked up, met Maorgan’s worried gaze. “I have to do something,” she said. “I think | can get
the bullet out and the wound cleaned, but | can’'t be sure. Seeif you can fix up a litter we can put him on
and carry him to someone who knows what they’re doing.”

He nodded, got to hisfeet. “And I'll see about get-ting the packs ready.”

She checked Danor. His fever was up another notch and he was moving his head and muttering
things she couldn’t catch, his hands were scrabbling weskly a the blanket. She wanted to put him out for
the deaning of the wound, but she didn’t dare, she was worried enough about reaction to the spray. She
et the antisep bulb on the folded-out worktray of the kit, then took the scalpel and opened the wound,
jerking back as blood and pus spurted out.

She st the scdpe back in the Serilizer, sprayed a pad with antisep, and began wiping and pressing,
wip-ing and pressing, getting as much of the ydlow matter out as she could, trying to ignore the groans
and screams from the man she was working on. When there was just blood and clear liquid coming out,
she kndt with her hands regting lightly on his chest, the red raw hole between them.

She could move sl objects, she'd done it before. She'd even drawn a bullet before, it just took
concen-tration and time,

Bullet. Yes. Shred of something foreign in there, too.

Grasp both. Yes. Gotcha! Ease them up. Easy ... easy . damn!

Danor was coming further awake, garting to writhe around on the blanket. One am came around,



dammed into her, nearly knocked her out of her trance and off her knees. Then he was quiet again, she
didn’'t know why, she could fed life beating in him ill, didn't matter, the only thing that mattered now
was getting that bullet and that shred of cloth out of the wound. She'd logt hold for a moment, but
retrieved it now. Easy ... easy ... come along .., up ... where's the path ... ah! around there, when he
moved, he shifted things ... just to make this harder ... up another inch .... “Ah!”

The battered cone of lead popped out of Danor with a comicd little spt!, rolling down his ribs into
the grass. The thread of cloth swam beside the wound in a poal of blood.

She wiped the back of a bloody hand across her eyes and saw Maorgan when she opened them.
He'd used his body to pin the old man down, keep him from moving.

“Hnished?” When she nodded, he rose. “Oddest thing I've ever seen,” he said. “You're a tdented
lady, Shadowsong.”

With alittle bark of laughter, she shook her head. “No more than you, Harpmaster. Now if you'll go
back to your packing, I'll finish this up. By the way, thanks.”

He grinned and walked away.

She wiped the shred of doth away, cleaned the wound again, sprayed antisep on a new pad, and
taped it in place. “Now if you'll just stay divetill we get you to Minach.”

4

Marrin Ola stopped in the doorway to the work-room when he saw Adan Spping tea and ligening to

Duncan Shears. “ Get the cone up, I’ ve got something to show you.”

A moment later he was back. He stepped through the haze of the privacy cone, took a cutter from
ingde his shirt and put it on the table. “Not a rumor. Not any more”

Adan looked at the mucky weapon. “Looks like it took a bath in mud.” She sniffed. “Very sde mud
where something died awhile ago.”

“It did.” He wiped his hand on his shirt, pulled up a chair, and gave them a sketch of what happened
a the bridge. “... and | managed to pry about hdf what you want out of Oschos, the Suff is locked in the
Jjit, 1l bring it in later. 1t took a while, though, so | was irritated and in a hurry and I’'d dmost forgotten
about the wobble at the bridge,, so | hadn’t turned on the telltde. So when Glois and his pad rode out a
me, | nearly had a heart attack. The young idiots. I'd told them to keep away, but they saddled up and
rode after, | think they thought they were going to protect me, | don't know WHAT they were thinking.
Anyway, Glois was excited about something but he wouldn't say what. He got me on his cadpa and
climbed up behind Ut and they took me to this mucky idet with a huge ailnut tree growing a one end.
The cutter was there, one end of it sunk in the mud, the other end caught on a root. And the chorek who
hed it, he was facedown in the water, about as dead as you get. Drowned. 1'd hit him with the stunner
and down he went. There were pieces out of him, acrogdl or some-thing like that had started eating him.
Kids thought dl that was teribly interesting. Reminds me of me when | was a kid, but my somach’s
gotten weaker since those days.” He glanced at the cutter lying dark and lethd on the table, leaned back,
and crossed hislegs.

Adan swore.

Duncan Shears rubbed at his chin. “You can inter-view from the Enclave”

“We ve been over that and over it, Duncan. It won't work.” Fingers tapping a the worktable, she
sared at the wall, her eyes narrowed, the corners of her wide mouth tucked in. “Shadith should be
getting to Chuta Meredd soon. End of the week she said. When she cdls in tonight, | want her to try
getting permisson for the three of usto fly in. From whet I’ ve heard, | doubt any Chav spy will be getting
close to that place. Center of learning, repository of history, center of government such asit is. I’'ve been
sivaing a the thought of getting there, but | didn’t see how ... even Shadith had to ride there ... no flikits
dlowed ... and the Metau and Teseach went rabid when | barely mentioned the place ... without an
invitation I’d given up hope ... funny, this business might even be what makes it possible.” She blinked.
“Wel, enough of that. Marrin, what about the com and the satdllites, are they anywhere near getting them
back on line?’

He uncrossed hislegs and sraightened his back. “Very snesky and thorough virus. Hm. It's hard to



believe a Chav invented thet virus. They're not usudly so ... um ... indirect. That is to say, they have few
graces not directly related to the extraction of miner-as. | suspect the presence of a Freetech and | think
| know the man. Family had me locate him and send him out to Picabral not so long ago; | taked to him
fird. Most amord entity I've ever come across and one of the cleverest a wha he does. If I'm right,
Koraka has about as much chance of resolving that virus with the personnel and equipment he has here
as we have of waking home. It ate through the de-fenses as if they didn't exist. All they needed was
someone to get it into the system and they bought that. Software' s unusable, the techs are trying to pull
something together to get the com going, but every-thing they try, the virus eats. We are cut off
completely for the moment. And there won't be a ship from Yarakan for another Sx weeks. They know
who it was that the Chave bought, by the way. Y ou remem-ber that phora, Gaeyn | think was his name?
The one who looked like he had a burr up his nose? Well, he disappeared dong with his private flikit.
From what | could get out of Oschos, the Goés is raving, he sus-pects dl the rest of them and is taking
of putting anyone who sneezes funny under probe.” He shrugged.

“And he can't afford Stting there much longer look-ing like a fool. And if we hand him this business
of the cutters and the Chav spy ... Gods, that'll start a shooting war. It's dl the proof he needs, in't it. A
wespon, a body, a 5oy he can capture. Active aggres-son againg Univergty resdents, stockholders, and
aful Scholar as wdl as damaging Y araka equipment. He could go under a truthreader and come out
sweet.” Adan got to her feet. “I want both of you thinking about options. See if you can dig up a third
choice for us. WE Il meet tonight, my room, see what Shadith can tdl us”

11. The Ways of Secret Wars

1

Ceam stood in the gloom under the trees and watched smoke risng as the mountains burned. Thefire
the airwagons set was egting toward them, but it was dill miles off and not yet dangerous.

“So you made it.”

He turned.

Leoca stood with her am around the shoulder of her Keteng companion, her face weary. Engebd
looked bleached, x€'s lichen brittle and gray. Behind them, in among a patch of haf-grown guma trees,
the three mdoach in ther klid were sguaiting on the mossfern groundcover, huddled together like
new-hatched kerrut.

“So | did. You look like you had a hard run.”

“Yes” After aminute, she added, “But we didn’t lose anyone.”

He took alast look at the peaks, moved into the shadow toward the two once-teachers. “How many
mede it here?’

“Twenty-three, and you're one of the lagt we're ex-pecting. Eolt Kitsek said that was dl he dared
take time to find.”

“Had along way to come. With dl that fire, seeing xe was shdl we, say a surprise”

They walked together through the trees with the mdoach fallowing slently behind. Ceam took a
drink from his flask, offered it to Leoca and Engebd, they declined, so he dapped the stopple back in
and hung it from his belt. The flon burned hot in his belly, gave him the illuson of energy, and helped him
hide from himsdf how bad the Stuation was.

The saboteur klids and the solitary spies met beside a pring that welled up between two roots of the
largest ailtree for miles around. A double dozen weary and angry Béuchar, about hdf For and hdf
Keteng with a scattering of children among them, Stting Slent and grim among their elders.

For some time most of what happened was irritated wrangling, none of them willing to give up the
right to speak or give way to any of the others; mogt of them came from different Ordumels in different
sec-tions of Mditoéh, some of these traditiond rivas. And the times had made them suspicious of
grangers. All the rules were washed away. If there d been an Ard left on Méitoéh, the harper would



have had their def-erence, but most of the Ards had died from heart attacks brought on by unbearable
pan or by their own hands when their gadlls burned. The few that were left were like lladrn and Danor,
crazy or caged.

After a while, though, Leoca and Engebd moved to the center of the surge, touching an am here,
whis-pering there, spreading a calm, bringing order out of chaos with the kills they’d learned in fifteen
years of teeching.

Engebd stood on a root beside the soring, the height raising xe's head above the rest. “It would be a
shame” xe sad, a dark sad note thrumming in x€ s voice. “If we destroy oursalves before the Chave can
do the job. You, Ceam, you Heruit, you Deénin ....” Xe named them dl and with the names, caught them
inxesweb. “Youdl ... we dl have hurt the mesuch or they wouldn’t have done that horror. Cha oy, we

Jo Clayton jugt have to hurt them more. Heruit, sounded to me like you've been thinking about
something. Tdl us”

Heruit was a For with a freckled bad head and the remnants of a comfortable plumpness. “We
gtarted this to run them out of profit and patience. 1hoi! we ve done the second dl right, but the first
doesn’'t seem to have happened. | don't redly care why, | make this point only to remind you dl why
we ve |eft the center of poison aone. The mesuch fort. | say that is our target now. There's not much
worse they can do to us, so there's no further point to forbearance. Ard Iladrn has done wel for us, let
us ask m to do more.”

With a dash of his hand to say he was finished, he dropped to a squat on the mossfern.

Engebd pointed a blunt finger. “ Rebek.”

Xewas asmdl, wiry Denchok, thinner and shorter than most. “I think we're agreed there. It's jugt a
mat-ter of how we do it. What with this and that, | was run into the Meklo Fen afew tendays ago. Some
of my budline are living in there with a dutch of swamp-ies. Saw a patch of hokori ripening nicdly in the
Meklo Fen, so that's ussful. And there are other thingsin the Marishes that we can use to fight with. The
swampies were tdling me about the trading they’ re doing with the mesuchs ....”

The mention of trade brought some of the listeners to theair feet roaring with outrage.

Leoca jumped up beside Engebd, thrust her fingers in her mouth, and cut through the noise with a
pierc-ing whigle.

When Leoca brought her hands down and dropped to St on the root, Engebd sad very softly,
“Quiet. You're acting like fools. Xe has a point, let xe make it.”

Rebek nodded. “Xe is right. The swampies trade fruit and dried shroon and fresh fish for whatever
they can pry out of the techs and Drudges around the mesuch fort. And they make quite sure that some
of these things have dormant chiro spores in them. A portion of the spores will pass right through
whoever egts them, maybe contaminate the water system, maybe not, but some will set their hooks. |
would not like to be a Chav with chiro worms growing in my gut.”

Heruit chuckled, then he whooped, dapped his thighs, jumped to his feet and hugged Rebek, gartling
the little Keteng. Still chuckling he stepped back. “What a ploy! What a demondream of a ploy! Who
thought that one up?’

Rebek coughed, patted xe's mouth. “From thelittle | know, I'd say it just sort of happened. And that
isnot the only thing they are passng on. But that, while pleasant to contemplate, is not why | brought the
mat-ter up. Even with Ard Iladrn ingde the wals, we don’t know enough about that fort to attack it with
any hope of red damage. We need information first. And we need to get it without having the mesuchs
suspect what we're up to. It is Summer Day today. Did you remember that, dl of you? Summer Day.
You know what that means. Hot and humid and the Scacca wind blowing day after day off the Bakuhl
Sea. They'll gtart going crazy when mold grows on ther hides and every surface around. They're desert
folk, Ard Iladrn has told us that. They won't day trapped behind those walls. They’ll want distraction,
amusement, anything to cut through the whine of that wind and the stink of the mold. | say, think about
that.”

Engebd siwvung xe' s fingers, deliberately choosing a Fior woman thistime. “Degnin.”

Deénin was a stocky woman in late middle age, her hair cut short and mogtly gray, her face lined, her
eyes dmog logt in nets of crows s-feet. “Before | came to the mountains, they set me to running their



whorehouse in Dumd Dordan-that-was, the house that Drudges used. You don’t want to know what a
rutting Drudge is like. Mde or femde. Rebek is right. When the Scacca blows, that’s when we have a
chance, but we have to be ready to take it. Before | came away, | saw Drudges and techs both drinking
smoke. Tha's the trade we can work on, get them so drugged with smoke they get cardless. The big
Muck, he'stry-ing to get hold of the trade dl for himsdlf, he' strying to cut off the techs supplies, it's like
he sworking for us. Let them think they ashed most of us with the trees. Let them think what's left of us
have gone tame with terror. Let them get red comfortable. Then we hit and we wipe them off Béluchad.”

2

Brion blinked at the ceiling, wondering whet it was that woke him so early.

A moment later Temuen came in with a tray, two mugs of timd tea geaming on it, sticks of husk
burn-ing in a holder, a bright bunch of siny flowers in the little vase he'd carved for her. “Greet the
Summer,” she sang. Her voice quavered, but it was il as true and sweet as it had been the firg time he
heard her Sng.

He pushed up, made room for her beside him on the bed. “Summer Day dready?’

She patted his hand. “You lose count, you know.”

When they woke from the smoke trance, they left the shelter and stood at the edge of the Seegping
Ground watching the smoke from the fires coiling above the peaks. Brion caught hold of a vine twisting
about the pergola, wesk tearsfilled his eyes “Why?’

“Because they look a us like we're bugs. Been gtinging them, | “spect. Smoking us out, burning us
down like we would a nest of chups” There was a scratchy irritation in her voice as if she'd sad the
same thing too many times before. After a moment he fet the echoes in his mind and knew he'd stood
here, said this, she'd said that, dll of it before.

“Sorry. | forget.”

“l know. Takes some like that.”

There was an odd burring in the ar. Not loud. Like a cloud of kekads svaming above a lake. The
image pleased him, brought up a memory of atime when he was just a boy and dreaming of being an Ard
and bonding with an Eolt. He fdt again the jolt when he redlized it wasn't going to happen. Ffty years
ago, yet the hurt was dill fresh. He leaned againg the pergola and wept for that and dl the things he'd
forgotten in the years snce.

A hand tugged a him. Temuen’s voice was dill in his ear. “Come on, old fool. The mesuchs, they
coming here. We gotta get away.”

“Wha ... where?” He brushed at his eyes, saw the dark blot of the airwagon dropping down beside
the Segping Ground. He started to move then, but it was dready too late. A force of mesuchs came
bounding out of the wagon and moved in an arc toward the ground. He turned only to see another
arwagon and another arc dosing in from the other side.

A grating sound from the firs airwagon, then words. “Stop where you are. If you try to run, well
take your legs off. Come to the Bonding Court ....”

Agitation made Brion's limbs twitch. The words ... they shouldn’t know the words ... they stole
the words .... Muttering his distress, he let Temuen tug him aong to the court.

All the other Guardians were there, the young ones and the old falling ones like him. The mesuchs
hed trapped them dl.

The airwagon was 4ill taking at them. He'd missed part of it, S0 it was a while before he took in
what was beng said and then only because the wagon re-peated it twice. “... will choose four from
among the oldest of you, the rest won't be harmed. You can go on about your business as soon as we
leave. Any distur-bance or disobedience will be punished immediately.”

A mesuch waked past them, staring at them. Brion shivered as the hard metdlic gaze seemed to ped
hisskin back.

A moment later the mesuch was back. He had a short brass wind in his hand. He moved his claw, a
ray of light went out, touched Camach. “You.”



Thelight touched Sulantha, the oldest of the women here. “You.”

The light touched Brion. It was cold light, but it burned him. He shuddered when the mesuch said,
“You.”

Thelight touched Temuen. “You.”

The mesuch stepped back. “The ones | marked, step forward. You'll be coming with us”

At least I'll have Temuen. Brion took a step toward the airwagon. At least | won’t be alone. He
reached to take her hand, but she wasn't beside him. He turned.

Her face had gone red, her eyes were little and squinty. She got like that when she was angry. And
she was stubborn when she was angry. “No!” she shouted at the mesuch. “I’'m not going anywhere.”

Brion rushed to her, took her am and tried to pull her dong. “Temmy, don't, | need you. Don't.
Don't. Temmy ...."

The mesuch didn’t bother trying to persuade her. The light that touched Temuen this time burned a
hole clear through her and she crumpled at Brion's feet.

The marker light flashed out, touched Tegrdl. “You. Now. All of you. Move. | will not accept
hestation.”

Tedrdl took Brion's arm. “Cha oy, Brio, what's done is done. Come dong.”

At times during the flight to the mesuch’s place, Brion would forget about Temuen and stare out a
the clouds or a the ground moving with such stately deceptive speed below them. Then he'd look
around to find her and show her the wonders and she was't there and he'd remember and the pain was
new again, new each time asif the horror happened over and over. He' d gotten used to Guardians dying,
they did it dl the time. Old men died. Old women died. They went into the ground and their souls came
back, as Keteng and flowered into golden. Eolt. But those dy-ings were shared things, with songs and
dories and the Passage Feast to celebrate the freeing from the body. Even when young Rudiam had a
heart attack when he was only fifty-seven and dropped dead in the middle of a Song Smoke, it wasn't
like ... Brion looked out and saw a herd of blackface cabrags spooked by the shadow of the airwagons
rippling across the grass, smiled a how slly they looked from up here, turned to nudge Temuen ... and
screamed, remembering ...

The mesuchs drove the four Guardians ahead of them into a amdl gate in the backside of their
fort-place. After passng through amaze of corridors, dl rigidy square with glow bands that produced a
glaing white light that seared Brion's eyes, kept him blinking and rubbing at them, a hand in the middle of
his back shoved him into a smdl square room, with wals and caling a smooth white ceramic.

The others came sumbling in after him, dazed and eyes sreaming from the glare.

The mesuch’s voice came blaring into the room, as hard on the ears as ther lights were on the eyes.
“Strip off your dothing and drop it in the opening provided.”

Brion blinked, stood garing a the wadl, not sure he'd heard what he thought he'd heard. Teardl
patted hisarm. “Brio, take off your clothes. We dl have to do that.” She turned, began hdping Sulantha
with the ties on her robe.

Liguid came a him from everywhere, hard lines that hurt where they hit. Not water. It sung his eyes
and had the greadly sour taste of soap when it got into his mouth. Then the water was gone and
some-thing like fog gushed into the room. It caught him in the throat and started him coughing. He could
hear the others hacking and wheezing.

Then the fog was sucked away and they stood shiv-ering on the smooth cold floor. A part of a wal
did back. A door. Not the one they’d come through.

“Leave the room.” The mesuch’s voice had a weary impatience as if he spoke to redly stupid
animds. “Leave the room. Leave the room now. Wak down the corridor till you reach the firs open
door, go through it. Leave the room. Leave the room now.”

Wet and shivering, they turned into the new room to find towels there, gray soft rags with an acrid



herba odor and voluminous white garments hanging from hooks shoulder high on the wall. Brion rubbed
hishar dry enough so it stopped dripping into his eyes and sending driblets of water down his neck. He
dropped the towel on the table where he/'d found it, took down one of the garments. It was a loose
deeveess smock that reached his knees and left hislegs and feet bare.

He'd bardy gotten it on, was 4ill tying on the cloth belt when the mesuch’s voice sounded, artling
him as it seemed to come from the air. After aminute he remembered that was the way it was before.

Sorry. | forget. He said that to Temuen awhile ago. When was that? A while ago.

| know. Takes some like that. Temuen said that to him awhile ago. Temuen ....

“Leave the room. Now. Leave the room. Turn to your left. Do not go back the way you came. Turn
to your left. Keep waking until you are told to stop.”

Obediently, Brion shuffled down the corridor until the voice stopped him beside a door.

“Put your hand on the ydlow ovd.”

It was a pae spot, seemed more brown than ydlow to Brion, but he was't going to argue the point.
When he set his hand on the spot, the door did open.

“Step indde”

He shied as the door did shut behind him, cutting him off from the others.

“What is your name?’

“Brion.” His mouth quivered. He wanted to ask what was going to happen, but he couldn’'t get his
tongue around the words. His body was beginning to lose the smoke; his fingers twitched, and a tic
pulsed beside one eye.

“Brion. Thisis your room. Do whét | tdl you and you will know how to use its functions”

There were more ydlow ovads scattered about. One brought a bunk bed diding from the wdl. One a
toilet. One opened a hole in the wal he was told would have food for him at the proper time. The one
that pleased him most opened a narrow door thet led into a amdl square patio. There were four concrete
benches set agang the windowless wdls that enclosed the place, a tree and a fountain in the middle, a
hideous squat thing, but at least there was moving water in it. Asif the builder that made this ugly heap
hed designed the bare minimum for folk who need green and sky to say dive.

He shuffled to one of the benches and sat down. A moment later more doors opened and the others
came out to join him, gtting slent, saring a the fountain and the single finger of water rigng to dance with
agrace that damned its surroundings.

Teardl was the youngest of them, the most impatient. She pushed gray-stresked brown har back
from her square bony face. “Why? | thought we were dead. Thisisamog as bad as dead, but not quite.
Why are we dive?’

Brion stared a her a moment, then his face crum-pled and he started crying. She was there instead of
Temuen. Temuen was dead.

Though there was no answer that firg day to Teardl’s question, the falowing days gave them ample
rea-son. They were questioned, poked, prodded. Samples were taken of dl ther body fluids They were
lad out on tables, lights shone a them, they were drawn through long machines. Do this, do that, they
were told. And they did whatever they were told, moving like cabhisha before the nipping and barking of
aherd dog.

For the fird tenday they were given no smoke to drink.

Sulantha died on the third day, fdling againgt Brion as they walked about the bleak garden.

He wept for a moment, then forgot why as soon as her body was removed. He was flashing in and
out of awareness. His body ate and dept and moved about, but most of the time he only knew that when
one of the mesuch guards dapped his face to wake him from his trance of nonthinking. By the end of the
tenday, even this bardy reached him. He spent most of the time degping in the sun in the patio, curled up
knees to chest, Camach and Tedrdl nestled beside him.

On the deventh day he woke in his cdl and found a bowl with fragments of husk on the floor beside
the cot, smoke rigng in blue white twists. He dropped off the edge of the cot, sprawled on the floor, his



face close to the bowl as he sucked in the smoke.

When he woke from the trance, he went outsde and sat on his bench, watching the water dance.
There were drawbacks to awareness. Grief and pain and anger churned in him. He thought about
opening avein. He dso knew the mesuch would not permit him to die on his own time. He thought about
Sulantha. Thought she was luckier than she knew. Her soul was free and would be rebodied in a quieter
time He didn't think about Temuen, turned his mind away whenever theimage of her flickered behind his
eyes.

Teardl came out. Her eyes were red and wild, her plan face made plainer by a scowl. “Do you
know what they’re doing?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. “We're test animas. They're usng us to figure
what the husk does. They're uang us to find a way of grow-ing husk. Like Keteng breed cabhisha for
thar hair and their mest. Do you hear me, Brion? Do under-stand what they’re doing?’

Brion blinked at her, then he nodded. “Yes”

“WEe ve got to do something.” She waved away hiswarning. “Chaoy, | know they're ligening. What
does that matter?” She turned as Camach came douching out, his eyes seeing things in the otherwhere.
“Cama, do you know what they’ re doing? Ligten to me, do you know?’

His body shuddered and his gaze shortened till he was looking at her. He said, “They told me to tdl
you, they’ll be coming for the three of us this after-noon. More tests.”

“Oh”

MedTech First Muhaseb shifted in his pulochair and looked nervous as he waited for the Ykkuva's
attention.

Hunnar was leaning back, eyes closed, hand waving to the livdy somp that Iladrn coaxed from his
harp.

llatrn watched that hand and brought the ssomp to an end when he saw the movement go ragged
and lose even an goproximation of the beat. He segued into pale background paste that Hunnar could
ignore. He would have pushed it longer if he'd dared; he didn't want to see Muhaseb's pictures, his
somach 4ill burned from the lagt time. He leaned his head againgt the wall and closed his eyes though he
knew he would open them later when the picture show began.

Hunnar’s chair hummed as he swung to face the med-tech. “You said you had a report.”

“Yes, O Ykkuva. You asked us to keep you in-formed on progress as we made it.”

“And?

“Ah mmm, this phase was rather more mmm in-complete than we liked, however, we do have
auffi-cient date to make the next phase more successful.”

“Incomplete?’

“Ah mmm, unfortunately the subjects had to be dis-patched before the series was complete. We
have mmmm taken them apart and examined the pieces ....” His mouth twitched into a sour amile
“Mmmm, bailing jam from spoiled fruit as it were. Would you prefer to examine the conclusons firg or
do you wish to see the process develop?’

“Skip the beginning. | want to know why you wasted the subjects | had my guards collect for you.”

“Mmmm. Yes. | mus repeat, O Ykkuva, our expe-rience in this sort of exploration is minimd at
best. We are trained to ded with illnesses and injuries among the work force and must proceed from the
mogt generd of principlesin this study. If you will watch the screen. Scenes from the day in question. We
hed deprived them of the smoke for a tenday and observed a growing disconnect from redity until
sometimes they falled to respond even to the mogt intense of pain gimuli. Examingtion of body fluids and
cdls taken from various organs indicate what seems to be mmmm a nearly complete integration of the
drug with the cdll structure so that deprivation leads to a shutting down of most functions. The oldest of
the subjects, afemde, suffered a massve disruption of the brain on the third day and died. As | sad, the
others were shutting down more completdy with each day that passed and would probably have
followed the woman into deeth if we had continued the deprivation for a second tenday. While testing to
destruction would be of some vaue, it was determined to begin a new phase, if you will observe the



screen, O Ykkuvd.”

The wall screen came dive. It was divided into four cells. In three of them skeletal figures are lying on
wall cots like corpses laid out for burying. The cell door dides open, a pole pushes a bowl of smoldering
husk into the room. Before the door closes, dl three have rolled off the cots and are hunched over the
bowls, faces stupid with a combination of ecstasy and need as they suck the smoke into mouths and
nogtrils. The fourth cdl is the patio, empty now, the only movement the flutter of leaves and the dancing
of the column of water.

“You will observe how quickly function is restored once sufficent smoke is ingested. The need is
different for each of the three as evidenced by the duration of their intake. It is interesting aso that the
fird thing each of them does is move into the open, into the semblance of a garden we provided them
with.”

Hunnar listened to Te&rdl’s speech, hed up his hand.

The tech stopped the movement. “Yes, O Ykkuvd?’

“Was there any discusson in the hearing of the sub-jects as to why thisis being done to them?’

“None, O Ykkuvd. We were careful only to give the necessary orders. Not a word beyond that was
gpoken at any time. Not evenin Chava”

“And they’ re peasants. Drudges. How does she know?’

“Ah mmm. O Ykkuvd, we know dmost nothing about loca culture or how developed it might be.
There are reports that there was a primitive kind of eectricd sysem in the village we took over. It is
quite possible that certain types among them have devel-oped a certain philosophicd sophigtication
somewhat beyond their technicd capacity.”

“Ump.”

“Our mmm miscaculaion of ther potentid arose from thar passvity. Only the one showed any
ress-tance a dl, that was, of course, the woman shot by your guard when he gathered these for us. She
should have been factored into our expectations, but that was not done.”

The image on the wdl flickered and shifted to a Sngle screen showing a corridor and three people
shuffling dong it, meager, dmogt skeleta figures, shoulders rounded, heads down.

“Asyou can see, passve, low energy, wasted bodies. However, watch what happens next.”

Another jump, from the corridor to the tedting facil-ity. Lab techs herded the three subjects into
cubicles, ordered them to undress and lie down.

There was no gnd given, no word spoken, but in the same second dl three jumped their techs.
They did no damage, but the sudden attack provoked the Chav defensive reaction and they ended as
ragged fragments splattered againgt the wall.

“The techs have been disciplined. Level one only because of the provocation and the previous
passvity which made the attack such a surprise tha they acted automaticaly and killed rather than
restrained the subjects.” He touched the sensor and the screen went blank. “If you wish, O Ykkuvd, |
can take you through the autopsies and the examination of brain cdl development, or | can give you a
summary of what we think as of now.”

“Leave the flake with the detalls, I'll examine it later. Summarize now.” He glanced a awadl chron.
“Y ou have three minutes”

“Ah mmm every cdl we examined departed widdy from the Cousin norm, insofar as there is a norm
and conddering the limited resources of our filing sysem. Some were wasted until they were hardly
recognizable as cdls, some hyperdeveloped, dl of them, even the atrophied, had a patch of odd-shaped
receptors which we bdieve is the Ste where one component or other the smoke attaches. That is not
necessxily true. Ah mmmm we would appreciate your induding a nonad-dicted young form of the
speciesin the next collection. We need a base form to vaidate our conclusions. At the moment these are
that prolonged exposure to the husk smoke induces physicd changesin the brain and body Structure. The
functioning of the body and thus life itsdf becomes completely dependent on the con-tinued use of the
smoke, but what those changes do to thought patterns, indeed, the ahility to think and reason, we don’t



a present know.” He rose to his feet, placed hand over hand and bowed. “Within my three minutes, |
believe. If you have further questions, | will be happy to return.”

When the bell sounded, Hunnar clicked on the speaker, snapped, “Quiet.”

lladrn took his hands from the sirings, and sat slent and disregarded in his corner.

A andl voice sad, “Kurz.”

llabrn recognized both name and voice and set him-sdf to ligen carefully and remember what he
heard. He' d gotten word out about the spy, but in the past tenday the harpist who usudly answered him
hed been slent, so he had no way of knowing if he'd played to empty ar or ligening ears.

Hunnar hunched forward, the inner lids drooping down so his eyes glistened to show the intengty of
his attention. “Ligtening. Speak.”

“Have visted the four Marishes and some fifteen bands of choreks. The cutters have been
digtributed. The information about the bounties on the heads of the Univerdty team is passng quickly
from mouth to mouth and | have dready seen severd bands making their way toward the village where
the team is now. Unless they are warned by a bungled attempt and take precautions, they should soon
cease to exist. Also there will soon be severe disturbances in the lives of the villagers and the loca
farmers as the chorek use their new firgpower to enrich themselves, which further dampen the efforts of
the Y araka to ingratiate themselves with the locals”

“Y ou want more cutters?’

“Yes. At the drop as arranged. Plus a new unit for the miniskip. The damp and locd fauna have
damaged the old one to the point that my freedom of movement has been severdly curtalled. Thisis the
more frudrat-ing since I've heard of forest chorek and meant to cross to the mountains and begin
enliding them. | have achieved a tentative connection with one of the political choreks with ties in that
direction.”

“You are wdl?’

“Yes. Though rather bored. This business has pro-ceeded with an dmost ludicrous ease.”

“May your boredom continue. Good work, Kurz. But take care. I've just been reminded that the
locals have teeth and can use them.”

“RAtiful teeth, O Ykkuva, dong with an ignorance so vadt it is astonishing. How soon can the drop be
made? | am lying concedled near the area.”

Hunnar glanced a the wall chron. “Three hourstill dark here. I'll have Asgd load the flik and Start
across an hour from now. He should reach the drop a little after sundown. Congratulations again, Kurz.
Y ou have exceeded expectation, as usud.”

llabrn sat in the Dushanne Garden ligening to a distant harp with a rdief that he carefully conceded
dthough he was done for the moment. In the rhythms was an acknowledgement of his message and a
warn-ing to be ligening for news later in the tenday. He sighed and brushed a his eyes as he saw the
arwagon rise above the Kushayt and go darting westward. Somewhere out there an Eolt would be riding
the wind currentsin the same direction, making xe' s rdatively dow and labored way to Chuta Meredd.
Time The mesuchs ate time the way crogdls ate mesat, swa-lowing in chunks what other beings nibbled
a.

They were going to, eat this world like that. Hunnar and his lot. We're to be fodder for their
appetites, espe-cially the Keteng. Kept in herds like catrags, raised for the husk from the Seepers,
the hatchling Eolt for the pleasure of the hunt. | will die before | see that | hope | will die. The
thought twisted his somach in knots. He groaned adoud. How can | with this .., this burr in my head
that won't even let me think the thought without ....

The digant harp had settled to an old song, one of those from the flight time, from so long ago and so0
far away that even dreams couldn’t reach there.

“My lover has gone away, gone away, oh
My lover has gone across the wide sea



My heart is sore, my heart hurts, oh
Bring back my wandering lover to me ....”

He ligtened until the sad pure notes faded; his eyes burned with the need to weep, but he had no
tears | ft.

12. The Priceis Right

1

Dumd Minach was the fird waled town Shadith had seen on Béuchad. The bla was outside the
wadls and reflected that isolation with tiny dits for windows and shutters that looked as if they could repel
cannon bdls. A branch of the Menguid ran past the place, a narrow rushing stream full of rapids and
waterfdls. Paired wooden rails with a skim of iron naled to the top of each ran dong the leveed
riverbank, laid across the squared-off trunks of large trees set a long pace apart. A wakway was lad
down between the ralls, with dats of wood to give purchase to the clawed feet of the draft dammadt used
to pull the lines of tramcars loaded with roughly refined ores from the mines and flatbeds loaded with
lumber.

One of those trains was moving dong the ralls as Maorgan rode past Shadith and yanked the bl
chain dangling beside a kind of gatehouse st like a wart on the wall beside massve doors. It wes late,
the sun was dready down, just afew stresks of red and purple touching the clouds and the near dozen
Eolts drifting above the Dumd.

They were Snging the night in, the great organ notes echoing back from the peaks with a beauty that
meade her heart hurt.

Danor dirred. His hands and arms were confined by the ropes that tied him onto the stretcher, but his
head turned back and forth and he muttered. His fever had begun to rise again hdf an hour ago and she
was getting increasngly worried about him. She set her hand on his brow, tried to sooth him with a brush
from the mindtouch. It seemed to help. She suspected that grazing of the mind brought back sense
memories of the sall bond and made him forget hisloss for a moment or two.

Maorgan was sanding now, his cadpa groundhitched beside him, browsing weserily at the new green
tips of a bush at the edge of asmdl green garden. The wind was risng, and between that, the Eolts song
and the noise of the passing train, she couldn’t hear what he was saying, but the set of his shoulders told
her he was angry.

One of the Edlt |&ft the others, rose to a higher air stratum, and began dliding toward them. Mdech,
probably. Though she hadn't yet seen enough Eolt to be able to didinguish between them. Xe rode the
winds down, dapped a tentacle againg the shutter, did the end of the tentacle across Maorgan's face
with an affection a blind man could read, then let the winds carry xe doft again.

The argument was over.

Maorgan came griding to her, raised his voice so she could hear above the noise. “Bring the cabpas
round to the sde. W€l go in through the stable. 1t'll be easier on Danor that way.”

She did down, took the reins of the litter ponies while he led his own mount, Bréou, and the sngle
packer they had left. “What was the problem?’

“We're late. They'd dready shut the doors and didn't want to open up again, especidly not for
srang-ers. Wouldn't believe | was Ard until Meech threw xe' s snit. We're lucky in one thing. Theré's a
doctor inthe blai. Accident a one of the mines. He got back after the Dumd gates were shut.”

* % %

A stocky Denchok with arifle under x€ s arm was standing indde the stable waiting for them. Xe had
lifted the bar on the massive portd, but left it to them to haul it open and drive the cadpas insde. Xe
glanced at the litter. “What happened to him?’

“Chorek. They're dead.”



“Good.” Xe relaxed when xe saw the harpcase Maorgan lifted from the packer. “Said you was Ard.
Paying for us tonight?’

“Well both be playing once we get Ard Danor set-tled. My companion is dso a harpist.”

The hodtler looked past Maorgan, looked away without comment. After aminute he said, “Y ou want
hep moving hm? Said | was to ask.”

“No, we can handleit. You jud take good care of the cadpas, they’ve given good service and need
alittle coddling. Leave the packs by the door ingde, someone will come pick it up later. Shadowsong,
ghdl we get started?’

The doctor was an old Denchok near x€'s transfor-mation, the lichen-web so thick it was amost
continu-ous. Xe bent over Danor, peding the bandage away, interested in the tape because it was
something that both lines of Bduchar had smply not thought of; for one thing, nether Meoach
flowermoss nor Denchok lichen was compatible with adhesive tape. Xe pointed to the redness and
swdling where the tape had been. “While | can see that this was an emergency and you used what you
had, Shadowsong, this adhesve sub-stance has provoked an dlegic reaction which makes
complications” His voice was a pleasant rumble. “You say the bullet is out?”

“Ves”

“Cho oy, it was done very deanly with little damage to the flesh. | commend you. Is the water bailing
yer?

Shadith stepped to the narrow window, where the doctor had set up his brazier, looked into the pot.
“ gt garting.”

“Good. Would you bring it here, please.”

Xe dropped a gauze packet of minced herbs into the water and set it aside. “So you're finding our
world an interesting place?’ Xe fished in x€'s bag and brought out a smal ceramic jar, began unscrewing
thelid.

She chuckled. “In every sense of the word.”

Xe began spreading cream from the jar across x€'s hands, working it into xe's greenish-gray skin.
“Politica ?”

“Don't think so. Maorgan says the politicals dways ydl at you when they shoot. These didn't.”

“Take the Seve and drain that decoction in the mug. Then you can see how much you can get down
him. That's amix of roec and cliso, afeverbane, plusit’'ll mute the pain and put him to deep. About haf
for now. Save the rest for later. I've heard about the mesuch down by shore. Didn't seem too bad, sort
of like the traders who drop by now and then. Caused some dir, though, they did. Say they have fur dl
over them. Must get hot now that Summer’s here. You now, you're more like the traders I’'ve met. Got
drunk once with one of them, man cdled Ardl. Said it was anniversary of something. That's good. His
throat’s working, so he's swdlowing. Talked a lot about agirl ... or awoman ... he was red confused
about thet ... with aflier etched on her face. Like that thing you've got. Said more than he meant to, the
old gray empties had him by the scrot if you get what I'm at. | think that’s enough for now. If you'll get
one of those wipe rags and keep the fidd clear, I'll ded with that wound.”

Shadith set the cup aside, wiped Danor’ s mouth with one of the rags, and gave him a brush from the
mindtouch again to help him settle. He looked so frall and ancient a loud sneeze would break him apart.
“He gets around. Ard, | mean.”

The doctor opened the wound, then stood back while she wiped away the matter that oozed forth.
“You be harping with the Ard tonight?’

“We dng for our supper, or o | understand.” She looked up, amiled at the sudden widening of x€'s
eyes. “No no, that's only a saying, Tokta Burek. Yes, well be playing once we ve had something to eat
and wash up. If you have a favorite tune, let Maorgan know.”

“Thet | will. That's enough of that.” He took a terile doth and began applying cream from another
sl jar.

Maorgan began a livdy tune with laughter chuckling through the notes. After a moment Shadith



caught the rhythm and began weaving her own themes round it, amiling as she did so a the glee on
Burek's face.

“Little Achcha M oach,” Maorgan sang, hisrich baritone filling the room, Shadith chanting unwords
in harmony with him.

“Little Achcha Méoach
gtting in atree
yelling down at Fior boy
can’t catch me

cha oo cha me oh barn ba oh
Little Arja Fioree
running through the wood
chasing yellow angles
catch them if she could

ja ooo fee ree fee ree ra oh
Little Cheon Fior boy
paddling in the flood
throws a fish at Achcha
be-bumping in the mud.

Ghee oh fee oh ba bum bum ba oh.”

Round and round through the antics of the three they went, Achcha, Cheon, and Arja Fioree. The
audi-ence—merchants and their clerks, the miners down too late to _ make the town, dong with more
anony-mous travelers heading across the Medon Pass to Chuta Meredd and the workers in the
bla—they amiled at firdt, then snapped their fingers to the beat and began snging aong.

“Wha was that song?’ she asked as they dimbed wegrily to ther rooms, released findly by the
lateness of the hour.

“Children’ s rhyme. Silly thing; but it's got a good tune and everyone knowsiit. | used to play it alot at
dances.” He looked widful for a moment, then sghed. “Even without the mesuch, the world's turmning
sour. | wouldn't have thought it before, but this could be a good thing in its way. Lance the poisons and
let them out like you did with Danor’ s wound.”

2

Marrin Ola woke with the irritated feding that the day was darting wrong and was going to get
worse as it went dong. Three times last night the darm went off, but by the time he and the others got to
the set-off point, there was nothing to be seen. If they’d needed more warning about what was going to
hap-pen, they'd gotten it. He was angry with both the Y ar-aka and the Chave but not much surprised.
Assassnations of every sort were the prime means of politics on Picabra, with blackmail, abduction,
brib-ery, and threat falowing close behind. He lay with his fingers laced beneath his head, daring at the
cdling, amiling a little. His growing-up time had given him a fine training for the subtler games on
Universty. These he actudly enjoyed. Mogt of the time. He was good a playing them, too. But he
counted on these projects that took him offworld and into quieter, often kinder societies to renew his
enthusasm for daying dive. The Chav soy and what he'd introduced were corrupting and destroying
that, foraing him back into a stuation where he had to play those games again. Marrin took those actions
vary persondly.

He rolled off the bed and went through his exercises until sweat was dripping off him, then he
showered with the pulsng spray head he'd brought with him, a bit of lore he/'d picked up from more
experienced Aides on earlier fidd projects. By the time he was dressed, he was 4ill angry, but a lot
readier to face what had to be done.



Adan looked down at Duncan Shears. “Jugt get things buttoned up. If the Goés can figure a way to
catch the spy, we might be able to come back.”

Duncan chuckled. “That'sthe ... what ... fifth time, Scholar. Y ou worry too much.”

“l know, | know, worse than a nervous horse” She settled into the jit's passenger seat. “Right. Let's
go, Marrin. And if you see that pair of young trouble-on-the-hoof, pull up and let me take my turn a
them.” She sghed. “All we need isa dead child.”

Marrin drove dowly on the dusty circle road that curled round the outside of the dumd. “Maybe they
ligened this time. Or maybe ther parents dusted sdt on ther little talls and made sure they were in
school. Look, Scholar, I'm sorry. | shouldn't have involved them.”

“You couldn’t know the Chave would be so brazen about targeting us.”

“l should have. It's an obvious ploy once they man-aged to take out the com.”

Adan snorted. “You and my mother. You'd get dong well, | think.”

“Um. That's as it may be. Ligen, Scholar, I’ ve been thinking. Shadith has been off ar for three, four
nights now. She wouldn't know about the spy because we didn't the last time she cdled. From the
description the younggters picked up, he's got a miniskip, wouldn't take him long to cross the plain and
gart working mountain choreks. Because we haven't heard of any doesn’t mean they aren't there. Could
be she' s @ther dead or hostage by now.”

“We went over tha lagt night. And over it. There's no way of knowing. Those handcoms aren't
supposed to go down, but when you don’'t have a store handy to replace parts, anything can happen. |
know | should have tried to pry another one out of the Goés, but he turned frugd on me. ‘I have to
account to headquar-ters,” he said. *We agreed to finance you,” he said, ‘but not put you up in luxury.
Luxury!” She sghed. “They do it dl the time, Marrin, you might aswell get used to it. There's some little
niggethey get caught up on. So?7’

“Turned frugd? Or thought he'd got dl he needed from you. I'd wager my Universty Stock that's
what it is. Once you got the Bduchar camed down and the language transfer, he thinks he doesn’t need
us aty more. We're just a nuisance and an expense” He took a deep breath, clamped down on his
anger. “Wdl, | expect you know that.”

Adan chuckled. “Wel, | expect | do.”

He glanced at the workers in the fidds In one, a man was plowing a team of two red and white
spotted blada; the next fidd over two Meoach were guiding water from a flume into furrows between
rows of dio-kan. Beyond them was pasture where a herd of cadpas grazed. “I hate this, you know. |
know what it's worth, thiskind of peace. Picabrd ....” He shook his head.

“Marrin, do | need to remind you?’

“No. Lost causes only give me heartburn.” He man-aged a weak grin. “Ligen, I've been thinking.”
He took the jit up onto the causeway, cut speed to a crawl. “ Scholar, the Chav Ykkuva hastill the next

Yarak supply ship arrives to gut the Enclave. Chances are he' s finished being subtle about it. If you
can cdl bribery and sabotage subtle. | don't think our Goésis up to hisweght and | certainly don't think
we want to be ingde that fence when the Ykkuva decides it’stime to move. Aslong as there s no one to
contradict him, he can dam it'slocas work, armed by smugglers with him gtting across sea innocent as
a hdoed sant. | think we should use Shadith as an excuse and head for the mountains. If you can
squeeze aflikit out of the Goés, that’ d be best, but passage on one of the sallbarges might do. As long as
it's understood we go amed and we'll shoot back if attacked.” He glanced in the mirror, swore and
stopped thejit.

Standing on the seat, he faced back dong the road. Cupping his hands round his mouth, he yeled.
“You two get back in *school. You know what | told you.”

Adan twisted around. The road was empty back to the place where it curved around a smal wood
lot and up onto the causeway. After a minute, though, a pair of cabpa heads poked round the trees and
dowly, rductantly, two riders edged into view.

Marrin dropped into his seat, brought the jit whip-ping around, and sent it roaring at them.

They shied, glanced back as if they were thinking of taking off, then sat their saddles, faces pinched
with chagrin, thin shoulders dumped, waiting for the jit to reach them.



He stopped under the noses of the nervous ponies, got to his feet, and stood leaning on the top of the
windshidd while they quieted the little beasts. “Cha oy, just what did you think you were at, kekerie?’

Glais and. Utdd exchanged glances, then Glois took the lead. “Ute's Parent had these cadpas he
wanted exercised, so we did.”

“Uh-huh. And you're not going to tel me thisis another holiday?’

“Um. Ute and me, we got dl our lessons done, we din't see reason to scrunch round in some hot
room lig’ ning to teacher bababaing on about uff we a-ready know.”

“Uh-huh. Let me tdl you something, young keklins. This isn't a game. It never was. And | never
should have opened my mouth to babies too young to know whet it means to keep a promise.”

“We didn’'t promise you nothing!” The last word ended in an indignant squeak.

“Equivocation and slence, young keklins. Y ou know what | mean.” He spoke dowly, watching them
wince asif the words were switches hitting, them. “How do you think I’d fed, if my doing got you killed?
You want to load that on my head? How do you think your parents would fed if you got killed doing
something like this? Glais, you told me you don’'t have any brothers or ssters and your father’s gone?
Who's going to take care of your mother? Uteld, you' re going to be Eolt someday, do you want to miss
thet for a glly game that it agame at dl?” He stared somberly at them, shook his head. “You did a
good thing, warning us about the spy. You saved my life, maybe dl our lives Now go home and day
away from the Marish.”

He watched them ride dowly away, then collgpsed into his seat, pulling a handkerchief from his
deeve and wiping the sudden sweat off hisface. “They're good kids. Bright and full of the devil in dl the
right ways. Gods, | hate thid” He cracked his pdm down on histhigh. “I HATE THIS.”

Adan put her hand on his arm. “I know. 1t's why we do what we do. Save a little so when the bad
times are past people can redam what they had.”

He pulled hisarm away, started the jit turning. “That doesn’t help right now, Scholar.”

He tensed as he took the ramp back onto the cause-way, dapped in the accelerod until the jit was
roaring aong & its top speed. “Don’'t hestate, Scholar. If the teltde whispers, sweep that Sunner
through a one eghty, then drop.”

They were dmog to the bridge when the firg buzz sounded.

He dowed the jit to a crawvl when they reached the far side of the river and mopped at his head
agan. “I'm going after him,” he said. “That spy. I'm going to kill that bastard.” He glanced at the angle
barge tied up at the landing and took the roundabout instead of the direct route to the Gate since the
trade ground was busy today.

“Marin ...

“Don't tdl meto leave it to the Goés. He may be dick as a greased sikker when it comes to trade,
but he hasn't got a due how to fight thiskind of war.”

“I’'m not trying to tell you anything, Marrin. Only think about what you're risking.”

“| get kicked off Universty?’

“No. That's not the problem. You could get killed.”

“That’s not a problem.”

“You so sure of yoursdf?’

“No, but the dead don’t give a hot jak about anything.”

“It Il be harder for you to find projects.”

“Y ou saying you won't recommend me?’

“Tsah! Marrin, you want to get killed?’

“I'm not suicidd, if that’s what you' re thinking. Y ou didn’t answer me”

“Yes. I'll recommend you. But you know how ru-mors bloom round those hdls You'll be giving
away ahig edgeif you get a reputation for jumping in the sun.”

“If that' s dl that’s bothering you ....” He stopped the jit outside the gate to the Enclave, hit the horn.
“Ahhh! Sometimes .... You remind me far too much of a man caled Quae. Nice guy, but he drives me



crazy sometimes.”

Caefully not amiling, Marrin watched Adan amiling and subtly flattering the Goés before she got to
the hard bargaining. The Yarak was enjoying it, too, quite aware of what was happening. It confirmed
that part of his opinion about the Goés, aredly good trader and exec. But he had the weakness that went
with the gift, a conviction that people were dways persuadable and that, ultimatdy, reason won over
passion. Anillu-son, that. Sometimes afatd one.

“... nearly finished what we can do in the Dumd. I'd like to shut down the dtation in Alsskum and
head out dong the Menguid on one of the sailbarges. More than just for study, | mugt confess. For the
past severd nights the harper Shadith has not been in communication with us. Universty will be most
unhgppy if some-thing serious has happened to her. While she is quite competent at teking care of
hersdf, | am determined to discover what happened.” She drew in a long breath. “All the more since
something very troubling has happened.”

Marrin looked down at his hands, concentrated on keeping them relaxed as Adan sketched out the
events of the past severd days.

“... from the gossp of the swampies. Not just gos-Sp now. In my eyes, the reports are amply
confirmed by the cutter my Aide discovered beside the chorek’s body. And by the crease you'll find cut
into the body of the jit, if you go down and examineit. A souvenir of today’s attack.”

“If you'll wait here a moment ...” The Goés rose with the dadtic grace of the Yaraka, leaving the
room with as much haste as he thought comported with his dignity.

Adan leaned back in her pulochair, closed her eyes. Marrin looked round the luxurious office. Only
the

Goés second best office at that. Running the show on gall and charm, a double-hinged tongue
his best weapon. Seven techs, a handful of aides, a few guards and god only knows how many
laborers. Less than a dozen probably. Contract labor. Won't arm them, so they're no use. Spies?
Who knows. Yaraka and Chan-davasi don’t usually go head on head like this. They stay in ther
own realms. Bad time to be low on the learning curve.

Adan and Marrin stood as the Goés came driding in. “As dwaysin an entry stuation,” he said with a
graceful wave of his hand that meant they should 9t down and be comfortable—which they carefully
re-frained from doing until he was seated. “We are short of hands to do the work. However, | have
managed to detach afew guards from other duties. They will take a few locas with them and check the
fringes of the Marish to didodge any ambushes and carry in any of the um choreks you might have caught
with the stunners. As to your intention of traveling in-country, | don't see how | can permit that. Not until
we know more about how deeply the spy has penetrated into locd society. You did say tha the young
musdan you brought dong is not associated offiddly with Universty?’

“Shadith is rather more than a smple musidan, Goés Koraka hoeh Dexios. She has a number of
inter-esting friends whom you might not care to annoy. You will have heard of the Hunters of Wolff,
more specifi-cdly a Hunter by name Aleytys, they are closer than sisters. You will dso have heard of the
Dydaegraof Vodlts Korlach on Spotchds. She was adopted into the Vodlts dan as daughter of Mirays.
There are oth-ers | could name. Life could be very unpleasant if these folks somehow got the notion you
interfered with our efforts to locate her.”

“Threets, Scholar?”’

“Ceartainly not, Goés. Merely an objective and mea-sured assessment of the Stuation.”

“l see. And if aflake of this conversation were sent to the head of your School ?’

“That isyour privilege, Goés. Fed free to do what-ever you choose.”

“l see. If | dlow you to leave, you'll 9gn arelease?”’

“For mysdf and if I'm dlowed to write it, yes. And if you have a Regigter File intact. University has a
standard form which should be acceptable to your legd department.” She amiled. “Thisign't the fird time
the problem has arisen. Asto Aide Olaand Man-ager Shears, they will have to speak for themselves.”

“If you'll provide aflake for the legdware to look over, I'm sure we can work something out. When
were you thinking of leaving?' —



“Thet will depend upon how soon we can get pas-sage on a barge. | wanted to clear matters with
you, Goés Koraka, before | started making arrangements.” She stood. “If you want my tesimony under
Vifier, it is yours without condition. | do not like whét is being done to these people.”

Marrin drove past the track parked a the beginning of the causeway. “And we hope they're findly
doing their job since their being here makes Shears' tell-tales usdess”

“I know. You rank me right up with the Goés for cluelessness, don’'t you.”

“From what | can see, Scholar, you've led a sngu-aly sheltered life” He kept his eyes moving,
scanning the sllent green front of the Marish as if the flicker of the leaves and the flutter of hanging lichen
webs could give im the answers the tdltde wouldn't.

“Teactful. And very like my mother.” She was dlent a while The darkness under the trees, the
gtagnant water with its reeds and clouds of insects, the gauzy lichen like ancient webs of gigantic spiders,
the tillness of the place, dl of that seemed to settle over her and give her voice an oddly muffled qudity
when shefindly spoke. “It has dways amazed me how most physicdly competent, practica people have
such alow opinion of a Scholar’ s imaginative competence even when they are very bright themselves.”

“Inmy case, if you want a serious answer, Scholar ....”

“l would prefer one, yes”

He frowned at the stretch of causeway left, glanced over his shoulder, reached up and tapped on the
tell-tale. “On Picabral, men whose skillslay only in the mind generdly died before puberty. It gives one a
viewpoint perhaps alittle skewed.”

“] see”

“A dull and bloody place, Scholar. Y ou wouldn't find much interesting there. Such aworld tends to a
deadly uniformity, the more so since anyone with a touch of your imaginative competence ... by the way,
| rather like that phrase ... removes himsdf at the firgd possble moment.” He sghed with rdief as he
started down the ramp. “Though | wouldn’t put you among those who only dream. But you have been
sheltered from a great ded that might hdp you plan right now.”

“Hm.” It was a smdl and exceedingly skeptical sound amost logt in the hum of lifters. It trailed off
into a9gh as she leaned back and let the sunner rest in her lap. “WE Il have to crate the gear and get the
Metau and Teseach to giveit storage room in the Meeting House. That should be safe enough. You and
Dunc gtart running the andlysis of the interviews, get everything encrypted and duplicated into flakes. Just
in case. I've three more interviews set up for tomor-row. Might as wel finish those before we leave.
Be-sdes, one of them is a bargeman’s wife. Won't be direct help, no doubt, but maybe | can pick up
some useful information.”

“No more argument?’

“About going after the Chav? | don't waste my breath.” She wrinkled her longish nose, laughed at
him. “Besides, Shadow may aready have dedt with him. She can be a very sudden woman when she
chooses.”

“I've heard rumors. That the truth you told the Goés?’

“Now, Marrin, I'm surprised at you. You think I'd lie€?” She grinned. “When every word | spoke is
going through andyds by traders used to ligen for nuance? She sobered. “And I'll probably have to
submit to the Verifier when this businessis over. Y ou, too. Remem-ber that.”

“Me?" He blinked, looked startled. “Why? I'm only a student.”

“Because thisis a Trade Matter. Which means Helvetia I"ve been through one of their condemnation
trids. They pick nits like no one ese. Which means everyone, induding you, Dunc, and a sample of the
Bduchar who can speak as direct witnesses to the burnings. Goés Koraka hoeh Dexios knows dl of this
Marin. It swhy he's being so very very careful in everything he does. Thisis life and death for Yaraka
and Chandavas.”

He looked out over the placid fidds with the herds and their drowsy keepers, the farmers working in
their fields, weeding, irrigeting, planting things whose names he didn’t know, whaose uses he had even less
idea about. The sky was empty of Eolt, but a few clouds stretched in long arcing wisps across a deep
blue dome. Such peace was deceptive, he knew, this was no godhome perfection, but filled with stresses



and grains and the thousand thousand ways that life can go wrong for people, especidly when two such
disparate species tried to live together. But they did try, and there had been peace. This wasn't a
stagnant world; things changed, but they had changed at Béuchad's own pace and in ways peculiar to
this dud spe-cies cdled Béuchar. And the Eolt were a wonder. The firg time he'd seen them, they’d
been like jewds carved from amber, and when he heard them snging in that grand chorus ... the memory
gung a sterner anger out of him and a determination to pull together for hmsdf the Chandavas files They
were there in the Rekordek, he'd just been too busy to look into them.

Duncan Shears was waiting in the stable the Bla Olegan had cleaned out to house the jit. “Metau and
Teseach have been by,” he said. “They want to see you soonest, Scholar.”

“About what?" Adan swung down from the jit, pushing her hair back from her face. “They give you
any idea?’

“Probably Glois and Utdd,” Marrin said. “Fndly got around to doing what they should have done
yesterday.”

“Hm. Dunc, were they angry or what?’

“Serious but not hogtile”

“Then that's dl right. I'd better get cleaned up fird. Marrin will fill you in. Things are going to dtart
chang-ing very quickly.”

“Enclave?’

“You don't sound happy about it.”

“I'mnot.”

“Wdl, we're not. We're going to go inland and hunt for Shedith.”

“l was thinking about that. Away from here to any-where is a good idea.”

“Ihai! I'm wesak as a rotted rootbulb.” Danor grunted, tried to push himsdf up.

Shadith rose from the cot where she was drowsing, opened the dide on the nightlight and carried it
across to the bed. “So you're with us again.” She set the nightlight clown, bent down, touched his face.
“Good. For awhile there | thought you were going to burn this place down around you, that fever had
you o hot.”

“Place. Where are we?’

“Bla a Dumd Minach.”

“How long ... 7’

“Sx days. You nearly died from the fever and the dlergies, but Tokta Burek got you through.”

“Allergies?’

“There was a point when | had to use things from my medkit on you. They worked enough so we
didn’t kill you by moving you but caused some problems later.” She managed a amile “Might have fried
afew nerves, but with some rest you'll do dl right.”

“Rest. We ve dready logt Sx days.” His voice went ghill on the end, and he tried to push himsdf up.

Shadith clucked her tongue, bent over him, her hands on his shoulders, not goplying pressure yet, just
letting him know she could. “And wéell lose even more if you tear open that wound. Relax. Mer-Eolt
Lebesair went on ahead to let the Meruu know what happened. Xe got back yesterday. They'll wait for
Us”

“The dying won't wait. Leave me and go on.”

“Yes, we could do that, but you' ve seen what we could only report second hand, Ard Da.....”

“Don't cdl me Ard. My doll’'s dead.” That outburst used the last of his energy; he went limp, turning
his head s0 she wouldn't see the tears coursing from his eyes.

She touched his har lightly, straightened, filled a glass from the ewer on the bedtable. “I've poured
you some water. It's on the table here, just stretch out your hand when you want it. I'm on the cot by the
window, cal meif you need anything.”

She stretched out, yawned, but couldn’t recover the drifty doze she'd been in when he cadled out.



She'd done everything she could think of to get the handcom working again, but repairing solid state
electronics with a screwdriver and a tdent for mindifting samal objects wasn't a very hopeful project to
gart with and she got the results she'd expected. She thought about throwing the thing away as usdess
weight, but she couldn’t quite bring hersdlf to do that. Not yet.

Adan would be bothered over no reports coming back, but she wouldn’'t worry too much. Shadith
amiled into the darkness, remembering the Scholar’s acerbic comments on adminidraive stupidity. Not
one to suffer fools lightly, Adan. Talking about fools. Smugglers bringing in guns. Those were
offworld pellet shooters the choreks had. | should have taken them apart instead of just leaving
them beside the corpses. Wel, no time for it, I'll just have to live with that Won't be Arel. How
odd to come across word of him again. Or maybe not so odd. The Callidara was part of his round
before Bogmak. And won’t he be pissed if the Chave win the prize and shut the world on him. She
sghed.

She was deeply tired, but deep kept duding her no matter how she tried to clear her mind. In a few
days, less than a week, she'd be answering questions for the Meruus. What happens after that? I've
done what Adan brought me along to do. Now what happens. What do | do? What do | do?
Burning Eolt. She shuddered. That has to stop. | have to help. Somehow. Adan can testify, say we
make it offworld. Which may be a very iffy thing. The Ykkuval has to know he doesn’'t dare let us
get away. What do | do? Go after them. Use what | can do ... animal armies ... | haven't tried it
with budders | wonder if | can mindride local ver-min? Hm. No, don't try it now, you get started,
you'll never get to deep.

She heard the dink of the glass, thought about going over to help the Fior, after a moment, though,
ghe decided he'd fed better doing as much for himsdf as he could. In the morning, soon as Maorgan
gets back from whatever bed he's found, I'll ask him to give Danor a bath and a shave. Gods, |
hope we get out of here soon, this place is growing on me like mold

4

Amdia Udaras was a middle-aged woman with gray-stresked brown har. Her face was round,
com-fortable, dill pretty, her eyes big and a dark srong blue. She'd chosen to be interviewed in the
garden of her house where she had a good view of theriver.

“| like to St out here when | have a little time and the day’s a clear one. My Tamhan, he's Kabit on
the Ploésca, my edest boy, Dolbary, he was good a mak-ing things even when he was bardy crawmling,
he's car-penter’s mate on the Morrail, and my second boy, Belll, he's prenticed to the pilot on the
Grassul. Never aone of them ever had a doubt in his head that he/d be working the river when his time
came. I've dwayswished I’d had a daughter or two, but Bell came hard and after him, | couldn’t have
more. Cha oy, Chel Dé has his reasons.”

“Kabit. An interesting word when you look at the roots. A well/source. The rule. Will you explain it,
AmdiaUdaras?’

“Ah. The Kabit of a sallbarge is two things a once, Scholar. He holds coin, lends and collects
interest on coin lent. Because he is moving continualy aong the river, this is convenient for traders and
storekeepers. My Tamhan is a clever man, numbers dance for him, though he haan't as much time for
them as he likes. He has two apprentices who do much of the actud accounting. He is aso the chief
officer of the barge, concerned with cargo, crew, and safe salling. Is that sufficient?

“Not only sufficent but interesting. I'd like to interview him if he can find a moment to talk with me.
But that's for later. Go on with what you were tdling me”

“As| sad, | like to gt out here and watch the river. It's like it ties me to my Tamhan and Dolbary
and Bdlll. There, you see that bit of dickery there on the water, means there was a sorm up near the
mountains a few days ago, there's something in the soil up there that makes that glitter when the river's
carying new mountan mud. | used to worry when | saw that and understood what it meant. | dill do, a
litle. You know every ten years we have the Blianta Srnur which is rather like the Mengerak. The
Children’'s Wak. Did they tdl you about that? Cha Oy. The Blianta Smur is a pilgrimege like that.
People travel to shrines or just go vigting, or go to Chuta Meredd to study some-thing. Not everyone, of



course. Mogt falks only make one Blianta in their lives, though some do three or four. And if you're
adways traveling like my Tamhan, cha oy, you just don’t bother. But one year he got permisson for me to
come on the barge with hm so | could make my Blianta What? Oh, yes. They do take passengers
sometimes. Some barges. It depends upon the Kabit. Some don't like having dirteaters on ther boats.
That'swhat they cdl us, you know, even me, though I'm married and mother to the river, you might say.
Anyway, we went through aterrible storm, but the barge it was tight and rode easy enough, so | haven't
worried near so much since. Maodlly, if you're on a barge and not part of the crew, you're expected to
keep out of the way at dl times, otherwise you might find yoursdf on shore and waking.”

“Barge season. It s high season now. You will see alat of traffic on the river these days. The season
genegdly runs from Kirrayl through Termdlyl, that’ s thaw through to the firg big snowfdl, though if it's a
mild winter in the mountains sometimes the first barges will leave in Diokayl, unless it's a Fifth year when
Diokayl loses aday and is cdled Getrentyl, that's an old word for Sorrow, you know. When Diokayl is
Getrentyl, no one starts anything. It is very bad luck. The children who are born in Getrentyl have a curse
on them, they ether die young or go bad some way. The Denchoks never bud in the winter months so
they are spared that.”

“How long is Tamhan usualy away? Thet varies according to how far upriver he goes and what [oads
he finds. If he fills up early, he comes back sooner. In generd, though, in season he is avay between
forty and fifty days each trip and each season he will make around five trips. In the winter, when the
barge isin drydock, he consults with the owners, works on the books, looks over the loans to see which
are current and which look like they might go bad on him, makes plans for the next season, and oversees
repairs and deaning of the barge. Time he has |eft over, he plays dissa or droic with the other bargemen,
works on our house—he's neat fingered and clever, Dolbary gets his tdent from his Da—goes to
Coundil meetings and does the thousand amdl things he' s had to let go since Spring.”

“Me? Oh, what | do it very interesting. Just alot of little things. | make the boys clothes and keep
them mended. Tamhan gets his shore clothes made by the tallor, of course. He has to look just right
when he' s taking with merchants and mill owners and min-ers. | do make his workshirts, though. And |
make the covers for the furnishings in his cabin on the barge. | do needlepoint, it's something | take
pleasure in. | make up my own designs and Tamhan tdls me they are much admired, so perhaps Dolbary
gets a little of his gift from his mother, too. | take care of the house. | take my turn fixing lunch at the
school, | help the Denchok and the other Dumd wives arrange things for the fetes and rites and
celebrations. Why just this last Summerday; | baked the suncakes and the berry bread and kept an eye
on the children as they strung pennants and looped poppers around to make the fine noise of the Summer
Gresting.”

“l am dso a perfumer. | didill and blend, do con-centrates which | sl to the sogpmaker. It is eeser
to do this when Tamhan is awvay; some of the smdls are a hit overpowering. He is dways bringing me
new essences, flowers and other things for my didtillery and glass bottles and tubing from the Glasshouse
a Dumd Olterau. And he sdlsmy perfumesin dl the Dumes he stops at. | enjoy very much the crestion
of new blends and it helps the family prosper.”

“l do keep busy when Tamhan's gone, though when he comes home | like to keep alighter schedule,
| like to fuss over im a hit, ligen to his tales. HE's dways got interegting things to tdl me. I've been on
two other Bliantas with him since that firg time and it's dways good to, hear again of places I’ ve seen.”

“Itis sad that Dolbary and Bdli are dmost never home when Tamhan is. Nor do they see each other
dl that often, except to wave to if their barges happen to pass. A time or two they've tied up together,
but not often. Their rounds are just too different. Cha oy, if you live from the river, you live by river's
time”
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Shadith glanced over her shoulder at the litter po-nies. Danor seemed to be handling the jolting dl
right.

Night before ladt, after xe had ingpected Danor, ig-noring the Fior's agitated complaints, Tokta
Burek let Shadith tug xe from the room.



“Hewon't ligen,” she said.

Tokta Burek had just shrugged, x€'s lichen-web cresking with the movement. “Hell fret himsdf
dead,” xe said, “you might as wdl start on again and see if you can get him to rest come nightfall. Helll
not et the jarring stop him getting better, you needn’t worry over that. The chert’s too dammaheaded to
die

You sad he's been drinking smoke. That's where those blisters come from, his body fighting the
need, trying to revert to the way it was before. Can’t be too far gone, or he would be dead. I'll give you
some doses of the roec and a lotion to spread on his skin for the pustules. It will take a few weeks to
work the irritants from the smoke out of his system.”

“Hunh! HE' s anirritant to my system.”

Burek chuckled. “A talking boil,” xe said. Xe tou-ched her cheek, the one with the hawk etched on
it. “1 have deeply enjoyed your art, Shadowsong. By next year | will have spun my husk and be dreaming
the change time away and you will be part of those dreams.”

Remembering, her eyes stung. Impatiently she drew her hand across them and once again et her
mind-touch to probing the dark dlent forest that closed in around and over them, only a few flickers of
aunlight reaching the road through the heavy canopy. She was riding a few pony lengths in front of
Maorgan who was leading the sngle packer and the two litter ponies and looking a bit strained.

Tha was because Meech had gone on ahead with Lebesair. With thelr gas sacs and thin membranes
they were vulnerable to pellet guns. One hit wouldn't bother them much, the hole would sedl itsdf before
too much of ther lift leaked away. Enough hits, though, and the weight of lead as wel as the loss of gas
would bring them down. An Edlt on the ground was a dead Eolt.

Wild lives brushed againgt her touch, ferd beasts descended from the fertilized ova brought by the
Fior, budding beasts that had developed here, and the curi-ous mixes that she didn't know how to
explan. No, mix wasn't quite the right word. Blend? Alloy rather than compound? Like the moss ponies,
two gtrands of life syle woven into a quirky whole.

Inany case, no danger to them.

They stopped at intervas to feed and water the ponies. That was doubly important now that they had
no spares. They stopped a noon to eat and let Shadith check Danor’s bandages and see how he was
holding up.

Tokta Burek was right, the journey seemed to be speeding up the heding rather than setting him
back. Histemper wasn't improved and his weakness meant it came out in spates of complaint and jabs
a Shadith and Maorgan. Shadith caught him watching Maorgan with an evil satisfaction at seeing the Ard
uffering the absence of his Edlt.

Mid-afternoon Shadith rode round a bend and saw a group of Fior and Denchok leening on shovels
and contemplating the bridge over the creek that crossed the road. The water foamed around rocks and
hit the bridge piers with a force that made them shudder vis-bly. She waved Maorgan to a stop, then
rode forward till she reached the group.

“Oso, Megthlan. Is the bridge safe for the crossng? We carry an injured Fior to Chuta Meredd and
can't stretch too much cirding.”

They turned and stared slently a her with a blank-faced gdlidity that was as intimidaing as it was
irritat-ing. She'd met this response many times before in her long life, so she Imply sat with her hands
resting on the pomme, waiting for one of them to make up his or x& smind to spesk.

A Denchok set hands on x€'s hips, looked from Shadith to Maorgan just visble behind her.
“Injured?’

Maorgan raised his brows. When Shadith nodded, he rode a few steps forward, enough so the
Denchok could see the litter.

“Chorek,” Shadith said. “Tokta Burek fetched his fever down, but we ve got to get im to Meredd.”

“Best keep a hard watch out, the choreks re bad round here. Politicas, lot of them, chased out of
Ordu-mes down Plain and landed on us. And there's no dumds for shelter ‘tween here and Medon
Pass. Take it dow, maybe better get the litter over first. Storm winds last night kicked a couple planks off



and the water loosened the piers some when it rose. We were just figuring how to shore them up till we
can get a builder from Minach.”

When Maorgan tried to lead the litter ponies onto the bridge, they set their feet, hunched their heads
down, and wouldn't budge. Shadith clicked her tongue, did from the saddle. “Best let me do that, Ard.”

Danor swore weekly as she edged past the ponies. She ignored him, rubbed the pall of the off bearer
and considered how much control she should exert. These tough stubborn little beasts liked ground solid
benegth their feet, not shifting about with little screeching whines. She rather did, hersdf. She could fed
uneasiness on the verge of solidifying into fear. That wasn't good. She eased into the mindfidd, not trying
to see through the pony’s eyes, only to give im a sense of warmth and security.

After a minute of her massaging his poll and his brain a the same time, he relaxed a litle. She
re-peated the process on the other litter pony, then stepped away from them and pulled off her boots.
She tossed them onto the road and walked the bridge, feet dinging to the worn planks, feding them
shudder againg her soles. Through the openings left by the windripped planks, she could see the water
hammering a the supports. They were right, though, it would hold if she could keep the ponies cam.

She came back. “Ard, your harp, play us across, hm? The Mad Mara's Lament | taught you a while
back so | can serenade ovur little friends here”

“Wild things fluttered in my head,” she sang and remembered another time she'd sung that song,
gtting in a cage, waiting to be sold to a bunch of bloody-handed priests.

“Wild wings fluttered in my head
And wild thoughts muttered there

In waking dreams | saw you dead
Your body rent, your throat gone red
Your splendid thighs ripped bare.

| cannot deep, crud love

Memory's my Mourning Dove
Cuckoos call out, horned maid

See your faithless lover fade

All oaths broke, all hope betrayed ...”

With the last notes, the cabpa stepped from the bridge, snorting as he let her lead him clear. She
hitched the leadrope to a convenient spling and ran back across the swaying timbers, collected her
boots, pushed them into a saddlebag, then went back to work coaxing the other catpas across.

The swaying was worse, the footing more uncertain, o this time it was harder to get them going,
even with her mindtouch soothing them, but the harp music helped. They were used to the sound and it
covered dl but the worst of the noises from the bridge.

As Shadith swung into the saddle, the Denchok on the far Sde of the swollen creek cupped his hands
about his mouth and caled, “Watch out for choreks. Thick as fless”

She waved to him, then rode Bréou around the litter ponies and took her placein front. “Let’s go.”

It isthe peculiar qudity of water sounds that they can be quite loud and yet inaudible a few minutes
off. Before they’ d gone more than a few score paces dong the road, dl Shadith could hear was the wind
creaks of the trees and the pattery sound of the leaves. Now and then aflurry of sound broke across this
background and once she saw a smdl flier turn into jewels when it darted through a sunbeam, ruby and
emerad on the carapace, with diamond wings. The Forest hummed around her, the peace as thick as the
shadow that lay across the road, the trees giants now, rigng ten or twelve times her height. Ther trunks
were rough textured, the bark deeply incised and so loose that they looked like they had the mange,
patches of old bark in place, dark gray and spongy, patches of new pae green and rough as if someone
hed used a rasp on them. The distance between the trees in-creased with ther height, but the forest



didn't open out like others she' d seen. Even though the light under the canopy was minimd, spikes of
fungus rose every-where, pastel and pulpy, pae pink, ocher, grayish-green, ivory. Lichen vines spread
from trunk to ground in fan-shaped webs and giant dimemolds spread like golden syrup across the
ground. The ar had an odd mixture of conifer bite and fungd musk.

She kept the mindtouch sweeping from side to Sde, reaching as far as she could. Back and forth,
back and forth, dmogt soothing in its regularity. Back and forth, back and forth, the road a green and
pastel tunnd ahead, gently curving, following the swell of the moun-tains, risng and fdling only a little,
sometimes a smdl cut into the mountain to keep the levd easy, some-times a hardpacked fdl of scree
glued in place with concrete.

They stopped to feed and water the cabpas. Danor feigned deep so she'd leave him done. He
needn’'t have bothered. She was too tired to fool with him. She sat a while wondering if she should put
her boots back on, at the same time rather enjoying the freedom for her feet. Probably not a good idea in
this place, no tdling what bacteria or parasites she was picking up. She didn't move. It was hot and the
ar was heavy and her feet fdt good as they were.

Maorgan made her some tea and scolded her into edting some dried fruit he'd cut into smdl pieces
50 they'd be easier to swalow. She needed the energy and got the fruit down, though her gorge rose a
the thought of eating and her throat tried to close on her.

On the road again. Back and forth. Back and forth. Drowned in degpening green twilight and the
heavy odor from the lichen, molds, and other fungi. Back and forth. Back and forth.

Latein the day, when it was amog time to stop for the night, she fdt a burn at the farthest point of
her reach.

“Hold it. Thereé's something ....”

Rage/satisfaction/anticipation ....

Male aura. Fior. About a kilometer on.

She did from the saddle, walked a few steps from Bréou, set hersdf and swept her mindtouch in a
dow arc, focusng dl her atention into the touch, dragging in as much in-formation as she could.

One man. One cadpa. No backup, just him.

With an exploding sgh, she came back to her body, started as she saw Maorgan sanding beside
her. “What isit? he said.

“Ambush. One man. Angry. Must be a palitica.” She untied the thongs on the saddlebag and took
her boots out. She sat in the middle of the road, wiped her feet with her kerchief, and began the panful
pro-cess of getting the boots back on.

“What are you doing?’

“Going after him, of course. You lead the cadpas a a dow wak, | circe round behind him and nall
him with the stunner.” She grunted as her hed findly dropped home, then started working the other foot
into its boot.

“Shadowsong ....”

She looked up. “Don't be tedious, Maorgan. It was the truth | told you back there on the first day
out, not just a story to pass the time. Thisiswhat | do, what | have done a hundred times before.” She
wiggled her foot, yanked on the boot tops and seated the second hed, got to her feet and brushed hersdlf
off. “Asfar as | can tdl—and thisisn't dl that accurate, mind you—the chorek’s in a tree about hdf a
gkkom ahead. If I'm not on the road waiting, do what you have to do.”

She waited until she heard the clip-clop of pony hooves and Maorgan’s whistled tune winding lazily
past the spears of fungus Wrinkling her nose with distaste, she began drding around to get behind the
chorek, pushing her way through those spears, the pulpy stalks bresking apart and squishing under her
boot heds, the andl intensfying with every step. The dimy pulp from the fungus made her bootsoles
dan-geroudy dick. Shefdl twice, the firg time when her foot came down on one of the dimemolds while
she was concentrating too hard to keeping the touch on the chorek, the second as she was trying to hurry
across an open section and get to shelter.

The amdl worried her and she stopped to check the wind. It was dow, duggisr—and blowing from



the direction of the chorek so that was dl right. Have to be careful, she thought, funny to think
cracking a stink would be as big a danger as cracking a twig underfoot.

She saw himfindly, a dark blot in a rope cradle about three meters up one of the trunks. He'd sunk
spikes into the wood to hold the rope ends and pulled the thick loose bark out from the wood, usng the
curl to mask him from the road. She saw him diffen as he heard Maorgan’s whisle. He moved dightly,
brought something gray and short up from where it had been resting, Sghted it on the road, and waited.
Not a pellet gun. What is that?

Shadith wiped her hands on her shirt, eased the stunner from the leather sack dangling from her belt.
She wiped her hands again, made a last sweep of the surround to verify he was done, shot him.

The wegpon fdl with a cdlank onto the tdl roots of the tree, rolled off toward the road. The chorek
was draped over the ropes, his mouth open, eyes rolled back, the whites gligening in the murky light
under the canopy.

Watching him intently to make sure no twigt in his genes made him a tricky candidate for sunning, she
made her way to the foot of his tree and collected the thing he'd dropped. She stood daring at it for
severd moments, deeply shocked. Pdlet guns were one thing, in a pinch most smugglers would carry a
few for trad-ing, but energy wespons? That was big time trouble. The only time she' d seen it happen was
on Avosing, and that was only because there was mgor vaue being exchanged. But one ragtag bandit on
anondescript world?

She tested the cutter on the limb of a tree close by, then used it to burn loose one end of the rope
cradle, not caring awhole lot whether or not the man sur-vived the fall.

He was limp from the sunning and not that high up. He hit the downdanting roots, rolled onto the
ground, and finished the rollnot far from where she'd found the cutter. She checked his pulse, nodded,
graightened his legs, then moved to the center of the road, waiting for Maorgan to show.

Maorgan looked down at the man. “Don’t know him. Where was he?’

She flicked a hand a the tree, then frowned as Danor came tottering around the ponies. The
Méli-toéhn's eyes were focused on the chorek, his face was flushed, his body tense despite his
weakness, there was a bulge ingde his shirt that didn’t come from ban-dages. Where he'd got the knife
or whatever it was, she didn't know. “Danor, no.” She spoke ddiberately, then put hersdf between the
sunned men and the Ard. “We need to question him firgt.”

“Him?" The old man’s voice was stronger then it'd been in days. “He wouldn't tdl you the sun’s
shining though you could see it for yoursdf.”

Shadith smiled grimly. “He won't have a choice. I’ ve got some babble juice that will no doubt kill him
eventualy so you can rest easy about that, but before then hell cough everything he knows.”

He looked at her along moment, then nodded. “Get on with it, then.”

Maorgan crouched beside the chorek, searching through his pockets, laying out their contents on the
ground beside the man. He looked up as Shadith came back, her medkit in her hand. “Nathing here to
sy who heis” He flicked afinger through the meager pile, sent a luck charm ralling away, uncovered a
bit of paper, passed it to her. “Someone in Dumd Mi-nach, laying out our route and what speed we're
likdy to make.”

“Confirms he's a poaliticd, if we needed such con-firmation. Here.” She handed him a tape braided
from fine colorless filaments. “Wrap that round his ankles and make sure the metd bits on the end touch.
You don't need to tieit.”

He raised his brows. “Looks like it'd mdt in my hand, let done hold a grown man.”

“Try to cut it if you don’t mind dulling your blade. Don't worry, you won't even scratch it. Give me
room to work, hm?’ She took his place, strapped the chorek’s wrists with a second come-dong tape.
When she glanced at Maorgan, he was looking a a nick in the knifeblade.

He shrugged, wrapped the tape around the chorek’ s ankles, touched the locktights. Nothing obvious
hap-pened, so he tried to take them apart and redo the sedl.

Shadith chuckled. “Ussful gadget, right?’



“How do you get the things off?’

“I've got, mm, cdl it a key. Otherwise, to get him out of those loops we'd have to amputate his
hands and feet. Wel, well, so you' re coming awake on us now.” She got to her feet and stepped back to
wait for him to exhaugt himsdf and recognize futility.

The chorek’s eyes cleared. He saw them, and his face suffused with rage; he tried to break loose,
throw-ing his body about, but dl he succeeded in doing was cut himsdf on the filament tapes. After a
usdess grug-gle he lay panting and gaing hate a them, especidly Maorgan. “Jdly sucker, you a dead
man. And dl your kind a perverts.”

Shadith opened the medkit, took out the sprayco-peia, clicked on the modly illegd canister of
babblers Digby had sent her on the day she' d adopted as her birthday, the day Aleytys had decanted her
into this body. She set the blood sampler in the Serilizer and deposited the medkit on the road. “We're
going to ask you some questions, chorek. Now | know you think you wouldn't tel us the time of day, but
you will.” The erilizer chimed. She took the sampler out, caught one of his hands, set the nozzle againgt
afinger tip and triggered it. In dmost the same move, she was back on her feet and he was garing a the
red drop wedling on hisfinger.

“You needn’t look like the world fdl on you, chorek. All | did was take a little blood from you.” She
clicked the sampler into its dot on the sprayco-peia. “I don’t want to kill you too soon.” She glanced a
the readout, sghed. “In a laboratory with amuch wider range of ... mm ... ingredients, | could proba-bly
guarantee not to kill you at dl. Asthings are ...” she touched the sensor, made a few fine adjustments,
“the least this brew will give you is a course of bails from hel. Now. Such ethics as | have tdl me | must
ask if youwill answer our questions fredy and without sint. Wel?’

He spat, the glob of spittle landing on the toe of her boot.

“St on him a moment, will you, Maorgan?’ She detached the canister from the spraycopeia. “Hold
hishead s0 | can get a his neck.”

In spite of his struggles, she got the injector againg his carotid and triggered the jolt of babble. She
sraightened. “That's good. Y ou can get off im now, Maorgan. Don't tak to him yet, wait till | tel you.”

Glanadng now and then a the chorek, she repacked the medkit, set the sampler in the Serilizer, and
closed the lid. By the time she was finished, the chorek had gone limp, his face greenish white under the
tan, his eyes closed, his breathing deep and dow.

“Good. Maorgan, let metak fird, then you can ask your questions. It might be a good idea to make
anote of his answers.” She moved dong the road, kndt when she was just beyond his head. “Wha is
your name?’ She dmost sang the words, her voice soft and unthrestening. “Tdl me your name.”

“Ferg. Fergd Diocas.” His voice was dragged and dreamy, the syllables mushy.

“Ferg. You have afriend in Dumd Minach. Tdl me your friend’s name. What isyour friend’s name?’

“Paga. Her nameis Paga Focal.”

“That's a pretty name. |s she pretty, Ferg?’

He laughed. It was an ugly sound, mocking and angry. “That dlly bitch? Big as a dammdt with a
laugh like a band saw. Always at you. Chel Dé\, | have to be drunk as a dog to get it up when | do her.”

“l see. It was her gave you news about the Ard and the rest of them?’

“Oh, yeah, and wetting hersdf because she knows I'll come do her when [ finish the scum. She gets
off on blood, nothing gets her hotter.”

“And how does she get word to you? How does she do that, Ferg?’ She kept her voice soft and
ingnu-ating, dipping the words in between the rusile of the leaves and the dirt grains ratling dong the
road as the wind picked up strength with the waning of the day.

He snickered. “Leaves me notes, doesn’'t she. Slly kueh. Gamed Love post she cdlis it like she was
some just blooded girl. Hollow in a tree down by river. Ties a bit a yelow rag on branch when she put
something in hole”

His eydids flickered, his eyes darted Sde to sde, a buried awareness worked the muscles of his
face. Shadith stopped the questions and sang to him, a low, wordless croon like a mother snging a child
to deep. After amoment he relaxed and the smug grin twisted his mouth again. “Kueh,” he said.

“No doubt. You had aweapon. A strange looking thing.”



“Cutter,” he said after awhile. “Ol' frogface he say, point it a a dinking jely and you got yoursdf
one krutchin'’ Summerfire tree high and mountain wide. Hoooeeeshhh!”

Shadith heard a scuffling behind her, curses. She ignored them, crooned a bit more to sHtle the
chorek again. “Old Frogface, hmm, | think | know him, tdl me what he's like”

“Udy anglik. Shorter’n me but twice as wide. Skin's like lehaum bark. Made me want to see ‘f |
could ped him like them there” He waved his bound hands at the nearest tree. He blinked at the hands,
waggled them, started snickering. “Ped ‘um. ‘Ould d't too, he come back a me. Ped ‘um. Ped ....” He
let his hands drop, scowled at the branches arching high above the road. “Mesuch, filthy ....”

Shadith leaned closer to him, began one of the Shdla croons, drawing him back into dream with the
hdp of the drug. “Tdl me about his hands. What were they like?’

“Cursed claws, black as his gtinking soul.”

“Tdl me about his eyes. Was there anything odd about his eyes.”

“Suff crawled over ‘um sometimes, made ‘um shine”

“What did he say to you? Tdl me exactly what he said to you.”

His eydids flickered again, then closed completdly, the energy drained from his voice as he droned
what he'd been told about how to recharge the cutter, about the price on the heads of the Univeraty
team. Toward the end of the speech he started getting agitated again and this time the crooning only
seemed to exacerbate the disturbance. Words drooled from his mouth as he jerked his head back and
forth and tried to pull his wrigts apart, jerking so hard the tape cut into his wrists. He ignored the blood
and kept jerking, asif he meant to saw off his hands and set himsdf free.

His face got redder and redder, his eyes glassy, his mouth hung open, working, working ... urtil,
abruptly his body spasmed, arced up from the ground, then went limp.

“He dead?”’

She looked round. Danor was hunched over, his legs drawn up, his head buried in, his ams.
Maorgan stood beside him. It was he who'd spoken. “I think so, but I'd better be sure. Bring me the kit,
would you?’

Shadith keyed the locktights loose, rolled the come-alongs up, and shoved them into a saddlebag.
“You heard what he said. Theréll be dozens of others out there hungry for that gold. We'd better start
pushing the cadpas as hard as we dare. We're targetstill we get over Medon Pass.”

13. Ploy and Counter ploy

1

Ceam, Heruit, and his cousn Bothim squatted in the shadows under the trees a the edge of the
Meklo Fen waiching the Chav get off ther floatcart and wak toward the swampie Porach who was
gtting cross-legged on a thick mat woven from reeds, reed baskets placed around him, filled with fresh
fish, herbs, nuts and the round red fruit of the bilim tree that grew deep ingde the Marish.

The damp heavy breeze coming off the grass brought the snake-smdl of the mesuch to Ceam. His
somach knotted and he fdt himsdf getting hot; it didn't seem to him he could take his eyes off tha
massve form with its oddly bobbly walk.

Asif the mesuch could fed his gaze, the creature turned his head and stared at the group of men.

Ceam fought his eyes down and stared at the black muck he could see through the grass. After
watching the techs up in the mountains, he hadn’t expected them to be so formidable and so quick to
natice up close. And he hadn’t expected the amdl and what it would do to him. The rage it would rouse
inhim. It was dl he could manage to squat there with his eyes on the ground.

No more game. No more detachment. This was the Enemy. The things that had daughtered his
friends and burned the Eolt, who'd stolen his peace and hisjoy from him,

The amdl got stronger as the mesuch inspected the fish, bit into one of the hilim fruits.

Edlt Kitsek had did through the clouds lagt night to tdl them the mesuch and their crawlers were



back edting the hearts of the mountains. Fewer of them, though, and cautious. A roving tiogri paddling
through the ash for roasted carrion set off an darm, a squdling oogah and a firewand from the crawler
singed the spots off the tiogri’ s tail, though he got away dive, hisonly hurt a bare behind. That was briefly
stifying, meking them waste supplies and their own peace on a danger that wasn't there. No one was
interested in the miners, the new target was ther home fort.

Heruit moved dightly, dropped his hand on Ceam’s shoulder, squeezed. It was both a comfort and a
warn-ing. And it helped and did not help, it warmed Ceam with fdlow feding and it irritated him that the
older man could read him so0 eadily. I'm not meant to be a spy. At least, not this kind. This feels o
useless, hang-ing about listening to that beast haggling over how many needles for needlefish.

The haggling went on and on. Ceam rocked rest-lessly on his heds, pulled a spear of grass, peded it
into fine strips, pulled another, then ancther and won-dered if he could last much longer without legping
to hisfeet and running at the mongter who was so ab-surdly acting like dl the other merchants he'd seen
from the time he was whelped. Obscene tha the two of them out there should look so much dike,
Porach and the mesuch. Both old. He didn’t know how he knew that, mesuch didn’'t have hair to go gray
and they dl seemed wrinkled to him, with skin like tree bark. He was, though. Old. Temperish. Ydlow
cast to eyesthat were ill far too sharp for Ceam’s comfort.

FHndly, though, the chaffering was done. Porach was tucking his goods in a ¢’hau doth bag, needles
and thread, a call of cord, fine and colorless, some packets of dye. The mesuch snapped his fingers and
the two younger ones came and |oaded the reed baskets onto the floatwagon.

Porach got to his feet, swung the strap of the bag over his shoulder, caught up the mat, and stood
raling it into a tight cylinder as he watched the floatwagon go gliding off. When it disappeared into the
trees, he pulled loose the long stick he'd thrugt into the muck and came over to them, swinging the stick
and moving with the peculiar long glide of a swampy, his bare feet bardy bending the grass or so it
seemed to Ceam.

Heruit cleared his throat.

Porach shook his head. “Not here”

They followed him deeper into the Marish. He went back on a new path; Ceam had noticed that the
two tendays he'd spent living in the Marish. Swampies d-most never used the same path twice in the
same day. It might have been to keep down any sgns of wear, or perhaps some predator they didn't
discuss might be derted and avoided by this. His curiogty was itching a him, but he knew better than to
ask. Swampie wanted you to know something, he told you. Got snarked if you kept pushing at him and
one day you'd turn around and he wasn't there any more and you were out in the middle of the morass
and didn’t know where you were and didn’t dare go anywhere because there were sofas and crogdl
burrows where if you stepped in them you were dead.

Porach moved swiftly dong the edge of the water, jumped onto the kneed roots of the mekek trees
that grew adong here, ran across the knees with a curious, irregular, tied-in gait. Ceam followed more
dowly. He wasn't used to going about in his bare feet and his soles had picked up some parasites that
itched like fury and hurt when his feet dapped down on the dip-pery, hard wood. Behind him he could
hear the sound of Heruit's feet, the muttered curses that got louder the longer they ran. And Bothim's
panting snicker as the smdler, more limber man trotted dong behind them.

Porach jumped from the roots onto the dimpled sand of a long thin idand like the scar from a knife
wound. He flung up a hand to stop them, then dug the end of the stick into one of the dimples, inspected
the result, and jumped back onto the root. He took a whigtle from ingde histunic and began blowing into
it. Though it produced no sound that Ceam could hear, it made a tightness behind his eyes.

He smothered an exclamation as he saw the sand shift and shiver as something ran dong benegth the
surface and vanished beneath the water without giving him the least glimpse of what it looked like.

Porach dipped the stick under his arm, jumped onto the sand and ran dong it. The others followed.

He led them on a winding difficult route deep into the Marish, till they reached the twinned ides
where they’ d been living for the past tenday. The one with their hutches on it was round and barren, thick
bug-ridden grass and lichen webs crawling everywhere, a Sngle raintree a one end. Porach’'s ide was a



long pointed ovd with a smdl soring of dean water wdling up between two trees into a stone basin.
Porach and Meisti hiswife had brought stones from outside and cement powder and had built a nest cup
with knee-high wals. The stream from the soring ran through it and kept it filled and a shell lid on the top
kept it clean.

Porach blew into hiswhistle again, this time drawing a strange echo from ingde the thicket at the end
of the idand. A moment later Mesci came out and brought for them a long narrow board with folding
legs, the portable bridge between the idands.

He d shown them what swam in that water and Ceam got the shivers each time he got his feet wet,
no matter that Porach was dong and knew what he was doing.

When the bridge was settled in place, Porach turned. “You are welcome to share asp of teaand a
word or two.”

Meisa was a thin, worn-looking woman with strands of gray in her long brown hair. She was shy and
half-wild, unessy with strangers about, though when they came to vist, she kndlt behind Porach for the
courtesy of it and listened to the talk with curiogity enough to forget hersdf from time to time. She
brought out her china cups, no two of them dike, and filled them with hot strong tea, added dices of
ullicafruit and amdl rounds of unleavened bread.

Heruit emptied his cup and let Mesci take it for a refill. “1 can't see as that gets us any forwarder.
Unless you got more than | heard out of that ulpioc.”

Porach’s mouth thinned and curled into a secret amile. “More n you' d guess”

Heruit made an exasperated sound that pretty wel expressed what Ceam was feding.

Porach’s amile widened. He played with the mo-ment, then capitulated according to some schedule
of hisown. “To gtart with, that’s not one of the big ‘uns ingde the walls, that's what they cdl a Drudge.
It's him runs the mesuch drink house in Dumd Dordan that was, | picked up other trades ign't fird time
he done that, easy enough to get him running on about old days. He's an old ‘un as mesuch go. Likes to
natter on about nought. He pretty pissed at techs for bringing husk to his place and dinking it up and
ignoring his brew. He got a pridein his brew and it’s like they dighting him when they do that. Besides, it
takes ‘um funny, he says, sometimes they just get deepy and hit floor snoring, othertimes they like to go
crazy, bust the place up. He says he can tdl old hands &t it, their haws come hdf down dl time, that's
those ingde eye-lids they drop when they getting fire-bellied.”

He pressed hislips together again, no amile this time. His shaggy brows drew inward, a deep trench
dug between them. “ Couple things to worry on. Lessn a hundred of them right now, but they expecting
lots more in a couple months, maybe a bit more. We could maybe wipe the hundred. When it's
thousands, | dunno. Worse, was something ese o’ Farkly said, one time he and me, we was trading
brew, had to sampleit like, and he gets feding loose and one thing he says is mesuch has same problem a
while back. ‘Nother world. Something on it messed up their techs. Couldn’t stop them getting at it, o
they stop the world. Cracked it open like you'd stick a nut “tween you teeth and chomp down. Mucks
get too fussad with husk smoking, could be they do the same here”

Heruit scowled. “World's abig nut.”

“Cha oy, but when you figure how they get here, maybe they can do it.” He supped up some tea,
handed his cup to Meisci for a refill. “What | know is bits and pieces. Techs getting itchy one way
‘nother. High Mucks not paying ‘ttention to what they sup-posed to be doing. Like when you kick into
mutmut nest and watch the itchies run round like crazy. One of o Farkli, that's his name, one of his
bumpers, he Sdle over to me couple ten days ago, wants to buy husk, | say | don’'t have any, but I'll ask
round. What | think is, you can use that Drudge to get to techs over to Dordan-that-was and worm outta
them what you gotta know.”

2

“You've come to make trouble, haven't you.” Par-lach was a broad strong woman a little younger
than Deanin, with a round face, pouty lips and pae blue eyes. Bland blue eyes, mouth fdling into a
meaning-less amile when she finished speaking.



Deinin looked at her along moment. “Yes” she sad findly and waited for a response.

“Good. Think you can keep it away from the House?’

“Likdy.”

“Good. What you want?’

“For the moment, information. Discreetly gathered. The ingde workings of the mesuch fort.”

“Hm. Time limit?’

“No.”

“Good. I'm shamed to say | don't have many | trust who have the brains to do that work and not get
caught at it.”

“Not getting caught is more important than the information.”

“l can see that. Someone else you ought to bring m. Sifaed. She works the back room a Farkli’s
lubbot. Gets more techs than we do, ours is mosly Drudges, and one of her steadies is the Chav who
runs the Drudges.”

“She tied to the lubbot or does she get out?’

“After she and the other women clean the place, she's modtly loosetill noon. | could set up a mest if
you want. Best not here. She goes waking round the edges of the Fen when she needs to get away from
the mesuch, that’s as good a place as any. Y ou know what she looks like?’

“No.”

“Big woman, not fat, just heavy. Tdler than most. Wide shoulders, wide hips, light brown hair with a
lot of red init, fine flyaway quff that kinks into tight curls with the least damp in the air. She was a teacher
back before the mesuch came, bonded like they do with a Keteng teacher, a Denchok called Bolabdl.
Mesuch killed xe when they broke up the Dumd. Like they did dl the Keteng they saw about.”

“l see. Yes, set up ameet two days on, tdl her I'll watch her backtrail, make sure she's clear before
| show. I'll call her bond's name to show her it'sme”

“You sure you want to do that?’

“Yes. How she handles it will tdl methings | need to know.”

Sfaed was grim-faced, eyes hooded, anger in the set of her shoulders as she stepped into the
shadow under the trees and stood waiting for Danin to show hersdf.

“Bolabd,” Deénin said quietly, then stepped from behind a tree. “How long do you have?’

“Thet isn't the question. Convince me | should stay.”

“WEe ve quit trying to drive them off. We're going for the head now. Get that and the body dies”

“How?’ There was an edge to her voice. “You didn’t see what happened here when they came. You
weren't here. I'd remember you. All the faces are graved in my head, everyone, dead and dive I've
searched for away, Chd Dé have | searched. You can’t get in there and | don’'t care how big an army
you can get together, you won't even get close. They'll kill you faster than my father mowed a hayfidd.”

“So we jugt have to be cleverer than they are. What do you know about ingde that fort?” Deanin
pulled a pad from a pocket in her shirt, took a pendil from its loop and waited.

Sifaed's eyes went distant She moved over to the tree, lowered hersdf onto one of the knobby root
knees and scowled at the reedy grass growing round her feet. After a short silence, she said, “One of my
regulars is the Muck of the Dirtmen. That's what they cdl them that grow food for the rest. Hunh! Not
that they actudly touch dirt, that's for Drudges. Ragnd, his name is. Touchy. Full of resentments. You
know the kind. Every time someone looks a him, he tuns it into a dight. His baby brother was in an
arrwagon that went down. Crashed. He blames the Muck in charge of equipment, says he's so corrupt,
he'd get rid of dl his workers if he could and eat thar pay. He says Hunnar, that's the High Muck of
Mucks, he got this job because hiswife isimportant, that he's messed up a couple of other times and this
ishis last chance before he's hauled home and put out to pasture. And that mogt of the other techish
Mucks are the same sort, regjects put together because no one ese will have them.”

“Hm. You sad he's aresentful man.”

“Chaoy, but he's not the only one grumbling at the way things are run, so | suspect it's close to true.
Let's see. The Drudges live in Dordan-that-was. Seven mde, 9x femae Was more, but guards took



four off and that was the lagt anyone saw of them. Indde the fort, maybe fifty guards. They go on
saggered duty, fifteen a a time, two on the High Muck’s workcenter, another two on duty in his
quarters. They like that duty, it's just watching the clean Drudge do her work, then sampling the Muck’s
drink stock and poking through his picture suff. What they hate is waking the wals and punching in a
the cdl stations. It's bor-ing and they can’'t dack there. Therell be one or two in the watch towers and
four walking the wals. The rest off duty, or wherever the High Muck says, laidy they’ve been hitting the
Sesping Grounds, bringing in Guardians. Right now, he's got around ten of them out looking for
Denchok, don't know why, guards don't ether, they're grumbling because it messes up the schedule,
Um. Don’'t know how many techs ex-actly, but you folks have whittled them down by &t least a dozen.
Four kinds, mining, med, communications, and repair. I've counted round thirty a Farkli’s, probably
more than that. Four Mucks under Hunnar. Never see those. Um. Some support daff for day to day
bus ness the Mucks won't mess their hands with. Borrow that pencil and pad?’

Sfaed turned to a clean page and drew a square. She frowned at it a moment, then started filling in
the square with smdler squares and numbering these. When she finished, she wrote the numbers on the
fac-ing page with a note beside each number, then handed the pad back. “Far as | know, that’s how
things are arranged. Those Chave go on and on like drunks on a taking jag when they’re with me. Cha
oy, | admit | encourage them, you know why.” She looked at the pad in Dednin’s hand. “I can't see what
use any of tha is. You're not going to get in there. Nobody getsin there except Chave.”

Deanin dipped the pencil into its loop and tucked the pad away again. “WE |l et you know when we
figureit out. Take care, Sifaed. And don't push things, hm?’

Sfaed nodded. “1 hear. Chel Dé grant the time be soon.”

Fealtir ran her fingers nervoudy through har she' d bleached until it was white enough to pass for age.
She glanced at the Guardian who'd volunteered to stay behind, wondering at the withered serenity in his
face. He was wandering about, diding his hand aong the rough brown fibers of the Sleepers asif he were
caressing cats. He was saying his farewdls, that was clear. Farewdls to things that looked like wooden
eggs with the bark Hill on. She knew wel enough that Eolt were developing indde, shed been to a
Hatching, she'd watched the embryonic Eolt emerge, amdl and dippery like egg yolks, watched them
hunt blindly for the sky, pulling themselves up the posts of the pergo-las and crawling shapeless and redly
rather revolting onto the lattice. She'd watched them suck blood from the Guardians and begin making
the gas that would plump them out and carry them aoft. She watched them put on beauty and go floaing
upward, watched the meking of the bonds.

That was why they were there. Her brother wanted the sdll bond. He sat with the other boys and in
histurn played the song he'd made to cdl the new-hatched Eodlt to him. He had the gift, an Eolt dropped
the spesking tentacle, draped it lightly about his neck. She'd never forgotten the wonder and joy on his
face, nor the pain in the faces of the two boys who weren't chosen.

And | didn’t even have the chance to be rejected. She closed her eyes. | had as much music in
me as he did, but no one listened.

A touch on her shoulder. She shivered, looked round.

“They're coming.” Eagim pointed. “Y ou're ready?’

“I'm ready.”

The guard shoved her into the cell. He was rougher than he meant to be but not ddiberately; he'd
just forgotten his own strength. She caught her foot on the sl and fdl heavily onto one hip, her right hand
twisted under her.

By the time she got to her feet, the door had did shut and she was done. Fear churning in her, she
moved to the gnk in a corner of the cdl and ran cold water over her wrigt. It was dready darting to
swell. In alittle while she wouldn't be able to use it and she was ridiculoudy right-handed.

She moved to the cot, lay down on it, and pulled a blanket up over her. Ignoring the pain and the
weak-nessin her fingers, she curled up and began removing the nutshells she’ d inserted into hersdf. One.



Two. A sharp pan in one finger. The third shdl was broken. She lay ill a moment, then worked her
fingers deeper and brought out the fourth and last shdl. When | hit the floor, she thought. That must
have been when it happened.

She fetched out as much of the shdll debris as she could locate, then uncurled and lay with her injured
wrig across her eyes. The shdls were filled with spores, borer worms and chigger nits. Making their way
into her now. Into her flesh and blood and bones. No matter. There was time enough to break the other
shdlls on the faces of the techs when they took her for their tests.

She dept a little, woke with her wrist throbbing. She wet a towd, wrapped it tightly about her am
and lay down again, dropping after a while into a restless deep with dreams of worms edting into her,
worms emerging from her skin, waving their dimy heads about.

A bong from the wal woke her from her night-mares. A monotonous chant told her to srip and
fol-low the blinking red lights.

Her mind sodden with deegp and pain, she unwound the towel from her arm, pulled off the guardian
robe and looked blearily around for the lights.

Red dots eye levd on thewadl blinked in swift series over and over asiif the red light raced from the
cot to a narrow door that stood open now, a door she hadn’'t seen before. She stepped across the raised
lipinto aroom like a closat with smooth white walls. The door did shut and jets of hot water came at her
from severd directions, singing a firg then wonderful, washing away pain and faigue.

The water stopped long before she wanted it to. “Put on the robe you'll find in the med dot,” the
voice boomed &t her. “Tie on the dippers”

Her wrig was so swollen now she could bardy use the hand. She managed to tie on the dippers,
then leaned againg the wadl, her head roaring, her face and body dick with pain-sweat, nausea
threstening to empty her somach.

“Go to the door. Go to the door. Go to the door.” She ignored the voice. When she could move, she
went to the bed, collected the three nutshels, took them to the snk and washed them off, then dipped
them into her mouth.

“Go to the door. Go to the door. Put your hand on the ydlow ova. Put your hand on the ydlow
ovd.”

The guard was waiting outsde. He was angry, she could tdl because his inner eydids had dropped
and his eyes gligened. But he said nothing, nor did he touch her, just gestured with a long black stick,
re-laxing when she obeyed without fuss.

In the long examining room she saw the other woman she knew and a few mde Guardians. Except
for a few quick glances to map the place and set the script for what she planned, she kept her eyes
down, shuffled docildy aong until one of the techs noted her swallen wrigt, swore with exasperation and
pulled her away from the others. “Taner’s Claws, Guard Ti-braz, | told you to watch your hands. This is
the third one damaged.”

She kept her eyes on the floor, so he wouldn't know she' d learned their ugly speech.

Hand on her shoulder, he took her to the work-bench with its organized cutter of tools and
indru-ments, placed her hand and wrist in a hollow much too big for it snce it was shaped to Chav
dimensions, dosed the top over it and started the scan working. “Hm.” He switched to Bducharis. “Two
amdl bones cracked, woman. I'll put you in a pressure bandage and give you some pills for the pain.
Should bedl right.”

He freed her wrigt, turned away, reeching to a sen-sor on a cabinet door. She looked up. The other
women were watching her. She nodded, spat a shdl into the pam of her left hand.

The guard started toward her. Smiling fiercdy, she soun away from his arm, dapped up and over it,
smashing the shdll againg his face. Sll spinning, she spat out the second shdll, dapped it againg the face
of the tech, then threw the third shel onto the floor and grabbed a amdl smooth-handled blade from the
clutter on the bench, set it againgt her throat, and cut deep.
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MedTech Firs¢ Muhaseb's face bloomed on the screen. He showed worry in the Chav way, the
inner eyelids dropping but not dl the way down, a trickle of drool unnoticed at the corner of his mouth,
his color faded to a pale gray green. Hunnar waved 1labrn to slence, scowled at the screen. “Wdl?’

“We ve got a problem, O Ykkuvd.”

“Explain.”

“The batch that the guards gathered from the Segp-ing Grounds this time, most of them were
women. They ah mmm used ther mmm body cavity to bring in an extraordinary mix of spores and
microscopic borer worms. Four techs and Sx guards got smeared with these and they’re close to panic
now. They can fed themsdaves baeing esten and rotted out. It's modly imagination, but, I'm afraid, not
whally. They’re de-manding we drop them in stasi's now and send them home with the next ship for more
specidized treat-ment. They say it'sin the contract with their subclans and mmmm I’'m afraid it is”

“You didn't search the women?’

“Hinddght is easy, O Ykkuvd, but Taner’s Claws, they were women. Acting docile as pet keddin.
And to use such mmm meand No, we didn't think to body search them. We washed them down, did a
visud search, put them in robes we provided. It should have been adequate if they were norma women.
Ahmmm mos of them managed to kill themselves, but we sal-vaged three and put them under probe. It
wasn't any accident that we got mogly women. And not Guardians ether, they were planted a the
Grounds waiting for us, called themselves freedom fighters and they’d volunteered though they expected
to die one way or another, from the infection they spread or at our hands.” He hesitated. “And we had to
close and geil-ize the lab. Ah mmm, severd ingruments were dam-aged and despite the cleansng, the
few med techs | have l€ft are hesitant about going into that room. We will, of course, find some means of
continuing the ex-periments if you order it, but my recommendation is to let them drop for the moment
anyway. We redly aren’t set up for thiskind of work.”

“Very wel. Write up your prdiminary results. You know what | want. Complete honesty of course,
but perhaps a stronger emphas's on the positive aspects?’

Theimege of the Tech First bowed, his eyes dulled as the inner lids did home with his rdief. “I hear
and obey, O Yukkuvd.”

When the screen had faded to a glassy gray-green, Hunnar brought his fis down hard on the desk
and spent the next severd moments cursing the techs, the load of losers and blockheads he'd been
saddled with, the hunting party due in less than a month now, 1361u-chad, the women and dl the
varieties of Béuchar life. Findly he straightened, flicked a hand at Iladrn, daws dill extended though his
anger had cooled. “Play something soothing. I ve got to think.”

lladrn lifted his head, fighting to keep the amile in-Side, the glee that was bubbling in his blood. For
the firg time since the Ykkuvd'’s guards had captured him, he fdt a red touch of hope. We're going to
do it. We're going to win. His hands were shaking, but the touch of the harp wood camed him; he set
hisfingers on the strings and began improvisng a muted paean to his happiness.

It was quickly interrupted by a pattern of chimes. Hunnar swore again, touched a sensor and rose to
his feet. When the image bloomed across the screen, he bowed until his head nearly touched the desk,
draightened with his hands folded in the submisson display. “Y kkuva Hunnar ni Jlet soyad Koroumak is
humbled by the honor of your presence, O Bashogre Aila O Rozen ni Jilet soyad Jlet, O Jletah Jlet.”

Thefigure was swaddled in robes heavily embroi-dered in square designs with jewels and gold and
dlver wire, couched on a ground of slken crewd work. His hide was bleached with age until it was a
pae greenish white, and thinned so that the heavy bones of his skull made a caricature of his face.
“Honor, hah! Hunnar, that kadja Hayzin comes to me blesting you're sucking coin like a black hole.
What's going on out there? This wasn't supposed to be a messy one, just get the ores out and back to
us And ded with the Yaraka, of course. They been making trouble? Y ou want me lodging a complaint
with Helvetia, trade interference?’

“O Bashogre, it would be perhaps wiser to let that rest a while. Ah mmm. The locas have been
hogtile and managed to do us some damage and mmmif | may say it, our Finance Tech Genree has been



less then efficient at anything but lining his own pockets. It would improve matters considerably if he were
cdled Home”

“No doubt, no doubt. Unfortunately, thet is ... not possible in present circumstances. What is that
music | hear? It ischarmingly delicate.”

“Ah. The locds have a cult of the harp. | have taken one of them as bond-ked. He' s thoroughly tame
and quite gifted. And not alowed to get out of the Kushayt, so there's no breach of security. If you find
him pleasing, then it will be my joy to give him to you.”

“When this matter is complete, 1 will accept your offer, young Hunnar. At the moment better not.
Helvetiais difficult about the inditution of the bond-kerl; they refuse to understand the reciprocd nature
of the relationship. A collection of kadja nicmerms with spines so limp they can felae themse ves—but
they control the flow of coin, so we have to humor them. I’ ve read your flakes on the Y araka matter and
the use of the Freetech’s aaah contribution. Well done. But don’t wait too long to end it. Things can go
wrong when you hold back your finishing stroke.”

“Your wisdom is beyond bounds, O Bashogre. My agent is at this very moment dirring the locas
into rebdlion. As soon as he reports the proper degree of heat has been achieved, we will strike under
the cover of alocd attack and the Y araka will be erased from this world. We will be properly contrite
and point out that we have voluntarily confined our activities to a sngle continent and have had our own
difficulties with a rebellious populace.”

“Most commendable. Now as to the other matter. We are mogt interested in your plans. We will be
send-ing a separate cadre to continue the studies of the effects of the smoke and ded with the logitics of
collecting the ... what did you cdl them ... ah! the Keteng and confining them on reservations for
breed-ing purposes. A fascinating life cyde that. The pictures of the flying crestures and the blaze when
they expire make me regret my advanced age will not permit me to see thiswith my own eyes.”

“Mmm, O Bashogre, there is a complication. It would be wdl to send parasitologists and equipment
for identifying and countering a wide variety of borer worms and dangerous spores. There is ordinarily no
problem with such things, but we have had an incident in the lab. Severd of our techs and guards were
ex-posed to such matter through actions of locd terrorists.”

“l see. How many involved?’

“Four techs and sx guards, O Bashogre. They have requested stass and return. My Tech Firg
remindsit isin their contracts so it has to be done. It would be hepful if they were sequestered while they
were beng treated.”

“Definitdy we do not want word getting out too soon. There will be complications enough to setting
up the hunting preserve. Y ou will keep meinformed.” The screen blanked.

Hunnar sucked in a long bregth, let it explode out. He glanced at 1ladrn squatting on his pad in the
cor-ner. “Come. | need thinking time in the Dushanne Garden.”

14. Getting Together

1

“What!” Adan grimaced at the Barge Kabit as she ligened to the voice from the Ridaar remote
repeat what she'd just heard.

Kabit Ladful was a short broad man with one of the few beards she'd seen on Bduchad and a
mous-tache that was aflourish in itsdf, the ends waxed and curled up so high they nearly tangled with a
pair of bushy eyebrows.

Duncan Shears voice cametiny but clear into the conference room at the Megting House, his tones
dry, noncommittd. “1 have an envoy from the Goés stand-ing beside me, Scholar. He has brought a flikit
for our use and a message. The Goés has come to a stronger sense of the urgency of the Stuation and the
necessity for more speed and flexihility than river traffic would dlow.”

“Pleased as | am to hear this Manager Shears, | could wish he'd made up his mind a trifle sooner,
be-fore | wasted the time and patience of Kabit Latful. When will the flikit be avalable?’



“It's here now. I've set Aide Ola to stowing your gear and supplies.”

“Ah. Thank you. Is there anything more?’

“No, Scholar. Out.”

Adan dipped the remote into its dot in the Ridaar strapped to her bdt. “As you heard, Kabit, other
trangport has been provided. | gpologize for having wasted your time. If thereé sanything | cando ....”

He amiled and his mustache ends wiggled absurdly. “You can join mefor aglass of brandy a Sem's
Tavern and you can explain to me what is thisflikit thing.”

She amiled. “If you'll dlow me to buy the brandy. The explanaion comes free”

The sun was low in the west, what was left of the day hot and dill. The road was little more than a
pair of fant ruts winding through the forest, risng a an increesingly steep angle. Shadith was in the lead,
weary to the point of nausea. The litter discarded, Danor was tied to the saddle, dinging to the pomme
with both hands, his face set, his eyes fixed on the twin peaks crawling so dowly higher as they neared
the pass, Maorgan followed with the pack pony and the spare. They’d gone watch on watch since they
Ieft the dead chorek, snatching a few hour’s deegp each night. The moss ponies were tough little beasts,
but even they were close to quitting.

Shadith’'s mindtouch brushed repeatedly against men moving through the trees pardld to them, but
each time she dismounted and left the road to go after them, the touches faded away. They were being
watched, but so far no ambushes had been set. She began to hope they’ d make the pass without more
trouble.

3

“You'll probably know one of us, our harpigt, was invited to speak to the Meruu Klobach.” Adan
took a dp of the sktir brandy and amiled at Ladful, amused by the skill with which he maneuvered his
own drink past his beard. The brandy was rather too sweet for her tastes but produced a nice glow as it
went down. She made a note to ask the Denchok taverner about his brews and where he got the
digillates “She took a communicator like the one you heard in the confer-ence room and reported her
observations of the day’ s journey to us each night. Not quite a tenday ago the reports stopped. Cha oy,
one day was no worry. Things happen. Two days of slence and we started wondering. Three days and
we knew we had to do something. It was a matter of finding transport and security. Hm. A flikitisa small
flying machine. Y ou've no doubt seen them buzzing about around the Y ar-aka Enclosure.”

He brushed lightly at the short brigly hairsin the middle section of his mustache, then smiled again. “It
will make searching for your friend much easier, so I'll not complain though I'll miss the conversations we
might have had. The little harpigt, | hope nathing has happened to her. | heard her play with Ard
Maorgan and the Eolt on the day you fird came here. She is a wonder, that one, she would be Ard if she
weren't awoman and a mesuch.”

4

Shadith dragged hersdlf from the blankets, huddled shivering and hdf awake as she tried to get
hersdf together enough to wash her face and give her teeth at least a cursory brush to get the taste of too
meany nightmares out of her mouth. She looked up as Maor-gan came out of the shadow under the trees,
Danor leaning heavily on his am. He helped the older man st, then went to check the pot of water he
had hegting on the fire, scowled down &t it, touched it with the tip of hisforefinger. “Bardy warm and it's
bailing.”

“It' sthe dtitude” she said. “We won't have aredly hot cup of chatill we're on the other side of the
mountains” She yawned. “Anyway, I'll take it however | can get it.”

“Mm. The peep 4ill hanging around?’

She closed her eyes, pressed her pdms againgt her temples and got her mind touch moving, dowly
and creskily at fird, bardly beyond the trees, then more surdy as the effort completed her waking. “Yes.
Fid-geting. Mm. Two of them, actudly. Up ahead. They seem to be watching the road. Road, hunh.



Beats me how they get suppliesinto Chuta Meredd.”

“Free Edlt carry things when they're needed.” He finished filling the pot and st it asde to Steep.
“The Meruus don't want to make it easy to reach the vdley.”

“| see. Thus anyone who comes to them with a complaint has work for his hearing.”

He got to hisfeet, shrugged. “I suppose. I’ ve never thought alot about it.”

While he fed the moss ponies and gave each of them amouthful of corn, shelay back on her rumpled
blan-kets and made a wider sweep of the area. There was a blurred response out at the very edge of her
reach. She thought it was a band of men, but they never got close enough for her to tease out the various
life strands. It bothered her that they seemed to know so much about her dbilities. Then her hand closed
inafig and she cursed her supidity in every language she knew.

That chorek set his ambush in a tree because people just don't look up. | saw him there. | knew
why he did it. | congratulated myself because | wasn’t such a fool. Fool! Gods, | keep forgetting
what he said. The Chav spy has a miniskip. And of course he'll have spotting equipment. He's
been up there in the clouds watching us. Watching me. He knows ...

She got to her feet and began twiding through warm-up exercises she'd neglected because she'd
been too tired to bother with them. By the end of the day they should be in the pass. Whether that meant
more danger or less she wasn't prepared to say. Slill, there should be some sort of guard posts if
choreks were as thick in these mountains as everyone said. And | can get some rest.

The day unreded like the past severa, plodding up-hill through hot dill trees, sweet ralling down the
back, matting hair to the head, wak a stretch, ride a stretch, Shadith sumbling aong, eyes drooping haf
closed as she kept the sweep faning back and forth back and forth, worry risng as the amorphous
shape pardleled the track, pesking as the pair ahead of them stopped for whatever reason. Stopped, but
aways moved on before she decided to go after them.

The three were Slent when they stopped to feed and water the ponies, Danor hoarding his strength,
Maorgan growing morose as the separation between him and his sall stretched out, Shadith too tired to
bother taking.

Clouds occasondly blew thicker above them but didn’'t stay long enough to lessen the sun’'s hest,
just tore gpart and flowed on westward. New clouds came to be shredded in their turn. There was no
wind, though, benesth the canopy. The air was dill, it fdt stale, stagnant, the breeths she took brought no
re-freshment, asif the ar were so old and used up it wasn't any good any more.

The forest began to thin, the trees grew shorter and more frail, twisted by thin soil and storm winds,
their leaves hung limp and the needles of the conifers were dill and gray with old dust. A saddle began
developing between two peaks, one lower than the other. Thin straggly grass dried ydlow by the summer
aun began tofill the space between the trees. The fung were suddenly much smdler, ankle high at best,
or dimbing the sheltered side of trunks. The lichen webs that hung from tree limbs were pder and more
thready.

Danor ghriveed as the aunlight strengthened until dl that was left of him were bones and a par
of-burn-ing eyes focused without deviation on the saddle ahead where Medon Pass was bound to be.

Maorgan brooded. The opening out of the canopy gave hm more sky to watch, a sky without
Melech hovering overhead.

Shadith relaxed alittle and dropped the frequency of her scans. She could see far enough around to
pick out possible ambush Stes and probe them at need.

They reached Medon Pass shortly after noon, left the stony, barren dopes to ride dong a track
between crumbling stone wals, moving carefully past fdls of scree. Stone and more stone, lichen, moss
and assorted mycoflora she couldn't put a name to, dumps of yd-low wind-dried grass, patches of
low-growing twisty brush. The dlippety-clip of the moss ponies hoofs echoed loudly dong, overhead a
flier shrieked and plunged out of Sght, rose again with wriggling in its talons. On and on they went, the
Pass replaying the same themesin thelr varied permutations.

Shadith stopped Bréou, waited for Maorgan to ride up beside her.

“How long isthis Pass?’



“Over aday’sride. Well reach watchtower in about an hour. There s water and shelter. We Il camp
there and start on again tomorrow morning.”

“Watchtower? That mean guards from the Vae?’

He rubbed a his eyes, gave her aweary amile “Yes”

By the time the sun was low in the west, the wind sweeping down from the peaks was cold and
piercing, crawling in every crevice in Shadith’s dothing, biting to the bone. Her body was born to a
warmer ciimate, hot and humid with few cold days. Despite the thermd underwear, she was shivering
and unhappy by the time the track leveled and they moved into the mouth of the Pass.

Some distance ahead she saw a massve tower built into the sde of the mountain. The narrow
window dits were a pale ydlow againg the dark granite of the wals, she brushed at the tower with, the
mind touch. Two livesin there. The guards Maorgan mentioned. She sighed with relief, closed her eyes
and dumped in the saddle. Just a little longer and we can rest.

After amoment, though, she straightened. Can’t let down too soon. Right, let’s see who's with us
... She swept the mountaingdes, reached as highin the air as she could.

No 3gn of the spy. The blob was behind them now, dill too far to count the individuds in it. She
swept the mindtouch across the tower again, more energy in it this time, got a clearer picture of those
indde ....

Without stopping or looking around, she said, “Maorgan, is there any way out of this defile?”

He dipped off the cadpa’ s back, tossed the reins to Danor and strode forward to wak a her knee.
He looked up at her, one brow raised. “Not thet | know of. Why?’

“We ve got a problem. Ambush. Them in the tower, they’re choreks, not Vae guards. Keep looking
a me, hm? | don’'t want them getting itchy. They're that pair who' ve been riding ahead of us”

“You sure?’

She hit back the snarl, said, “Yes. I'm sure. Waiting for us in the tower because they knew I'd
expect someone to be there and not get bothered by it.” She wiped her hand across her face. “We need
time....” Still carefully facing forward, she cdled, “Danor!”

There was slence a moment, then he said wearily, “Wha?’

“Ambush ahead, they’re watching us, we need an excuse to stop. Throw a fit, scream, whatever you
think will do it.”

Silence. The scrape/clop of the cabpas hooves on the gritty track, the whuff of ther breathing. A
hoarse cry filled with pain and fear.

Shadith gulped though she'd been expecting some-thing, then she swung from the saddle and ran
with Maorgan to Danor’s side.

The old man was swaying in the saddle, his mouth siretched wide, his trained voice producing a
tortured sound thet filled the hollow between the mountains and bounced off the peaks.

Maorgan cut the ropes that bound Danor to the saddle. He and Shadith got the old man down and
stretched out on the road.

Shadith squatted beside him, touched hisface. “You dl right?’

Danor grinned up at her, the firgt time she’ d seen his face lighting with laughter. “Y ou wanted a fuss”

She grinned back. “Wdl, | must say it was a noble fuss” She took the cup Maorgan handed her,
hdd it out. “Y ou can St up on your own. The cadpas block ther view.”

He pushed up, wincing, his face pding a the pan and the pull of his weakness. “You're sure,
Shadowsong?’

“Like a pup knows his mamd s scent. They’ve been with us too many days for me to mistake them.
A moment. _| want to check something.”

She reached back dong the road, brushed across the blur. It wasn't a blur any more. A band of
men. Mounted. Getting closer. She teased out the different life fires. Ten ... fifteen ... twenty. Twenty!
Gods! And moving up fast. We' ve got an hour. Maybe.

“Those men | told you about? They've stopped hov-ering and are coming a a trot. They'll have
pellet guns and cutters. Both of which outreach my stunner.” She glanced from Maorgan to Danor and



saw they were waiting for her to tdl them what to do. They were musidians, used to being welcome
wherever they went. It was something she’ d noted before; ordinarily there'd be alot to admire about this
Edt and Ard managed peace. Right now, however ....

She looked around. The pass had high steep walls. There was a lot of scree right here and some
scrubby brush that grew in lines and patches wherever it could get a foothold. That gave her an idea.

“Maorgan,, unpack one of the tents, start putting it up. Danor, start ydling again, throw in a few loud
groans, go quiet and repeat.”

“And you?’

“While you're holding ther attention, I’'m going to try wiggling through those bits of brush till I'm in
sunner range of the tower. I'll try to take out those choreks so we can get in there dive. The walls will
give us some protection from the cutters, especidly if they have to day back, and they’ll—make the
pelet guns close to usdless. | figure we can hole up there until Medon Vae wakes up and sends help. Al
right. Let’s get started.” She bent and began pulling off her boots.

Maorgan grimaced. “Your puppets hear and obey.” He began working on the ropes.

Danor gulped at the water in the cup, cleared histhroat and yedled again, pain and anger and endless
sorrow embedded in the ululaing cry.

The sound sent shudders aong Shadith’s spine as she shifted the stunner around to the middle of her
back and crept away from the road, keeping larger boulders between her and the tower when she could,
dipping dong in the shadow of the brush.

A fold in the diff occluded the tower. She got to her feet and moved as quickly and lightly as she
could, stepping from boulder to boulder in the long danting landfal. Pebbles and coarse sand dipped into
new dides or bounced down the steep dope. She tried to ignore them since there was nothing she could
do about them. When she reached the edge of the outthrust; she dropped to her somach and eased her
head around it. There was a patch of brush in a damp spot shuggled up againg a verticd section of
mother stone. She snaked round the fold, crouched in the shadow, and scowled at the tower.

Thewindow ditstold the tale dl too dearly. Thick wdls, A good four feet through. She closed her
eyes. Two heat sources. No change there. Sense of impatience mixed with gloating. No puzzement
or alarm. Good. That meant they didn’t notice me leaving.

She chewed on her lip amoment, decided she wasn't close enough. Dropping onto hands and knees,
she began edging forward again, moving more care-fully now because she had neither distance nor a fold
of stone to protect her. Behind her, she could hear Danor creating his noise. He was enjoying himsdf, but
dropping into too much of a pattern. She ground her teeth and tried to hurry. The choreks were bound to
see through that any time now.

She st her foot cardessy, shoved agang a stone Stting in precarious baance on a smdler stone and
sent it rumbling and bouncing down the dope, knock-ing other stones loose. She swore under her bresth
and crawled on, hurrying hurrying knocking more stones loose hurrying to get close enough ...

A spear of light flashed from a window dit, hit the heartrock just behind her, sending drops of melted
graniteflying. A drop landed on her leg, she shook it off and scrambled on. The brush behind her started
smoking, she could hear flames crackle and pop.

The next try was closer, and the chorek had figured out that he didn't need to take his finger off the
sen-sor, just wave the rod back and forth. She stayed ahead of the sweep, but just barely, dived behind
the largest boulder she could find and brought the stun-ner around.

Sheamed it a the window dit where the cutter’s lance came from, touched the sensor, and smiled
when the beam cut off. She swept the tower top to bottom, then reached out with the mindtouch.

One heat source on low, but the other was hopping about like a drop of water on a griddle. She
swore and began cranling closer, keeping her atention di-vided from the ground under hand and knee
and the tower. Stones rattled under her, knocked againg the scrub sending the tops shivering though she
was no-where near them. The brush was taler and thicker here. The tower had obvioudy been built near
awater source.

She fdt the chorek’ s flare of anger, rose swiftly to her knees to pin the location, then dropped flat as
the beam lanced over her. She thumbed the sensor, played it across the tower, amiled again as the



chorek dropped and the beam went out.
“Information,” she said doud. “It dl comes down to who has the data right.”

Adan leaned from the flikit and looked down as Marrin Ola brought it round a hdf cirde over Dumd
Alsskum. The tractor and the traller with their gear was crawling avay dong the road, Duncan Shears
just visble ingde the cab. She sighed and straightened. “As any kind of scholarly study, thisis a disaster.”
She wriggled in the chair until she was settled more comfortably. “Yes, yes, | know. It was set up to be.
And we ve done with admirable efficency what we were brought in to do.”

In the distance two Edlt floated like golden glass bells, heading on one of their enigmatic errands. She
watched them as Marrin flew above the road, follow-ing its twists and turns. “1 wonder about them, you
know. We look at them and enjoy their beauty and lisen to their song speech, but what are their stories?
What are therr lives like?’

“Likdy we ll learn more in Chuta Merede. Y ou want me to keep on dong this road? We know she
was dl right until they left Dumd Olterau. There's this big bend coming up, if | cut across it well save
about an hour.”

“Go ahead. I"ve got a bad feding about this so the sooner we catch up with her the better.”

Adan watched the wide fla riverplan change to amdl rocky hills with lots of brush, the neat lush
farms become ranches with grazing, browsing herds of cab-hisha which from above looked like powder
puffs with black heads, herds of bladlan, lean leathery beasts with short stubby antlers that were bony
imitations of lichen webs.

Asthe river curved back toward them, she saw ariverbarge gliding with the current, only enough sal
to provide steerage way. Bright crimson jib, emerdd main reefed to a smdl triangle. She undipped the
Ri-daar, flaked the image, dictated a description dong with her own reactions to the colored salls, the
broken glitter off the river, the more muted colors on land, then tucked the Ridaar away. “It's a beautiful
world, this”

“I've never been to Picabrd or had occasion to sudy it. Anything like this?”

He shrugged. “Could have been. Picabrd is harsher world, colder, a little heavier, and dmogt as
isolated. It was settled in the Ffth Wave by a band of game-players with illusons of bringing back
royaty, nobility and arigid caste structure to support them. And rich enough to set up the physicd andog
to thair fantasy world. You could tdl me the story, Scholar, it's that common.”

“Isolated, hm. You broke away.”

“It was easy enough.” The ar being steady enough for him to let the autopik handle the flight, he
leaned back in the seat, hands laced behind his head, his eyes on the clouds hovering above the mountain
peaks. “Enforced ignorance is a splendid way of controlling the peasants, but the rulers can't afford an
equd ne-science.” A flicker of agmile on hislean face. “Those anong the mae heirs who show a certain
gptitude are sent to University for ther schooling. | Imply stayed.” He was slent amoment. “They lose a
certain number of us every generation, but | think that's as caculated as the rest. They weed out the
rebels that way, the ones who might cause trouble.”

“That’s not an especidly good ideaif you want to have a vigble society.”

“My adult cousins don’t tend to think that far ahead. Besides, holding onto power is more important
and immediae than someillusory thing caled society.”

“Yet | think you missit sometimes.”

“Ah, it's home. Nothing's ever home like the place where you were a child.”

“Hm, for you, perhaps. For me, Universty is home and it has been from the moment | touched
ground there.”

The land unredled beneath them as the flikit cov-ered ground it had taken Shadith days to cross on
ponyback. Marrin dowed as Olterau did toward them, a busy place with ore trains from the mountains
cresking aong twin tracks, pulled by huge lumbering beasts that looked like animated haystacks. Wains



from the cabhisha runs shook and swayed dong a road paved with granite setts, loaded with canvas
wrapped baes of sheared fleecee Now and then Mdoach or For children drove samdl herds of
bladlan—two, three, five beasts a most—or flocks of ground waking birds to-ward the Dumd. The
sreetsin the town itsdf were filled with sailors off the six barges tied up a wharves on both sides of the
river, with men, women and Denchok moving in and out of shops, stopping in taverns, milling in
clusers—al of them stopping to stare as the flikit passed by overhead. At the western edge of the Dumd
ashift was changing at the fiber mill, work-ers pouring out into the yard with dips of paper in their hands,
the next shift waiting for them to clear off so they could get work—these, too, paused to stare.

As the road turned north, the trees began growing more thickly, turning from scattered groves to
forest, with the dark spikes of conifers showing up for the firg time. The sky ahead was thickening with
cloud and the winds were picking up. Now and then a splat-ter of rain hit the top and sde of theflikit. As
the light dimmed before the coming storm, Marrin took the flikit off autopik and flew it as low as he
could, holding it just above the treetops so Adan could scan the road with the al-wave binoculars and
pick up any sgns of trouble.

Adan used her eyes as wdl as the more narrowly focused ingrument and kept a tight watch on the
road. About haf an hour into the forest she spotted the remnants of a cabpa, moglly scattered bones and
patches of hair. “Marrin, I’ ve got something. One. Two. Mark. Right. Circle back and land a Mark.”

They found the mostly consumed bodies of five cabpas by the sde of the road or a little way into the
shadow under the trees. They aso found three bodies stripped modly to bone. A touch from Adan's
medkit told her they were mde and Fior at that. Not Shadith. Maybe not the two Ard who rode with
her.

Ancther brief search found signs of a camp, rope ends, charred wood, scattered piles of cadpa dung.
And abloody pad that had blown up and caught in a crotch of one of the smdler trees, protected from
the rain by the nest of some bird or other. She tested the blood and relaxed. Fior.

Marrin came back into the amdl clearing. “ Found more cabpa d9gn back that way. Looks to me like
they were attacked, mogt of the cabpas were killed, one or both of the men were wounded. Either
Shadith or one of the men killed the attackers. And that’s probably when the handcom got bust.”

Adan dropped the bit of cloth. “No doubt.” She shivered. “I don't like this. Let’s get going.”

When they reached Dumd Minach, the sorm had blown the Eolt awvay. As soon as he saw the
place, Marin turned to Adan. “Scholar, you want to stop here? If one of them was injured, they
probably lay up here for awhile. The people down there would know what happened.”

She shook her head. “No. Let's keep going. If we don’'t see Sgn of them and they haven't reached
Chuta Meredd yet, we can dways come back.”

“Not dl that much daylight left.”

“If you're tired, we can trade places.”

“You've got the better eye, Scholar. But | don't fed good about setting down in the dark, not after
what we saw.”

“Hm. Y ou're probably right. Depends on what we find. Let's move.”

The moon rose shortly after sundown, a gibbous blur behind the clouds, the road narrowed, then
disap-peared benesth the canopy, and only the bridges over the innumerable creeks kept them on track;
it was like the game children played, connecting the dots.

Marrin was flying half-speed now and had the tell-taes turned on. Animds kept away from the road,
90 the soft bongs were rare enough for him to send the flikit swooping through the canopy to check them
out. They never saw anything, not even one of the moun-tain ruminants. Adan kept the binoculars
scanning the trees, but it was frugtrating. Should Shadith and the two Fior be dead, they could have flown
over bodies anywhere and they wouldn't even know it.

As she searched, Adan worried. It was the right decison, going ahead. They'd find Shedith if she
was dill dive and if she was dead, a little delay wouldn't matter a whole lot. Knowing that didn't help a



whole lot.

“Cutter.” Swearing in Picabrath, Marrin hit the speed dide and sent the flikit curving away from the
road in along sweep.

Adan pulled the binoculars off her head, smoothed her har as she scowled a the dark ahead,
winced as aline of light cut through the night, the Sdeflare illuminating what looked to be a tower of some
kind; it cut off suddenly and the tdltde flared. “Ah!l Stun-ner. Guess who, hm. Take us into the clouds,
Marrin. | want to see how many there are out there. With cutters I’ d rather not have surprises.”

He nodded and took the flikit higher.

I’'m getting good at blind firing. Gods curse them for giving me the practice. Shadith eased up
to awindow dit, jerked quickly back as a cutter beam struck through it. Good eyes, damn him. Behind
her the beam meted gouges in the ceiling, brought down spat-ters of melted stone which were too far
back to touch her. She shut her eyes, fdt about for him, lifted the stunner and touched the sensor. The
beam dancing up and down the dit blinked out and the lifefire dimmed, so she knew she’d got another.
Trouble is, there's too many of them .... She hdd the charge plate near her eyes, swore oftly. The
sunner was one issued by Uni-versty to fiedd studies and had a large reservoir, but getting in here had
drawn that reservoir down, which meant sooner than she wanted, she’ d have to start using the cutters.

She heard the pdlet gun from the room on the other side of the tower, the sound coming oddly
dou-bled through the window and the room’s open door. So they were trying to dip by on the diffs and
Maor-gan spotted them. For a moment she wished she could it in three. Getting indde here had saved
them for the moment, but they were two defenders fading an attacking force of a least twenty. She
thought about the price the Chav spy had put on her head and fought down a surge of anger that blanked
out the mindtouch for a moment.

She kndt with eyes closed, brow pressed againg the cold stone, cdming hersdf, tranamuting the
anger into resolve. It wasn't jugt the spy, he was only a toal, it was the Chave gtting in their enclave
across the sea decreeing her death, deding the last few years left to her. For an indant the thought
amusd her, after twenty thousand, getting o het up about a hundred or so. Then she sobered. Wall, it
was the reason she’' d begged Aleytys to find her a body. Now that her end-ing was aways before her,
the days, even the hours, were jewels beyond price. Brighter and more glowing. Or they were supposed
to be. She consdered this mo-ment, sghed. “I’'m only dive when I’'m about to be dead. Gods, what a ...
Dighy, it looks like you've got yoursdlf an agent. If | live through this”

She st the sunner on the floor and lifted one of the cutters she'd taken from the choreks she'd
sunned. Danor had begged for one of them, but there were some things she dill wouldn’t do; aming a
crazy man with an energy weapon was one of them. Not from exactly dtruigic motives, but she was
going to have to tedtify under verifier and she didn’t want that sort of thing popping up.

Save trading and arms deding. She closed her eyes, fdt four life fires creeping toward the tower.
With a soft curse, she dropped the cutter, snatched up the stunner and swept the beam across the line of
creep-ers. She dropped back and fdt around with the mind-touch. And swore agan. Three—were out,
she must have only grazed the fourth because he was crawling away; the tic in the body heet told her that
she hadn’t completely missed, got him in a hand or foot, not enough to put him out; but enough to keep
hm wor-ried for awhile. Foot. She giggled, stopped when she heard the strain in the sound. Not so long
ago she' d stunned her own foot trying to get away from someone. | hope you feel as weird as| did.

She sghed and gathered, strength for another sweep. She was <0 tired it was hard to keep—the
concentration she needed. The touch would soften, spread out so she couldn’t pinpoint anything, and
twiceit'd gone dead on her.

At least a dozen dill on ther feet. If they got close enough that the thickness of the tower walls would
protect them as much asit did her and the others, the iron door would keep them out about two minutes,
then she and Maorgan would have to try and hold the stairs and the floors weren't thick enough to stop
the cutter beams, not thet close ...



A loud whine broke through her concentration. She popped her head up for a quick look through the
window.

A flikit plunged from the clouds, swept in an arc across the pass and out of sght.

She dropped back onto her knees, leaned her head againg the cool stone and pulled together the
mind touch for what she hoped would be the last time in a long while. Every life source she touched had
the dimmed down dark red glow characteristic of sun-ning. She shifted, sought out the flikit—and nearly
melted with relief. Adan and Marrin.

She collected the cutters, dipped the sunner into its holddl, and got to her feet. Her whole body
aching asif someone had been beeting her with wet towels, she crossed the floor, stepping carefully over
the dill hot spatters of stone meted from the calling, stood in the doorway leaning againg the jamb.
“Maorgan, Danor. It's over. We re in the process of being rescued.”

Maorgan came to the door, the pellet gun tucked under hisarm. “That flier?’

“Cha oy, the Scholar and her Aide. She mudt've gotten worried when the handcom broke and |
couldn’t report.”

“Took her long enough.”

“Probably because she had to tak the Goés into going againg the srictures of the Eolt and giving her
theflikit.” She yawned. “Ihai! I'm tired. Open the door for them, will you?’

“You're sure?’

“Have | been wrong yet?” There was weary exas-peration in her voice and he looked affronted. Too
bad.

She yawned again. The light from the ail lantern gtting in the middle of the floor shivered like stirred
water. Behind her she could hear the scuff of his boots as he fidgeted, then the series of dumps as he
went down the wooden dtairs. She lowered hersdf to the floor, sat leaning againg the wall, trying to stay
awake until Adan arrived.

15. Choices

Bean lay in the dark, ligening to the rain beat againg the roof and wals of the garden shed. First
stormy night, the harp said. Kitsek will float over the mesuch fort and drop the weighted sack. He
didn’'t want to think about that. He didn't want to ded with what it meant. Instead, he played over the
dinner scene, sa-voring the SImmering resentments among the Chave leaders. The Ykkuvd Hunnar, the
MedTech First Mu-haseb, the Memur Tryben, the Bursar Genree, the ComTech Firs Chozmek. All of
them scratching at each other like jealous cats.

Most of the day clouds hung thick and low over the Kushayt; the ar was dill and gtickily humid.
Sundown brought rain, a few flurries with huge drops splating down, then a steady fdl that pounded on
the Kus-hayt's roof, a ceaseless hanmering that brought a deep meanchaly to the Chave dining a the
Ykkuvd's table. In his corner Beam played sprightly dance tunes (Hunnar’s orders), but put a subtle
drag on the beat that he hoped would amplify that wet weather gloom and the pdl that the falures and
degathsin the experi-ments had cast over them.

One way or another, scratching at each other’s nerves. Hunnar digging a Genree, lifting hislip in a
amile that had nothing to do with humor and every-thing to do with exposng his threat-teeth. Genree
digging at Hunnar for wasting money on fool’ s games, wadting lives and equipment. Digging a Tryben for
laziness, letting a bunch of grubbers who hadn’'t even gotten to dectricity run rings around hm and his
guards. Digging at Muhaseb, questioning his competence.

It was an uncomfortable med and llabrn enjoyed it very much.

Hunnar dismissed him early for once, confirming what 1ladrn had long suspected. The Ykkuvad liked
music about as much as he liked meditation. He had a Dushanne Garden and a tame musician as outward
sgnsof his status, no more. It amused him to keep Iladrn about as long as the musc didn’t interfere with
whet he was doing.

The rain was coming down hard when he ran from the main building to the garden shed, beeting on
his head and shoulders, soaking him. The harp wasin her carry sack of ¢ hau cloth and dry when he took



her out, but he wiped her down carefully with an ail rag, loosened the dtrings and wrapped her in a
blanket, then stripped, rubbed himsdf dry and stretched out in the bed, his second blanket wrapped
about him.

WE're hurting them. We're really hurting them. We haven't gotten them out yet, but | begin to
think we will. He cut off that thought before it went further, began running children’s songs through his
head, the smple repstitive rhythm thumping aong with his heart. He maiched his breathing to the best,
closed his eyes and concentrated on the song ... cadpa cadpa where do you graze? Upland and
downland wherever grass stays. Cadpa cadpa how do you run? Clippaclop clippaclop under the
sun. Cadpa catpa when do you play? Dawnlight and noon bright and all the long day ....

A deep organ note broke through his disciplined reverie. He squeezed his eyes shut and huddled the
blanket closer about him, then sghed and sat up.

When he stepped into the rain, the downpour had dackened a little, the beat of the drops againg his
head and shoulders not so painful. He shidded his eyes and looked up.

To hisrdief there were no light lines lacing the clouds. These dead-eared Chave mugt have thought it
was only thunder.

A amdl dark blob fdl from the clouds, danting in its plunge as the wind caught it. He could see that it
was weighted, otherwise the wind would have carried it away; even so, it was only the top branches of
the kerre tree that stopped it from going over the wal. He swore and ran toward the tree, caught the
packet as the swaying branches let it drop.

Back in the shed, he dried off again, lit a candle and sat crosdegged on the bed to open his prize.

Nested in a oringy mass of thread lichen he found haf a dozen smdler packets, nedtly labeled and
seded with wax. At the bottom of the packet there was a brief letter. He held it close to the candle flame,
scowled as he struggled to make out the writing.

Ard Illadrn, we greet you and bless you for the great service you have done the people of
Béluchad. We call upon you now for even more sacrifice and devotion. Place the packets of
reka spores ingde the air intake in the Ykkuval’s office; we believe this will carry them into
the basement where the head machine lies. We hope the reka will take root in there and kill
the ma-chine. Snce the attacks on the crawlers, the water taken into the fort passes through a
series of filters in order to keep spores from entering the system. It is refiltered and reused
several times, but the inner filters are less efficient and will let some things pass. Find a way of
delivering the packet of powder marked ederedda into the drinking water. It won't kill them,
but they would prefer death over the way they feel for a few hours_There are two ederedda
packets. If possible, dip them into the system around five hours apart. In the packet marked
dok you will find two airgun darts. The tips are coated with fresh minik so be very careful of
them. If you have a chance, set those darts in the Ykkuval’s hide. We have tested minik on
Chave. They die even faster than Béuchar. This will be difficult because the Chav skin is too
thick for the darts except in a few places. If the Ykkuval will let you get behind him, the area
where his ears attach to the skull is vulnerable. Also the palms of his hands and the inside of
his elbow. His eyes if you can get them before the inner lids come down; these look fragile, but
they aren’'t. The indgde of his mouth. The inside of his ear. Unless you think you can get at one
of these areas, it would be best not to try. The minik will stay potent for seven days. Do not try
to use the darts after that much time has passed. In the packet marked tugh, you will find two
wax covered pills. Thereisliquid amikta insde. One is for you, the other can be dropped into
any drink at less than boiling temperature. If it is a cold drink, crush the pill between your
fingers. You should know that it's quite likely the amikta will kill you also if you touch it with
your bare fingers. There is apparently no smell or taste, at least none the Chave can detect.
This too we have tested on captives. Chel Dé bless you, Ard Iladrn, and give you peace.

The Council of B&uchad in Peril

He rubbed the tip of his forefinger across the sgnature, Sghed and shook his head; whatever



happened the world he knew was gone forever. He twisted the note into a spill, put the end in the candle
flame until it caught fire, then sat holding the paper and watching it burn.

The thought of actudly doing the things they wanted him to do started his belly churning and his hand
sheking so much the fire went out and he had to rekindle it from the candle. It wasn't that they were
difficult. He knew Hunnar’s office as wdl as he knew the strings of his harp.

What they were asking was suicide.

Evenif he didn't try to kill Hunnar, once the dam-age was discovered, it couldn't be anybody but
hmthet did it.

“l can't.” He shivered. He started crying. “I can't. | can't. |. Can't ....”

16. Plots and Deeds

1

Banikoéh, Medon Pass, sun not fully up yet

The morning was cool with dew dlittering in the long shadows that filled the pass. Shadith stood with
Adan outsde the tower’s iron door, watching Maor-gan lead the moss ponies down the switchback
from the tower to the road. She rubbed at her eyes, yawned, her body dill aching with sleep-need. “If
you'll take Danor, it'll be easier on him riding in the flikit than trying to St a pony.”

“Y ou're sure you won't come dong?’

“Can't leave the ponies, Scholar. Besides, this is how we were told to come. | think it's better we
dick to the script.”

“Rignt. WEll give you an hour’s start and stay low when we follow.”

Shadith grinned at her. “Y ou’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’

Adan raised a brow, then grinned back. “Right.” She sghed. “This is a fascinating society. |solated
dl these years, working out away for disparate species to live together and like it. There' s the Sall bond.
| want to know more about that. Other bonds. Some-thing about the way the two species interact.
Maybe part physca. Interesting to see if over time the Y ar-aka that stay here long enough will go the
same way.

Ah! Shadow, thisis alifework, the one I’ ve been hunt-ing for.”

“Unless the Chave take over.”

Adan grimaced. “If they do, welll dl be dead, so I'm not going to worry about that.” She turned the
grimace into a grin, made a fig and thumped Shadith’s shoulder lightly. “I'm going to let you do the
worrying, Shadow. And the figuring out how to keep that from happening.”

“Oh, thanks”

Adan chuckled. “Yes. And there' s something else we'd better get settled.” She unclipped a remote
from the Ridaar. “I’m going to register the completion of your contract, if you don't mind. That way you
don't have to worry about Universty congraints.”

“Hm. Let methink about this”

“Shadow, you know you might be doing things that University would have to take natice of if you
were dill under contract. Ligten, this protects your base. If you're not acting as their agent, the Governors
can ignore alot more interferencein loca matters.”

Shadith sghed. “All right, let’'s do it.”

2

Melitoéh, Dushanne Garden, Kushayt, night

Hunched over, mind edting at itsdf because of his inadequacy, Iladrn crouched beside the stream
listening to the harped messages hammering a him from outside the wals. When? the sound asked him.
When will you act? He shuddered. We have to know, Ard. When? He d left his own harp indde. He
didn't have an answer. He couldn’t say Not yet. The answer might be Never. All day he'd watched the



ar intakes, watched every move Hunnar made. He' d walked be-hind the Chav, provoked nothing but an
irritated sweep of a hand.
| can’t, hethought. | can’t do it. | can’t make my hands do it.

3

Banikoéh, Medon Vale, approaching noon

TheVde of Medon was a squat ovd with the lake a one focus and a continua shimmer of migt from
the hundreds of hot springs that bubbled up through layers of moss and lichens, geysers that sprayed
up-ward higher than trees, asif the Vde breathed in and out, water not air.

Hundreds of Edlt floated over the city, drifting in and out of clouds like fleece. HAf a dozen were
hov-ering a tentacle length above a herd of samdl warty beasts, rather like frogs on deer legs. These
beasts stood head down, legs st, the Edlt tentacles seded to large humps above their shoulders, dark
flud rigng up the tentacles to spread swiftly through their trans-lucent bodies, fading as it spread. As she
watched, one by one the Eolt broke free of the beasts and rose to join the others.

Maorgan was busly scanning the Eolt. Hunting for Melech, she thought. | wonder if he can
recognize his own? She glanced back at the feeding fliers. How and what the Eolt ate wasn't something
she'd thought about before, and definitdy something Maorgan hadn’t wanted to tak about. 1t was a
prettier thought, that that shimmering beauty fed on sunlight but more of a dream than redlity.

Part of the valey floor was broken into a patchwork of fields, lush green punctuated by smdl figures
Odd how easy it was to tdl Denchok from Fior even from this distance, a difference not in shape but in
the way they moved. She watched them, trying to find words for that difference but could not. There
were groves of fruit and nut trees around the edge of the valey, and in the ralling foothills grazing herds of
bladlan and cabhisha and the food beasts of the Eolt.

Beyond the fidd there were clusters of houses set hgphazardly here and there. It was the rocky land
with thin soil, land not suited for farming, thet the Vae folk had built on. The places where the hot springs
bubbled up.

Near the far end of the lake there were a series of massve buildings unlike any others in the Vde.
They were faced with marble and gleamed egrily white in the light of the nooning sun. The steep-pitched
roofs shimmered like fish scales, the same tranducent shin-gles that she'd seen on dl houses where
Denchok lived and worked. The area around these buildings was crowded with Fior and Denchok, mde
and femde dike, some moving in pairs, some aone, somein large fluctuating, groups. She noticed for the
firg time that she saw no children, no Mdoach and no young Fior.

Beyond this complex was a kind of arena. A round flat open area surrounded by tiers of benches and
a broken cirde of tal marble columns tied together with stone lintds and capped with odd bronze
arrange-ments that puzzled her until one of the Edlt brushed low across the arena, caught hold of a
bronze rod and used it to hold xein place. Xe rested there a moment, swaying gently.

Maorgan thrust two fingersin his mouth, let loose a whidle that made her earsring.

The Edlt a the arena loosed x€ s hold, rosetill xe found an arr layer traveling the way xe wanted and
came rushing toward them.

Xe dropped and coiled x€'s pesking tentacle about Maorgan's neck. Maorgan's eyes glazed and
his face relaxed into a shapeless joy that made Shadith uncom-fortable—as if she had inadvertently
broken into someone' s bedroom. She looked hadtily away, went back to examining the Vale,

A number of other Edlt had started drifting toward them and there was a dirring in the crowd outsde
the large buildings, a swirl that gained definition and direction as hdf a dozen Fior and Denchok started
marching dong the road that ran from the lake toward the pass.

They were & least ten miles off so it would take awhile to get here, but she didn't want to wait. She
glanced a Maorgan, sghed and looked away again. They’d been apart for days. She could remember
the burning excitement when Mdech had touched her that once. She moved her shoulders, shifted the
strap of the harpcase and started Bréou down the trail. He could follow with the other ponies when he
fdt likeit.



It felt good to be riding findly without the need to extend the mindtouch and sweep the land in front
of her. She was dill very tired and rdaxing the stress made it hard to keep her eyes open, even with so
much interesting strangeness about.

An Edlt tentacle brushed againg her, sending a jolt through her body. She looked up. Eolt were
arding thick above her. As she watched, another tentacle dropped. Hadtily she extended her am and let
it touch the back of her hand. It was easier on both of them that way. Touch and touch and touch till she
was near drunk with them. Power surges ran through her body, Bréou squediing as they passed through
her and sung him.

Behind her Maorgan shouted and the Eolt cleared rductantly away.

She looked round. His cadpa coming a a jolting trot, the packers falowing free, he was riding
toward her, Marrin in the flikit close behind, holding the flier only a few feet off the ground. That was
dangerous, but tactful under the circumstances.

“Shadowsong!”

She wrinkled her nose at theirritation in the word. “Cam yoursdf, Ard. No harm.”

He stopped the cadpa beside her, grabbed her hand, inspected the pdm, turned it over, inspected
the back. He let it drop. “I told you, Shadow, they’re dangerous. Especidly free Eolt like these.
Sometimes they get ... cha oy ... funny when they're very old. And there are alot of Old. Ones here”

“WE ve got an escort coming to meet us, Maorgan. | doubt the Eolt would get that funny when we're
expected.”

“You don't know that, Shadow.”

“Wel, | do, Ard. There was only curiogity, no mdice”

“| forget you can do that. Cha oy, there' s dill dum-sinessto figure in. So be careful.”

She amiled and shook her head, then urged Brion onward, thinking fond thoughts of the sturdy if
ginky beast. He'd done wdl by her on thislong trip. She glanced back at the flikit and giggled. It looked
s0 dlly traling there behind them, Stting on top of billows of white dust thet the lift effect etched from the
unpaved track. Like an odd-shaped black baloon. More ba-loons overhead, golden and bell-shaped.
She looked up. Not so dreamlike when you saw the underside with its nests of coiling and uncoiling
tentacles, the multiple mouths the Eolt used for their snging—and, no doubt, excretory functions. That

thought made her giggle again.

They met the escort an hour later. Shadith dropped back, let Maorgan do the talking.

“Buli Tertha. Bui Dengol.”

The Denchok Buli banged x€'s offidd gaff on the dirt of the roadway as a prelude to speech, then
glared & Maorgan with a down-browed annoyance. “Ard Maorgan. We summoned one mesuch and
one only. Who are they?” Xe swiveled the gaff up, pointed it at the flikit.

“They are the reason we're dive and here,” Maor-gan said. He extended his voice into song mode
90 it reached beyond the speaker to the Denchok and Fior who'd gathered to waich the show. “We
were attacked at the Pass Tower by a score of choreks. The watch-men there are dead; we lad out ther
bodies on the lower floor. Unless you indst on keegping us out here when we're tired and hungry, this can
be explained to the Meruu.”

4

Melitoéh, the Kushayt, morning in the office

llabrn knew he mugt look bad when even Hunnar noticed. “I am not a young man,” he sad in a
re-sponse to the Ykkuva’s aorupt inquiry. “And | did get wet lagt night.”

“Remind me to have a med tech look at you. Don't want you getting sick on me. Keep the musc
light and easy, hm?’

“Of course, O Ykkuvd.” Iladrn flexed diff fingers, did them across the gtrings without plucking
sound from them. His body wanted to be as inert as his mind, but the time he/'d spent in here had taught
his a lesson dl his years as Ard had not—that he could produce sounds he loathed and do it to a



schedule, not when he fdlt like playing.

He closed his eyes, forced them open again. The heet in the room and a night without deep were
a-mogt too much for him. Eyes on the blank screen that took up the whole of the wal opposite, he
plucked a sngle note, added another, worked his way into a children’s song. The music brought its usud
reief, eas-ing away the bitter remnants of a night filled with unresolved questions. Digantly he heard
Hunnar’ s voice as the Chav talked with his guards and techs, the hum of the machines as he worked on
things in-comprehensible to Hewn.

A soft bong woke him from his haze. He knew that sound. It was Kurz cdling from Banikoéh, a
warming to Hunnar that shielded matter was coming.

A cdl near the middle of the screen flashed to life, the face of the Spy assembling from broken bits of
light and color.

Theimege steadied.

Hunnar leaned forward. “Wdl?’

“O Ykkuvd, | could wish | had better news. The Univerdty group are either more competent at
de-fense than we suspected or are gifted with large hep-ings of luck. Luck is impossble to fight, one
mus smply wait till it turns. Fortunately it dways does.”

“What'sdl that about?’

“O Ykkuvd, my information is that there have been five separate attacks on the group, dl of which
have faled. Also, a number of cutters have fdlen into the Scholar’ s hands”

Hunnar swore. “That iswhat comes of leaving things to incompetent dirt grubbers.”

[ladrn watched him master his anger and make a superior/inferior gpology gesture at the screen. He
found this interesting. Hunnar must be more desperate than he thought, more dependent on this spy.

“No, I'm not blaming you, my friend.” The Chav’s voice was as syrupy swest as it'd been with the
mesuch traitor. “It was my idea to make the grubbers my sur-rogate. Where are they now?’

“The manager isin the Yaraka Enclave. The other three are in a place cdled Chuta Mereddl. My
infor-mants are not especidly reiable, but | have no reason to doubt this They are very bitter about the
inhabit-ants of that place, rabid about the jdlies, they want to burn them dl. When | showed them what a
cutter would do to ajdly, they went into rut like a bodj driven mad with must. They’re too stupid and too
im-patient to plan anything which iswhy they are where they are. Which iswhy | have to be careful how
| approach them. Given hdf a chance they'd try knocking me on the head and getting off with everything
| have, no matter that | am a source of more weapons and other useful commodities.”

Hunnar grunted. “Y ou've dedlt with worse materia before this. Y ou have a plan?’

“Yes, O Ykkuvd. | spoke of the inadequacies of the locas not to complain but to make clear why it
will take a while to implement my plan. | am organiz-ing an attack on Chuta Meredd, trying to get the
idea across tha hitting the Vde of Medon a several points Smultaneoudy with smdler forces will
enhance ther ability to kill and destroy. While attention is distracted by these attacks, | can dip into the
Vde, hunt down the Univeraty group, and shut their mouths permanently.”

5

Banikoéh, Chuta Meredel, the Meeting Place, early afternoon

The seats in the fird ring of the tiers were eabo-rately and individudly carved from white marble,
these were for the Denchok and Fior who belonged to the Meruu of the Earth. Between each of the
seets was atdl dender marble column with grasping bronze bars on the capita. These were the holds of
the Edlt who served the Meruu of the Air. Behind these were the tiers of plan seats, painted white,
enough wear on them to let the dark dull brown of the wood show through here and there. Behind these
were sets of columns ranged in arcs to form a broken circle about the arena. These were for the Eolt
who were not part of the Meruu of the Air.

Shadith squatted beside her harp on araised plat-form in the center of the arena, wiping sweat from
the wood and from her brow, watching drifts of vapor from the hotsprings bubbling up dl around the
arena, wondering peripheraly about quakes and other indahilities while she chewed over the things she'd



planned to say. Full of a high-minded zedl, she’ d meant to give a series of lectures on how they could live
with outsd-ers and protect themsdves from the worst aspects of exploitation. That zed had dribbled
away on the ride here.

Adan had seen ther truth before she had; Keteng and Fior had managed to merge two very
disparate species into a generdly peaceful and productive soci-ety; they didn't need to be lectured or
treated like children just because they’d been isolated for a very long time. And they wouldn't ligen to
her if she tried it.

She glanced at the clouds. If they didn't hurry up and get thisthing started, they’ d have to postpone it
or shift it indoors. She checked the drings again, plucking individud notes to make sure the tuning held.
This moisure wasn't what her harp liked, but the composite strings would hold tune better than
Maorgan’s, though she'd seen that strange wood swell under the stroking of his hands, change shape
dightly to keep the tuning or shift to a new one.

Maorgan stood beside her, Adan and Marrin a step behind. Too agitated and angry to rest, Danor
was sumping dong the rim of the ovd dais, leening on a cane, glowering a the Denchok and Fior who
were svarming into the arena, arguing over seats, spreading out, getting pushed together as more people
moved onto thet tier. Overhead, Eolt were Snging irritation a each other, pushing and shoving to get a
tentacle hold on the outer columns. The noise from groundling and fliers seemed to pile up indde those
columns and hammer at them. The swirl of emotions was amog as loud. Shadith’'s head started to ache.

After a while, though, the chaos sorted itsdf out. The tiers were filled, dl the Eolt that could crowd
onto the bronze holdbars were in place. Danor stopped his nervous waking, stood leaning on his cane,
waiting.

The Edlt SANG.

Shadith closed her eyes, breathed sound, soared on sound, was permeated by sound, was SOUND
itdf asif her body had changed into vibrations and no longer existed as flesh.

The SONG ended.

Edlt Meech sang along drone. Maorgan’s harp melded with the sound, wove variations on it.

Shadith touched the drings of her harp, fdt her way into the harmonies, and joined them. As the Eolt
hed tasted her on the way here, she tasted them now, the mind touch unfocused and encompassing.

The semi-meld with the fliers and their resdues in her blood brought her siters to dance for her.
Wam mig drifted into the arena from the hotsprings, siver streamers of heat and damp that shaped
themsdalves into graceful swaying images, black and siver amilitudes of Naya, Zaydla, Annethi, Itsaya,
Tditt, and Sullan. Sx ssters, weaving dreams just for her now, dead in the body for twenty times a
thousand years, livingin her memory and her mind's eye whenever a new matrix in a new world brought
them forth for her. Once again she thought she saw Itsayawink a her, saw Naya amile, saw Zaya shake
her hips and grin over her shoulder, saw her Ssters greet her each in her own way.

Digantly she heard a Snging sgh pass from Edlt to Edlt, from Keteng to Keteng to Fior and in a
corner of her mind where it didn’t interfere with her own joy, she knew that her voice, and the harps,
Maorgan and Mdech had combined somehow to bring the Weave of Shaydin to life for more than her.

It was ajoy and a wonder, but flegting.

Her sigters turned through alagt step and were gone.

Shelad her hand on the strings and tilled her harp.

Maorgan and Medech fdt dlent dso.

Danor threw his head back and howled, a sound so full of grief and rage it seemed to darken the air
ingde the columns.

“l cry out to you,” he sang, his voice full and vi-brant despite his weariness, age and wounds, fueed
by the rage that swelled in him.

| cry out to you Hear me, Meruu
Fear inthe skies, firein my eyes

Who will assuage my rage?
| cry out to you Hear me, Meruu



Golden blaze in sgpphire skies
Windborne and donemy doll dies
A sudden brief sun
My soul cries
For nothing, x€ sgone
For diversion, distraction
A mesuch’smeasure of fun

| cry awarning Hear me, Meruu
Fear threatens your skies
Fire burns at your border

Thetorch and itsterror
Waits the torchbearer’ swill

| cry awarning Hear me, Meruu

| cry my grief Hear me, Meruu

| cry for vengeance Hear me, Meruu

Kill the destroyers, O mighty Meruu
Fill them with dread
Let the dead rest.

Danor dropped to his knees, his arms hanging limp, his head down. He was trembling so vidlently he
could bardly keep his place.

An Edlt anong the Meruu of the Air spoke, dowly, formdly. “1, Bladechd, am Voice for the Air.
Y ou have seen these things with the eyes of your body?’

Danor cleared his throat, forced his head up and his voice out. “I have seen mesuch in an arwagon
direct their weapons on my sall. | have seen xeturn to a tower of fire when the beam from that weapon
touched xe. | have seen the airwagons chasng Edlt, free and solled, burning them for the joy of it. | have
seen Denchok and Meoach chased and corrdled like beasts and daughtered like beasts. | have seen
Fior driven from their Dumes and Ordumels, the women taken for whores, the men as dave workers. |
have seen these things with my own eyes.” He let his head fdl again to hide the tears he couldn’t stop.

As soon as he was finished the Speaker repeated his words to make sure dl heard them. Then xe
sad, “The Scholar from University, step forth. Speak your name thet dl may heer it.”

Adan moved to stand beside Danor. “I am Adan aid Adlaar of Universty and of the School on
Univer-gty that follows the study of the cultures and hitories of many peoples.”

“Do you know the higtory of the mesuch that kill Eodlt for pleasure? Can you attest that this has
hap-pened before?’

“They are the Chandavas. They cdl themsdves the Souled Men. Let it be understood that what |
Ssay now is a caricature of thar truth because dl generdizations can only be caricatures.”

“We do hear and understand, Scholar.”

“Then | will proceed. It isther belief that dl other creatures are little better than beasts and thus may
be treated as beasts, even those that share their shape. They will restrain themsdves only in the face of a
perceived danger or a force greater than they can overcome a that moment. They have strong dan
bonds, along history of bloodfeuds and a weak centrd government that does little more than provide
certain services to the clans and attempt to mediate quarrdls between them. Thisis important because the
home-world Chave will not send help to the mesuch on Mdlitoéh beyond what the mesuchs own dan
provides. Defeat them and they will cut the names of the Chave who have faled from the ligs of thar
people and the name of Béuchad will never be spoken again. This being so, | can't have any way of
knowing that such actions have happened before on other worlds.”

The Speaker repeated her words as she had spoken them, then xe asked, “Hearing this, it seems to
me they will fight like trapped behabs and destroy utterly what they cannot have if they see defeat before
them.”

“Thet is s0. There is evidence of such dready. Among the Sarfaring it is considered a very bad thing



to give energy wespons to those that don't have them. Thisisdmost as bad as the daughter of intdligent
beings. Yet they are doing this” She hdd up the cut-ter. “Should news of these weapons get back to
Uni-verdty, the Clan and perhaps Chandava itsdf would be, named Parigh and cut off from many
sarvices tha they need. It would be as if the Kabits on the sail-barges refused to lend or buy from a
person in a Dumd. How long would that person manage to prosper?

“The Chave have destroyed dl means we have of reaching out with thisinformation and they are now
trying to destroy us. They are passing out these weap-ons and they have set a weight of gold on our
heads. We have been attacked repeatedly by chorek. And will be again once we leave here. By the way,
I'll have a suggestion about that when the time comes for such things. Indeed, | doubt we are safe even
here. Or you. These weapons the chorek have are hand-held ver-sons of those mounted on Chav fliers,
the weapon Danor spoke of. Should a beam from the cutter touch any Ealt, xe would burn like Danor’s
gall.”

“Thisis true? How many of those wegpons are out there?’

“l don’t know. Perhaps dozens, perhaps hundreds. There is a Chav spy come across from Melitoéh;
he's passing them out like pieces of candy. Twice chorek attacked me and my aide at Dumd Alsskum.
Each time they used a cutter. Of the twenty chorek who attacked the tower in the pass, fourteen had
cutters. We have collected these. From some of the things the chorek said when they woke and found
themsdlves bound, these are what you cdl politica chorek and are filled with hate for dl things Keteng
and dl those who ded with Keteng.”

There was walling from the Eolt even as the Speaker was repeating Adan’s words. Xe finished and
was dlent for a moment, xe's tentacles calling and uncailing, xe's filmy membranes pulsng. When xe
could control xe's voice again, xe sad, “Is there any way you can demondirate that weagpon here without
endangering the Meruus and those who watch?’

“l can't demonstrate without destroying something. Would you mind replacing part of the arena
floor?’

Once again the Speaker had to fight down x€'s agi-tation. Xe sad, “Show us”

Adan waked to the edge of the dais, stood holding the cutter pointed down while she spoke. “Thisis
amodification of amining tool. Chandava Minerdsis a mining business and can judify their presence by
daming these weapons were dolen from thar crawl-ers. It is enough to keep them from the Veifier,
which is amachine starfarers have that can judge the truth or fagty of a statement. That is why it will be
neces-sary to capture and keep dive some who received the weapons and the spy himsdf until we can
take them offworld and turn them to weapons againg the Chave. If you will watch.” She touched the
sensor, played the cutter beam dong the white marble floor, gouging long deep linesin the stone, pardld,
aband’ s width apart.

She touched the sensor again and stepped back. “As you see” she said. “Thick stone will defend
agang the beam, flesh will fry on the bone, glasswill mdt and metd will cook what's ingdeit or touching
it.”

There were no groans or moans this time, only a shocked slence. The Speaker shuddered wildly,
then fought xesdf to control. “You had a suggestion, Scholar?”’

“Two suggedtions, actudly. One, that you dlow my Aide and | to remain. We can discuss matters in
con-siderable more detall so you will have the data you need for planning your defense. The flikit will dso
be ussful, snce the Eolt should stay carefully away from Medon Pass. There are devicesin it that dlow
the pilat to locate large life forms. Chorek in other words. And there is a tunner st into the base.”

“A gunner is a nonlethd defense weapon. It acts rather like a block of wood brought down on your
head, puts you out for awhile, gives you a sore head when you wake, but does little additiond harm. We
are forbidden to give these to you. Even if we could, we have very few of them. Our god is learning, not
conquest.”

“The second suggedtion is that the harpist Shadith and my Aide Marrin Ola be sent to capture the
py. They are both fight trained and very good at the arts of survivd.”

“Thet child? Thet glorious gifted child?’

“Thet child has done things you can't imagine, O Speaker. Cha oy, | will let her speak for hersdf.



You asked what | would suggest, but this is your world. You will do as you must and we will hold
oursaves bound by your decisions.” She lifted a hand, moved it in a flat didng motion, a Keteng gesture
that meant

| have done.

There was consderable muttering among the Meruu of the ground and touchings of tentacle to
tentacle among the Meruu of the air.

Stretching muscle againg muscle to relieve the strain from the tenson and standing with her neck bent
30 long, Adan eased back to stand beside Shad-ith. “Y ou're up next, glorious gifted child.”

“You're not going to let me forget that, are you.”

“How often is one presented with alinelike that.” She grinned at Shadith, then sobered. “I saw your
ggers dancing out there. Mass hdludination or what-ever, that is amazing, Shadow. Do you know how
you do it?’

“No. You dill haven't said how you'll explain send-ing Marrin off with me. Does't he have more to
lose than | if University disciplines him?’

“l haven't decided. He made up his mind a while back and nothing | said changed it, so I'm I€ft to
find away to cover him. Maybe use you as a reason, him going dong to protect you. Mind?’

“No. 1 ..."” She made aface and stepped forward as the Speaker caled her forth.

The afternoon wound dowly on, questions to Shad-ith, questions to Marrin Ola, questions to Adan,
gues-tions to Maorgan, interminable arguments within and between the two Meruus, proposals raised,
rebutted, brought forth again. The captive chorek were brought down from the tower, questioned to no
great result snce most of them refused to say anything, just spent ther time staring & Denchok and Eolt
with hungry eyes that was a more powerful warning of ther intent than any words might be.

The Klobach came to an end when the sun touched the tips of the western mountains.

6

Melitoéh, Meklo Fen, mid-morning

Denchok and Fior trickled into the fen afew a a time but the trickle never stopped or even dowed,
Though so many people around made them pro-foundly uneasy, the swampies came out of the twilight
under the trees to guide them and help the newcomers get settled. They faded into the heart of the fen as
soon as they could, but came back again and again when they were needed, bringing food and other
ne-cessities for living in the swampland.

Leoca looked up as Engebd ducked under the over-hang of the sem and leef roof that Porach had
taught them how to make. X&' d been off dl moming getting leaves to repair that roof and had been
fidding with it for an hour after Leoca got back from the swampie meet with fish for supper. “Fixed?’

“Hope so. WE Il know in a minute. Starting to rain agan.” Xe shivered, dropped to x€'s knees
beside thetiny fire. “If | get much wetter, I'm coming down with root, rot.” Xe glanced at the fish. “Any
news from

“Nothing yet. | saw Ceam. He' s just back from arun to outside, gone slent. Won't answer the harp
cdls. Ceam says he thinks it was putting too much on him. He reminded us that Danor said Iladrn had
gone soft in the middle. He said we shouldn’t rely on him, that he/ d go squish on us”

“Cha oy, Danor waan't dl that sane himsdf. Think he got dl the way to the Meruu? The Eolt don't
say anything about seeing him.”

“Who knows.” Leoca reached behind her for the pot they’d got from the mesuch traders, lifted her
head. “Liden to it come down. Thisisgoing to be a drencher.” She stretched out her arm, held her hand
under the spot where the leak had been. “Looks like you fixed it.”



7

Banikoéh, Guest House

Shadith set her cha mug down when a Denchok came into the room where the Universty group
members were breeking thar fast, a short wiry Keteng with a lichen web so thick that his eyes looked
like beetles burrowed into bark. She suppressed a weary Sgh, ex-pecting to be summoned to another
day of questions and endless arguments.

“| greet you, Scholar, Singer, Aide. | an cdled Da-zl. | am Metau of the House of Knowledge and
Speaker for the Meruu of the Earth.”

Adan stood, Marrin left his chair to stand behind her. Shadith brushed toast crumbs from her mouth
and joined them.

Adan dipped her head in a sketch of a bow. “We greet you, Metau Dazl. May we ask why the
honor of thisvigt?’

He indined his upper body in answer, a differ move, his neck too thickly imprisoned in lichen to
make a nod feasble. “The Meruus have conferred throughout the night and have reached a decision,
Scholar. You yoursdf will remain as advisor, ex-plaining to us the soul of the Chandavas and giving us
what knowledge you have of means of defense. We accept your characterization of Shadowsong and
Marrin Ola and honor their gift of their skills to the preservation of our people .. Whatever they will need
in the way of supplies, they have but to ask and we lay Chd D€'s blessng on ther search. We are
win-nowing our own for those with landskills that we may send forth two or three smdl bands of
searchers. If nothing else, these might serve to drive the spy into the ams of your people. The Scholars
of the Meruu will welcome you, Adan ad Adlaar. A sudent will wait in the hdl outside to guide you
when you're ready.” He indined his torso again, marched out.

Adan stood wetching, slent, frowning.

Shadith stretched, rubbed the back of her neck. “So it begins” she said.

8

Melitoéh, the Kushayt, after moonrise

llabrn dug the packet from under the delseh mint, closed his hand on it, closed his eyes. After a
minute, he thrust it into his deeve and moved on to the next cache. He hadn't resolved anything. He
didn't know what he was going to do. But he wanted to be ready if the resolve ever came. He knew it
would be a matter of seconds. The indrawing of a breath. If he couldn’'t act before that breath was gone,
he never would.

When he had them dl, he stood a moment looking speculaively at the wall, wondering about the
hidden door. He shook his head. It was bound to have some kind of mesuch latch that only Hunnar could
open. He moved his eyes dong to the kerre tree where Eolt Kitsek had dropped the packet. There was
cord in the garden shed ... if he could get up that tree onto the top of thewal ... the cord would be strong
enough to get him down without bresking hislegs ... if he chose the right time ... when the wal watch was

17. Killing Games

1

Shadith settled in the flikit's co-chair, closed her eyes and let her mindtouch sweep over the forest
unreding below them. The mountains were spiky with a few peaks high enough to have smdl glaciersin
their cracks and crannies. The clouds were thick, the winds erratic with treacherous sheers that shook the
flikit and sent it dipping and diding until Marrin got control back. Shadith and the tdlltales both had limited
ranges o he couldn’t take the flier above the clouds and out of the rough air.

Medon Vae was surrounded by tdl diffs and steeply tilted hill waves humping up toward the stony



peaks. The trees on the dopes were thick as fur with scattered open spots like a touch of the mange.
Room to hide an amy or two if they could get over the peaks without being seen.

Marrin started the round at the end of the Vde opposite the tower, where the diffs were high with
thin streams of water fdling over themin severd places while the highest peak of the locd section of the
mountain range was here, Rois Orus, looming above the Vade. He took theflikit dowly dong, eyes on the
ingruments

Now and then the teltdle bonged softly. When Shadith probed the dopes to locate the lifeform, she
usudly found only alarge predator or a herd of ruminants—the difference in fed was unmistakable when
she touched a beast, not a man.

As Marrin eased the flikit around the end of the Vde, the tdltde bong started chattering like a gossp
who hadn't talked dl week. Shadith concentrated. A band of men was moving through the trees—single
file, so they were easy to count. Fifteen. “That's them,” she said, “take them out, then let’s find us a
taker.”

2

Kurz hitched himsdf higher in the tree, settled in a crotch that would hold his weight, then used the
cutter to remove foliage so he could see the Vae. He esti-mated the distance to the main cluster of
buildings, dipped the binocs over his head and dided in the magnification that would give him a far view
of what was hgppening down there.

As he watched the two femde scholars come out with the mde ade tralling behind and a smdll
crowd of locas drding and shoving around them, he thought regretfully about the rangegun the Y kkuva
wouldn't let him bring out of the Kushayt. With a bit of luck and explosve loads he could turn that plaza
into a crater and no more worry about the University group; they wouldn't have mouths to open. Trouble
was, it left detectable residues and with the Y araka involved here, that wasn't on.

The Harper and the Aide climbed into the flier, but the Scholar stayed on the ground; she and the
Aide talked awhile, then she stepped back and watched while the flier lifted and circled to gain dtitude.
Kurz took a moment to watch her as she turned her head, said something to one of the locds, then
started strid-ing back toward the buildings, the locas scurrying to keep up with her. Then he shifted the
viewfidd, lo-cated the flier just before it vanished into the clouds.

He switched to infra and followed the pulsng blur north toward the end of the Vade. What are they
up to? North?

He followed the blur asiit curved round the end of the Vde and started south aong the eastern line of
peaks, winced as the binocs picked up a sudden flare of energy. He switched back to visud and swore
agan as he saw the flier dant steeply downward and vanish into the trees. He pulled the viewer off,
rubbed at his eyes. “Hunting,” he said doud. And was grimly sure he knew what game they hunted.

It was over an hour before the flier rose again. It hesitated a moment then darted into the clouds. He
followed the blur south until there was another energy flare. He took off the binocs, did the instrument
into its padded case, checked to be sure the cutter was clamped solidly to his belt, then he svung down
the tree, dropped to the ground and trotted to the mini-skip. Speculation was dl very well, but seeing
with his own eyes would give him a better measure of what was happening.

He waked dong the line of red-faced, angry men, shouting at him to untie them. They were bound
with thin tough cord. Not filament. Must be some loca fiber. When he reached a face he remembered,
he stopped. “What happened?’

Theman glared at him, then looked away, shamed to be found so helpless. “Mesuch,” he said after a
moment. His voice was hoarse and full of a violence he couldn’t let out any other way. “That thing you
cdl a sunner. They took the cutters” He wriggled closer to Kurz. “Turn us loose. They said they coming
back for us. Turn us loose”

“Before | do, explan him.” He pointed & a man who lay in a huddle next to some bushes, his face
contorted, drying foam on his mouth and chin.

The chorek’s throat twitched. He sill wouldn't look at Kurz. He didn't say anything until Kurz turned



and made asif he were going to walk away. “They wanted to know about you.” The words came out in
a hurried mumble. “The woman wanted to know why we were here, where we got the cutters, where
you'd got to.”

“l see”

“Gav din't tdl her nathing. She put some kind of poison in him, but he din't tel. HE' s dead, in't he”

“Oh, yes” hesad. And you're a liar. Babble of some kind, he talked his fool head off before it
got him. He undlipped the cutter and diced through the chorek’s neck. Ignoring their struggles, screams,
and pleading, he killed the rest of the bound men, then trudged off for the miniskip. Put any one of these
grubs under a verifier and what they’d say would be very bad for Chandava. Which meant he had to
falow the flier and do the same with the rest of the choreks the woman stunned. It wasn't pleasant work,
but it had to be done.

His plan for the multiple inveson of the Vae was as dead now as those choreks were going to be.
Un-dernesth hiscdm mask he was angry, he wanted that Harp player dead. He was impatient with the
need to finish the choreks, he wanted to start the stalk now, but he didn't dare. If he faled, Hunnar and
Jlet would fdl, his family with them. He couldn't afford anger a Hunnar or any High Jlet, so he
channeled it dl onto the Harper's head.

3

“When we found out there were Sx different bands getting set to raid the Vae, we couldn’'t ignore
that.” Shadith nodded to Daizl. “Marrin can give you the genera locations where we found them. We
stunned them, tied them into neat parcels for you and left them to be collected later. You'll find a few of
them rather dead. The babble drug has unfortunate sde ef-fects in some For.”

She waited until Marrin had left with the Speaker, Sghed, and turned to Adan. “We collected over
sev-enty cutters, Scholar.” She laid three of the weapons on the table. “In case you need them. We have
the others locked in a cache in the flikit, didn’t think it was a very good idea to have them floating loose.
Too much temptation.”

“| agree. Did you get enough informetion to go after the spy?’

“Enough to know he's probably about somewhere. WeE Il spird out looking for whatever we can
find.” She wrinkled her nose. “And try not to get shot down. You be careful, Lan. | mean it. You didn’t
hear what they told me. | don’'t want you thinking you're safe, just because you're here surrounded by

people.”

4

Kurz whirled the bolas over his head, the weights a the end whistling loud enough to bring up the
heads of the grazers. They were domesticated beasts so they didn’t panic, but they did move away from
it, scatter-ing as was their habit, to give a saking predator a number of targets. He let the bolas go and
grunted with satisfaction as it tangled round the legs of afe-made with a caf. He ran forward a few steps,
dipped a second bolas off his arm and brought it up to speed, downing a second beast not far from the
fird.

He dipped his improvised hdter onto the fird, drove the tether’s holding peg into the ground with a
powerful blow of hisfis. As soon as he' d dedt with the second, he cut them free and let them get to their
feet. Then he backed off and squatted next to a bush where his slhouette would be camouflaged.

They pulled at the tethers for a moment, blatting ther distress, but when nothing more darming
happened, they forgot about the intruder and went back to grazing.

He waited patiently. Grazers were grazers on every world he'd visted, the same narrow acuteness
and the same dupidity. When he thought the time was right, he moved dowly, a step at a time, avay
from the bush. They retreated as far as they could, but he didn’'t chase them, just dumped two smdl
hegps of grain on the ground beside the pegs, then went back to his bush.

They nosed & the grain, then began edting it.

He took some more.

They shied alittle, but only retreated a few steps.



After about a hour, they were used to him and after a little practice on lead, ambled contentedly
dong be-hind him, the cdf trotting a its mother’s flank. They were his shidd againg the devices in the
flier, large warm bodies that would camouflage his warmth. It wouldn't work againgt a military filter, but a
dutch of Scholars wouldn't have that kind of equipment. For one thing, they wouldn’t need it.

He set up camp near the last of the killing places, dimbed a tree and watch the flier hunt. It wasin the
ar on the far ade of the Vde, cading about, shifting from side to Sde to cover the forested area between
the floor and the peaks. Looking for him and being very thorough about it. He watched with cam
ap-prova, he would have done much the same, sweeping the ground to make sure he missed nothing on
that firg circle, widening the circle to the far sde of the mountains on the second round. It would have
caught him on foot or riding. Using the miniskip would be like shouting here | am, come get me.

Another thing he approved of. Theflier barely missed the tops of the trees. It wasin easy range of his
cutter.

He left the tree and took a shovd into the amdl meadow where his animds grazed. He dug out
rectan-gles of sod and set them aside, then settled to deepening the hole until there was room for him to
lie down in it. He trimmed thin branches, used them as supports and replaced the sod so that dl but a
gmdl opening at the end was covered. The flier was equipped with a stunner, but he knew those
clunkers, they were energy gluttons and the Harper wouldn't use it until she spot-ted him.

Tha was what he had to prevent. He needed them close enough to let him disable the lifters

He dropped the last sod pieces into the hole and went back to his tree to watch the progress of the
flier.

5

Thetdltae bonged softly. Shadith closed her eyes, extended the mind touch.

“You can rdax, Shadow. It's only a couple of grazers”

She sighed and sat up. “This has been one of lifé's more tedious days. Wonder if we're wadting our
time”

“Fvescore dead choreks say he's out here some-where. And there's been no energy output from the
kip.”

She shivered. “If | ever had quams about going after im ....”

“He s athorough cattif, givehim .....”

The flikit screamed as the cutterbeam gouged through the lifters, broke through into the cabin,
graz-ing Shadith’s thigh. The flier turned into a rock and went plunging down, not much forward
movement be-cause they were going so dow. Marrin dapped in the lever for the emergency rockets.
Thistriggered the crash belts. They came dgpping around both of them, locking them into the seats.

For a moment Shadith thought the rockets weren't going to blow, then they roared awake, dowed
the fdl, the flikit trembling and shaking and threatening to veer onto its Sde and go dicing down again.
She dung to the seat with both hands and stared at the trees rushing toward them.

They dammed into a tree top, bounced, hit another, tilted crazily, bounced from tree to tree, meta
screeching, the stench of hot sap as the trees started to smokier, the snap, groan, creak of the mangled
trunks. The mation stopped.

Slence

Tilted a an acute angle, the flikit was wedged into a thicket of thornbush that grew up againg a large
Squat tree that was dill shuddering under the impact of the crash.

Shadith unclipped the crash belt. Marrin was bent over, his belt loose, his head againg the readouts,
atrickle of blood wandering down the sSde of hisface. “Tsal It would happen ....” She stuffed two of the
cached cutters down her shirtfront, dimbed onto the sest, reached for the stub of a branch and used it to
awing clear of the thorns. After a quick scan of the area, she raced for a pile of boulders where the diff
looming over this strip of forest had crumbled in some long past earthshift.

She'd bardy got settled in a niche between two boulders with a bit of scrub as a screen when the spy
burst from the trees, heading toward the wrecked flikit with a velocity that tartled her so much he'd
vanished into the trees before she could turn the stunner on him.



She left her plansin the dust behind the boulders and went across the scree as fast as she could,
dipped into the trees away uphill from where the Chav had entered them and ran to reach the spy before
he found Marrin, cursing her own supidity because she' d for-gotten he was heavyworld, a hunter.

She tried a sweep as she ran, hunting for the hunter, but her foot dipped on a patch of fungus, her
ankle turned under her and she fdl hard. When she stood, pain shot up her leg. She took a step, the pain
was bearable if she went down hed firg and didn't bend the ankle, so she went ahead, waking more
caefully. Stopping at intervas to do a sweep because she didn't want that Chav coming at her out of
nowhere.

She heard the humbbbzzapp of a cutter. She stopped, probed.

Frustrated fury. That was the Spy.

Pain, cold anger. That was Marrin.

She tracked the Spy for a moment. He was shifting continudly, moving too fast for Marrin as he'd
moved too fast for her. She followed him for a moment, hunt-ing for a pattern. When she thought she'd
found it, she began limping forward, pain sweet sreaming down her face, her ssomach knotting as she
kept hearing the cutters go off. Marrin would be pinned in the crashed flikit with cutter beams coming a
him from a dozen different places. Mugt fed like he was under sege from hdf the world. Still, he had the
cutter cache at hand and was keeping the Chav away. For the moment.

She pushed through the lichen and molds and fun-gus, footing treacherous, trying to move as slently
as possible. From the intengty of the Spy’ s focus on the crashed flikit, she suspected he didn’'t know she
was out, that he perhaps thought she’ d been injured in the crash.

She heard him crashing across the mycoflorid forest floor, mashing and tearing mushrooms, mildews,
dimes lichens, and dl the rest of the fungd forms. With a 9gh of disgus, she lowered hersdf to the
mucky ground and crawled forward. It was easier to move on knees and elbows, the weight off her
injured ankle, but the amdl was indescribable. She did dong, flicking out the mind touch every other
breath to keep track of the Chav.

She flattened hersdf behind a pulpy growth as he came charging past, dill mantaining thet terrible
speed and power, an ogre in seven-league boots. A

moment later she caught a glimpse as he stopped, fired, flung himsdf aside as Marrin answered the
blip with a sweep from his own cutter, moving it Sde to sde around knee leve. It missed the Chav only
be-cause there was a hollow there that gave him akind of shelter. Obvious that he'd planned it that way.
Not just powerful meat, but a hunter’s brain.

She eased the stunner from the holster in the middle of her back, sghted on him. She had to hit him
ful on the firg time; it would take alarge and protracted jolt to put him down. Before she was ready, he
was up and gone.

She edged forward until she was close to a tree, hidden by the lichen webs that dropped thickly from
the lower branches, settled hersdf to wait, praying as she did so that Marrin's present luck would hold.

Once again she heard the crash of the Chav's feet, got hersdf set.

He cirdled behind her thistime, flashing through the trees, choosing an dternate route to keep Marrin
confused. She froze, but he ran on without even a Stutter in the pound of his feet. He was aready out of
dght before she recovered enough to start breeth-ing again. She couldn’t believe he hadn't seen her,
though she was fairly wel concedled by the lacy drape of the gray-green lichen, yet it had to be true
because a tap on the firing sensor and she’'d be in two pieces right now. He wouldn’'t even have had to
break dride.

Stick to your pattern, Chav. Sop trying to be clever. Come on. Come on, stomp right past
Give me a shot O gods, Marrin must be half crazy wondering what happened to me. No, Shadow.
Keep your mind on what you're doing. Thisis no time to measure the whichness of the why.

She eased alittle forward and tore a hole in the lichen veil.

Theflikit had settled more since she'd left it, it was dmog invisble down in the thornbush. The bush
was

. lo Clayton too damp to catch fire, but it was smoldering as were a number of the trees around.
There were no flames, just smears of dinking smoke that for the moment tended to give additiond



protection to Marrin since the thornbush thicket and the huge tree it grew around were for some reason
a the center of alarge glade. There wasl little shelter for the Chav. As she watched, Marrin followed the
Spy’ s beam pulse with one of his own.

For severd moments the play was on the far Sde of the dearing, then she could hear the Chav
heading her way. She drew in a long breath, held it, then let it trickle out dowly, counting as she did so,
Seadying the stunner on her forearm, waiting ...

He came bounding through the trees, his head turned away; he was wetching the thorn patch.

Shadith centered the stunner on him, swore in frus-tration as he flung himsdf back and to one sde as
apulse from the thorns came a him. He retreated far-ther into the trees—Shadith diffened, wondering if
her luck would hold again—and turned back on his path, moving more dlently this time, more dowly.
Marrin had ears like a ba—she'd noticed more than once how acute his hearing was—that was
probably the rea-son he'd kept the Chav off.

A moment later the Spy’s cutter pulsed, thistime cutting at the thorns rather than the flikit.

A pause. Another cut.

Marrin answered, took a chance thistime and held the beam longer than a pulse.

No response.

Shadith chewed her lip. What are you up to now?

Nothing and nothing. Not a sound from the Chav.

She heard the foof as a puff bal exploded, then a fant brushing sound. A moment later a dark
solidity undulated swiftly dong the ground. The Chav. Crawling.

Marrin, don't you dare fire, | don’'t care what you hear. That's right, sweet spy, just a little
closer, little little little ....

She touched the trigger sensor, held her finger onit.

The Chav roared, fought to his feet and legped to-ward her. She didn't move. She kept the stunner
ful on him and prayed the power would last long enough. By the third step he was fdling, he moved his
foot dumdly for another step, tumbled onto his face.

She got to her feet, backed away severd steps to put more distance between them. “Marrin,” she
cdled. “He s sunned. | don’'t know how long it'll last. Bring the come-alongs. If you can. | don’'t want to
take the sunner off him.”

“Shadow.” Therdief hisvoice was dmogt a sob. “Don't think | can do that. Something wrong with
my legs”

“Oh, kortch!” She edged around the Chav, keeping as far from him as she dared. She gavehim alast
shat from the stunner, ran limping toward the thorn patch trying to ignore the pain that shot up her leg.
The ankle was badly swollen, she was going to have to cut the boot off her foot. What a clutch of
‘cripples. When she reached the edge of the thorn thicket, she said, “Weight them with something and
tossmetheties. | want to turn our Spy into a package soon as | can. Oy! he's fast. And | can see him
pulling trees up by the roots and usng them as quarterstaffs.”

When Marrin's face showed above the thorns, it had a greenish undertone and his eyes a feverish
glitter. His hand was shaking as he swung the bundle until he had some momentum then released it rather
then threw it.

The comealongs were straps woven from Menavid-dan monofilament indde a sheath of grad cloth to
keep the filament from cutting to bone. With metd closures that could be shifted at need, then locked in
place. And even a Chav's full srength wouldn't break the closures once they were in contact and
activated.

She bound hiswrigtsin front, used a second strap to link his ebows so he couldn’'t move them from
hissdes. The third strap she used on his ankles, giving him enough play so he could shuffle dong, but not
enough for afull stride.

He showed no Sgn of coming round, but she didn’t trugt that and got away from him as soon as she
was finished with the tethering.

She limped back to the thorns and stood looking at the tree and remembering how easlly she'd
jumped, caught the limb and swung down. “Marrin, you dill with us?’



“Jugt about.”

“Think you can get aline over that limb?’ She pointed. “I can’'t make it by mysdf.”

“What happened to your leg?’ She could hear him shifting about, moving with a painful downess.

“Stupidity. Stepped wrong on adime patch and twisted my ankle.”

“Wondering what that amdl was.”

“You should meet it up close and persond like | did.”

The rope came over the limb and sneking down to meet her hands. She got her hands set, began
puling hersdf up.

6

Kurz came to awareness dowly, head throbbing, inner eydids hdf lowered, his body twitching.
When his vison cleared enough, he found himsdf on his back, staring up a a sky ful of dark clouds
threaten-ing rain. No, he thought as severd drops splatted onto his face and arms. Not threatening.
Doing it. Hismouth twitched. What an odd thing to be thinking about. Rain. What ...

He tried to move, but there was something holding his ams close to his sdes, pinning his hands
together.

He closed his eyes.

His body twitched again, he stopped seeing for an indant, thinking, existing ... asif for that flicker of
time neither he nor the world existed.

Sunner, he thought suddenly. It had happened to him a few times before, the same in-and-out
gpasms, the same agony in the head, the blurred vison.

Helifted his hands until he could see them, saw the comedong strap around his wrigts. He couldn’t
remember being stunned, but it had to be the Harper. She wasn't in the flier, after all. | assumed she
was. That was stupid of me.

His ears findly extruded and he could hear again. Voice. The Harper. She had a daity of speech
that made even awhisper travel and she wasn't whispering. He listened.

“... no, Lan, we'rein far shape, but not for walking out of the mountains.”

Sound of squeaky woman's voice. Com voice. He couldn’'t make out the words.

“That much, hum? Might be a problem keeping the prisoner in our handsif that’s the case.”

More sgqueaks.

“| think you're right. Better we don't even go back to the Vae. The Goés has agreed about sending
aflikit to collect us? Good. We're provisoned for a least aweek and should be able to manage the wait
with no problem. Marrin was the worst hurt, but the daggnose in his kit doesn’'t seem to be worried
about him and now that I've got the pressure bandage on my ankle and a little paya in my blood, I'm
doing fine”

Squeaks.

“Oh 1 will. I saw our Spy in action. Oy! he' simpres-sive. I'm taking no chances with that one.”

He lay without moving, without threet as the Harper stopped along stride away.

“The stunner is recharging,” she said. There was a cdm determindion in her voice, no anger, no
judg-ment, just determination cool and powerful. “1 mean to keep you dive, you know. | don't need to
explan why, you're not stupid. If you do something thresten-ing before the stunner’s ready, you can't
make mekill you. I'll just take your leg off at the knee.”

He didn't look at her or answer her. There was no need. When she tossed him a blanket and a food
pac, he got himsdf to his knees and sat sucking on a paste tube. He was waiting. They aways got
careless sooner or later. His chance would come. It had to come.



18. Nibbling Down to Bone

1

Long after moonset on a heavily overcast night, Ceam and Heruit dipped into Dordan-that-was,
groped through shadow to the blai that was now Drudge bar-racks. They took waterweed bladders from
the gring dings and squeezed them flat, expdling fish all across the doors and wals of the rambling
dructure. Ceam dug a smdl hole, filled it with the lat of the ail, coiled a fuse made from an ail
impregnated length of vine into the hole and lit the end. He lit the end, tapped Heruit on shoulder, then the
two of them dipped dong a back dreet to the lubbot/storehouse where the Chav Muck kept his
meachines and repeated the pro-cess. Ceam set a shorter fuse and the two men ghosted from the Dume
to the fringes of the Fen.

A few minutes after they reached shdlter, they heard a shout and the wind brought them the amdl of
burning ail, the crackle of flanes. Ceam sucked in a draft of ar, dapped his hand againg his thigh.
“Got-cha,” he whispered.

A breathy chuckle from Heruit—then, “Let’s get outta here before they get us”

Leoca and Engebd watched from the fringe of trees as four amdl forms flitted across the open
ground and vanished into the shadow of the wal without being spotted.

Leoca let go of the breath she'd been holding. She reached out, took Engebd’s hand. “One” she
sad.

It was very late, about an hour before dawn, the time chosen after days of waiching the wal patrols.
When were the mesuch mogt dert? When did intervas between the wdl patrols lengthen, when did the
Chave waking them drag ther feet and give only perfunctory atention to what was hgppening around
them?

“Two,” Engebd said as a andl dark lump appeared atop the wadl to vanish dmost immediatdy
ingde, then another and another until dl four werein. “1t's holding. No patrol yet.”

Hghting the pull that was like weights on x€'s bones, Orebli led the other Mdoach down the meta
road between the heavy square blocks these mesuch used for houses. Heart beeting too fadt, eyes
blurring with the strain, xe counted off the blocks until xe and the rest of the klid reached the arwagon
storehouse. It was an open grid with four fliers stowed on each of three floors,

Orebli stepped from the road and nearly fdl over when the extra pull vanished. He grinned and ran to
the fire ladder, began pulling himsdf up. There were no guards in here, what old Hem had said, the
mes-uch depended on the walls and the wdl guard to keep intruders out. They didn't have enough
Chave €ft to set guards anyway, Chel Dé bless the Bduchar who died to make it so.

The four Meoach each took a flier. They brought hokori puffbdls from ther carry sacks and set
them into the lift motors, then emptied amdl fishgut sacks of bloodworm larva over the seats. The only
soundsin the structure were the gusty breething of the Me oach.

When they finished they plodded back dong the road, too weary to force more speed from ther
la-boring bodies.

Thedimbing line was where they’ d left it. Orebli crouched, reding up the insde ling, while the others
did down the other. Xe followed them down, shook the line to free the grapple hook. It wouldn't come
loose. Xe shook it again, heard the tramp of mesuch boots and hesitated, crouching in the mass of bushes
and weeds growing near the base of the wadl.

He heard an exdlamation from the guard, saw the knotted rope go swooping upward. Then a shot.
The other three had dmost made the outer fringe of the trees. Two of them vanished into the shadow, but
Sor-han flung out x&'s arms and fell. Orebli pressed x€' s fig to hismouth to hold back xe's griefcry.

Xe crouched where he was, waiting for the shot that would end xe.



It didn’'t come.

Xe heard a confuson up top, then running footsteps and a moment later, a blatting horn of some
kind. Xe flattened xesdlf againg the ground, began cregping dong the wall, saying in the muck of weeds
and such until xe rounded the firg of the eight corners.

Xelay dill amoment ligening, then turned onto xe's back so xe could look up the wal and see what
was happening.

Shadows flickered, there was the pound of boots. Then silence.

Xe jumped up and walked repidly toward the next corner. The night was hushed, waiting for the
gorm to break, and sounds carried a long distance. Inside the wadls there was a mess of confusion,
orders being shouted, clangs xe couldn’t place, thuds of feet on the metd roads. Nonetheless, xe was
veary careful how xe set xe' s feet. Xe couldn’'t know what ears might be ligening for sounds out of place.

When xe reached the fifth corner, xe stopped, looked anxioudy &t the line of trees. Xe chewed on
x€slip and fought the urgent need to run, to get out of there. The open space was waste land, patches of
grass, a hit of scrub and humps of fungus. It didn’'t look like much cover, maybe it was enough, though,
especidly when the mesuch would be focused some-where else.

Xewent on x€'s bdly again and started crawling, moving from bush to dump of mycota to shdlow
dip in the ground. The back of xe's head itched and every bone in xe's spine and it took dl the will xe
had left not to look around, just keep crawling, but xe did it.

Leoca waited anxioudy in the shadow under the trees watching the amdl form creep dowly toward
her, sometimes visble, sometimes swalowed by shadow. Hurry, baby. Fast as you can. They're
starting to beat the woods now. We have to get out of here. Come on, Orbi. Faster if you can.
lhol, you're a bright one, baby. | don’t want to lose you. Don’'t want to lose me. Come on ...

Xe reached the woods naot far from where she waited. She could hear the sob of xe's breething, the
soft rustle of x€'s movements. “Orebli, over here” she whispered, just loud enough to reach xe. “It's
Leoca”

Xe came rushing through the trees, flung xesdlf at her, pressed xesdf againg her, trembling so fiercdy
xe could bardly stand.

“I know, ti chol. Keep itinjug alittle longer, we've got to get out of here”

“Why didn't somebody know those vegheads don't trigger darms? Why was it such a big surprise
that three veg kits—Kitsl—could waltz right past the guards and not even get a wiggle out of the
sensors?” Hunnar dammed hisfist on a corner of the desk, went back to pacing.

Meloach killed because | Sit here useless. Meloach hurting them like this. Babies. Walowing in
sf-disggud, llabrn sat huddled in his corner, his fingers mov-ing automaticaly through the soft
nothing-music that sat like walpaper around the talkers while he watched the Y kkuva rampage back and
forth while the Memur Tryben sat solid and unresponsive in his pulochair waiting for the storm to pass
over.

“Wdl?

“I've had Chozmek put his techs on an andyss of sensor data from last night. Used your name for it
otherwise he wouldn't have cooperated. No reports yet on what went wrong.”

“They didn't notice at the Farm that the vegheads don't register?’

“O Ykkuvd, you only authorized two men to han-dle business a the Veg Farm. And one of those is
aDrudge. They haven't had time for anything more than getting the veggies moved in.”

Hunnar swore and flung himsdf into his chair. “I’ve got a promise of more personnd, but that waits
the next ship from home.”

Tryben lifted a hand, let it fdl. “Which is dill two weeks off and, | don’t need to remind you, brings
trouble in the form of Jndar ni Koroumak.” He cleared his throat. “ There' s something dse”

“You've found the target these weeds were dfter.”

“Yes. Theflier stack. None of them are flyable a the moment. Not one. The weeds contaminated



them with those miserable spores; they're dudt fine and once they’re established it's like every surface
they touch grows a crop of har. The mech techs will have to take the drive systems apart and dean
them. And three guards are in sickbay. Some kind of borer worm. They were spread on the sest, the
guards we sent to go after the intruders got in and sat down without check-ing. Therr ... hm ... organs are
veary serioudy compromised.”

Hunnar shuddered. “What afoul ...”

A sudden terror put alump of icein lladrn’s gut. What if Hunnar decided to question him? If he were
put under the probe, they’d know .... He glanced a his deeve. The packets didn't show. It was heavy
Chav dlath and the Drudge who'd made it for him was dumsy with the shears; there was room for two
ingde that tent. D&s Slver Cups, if he didn’t do it now ... Kitsek's daring wasted ... that child dead

“Grubbers have no honor.” Tryben's voice was weary, flat. He was going to go on when a bong
from the screen interrupted him. “That may be the techs working on the kephaos. | told them to cdl me
hereif they came up with something, no matter what.”

Hunnar tapped a sensor and a section of the screen woke to show a weary, worried face, inner
eydids drooping out of their folds, ears drawn smal.

Tryben leaned forward. “Wdl?’

“O Memur, we have something. An anomdly, or rather a series of them.”

“l can't. | told you, we're dl right on the hardware, but for this sort of thing you need someone who
knows the running ware indde and around. Kephalos smooths out the blips as soon as they appear and
we can't get it to leave them done. It seems to be inter-preting them as errors and suppressing them
whenever they surface. You have to be here to see them and, O Memur, the Ykkuva is the only one
who can autho-rize entry for mgor changesin the security ware.”

“And what do you think they represent?’

“l can't say. All | know is it's the only indication we ve found. You need to see for yoursdf, maybe
you can come up with something.”

Memur Tryben turned to Hunnar.

The Ykkuvd got to hisfeet. “Well both go. Tech, be ready to show us what you've got.” He tapped
the sensor and the screen went dark, tapped another and the lift door opened.

Holding his breath, keeping his eyes down, his mind blank, lladrn got to his feet, dipped the harp’s
cary strap over his shoulder and moved after them, ex-pecting at any moment that Hunnar would notice
him and order him back.

The two Chave paid no atention to him at dl, even when he brushed past Tryben to stand & the
back of the lift. It was an odd feding, to be invisble like that. After a moment he was angry, an anger
with a base of chill desperation.

Don't think about it, he told himsdf. Just do it. Don't try waiting for the RIGHT moment. You
know what you are. Just pick a moment and do it.

Thelift door opened and he followed them into a vaulted chamber set deep in the earth. The ar was
50 hot and dry he could fed the ingde of his nose drying and cracks starting across hislips. The center of
the chamber was filled with a mass of metd. He stopped to stare at the thing. It was like nothing he'd
seen before, like an enormous junkhegp with fant light haos here and there, amdl screens like glowing
eyes—and he could swear he heard the thing bregthing.

He edged closer.

Hunnar and Tryben stood with the two techs watch-ing one of the larger screen with enigmatic
shapes flickering across it. [ladrn didn’t understand any of that and the continua repetition of the pattern
irri-tated him. He examined the mongtrogty carefully, looking for bregthing holes. He didn't want to
wadte his spores. He shifted about, feding for currents of air, moving very dowly, careful not to attract
atention.

“Hakh. | think I’ ve got it. Let me have the board, tech.” Tryben settled himsdf before a sensor paten,



blanked the screen, and ran his fingers over the finger squares, caling up another pattern. He touched a
square, another, ran the pattern through a few permutations until he had one he was satisfied with, wiped
it, repeated the process twice more, pulled up the firg two patterns and merged them with the third,
enlarg-ing the result until it filled the whole screen.

“You know it better than | do, tech. Take alook.”

“l can't say for sure, but seemsto meit'salot like the anomaly.”

llabrn stopped his fidgeting a moment and smiled at the sullen resentment in the tech’s voice,

“O Ykkuvd, if you will permit, an eyeprint will au-thorize adding this pattern to the Library. Then
well seeif the anomdies remain.”

“Doit”

Them watched with interest as a curious hdmet was brought from a locked cupboard, clamped on
Hun-nar’s head, a lead plugged into the kephaos. Now, he thought. Do it now.

He dipped the strap of the harp off his shoulder, set the instrument on the floor. Chel Dé bless, old
friend. After alast caress on the smooth live wood, he took the spore packets from his deeve and tore
them open. Holding the packets between little finger and fourth finger, he dipped the sheaths off the
ar-gun darts.

Expdling the breath he'd been holding, he cast the spores in the face of the kephalos, leaped
forward, drove one dart into Hunnar's neck and the second into his own.

19. Firein the Sky

1

Shadith took another length of rope from the storage hin, tied it to a strut on the front seat. She
tossed the free end over the limb, looked down a Marrinin his blanket ding. “Y ou ready?’

His hands were hooked around the cruddy tied net that helped support the ding, his face was
gray-green with pain, shiny with sweat. “No.” His mouth squeezed into a thin, wry amile. “Get this going,
hm. The sooner it's over, the sooner | can fant.”

She made a face at him and swung out over the thorn patch, careful to land on her good foot. She
tottered a moment, then picked up the gaff she'd cut from one of the trees and shaped into a crutch of
sorts. She used it to bring the ding rope to her, tossed the daff up to Marrin and carried the rope end to
the tethered cow grazer, one of the pair the spy had used as camouflage. She fastened it to the harness
she'd improvised from rope and gtrips of padding, pulled the knot loose on the tether and spent a
moment scratching the curly black poll while she tightened her hold on the cow’ s impulses. It wasn't a full
mindride, she wasn't looking out through grazer eyes, but she could prod her into moving where she
wanted, at the precise speed and direction. She straightened, cdled, “Ready to go, Marrin. Ydl if you
0et snegged.”

The grazer leaned into the harness and step by step hauled Marrin from the crashed flier. When he
was swinging free and had the gaff ready to shove himsdf clear of the thorn patch, she cdled agan,
13 Rajyl?’

He grunted, set the end of the gaff againg the trunk. “Ready.”

Shadith clucked to the grazer, got her to take an awkward step backward, then another and another.
The cow mooawwed her displeasure and shook her head angrily. She didn’t like backing up, she didn’t
like the rubbing and pressure from the harness, but it only needed hdf a dozen steps to lower Marrin
gently to the ground and the job was done before she baked and wouldn't move again even with
Shadith’s mind-tickling.

After alast scratch of the curly poll, Shadith used her belt knife to cut the rope off the harness, then
the harness off the beast. “My thanks, lady.” She patted the cow on the flank and watched her run off,
heading back for the ambush-clearing and her calf.

As Shadith hobbled weerily back to Marrin, she saw the Chav watching her. Before she moved out
of gght round the bulge of the thorn patch, she gave im a broad amile that she hoped irritated him



intensdly.

She squatted beside Marrin. “How you doing?’

“l have been better.”

“Well, let’s get you in the tent. Then I'll seeif | can get hold of our rescue service”

“Whet about the spy?’

“He s contemplating cloud drift right now. No doubt plotting like mad and waiting for an opening to
st those plots going.”

“Don't leave hm aone long, Shadow.” He tried to lift himsdf and help her move him but his arms
hed no strength left and there wasn't even atwitch in hislegs. “I’'m no use”

“Feding sorry for yoursdf, are you? Hmp. You'll be fine once we get you in the ottodoc a the
"Clave”

He amiled up a her. “And we can be sure the Goés will come for us. W€ ve got his proof.”

“Sorry and cynicd.” She chuckled. “And very right. Brace yoursdf. I'm going to have to dide you
aong on the blanket and it won't be comfortable.”

2

“l am a Scholar with a Scholar’ s congtraints. And while | sympathize deeply, your people are not my
people, thisisnot afight | have any business joining.” Adan spoke dowly, with a weghtiness that made
her cringe alittle; but she wanted no mistakes about what she was saying. “1 can suggest this, treat with
the Goés Koraka hoeh Dexios. He will probably provide trans-port and medica services—but the price
hell ask for these is something that you might not want to pay. He will not sdl you weapons.”

They were in a sunilled tree-shaded patio with Eolt graspers on the eaves and a fountain playing
genly in the center, water from a hotspring below the bla shooting a intervds into high jets but mostly
bub-bling up, then dripping muscdly from bowl to bowl and into a amdl stream that vanished under a
wal. Adan found the humid hest uncomfortable, but the Eolt and the Denchok who'd come to talk with
her seemed cozy enough.

Dazl Voice for the Earth leaned into the spesking tentacle of Bladeche Voice for the Air. After a
mo-ment, xe sghed and draightened. “Why? We fight the same enemy.”

“The Goés is hot a warrior, he's a trader. He takes the long view. Which is that what you use to
defeet the enemy will be turned on him once the enemy is gone.”

Agan the two Voices consulted, then Dazl said, “Ard Danor implied that if the Chandavas triumph,
they will be harvesting Edlt on Banikoéh aso. Do you think thisis likdy?’

“Once thisis a sedled world, yes. Therewill be no place for Eolt or any other Buchar to hide from
them?

“And there will be no hep from outside. They take what they want.”

“There will be protests from Univeraty, but yes. Without witnesses to raise ther voicesin protest and
gart a campaign againg the Chandavas, essentidly no hep.”

“And you?’

“The Chave are not likdly to leave witnesses from outside, especidly those who know how to make
their stories heard. Thisisaworld visted by smugglers and free traders. There would dways be a chance
one of us might escape.”

“l see. So your fate depends on our deeds.”

“To some extent, yes”

“And dill you're unwilling to do more then advise”

“To be a credible witness—which will be of greater use to you than my own inadequate fighting
ills | can do no more”

“Thereis no chance of taking with the Chandavas 7’

“l would never say don't tak. | would dso say that their higory as | know it doesn’'t indicate a
willingness to ligen.”

“l see. Would you use your communicators to speak to the Goés for us, should we decide that is
what wewill do?’



“Yes. You must do your own bargaining, however.”
“That is understood.” Dazl smiled a her. “We know traders, Scholar. We have many of our own.”

The sound shook the building, a great deep note that resonated in Adan’s bones. She'd been
dretched out on the bed, eyes closed to facilitate memory, sub-vocdizing a report to hersdf, getting
down impres-sions, questions she needed to ask and anything else that occurred to her. She sat up,
dartled, removed the throatmike and went outsde to see what was happening.

The sky was thick with Eolt, swirling in a wide golden vortex, Snging as they circled higher and higher
to join the streams heading east. The flow seemed endless, more Eolt ariving every moment, coming
fromdl directions.

“Scholar.” Dazl joined her and stood looking up, x€ s mouth set, a sad droop to his eyes.

“Voice. What's this about?’

“The Eolt have decided. Therewill be no bar-gaining. Whatever the cost to them, the Chave must be
destroyed.”
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“You'd best keep a close waich on him. He' s tried to kill himsdf, twice”

The Goés amiled grimly, his mouth open to show the tearing canines. “I thank you for the warning,
Harper. We have some potions that will take his mind off his troubles” He contemplated her a moment,
eyes like chocolate ice, then he amiled again, this time the closed-mouth pleasure amile. “Bringing the
Scholar and her team was one of my better ideas,” he murmured. “Will you join me for a glass of cha or
something stronger, Shadowsong?’

“Of course, Goés Koraka. | would like to be kept posted on Aide Ola's progress, though. He is a
men to be vaued.” She glanced at the procession leading the spy away, met his eyes and fdt a chill lance
through her. Even the creepy Ginny Seyirshi had never treated her to so intensdly persond a hatred.

The Goés noted that. “Yes. WE Il make very sure he's kept chemicdly restrained, Shadowsong.”

He poured the cha from an degant white pot into a amdl drinking bowl. “Will you have citra or
gemm? And | believe there is some toz in that pot.”

“Nothing, please. What chaisit?’

“Smoky dll from the highlands of Molot.”

“Ah. A favorite of mine” She amiled. “I see we share the same smuggler.”

He chuckled. “An odd little man with interesting connections, by name Ardl.”

“Mm.” She spped a the cha, rdishing the dlean tang of the liquid and the slky texture of the bowl.
The she Sghed and set the bowl on its saucer with asmdl decisve dick. “Reuctant as | am to disturb the
peace of the moment, how far have you got on the repairs to the splitcom?’

“We captured one of the Chave sats, Dulman be blessed that the shuttle was not linked into the
system when it went down, and we're atempting to cobble up something with those parts that we can
use to hook into another of the sats and go from there. Chave thought patterns are not dl that complex
and we' ve managed to work out the codes. With a bit of luck and some hard work well get word out
within the next tenday. Which should take some of the ....” He looked up, frowning as a phora came in
without knocking. “What?’

“Something you have to see, Goés Koraka. We don't know what it means.”

The sky was filled with golden bells blowing east on the high airsreams—first a scattering, one, two,
haf a dozen, the sun shining through ther tranducent veils, then rank upon rank of Eolt, turning the
western sky bright amber with their numbers.

“You don't think about there being so many of them,” Shadith said. “A world's a big place and they
get lost among the clouds.”

They stood in the middle of the Enclave, looking, caught by the beauty of this strange migration.
Shadith heard the scrape of afoot behind her, looked around to see Marrin sanding there, his face filled
with won-der as he stared up at the Ealt.



The Goés shook himsdf free from his astonishment. “What are they doing? This againg us? Where
are they going?’

“If I had to guess, I'd say they’re going to attack the ... what do they cdl it ... the Kushayt.”

“Yes” Marrin's voice vibrated with conviction. “And they're going to die at it. So much glory logt....”
He turned to the Goés. “You've got to do something. Y ou've got to help them.”

The Goés contemplated him a moment. “We Il dis-cuss this indde” He turned his head. “Thafor,
inform me immediatdly of any dteration in their progress.”

Koraka laced his long fingers together, stared at them a moment, then lifted his head and amiled
weerily a Marrin, his threat teeth hidden. “If you mean, Aide, that we should provide wegpons to the
locds, you should think again.”

“Of course | don't mean that.” Marrin leaned for-ward in his chair, his dark eyes intense. “Send
guards with them. Send me, if there's no one ese you can spare. A flier and the strongest firepower you
have. At least it would be something.”

Koraka's ears came forward. “You, Aide? Aren't you forbidden armed assault by University bylaws
or something like that?”

“l don't congder this assault, but self-defense. When the Chave put a price on my heaed, they gave
methat right.”

“Yes, that's an argument that has a good chance of floating. Now explan to me why a pacific
Scholar from University would be a help rather than a hindrance.”

“l wasfifth mae har to the Baron Ineca of Picabral and | survived past puberty.”

“Ah. Succinct and convincing. Also rather aston-ishing, considering your present circumstances. Very
wadl. | don't see any problem with supplying your needs. A matter of public service, as it were. If the
ottodoc certifies you. You came out of therein avery short time. As to guards, | don’t think I'm able to
spare any. I'm expecting an attack from the Chave any day now. Rude and crude as they are, we're
con-sderably outnumbered and outmuscled by that lot. | wouldn't want to face them outsde these wdls.
Or indde, as the case may be.”

“Pinched nerve and ruptured disk. Few more this and thats. Didn't take much fixing.”

“I'll il require aformd andysis, a thorough work-up. I’'m sure you understand why.”

Shadith sat looking at her hands. There was't redlly any point in picking at her deficiencies. If this
business had taught her anything it was that if she wanted to be fully dive, to fed passonately about
anything, she was going to have to spend a lot of time waking the edge. Might as wel get a start & it.
“I'll be going dong ds0,” she sad. “You'll need me, Marrin, | have credibility with the Eolt. They're
drong and danger-ous, though | admit | find what | know to be true hard to believe when | look a
them.”

“Dangerous?’ The Goés frowned. “How?’

“Stings. Capable of killing a man. Probably other defenses, but no one spoke of those”

“Interesting.”

“They understand quite well their vulnerability so | doubt you'll have any problems.” She stood. “I'll
take your offer of a bath and a nap, Goés Koraka. And you, Marrin, you get to have your body cdls
assayed. Shdl we say leave in three hours?’
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The Eodlt sang as they swept across the land toward the Bakuhl Sea, great crashing chords of sound
that filled the sky and had a practicd purpose as wel since the air sucked in and expelled drove them
even fagter toward thekilling fidld of Mditoéh. They flew high and swift, like golden leucocytes in the air
vens of the world, swdling with the sunlight. A thousand and a thousand Eolt in the Béuchar way of
saying many beyond counting, filling the sky to the horizon and beyond.

When the flikit rose from the Enclave to join the flight, Eolt began converging on it, like birds
mobbing an intruder—until Shadith stood. Hands dutching the top of the windshield, she sang, her voice
soaring, yet tiny againgt the great organ beats of the Eolt. 1t was enough. They knew her and went back



to their sngleminded surge toward the water.

Shadith fdl back into her seet, reached for the water bottle, sucked greedily at the nipple.

Marvin shivered. “ Spooky.” He dapped the accel-erod in dl the way, and the smdl dark flikit lesped
ahead, racing to catch up with the Ealt, then pass the front ranks of the throng.
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Ceam dretched out on the limb, managed to focus the ocular without faling off. He scanned the
mesuch fort, looking for anything that would give hm a due about the seethe of activity ingde. After the
fiing of Dordan-that-was and the crippling of the airwagons, Tech and Drudge had been cdled behind
the wals. The crawlers sat empty and dead in the mountains, the Keteng prison was abandoned. Maybe
[ladrn had pulled off the coup after all. No way of telling. Except ..

Three of the guards came trotting dong the wal and postioned themsdves behind dotted shidds
be-side the gate. A amdl section of the Gate swung open and four mae Drudges sstumped out, one in an
impro-vised harness linked to a crude dedge which bumped dong behind him. Two guards came with
them, clank-ing in armor, heads enclosed in glass, heavy dark weapons cradled in their arms with the
tenderness of men cuddling their first bores.

One of the guards grunted something, Ceam couldn’'t make out the word, but the Drudge in the
harness dropped to a squat and the other three stood hipshot and shoulders rounded while the guard
moved to alarge kerre, burned through the trunk with his cutter.

Ceam folded the ocular, eased it down ingde his shirt, lay very dill, watching the mesuch.

The second guard prowled about, head turning ner-voudy, weapon in his hand. When he heard a
rugtle as some hitty nose twitcher scurried through the leaves, he spun round, dropped into a crouch and
sent a burning beam cutting through the brush. There was a amdl of roasted meat and burned hair. He
went over, kicked the charred carcass and cursed it, then went back to his prowling.

The cut was s0 quick and clean, the tree shivered allittle, but didn't fal over until one of the Drudges
dammed his fig into it. The guard cut the tree in chunks and the Drudges stacked the chunks on the
dedge until they had atdl pile of green, sappy wood.

The other Drudges attached lines to the dedge and with the firg leaning into his harness, they dragged
the piled wood back to the road and into the mesuch fort.

With a grin that threatened his ears, Ceam wriggled backward dong the limb, went dropping down
the tree and ran toward the Fen, the bearer of the best news he could imagine. If the mesuch had to use
wood for heat and cooking and muscle to drag the dedge, Iladrn had done the job. He' d killed the fort.
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“Cursed clear day.” Marrin started into a wide cir-cle round the Kushayt. | suppose they’d know
we're here anyway, the flikit screams at scanners.”

Shadith shifted the viewfidd of the binocs dong the top of the eight-sded wall. “Marrin, at least thirty
guards on patrol down there and they're dl armored. Visors shut. What's going on?’

He looked nervoudy around. The firg Eolt were ariving, moving into a pattern much like his, rigng
and fdling to find the proper windstreams, their mem-branes pulsng as they fed arr through their speaking
sphincters and milled in a thickening cirdle about the kushayt. “Don’t know, but the daughter isfixing to
gart, so I’'m going down. Shadow, set the sunner on widecast, we won't get the armored Chave this
pass, but the others ....”

“Tal on fire, Marrin, remember ther reflexes. Let’'s go.”

Fast as he could take it, Marrin sent the flikit into a duttering, twisting pass over the Kushayt,
recaling the running tactics he'd learned as a boy to get him away from the near lethd teasing of his older
relatives. The moves were ground into his bones and nerves.

As soon as the Chave saw him coming at them, they started shooting; pelets from the heavy duty
projec-tors whined past or grazed the flanks of the flikit, ex-ploding the ingtant they touched.

Screech of tortured metd. Fingernails on date-board tearing.



Blams Earsringing.

Beams from heavy-duty cutters swept past, easier to avoid, but more lethd if they touched. As the
flikit tumbled wildly after an exploson from one of the pd-lets, hdf the rear end went to a beam that
missed the main lifter by a hair.

Fare. Searing. Hest.

Whine of laboring lifters.

Jolting, torsion, thrown againg crashwebs. “Marrin! Get us out of here. It's not working. Out!” He
didn't bother to answer, just sent the flikit in a wavery sweep toward the trees.

Dedfening blast.

Hikit cartwheding down and down.

Roar of emergency rockets, a gasp of steadier flight, then the flikit was plowing into the trees,
crashing, bouncing.

Hnd jolting stop.

Slence dmog panful.

The flikit was upside down and in a steep tilt, the nose crumpled againg the trunk of the large tree
whose branches were supporting it. Shadith was hang-ing head down and, due to the tilt, higher than
Marrin. She fumbled for the catch on the crash web, swore when her fingers touched hot, twisted
composite, swore agan when she heard Marin's catch open with that crigo bright dick of findy
machined parts.

Marrin chuckled. “Stuck?’ He was dinging to the loosened web so he wouldn't fal out of the wreck
before he was ready to leaveit.

“Definitdy. You'll have to cut me loose.” She sghed as she watched him swing his body so he could
get a foothold on the side of the flikit and reach the storage bhins. She started wriggling around to see if
ghe could find a way to get out of the web without waiting for Marrin and his cutter, but adding her
movements to his made the limbs the flikit rested on creak darmingly and the flikit itsdf began to wobble
S0 she stopped that.

“Hah. Got it.”

She heard the creak as he started pulling a bin door open.

“ Pisssyatt!”

Theflikit rocked wildy as he swung back into sight, pushed off again. She heard the clatter and rattle
as the bin emptied itsdf, and the cutters, ropes, medpacs and other objects hit the limbs below, then the
ground.

The qudity of the light was sarting to change, going a deep amber. The man force of the Eolt had
arived.

Marrin got the second bin open and started throw-ing things out of it in what sounded like a bardy
con-trolled panic. When he was finished, the flikit rocked again as he swung back. He grabbed the web,
pushed a cutter through it, then swung away, dropping from limb to limb, usng them to dow him allittle,
but not much. As she pushed the web away from her to get ashot a cutting it, she could hear the pound
of hisfeet as he ran off.

She chuckled. “Not one of your conventiond he-roes, him.”

By the time she'd cut hersdlf loose and got to the ground, he was not only out of sight, but out of
hearing.
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Ceam whigtled a waning to the band fallowing him, flung himsdf behind a smdl bushy slver dudur
and watched the airwagon go careening over the mesuch fort. Whoever they were in there, the Chave
didn't like them, that was sure.

Heruit crept up beside him. “What'n ... what's that?”’

“| figure it has to be the mesuch from Banikoéh, you know, ones Beni told about.”

“Not doing too good, are they.”

“Better them then us”



“You sad it. We were figuring it was going to be easy. | dunno.”

“He s getting out ... asaahhhhh ... right. Ouch. Hit himin the tailfesthers” Ceam winced as he ligened
to the prolonged crashing, the sudden silence. “Figure we ought to go see?’

Heruit didn’'t answer. He' d gotten to his feet and was garing at the sky.

“Ihai! Get down before the mesuch spot you.” Ceam looked up, got to hisfet. “Chd D&”

The sky was 0 thick with Eolt the air itsdf turned gold. And ill they kept coming, swirling in an
im-mense dlent vortex about the mesuch fort, out beyond the reach of the mesuch weapons, round and
round, the eyes you never saw only fdt fixed hard upon the killing folk. Golden anger. Golden hatred
colder than akilling frost.

Sound of feet running.

Ceam wrested his gaze from the spectacle to stare at the man—a stranger with light brown skin and
har like a cabhi’s fleece and a way of moving that said he was very fit and strong. He carried a pdllet
gun, heavy and ugly with a round drum fixed before the stock.

The man glanced a Ceam as he trotted past but said nothing, made no gesture. He was frowning, an
intendty about the way he looked at the mesuch fort that convinced Ceam this was the one in the
arwagon. What he couldn’t manage in the air he was going to try on the ground.

He dropped to one knee suddenly, settled the gun againg his shoulder, went very 4ill, moved his
fore-finger to tap a dark spot rimmed in shiny metd.

The pdlet gun made an odd spitting sound. A harr later there was a loud blam! and one of the
armored mesuch tilted over. Before the last quiver of the sound had faded, he was on his feet again and
trotting off to disappear in the shadows under the trees.

A few moments later Ceam heard another blam!, then a third. As the mesuch on the wadls started
shoot-ing toward the sound, blowing trees apart or diang them up with cutter beams, he grabbed Heruit
who was dill watching the Eolt, tugging him deeper into the trees. “Mesuch shooting & each other,” he
sad. “Themin the fort, they're getting nervous. Anything that moves they’re going to bang away at.”

Heruit rubbed at his eyes. “Maybe you know what you' re talking about.”

“You didn't see hm?’

“Who?’

“The mesuch out of the flier.”

“l was watching Them. Thousands of them, Ceam. Maybe dl the Eolt there are.”

“Chaoy, | know. And madder than wet cats. And they’re going to get killed. Fire in the sky, Heruit.
You want to watch? Me, I'd rather not seeit”
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Standing behind one of the largest of the kerre trees in the strip of woodland, Shadith watched the
two Fior wak off, glanced out at the sky again and the drding Eolt and sighed. Fire in the sky. Goés, |
want it to stop ... they won't listen to me any more now than they did before.

She jumped, caught one of the broad low limbs and pulled hersdf onto it, then climbed higher into the
tree until she was nearly levd with the top of the wall. She straddled the limb, looked through the flutter
of leaves, saw an armored Chav flicker in and out of view as he ran past thefiring dots.

From the shouts and the direction of fire, they were alot more worried about Marrin and hisrifle than
they were about the gathering of the Ealt. She frowned as she tried to figure what she could do to expand
that worry. If her aaility to move amdl objects had a greater range .... She shook her head. Trouble with
that was she had to be dmogt in armreach. The Chave were too far away. She could use the mindride to
gather an army of vermin, there were plenty of smdl lives lying low here in the woodland strip. But she
couldn’t see any way it would be worth trying.

Maybe a cutter might ...

The tree shuddered as a deep, powerful HUM shook the ar around her. The vibration was bearable
a fird, then the intendty increased as the sound grew louder. The Eolt were snging. Thousands and
thou-sands of Eolt were singing a sngle note, the sound focused somehow on the Kushayt, battering at
the stone wadlls, vibrating cracks into them.



The HUM shaking her so badly she could bardly control her hands, her eyes blurring, her body
shiv-ering with it, she managed to scramble from the tree and sumble blindly.

She broke from the wooded strip into an open, culti-vated area, nearly impaing hersdlf on a torn-up
wire fence and fdling on her face into some kind of tuber plant.

When she got to her feet, she found hersdf standing in the middle of a group of dlent Keteng and
Fior, drowning in a pool of hodtility. A stocky gray-haired Fior woman stepped forward, a middle-aged
Denchok just behind her.

“Who are you?’ The Fior had to shout to break through the increasing volume of the HUM.

“l am Shadith, a Harper,” she shouted back. “I came with the Eolt from Chuta Meredd.”

“Ahl”

As the chill around her began to bleed off, the young Fior she' d seen before pushed past the woman.
“Did Danor reach the Vae?’

“Oh yes. He rode with me and Ard Maorgan to a Klobach of the Meruu. It was his grief that
convinced them.” She waved a the throng of Eolt.

“Ahhhhhh.”

The SOUND built and built, then broke off sud-denly. Wave on wave the Eolt dived at the Kushayt.

And died. Firein the sky.

Despite the fire, some Eolt reached the wdls. Pairs of them seized Chave guards and carried them
high. And let them fdl to crack open on the earth. Those Chave that survived this were taken up again,
carried out over the Bakhul Sea and dropped to drown there.

Wave on wave, the Eolt dived and died.

One by one the Chave guards died.

Until the walls and watchtowers were free of them, the few I&ft retregting into the buildings where the
Edlt couldn’t reach them.

And the fire died from the sky.

Theamdl amy of For and Keteng waiting in the tuber fidd shouted their triumph, swarmed through
the woods and over the walls. They died dso as they pried the lagt of the Chave from their holes, one,
two, 9x or seven a atime, but by sundown there were no more Chave dive on Béuchad.
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“... 90 the attack is over now, the Kushayt cleaned out.”

Marrin was stting in the wrack of branches and leaves at the base of the tree where the flikit was ill
balanced precarioudy overhead, taking into the com. He looked up when he saw Shadith coming
through the trees, nodded somberly and continued with his report. “How many dead? Maybe in the
thousands for the Eolt, as to the others ....”

Shadith said, “Ffty-nine”

“Shadow says fifty-nine Keteng and For dead from the cleanup.”

Shadith dug into the branches and lifted the harp-case she'd hidden there, dung the Strap over her
shoulder. Then stopped, gppalled at what she heard coming over the com.

“... too bad. All those desaths redly weren't necessary.”

Marrin's face paled. “What! What do you mean, Goés Koraka?’

Shadith came to knedl beside him, her hand on his shoulder.

The smdl voice spoke again, cdm and musing in a way that brought the hairs up on her spine. She
closed her fingers tighter, fdt Marrin wince, took her hand away.

“| tried to get hold of you, but | couldn’t get an answer. We got a cdl here about an hour and a hdf
ago. From the Chave docking dation. It was the High-born Genree ni Jlet in a panic. The docking
dation’s kephaos was going insane, the argrav was turning le-thd, they didn’t know when or where it
would dip to nothing or max out on them, crushing whoever hap-pened to be standing in the wrong
place. And the life support systems were shutting down. He wanted us to come get him and the others”
The Goés's voice vi-brated with maidous glee. “He didn't want to tdl me why dl this was happening,



but | wasn't about to put my people in harm’'s way s0 he had to convince me it wasn't a trap.” He
started taking faster, the words pouring out of him as he relished the tdling of his enemy’s humiliation.

“The Ykkuva made a pet out of one of the locas, one of those harp players like the one we dedlt
with. Thought he was tame and harmless. Well, the harm-less pet picked the moment when the Ykkuva
was linked to the kephdos to shove a poison dart in his neck and toss some sort of spores to
contaminate the circuits. Even the fud cdlls were corrupted. Every-thing went blam. The techs cleaned
the kephal os up and got it running again, Genree took over and had the Security chief shot for negligence.
Then things started bresking down again, so he and the other high-born took off to the Docking Station
where they could be comfortable, forgetting, | suppose, if they ever knew it, that it was Chave palicy to
keep the gation daved to the downside kephaos.

“They're down here now, not liking it much, but dive. All the locals had to do was starve the Chave
out, they wouldn't last long with no power and not much food. It's too bad we missed connections.
You're hard on flikits, Aide” He was dmost ggding now, he was enjoying this so much. “I'll send
another for you and the Harper. | hope you don't mind if | ingst my pilot do the flying”
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In the blaze from Béluchad' s sarfidd the ceremony for the dead began.

Marrin sat on the crumbling Kushayt wal with a Ridaar remote fleking the scene, while Shadith
moved into the middle of the white ceramic landing pad, stood with head back, her harp a her feet, the
case trandformed, her deeves ripped off, and her arams held out from her bodly.

Snging in muted mode the Eolt swarmed overhead, dipping to brush her with ther spesaking
tentacles, sending shudders of pain/joy through her body at the touch, sharing with her infinitesmd bits of
Edlt energy.

She sttled hersdf on the transformed case, took up the harp and touched the strings, searching for
the song that would gether the grief and say it for dl of them. There were no Ards here, bonded in Sdll;
shewas dl they had.

This great death by fire became for her the death of her homeworld which was aso a death by fire
when Shaydin's sun went nova. It was red for her for the first timein the twenty millenniasince she'd got
word her home was gone. Her eyes filled with tears and she wept, grief for Shayain mingled with grief
for the desth of the Eolt. For them and for hersdf, she played the Death Song the Weavers of Shaydin
mede for their own.

The Eolt sang, blending their great voices around her amdl one.

The Fior and Keteng kndlt beside the bundles of their dead and listened to the Requiem.

And Marrin recorded it, his face grim with anger, grief and regret.
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Shadith stood on the beach watching the sarlit shapes of the Eolt drifting away, north south east west
riding the winds to the places they’ d come from. She started at a touch on her shoulder, looked around.
Marrin.

“It stimeto go,” he said. “Theflikit's here”

Epilogue

Harpcase on the platform beside her, Shadith stood looking out over the mirrored city, watching
wearily the glory that was sunset on Helvetia Light in crimson and gold ran like water dong the dippery
surfaces, flickered eraticaly off shattered diamante wals, was thrown in fire spears mirror to mirror,
mirror on mir-ror on the walls of the costliest city in known space, mirror mirror everywhere, spears of
gold, spears of blood, going here, going there as the mirrors changed their inclination. Gradualy muting as
the sky turned purple then darkened further to indigo.

“From a battle that didn’'t need to happen to afizzein court.”

Adan turned from the city, dropped a hand on Shadith’s arm. “Not redly, Shadow. Helvetia set their



grip on Chandava Minerds where itll hurt the most. Blood money to Yaraka Pharmaceuticals.
Endanger-ment recompense to Universty for the Endowment. And Chandava is barred from Universty
for ten years. Those aren't gmdl things” She amiled. “Something you don't know. An hour ago the
Regent’s Rep got me to a privacy dcove and gave me some messages. First, you get your stock. Two
shares, not one. And the Regents are putting a commendation on your re-cord. And Burya Moy says get
your tal back home, he's seen the flake of the Eolt Requiem and he wants you working on a polished
verson soonest.”

Shadith watched the colors start to glow in the Darklands. University pulled at her for a moment, but
only a moment, because she' d been happy there. No more. Béuchad had taught her that. Music was as
necessary as breathing, but it wasn't enough to fill her life “No,” she sad. “When | get back from
Quae€'s place, I'm going to work for Dighby. It's dl arranged.” She lisgened. “That’'s my shuttle. Thanks,
Adan. You did me a favor when you brought me to Béluchad. Greet Maorgan for me when you go
back, tdl hm | may drop by again one day to hear the songs he's made.”

She worked the strap of the harpcase over her shoulder and walked away without looking back.



