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The Ultimate Entertainment ...

Y syl blinked, looked into the wide eyes of the child. Not innocent eyes. Zot had aready seen more
of the evil that people do to each other than any child should.

Holoas swooped at her, whispered in her ears. Watch the rape and murder of a nomad tribe.
Harnke' s Picture Palace has it all. See the secret or-gies of the White Brothers. Harnke's Picture
Palace has senseamund, you'll have every sensation as if it were you in the white robe. Learn
what the Bond Ssters do in the heart of their Enclosure. Things s0 secret and perverse you won't
believe your senses. Harnke's Picture Palace has group moms or private viewing, whichever you
prefer. Watch the torture and eating of an Impix anya. Bring a friend or meet a stranger with your
tastes. Who knows what might come of it—.

“There are things a lot worse than being bored, Zot. And if you go where you don’'t have friends,
you're going to find them. Red fagt.”

Zot's eyes went wide, then she amiled.

It was easy enough to read what was going through her head.

Not me. Wouldn’t happen to me. | been around, not like some dumb femlit never been out of
the mountains.

Y eyl shook her head, but said nothing. Pain and loath-ing were the only teachers for some lessons.
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From the Egg al things arise

Chapter 1

1. In the city Khokuhl

And now, for all you lovers out there, Bashar’s Lament.

Isaho leaned her head againg the radio so that her fa-ther’ s voice vibrated in the bone. Thann looked
up from the sweater xe was knitting as x€'s thinta picked up the child's reaction. Isaho didn't fuss, but
gnce she'd seen her brother Keleen die, shot through the head by a snip-er’s pelet, she'd gone very
quiet and dingy, worrying ev-ery time one of her parents went out without her. Hearing her father
announcing the music assured her that he was il dive.

“Love in the daylight is sad, Ammery
Qiling our passions when our anya is gone
It is done, it is done, Ammery

Where has xe run, our gold Amizad?

Love in the darkness is sad, Ammety ....”

When a shdl from one of the mountain guns crashed through the hulk next door, Bazekiyl started and
pricked her finger, jerking it away from the shirt she was sawing so the blood wouldn't stain the cloth.

Thann dropped the sweater and hurried to 1saho, taking her hand, whisling soft encouragement to
her. To x€' s fembond xe sgned with her free hand usng abbreviated gestures, +It didn’t hit anyone this
time+



Bazekiyl shivered, wrapped her finger in a grip of rag. “You're sure, Thanny? Sometimes squatters

+I’'m sure.+ Xe brushed the har off 1saho’'s wide brow, sghed as the femlit cuddled againgt her.
X€e d been 0 frightened for so long, xe fet only a vague rdief that the shdl had missed their building,
could bardly sense a reac-tion in x€'s family to the eerie whidle of the shdls and the blast when they
exploded.

There was a second crash-boom, a third, then slence and a plume of dust drifting past the window,
past glass miraculoudy uncracked after years of near misses.

In the middle of the new slence there was a rhythmic rattle a the door. Isaho pulled awvay from
Thann and rushed to push the bar out of its hooks. She jumped back as her father’s shoulder shoved it
open.

Mandal camein quickly, aggering under the weight of the sack he was carrying.

Thann shoved the door quickly shut, dapped the bar home, then turned and sgned to Isaho to bring
her father the homecoming water. Xe snugged againg x€' s malbond, basking in the waves of wel-being
that rolled off Mandall, the sudden burgt of joy from Isaho, the quieter pleasure from Bazekiyl as she set
the shirt asde and came to give Mandal a welcoming nuzzle. So much better. For the moment the war
was pushed back and the family was dmost whole again.

Isaho came from the room they’d set up as a kitchen, waking dowly, eyes intent on the glass she
held with both hands. It had an inch of water in it, clear water with-out sediment, drawn carefully from
the top of the cigern Mandal and his cousin had built from scraps of tin, sal-vaged lumber, and pipe
when the water plant had fdlen to the mountain guns and every drop had to be carried from the city
springs.

“A glass for coming home, Baba.” She glanced toward

Thann, who sgned xe's approval, then smiled shyly up at her father.

He bowed with grave courtesy, Spped at the water. “Water shared iswater blessed.” He handed the
glass to Bazekiyl.

“Water shared makes a home though there be no roof on it.” She sipped, handed the glass to Thann.

Thann sgned, +Water shared is a bond given by God.+ Xe passed the glass to Isaho.

The child drank the swallow |eft. “Water shared makes the circle whole”

Isaho sidled up to her Baba and leaned againg him as he worked the knot loose and opened the
sack. He patted her absently, went on taking as he worked. “Juwdlan’s oldest mdlit Luzh stumbled
across away into an old gro-cery store when he was digging around for wood. Didn’'t want it to get out,
s0 that's why Juwdlan sad it was a wood hunt when he cdled me a work. We got most of the food
cleared out and stowed away before a scout from the Zendida Clan spotted us. More than food, too. |
got some spoals of thread and some needles for you, Bazhy, hammer and nails for me. Ahh, that doesiit.”

He spread the mouth of the sack open, began taking out cans of fruit and vegetables, setting them on
the floor. “Thann, if you and Shashi can trot these into the pan—

Bazekiyl kndt, hdped Isaho fill her arms. *.’ That's enough for now, Shashi, you know where they
go. Ddl, the Zendidas ... was there trouble?”

“No. We had the best of what was there dready, so we left and et them haveit.” He grinned. “And |
got thisjust for you, Bazhy.”

Thann saw her face change as Mandal reached into the bag and pulled out a wide ribbon, so soft
and smooth it seemed to ding to her fingers. It was a pae blue the exact shade of her eyes.

Xe touched the egg in x€'s pouch, fet the babbit soquirming and shifting about ingde the legthery shell.

Maybe there' d be another to keep it company. Xe liked the thought of that. The egg was nearly
ready for hatch-ing; which meant that al too soon xe€'d lose the pouch bond and the comfort of that
wriggling weight. Just as Isaho dung to her father now, so Thann saw xesdf ding-ing to the egg and the
suckling that would live in xe's pouch for another year, atiny piece of joy and sanity in the chaos their
lives had become. Xe watched and lis-tened, one hand on the tiny bulge a xe's middle.

The moment shattered as a shdll crashed outside, closer then the others. The floor and walls shook



wheniit blew.

Isaho came running from the pantry and flung hersdf againgt her father. Bazekiyl reached out to draw
Thann closer, and the four of them huddled in atight knot wait-ing for the next shell.

The sllence went on as the light coming through the ill unbroken window panes darkened and the
room filled with shadows. The mountain guns were modly S-lent at night.

Bazekiyl stirred. 1 think that's dl for a while” She eased hersdf free from her bondmates, crawled
to the window, and pulled down the blackout curtain. “They must have gotten a new supply of shdls
from the smug-glers.” She tugged the blind fight, clicked the hooks at the lower corners through the eyes
screwed into the wood of the wadll, then groped about for the candle lamp. *Y ou know how wagteful they
are when that happens.” A flare from a match lit her face from below, then the candle was burning. She
fitted the chimney down around it. “ Shashi, bring me the other lamps, will you? Then well start fix-ing
dinner.”

* % %

Thann gestured, and Isaho pushed her chair back as quietly as she could manage and stood to sng
grace for the medl.

Before she was ready, a nightbird, a weh-weleh, sang its three note courting song. It was a good
omen. Bazekiyl laughed and snapped thumb againg forefinger, Mandal clapped his hands, and Thann
whistled a soft breathy ap-preciation.

Isaho giggled. Then she crossed her hands over her heart and sang, “Part of the stream of dl that
lives/Part of the bounty the Living God gives'We come from earth, to earth we go/From God to God our
lives do flow.” She had a strong true voice that sounded older than her amdl count of years, deven
amog twelve,

Bazekiyl closed her hand tight about Thann's. Xe re-turned the pressure and swalowed a Sgh at this
reminder of what might have been before this God-cursed war be-gan. If 1saho were trained, they both
knew she would be one of the great sngers. There was no chance of that. Not now. No teachers, no
theaters, only the radio and maybe a chance of cdandestine songwires passed from hand to hand, the
promise in the voice, but unfulfilled. Back when Isaho was gill in shell, they'd had alot of dreams for her.
No more. Saying dive was about dl there was.

“Shashi and Thann and | went over to Cousn Fokoza's for tea” Bazekiyl dipped a kadik on
Isaho’s plate, athin pancake rolled around chopped up meat and greens in a cream sauce. “Want some
fruit on it, Shashi? Cousn Mikil, you know, the one that bonded into Yiswayo Clan, anyway she was
sying her malbond was caught by a seven md phela out looking for ablebodies, they wanted to make up
to nine and they wouldn't ligen when he said his anyabond was bedbound and needed him, Dall, you
be careful when you go out, | don't know whét ... what was | saying.” She spooned fruit in thickened
juice over the kadik and moved around the table to Thann. “Oh. Yes. He dipped his leash after they'd
been on the river a cou-ple of days, he knew they wouldn't chase after im be-cause there was this Pixa
phela that was coming to river and they meant to ambush it and they didn't have a lot of time to get
ready, anyway he came across this peddier on his way back here” She smoothed her hand dong
Thann's shoulder, smiled when Thann sgned that xe didn't want any fruit; xe didn't like sweet things.
“Ped-dler was tdling him about the Holy City,, said even the Pixa don't bother folk there. Said the peace
was some-thing you wouldn't believe” She finished serving Manddl, rubbed the back of her hand
agang his cheek, and carried the platter to her own place. “If you'll pour the tea, Ddl.”

Thann kept an eye on Isaho while xe listened to x€'s bondmates chattering on about the day, playing
dream-games about Lingjin. Xe could see no way of crossing the whole continent to get there, not with
Impix and Pixa phelas roaming about, hunting each other and killing any-thing that moved. But dreams
were dl they had right now and would have any time ahead as far as xe could see—xe and Bazekiyl and
Mandal and Isaho and the nameess egg in xe's pouch.

And it was the same for dl the Impix who lived out the wrecks of their livesin this wreck of a city.
Whole famrilies and broken families, traders twiding a dangerous liv-ing as they scurried through the



shadows of war, Brothers of God who were supposed to be untouchable, but who died, too, even when
they came to bless, as did the fen Sigters in Godbond who tried to mediate between the dlans and the
Anyas of Mercy who cared for the orphans and tended the sick and dying. Xe looked at the blue rib-bon
tied in Bazekiyl’ sfine black har and sighed. Small pleasures. Maybe they’re enough.

Isaho had finished dll the fruit and the glass of canned milk from Mandall’s trove and had just a few
bites of kedik left; she was pushing them around with her fork, her eyes so heavy with deep it was
obvious she didn’t know what she was doing.

Thann dipped from x€'s chair, moved around the table. Xe tapped Isaho’s arm, dgned, +That's
good enough, Shashi. Timefor bed.+

Isaho’s mouth moved and Thann thought for a moment she was going to protest, then she leaned
heavily into the anya, yawned and murmured, “ Carry me?’

+A big femlit like you+ Xe finished with the flutter of the fingers that was anya laughter. Then xe did
xe€s ams under Isaho’s legs and lifted her from the chair. It wouldn't be long before xe's baby was
indeed too hig for xe to carry and the thought pierced xe to the heart.

Isaho’s pallet wasin the pantry which had been a walk-in refrigerator before Mandal had taken the
door off. It was the safest place in the apartment.

They lived on the second floor of a five-floor building that once had been a fancy hotd, most of
which was rub-ble now; ther rooms werein the back of the hotdl’s restaurant—one of the private dining
rooms, a piece of the kitchen, a bathroom whose toilet ill flushed when Manddl poured the dirty
dishwasher or bathwater into the tank, the old refrigerator and the laundry room which Manddl,
Bazekiyl, and Thann used as their bedroom.

There was a candle burning by the snk in the kitchen and another in the pantry. Thann settled Isaho
on the straw pdlet, fetched a basin with a bit of water, washed her face and hands. +Now+ she sgned.
+Get yoursdlf un-dressed while | fetch your toothbrush.+

“Ahhh, Thannny, I’'m s000 deepy. | can brush in the morning.”

Thann gave a short sharp whidtle, then sgned, +And dl night little bugs will be digging at your teeth
and when you're trying to amile at amadlit or an anydlit, dl you'll have left are gums+

“Madlits, hunh.”

Thann tapped her cheek, grinned at her, and went out.

Asxe got aglass of water and the toothbrush, xe could hear Bazekiyl and Manddl dill taking. There
was that in the sound of ther voices that made body parts soften and swell. Xe glanced through the door.

Bazekiyl took the blue ribbon from her hair and passed it through her fingers ... her head close to
Manddl’s, her cheeks flushed, alittle amile on her face ... winding the ribbon through and through her
fingers Thann's thinta heated with the fed of xe's fembond loving the slky dide againgt her skin ....

Xe hurried back to Isaho, impatient suddenly with the child’s demands on xe.

While Isaho brushed her teeth, xe it the nightlight, a dow burning candle in a glass bowl, and st it
near the door. Xe took the brush, so Isaho could rinse her mouth and spit the foamy water into a waste
water bowl. Xe dropped the brush in the bowl and set them aside, pulled the blankets up and tucked
them around the child, touched her lips with a reminding forefinger, then touched hands with her as they
went through the nightprayers they’ d signed together since Isaho was old enough to learn what the sgns
meant.

As xe bent over the drowsy child to give her the night kiss, the floor shook under xe and there was a
desfening explosion, then arattle as the wals of ther placefdl in.

“Babal” Isaho pulled away from Thann and scrambled to her feet. “Mam!”

Thann caught her, tried to push her back down on the palet, but Isaho broke free again and ran from
the pantry.

By the time Thann reached her again, she was digging franticaly at the pile of bricks and debris just
ingde the dining room door, grunting, snuffling, crying, caling

Mam and Baba over and over, cdling her dead brother, making the dust and bricks fly like a little
chd digging in amound of rock and earth for the mayomayo hiding there.



Thann stopped, stared through the door at the child, at the poufs of dust 4ill floating in the air. A
brick fdl from the outsde wal, smashed one of the windowpanes that ten years of war hadn’t broken.
Xe could see the sky, Phosis fattening crescent visble through the vells of dust and the glowing wander
of the Sikflower Road where stars were so thick the eye couldn’t separate them. And the tal of the
congdlation cdled Mayomayo &fter the lit-tle beast that the first Isging had chased into the Sky. A
shadow glided past, a weh-weleh on the hunt, maybe even the one thet prefaced Isaho’'s song ...

They're dead. They're under all that. They're dead. Xe looked down. Isaho's digging had
uncovered a patch of blue.

Bazekiyl winding the ribbon through her fingers ... round and round her long delicate fingers
... Isaho mustn’t see this. She mustn't ...

Thann caught hold of xe€' s daughter and pulled her away from her frantic digging. The child fought xe,
but xe hed her until she findly stopped sruggling and started crying, her dight body shaking with the
intengty of her sobs. Xe held the child tightly againgt xe—leaning againg the wal because x€'s legs
wouldn't support xe—the inner wall, the one dill ganding—it shuddered againg xe, a-most like 1saho,
as the pounding went on and on.

Isaho’ s ragged breathing steadied as exhaugtion settled like a blanket over her.

When she dropped into a child's sudden deep, Thann lifted her and carried her back to her palet
and lad her there while xe used the water in the spit cup to clean the dust and blood off her hands.

Xe tucked the blankets around her, then went back to the dining room to continue Isaho’s digging
because there was some faint chance that one or the other of xe's bondmates was ill dive, protected by
the table or some vagary of thefdling wdls.

Xe uncovered Bazekiyl's hand, flattened and broken yet dill lovely, pae gray-green, smooth as the
bark of adlk tree, dmog as soft as Isaho’'s baby skin. Xe pulled the ribbon free, kndt weeping and
raling it into a tight cylinder. Because xe couldn’'t bear to dig any more, not right then, xe took the ribbon
to the old refrigerator, set it an one of the shelves, and stood looking down at her daughter. Xe was the
lat dive of x€'s cdlan and everyone xe knew had little room in their lives for anyone dse. Xe didn’t know
whet to do.

Isaho’s face was relaxed, her bresthing dow and deep, but she was arying as she dept, tears seeping
past her short thick lashes, diding down the sides of her face to wet her pillow.

Thann went back to digging.

When xe uncovered Mandal’s head, x€' s last hope died. Xe bent and kissed the matted brown crest
har fal-ing over his ear, the only place xe could bear to touch, then began covering him again.

Xe d dmog finished when a sound brought xe swivd-ing around, a piece of broken brick in x€'s
hand.

Isaho. The ribbon was tied in her hair, abig awkward ugly bow. She was looking out past the pile of
rubble, not seeing it because she was seeing something ese, though what it was Thann couldn’t guess.
Xé sthinta read an-guish driven so deep it was dmost not there—and over the top of it was a frightening
eagerness, a need that reached out and covered over everything like the devour-ing iscabu weed that
was edting Khokuhl dmogt as fagt as the shells were destroyed the city.

“Lingjin,” Isaho said suddenly. “Mam and Baba and

Keleen, they’ve gone to Lingjin. We have to go find them, Anya meami. Soon as it gets light, we
have to go.”

2. In the Mountains of God

The Heka's Shawl drawn tight about her shoulders againg the evening chill, Wintshiken sat on her
leather cushion and watched the remnant of her ixis moving about the stopping ground, setting up tents,
the mdlits and femlits fetching down-wood and maphik droppings for the fires, hauling water for the
maphiks that pulled the wagon and the three skinny milkers that was dl they had Ieft of the Shishim herd.
Her anyabond Zdl kndlt beside her, ebow on her knee.

“When it started, | was fierce for the war,” Wintshikan whispered.

+l know.+ Zd|I's hand traced out the 9gns on Wintshikan's thigh.



“The Impix were doing evil in God' s sight, dirtying the land and ar and water.”

+Yes+

“| thought we' d teach them the Right Way and with God and the Prophet guiding our hands, it would
be soon over and things would be right again.”

Zdl 9ghed and stroked her hand dong Wintshikan's thigh, x€'s fingers eoquent in the gentleness of
thar touch.

Shishim Ixis was camped here, in the hills above Shaeywa, when word came of the Impix marching
into the mountains to build therr filthy smdters and claw away God's flesh in their hunt for iron ores that
they might go on in ther blagphemous ways, destroying One's body, seding On€e's blessings from ther
own grandchildren. And there on the Medting Ground of Shdeywa the Hekas of dl the Ixin and the
Elders of the Pixa came together to declare Holy War. The Heka Wintshikan was strong in her loathing
and sure of her rightness, impatient with the doubters and proud beyond pride when her mate Ahhuhl
was firg among the swell of volunteers to take arms.

It was here, in the hills above Shdeywa, that Ahhuhl lay for the lagt timein the arms of Wintshikan
and Zdl, his bondmates.

He was dead before leavesfdl in the firgd War Winter.

It was her habit, when the Shishim Round brought her back to this stopping place, to spend her days
in thoughts of God and her nights in contemplation of the occur-rences of War, mourning her mabond
and her only son who followed hisfather to God's Arms the yeer &fter.

She heard Zdl hiss, then lifted her head and saw Luca come gralling into camp, her face sullen, her
bare feet filthy from tramping off-trail. “Bhosh! | wish | knew what got into that fem.” She lifted her
hands, cracked them together. “Luca, get over here. Now.”

Luca was the youngest of the ixis ferns, moody and se-cretive, refusing to keep the Right Way. She
came late to Praise and stayed at the edge of the group, hovering there as if she were readying hersdf to
run at the firg break she got. She wouldn't learn the Sayings, wouldn't join her heart to the heart of the
ixis wouldn't take an anyabond though she lay with any md who'd have her. She didn’'t come out and
sy she refused to give a child to the ixis, but it was in her eyes and in her deeds. She hunched her
shoulders as she answered the Heka' s summons, not quite daring—yet—to refuse to answer it.

“Why do you take your tent into the trees away from us when you' ve been told again and again that
your placeisin the heart?’

Luca shrugged, dug at the ground with the toe of her foot.

“If you find thisixis unbearable, though we would sorely miss you, Luca, | will speak at the Mesting
Ground and find another for you.”

Luca s mouth tightened, her throat worked asif the words she' d swalowed for months and yet more
months were fighting to find a way out of her. In the end, she sad only, “It doesn’'t matter, does it.
They'redl the same”

Wintshikan pressed her lips together; it was a moment before she could speak. “I'll think on that,”
ghe sad. “In the meantime, raise your tent where it belongs, or wewill do it for you.”

She watched the fern stalk off, anger putting energy into her walk.

“Ah, Zdl, do you see the world fdling apart? | do. Thereé's no joy I€ft in the Way. It's like a shirt
that’s been washed too often, only afew threads holding it together.”

“So sayeth the Prophet,” Wintshikan sang as the Praise began. “Regoice in the Land for it is God's
Flesh given for your pleasure.”

“Regoice” theixis sang back to her, the anyas whistling and sgning—an uncertain thin sound with dl
the mds gone except Oldma Yancik and Blind Bukh. Ten ferns (it should have been eeven, but Luca
waan't there), seven anyas, two very young mdlits and three femlits

“So sayeth the Prophet,” Wintshikan sang. “Touch the land lightly, for it is God' s Flesh given for your
Suste-nance.”

“Lightly,” the ixis sang back to her.

“So sayeth the ....” She broke off as a band of Pixa mas came dliding into the firdight, nine of them;



they moved into the cirdle of ferns, ignoring her and the Praise. A Pixa phela but no one she knew, led by
amd with a thumb missng and angry red scars on his face.

He set hishand on Xaca s shoulder. “Where' s your tent?”

Wintshikan was shaking with anger. The phelas that had come by before had been perfunctory with
pleasant-ries, but none so unrighteous as to break into a Praise or expect the ixis ferns to spread their
legs without the cour-tesy of choice. “You are unGodly,” she said, her voice coming out strong and full,
powered by the anger in her. “Step back and let usfinish.”

He stared a her a moment, and she grew frightened when she saw there was no soul behind his eyes.
He turned his back on her. “You want it here,” he told Xaca, “*sdl right with me.”

In the flickering firdight, Xaca's face drained of color. Trembling, she got to her feet. “No. I’'m not an
animd.” Her voice shook as she said it, and she wouldn't look a him. She walked ahead of him to her
tent a the edge of the trees and went ingde, ill without spesking. She gave him no blanket blessing,
tdling him without words that she was unwilling.

Nyen, Patd, dl the ferns except the missng Luca and old Yaposh went with varying degrees of
reluctance into the tents with the mds of the Phela. The anyas huddled together around the children,
holding them slent and 4ill, Slent themsealves as dways, shuddering under the waves of emaotion amplified
for them by the thinta that was ther blessng and curse. Oldmd Yancik stared at the ground, and Blind
Bukh waited with stolid patience for the Praise to go on.

Wintshikan closed her eyes a moment, tried to gather serenity around her like the Shawl, but she
could not. For the children, she thought. We have to finish for the chil-dren’s sake. She cleared her
throat, managed a amile as Zd!'sfingers closed briefly round hers. “So sayeth the Prophet ...” she sang.

When the phela had gone, Zdl pushed the flap aside and ducked into the tent. Xe sgned, +They are
gone,+ then knedt beside Wintshikan and leaned on her thigh, looking down at the cards spread on the
slk scarf, two in the top row, three in the middle, one on the bottom. +Change?+

Wintshikan sighed. “So it seems. | haven't tried the reading yet. Hold my hand and look with me.”

She touched the bottom card with a fingertip, mur-mured, “From the Egg dl things arise” The card
was a diff leather rectangle painted white with an ovd drawn by one sweep of a brush, set indde a thin
blackline box with the number glyph for one at the top, a saying from the Prophet printed at the bottom,
the whole varnished with a clear shiny substance. “A new thing arises and only God can judge whether it
isfor good or ill.”

She touched the firgt card in the second row. “Here are the determinants that mark the days ahead.”
Ingde the blackline box was a thick jagged line with arrow points on both ends and the glyph for nine.

“Lightning is God' s Fire, both joining and sundering, illuminating and destroying.”

She touched the second card, an inverted U drawn with one quick sweep of the brush by the long
dead painter who'd made the cards; at the top was the glyph for ax. “Mountain and fern, nurture and life,
dahility and the handing on of the Right Way.” The third card in this mid-dle row showed an ovd like the
firg, but this was one filled with black. Glyph twenty-four. “Death. The end and the beginning.”

She contemplated the row for a moment, then she shook her head. “Each Sgn is a contradiction of
the oth-ers. | see only confuson not direction.”

Zd| patted her thigh.

“Yes. Fnish the firg scan, then try to sort.” She moved her finger to the lefthand card in the top row.
“These are guides to direct us to the Right Path.” Three verticd lines, the 9gn of the tribond,
ma-femranya. Glyph three. “As God is All and In dl things, so should the Three be one, cherishing
difference and celebrating oneness. | fed this as arebuke. | have Ieft the Right Path and must return. | am
Heka and have led my own astray.”

Zd| pinched her, shook x€'s head, pointed at the last card.

Wintshiken moved her fmger, touched the card. Two verticd strokes with a third across the top,
joining them. Posts and lintd. The Gateway. Glyph twelve. “The sgn in the middle that looks two ways.”

She contemplated the layout for severd more minutes, findly shaking her own head. “All | can take
from this is that we are on the edge of something, waking the balance between good and evil. And we



mugt be wisein our choices.” She gathered the cards and folded the scarf around them, replacing them in
the bone box the Painter had made for them,

+Y ou think of going hohekil 2+

“l helped stone Raxd when he went hohekil, | cadled hm a deserter and abandoned of God. I've
cursed hohekil at the Medting Ground. I’'ve roared with the others to drown out their words. | never
listened to them when they tried to tdl usdl that we' d chosen the wrong road, that thisis not God's war,
but ours” She rubbed her hands across her face. “Why ign't anything clear and smple any more? Yes.
I'm very close to ganding before the ixis tak-ing off the Heka s Shawl and saying to them ‘stone me if
you mus, but | turn my back on the war and walk away.””

+l am glad. My heart for thiswar died with our son.+ “You never said.”

+What use are words? | could not leave you and | didn’t wish to add to your grief, Wintashi.+

A scream broke into the slence of the camp. Zdl paused to gather up the card box and dip it into
x€'s pouch, then ducked past the tent flap.

Luca stood by the embers of the fire, wild-eyed and panting. “Get away,” she shrieked, “They're
coming, Impix are coming, | saw them, they’re following that phe ...” There was a shot out of the dark
behind her, a sudden lesk of blood darkening her deeve. She dived away, scrambled on hands and
knees into the shadow under the trees.

Then there were Impixa everywhere, ydling and shoot-ing ....

3. Thethief

Thethief stared at the smuggler she'd tried to kill.

Yyl was smdl and dight, little larger than an anya and dmogt as dark. Her face was thin and the
color of late year leaves, amix of green and brown, her fine long har aso greenish brown; ordinaily it
was braided tightly, but the smuggler had pulled it loose when he searched her for wegpons.

She'd dipped dl his traps but the last, was caught in a sticky web she couldn’'t see or fight; it moved
with her when she moved, held her with an unrdenting gentleness that she found more frightening than
thrests or pain.

She watched the smuggler as he finished unloading his shipment of ammo for the mountain guns
above Khokuhl, black thoughts surging through her head, despair chilling her. How many more dead,
how much more destruction? She was Pixa, but it'd stopped mattering a long time ago which side killed
the other. She no longer believed in God nor cared what the Prophet said. And she knew she was not
exactly sane these days. That didn’'t matter. She'd stalked and killed nine smugglers before this one, and
if she could figure away to get a him, she’'d add him to her lig.

He was an odd creature, like nothing she'd seen before, not much taler than she was, with fur like
sooty plush covering dl visble parts of his body induding his face, mobile round ears set high on his
head, eyes like pools of mdted slver with pointed pupils. His ship was like him, deek and black, with
something about the paint that made it hard to see even on such a bright day as this was turn-ing out to
be.

She tried again to gain some ease in the invisble web, looked up, and met that enigmatic Slver gaze.
Why was he keeping her dive? That niggled at her, disturbed her concentration. Anyone with a grain of
sense and the fire-power he controlled would have ashed her the minute she tripped the trap.

He st the flare to let the Pixa gunners know where to find the load, swung the crane around and
dropped a net beside her. When he got close enough, she could hear him singing something that—ached
her ears with its scratchy fasetto. He lifted what looked like a amdl rock from a cairn beside three
bushes, tossed it in the air, caught it, then tucked it in a pocket of the broad bet he wore about his
narrow middle. He spread the net out, tipped her into it, pulled it tight around her.

A moment later the crane lifted her into the hold of the ship.

Alonein that dark place, drowning in a sea of sour amells, she fdt a shudder, a dight pressure, then
nothing—or rather, nothing but a Sound that vibrated in the center of her bones.



That stone. Whatever. That was the control. He set it in a niche by the door. Door. Sphincter.
Shat him out of here. God curse ... focus, Yseyl . fedl it ... fed ... “Ali!”

The stone was a hat little bit of business, but she' d handled worse getting to the other smugglers. The
only reason she'd fdlen this time was the cleverness of the furman. He'd set out more obvious traps to
herd her to this one and left it quiescent until it was triggered by the shutting down of the rest. It had her
before she could identify the source. If I manage to get out of this, I'll have to sniff around more ....

Y sgyl shook off anger and began reading the forcdines in the contral. It was dippery, shifting with
every touch, like trying to pick up a bead of mercury. Someone knew about mind fingers and what they
could do. The thought chilled her, but she pushed it away and concentrated on finding the force knot that
marked the shutoff.

After awnhile that her heartbeat told her was dmogt an hour, she twesked a fine hot ling, twisted
another, there was a amdl pop and a sndl—and she was free—and fdl-ing over as her musces
Spasmed.

As ghe got to her fest, lights came on in the hold and a voice with aligp and drawn out vowels spoke
to her. “Remarkable. Adearis swore even the ps-talented couldn’t defeet that web.”

“What do you want? Why did you ... 7’

“Capture you ingtead of killing you? Come tak to me. I’ve got a proposition for you.”

“Havel achoice?’

“Not redly. If | can't get vaue for you one way, | will another. There are places that buy people like
you and play with them.”

“I would die first. After | kill you.”

“Yes. I'm sure you would. Number ten on your list, hm? I'd rather not test your skillsin that area if
you don’'t mind. You don't like the war, do you?’

“l don't like arms dedlers”

“Nor do I, sweet assasdn. It's not a professon I'd have chosen if 1 had any choice in the matter.
How'd you like to put holesin that Fence?’

“What do you think? And why trap me?’

A weary sgh. “Because | want out from under. | want to buy my contract. To do that | need a thief
who can pass through security like a ghogt. You.”

“l see” Ysgyl found that she believed him, primarily because she could think of no other reason for
what he/ d done. “Vumah vumay, I'll ligen.”

“Follow the lights”

Yyl stepped from twilight into brightness. The furman sat in a large amchair facing the door
gphincter, a heavy weapon on his lap. She leaned againgt the wall, crossed her arms, fixed her eyes on
him. “ So. Explan.”

“Heard about the others you got to the past three years. | knew two of that ning, and they weren't
guilible or fools. Three more | knew by reputation. You were diding through wards that would stop
anything up to a battle beam, anything more tangible than a ghogt. | mean, you offed old Vervin, he's
snekier than Holdam viper in a snit. Well, maybe this is wasting time, but | wanted you to know why |
came up with thisidea.” He shifted the weapon as she changed her stance.

She forced hersdf to relax. “You mean you'll promise to ferry anyone | bring you across the Fence
and over to Sigoxal?’

“Would you bdieve me? Hah, don't bother answering. Even | wouldn’t believe me. No smuggler’s
going to chance taking passengers past the Fence, so chuff that out of your head. It's something ese I'm
offering.”

“I'm waiting.”

He lifted hislip, showing his tearing fangs, it might have been a smile, but she didn't think so. “Plenty
of time, sweet assassin, before we get where we' re going. Hm, you might reach out and grab hold of that
loop be-side you, in about hdf a breath ....”

Craziness. Like the time she'd smoked khu with Crazy Dedan. Chaos criscross, floating floors and



gloating doors, mdting and pouring, terror’s musk, puffbal dust ...

Then the floor was solid under her feet, thewdl cold and firm behind her back.

“What ...

“Shifting to ‘split. Upsetting when you're not used to it.”

“Where ... 7

“That's part of the tde, Ghost. Yes. That's what I'll cal you. Ghos.” He set the weapon aside,
waved his hand at the other chair. “ St down and relax.”

Hand closed on the loop, Yseyl bent a knee experimen-taly, leaned out from the wall. The vertigo
was gone, her legs seemed prepared to hold her, and the floor had stopped mdting. She took a, step,
then another. A third step brought her to the empty chair. She swung it around and settled hersdf in it,
fadng the furman. “ So why have you stopped being nervous?’

“Haven't, but | dnn't think you' re stupid. Kill me” he reached around, tapped a sensor. The expanse
of black glass across the front of the room went an iridescent gray with loops and swirls of pae color
shifting in ways that woke nauseain her upper ssomachs. “And that’s where you'll spend the rest of your
life”

“Hdl?’

“Who knows.” He leaned back in his chair, crossed hislegs, and dropped his hands on the armrests.
“I can tdl you how to put holes in the Fence. Big enough to pass a boat through and dick enough that no
warning gets to the Ptaks. Y ou want to hear it?’

“What'll it cost me?’

“Therésa...mm... drug ... agroup of drugs, actu-dly ... that can extend the number of a person’s
days gpproximately tenfold. Very very expensve. Very very desirable, hm?’

“y?’

“l want you to sted some for me”
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The Knot isthe heart of al things hidden.
Never cut what you can untie.

Chapter 2

1. Observations

“l have been ingructed to cooperate with you, but you'll have to tel me what you want to know. |
can't have out-siders wandering a will through my files”

Sunflower Lab's chief security exec, by name Rez Prehanet, was aman who'd used dl the resources
of Dr. Denton's Meat Chop to carve himsdf into his own idea of perfection. You can see his taste on
his skin, Shadith thought, Brrr. Digby said trust him only as far as his own interests run and never
be sure you know what they are; he's not the idiot he looks. Hunh! Dig, | look at him and | want
to giggle.

The office was brushed sed and leather with accents in rare woods, dl carefully seded in
presarvative so noth-ing could mar their perfection. No way to smell the wood, the leather, to fed ther
textures—they might as well have been holoas. What a waste of trees and skin.

Autumn Rose's amile had something of the same atifi-cidity. “Oh, you may be assured, Exec. We
will only re-quest what we actualy need.”

Shadith douched in her pulochair, her passve receptors open, trying to wring as much informetion as
ghe could from the blunted emations behind the exec's facade. She'd looked at the chair before she s,
caught a flare of interest from the man and stopped immediaidy. PS detecs. Suspenders on his sox,
hunh! No doubt he's got ticky little spytecs tasting every twitch we make. Which is interesting
considering how someone strolled in and got away with a big piece of the lab's assets.

The pulochair shifted shape and indination as Autumn Rose leaned forward. “The reports we ve seen



are sum-maries only. This is not adequate. W€ Il need to know your security arrangements in the lab
building.” She straightened, relaxed dightly. “Don’t get your back hair up, Exec. | know you've changed
just about everything, you're no fool. | am not asking for flitter detail. Just an overview.”

A mildly amused look on his perfect face, he glanced at the readouts on his desk, then at her. “Nor
areyou afool, given Digby’s rep. It would not be dl that difficult to extrapolate the whole from even a
limited amount of detail.”

“Ah. Dighby’s rep. You mugt know he condders dl client-gained data as drictly confidentid. His
integrity is ... well, | wouldn't say unquestioned, there are those who would question a god if they could
caich him ... say rather it has been tested over the years and never found wanting.” Rose crossed long
dim legs and rested her hands on her knees.

Not coincidentally minimizing her contact with the chair, Shadith thought, she suspects them,
too. Must have done before she even got here. Solal | wish she'd talk to me. It'd help a whole lot i
f 1 knew something about what she plans before she does it.

Thiswasn't going to be an easy collaboration. She and Autumn Rose just didn't like each’ other. Two
primas try-ing to work in harness? | suppose that's some of it. Oyl that means I’'m a prima. She
amiled a the thought, felt a surge of interest/annoyance, looked up and saw the exec garing at her.

His eyes shifted, and he went back to watching Autumn Rose without a change in expression.

“If we're obstructed in the job we were hired to do, we will so inform the Directors and withdraw.
The retainer deposited will be daimed as recompense for our effort and irritation.” Autumn Rose let a
amile soften the pred-atory angles of her face. “However, a the moment dl thisis hypotheticd. There are
severd points that need darification—points that don’t impinge upon your Secu-rity except peripherdly.
You sad individuds returning to ships in the TieeDown were discreetly checked by the OverSec of
Marrat’s Market and pronounced clean, but you gave no details. We would like a liging of dl ships out
of the Tie-Down during the theft window and just af-ter, dong with alig and image of every lifeform on
them. Also, as much data as you have about those life-forms. It would be better if we could have a liging
of dl ships for the three weeks centering about the event, but the Market being what it is, the OverSec
would probably howl and deny, ating confidentidity of customers. We understand that. If possble, we
would like to view the origind flakes and make our own extracts. You could ar-range that?’

Shadith watched him relax. Interesting. Digby was right. Rose is perfect for this part of the
business. She's usad to handling these types, he said, she knows the body language and can talk the talk.
Asfor you, Shadow, every time his eyes pass by you, his nerves are going to twinge. You look like you
should be sucking your thumb and hauling dolls about. Now now, | admit that you've put on alittle age
and may | say it Stswdl on you, but you're not the standard modd, are you?

“That will take awhile to arrange, but it will ceartainly be possible. In the meantime, is there anything
ds=?’

“Yes. You can have one of your ops wak us through the actua procedures of getting in and out of
the other building and guide us over the route the thief must have taken. Hm. That might not be clear. |
don’'t mean on comsynth, but the actud route, out there in the building.”

“Why? Comsynth can give you far more data than you' d get just looking a wals”

“We prefer to have a variety of sources and as many primary impressions as time and circumstances
dlow.”

Prehanet stood. “I'll take you mysdf; that way there won't be difficulties about what you're to see.
My ade can ded with OverSec.”

Prehanet waved a hand at the shidd that enclosed the large asteroid, pulled the hand around in a
wide curve to take in the transfer tubes thet led to the other asteroids that made up the Market. “As you
see, thisis a closed en-vironment which can be separated from the other nodes at an ingant’s notice, one
of the benefits of operating a Marrat’s Market, dong with a certain dodility in the workforce and the
opportunity to maintain control over the product untl we're paid for it—though we are careful to
guarantee our dients anonymity as well as safety and qudity products. We have a quiet but consderable
repu-tation in the redlm of pharmaceuticals and the mecha-nisms by which they are ddlivered. | should tdll



you that it was my advice to the Directors to write off the stolen articles and replace them as quickly as
possible. It's my opinion that this is a one-off operation, so we don't have to bother oursdves with
notions of repetition.” He turned. “The lab building.”

The lab's facade was a trapezoid two gories tdl, with a modified holoa playing across it, a fidd of
sunflowers blowing in a gentle wind, swaying againg a deep blue sky; the entrance was concedled until
someone on the didewak was within arm’s reach of it. Behind them, the adminigtration building where
Prehanet had his office was a more conventiona four-story structure of matte black stone and black glass
windows, the kephalos that con-trolled both buildings was buried in the bedstone of the asteroid benesth
Admin.

“Ordinarily, dients are not permitted in this area except when taking delivery; | doubt any of those
involved dis-cussed the arrangements with outsders.”

“YOu can never be sure” Rose murmured. “People do the mogt idiotic things. You might like to
know that Digby echoed what you said when he spoke to the Direc-tor who hired us. That it would be a
difficult, perhaps im-possible, and certainly expensive business to locate the thief, and the possibility of
recovering what was stolen is somewhat remote. There was one item the Director was very ... mmm ...
anxious to reclam.”

“Yes, wdl, we won't discuss that out here.” Prehanet stepped onto the dideway. “We don't issue
passes to the labs. Unless someone iswith me or with a desgnated op, they have been degpscanned and
atemplate made. Every individud who presents himsdf has to match one of those templates, otherwise
the door won't open. Anyone out of his, her or its area or off the designated route to a work-station will
trigger firgt a vocdized warning, then an darm every time he or she passes a checkpoint without proper
authorization. So this cannot be a matter of some-one working here.”

“No doubt you occasondly have afdse darms when someone's strayed.”

“One or two every few months. Mogtly the more inde-pendent workers cause them,, lab techs on a
looser rein than the contract labor. They sddom do so twice. We have a few prima donnas ..” He
stepped from the didewak, took Rose's am to help her into the entrance adcove. Shadith he Ieft to hop
down on her own. “... who are a present too vauable to discipling” he finished. “They are dways
causng trouble. No darms any time during the theft window, however. Stand there, please. A moment.”
He waved Shadith back. “If you'll wait. Well set your temporary template next. May | remind both of
you that the template is wiped the moment you leave the building. Thisis a one-time pass-through.”

The corridor they stepped into was provided with demiholoas of sunflowers mixed with other scenes
to give a sense of ariness and expangveness a fird glance, though Shadith wondered what seeing the
same thing for months if not years could do to the perceptions of the people working down here. A
didewdk ran down the center, but the exec ignored it and led them to the right, his boots slent on the
springy flooring.

“The gtorage space for the ananiles is in the firg sub-floor. There€'s a lock on the door, but that's
more to keep down pilferage than for any actua security reasons. The ampoules are packed in
numbered, standardized lots, sedled in ceolplas wrapping. Inventory control is very srict and we have
amos no leskage.” He stopped at the mouth to the dropshaft, frowned as Shadith tapped his arm.
“What isit?’

“Are dropshéfts the only method of moving from floor to floor?’

“You have a problem?’ He eased back so her hand fdl away.

“No.” She gave him one of her most ingenuous amiles. “The Director didn’t indude a schematic for
this building in the packet he passed to Dighy, so | was just wondering if there were aternate routes. You
know, like emergency laddersif the power goes for some reason.”

“| see. Thereis such aladder. The doors are locked, however, and those locks will only open if the
power fals Any atempt to interfere with any lock will activate darms and send security ‘hots to that
location. Eveniif there are no darms, the kephaos checks the locks period-icaly. They were, of course,
a0 checked the moment the thefts were discovered, found untouched and intact. Hm. There's dso the
cleaner’ slift, but that islimited to one specific femae and her deaning *hots. There are no other routes.”



“Thank you, despoi’ Prehanet.”

They stepped into a corridor much like the one on the floor above. Two turns later they were in a
tunnd rather than a corridor, the rock of the asteroid given a perfunc-tory polish and fitted with grip
lighting; the walls were interrupted at short intervas by doors of gray plasted with numbers shoulder-high
in the center. He stopped in front of 22, flattened his hand on the pamplate, then stepped aside as the
door did open and alight came on in the cubicle beyond.

“Asyou can see, we have refilled this order. The buyer will be here tomorrow to pick up his goods.
To increase the security we have inddled EY Esin the storeroom and dong the corridor. An unnecessary
expense, but whatever helps the Directors degp soundly will be done. They know my opinion, in case
you're wondering.”

Shadith moved past him and stood in the center of the cubicle looking around. No dust. “Was the
due date pushed back at al?’

“Yes. We informed the buyer that there was an acciden-tal contamination of the, Phase Three drugs,
that they would have to be replaced.”

“The former due date?’

“The morning after the theft. Why?’

“Do buyers ingpect the merchandise before it's |oaded?”

“Sometimes”

“Do you aways clean the cubicles before the person arrives?’

“It depends upon the individud. This particular buyer, yes. There is an averson to dust or any other
sgnsof un-cleanliness. The cubicle and every container in the ship-ment is cleaned thoroughly on at least
three nights before it isto be inspected. But if you're interested in the cleaner, you'll get no joy there. She
hes passed a thor-ough probing and has no connection with the theft. And there is only one bresther
involved, the rest are *bots.”

“l see. Nonethdless I d like a schedule of her move-ments on atypicd deaning pass. Rose?’

“If you're done, then | am.”

The laboratory where the object had been stored looked open and ary despite being on the gxth
level below ground; it was aso quite empty. They'd passed a number of men, women, and others moving
dong the dideways and looking intently thoughtful or filled with purpose as soon as they caught Sght of
Prehanet. The only voices Shadith heard were those coming round corners; it seemed that the exec
induced a zone of slence around him as he moved.

As they entered the lab, for the firg time he had a shadow of a naturd expresson on his face, a
crisscross of tiny wrinkles marring the skin about the eyes and mouth. “ Severd of the techs working on
this project tried to re-fuse probe, but this is outsde the reach of such conven-tions. They had reason,
been running their mouths as if they had no off-switch in places with lots of ears. They have been
disciplined. It isto be hoped Dighy’s people are more prudent.”

Autumn Rose amiled. “It's part of the service. Proprie-tary information is restricted to those who
need to know.”

Ignoring this exchange, Shadith drifted about the room. It was a squat rectangle with smdler rooms
opening out from three of the wdls. The lock box where the gadget had been kept when it wasn't being
worked on was st into the floor in the room mos distant from the corridor.

She kndlt, brushing her fingers across the face of the lock, a pahnlock like that on the door of the
gtorage cu-bicle. It was, &fter dl, aworking lab and the techs employed here would need to get into the
thing without too much trouble. 1 could do it easy as spit and not jiggle a flake in that kephalos. Only
problem is getting into the building. No way of faking it | know of. Insde job? Our pretty Exec
says no and I’'minclined to believe him. Oth-erwise the Directors would have the thief and Digby
would never have been brought in.

She got to her feet and looked around. Spotless as be-fore. Impossble that it should be the cleaner,
but who ese went everywhere? These techphiles ... depend on their instruments too much ... | beat a



probe once ... different circumstances, il .... “I want to tak with the cleaner, do her rounds with her
tonight.”

“That isnot possible”

The answer came o0 fagt she knew he hadn't even con-sidered the question, reinforcing her
impresson of his rigidity. “Why?" she said. “You operate on a diurnd schedule with mogt things shut
down during the assigned night hours.”

“The schedule is to conserve trained workers; it costs less than finding adequate replacements and
importing them. And it only gpplies to the subcategories. The Re-searchers come and go as they plesse,
work to their own rhythms with such assstants as they consider necessary. They demand privacy and we
ensure that they get it.”

“| see. Have you considered a Researcher as the thief?’

“We have considered everything. The Researchers were not probed, but none of them were here
aone a any time during the window and the assistants were tested thor-oughly. Thear evidence and that
from the overlooks pro-vide reasonable proof that none of the Researchers on this levd or any of the
others could have accessed both this lab and the storage cubicle without being seen. And prob-ing gave
further evidence that the assstants were not in-volved. We have dso investigated the lives of dl
employees back for severa months, which is not difficult given the conditions here. All interactions with
outsders or even with other Houses in the Market have been ex-plored; none of them involved anything
remotely con-nected to the theft.”

Shadith gtrolled about, ingpecting the ingrumentation and meking Prehanet very nervous. Looked a
whole hdluvalot like the lab was trying some back enginearing. No wonder they’re so antsy to retrieve
their gadget. Bet a year off my life they stole it themselves. Well, that's not our business as the
esteemed employer would say. Wish | had a clue how the thief got in .... “I've seen enough here.
Wak us through the night security posts, plesse.”

2. Itchy feet, itchy mind

The ottotel was a wart at the edge of the Marratorium, Marrat’s verson of a Pit Stop. Tharr rooms
were standard nonluxe, what they’d find anywhere dong the tradelanes. Shadith sat on the bed in her
room, saring at the door, feding that peculiar disorientation that plunging into a new place seemed to be
bringing her these days—maybe this time because her harp was sedled in the ship and she'd nothing to
do with her hands and her head was empty of words, so meking a song or a poem was not possible. Or
maybe it was because she was working to an-other person’s rhythms. Autumn Rose was cdling this one
aslong asthey were here at Marrat’s, Digby had made that quite clear. | trust your skills, but not your
in-stincts, he said.

Her kin itched. Her brain itched. She wanted to be out and doing. But Rose said let it lay, so there it
was, a corpse stretched out beneeth her feet. The cleaner’s the key. I'm sure of that. She passed the
probe. Contract la-bor with barely sufficient intelligence to manage a dust mop. But the only one
who could wander unchallenged anywhere once she'sin. S if it isn't her it's someone who fooled
the kephalos. And the Blurddang. overseer. How to get in, though? How to take her place? | ....
Themudca chime of the announcer broke into her thoughts.

She got to her feet and sauntered across to the door, ex-pecting another chime, but it didn't come.
She tapped the announcer dive, saw Autumn Rose danding in the hal, her face cam, her hands 4ill.
She's not one to fidget, no, not our Rose. That would be a weakness. She opened the door and
stepped back.

Autumn Rose nodded at her, walked to the smdl round table in the middle of the room, and flipped
on the block. She beckoned, and Shadith joined her.

“Did you get anything definite or was that tour mogdly for irritating Prehanet?’

Shadith rubbed her thumb across her chin, frowned at thewal. “Modtly | kept remembering Kikun.”

“That noseeum of hiswouldn’t pass a template test or mask him from the kephaos.”

“I know. But if you believe prettyface Prehanet, either there's someone who can beat a probe, or
there' s a ghost who can wak through wals. Asit were.”



“Hm. Assume a ghost and let him worry about how it got in. Find the ship it arrived on and trace that.
Theré's a lot of traffic through here, but we should be able to diminae some of it once we get the
flakes.”

“If we get them.”

“I think it's likdly. Sunflower redlly wants its gadget back.”

“Wonder what it is” Shadith wrinkled her nose. “Very tightmouthed, our dient. | think thet lot stole it
them-sdlves and they don’'t want word getting out.”

“Probably. Marrat’s is ddfinitdy Gray Market. Prehanet just sent this over by messenger.” Rose
tossed a flake case on the table. “1t's alig with visuds of dl those who went in and out of the building on
the night in question. Induding your pet, the deaning lady. Run this through a few times tonight, Shadow;
Prettyface—apt name, by the way—he was snickering under his breeth when he cdled to tdl me the
flake was coming. | suspect he's run the two ligs through the kephalos and come up blank. Be
interet-ing if you can tease out something he missed.” She got to her feet. “We ve an appointment with
OverSec an hour after noon tomorrow. I’ m going to find a game. Want to come dong?’

“Thanks, but the cirdes you gamein are so rarified I’d lose my breath before | started. | might see if
there' s any interesting music about.”

Autumn Rose smiled, an urchin's grin that abolished her usud dignity. “And I'd be snoring before
two notes were played. Enjoy, young Shadow. | won't play Mama and issue any warnings. From what
Digby said, they’d be entirdy misplaced.”

Shadith blinked as the door closed. “Wall, that was a surprise. Maybe we can cobble a team out of
the pair of us”

She et the flake reader down, rubbing at her eyes. “Enough! Swarda was right. Better to play alittle
and let the overheated brain have a rest.” Quae. Stll hard to think of Swardheld by the name he'd
adopted. A dozen years or 0 in the body didn't weigh very heavily againg the millennia they’d spent
together as concatenations of forces within the diadem.

I've got my house, he said. I've got my crew. I've got my ship. I'm happy with all that,
Shadow. But there are times when life goes flat and the sun turns black on me and | don’t know
whether breathing is worth the effort it takes.

And then he looked around and smiled. He was build-ing chairs now There was one on the
bench, lovely in the sunlight, its wood glowing with the rubbing he'd given it, taking in the light
and sucking it deep down s0 it almost seemed to breathe with the air that blew acrossiit.

You found the right world, she told him, with all this wood about.

Your music isn't enough? he asked her then answered himself No. It isn't, isit? It's a grace,
but it doesn't fill the days. You're right to go with Digby. For a while, any-way. But don’'t let your
songs and your playing dide. You need both.

“And that's the truth.” She got to her feet, ran a comb through her curls, then went out to find hersdf
some song and maybe a pinch of trouble to make the long night pass.

The Marratorium was crowded: ship's crews, servants, and aides of the Meat Market patrons; |abor
from the fac-tories, off duty guards, buyers and sdlers shimmers players of dl kinds gamblers
scammers, thieves, smug-glers, gun runners, druggies and druggers. Everyone who had occasion to vidt a
gray market and had a bit of credit to spare was out in the * Torium hunting for pleasure. Cousins of every
sort; Bawangs dilting dong, ther heads high over everyone ese; Blurddangs trundling about in their
nutrient dishes, Clovel Matriarchs and ther cloned attendants, little herds of chettering Jges, Caan
smugglers with ther velvety fur and the minimd leather strapping they used for clothes; leasthery Paao
Tedy with eyes like ice and hdf their merchandise on ther bodies, those wegpons peace-sealed, a
gesiure to the peace of mind of the rest of the swirling mix; Ptica-Pterri mogtly in molt though severa had
their maing plumage in full glory; Xenagoa acrobats, gauze-wrapped Nayids, arachnoid Menaviddans
dressed mainly in giff black hair and loops of the shimmering monafilament that was ther chief wedth. A
grd| group of Dydaera moved into view, but she didn't know them, and they passed her without a



glance.

She let asurge of grollers carry her into the casino, eased free of them and drifted past glitter-chitter
games with dancing colors programmed to lure and haf-hypnotize the watcher into playing, past games
S0 ancient they might have been born rules and dl with the universe itsdlf, past dedlers and ghills, lingering
amoment to ligen to a flowerlike creature Inging an eerie croon, moving on when the song was done.
Autumn Rose was there some-where, but she didn’'t see her. Probably in a private room away from this
chaos, settled down with serious players.

Thiswas the outer room where riff rubbed againg raff, where the games were glitz and amdl change,
the service by ‘droid and ‘ bot, the music, such asit was, riffing off a dendron in the vast kephal os that ran
the whole Marratorium. Where mezzanines were cantilevered from the walls and tables floated free with
seetbelts and catch-ment basins for those who couldn’'t hold their drinks. Where hired men whispered
suggedtions to anybeing remotey mammadian, and hired women fluttered their lashes and suggested
much the same without words, and hired others did what others did.

Shadith watched the avid faces of the assortment of lifeforms crowded about the games, curioudy
dike de-spite the variety of species. It was one way of walking the edge, but losng money didn't thrill
her much and win-ning would mean even less. No meaning to it, nothing to engage her beyond a
moment’s zazz.

The continud ripple and tremble of lights, the saturated color, and the tengon in the gamblers started
her head aching and she moved on, following wisps of mudc that drifted in whenever someone pushed
through the slver membrane that dashed the whole length of onewadl from ground levd to the caling ten
dories up. The casno’'s chief extravagance was the throwaway space. On ther collection of enclosed
agteroids such expansveness was a luxury most structures didn’t have.

Shadith shook her head at a man and pushed a woman’s hand away, then followed the bits of music
through the membrane.

The room on the other Sde was nearly as immense, a balroom of sorts with tablesin floating bubbles
that drifted dreamily in and out of shadow, spirding to a cal-ing lost in smoke and mig, drifting down
agan. There were dance platforms that floated among the tables, flat ovasin their own environments that
clicked home in sockets in the wal when the tiket-time was exhausted. All round the base floor, there
were dressng rooms with cos-tumes for rent if that was to your taste, costumes for every species and
culture that came through the Marratorium.

The band on the main floor was an eclectic mix of acoustic insruments, a two-necked guitar from
Komugit, a shahorn from Soncheren, an eght-gring banjjer from Hikkerie, two fiddles from
Somewhere Else, and an as-sortment of drums assembled from hdf a dozen worlds. The mudc they
played was filled with an energy that in-vaded her body and set her feet to fidgeting.

A man’s hand on her arm, aman’s voicein her ear, “Dance, ‘ Spinnerie?’

Shadith started to pull away, then thought watth’hell, I want to MOVE! With caution’s last dregs,
sesad, “What's your price?’

He chuckled. She fdt it more as warm breath tickling her ear than as sound. “A gelder an hour, fifty
the night, ala carte for the rest. First dance isfree, just for the plea-sure of it.”

Her words breathless and fast, she said, “Convince me, hired man. Dance, and well see how you
read me and go on from there.”

He was a andl man, atrifle shorter than her with a sharp face, pointed ears, and laughter in his black
eyes as he swept her into the swirl of dancers.

At fird his dancing was competent, even exciting, but there was an impersond qudity to it that muted
her en-joyment, her extra senses reading his detachment, cooling her down to maich his chill.
Then—change. His pae face flushed as he opened himsdf more deeply into the musc and the moving,
reading her body asif his nerves were joined to hers. By the time the set was done and the danc-, ing
stopped, she knew she wanted thisto go on.

She leaned againg him, watched while the band fiddled with some minor retuning. “Tdl me what |
want.”



“Mudgc. Dancing. Tak. Danger. Sex.”
“Then let’s go find them.”

3. Morning after

Head throbbing in sync with the cdler chimes, Shadith groaned and groped urtil she found the shutoff
and the wake-up cdl went slent. She lay a moment, her face buried in the pillow, flickers of memory
running through her head. Did | really strip to the skin in that cheechirrie dump and dance with a
pack of rats| ‘ticed from the con-duits? Oh, Spla Hal

She moved her legs over the edge of the bed and pushed up till she was stting with her head in her
hands. Her mouth fdt like the tal of an old jack’s ragship. She straightened her back, sucked in a long
breasth. Mistake. The gtink of sex and smoke and stale drink and who knew what else churned her
gomach into ingant rebellion.

She lunged up and reached the fresher jugtintime.

When she joined Autumn Rose in the lobby of the ottotel, she was neat and clean and ready for
business. Rose amiled a the dark blotches under bloodshot eyes, but said nothing, just moved out with a
brisk beet of her boot heds on the pavement. Shadith closed her eyes a moment, then grimly followed
after her.

* % %

Marrat’'s OverSec was an ancient Blurddang; his three rheumy eyes were set so deep in warty folds
of tissue that an occasiona gleam was the only evidence he was awake and dert. His nutrient dish was
larger than most and closed in, his tentacles rested on the cover in contemplative loops. Around him,
shut into cubicles of sound-proofed glass, much younger Blurddangs worked over sensor boards or
watched plates, the hair-fine fingerlets at the end of tharr handling tentacles busy at notation and hdf a
dozen other tasks; the Blurddang mind was more than capable of doing severd things at once.

The Elder’ s age and status made him unwilling to at-tempt the usud gpproximation of interlingue most
Blurddang spoke. Instead he held a voice cube in one of his manipulators, the fingerlets wriggling like a
nest of worms over the surface sensors, producing words in a sweetly musica voice that seemed to
amuse him; when the cube spoke, his horny lips flexed and shifted in the s-lent dance of Blurddang
laughter. “You will make your copies here, and we will review them before they leave our hands. It is
only because of Digby’s reputation for magigteria slence that we have bowed to Sunflower’s pressure
and dlowed this. We ask that you destroy the flakes once you have no more use for them.” He paused
and waved atentacle tip at Autumn Rose.

“It will be done.”

“Good. The room is prepared, access to the hoursin question has been arranged, thereis a supply of
blank flakesin a recorder. Any questions?’

“The reviewing of the flakes can be accomplished in the room assigned?’

“Ah. That was not envisaged, but certainly can be ar-ranged while the two of you are viewing the
originas”

“Then we need to get started.”

4. Eureka?

“I think thisis the one.” Shadith tapped a sensor and an image bloomed on the forescreen—a Caan
smugdler and a dight androgenous figure whose species was as prob-lematic as its sex.

They'd moved to the ship Digby’d provided and were working in a shielded cabin, having run the
flakes from the day’s work through a WatchDog to strip avay any lit-tle surprises OverSec might have
coded into them. It was a tedious job, checking names and putative worlds of or-igin of the seven
hundred ninety-one entities who had left Marrat’s Market within or shortly after the theft window, ten
hoursindl. A surprisng number in so short atime, but this was a busy place.

“Why.?’



“One. Because the little one is a fair match in sze and build to the cleaner.” She brought up the image
of the cleaner from the flake Prehanet had provided. “As you see. Two. | don't recognize the species.
What with one thing and another I"'ve come across quite a good percent-age of the star-hopping kinds,
Coudn and nonCousin, a least those in reasonable reach of the Market. To get into that building you
need a goecidized ghog; Kikun's the only one | know who'd come close to tha description. Certainly
none of those others. Three. The regigry of the Caan’'s ship. Mavet-Shi. That's one of Sabato’s Mask
Companies. You know the Caan and what they think of arms dedlers. Just how happy would he be,” she
waggled afinger a the screen, “running on Sabato’s lead? The gad-get would be hard to sdl without
specs and provenance, but high-grade ananiles would go anywhere for top prices. What odds our
Caan’ s looking to buy himsdf loose?’

“Hm. I've heard of Sabato. How did you discover his connection with Mavet-Shi? | doubt even
Digby knows that.”

“Ran across hm on Avosng. Sdling amaments for the Ajin's rebelion. | had a very odd and
informetive ac-quaintance who told me more than | wanted to know about alot of things”

“l see”

Shadith wrinkled her nose. “Of course, the thief could be hunkered down somewhere in the Market,
waiting for the noise to fade, and dl thislogic isangd counting.”

“l doubt it. A world he could get lost on. Marrat’s is too limited and too controlled.” Autumn Rose
examined the two images. “Make one last check. Set search param-eters for heght, weight, and body
profile. Scrap the rest. Seems to me | remember afew that might be amost as good a match.”

The ship’'s kephalos found two. One was a rather am-biguous figure in the crew of a Clove
Matriarch, the sec-ond a Cousin ariving in a amdl, battered merchanter, who damed Spotchadls as
world-of-origin and pro-clamed himsdf ajewd trader.

“Hm. Given that Prehanet’ s security is as effective as he thinks, given that your reasoning holds about
the cleaner, given that Sze is the determining factor, your firg choice is by far the mogt likdy. Matriarchs
are S0 deep into contral that clone mus have about as much free will as an indudrid ‘bot. The other ...
we can drone his specs to Dighby with the report. He just might be smarter than he looks. Hm.” Rose
rubbed at the faint creases at the edge of her eye. “There's something familiar about your pet. Something
I’ve seen recently ... in passing, | think, not interesting enough to command aitention ... doesn't matter, if
I’ve seen it, Digby will have it. Let's get out of here before the loca parancia takes hold and makes life

strange.”



Blood is silent in darkness,
but screams for justice
when it sees the sun.

Chapter 3

1. Runaway once, runaway twice

Thann huddled in the corner where a section of house wadl ill stood while the sniper in the hills
sprayed pellets dong the street; xe could fed 1saho getting farther and farther away, picture her scurrying
like a mayomayo pup dong the ruined streets. At least she was dill dive.

Slence

Thann crept from x€'s corner and started on. Xe' d been careless before, too focused on Isaho and
frightened for her to remember line-of-dght; the pellet burn across xe€'s shoulder was painful reminder
that kept xe from forget-ting pain. Bent over, black braid fdling past x€'s ears to tickle xe's chin, xe
quickened x€'s pace to an awkward trot, scuttling from shadow to shadow aong the battered street.

Shots ahead. A squed and a blast of pain and fear from Isaho.

Mouth working soundlesdy in x€'s distress, Thann straightened and raced toward x€'s daughter.

Xe saw her findly, a amdl figure with a dangling arm, trotting by an open space as pdlets rattled
round her. Xe held x€'s breath until 1saho was swalowed by a wal’s shadow, then plunged across the
gap and pinned her to the bricks with x€' s body.

Isaho started struggling, whimpering, “nanny, Anya-meami, Lingjin,.I have to go to Lingjin. Mam and
Baba and Keleen, they’ re waiting for me.”

By the time Thann quieted her, the sniper had stopped shooting and the big guns were slent. It was
near sundown, the shadows were long and thick, the wind risng, whipping grit and debris againgt them,
agang the wals, scouring clown the Streets between the hulks gill standing.



“Thanny, I’ ve got to go to Lingjin. Nobody lisens. I’ ve got to go.”

Thann patted her. +When you're hedled, Shashi. | promise you, we ll go together.+ Wincng a the
panin x€'s shoulder, xe dipped x€'s ams under x€'s daughter and grunted back onto xe's feet. Xe
lumbered across the open space, then began working xe's way back to the shelter they were sharing with
Cousin Mikil.

Her shoulders rounded, her face weary, nothing in her eyes but fatigue, Mikil watched while Thann
bandaged the pellet wound on Isaho’s arm. She turned her head at a weak whistle from the other room,
but she didn’t move.

Thann cupped x€' s hand across Isaho’s brow, sghed.

“Fever?’

Thann got to x€'s feet. +A little+ xe Sgned. +The wound is dlean now, and she's dsrong; | doubt
ther€ll be trouble.+

“What about you?’

+t'sjugt aburn, barely broke the skin.+

Mikil rubbed at her eyes, then reached out, touched Thamesann. “I don't ....”

Thann lifted a hand, stopped her. +1 know,+ xe signed. +As soon as my baby’s wdl, well find
another place.+

Mikil started to speak, then shifted to Sgning after an-other glance over her shoulder. +1t's Ankdan
who's fuss-ing. He says you're not his clan, so why should he have to give you room and feed you.
When he hears about this ... he told meif that femlit runs off once more and makes fusses for us, she
goes. And our anya ...+ She quivered her hand in a “what-can-1-do” gesture. +Seeing you reminds xe
too painfully of what xe has logt.+

+l know, Mika These are hard times and they make for hard choices.+

Thann bent over 1saho, bathed her face and arms, got her to drink some bitter halaba tea, tucked her
inagain, and sat beside her trying to decide what they should do .. More and more even the clan-bond
was being broken. The people in Khokuhl were turning into scavenger gangs picking over the dead city,
chanang death each time they Ieft ther holes to forage. How long before they were feeding on each
other?

Would it redlly be worse to leave the city and try to reach Lingjin? At least Isaho would be happier.
Andif they had jus alittle luck and were very, very careful .. Xe did x€'s fingers into x€'s shirt, touched
the flesh about the pellet burn. A little heat. Not bad, though. Maybe diffnessin the morning.

Isaho muttered in her deep. Thann smoothed x€' s hand over the child's hair, brushed back a curl that
hed crept across her eyes, Ieft xe's hand tucked up againgt x€' s daughter’s face while xe whidled very
softly an old lul-laby.

2. Farewdll to all we knew

As she huddled among boulders deep in a thicket of thornbush, Wintshikan tried to ignore the horror
below, but the breeze dimbing the mountains from the ixis camp brought her the smdl of roasting meat
and screams from one of the women they’ d caught, brought Impix laughter and broken bits of words.

Zdl was shaking dl over, xe's tears hot as they touched her arm. She freed the arm, laid it about x€'s
shoulders and pulled xe close, wrapping the Shawl about xe to keep away the sounds and as much of the
ardl as she could. She couldn’t do anything about Zd ' s thinta and tried not to think about the emotions
Zd| shared with the dying anyas.

The awful thing whispered by her sster Hekan was true. Impix phelas ate Pixa anyas. Ate their flesh
astheflesh of a beast, not with honor and sorrow at a funera fesst. Butchered them and ate them. She
thought about the empty eyes of the Pixa leader and it came to her that Pixa phelas were no better, that
they dso ate anyas when they could. Her mouth flooded, her somach heaved, but she clamped her lips
shut, swallowed hard, and barely breathed as she waited for this terrible night to end.



The Impix phelaleft before dawn.

They were 0 naisy in their departure that Wintshikan was afraid of ambush and clutched Zdl tight
when the anya tried to get to xe' s feet. “Wait,” she whispered. “Wait till I'm sure they’re gone.”

The sky grayed in the east, aline of pink touched the bit of peak Wintshikan could see through the
tangle of branches and vines. Below, at the stopping ground, a scul whigtled and chirruped, then hdf a
dozen others joined in. In the distance awild cha barked, then ran yipping from something big enough to
scare it but too dow to catchit.

Thelight strengthened.

Shadows crept aong the ground.

+tisthne+

Weary to the bone and sick at what she knew she was going to see, Wintshikan put her hand on the
boulder she crouched againg and levered hersdf onto her feet. “Zdl, stay here”

The anya shook x€'s head, but xe stayed very close to Wintshikan as the Heka worked through the
thornbush onto the more open dope under the muweh trees. The growing light wasn't kind to xe, putting
hallowsin x€ s cheeks and degpening the linesin xe's dark and gracile face.

The tents lay in rags. Everything the Impix couldn’'t carry off that could be broken was shattered;
what they couldn't destroy, they urinated and defecated on. Eggs were stomped into smears, the
embryos ingde unrecog-nizable as anything but a scribble on the ground. Anya bones were scattered
about, broken, the marrow sucked from them. All mixed together. Who could tdl how many were gone.
Seven of the Ixis women were sprawled on the trall, stakes driven through them. They'd died hard, but
not from the stakes. Blind Bukh and Oldma Y ancik were tossed in a heap with three smdler bodies, the
two mints and one femlit who couldn’t run fast enough but were too big to carry. Throats cut.

Zdl thrust x€'s fingersin xe€'s mouth, curled x€'s tongue and let out the loud warbling whistle which
was the emergency summons that was supposed to bring the ixis together.

One by one those dill dive came back. Four women-Xaca, Nyen, Luca, Patd. Two anyas—Wann
and Hidan, nether of them in egg nor yet in bond. Two young fernlits the last of the ixis
children—Kanilli who was Xaca's daughter and Zaro whose mother had a stake through her heart,
whose anya was bones with the others.

They came separately from under the trees but stood huddied together near the blackened spot
where the Praise fire had been. They were slent, even Luca, sand-ing with eyes down, looking
uncertain, fear stronger then gridf.

Wintshikan Ieft the pile of the dead and came to stand with her arm about ZdI’s shoulders. She drew
ina breath, let it out. “Xaca, seeif you can find aknife, a pot that's usable. We need to bless the dead.”

Luca lifted her head. “We ve got to get out of here, they're going to come back this way. You know
that. Y ou have to know that.”

“We will keep as much hold on the decencies as we can, Luca You did wel to warn us before.
Would you keep waich for us agan?’

Luca brdshed at the hair fdling across her face; it was asif she brushed a shadow away. She nodded
and trotted off, vanishing up the trail in the direction the hnpix had taken when they left.

“Nyen, Patal, hdp me carry the dead into the trees and lay them out. The rest of you bring wood for
the Eating Fire and look through what’ s Ieft of the tents, see what we can dill use”

Wintshikan lifted the smdl bowl that Kanilli had found among the rubble, a twisty line of steam rising
from the bits of brain and marrow indde it. “The Prophet says the body is borrowed from earth and
returns to earth when the spirit departs. Brother, Sister, Anya, we cdl you into ourselves, into the
Remnant of Shishim.”

She lowered the bowl, dipped into it with thumb and forefinger. “Blind Bah, you were a good md
and true, falowing the Right Way with awhole heart and a good head.” She ate the bit of brain, passed
the bowl to Zdl, who dipped and sgned Praise for another of the dead, and o it went, round the smdl
crdetill dl the dead were re-membered and the remnants consumed.



The bodies and fragments of the dead were laid out in the forest, the possessions of theixis that were
unusable were burned or |€ft to rot like the dead, away from the camp and the trail; wha remained was
sorted into piles for deaning and dividing up among the living.

Zdl'swhigle brought the ixis together an hour after the ritud eating. Even Luca came running.

* % %

Wintshiken stroked her hand dong the Shawl; then, to the gasps of the others she took it from her
shoulders, folded it, and st it on the ground before her feet. She draightened, lifted her head. It was a
moment before she could force the words out. “I am not fit to be Heka. | am hohekil. | find this war
unGodly, and | will no longer be a part of it.”

Xaca snapped her fingers and legped across the ground to stand beside Wintshikan. “1, too. Him
who took me to my tent, took me like | was nothing, gave no heed to my needs or my joy, only
pleasured himsdf. And are the oth-ers any different, Imp or Pixa, does it matter any more? When did this
change? When did we become less than a hole in the ground?’

Luca stepped from the shadows. “They knew they were followed. | heard them taking when they
left. That'swhy | watched. Heka Wintshikan, did the Phdma warn you about this? Did any of that phela
warn anyone that there was danger? | see they didn’t. They didn't care what hap-pened to us. No, it's
worse. They used us to give them time to get away. They knew the Impix would do what they did. They
hed to know.”

Nyen came forward, lifted the Shawl, shook it free of leaves and twigs and held it out to Wintshikan.
“Don’'t walk away from us, Heka. We need you. Tdl uswhat to do.”

Wann and Hidan whistled distress, Sgned agreement with large emphatic gestures.

Kanilli and Zaro ran to Xaca, stood beside her.

Patd was the last. She looked around a the camp; it was clean now, the bodies gone, even the
bloodstains were brushed away. “It's hard,” she said. “You throw away a thousand years when you
leave the Round. | can’t do it. I'm not as strong as the rest of you. | wish you well. | think you're wrong.
In the morning I'll go down the mountain to Shdeywa. It's Mesting Time, ther€ll be others there. | ...
wigh | could stay with you, you're my family. | can’'t.”

Wintshikan sighed, took the Shawl and snapped it round her shoulders. “Well go north to Lingjin.
Peddlers say there's peace there Hill. Not even the unGodly touch the quiet of the Holy City. Patd, |
won't force another’ s truth to match my own. God keep you safe and well.”

3. Back with the goods

Cerex did his ship into the shadow of the moon and set-tled to wait for night to dide across the
landing ste he'd chosen for putting Y seyl onto her homeground.

He siwung his chair around and contemplated her. “Y ou're clear about how to use that?’

She nodded, laid the disruptor into its case and closed thelid.

“Mind alittle advice?’

“From an expert dider? Why not.”

“They watch you, the Ptaks. And they’ve got paid agents working both sides. They're going to
notice you when you start Sphoning people out through the Fence, so you haven't got long. Maybe a
couple months. And you're not going to be able to sneak a few through at atime, the Ptaks will just pick
them up and toss them back. Hm. How’ re you going to get people to ligen to you?’

“I've ... done some thinking about that.”

“Why go back into that mess? One person, it's like spitting in that sea down there, sea won't even
natice yoti. Come adong with me. Once | buy my contract, there's a thousand and a thousand stars to
vigt and each of them with something worth steding. A ghogt like you and me with my ship and contacts,
we' d have ared good thing”

Y=yl shook her head. “I can't. You kept your word, brought me back. | gppreciate that. But |
couldn’t just go away. Not and live with mysdf.”

Cerex shrugged. “It's easier than you think, dreamer. But | won't argue with you.”



Y syl managed awavery amile. “Maybe after | finish thisjob. | ...” she paused, shivered. “I did enjoy
very much playing the game back there. Waking the edge with nothing on line but me. No! | can't forget
... No. Jugt set me down where we planned. The mountains north of Lingjin.”

20

Fortune, enlightenment, joy
Such isthe promise of the Sun
Danger and excess
Such isthe threat of the Sun.

Chapter 4

1. Digbhy spinsatale
The dancer on the highwire spun and leaped,
feet light as fedlers,

flying the taut burn of the wire ....
Shadith looked a what she' d written, wrinkled her nose. The image giill wasn't right. Apt enough but

over-used. She struck out the word dancer, hdd the stylo above the sheet of paper and stared at the

words, trying to force a new form out of the black lines ....
“Shadow, dron€e's jugt in from Digby, come on up.”
She made aface a the speaker, snapped the dylo into its dot, did the paper into the drawer of the

foldout desk, and shoved the desk into the wall. “On my way, Rose.”

Shadith put out a hand to steady hersdf as the ship seemed to hiccup, then steadied. “ Course shift?’

Autumn Rose swung her char round. “Right. As per Dighby’s indructions, I've switched the ship's
internd 1D to one of his Face Companies and we're now heading for a world the locds cdl Ambda
He's identified your little oddity. And agrees with your conclusons. A medkit came with the flakes,
tallored to the ghost’s species. Firg you catch her—and it is a her—then you tickle her lifestory out of



her.” She swung back as Shadith crossed the smdl bridge to the Co chair, tapped on the feed to the
screen. “He s now st to lecture us on his conclusons.”

* * %

Digby’s smulacrum was in full professor mode, the tassel to the fez bobbing with every move of the
image' s head. He folded hislegsin hisfavorite st-in-the-middle-of-the-air stance, rested his virtud hands
on hisvirtud knees, and smiled at them.

“Splendid work, my children.” He lifted his hands, set fingertip to fingertip. “As a treat I’'m going to
tdl you ex-actly what the gadget is our little ghost has lifted.”

Autumn Rose sghed. “Dear Dighy, if you didn’'t pay so wdl ....”

Shadith snorted.

“l see that your curiodty has been tormenting you.” He paused, stroked the pointed beard he'd
assumed for the occasion, and dropped his hands to his knees again.

“Itisan opener of ways” he said. “A thief’s wet-dream. An ingrument for merging with a forcefidd
and indnuating a hole into it without informing the incorpo-rated sensors that something dragtic is
happening. Among themsalves our friends at Sunflower cdl it a disruptor, though that is an entirdy
ingppropriate name. Inappropri-ate or not, disruptor we shdl cdl it.” He coughed and tilted his head to
get the tassel out of his eyes. “Your sup-postion was quite correct, Shadow. Sunflower bought
themsdalves some tempting loot of dubious ownership. And you will be interested in the source. Omphaos
Ingti-tute.”

“Tsh!”

Having paused for the expected reaction, Digby went on, “Yes, indeed. Our old friends, the
Omphdites. Which brings up a point. | think none of us are happy with. the thought of an Omphalos op
waking through walls wher-ever he feds an urge to roam. We are contracted to return the disruptor to
Sunflower, but | wouldn't be too dis-turbed if it were ... mmm ... damaged in the process. My source
tdls me the being who led the team that devel-oped the gadget poisoned his aides, wiped the test data
and specs from the lab kephaos, and went off with the only prototype. Before he sold it to Sunflower, he
was careful to let nothing out of his head. Which isthe mgor source of their agitation since he was killed
very shortly after turning over the prototype and before he could dic-tate the specs. Probably Omphalos,
but not necessarily. Which iswhy we were hired to get thar toy back to them. Me, I'm serioudy pissed
because they didn't bother tdl ing me Omphaaos was involved. Maybe they didn’t know, but | wouldn't
bet onit.” He tapped his nose, nodded, and paused to let them comment if they had amind to.

Shadith chuckled, met Autumn Rose's eyes, and said, “You're a gambler, Rose. How much would
you wager that even if we do retrieve the gadget intact, it has an ac-cident on the way to Sunflower?

“Theré slittle pleasure betting on sure things”

Digby’s image cleared its throat, the smal sound meant to reclam ther attention. “The induson of
the disruptor in the theft gives strong support to your firgt choice of thieves, Shadow. Which | will explain
ina moment, after I’ ve dedt with the other two possbilities.

“The Matriarch’s crew person is most unlikely. They're too paranoid to buy stolen drugs and would
be most upset by the presence of the disruptor on their world. Some-thing that could bore slent holes in
the shidding of dl those little interlocking enclaves? No way, children. And no one they took off planet
will have anything like free will.

“Asfor the mouse who cdls himsdf a jeweler, he has more blotches on his record than freckles on a
lass from Valon and no evidence of any unusud abilities beyond a fast mouth and faster fingers. He stedls
things immedi-ately salable, mostly gems, and wouldn't go within light-years of anything touching on
Omphdos.

“Shadow, | knew about Sabato, of course, and have alig of his Face Companies which | thought
was complete, but Mavet-Shi wasn't on it. When you get back, 1I'd like to know your source for this.
Hm. And along chat about other bits of your life

“| talked to Xuydix about the Caan Cerex. He was somewhat rductant to chat on the topic. Turns
out Cerex is some sort of relaive who had a patch of bad luck. Got caught with smuggled goods on a



world with a low opin-ion of smugglers. Pulled a term in contract labor and was sold offworld. His kin
put together a fund and tried to re-deem him, but the Labor Service wouldn't cooperate. I'd say the
ananiles are meant to buy his contract with enough left over to get him home to Acaandl.

“Woensdag ison the way to Acaana to check with Cerex about how close you got to the way the
theft was worked, but |1 don't see any reason to make more trouble for the poor schlup. He's not
important enough to bother with. I'll send a drone your way with a report on the in-terview. It should
reach you before you make Ambea

“Thelittle one is the convincer. She's got impressive reasons for needing that disruptor.”

In the screen a planet swvam againg a star ground while Digby’s imege sank to Thumbeina size. The
turning world was mogly water with polar icecaps, two largish continents, one with a tepering tal of
idands that came close to joining it with the third continent which was about hdlf the Sze of the other two.
A sngle moon drifted past in the statdy gravity dance of satdllites.

Icon Digby set fingertip to fingertip, tilted his head so the fez tassel brushed dong his jaw. “What the
origind state of Ambela was no one knows, but sometime after it developed rudimentary flora and
maybe fauna, the folk genericdly cdled Impix arrived—even they don’'t know where they came from.
They settled in and mauled the world in the usud way, had some wars, lost hold on the tech that brought
them there, began dowly building it back. They'd reached steam power and rudimentary electricd
sarvices, rediscovered radio, when the Ptak arrived as part of the outpouring when the Ptakkan Empire
broke up. Ptaks are not a bloody lot, but they have their peculiar ways. They don't like being overlooked
by strangers or having outsiders contralling any of their space. As an aside, that’s one of the reasons their
net little empire broke up—too many non-Ptakkan species kept resolutdy away from any touch of
power.

With that in mind, they uprooted every Impix they could catch, hauled them to the continent they
caled Impixol, and set up a satdlite-controlled force fidd around the continent to make sure none of the
Impix got loose to bother them.” The Digby icon tapped finger againg finger. “Unlike the Impix, they
kept contact with the outside, and with a low birthrate and the resources of a basicdly untapped world
behind them, particularly the drgjul opals, they were a comfortable if not a wedthy so-ciety for ther firg
millennium on-planet. When the drgjjul mines began to play out and the shipping companies Started
dropping away, they opened casnos and used the third continent as a hunting preserve, pulling in
hunt-ers and gamblers. Fads and fashions being what they are, revenue from this started big, but tapered
off congiderably until two factions of Impix began fighting each other and the Ptaks found they had a new
tourig attraction.

They st up flights of cameras to track the battles and keep the action crackling for ther War
Viewing tours.”

The image on the screen changed, and Shadith found hersdf watching hand-to-hand fighting on the
banks of ariver with a burning boat in the background. The fighters were a good match with her favorite
inthe ghogt stakes, though somewhat larger and more muscular. Males, per-haps.

The scene changed—a city beng bombarded—changed again, fighters overrunning a nomad
camp—changed a third time—a group of seven mdes roadting bits from a smdler, darker verson of
themselves over an open fire.

“By aming and supplying both sides, some judicious prodding, and sending assassins after those
arquing for peace, the Ptaks have kept the war going for more than a decade and have prospered from it
enormoudy.” The Icon wagged afinger. “I put thisin just for you, Shadow. If the Ptaks suspect you want
to interfere with that war, they’ll dide you down a black hole, so mind yourself. And when you get to
Impixol, do your best not to get yoursdf photted by one of those cameras, hm?’

The image on the screen shifted again, swept down to water levd and hovered around wavetop,
focusing on a series of flickers moving horizontaly dong an invisble surface.

“The Fence.” Digby’'s voice was prim and disgpprov-ing. “An essentidly smple force fidd that kills
whatever comes near it. Near being approximatdy two meters. Easy maintenance, dmost no moving
parts. By usng the disruptor, your little ghost-candidate could punch a hole-in the Fence without Sarting
up dl kinds of darms, a hole big enough to let a boat through, if that happens to be what she wants. Not



that it will do her much good, the power differentid between Ptak and Impix is just too grest. What she
should do is go after the ground controls of those satdllites. When you locate her, Shadow, you might
mention that little notion—as long as you're sure no one e is ligening.

“Rosg, tact not being one of our Shadow’ s gifts, | strongly suggest you provide cover and mantain
the link to the ship. Their orbitd fadlities are crude a best and definitdy not secure, so you had better
groundside the ship and secure it againg ordinary probes. You'll have to let Ptak security probes find
their way through, but give them atde to play with, hm?

“I've encoded into a zipfile al we know of Ambela, the Ptak and the Impix war, so this lecture is
essentialy unnecessary, but it pleased me to make it.” The world im-age vanished and Digby was floaing
before them again, a mischievous grin on his, smulacrum’s face, a sparkle in his bright green eyes.
“Happy hunting, my dears. And be ready to tel me dl when you get back.”

2. Ambela

Autum Rose took the hand of the driver and stepped with stately elegance into the hotd shuttle. She
wore a lace-edged privacy mask; her hair was dyed black and swept into a braided knot atop her head,
her earlobes were stretched into long flesh loops with a black pearl setin dlver at the apex of each loop,
her face paint was a stark white, widow’'s mark for the Suvvojan femme she was supposed to be.

Shadith stood scowling on the metacrete, using the toe of a worn boot to herd luggage that kept
trying to ramble off until the driver could lose Sght of his tip long enough to open the back doors of the
dhuttle

The driver was a Ptak mde in premating molt, the soft curly feathers on his head detaching
themsalves a inter-vas to go floating off on the acrid, eye-biting breeze that swept across the landing
fidd. Once Rose was seated, he came rushing back, his toe claws scratching irritably a the ‘crete. He
dapped his hand againg the pamlock and stood twitching with impatience as Shadith chased the bags up
the ramp and crowded into the servant’ s bay after them.

Digby’ s notes said the Ptak are roaring snobs, she thought, stroking her fingers over the faux skin
that cov-ered the hawk etched into her cheek. I'd say he underes-timated it. Useful. Now that the
sorting’s begun and they’ ve got my place in the hierarchy settled, they’ll ig-nare me nicely.

* % %

Digdain in the lift of her chin and the set of her shoul-ders, Autumn Rose ingpected the suite.
“Adequate, but not what I’'m accustomed to. Ah-ay-mi, Mar Tana, what a widow mugt endure” She
patted ayawn. “I am tired. I'll degp awhile. Set the shidd s0 I’'m not overlooked, then see what there is
inthis tedious place that might possibly prove anusng.”

Inconspicuous in her dull gray-brown tunic and trou-sers, her har hidden in an intricately folded
kerchief, Shadith stepped from the service tube, ambled through the busy traffic of flesh servitors and
‘hots and emerged onto The Strip.

LdaGemdi was the largest aity on Ambela and the only place where off-worlders moved about with
any freedom. It was a mix of Ptakkan towers and generic star-street architecture, of brilliant primary
colors and muted browns and grays. Holoas swarmed like confetti, brushing through the vigtors riding
the chain chars and the mover mats, turning the air into a kaleidoscope of color and ghosily shapes,
whispering the glories of the viewing pal-aces, joy houses and casinos.

Songbirds flew everywhere, done and in flocks of hun-dreds, blipping unconcerned through the
holoas, flitting from tower to tower, tiny patches of jewe-bright color.

The Ptakkan towers were ary open structures, more glass than wall because of Ptak claustrophobia,
with great play of arches and flying buttresses as if the Ptaks sought to recregate the tree forms of their
natd world. And every surface was painted a different color or a different shade of one of the colors
dready used. There was no place for the eye to land and linger; the din of the colors as noisy and
persstent as the twitter of Ptak voices that overrode dl other sounds.

The dull, squat outworld buildings scattered among these elaborate towers were like basso roars,



jerking the eye to a hdt on broad planes of gray or buff or muted green. The rambling Streets went
uddenly draight each time they passed one of those structures. The contrasts were disurbing and
reinforced the effects of the floating holoas. After awhile the vistor had to get indde to rest his eyes and
ears.

Out in the middle of The Strip, chain chairs clanked and shook in continuous circuits. Mover mats
ambled dong a a dow wak beside them, rubbery ovas about three meters wide and four long, with
polychrome rails and leaning posts for the drunk or merdly shaky. The area closest to the buildings was
an ordinary wakway where the vigtor could maneuver on his own feet without the pavement shifting
under him.

Though it was dill early afternoon, The Strip was filled with vidtors. Shadith began to understand
Digby’s warn-ings as she listened to the talk that swirled around her.

Phrase fragments from the Viewers—a mix of fascination and disgudt, avidity, indignaion, blasé
boredom.

Taking about cannibaism, blood, exploding flesh and bone.

About gaking. Men gaking men like beasts.

A sense that the Viewers go back and back to this place and that, like a tongue worrying a sore
tooth ..

Pleasure and pain. Pleasurein pan.

Savoring horrors that made the speaker’ s comfort more precious.

The Ptaks talked money.

Roalled the count of obols on the tongue.

Tdlied the dienslike sheep in their fidds, sheep to be sheared to the last curly hair.

Shadith wandered unnoticed among them, growing more depressed by the moment; it was a huge
dty not only in numbers but in area, difficult to hold in the mind because she didn’'t yet understand
Ptakkan patterning de-spite the weight of data Digby had provided.

Pay the game, she thought.

Walk the edge.

Tsahl 'monajob.

She Sghed as she contemplated her sense of respong-hility.

Bourgeois to the bone.

Edge. You're as bad as this lot, wearing a safety tether, hunting carefully tamed thrills.

Ah-weh. Don't be glly, woman. You do what you do. Playing head games with yoursdf wastes time
and energy. Splal You better get back in gear.

A group of offworlders came like a dark wave from one of the joy houses chattering in
Cobben-speak, mov-ing with complete disregard for the others on the street, they took over a mover
mat, continued their comments as they dumped againg the supports.

Shadith swallowed hard and stepped onto another mat, careful to keep a somber Bawang between
her and the group two mats ahead of her.

Nightcrawler Cobben? Digby didn't mention there were Cobben involved. Assassns and
mercenaries, yes. Maybe his sources didn’t know. Or they could be here on holiday. Do retall killersfind
wholesde daughter a rdax-ing hobby?

She smoothed her fingers across the faux skin covering the hawk, checking to be sure it was firmly in
place. The Cobben of Helvetia had more than one reason to be an-noyed a her. She leaned againg a
post, found a birdmind, and eased into it enough to keep it drding above the Cobben while she watched
through its eyes.

They reached the end of the ma’s route, stepped off, and drolled dong a sde Street, too busy
taking to notice aamdl fretting bird that flew in sweeping circles above them, uttering agitated twitters.

Eyes on the ground, only enough mind on what she was doing to keep from bumping into things and
people, Shadith douched dong two streets, over, arambling nar-row way tha ran roughly pardle to the
one the Cobben was taking.

They passed through an area of blocky warehouses whose utilitarian forms were concealed behind



hedges and thick ropy vines, emerged into what looked like the bedroom community for the imported
laborers who did the unglamorous jobs of deaning and repair, servants, waiters, trandators, guides, dl
those who kept Laa Gemdi running smoothly. There were samdl houses, du-plexes, ottotels, transent
lodging for dl purses from scab joints to militantly respectable boardhouses.

The Cobben went into one of the ottotels, a gray-faced anonymous sructure that sat among thick
shrubbery and smdl trees dmogt asif it pulled a cloak around itsdlf.

She turned her mindmount loose and ambled about the neighborhood, getting it set in her mind and
looking for another ottoted where she could settle and keep an eye on the Cobben. If they were
Ptak-hires, they knew things she needed to know—and sooner or later they’d be heading over to
Impixol. She meant to hitch aride on ther trans-port.

There were no Ptak vigble on these streets, only amix of drab offworlders she decided were leaving
for shifts on The Strip; here and there grifters of various sorts worked cons on the off-duty souls, a
scatter of streetwalkers smiled with painted tenderness, while other furtive types scratched a living sdling
assorted and usudly adulterated drugs.

The flocks thickened overhead, the cries became more raucous as waterbirds took over from the
gngers. She watched them a moment, smiled. Odd how on every world that had seas, birds that lived by
the sea produced dmost the same sound, as if there were a sort of optimum noise that carried across
water.

It was mid-afternoon by the time she reached the lake-shore and there wasn't much going on. The
fishboats moored there were empty, waiting, ther owners and crews gone home till it was time to leave
for the next day’ s catch, the tourist docks were modly deserted, the brightly painted boats rocking empty
and idle. Some dis-tance dong the shore she could see a few container ships dill unloading grain and
other supplies from the farms on the far sde of the water and there were more such trans-ports in view
out on Lake Incundla

She walked to the end of a deserted wharf and settled on a bitt, swinging her booted feet and lifting
her head to the damp cool wind coming off the water.

“Haven't seen you around before.”

She turned her head. The speaker was a bald old man with a face like polished teak and a body ill
hard but perhaps more brittle than it had been afew years back. He set his bait bucket down and eased
himsdf to the planks beside it. She watched as he dipped a chunk of bait from the bucket, gave a
dexterous twigt to a hook, and sent it smoothly through the dark meat. With an equaly dexterous flick of
hiswrigts he sent the line swinging out, the weighted end dropping into the water with a quiet splash.

“Haven't been around,” she said. “We just got here”

WP

“My employer and me. Widow. She decided she wanted to spend her offiad mourning time
watching folk daugh-ter each other and her kin provided the coin red fast.”

“Like that, hm?’

“I'm a woman of strong mord convictions, or | would have srangled the bitch two days into the
flight. With alittle luck shell fire me, that way she'll have to cede me a severance.”

“You don't want to get stranded here, young and juicy as you are. You'd be thinking that time with
the widow was paradise.”

“Maybe.” She went slent as his line jerked, watched him red in the fish, unhook it, and drop it into
the bait bucket. When the line was out again, she pointed at the wooded idand and the spray of rocky
idetsthat traled from its base. “What's that called?

“Graska Wysp. Government run for government busi-ness. The Ptaks can get red nadty if they think
folk are dicking their noses where they don't belong.”

“Hm.” She glanced at the buttonchron clipped to the breast pocket of her tunic. “Ti-ta, | need to be
there when the Widow wakes. Good fishing, man.” She did off the bitt and strolled away, stopping at the
mouth of the dley to wave to him.

Autumn Rose was dtretched out before the suite's wal screen, waiching bands of fighters stalking



each other. She clicked it off, turned her head as Shadith came in. “Anything interesting?’ She flicked a
hand toward the shidd generator Stting on the table, a amdl green light glowing againgt the dark plastic
cover.

“Yes. | had ahit of luck, ran across a Nightcrawler Cobben and tracked them to where they live
Remember what Digby said about hired assassins?’

“Mm. Flanning to hitch?’

“| think s0. We should probably have our quarre in the morning. | need to ligen in on what they're
taking about and the closer | am, the better.”

Rose sghed. “Jugt aswdl. I'm going to have to find a game, I’ ve never been so bored.”

Shadith watched the door dide closed behind Autumn Rose, shook hersdlf, and sighed with rdlief.
The careful politeness between them could get more wearing than hard labor. She moved about the suite,
picking up Rose' s discarded clathing, deaning the bathroom, turning down the bed, playing the servant’s
role for the watchers who'd be looking in on her at intervas now that the shield was turned off. Digby’s
asessment. The Ptaks are paranoid about vigtors interfering with the cash flow. Unless shidded by a
caster whose capacity you're sure of, as-sume you' re watched.

She moved to one of the long mirrors beside the door, ran her fingers through her short curly hair,
checked the faux skin to see if it was dill seded in place, and went out to do her own kind of playing.
She wasn't looking forward to the quarrel; they’d choreographed it on the way here, but there was too
much negative energy be-tween them to make that fight an easy thing.

Thelight came on suddenly enough to blind Shadith as she came back from her night ramble.

Autumn Rose caught her by the shoulders, sheking her, screaming inaults in a gutturd Suvvojan,
finiding, “Where were you? | don't pay you to go whoring round the town, you miserable piece of
nothing. Y ou're to be here when | need you, you hear me? Get that look off your face. | won't tolerate
insolence” She swept her right am back and dapped Shadith hard enough across the face to send her
saggering backward into the halway.

Shadith straightened, stared at Rose; she touched her face, looked a the smear of blood on her
fingertips from the cut one of Rose's rings had made, then she returned the dap with as much force as
she could put in it (won-dering even as she swung if Rose had found as much re-lief in this exchange as
she was enjoying right now).

Autumn Rose recoiled. “That’sit. That's dl. Get your things, | want you out of here now. Now,” she
screamed. “Fve minutes, then | cdl the authorities”

* % %

The cut scabbed over, a bruise forming around it, her gear beside her feet, Shadith stood in the
middle of the lobby and looked around. Behind a long counter a femade Lommertoerken clerk sat at a
keyboard, eyes on the screen, her long, deeply lined face intent.

When Shadith rapped on the countertop, she looked up. “Yes?”

“Is there somewhere close | can rent alockup?’

The Lommertoerken smiled, wrinkles spreading like stage curtains, her large brown eyes shining
conspiratori-aly as they swept across the bruise. “I can let you have a locker here for afew days” She
lifted @ bony shoulder. “Have to charge you for the keycard, company policy. You need a place to stay?’

Shadith sghed. “That | do. Somewhere cheap, she has to pay me severance, but ....” She shrugged.
“Y ou know anything down near lakeshore? My fawas a fisherman, | can catch my dinner if | have to.”

The clerk ran her fingers over the keyboard, tongue dicking rhytnmicdly as she worked; after a
moment, she tapped a key, waited for the printing to finish, then tore off a sheet with haf a dozen
addresses on it, short para-graphs beside them liging requirements and costs. “You want to be careful,”
dhe sad. “Some of the boardhouses out there funnd women to borddlos and worse; they ad-vertise
chegp prices and give you more than you pay for, but nothing you'd like. These are dl right, though.” She
pushed the lig across the counter. “If you'll get your things, I'll show you where to put them.”



3. Spyonthejob

Shadith had her choice of ears. The ottotel was clean enough outside the walls, but ingde was a busy
haven for vermin of various sorts, much of it off the ships that landed here—mice and other smdl rodents
adong with assorted spiders and insects. Exterminators cost money and random sprays of toxics were
likdy to make some of the dients sicker than the vermin. ‘Bots and servitors didn't care and the Ptakkan
owners of the ‘tel had no intention of coming near the place. The rooms were sedled and smal seeker
‘bots took care of complaints, if any.

Shadith stationed a mouse in the air duct, put it to deep, and used its ears to pick up what was beng
sad in the main room of the suite the Cobben infested.

She rather missed Autumn Rose, though she certainly hadn’t expected to. There was no one to talk
to. And she couldn’t even go play. With dl this passve mindriding, the concentration it needed, dl this
lying in dark rooms, not moving, trying to keep awake, she was too exhausted most nights to do anything
but weatch the vids. Everything in Laa Gemdi, even around here in this bedroom com-munity for low
datus workers, was geared for plucking the offworlders of ther last coin. Coin viewers in every room.
Watch the war and feed the Ptakkan greed.

She scolded hersdlf, reminded hersdf she was here on ajob, not chasing one of her own shadows or
running down a persond threat. | have to get used to this, she thought. I’'m on someone else's time.
Again. Well, I man-aged to get used to the diadem, this shouldn’t be too hard.

Ligening to the Cobben was depressing. Despite what they did for a living—or maybe even because
of it—there was a closeness between them that made her want to break off and go cuddle with
Swardheld for awhile. It reminded her too forcefully of the lack in her life. Re-minded her that she had to
yearn after Autumn Rose just to have someone about who shared a common purpose. Severd times she
balled out quickly as sex play started deveoping. Made her envious and queasy a the same time. And
curious, wondering what it'd be like to be part of a multiple arrangement that had been going on for a
number of years.

Odd. She could spy on them to find out what they were going to do, to learn ther skills and
interactions in case she had to fight or even kill them, but spying on their sex lives to satisfy curiosty was
something she smply could not do.

“The Blivwy was looking a you, Feyd, you know she was” A raling giggle “Don’'t know what
she'd do with alittle playtoy like you, you'd get lost in those rolls of fat”

“Oh, he likesthem lush.” A rumbling growl of a voice.

“Someone turn on the shidd?” A light dry voice, am-biguous as to gender.

“Why bother.” The fird speaker, a mid-range femde voice with harsh edges. “Government issue.
You know it has to have holesiniit.”

“Hoy, Sarpe, you said it.” Slow, rather dragging mde voice, the words interrupted by a loud yawn.
“I'm beat. Rest of you want to min the chik you'll have to yob with-out me.”

“Yo, Orm, you right.” A quick ripple of avoice and along Sgh. “It's deep for me”

Dragging sounds, giggles from the fresher, dgp of flesh agangt flesh, coughing, smdls of kava
brewing, of soap and damp and dust stirred up. More coughing, Sghs, cresking from the pallets, soft
rubbing sounds from quilts moving over flesh. Slence for awhile, punctuated by a few snores before one
of the Cobben made an exasperated sound like amix between a snort and the dicking of tongue againg
teeth and shifted the snorer onto his side, or perhaps her sde.

More slence for a while, then sounds of movement converging on a corner of the room away from
the deep-ers. Quiet voices.

“Sarpe, we getting good money for this, but I've about had it here. How long's it been, Sx years?
Fedslike 9x centuries. We're getting to be like contract labor, if you ask me”

“Yeh, Meyds right. Stuck in a yobbing rut worse n any bourgie snek.” A soft groan, dretching
sounds. “I’'m get-ting doppy. If | had a red hit, chances are I'd blow the Cob. Don't like it. Don't like
loang my edge. Don't like feding maybeit isn't just me”



A short slence, then the harsh clipped voice of the Coryfe. *Y ou chdlenging me, Kayr?’

Sound of snort, then the quick light voice with a hint of laughter in it. “Don’t point your fangs a me,
Sarpe Coryfe. I'm just tdling you.”

A longer sllence.

Sarpe’ s voice, quieter now, the edges smoothed over. “I'll be meating with the Clo-Kghat two days
on, he said he' s got something specid for us. WE |l tak again when | know what it is”

Shadith took the mouse through the ducts until it was far enough away <o its reaction wouldn't reach
the Cobben, then she turned it loose and let it go squedling off, tiny claws scrabbling on the plas of the
duct floor asit ran for familiar territory.

She pressed the hedls of her hands againgt her temples, then rubbed them across her eyes. She was
exhausted but too nervous to deep. With a whispered curse, she hunted out a handful of coins and
stled back to watch the war unfold. Once again the war. It had an awful fascination. After a week of
watching she dmost understood what brought the tourigts here.

She drowsed as war scenes flowed across the screen, minor engagements and assorted overvoiced
scenes meant to harrow the soul or something like that, with adverts for the bloodier action inserted a
intervas.

Battles on pay per view. See Pixa pheas ambush an Impix farmer and his workers. See Impix
overwhdm a Pixaixis on its way to the Meeting Ground.

Totd sensory immerson in the Sensarams. Be a Pixa war-rior fighting for the purity of his faith.
Fed what it's like to live in a city shdled day and night. Rape. Slaughter. Canni-bdism. Fed it dl,
rdive the primitive thrills your culture has left behind.

Musc swelled, the camerd s point of view swam among clouds, then swooped down to drift above a
road paved with ancient ydlow bricks worn hollow by centu-ries of feet passng dong them.

“They can only wak,” the voice-over sad, a resonant baritone oozing with sentiment. “On this
roadway their faith permits only feet. They come from everywhere, from the mountains, from the plains,
Pixaand Impix dike. They come in groups like this family, the tribond of fem-ma-anya and children, al
they own in those packs on their backs, see the starved, weary faces of children too exhausted to be
afraid any longer. Sanctuary lies ahead, just afew more hours of walking and they can ret, protected by
the sanctity of the Holy City Lingjin.

“Many come done, the last survivors of daughtered families or outcasts who have regjected faith and
friend-ship, refusing to fight for the soul of their people.” The POV dipped lower, floging in front of a
gmd| solitary figure. “You can't see cowardice on ther faces, only dust and that bone deep weariness”

The little Pixa trudged dong, unaware she was being watched, her eyes shifting congantly, moving
from the farmworkers in the fidds to the other pilgrims behind and ahead of her, dark green eyes, wide
and enigmétic, set adant in a narrow face with smooth shiny skin like gray-green bark.

Shadith sat up, dapped her hand on the bed beside her. “Gotcha. Nice timing, O Fate. Hdlo, Yseyl.”

She crossed to the smdl kitchen acove, set water to heat for cha, and hurried back. She folded the
thin pillows and tucked them behind her, stretched out on the bed, an-kles crossed, fingers laced behind
her head, ignoring the treacly narration, her eyes fixed on the figure until the POV shifted to hover over
the city.

Luck. It usually balances. | wonder what’s waiting to hit me in the face. Mp. Souvenir shops.
Wonder if they’ ve got anything useful on Lingjin?

The POV swooped over the largest independent stand-ing dructure in the city, a white marble
confection, every surface carved with interlocking, stylized forms of plants, birds and beasts, and with
intricatdy interlaced knots, spi-ras, and other symbols. There were towers with pointed domes, grass
growing green on the roofs, courts with ponds and streams and legping fountains.

And a high swaying tower of angular openwork sted with wide flung sted cables bracing it aganst
thewind from the sea.



Radio. Digby said you'd worked your way back that far.

The POV followed WhiteRobes pacing dong the paths by twos and threes, hands invighble in wide
deeves, eyes on the ground. Mde with male, femde with femae, anya with anya

“Thisis the mogt sacred place on Impixal. The Grand Yeson. Thisis the center of worship for the
Impix God. And these you see are the holy ones who govern in this city. The Anyas of Mercy, the Ssters
of the Godbond, the Brothers of God. These are the ones who will question the Rilgrims, the exiles, these
are they who decide who will remain in the city and who mugt be sent away to dwell in the poverty and
hard labor of the nearby fishing villages” The image of the exiled family trudging dong the street briefly
shared the screen with the Yeson. “Will they be dlowed to huddlie in the barracks of the Holy City or
forced to fend for themsdves?” Thelittle ghost’ s im-age replaced the family. “Is she hohekil, a refuser, or
amply one too tired to fight any longer, seeking rest with her God? Will she be dlowed to stay or will the
Brothers find her unworthy?’

The screen blanked and the adverts reappeared:

Batles on pay per view. See Pixa pheas ambush an Impix farmer and his workers. See Impix
overwhdm a Pixaixis on itsway to the Medting Ground.

Totd sensory immerson in the Sensarams. Be a Pixa war-rior fighting for the purity of his faith.
Fed what it's like to livein a city shdled day and night Rape. Saughter. Canni-baism. Fed it dl,
rdive the primitive thrills ...

The cha pot beeped. She went to the dcove, made her cha, brought the mug, and settled down to
watch the rest of the show about the Haly City Lingjin.

4

Clouds cover the sun, curtains of rain hide
what is ahead.
Danger or nurture?




Chapter 5

1. Thann'strek

Mikil fidgeted near the door as Thann checked the straps on Isaho’s pack, made sure her bootlaces
were tied and her coat was properly buttoned and belted tight to her dight body. In the anya's room the
radio blared suddenly, and a md’s voice spoke through static; a moment later a—fern began snging.
Isaho didn't say anything, but her mouth tightened into a thin line and her eyes started look-ing at
something only she could see.

Thann got to xe' s feet, pulled x€' s daughter againg xe and held her until the smdl iff body softened.

Xe wanted someone to do the same for xe. Xe was scared rigid .. Xe didn't want to do this didn't
want to go away from the place where xe'd lived dl xe'slife For the past week as Isaho was heding, as
xe was preparing for the trek, assembling food, tools, bals of cord, matches, a fire-striker, a folding
knife, whatever xe thought of that was amdl enough to carry, as xe was trying to ignore Ankaan's scowls
and his angry mutters about parasites, every hour of every day xe€'s mind scrambled endlesdy for a way
to escape this trek. Xe spent hours flattened againg the earth in the rubblefilled caricature of a garden
behind the battered, haf-ruined apartment house, praying for guidance. The earth was dlent. If God
listened, there was no Sgn to show it.

Xe hefted x€'s own pack, let Isaho help xe into it, then tied into quick-release knots the laces that
kept the strap in place across xe's chest. Xe sucked in a breath, ex-ploded it out, turned to Mikil. +Give
us the Journey Blessing, Cousin. Please.+

Isaho made an impatient sound, but Thann pulled the child into place beside her and bowed x€'s
head.

Mikil’s hand shook when she touched Thann's shoulder with the ritud double tap. “May your feet go
lighly on God's earth and may your journey be safe and your days pleasng.” She tapped Isaho’'s
shoulder, repeating the blessing.

Thann fdt 1saho diffen, but again the child minded her manners and made no protest. This hardening
in xe's daughter troubled xe deeply; xe fdt that 1saho was dip-ping avay from the Company of the
Blessed, that her soul would blow endlesdy across the earth and never again know peace. Maybe in
Linojin, xethought, maybe they'Il know what to do, how to call her back.

Mikil opened the door, then stepped aside. “I'm sorry,” she said. “I wish ... if things were different

+l know, Cousn. | leave only blessng behind me. May you and yours fare well .+

Mikil laughed then, a harsh unhgppy sound that broke off as a wavery whisle came from the other
room. As soon as Thann and 1saho were through the door, she pulled it shut. Thann could hear the bar
dropping, then the quick heavy steps of the fern as she went to tend her anya.

Isaho tugged a Thann's deeve.

Thann dapped sharply at the femlit's forearm, got her attention. +If you get yoursdlf hurt again, you'll
never make it to Lingjin. Let me ligen for trouble and behave yoursdf.+

Isaho blinked, her eyes gleaming liquidly in the moon-light coming through the broken windows of the
halway. Then she nodded. “But we have to get started,” she whis-pered. :Now.”

+Yes, but stay beside me and keep your eyes and ears sharp.+

Isaho blinked, her eyes gleaming liquidy in the moon-light coming through the broken windows of the
halway. Then she nodded. “But we have to get Sarted,” she whis-pered. ‘Wow.”

The cratered, rubble-filled street was a pattern of gray and black, the light from nearly full Phosis
meking strange angles out of shadow so that everything looked different. There was a srong warm wind
blowing aong the street, dead leaves and debris rattling before it, but the guns were slent. Now and then
Thann could hear snatches of musc from radios close to shattered windows, now and then the sounds of
people talking or laughing or screaming at each other or sobbing.

Getting around in the city would be easier in daylight, but the snipers in the hills shot at anything that



moved and the big guns hammered and hammered at the dying city. Night meant dow going and the
scavenger gangs that roamed the streets bresking into places, destroying what they couldn’'t use, but
thinta would warn xe when they were about, so they were easy to avoid. Xe didn't understand how they
could do that, but it was of a piece with everything else; xe couldn’t understand why Pixa and Impix
killed each other over a different reading of God's Law.

X€'s hand on Isaho’s shoulder, Thann crept dong the street, thinta roving in an arc ahead of them.
Xe wanted to know when anyone was coming a them, so they could hide till the danger passed. The
chances were amdl in-deed that such a person might be Sigters of the Godbond or Brothers on the way
to the bedside of someone sick or dying.

Street crossng. That meant moving into the open, away from the shdtering wals Thann stood a
moment, turning dowly, sraining to fed danger.

Nothing.

They ran across the street and into shadow again, corn-forting, blanketing shadow.

The moon did through shreds of cloud, its light waxing and waning unpredictably, hiding and baring
them in that random dance, giving them no warning of potholes and the concrete chunks that caught at the
toes of their boots with what seemed to Thann like mdice as if the inani-mates of Impixol were griking
blindly back at those who'd maimed them. Xe shivered and pushed the thought away, but each time xe
staggered or caught the toe of x€'s boot, the fancy came sdling back into her mind.

One sireet crossed ... three ... nine ... fifteen ...

X€ slegs trembled with weariness and a cold sweat dripped down x€'s face, burned into x€'s eyes.
Xe wanted to stop, but there was no safe place xe could see, and be-sides, Isaho wouldn't stop until she
fdl, and arguing with her would make too much noise.

Xe grabbed Isaho’'s am, used dl xe' sweight to shove the femlit over a crumbled wal, then tumbled
over after her. Before Isaho could speak, xe clamped a hand over her mouth, frantic because xe's lack
of speech might bring death on them dl since xe couldn't use x€'s hands to explain until xe was sure
Isaho would stay quiet.

Xefdt giffness, then a rdaxing. 1saho nodded, her head moving againgt Thann's hand.

Xe took the hand away, sSgned, +Someone coming & us.+

Isaho nodded again, Sgned: +How many2+

+One band seven.+ Thann flicked a finger sraight down the street. +One band sx.+ This time xe
pointed to the north and brought x€'s hand quickly toward them. +Side street.+

+Will they meet?+

+If our luck has left us. All we can do is stay quiet and wait, Shashi. And pray.+

Isaho’s body went giff, and she turned her head away. Thann sighed, set x€'s hand on earth coming
to life again after its years of deility beneath pavement. SO much an-ger. Forgive her she hasn't
reconciled herself to pain and loss. So young. Xe broke off that thought before it led to the areas xe
didn't want in xe's head and sent thinta roaming again, feding the life fires come closer and closer.

Fear sat in x€'s somach like an expanding stone, cold, hard, heavy; fear was a beow-the-skin
gheking in x€' s legs and arms. Xe wanted to be back ingde somewhere. Anywhere but here. Xe'd been
frightened before, many times, but xe' d never been aone with it, there d dways been x€'s dan or xe's
bondmates to comfort xe. Now there was only Isaho, and 1saho was a child; it was up to xe, to keep her
safe, to stand between her and danger, and xe knew in x€'s bones xe was no more a barrier than wet
paper.
The stone in x€' s baly grew and grew as they waited, until xe fdt glued to the ground by the heft of
it. Sudden chatter of shots.

Screams, shouts, curses, cattering noises.

Slence

The ar around Thann fdt asif it were stretching, pulled out and out and out into an unbearable
tenson.

A shot. Another. A whine as pdlet ricocheted over therr heads and thunked into the broken wall



behind them.
The noises grew louder, came faster, surged toward them then away ...

The encounter went on for another hour, then both sides broke off for reasons as invisble to Thann
as those that brought on the, attack.

Thann waited as long as xe could keep Isaho quiet, sweeping xe's thinta across and across the area
around them jugt to be sure the streets were clear. When xe could fed the child's restlessness about to
explode, xe got diffly to x€'s feet and sgned to Isaho to walk beside xe.

The wait had been no rest; x€'s body screamed with fatigue, but xe crept on as xe had before,
shuddering as xe nearly stepped on a body sprawled on the street. There were hdf a dozen dead
scavengers scattered about, the bodies moving in and out of vighility as if they were ac-tors on a spotlit
gtage. 1saho was dlent beside xe, not looking at the dead, content for the moment with smply moving
west.

Gradudly the ruins grew wider apart and the rubble heaps smdler. Mill owners and merchants had
lived here once, building large compounds with waled gardens. They were among the fird to fdl to the
Mountain Guns, easy targets and tempting since the Pixa hated everything about Impix commerce. Thann
could remember the firg days of x€'s tribond when xe and Bazekiyl and Manddl used to ride the jittrain
out here and wak dong the streets enjoying the damp earth amdls, the sounds of water from the hidden
gardens, exdaming over the mosac murds that decorated the outsdes of the wals Once the
bom-bardment started, though, the jittrains stopped running. The story of the destruction came through
the news re-ports on the radio, but no matter how deft the reporter, it hadn’t been red until now, until xe
fdt it with xe' s finger-tips, saw the ruin of x€' s memoriesin the dim light from the setting moon.

Xe caught hold of 1saho’s arm, pulled her to a stop be-side awal more intact than most while x€'s
thinta scanned the area for life

Nothing larger than smdl rodents scurrying about in their hunt for food.

+Shashi .+

Issho wouldn't look at xe, just kept tugging at the hold on her am as if she meant to walk forever
without stop-ping until she reached Lingjin.

Thann moved in front of x€' s daughter. +Shashi.+ She made the movements large, a Slent shout.

Isaho blinked, then seemed to crumble as her concen-tration broke and the automaton that had been
wearing her body disengaged. “Thanny?” The word was dragged out and blurry.

+We need a place to rest awhile and deep. Seems to me, this is as good as well find ingde the
cty.+

Isaho leaned heavily againg xe. ““‘M 000 tired, Than-ny.”

+Ligen, Shashi. Thiswadl isdill pretty high. I'll lift you, but you' ve got to pull yoursdf over. Soon as
you're down indde there, stay very dill and wait for me. Do you understand, Shashi 2+

“Mm. Unnergaahhhh ....” The word was swalowed by a huge yawn.

Thann dragged xesdf weerily onto the broken stones, eased around, and let xesdf fdl into the weeds
a the base of the wal—and, for a moment, fdl into a panic when xe couldn’t see Isaho anywhere. Xe
pressed x€'s back againg the wall and thinta swept the garden until xe touched the child's amdl bright
life

Logt in the hot flush of fear/anger, mouth ggping in a soundless scream, xe ran toward the life fire,
pushing x€'s body through the thick overgrowth of hedges and gone-to-wild plants until xe reached an
old garden shed, shaky and smothered in plant debris but dill sanding. I1saho was stretched out beside
the amdl siream trickling from be-nesth it, scooping up water and drinking avidly from her cupped hand.

Thann caught her by the shoulders, yanked her onto her fet,, and stood sheking her and sobbing,
mouth opening and dosing with the words xe wanted to scream &t her but could not.

“Thanny?

The weak wobbly cry broke through the spasm of rage and Thann caught x€'s daughter hard against
her, hugging her and shuddering.



After amoment xe stepped back, brushing a hand across x€' s burning eyes, then sgned, +l told you
to wait for me.+

“Thanny, | was s000 thirsty. So | came here to get a drink”

+How did you know there was water here?+

Isaho blinked. “1 dunno. It was kindalike | smdled it. Anyway, | knew it was here and there wasn't
anybody to bother us, just some mayomayos and a nest of wejeys and some little brown birds hopping
around.”

Thann closed x€'s eyes, drew along breath, let it trickle out. +Shashi, | dmost died when | saw you
weren't there. Don't do that to me again. Please, daughter meami.+

Isaho diffened, then flung hersdf a Thann, her hands dutching franticdly, her body shuddering. “No
no no no, Thanny don't die, don't die eee.”

Appdled a wha x€'s thoughtless words had done, Thann hed her and whisled softly until her
shaking stopped, then xe unhooked Isaho’ s fingers and patted the smdl hands. +So let’s get camp made.
Do you think you could pull some of thet dry wood off the shed? A little fire under the eaves back there
would be safe enough, and we can have a hot med before we deep.+

Thann sat by the smdl fire gently massaging the egg in x€'s pouch and wetching x€'s daughter deep.
For the firg time in weeks Isaho wasn't writhing in the grip of night-mares, her face was smeared with
dust and a crust of dried moss, but it was cdm and sweet, and the Sght of it was bam to Thann's weary
Spirit.

The red faded in the dying codss as the sky lightened. Findly xe emptied a mug of water onto the last
patches of fire and curled in xe's blanket next to Isaho, ligening to the femlit bresthe and wondering if xe
was going to be able to deep. Almost in the middle of the thought xe was gone.

Thann woke not remembering where xe was, lay sar-ing a the crooked lacery of twigs and leaves
over x€'s head until lagt night's events came back to xe. Xe sat up and amiled despite the aches and
diffness of x€'s body. Isaho was kneding close by, a little pile of broken wood beside her. +Did you
deep well, Shashi?+

“Ground's hard.” She rubbed at her sde. “And there was a stick poking me. But | didn't dream.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Thanny, | saw some plants, they looked like pictures in my fam book, you
know, tatas, | was thinking maybe we could dig them and cook them? And there was some ganteh, |
pulled one and it was fat and yedlow, see.” She reached behind her and brought round a dirt-crusted root
with the three leaves like feathers growing from its crown. “I remembered Mam ... | remember you
washing them and cutting the tops off and diang them for meto edt. | liked them.”

+Mugt have been a kitchen garden, Shashi. Let me get my teeth cleaned, then you can show me
where you found those things+ Xe pushed the blanket back and got diffly to x€'s feet, then turned to
frown at Isaho. +Did you clean your teeth and wash yoursdf2+

“Ahhh, ‘Thanny ....”

+No matter. We can have our wash together.+

Thewild garden was quiet and peaceful in the waning hours of the day; the pop pop from the snipers
and the screamv/boom of the shells from the Mountain Guns seemed distant and somehow muted. As the
aun dipped lower in the west, Thann found xesdlf increasingly reluc-tant to leave. Xe and Isaho could live
here wdl enough, at least until the egg hatched and the anya insde began to suckle, venturing out only
when they needed things the garden couldn't give them. They could clean out the shed and use debris
from the house to westherproof the wals, and the war could go on around them, but they’ d be safe.

Each time x€ s mind traveled that road, xe would catch Sght of 1saho watching the sun, measuring
how soon they could leave. Then the dream would dip away from xe. And even without 1saho’s urgency
it would dill be only a dream, xe knew that. Peace anywhere was ephemerd, to be treasured and
dismissd.

They I€ft the garden as the red was fading from the western sky and crept on through the fringes of



city, an area deserted, ruined, gone wild. Severd times they ducked behind awadl or under a hedge to
hide from ped-dlers or farmers packing in produce on the backs of munymys, but that was only because
Thann didn’t want anyone to see or question them, not because there was any danger in these folk. The
scavenger gangs never came this far, setting their ambushes deeper in the city.

By midnight even the ruins were behind them. The road was a collections of shdl holes and erosion,
but it was a least an open space in the tangle of weeds and plants gone wild, berry bushes whose long
tough canes had brittle thorns that caught a anything that brushed againg them and broke off at the
dightest pressure. The smdl farms that had once lined this road and provided fresh vegetables for the aty
hed been deserted for years, the families who worked them driven from the land by the Pixa phelas who
killed as many as they could and burned out the rest.

Thann was back to being scared again. Xe didn't like having no draight lines xe could depend on to
orient xesdf, didn't like knowing nothing about what lay on the far side of any bend in that anvful road.
Letting Isaho guide x€'s steps, xe sent the thinta sweeping round and round again, fearing that Pixa phelas
or the murdering robber bands xe€' d heard about on the radio would some-how dip past x€'s senses and
come down on them.

The anyarin-egg was restless, kicking and scraiching at the lesthery shdl; Thann's fear was like
nettles rubbing at it. Xe knew that, but xe couldn’'t control xesdlf. All anyas had trouble deding with
uncertainty; they liked order and cam, with their cousins and bondkin close about them.

The road grew dightly better as Thann and Isaho left the dty behind; there were no more shell
craters, only ruts and potholes decorated with the dried manure from packer munymys and teams of draft
skazz, whed tracks from the farm wagons and the footprints of the amdl lives that ran in the briars and
birds hunting out grass seeds.

Thann kept to the road because there didn’t seem to be anything ese to do, but it worried xe. Their
only hope of actudly reaching Lingjin was to stay dusve and apart like mayomayos living near a mahay’s
lar. The road made them targets.

Near moonsat they came on tilled land.

The fidd was enclosed by a double fence of barbed wire, the strands only a span apart, the outer
fence a least two meters high. In the narrow lane between the two lines of barbed wire.a pack of hunting
chds came running to-ward them, throwing low threstening growls at the walk-ers in the road. With a
gmdl squeak 1saho crowded againgt Thann, dutching at xe.

Thann patted her, led her to the far Sde of the road, one eye on the chds The extra disance
stopped the growls, but the beasts paced dong with them until they reached the end of the fidd and
moved into a stretch of wasteland.

It was another indication of how dangerous the road might be, and it was dl Thann needed to
convince xe that they had to get off it right now. Besides, dawn was less than an hour off and they had to
find a place to camp. Xe tapped I1saho’s am to Sgnd that xe meant to sgn.

+Your eyes are better than mine, Shashi. Can you find a way off the road and into the thorns? We
need to make camp.+

“Timmy, the river’s that way.” Isaho pointed. “I can andl it. It's not far. If you want, | think | can
find away there”

Thann fdt the child grow steadier as she spoke. Having something important to do pushed away the
fear and fret-ting. Xe nodded. +Yes. W€ ve got to get avay from the road, and the river will keep us
going the right direction.+

As Isaho moved ahead and began working her way into the mess of thorns and weeds, Thann
followed, wonder-ing what 1saho’s newly discovered gift meant. This was the second time she'd had
spoken of andling water. A gift she hadn’'t needed in the city, so no one ever knew it was there?
Hahkeh! if it's true, it's God's benison for sure. Crossing the Plain without following roads ...
shay ya!

No matter how carefully I1saho led and Thann stepped, the wind blew thorn canes againg them,
canes that acted like saw blades cutting into thelr boots and trousers and some-times even flew up to dap
themin the face, drawing blood wherever the thorns touched skin.



The eastern sky paled to gray, then flushed pink.

Isaho kept going. She glanced back now and then to be sure that Thann was till falowing, but
modly she moved quickly and surdly through the fidds, heading for a god that seemed clear to her,
though Thann rapidly lost any sense of direction. Even the dawn colors didn't help to orient xe. An
eight-year-old child, xethought. It should be me taking care of her.

Despite xe's disturbance at this tumbling of roles, Thann fdt relaxed for the firg time since they’d left
Mikil's gpartment. The thread of order, xe thought. That's what it is. God's presence in Shashi,
caring for us both. Xe nodded as that thought finished, feding cradled in car-ing hands.

The thorns gave way to trees.

From the darkness of the soil and the dead stumps, fire had swept through here a few years ago,
clearing out the weeds and brush and thorns, giving a new crop of sap-lings room to spring up, delicate
maka trees and the stur-dier, dower growing vevezz.

Isaho led xe in a complicated twiding path through the thicket; though the going was less painful
without the thorns, pushing through the dense growth of young trees was hard, dow work. The sun was
wdl up by the time they reached the riverbank and stood looking a the water flowing eghty meters
below. 1saho had brought them there as sraight and true asiif she’ d been following a blazed trail.

Broad, deep and muddy with a smdl idand poking around the bend just ahead of them, the Khobon
River rolled dong with the illuson of serenity a shdlow mask on the surface, broken by the occasond
snag or sudden sucking eddy. Waiching the hypnotic shift of current lines, Thann fet faigue settle over
xe, weighing down x€'s limbs more and more heavily with every breath xe took. Xe touched Isaho's
am. +That glade a short way in, let's make camp there. We can eat some of Mikil's way cakes, then
catch up on our deep.+

Isaho shook her head. “Here, Thanny. Let's camp here. | don't like dl those trees. And look, if
anyone comes at us, we can just jump in the water and get away.”

Thann shuddered at the thought, then nodded. +But we should move back a little. Into the edge of
shadow s travelers on the river won't see us.+

Isaho yawned and smiled degpily at xe. “All right, but | don” want any cakes, Thanny. | just wan' go
to deep.”

Thann woke and started up. 1saho’s blankets were empty. Xe swept thinta round, relaxed as xe fdt
x€'s daughter close by. Xe got groggily to x€' s feet and moved from under the trees, following the pull of
the thinta, found the child curled up on the edge of the diff, degply adeep.

Thann looked from Isaho to the river below. It was asif the water had pulled her as close as she
could get, reaching her with a cdl so strong that it overrode mind and will. Xe ligened a moment to
Isaho’'s steady breath-ing and wondered if xe should carry her back. Fndly xe shook x€'s head and
returned to xe's blankets to get what deep xe could before it was time to move on.

They left camp while it was il light, following the bends of the river as closdly as they could.

It wasn't easy waking. Nothing was easy anymore.

When they made camp the second night by the river, Thann brought out the balls of cord xe'd put a
the bottom of x€'s pack. Haf adeep, Isaho watched as xe carved a crude shuttle from a bit of
deadwood, wound alength of cord about it.

“What's that, Thanny?’

Xe st the shuttle down so xe could sign. +A long time ago, when | was an anydit about your age, in
the days be-fore the war when Khokuhl was a happy place, my father took me fishing dong the edge of
the estuary marshes. In the summer we went dmost every day. | learned the net-ting knots because he
sad | couldn’t fish with any other net but one | made for mysdf. It wasn't proper, he said. When |
finished a net he liked, he taught me the way of cadting it. In the morning I'll try out this net, and with a
little luck we'll have fish for breakfast. W€l need to find our own food, Shashi. There won't be places to
buy it, and we haven't the coin anyway.+

“Oh. Is there enough cord to give me some?’



+l put somein your pack, too, down at the bottom. Why?+

“I thought | could make snares. Y ou remember how

Mam taught me to catch rats? Maybe | can trap some mayomayos and wejeys.”

+Ah! Yes, that's a good thought. Dig out the cord and see what you can do.+ Xe took up the shuttle
and went back to making the net.

Asthe twig and dide of the shuttle grew more auto-matic, xe found time to watch ‘mho gather sticks
and play with the bits of cord until she had the nooses ar-ranged to her satisfaction. The Need for Lingjin
hummed down deep in her, but it was overlaid now by a purring contentment. Ah, Shashi, why didn’t |
see this before? You need something to do, to take your mind off Lingjin. Di-version. | could have
done it in Khokuhl and maybe ... I don’t know ... God give you game in your snares.

In the morning, while Thann was tossing the net for fish, ariver peddler salled round the bend behind
xe and brought his boat to shore before xe knew he was there.

2. Walking with the Ixisto Linojin

Wintshikan woke into the warm gray light of a summer dawn with her shoulders burning and cramps
in her legs that made her want to scream when she moved. She floundered in the blankets and tried to St
up.

She couldn’'t. Her legs had no strength in them, and the muscles of her arms and shoulders seemed
turned to jdly. Shelay back, Saring a the leaves arching overhead and wondering how she was going to
manege this day and the next and the next if she couldn’t even stand.

Zd| heard her moving and came trotting over to her. Wintshikan glowered a her anyabond and for a
mo-ment hated xe s wiry agility.

After looking her over, Zdl nodded and went away. When xe came back, xe had a stout gaff with
xe, a surdy bit of limb xe'd trimmed and polished before Wintshikan woke. Xe lad it beside her. +l
thought you were going to regret pushing so hard yesterday.+

Wintshikan tried to use the gaff to pull hersdf up, but she couldn’t get the proper grip or brace it
effectively. She let the g&ff fdl and lay back in the tangle of blan-kets, her eyes blurring with angry tears.

Zd| bathed her face with a bit of rag dipped into the mug of warm soapy water, drew the rag dong
her arms, and washed her feet, then xe took the bladder of magphik bam xe'd rescued from Oldmd
Yancik’'s body and began kneading the greasy cream into Wintshikan's ams and shoulders, then her
legs As xe worked, xe stopped now and then to Sgn comforting words to xe's fembond.

Anger a hersdf and the body that wouldn’t obey her fading as the heat from the bam sank into her
muscdes, Wintshikan managed a twidy smile “Worn-out old mgpha fit for the stewpot and not much
ds”

ZdI's lefthand fingers fluttered in an anya-giggle. +Oh, we need our Mama-mapha for more than
edting. Now, seeif you can bend thoSe knees. And I’ll go behind and shove.+

On thar second day in hohekil, the Remnant of the Shishim Ixis waked north dong their Round Peath,
foragring as they moved. The pickings were smdl, though it was high summer; it was as if the land itsdlf
hed grown weary from the war and was turning hohekiL

Adding to that, they’d dready passed this way, and there'd not been enough time for the land to
renew itdf.

It was a quiet day, wind whispering through the tree-tops though the ar down on the tral was dill
and hot. Somewhere in the distance she heard a boyd’ s coughing bark. Songbirds twittered and shrieked
a intruders, a celekesh sent an exquiste trail of notes to the sun, a hudahuda s harsh cry following it like
aclown after a bride dancer. Around her, mayomayos and sasemayos rus-tled through the underbrush.
The red dust puffed up round her fedt, its hot acrid bitefilling her nogtrils.

Wintshikan hadn’'t walked so much in years, not since she'd gotten iff and unwieldy and her knees
sarted go-ing on her. She'd ridden the ixis wagon, Stting beside Oldmd Yancik who took care of the



team of maphiks that pulled it. She wasn't a young fern; Her mabond Ahhuhl was only two years older
and he was fifty when he took the spear and a little later lad down his life in one of the early battles
agang the Impix. And there were the ten years she' d gotten through since. It was hard, so hard to move
this old body. The firg day of this trek she'd had fear and anger driving her. And stubbornness. Today
the only thing left was stubbornness.

Luca and Wann scouted the country ahead of them, waiching for Pixa as well as Impix phelas. With
theixis bonded in hohekil dl fighters were their enemies and dangerous.

Asthe hard, weary miles dipped behind them, Luca was suddenly strong and happy, shouldering her
new re-gponshbilities with a zest and joy that set Wintshikan to flaying hersdf with the knowledge that
she'd been remiss for a long time, coasting on the comfortable pillow of custom, not searching for and
hedling the sores within the ixis The war had made everything o difficult that cus-tom was the one place
where she could relax, the one sup-port that was dways there.

| am not clean in God's Sght, she thought. I've let my ixa-daughters stray from the Path. It's
good that we're going to Lingjin. A Holy Place will turn thoughts back to the Right Way.

She thought about Luca s continued absence from dl Praise, the shutters that dropped before her
eyes when any of the others spoke of God or the Prophet. It was as if the femlit were trying to be polite
enough not to ral agangt

God in the hearing of the others, though she no longer walked the Path. | don’'t know what to do. If
| say any-thing, it will just drive her farther away. | wish we were in Linojin now, the Speakers of
the Prophet will know what do, they have to know. How can | bear it if her soul is lost to the
Pixa, never reborn among us? It'll just drift about until it fades to nothing. And it will be my doth
that did it.

Zdl worked bam into Wintshikan's limbs again when they made camp that night, wrinkled her nose
a the amdl, and took her blankets upwind.

Lying dong for the fird time in years, breathing in the vapors rigng from her shoulders and arms,
Wintshilcan stared up a the moon riding in the arms of a tree killed by lightning sometime last year; she
thought about the children of her bond. They were long gone from her, one way or another. Her son
Hanar joined a Pixa phela and was killed in araid two years ago. Her daughter Kulenka married out-ixis
into a—clan from the far north, her new Round centered on the Medting Ground Isllo. It was an ache to
see her go, but she was Heka' s daughter and couldn’t stay with the ixis she was born to. Her two anyas,
litle brown Mdi and golden Mishi, they had bonded into equdly disant clans, and she and Zdl hadn’t
seen them for over five years. She didn’t even know if Kulenka, Mdi, and Mishi were 4ill dive.

On the other dde of the banked fire Xaca made whimper-ing sounds in her deegp. She was dreaming
agan. Wintshikan grimaced. To hep Xaca purge the night evils, she lisened to those dreams as they
walked. Evil indeed. Torments. Hidan didn’t dream, but xe stayed close enough to Nyen to touch her
agan and agan, asif xe saw Impix in every shadow, ready to jump out and eat xe.

Hidan and Nyen. A bond, maybe? It would be some-thing good from this terror, she thought.
Xaca ... her anyabond is bones now | have to think up something she can do to take her mind off
her fears ... she's worrying the children ... nightmares ... food, not enough for any-one, hm ...
wonder if it would help if | put Xaca in charge of the foraging. She'd have to mind something
be-sides her own fears ....

In the middle of worrying over that problem, she fi-ndly fdl adeep.

On the ninth day of the wak, near sundown when the shadows were long on the trall, Luca burst
round a bend and stopped in the middle of the Path. “Husssshhh.” She waved her hands to stop the
guestions and went on in a low, intense voice. “Don’'t want them hearing you. Impix, downdope, some
fifteen minutes away.”

Hidan started trembling. Wintshikan gripped x€' s am, glanced rapidly around.

“Xaca, take Hidan and the children, and find cover. Kanilli, you and—your cousns go with them.
Uphill. Impix’re less likdy to dimb if they fed like looking around. Nyen, get a handful of bracken and



brush away our tracks, but don’t spend more than aminute or two at it. Good work, Luca. Get back to
Wann, and the two of you go to ground.”

Zd| trembled as xe listened to the Impix grolling dong the Round below them as much at ease as if
they werein their own home streets.

Wintshikan tapped xe's arm, sgned, +Not much wood-craft to this lot, they made more noise than a
rogue skazz in must.+

Zdl wobbled x€'s hand in Slent laughter.

Words drifted up to them, phrases, casud laughter, bro-ken hits that like the inlay of different
colored woods on the ixis wagon's Sdes told a story. An ugly story. Ancther chapter of that tde the two
phelas before them had begun.

Disregard and death. The currents of war shaping phela to phela, Pixa to Impix until they were mirror
images garing at each other.

Open-eyed and slent, Wintshikan wept for her own fdly and that of her people.

3. Yseyl’s homecoming

Yyl flew the disruptor out to the Fence—out beyond the Prophet’'s Finger, that stony barren
headland where no one bothered to come, not even smugglers.

In the end, Cerex had been more generous than he con-tracted, giving her a sunner and the skip
dong with a medkit and severd packs of emergency rations when he dropped her off in her home
mountains,

“The Lady watch over you, and if you survive this give me a cdl.” He handed her a amdl gray
square. “My drop box on Hevetia Get to a Splitcom and shove the flake in the code dot. Leave a
message, and I'll come fetch you.”

He touched her cheek, hisfingertips slky and ddicate, then turned away and busied himsdf with the
sensor board, doing things she suspected were essantidly unnec-essary. They'd gotten to know each
other rather wel on those long ingalit journeys when there was nothing else to do. Different species,
oddly dike despite that.

WE re sports born to be pinched off and thrown away, she thought. Nobody loves us. We should
go eat worms.

She amiled as she opened the case and took out the dis-ruptor. Worms and wormholes. Maybe I’'m
even making sense. She pointed the business end of the thing a the Fence, a round patch that was
blacker than any night she'd ever known, touched the trigger sensor.

For the longest time nothing seemed to be happening. Maybe Cerex had lied after dl. She stared at
the Fence and tried to ignore the coldness in her ssomachs.

Theflickers developed paired waves, one dipping and the other rigng. The waves turned into a swirl
about a cir-cle of emptiness, a circle that grew and grew until the bottom edge dipped below the water
and the emptiness was big enough to run a steamer through. The growing stopped, but the hole stayed.

She camped on the Finger and watched it, waiting for the Ptaks to notice, wondering how long it
would lagt.

At the end of the third night it flowed together until there was no sgn anything had happened. No
vigtors ei-ther. The disruptor was dl Cerex had dlaimed.

Y sgyl’s mouth tightened into a grim line as she checked the dignment of the peaks. When she was
aure she'd reached the Wendliu Round, she eased the miniskip below the tredine, maneuvered it into a
thicket of young mutha saplings, and let it settle to the ground near the de-cayed giant whose fdl had
made room for them.

With a groan of relief, she left the saddle, stood rub-bing her mistreated buttocks, and muttered to
the birds and the air, “Why do offworlders who know so much about everything, make something so
miserably uncom-fortable?’

Air and birds having no answers for her, she removed the packs strapped to the skip’'s carry grid and



st them on the crumbling trunk. She settled beside them and pulled off her boots, then sat wiggling her
toes and enjoying the fed of the earth againg her feet. It was good to be back where dl the tugs on her
body were familiar, where the smdlls and colors and textures fdlt right.

The Wendlu Round.

The next peak over marked the camp where she was hatched. “By Minyarna Stream | fird saw
light/Dancing waters blue and bright,” she sang as she kicked her heds againg the trunk, her voice a
breath on the breeze that rustled through the pale green mutha leaves. “By

Minyama Stream | first knew pairn/My loveis gone, won't come again ....”

The memories were hard ones. She forgot them when she was away from here, but when she set her
feet on the Round, they were back again. Always back again.

Her Mam and Baba were killed in a rockdide while she was ill in egg. Her anya went into howling
grief and was kept tied to the ixis wagon after xe tried to fling xesdf over a diff. A week after Ysgyl
hatched, a van burst in the pouch and nearly drowned her as the anya's body emptied itsdf of blood.
The Heka saved her life and ordered the anya Deldan to pouch her. Crazy Dedan whom nobody would
bond with. The ixis fed xe and looked after xe, but otherwise stayed as far from xe as they could. And as
far from Yseyl as they could when she emerged from the pouch.

Dddan didn't care. Xe had x€'s voices and the ghods that xe saw with such conviction that
sometimes Y syl thought she could see them, too. As she grew older, there were moments when she
hated Crazy Delean, blaming xe for the weirdness in her that made the other children afraid of her; they
tormented her because they were afraid. They caled her Crazy Y seyl. They yelled at her that she'd killed
her anya. They pinched her and bit her and fought with her and stole her food and broke her things.
Dedan protected her as much as xe could and loved her in x€'s odd way, comforted her when the dark
closed round her, when she wondered if the taunters were right, if she were a death-dealer from the egg.

It didn’'t help when her God-Gifts began manifesting themsdves. When she discovered she could
make people see whatever she wanted them to see, even if there was nothing there. That she could pull
the shadow of shape around her and be anyone. That she could make radios play even when the
batteries were dead. She didn’'t say much about these Gifts, but people saw her usng them and that was
enough to make her seem odder, more frightening to the others. And so more isolated.

In the eghth year after her hatching, she found the caves that twisted through this mountain, hugged
the se-cret of them to her heart, and spent hours exploring them, crawling recklesdy through convoluted,
cramped spaces bardy larger than she was, a handlamp she'd solen from a peddler a the Yubikha
Meseting Ground shoved out ahead of her, batteries long dead but sill glowing at her touch.

When the shadows from the splings crawled across her toes, she clicked her tongue and got to her
feet. “You can ldl around watching grass grow when this is over, Crazy Yseyl.” She stretched, yawned,
st to work organizing the packs she was going to carry up the mountain, getting them balanced
properly on her back so she'd have the mohility she needed to reach where she meant to go.

Sketchily concealed by the leaves on the crooked red branches of a slha bush growing from the
wegthered stone, Yseyl dropped to a squat beside the boulder she used as a marker and contemplated
the triangular aperture in the Sde of the mountain that she knew better than the linesin her own pams.

She sat very dill, waiting for the web of amdl lives to quiet and scanning the gravel and coarse sand
in front of her for 9gn of intruders. When she was stidfied that no one had been intefering in her
business, she dropped onto her belly and wriggled into the mouth of the cave.

For amoment she thought she was going to get stuck in the right angle bend that came just before the
tube wid-ened suddenly into a large chamber, but a twist of her body and a shove of bare feet agang a
fold of stone pushed her around and she burst free of the tube with scrgping sounds from the packs and a
loud rip. She wrin-kled her nose. “What | get for being lazy.”

She dipped out of the straps, eased the packs onto the floor, and got to her feet.

Sunrays dancing with dust motes poured through the cracks in the stone, painted fluttering lesf shapes
on the thick gray dust that covered the floor, playing shadow games with the tracks in the dug, the



three-clawed mayo-rnayo prints, the larger sassemayo spoor, and the scuffs of her bare feet from the last
time she' d been here.
On the inner Sde of the chamber were hdf a dozen holes, some hardly large enough to admit a
sasemayo, the rest of varying heights. One of them was low and broad, rather like a partly open mouth.
Yyl stretched, yawned. “Hoy-ha, ol fem, get your body moving. Have to get away from here by
sundown.”

Her way lit by a handglow she'd bought at Marrat’s Market, she inched into the mouth hole, pushing
the dis-ruptor case.ahead of her this time. The case kept getting hung up on bulges and cracks in the
floor, and severd of the turns required a lot of wriggling and shoving, but she managed and some ten
minutes later emerged into a sec-ond chamber.

Lumpy and echoing, a stream hardly wider than the span of a md’s hand meandering dong the back
wdl, it was consderably larger than the firg and filled with a velvet darkness that seemed reluctant to
yidd to the light from the handglow. The flattest surface was that next to the entrance hole and there
Y gyl had huilt a knee-high platform from mutha branches, binding and knotting them together with grass
rope saturated in nivula sap. On this platform she'd built hersdf a smdl hutch with a three-sided storage
shed. The front of the shed was closed off by a piece of heavy canvas.

SHting the disruptor case on the platform, she dimbed up beside it. She untied the canvas, fetched
out a box of candles from the half-a-hundred she had stored in the shed, a canddlabra that had taken her
fancy oncein Icisd, and a blanket which she shook out and dropped beside the box. She twisted the
candles into the holes and lit them, amiling as the gentle wavering light woke the shadows she cdled
Dddan's Ghosts.

She watched a moment, then went back for the rest of her gear.

For awhile she played with her treasures, dl sense of time logt in counting and caressing them, the
hand-hammered gold and siver coins of the Pixa, the machine-struck coins of the Impix, a long necklace
of polished turquoise and jasper beads, a bronze statue of a running boya, a soaring celekesh carved
from jet, a Fieka s ring broach, a mosaic prayer icon tha had belonged to a group of Bond Sigters, dl
the bits and pieces that had stuck to her fingers from the years when she’d been only a thief, before her
cdling came to her and she began hunting arms dedlers.

Fndly she sighed, put most of her treasures away, and did the disruptor case into the dot she'd Ieft
for it. She kept back one sack of coins and a few pieces of jewery for living costs in Lingjin, then tied
the canvas into place and |éft.

Y syl came to the Outlook where the Rllgrim Road be-gan mid-morning of the next day, a hot, il
summer day, so quiet and filled with peace tha the War could have been a nightmare she was waking
from.

Beyond the patchwork fidds of the farms and the nub-bly green of the fruit orchards, there was the
cty—white marble lace on an emerald green ground, the streets like darker threads winding through it,
the ponds and foun-tains jewes on those threads. And the radio tower, rigang above them. And the
fishing village to the south, a dull, ugly blot that only emphasized the beauty of the rest.

And out where the Sky met the sea, was the Fence. Yseyl stared at it. You aren’t so great. Not any
more. | put a hole in your gut, and you didn’t even know it.

The firg time she'd seen the Fence, there was an agony in her head as if someone pounded a nall
from temple to temple. That was gone. | put a hole in your gut. | watched it ooze shut, but | can do it
again, any time | want.

She turned away because she couldn’t think while she was looking at that THING, sat down on the
half-moon of polished stone, and pulled off her boots. She added the boots to her pack and pressed the
heds of her hands againg her eyes. Sow, she thought. Be careful. You don’t know who you can trust.
Be the proper little Pilgrim. Be like all the rest. Have your story ready. Who am 1? Yes. I'll take my
mother’s name. Lankya of Wendlu iris. Visit the Prophet’s Grave. Gahh, just the thought makes



me sick ... | have to do it. | have to find someone who can lead people. | can escape, but | can’t
lead. | knew that. | didn't think it through. Someone HAS to know how to use that thing. Drive
holes through the Fence, let the people out who want to go, let the killers keep on killing. God! |
wish | could Hill believe ... 1 wish ...

She shook off the sudden malaise and rose; feet drag-ging at firs, she stepped onto the Rigrim Road
and started for Lingjin.

The Road was paved with ydlow brick, hollows worn in it by thousands of bare pilgrim feet over
centuries of use. The bricks were warm from the sun and gritty from the dust the summer breeze blew
across them. How strange to walk here. Y'seyl fdt old ghogts rigng in and around her—warm and dightly
dde ghods like three-day-old bread in greasy sandwiches, shoved into a back pocket for lunch that
never got to happen.

She began to pass the outlying farms.

Short-legged, with curly horns and flickering tails that continudly showed their white undersides,
herds of low-land maphiks grazed in fenced pastures.

Farmers plowed fields behind teams of ska77, the iron plowshares tumning over rich black earth. The
gardl of that earth was pleasant in her nogtrils, though as Pixa, she should be appalled by such dashing a
the body of God.

Theiron plowshares roused a memory that chased the other ghosts away.

When she was X, dready on her way to being the tar-get of dl the mdice in the ixis a Prophet Ma
came to Wendlu his and spent tedious time a Night Praise inrveighing againgt Impix sins, particularly their
mines and mills

In the morning he gathered the ixis children and quizzed them about ther learning, asking them to
recite the Sayings of the Prophet and giving out wrapped can-dies to those who had the answers he
wanted. After awhile he noticed Y seyl squatting at the back, scowl-ing and slent. She knew she wasn't
going to get any candy, and even if she did, Shung and Huddla would jump her and take it awvay. They
were the oldest and the strongest and they knew from long experience that any-thing they did to her
would not be punished. If she com-plained, it was she who' d get the whack.

He beckoned to her.

Shetried to pretend she didn’'t see him.

“You, femlit,” he said. “Yes, | mean you. Come here.”

She trudged through pinches and hisses of “don’t dis-grace us”

“crazy Yseyl,”

“you mess up, we gonna get you.” When she reached the Prophet Md, she stopped and stood
daing at the ground, not daring to look at him.

“You have not tried to answer.” He caught hold of her chin and lifted her head so she was forced to
gaze a his stern, lined face. “Have you no answers?’

He amdled sweety and something else she didn’t know but didn't like, and his hands fet wrong, like
polished leather, not skin. She wanted to pull away, but his hold was too strong; dl she could do was
drop her eyes again and stare at his chest rather than his face. The loose thing he wore that wasn't quite a
shirt—it was made from Impix cloth. Silk. She knew that because just a month ago a the Yubikha
Gather Thombe and Busa and Anya Bilin had a ydling, dapping argument over Busa teking her lace
money and spending it on a piece of slk. And he had an Impix knife on the leather strap that belted it to
his body.

“What isthe Path of the Child? Tdl me the first Say-ing.”

Despite her fear and her nervousness, the Whys had got hold of her. Crazy Deldan said Why was
the firs word she spoke when she crawled from the pouch. Without thinking, Yseyl lifted her hand and
pointed at the shirt. “If Impix are so bad,” she said with regrettable darity, “if the things they make are
hated by God and the Prophet, why are you wearing Impix sk and how come you use an Impix knife?’

Y syl shook her head at the memory. Bad timing, she thought, but the truth, for all the whipping |



got. It was a question no one had ever answered for her. The Pixa couldn’t live without the things they
fulminated againgt. No mines, no iron, no mills no stedl. And no fine dloth or thread. No ax heads or axle
bolts, no needles or knives or chains. Not the fird time nor the last she'd experienced the twisty logic of
adults.

Except for afew soaring spires and the openwork sted radio tower, now that she was down on the
plan, the city was hidden from view by the ancient thile groves, huge trees with curving triple trunks thet
arced over and out with smdler limbs growing straight up from the arches, limbs thick with hand-shaped
leaves of dark green.

A number of walkers were ahead of her, afew Impix pilgrims in their bright yelow robes, two or
three Pixain dark green; the rest were refugees from both branches of the Impixal family, dressed in
whatever they wore when they turned hohekil and ran from their kin and their homes.

Much more of this and half the people left alive will be coming here. God, | hope there is
someone behind those walls who can whip up enough heat and light to organize this escape.
Funny, or maybe not, now that | have the dis-ruptor, there’s nothing | can do with it. Not alone. |
should be steamed at Cerex because he must have known it was just a stupid gadget and no use
at all to what | want. She was't angry, not redly. After dl, she'd started out by trying to kill him.
Which he' d accepted with re-markable equanimity. And she liked him. | just have to figure it out, she
thought. Find some way to make it useful.

Up close, the wdls of the city were more like lace than she'd expected, the white marble facing
carved and pierced in an intricate flow of images and words, Sayings of the Prophet, Songs from the
Book of God. And dl of it was exquisitey clean. As she waited in the line of those seeking entrance to
the city, she saw a group of ferns and anyas in coarse unbleached robes carry buckets and brushes to a
section of wall. They chanted a Song as they scrubbed ddlicately & the stone.

The line of folk ahead of her curved round a screen and vanished indde the gate. Step by step she
moved forward, weary and bored but putting on a face of patience. She wanted no one looking a her
and remembering her.

When she rounded the screen, the stench of Rilgrim sweat and dirt hit her in the face, no breeze to
dilute that consequence of days of waking and privation. She took shdlow breaths, let her eydids droop
while she examined what lay ahead of her and listened intently to the ques-tions so she'd be prepared to
answer them when her time came.

Long table. Four Brothers of God seated with pen, ink, bound registers, writing down the responses.

Two doors in the far wall. Those with money for their keep went through the righthand door, those
who cast themsdves on the Mercy of God passed through the left.

“Pixaor Impix?’

“Pixa”

“Name”

“Lankyaof Ixis Wendlu Clan Enzak.”

“Reason for vist.”

“Sanctuary. | am hohekil.”

“Have you coin to keep yoursdlf, or will you be a Guest of God?”’

“l have coin to keep mefor awhile”

“You understand, it is not likely that there will be paid labor you can do.”

“l understand.”

“Thisis a place of peace. Wegpons are not dlowed within the wdls. If you have any such, they will
be sedled and returned to you when you leave.”

“I have this” She took her bdlt knife from the shegth and laid it on the table. “No more.”

It was alie, of course, but she wasn't about to let her-sdf be whally disarmed. Besides, even if they
searched her and found Cerex’ s sunrod taped to her back, they wouldn't know what it was.

He took the knife, wrote on a dtrip of paper, and sedled the paper to the knife with a bit of heated



wax. He sat the knife in a box by his feet. When he gsraightened, he said, “If you are found with a
wegpon ingde the wdls, you

THE BURNING GROUND

will be cast out and not dlowed to return. Do you under-stand?’

“Ves”

“Youwill be required to do Service to God for five hours each week. You will be given a token for
each hour completed and should display those tokens to any Brother, Bond Siter, Anya of Mercy, or
Prophet Speaker who requests to see them. Do you understand?’

“Ves”

He opened the much carved wooden chest that sat a his elbow and took out a amdl bronze square
with a hole in one corner. “Thisis a luth. It is your key to the Free-dom of Lingjin. You will see that
today’ s date is stamped into the metd. Six months from today you will go to the Grand Y eson and put
forth your reasons for remaining in Lingjin. If these are accepted, you will be given another Iuth at that
time. If they are not, then you must leave. Do you understand?’

“Yes”

“Cary the luth with you aways. If you are found with-out it, you will do penance and then mugt
leave. Do you understand?’

“Yes”

“Then welcome to Lingjin, O Rilgrim. God' s blessing be yours.”

13

The Cauldron brews both poison and health.
There are plots on the boil around you.




Chapter 6

1. Figuring a way from here to there

In the distance

the smell of hibiscus
crying out risk us
eyeing with askance

| sing the mythos

of cosmos in prim pose
preening for glances ...

Shadith dropped the stylo onto the clipboard’ s magnet, leaned againg the bitt, and let her legs swing,
her bare feet dmogt touching the water the high tide had brought in. The scribbles on the sheets of paper
were there as camouflage, an excuse for Stting where she was stting and daring out across the water
(though she' d surprised hersdlf by rather liking some of those lines).

Graska Wysp. The idand chain was a sprinkle of dots just beyond the mouth of Lda Bay. She had a
good view of the largest idand, the one cdled k' Wys, the wharf where she sat was &t the edge of the
bay, old and de-serted, rotting back to the earth it was built on.

Though the north end of k' Wys was a rocky for with scraggly windblown shrubs growing from every
crevice,, the southern third was flatter, atangle of brush, vines and hegps of pumice except for the areas
cleared off for the flier pad and alarge hangar. Thefliersin that hangar were the only ones alowed in the
ar over the sea between Ptak-K' nerol and Impixal.

The water was deep under her feet, but the currents were srong and there was a laot of
crosschop—probably why the wharf was no longer in use. An ancient ed lived in a hole below her, a
huge creature long as a python and three times as thick, with the temperament of a rabid wol-verine. She
knew him wel by now, having mindridden him a dozen times, usng his predator’s eyes to explore the
area around k’Wys. Old Tiger had given her some wild rides.

During high tide she swam him into the blowholes that riddled the base of the idand, forced him to
folow one &fter the other and gtick his nose out the surface openings until she'd found the one she
needed, the one that led to the surface north of the hangar, in a waste area filled with twisted stone and
sunted thornbush. His temper got worse the longer she rode him, but after a few dashing fights with the
andler edsthat laired in those holes, he settled down and was tractable enough when she took him out
agan.

The eds were part of the idands defense—no swim-mers in those waters. As she leaned back and
swvung her legs, the picture of an idle dreamer, she saw another part of that defense.

Jet boats were zipping back and forth on the Iake be-yond the idands, pairs of them racing, others
playing elaborate games of tag and bluff. One of them turned through too broad an arc and passed on the
far Sde of abright red buoy. The man a the whed went limp and fdl in a heap, the boat’s motor died. A
few moments later a patrol shell Ieft k' Wys and came adongside the intruder.

There was a swift flicker dong the water as the fidd shut down. The menin the shell tossed a howler
into the jet boat, then shoved it past the buoy into unwarded wa-ter. They sat a moment ligening to the
howler whoop and wetching to make sure the current carried the boat awvay from k’Wys, then a lifted
am brought a second flicker as the fidd went on again. The shdl hummed back to the landing.

Why does everything on this world have to be double the work? Shedith reached for the
clipboard, tapped the stylo againgt her chin. After amoment she started writing again.

Howl said the honeybear ~ Shaking in a shrieking fit
Growl said the hoaryboar  Dropping in a digger pit
Foul said the holyman Cursing at a, biting nit



She wrinkled her nose, scratched the lines out, started as a voice sounded behind her.

“Why'd you do that? | kindalikeit.”

She looked round. It was the old man she'd spoken to the firs day. He was leaning on the hitt,
looking over her shoulder. HE'd come up so slently she hadn't heard a thing—though that might aso be
due to the howler which was dill going off a short intervds as the jet boat rocked and turned in the
waves.

“Mp. You spooked me. Why? Too forced. Whimsy that feds forced is worse than week-old cake.”

“Got y' f fired, huh?’

“She started using her hands on me. I'll take a lot but not that.” Shadith dropped the stylo onto the
magnet, pat-ted a yawn. “Thought I'd have a little vacation before | started looking for work.” She
grinned up a him. “Nice out here and chegp entertainment. Been pondering on get-ting a pole and fishing
for dinner. My da had a fishboat and | went out with him sometimes when | was a kid.”

“You want to be a bit careful dong here. Seen the eds?’

“Yeh. One thing sure, svimming’s not on my pro-gram.”

He chuckled, straightened, shading his eyes with a gnarled hand as he watched a pair of polizer ‘hots
fly over to the jet boat and start towing it back to shore. Shadith nodded at the boat. “He dead?’

“Nab, just stunned. In an hour or so hell come out of it with a bodyache thet’Il make him sorry it
didn’'t kill him. Told you. Don't mess with the Graska Wysp.”

“Not much chance of that; with my finances I'd have to wak on the water to get there” She fdt
around, found her sandals, and began strapping them on.

“Y ou thought of sdling your poems?’

She got to her feet. The clipboard tucked under her arm, she smoothed her dress down, ran her
fingers through her hair. “I’ve sold afew, but | know better'n to think | can live off them, Grandda. Well,
see you round. Good fishing.”

She drolled away, didn't bother looking back. Twidy old man, but a bit more obvious than he
thought he was. One amdl knot in the Ptakkan security web. Ah, well, it was nice to have such a credible
witness to her innocence. Irritating, though, if he showed up at the wrong time,

2. Music and mouse ears

That night Shadith drifted along The Strip, absorbing color and noise through her skin as much as
through eyes and ears; it was a garish gaudy tasteless mess and she loved it, a sensory overload
enagizing her, filling her with zazz. She’d painted her face, neck, and shoulders with swirls of black and
white, pinned a crimson crest and horsetall to her brown-gold fuzz and wrapped her body into bright blue
glittergauze. Her feet were bare, her toenails painted gold to match the fauxclaws she'd glued on. She
moved in the beats of the dashing musc, riding the whipped-up excitement of the crowd around her,
mind shut down, eyes searching for something, she didn’'t know what, just that she'd know it when she
saw it.

She dashed her nails againgt a groping hand, laughed over her shoulder a the angry man, dipped
away from him around a band of amdl brown Pa ao Tedys, past a Menaviddan matron with a dozen
miniatures of hersdf dinging to her iff black hair, lost hersdlf in amotley ag-gregation of Cousin types on
a guided tour.

Holoas swooped at her, whispered in her ears: Watch the rape and murder of a nomad
tribe. Harnke's Picture Palace hasiit all. See the secret orgies of the White Brothers. Harnke's
Picture Palace has sensearound, you'll have every sensation as if it were you in the white
robe. Learn what the Bond Ssters do in the heart of their Enclosure. Things so se-cret and
perverse you won't believe your senses. Harnke's Picture Palace has group rooms or private
viewing, which-ever you prefer. Watch the torture and eating of an Impix anya. Bring a friend
or meet a stranger with your tastes. Who knows what might come of it. Harnke's ...

When she moved from the set area of one holoa, an-other began its pitch, whispering, ingnuting,



enticing.

Her digaste for their wares started to gray down her pleasure, so she ducked into a dingier Sde
street where there were more dangers for the unwary, but a least she'd be free of the whispers. The
facades of the playhouses on this street were dmogt as garish as those on The Strip, with the ddights
ingde flashed across the fronts like the painted flats in an ancient carnivad. She tossed her crim-son
horsetail, danced to the musc blaring from the houses, reveling in the dide of musde on muscle, the
vi-bration that shook her to the bone, wanting no praise or blame from outsiders, no intruson on her
enjoyment of hersdf.

For awhile she was |eft done, but the sensud energy in her body began to attract interest in ways
ghe didn't want, so with a touch of anger and some reluctance she stopped the dance and dipped
through a holo-facade that proclamed the virtues of the Utka-Myot Fight-o-Drome. Two srebs bought
her a night's membership and a bat-tered flake reader that was set to lead her through the de-lights the
playhouse offered.

She moved to the main public arena and dropped onto a bench beside the door to watch a firstcut
knife fight. A man and a womean circled each other on the sand. They were quick and wdl trained, with a
number of crowd-pleasing moves that were mostly spectacle. She smiled. Rohant would have wiped the
sand with them in about thirty seconds, but she wouldn’t want to face either of themin ared right.

A hand settled on her leg, moved up her thigh, squeez-ing as it moved. She dapped the hand away
and did down the bench. The man's face looked familiar, maybe one of those who'd started crowding
her on the street.

He did after her. “You shekin' it red good out there, minka Givey’' a good time?’

“Not interested, ‘ spois. Leave me ‘lone and go find other meat.” She did further from him dong the
nearly empty bench.

He followed, put his hand on her leg again. “Don’ be like that, whore. You slin', | buyin'.

“Haul ass, chyr.” She raked the fauxnails across the back of his hand. “Shove y’ chyaa me, y' pull
back a sump.”

He cursed her, started an openhanded swing at her face. A meta claw clamped on his wrig, the am
of the peacer ‘bot under the bench, and its minimdigt voice grated, “Stri king adi ent is not per mit ted.”

She used the respite to leave the arena, annoyed with hersdlf for dropping her wariness and dlowing
this su-pidity to happen. Spla spla, it fit well enough into the per-sona she was throwing into the face of
Ptak-sec, so no harm done. She shook the horsetall and laughed at herself. No one watching that bit of
fdly would possibly see her as a professond investigetor on the job.

She looked into two more of the public arenas, found nothing that interested her, and left the
fight-o-drome.

“You worry me, little Voyka.”

She scowled over her shoulder at the old man. “Y ou fallowing me round?’

“You aren't hard to see, got up like that.”

“Not in the mood for sex, if that's what you're after. Just want to have some fun.” She moved her
shoulders impatiently, put a touch of whinein her voice.

He clicked his tongue, shook his head. “Nothing like that, Voyka, just sayin’. You got any your
poemsin mem-ory?’

“Some | set as songs. Why?’

“There' sthis place down a hit closer to the lake. Man | know runsit. Lots of Ptaks go there, mind
that?’

She shrugged. “Their world. So ....” She saw the crewman emerging from the fight-o-drome looking
ready to chew nails. “Um ... let's move on, hm? That's a cross street where the shadows are, it it?’

“What's wrong?’

“Jud a creep | had some trouble with.” She sghed, yanked the crest and horsetail from her head,
and moved hadlily around a dutch of Cousins coming from a play-house. “Mood he's in, | don’'t want
him anywhere round me”



Shadith glanced a the holo, frowned. “The Hungry Harp?’

“Saul, he' s the owner, he saysif you have to have ev-erything explained, you don't belong there.”

“Mm.”

The old man chuckled. “Come dong, Voyka. You can buy kaf or wine a the bar; if you want
something dsg, it's likdy hanging in the shadows.”

Indde was dark and smelled of the herbs in the smoke drifting from the torches in gilded cages
scattered about the long L-shaped room, hanging on chains from cdling beams, swaying in the breeze
from the coolers, torches that cast confusing, multiple shadows over the faces of the people seated at the
tables. There was a. amdl stage with a guitar, aflute, and a keyboard gtting on chairs as if they watched
the watchers.

Saul was around little man with eyes so pae they seemed bleached in a face the color of charcod;
he was bald on top but wore hisfringe of long gray hair in dou-ble plaits tied off with leather thongs. He
hed a wide, thin-lipped mouth that was never Hill, squeezing together as he lisened to the old man, a
corner twigting up, then down, lower lip sucked in, then both lips pursed, then moving from side to side.

When the old man finished, Saul turned his head, cdled, “Zaddo.”

A man came through a beaded curtain, tdl and thin with straight blond hair hanging loose. “Huh?’

“Tdk to her.” Saul jerked athumb at Shadith. He touched her arm, pointed at the stage. “You got
fifteen minutes. Zaddo here plays keyboard. Get up there and tdl him what you want.”

Shadith fixed the red crest in her har again, moved with the eaborations of the tune she'd whistled
for Zaddo; when she was ready, she sang, playing with the words, turning them to fit the music:

“1 am fathoms deep

In love with dark

| fill my mouth with night
And drink the absence
Of the light

Dense and stark

| think

| will not endure

The pure white silence
Of the day

| will deep the bright away
And rise

With the moon

To reprise

The melodies of night.”

FHve songs later, hoarse and weary, humming with the praises of her audience, quite pleased with
hersdf and starting to wonder if the old man was redly a spy or just a whacked piece of beach wrack,
Shadith ambled back to her boardhouse.

After along hot shower and a pot of cdoury tea to soothe her throat, she stretched out on her bed
and went hunting for ears so that she could ligen to the Cobben.

Sound of a door closing. Feet, sighs, grunts, a thud as one of the Cobben knocked something
onto the floor.

“Meya, you're drunk!”

“ Am not. ‘F you'd turn the light up.”

“Heb, you stink like a whorehouse. Where were you anyway?”

“Whorehouse.” Sound of honking snigger



“ Ta-tse, how's the talent?”

“Talented. Sarpe, you back?” Hebi’s growl loudened to a shout, then he answered himself.
“Hunk Guess she is, looka that, shield’s on.”

Sound of door diding open. A confusion of footsteps, sound of yawns. Sarpe’s voice had a
post-orgasmic muting of its usual harsh edges. “ So you lot are back”

“You getting shy, Coryfe?”

“Don’'t be more of an idiot than you have to, Feyd.”

“ Any news?’

“ Clo-Kajhat finally came through with what’s on his alleged mind. More than just strangling
some hapless git. He wants Lingjin brought into the war: The tourists are getting bored with the
snip-ing, he needs something big to get their juices going.”

“Huh? Don't get it, Sarpe. How' n Tarto’s Hell we supposed to do that?”

“He's targeted three mals. The Holy Piz who plonks that Temple thing . ahh, Brother
Hafambua, Humble Haf the preaching mal, the jinners go round licking up the sweat where he
walks, they think he's so righteous, then there's a Prophet Speaker called Kuxagan, got a mouth
on him could talk you into a spate of celi-bacy, Heb, need | say more? The third’'s the hohek
leader, the one they call the Arbiter, name of Noxabo. He keeps the peace between Pixa and
Impix, which is something | wouldn’t like to try. Clo-Kajhat figures we do 'em and fix it like one
of the other factions killed *em. That should stir the pot real nice.”

“ So when we getting started on it?”

“Day after tomorrow; be ready to catch the boat for k' Wys straight up noon.”

After she let the mouse run free, Shadith lay on the bed daring a the cdling. The horns of this
dilemmahad very sharp points. It wasn't her job, it wasn't her war. Why should she fed pushed to get to
those people to warn them? And who said they’ d believe her anyway? And yet ...

Hndly, tired of the ruts she was running in, she shoved that problem aside and began to consder
how she was going to explain disgppearing after that performance. Ah Splal | STILL haven’t gotten
into work mode. Or stayed in character. Doing what comes naturally will have to wait till the
job’s done, or I'm going to mess up worse than this some time soon. She sghed. If the old man
isn't a spy, just a nice old guy who's convinced himself | could be a daughter or something like
that, he's going to make one big fuss when | stop showing up. If heisa spy, I'min the soup for
ure.

She laced her hands behind her head and lay scowling at the caling. Say | write him a bit of
thank-verse, say |I've met this neat guy and we're going to do some snug-gling, so he shouldn’t
fuss if he doesn’'t see me for a cou-ple weeks. Give the thing to Saul, tell him to pass it on. Just
stupid enough an excuse he might even believe it; the way I’ve been acting, it'll be right in
character. She sghed and turned to working out the find details of stow-ing away on the Cobben’ sflier.

3. Night swimming with eels

Shadith dipped out of the long dress she'd worn to cover her svimming tack and suffed it into her
gearsac, push-ing it down behind the break-in kit Digby had provided dong with other bits and pieces he
thought would prove useful. She kndt in the deep black shadow at the end of the whaf where the
wegthered stone rose a dozen meters above the surface of the water. Old Tiger was moving in his hole,
She could fed the hunger developing in him; if she left him aone, in another haf hour he'd come dliding
out to chase down some dinner. Sorry, old son, she thought. But this won't take long.

She pulled on the breather hood, clamped down on his brain, did over the sde, and lowered hersdlf
into the warter.

Old Tiger was a horror mask snarling in her face as she kicked hersdf down to meet him. She caught
hold of the ragged crest that ran down his backbone, postioned her-sdf besde hm and sent him
svimming at top speed to-ward k' Wys.

When his body brushed againgt her as they plunged through the darkness, she could fed the dide of



those long live musdles fighting the resistance of the water. 1t was a wild intoxicating ride and made her
want to howl at the moon for the glory of it dl.

She scolded hersdf to order as the dopes of k’Wys loomed before them, set the ed to searching for
the con-figurations around the blowhole she wanted.

The crescent moon was low on the horizon when she pulled hersdf cautioudy from the hole and
wriggled through the thornbush until she could stretch out on a mix of gravd and dead grass and use her
nightglasses to sweep the area around the hangar.

Quiet. No one around. As usud.

She eased up, squatted, and pulled the gearsac round where she could get at it. Screened by the
brush and the folds of rock, mindtouch reaching out to warn her if any-one came round, she stripped off
the wetauit, rolled it into a tight cylinder, and tucked it into a crack in the stone. No point in dripping on
the hangar floor. The breather hood she contemplated for a moment, then did it into a press pouch on the
outsde of the sac. There might come a time when she needed it.

By the time she was ready to move, the moon was gone and clouds were blowing across the gars,
thickening the darkness. The wind had risen and was whipping dead leaves and grit across the ground.
She let it whip her dong with them, turned the corner of the hangar, and stopped before the smdl
personnd door. She clicked on the reader Dighby had given her, confirmed what her own senses told her.
The only barrier was mechanica. She flipped the reader over, extruded the quickpic, and in-serted it into
the dot.

A moment later she eased the door open and dipped in-sde. As she started to turn so she could
relock the door, there was a swift scrabbling and a sudden weight dammed into her, knocking her flat.

Carrion bregth.

Feet on her back, nalsripping into her shirt and the skin beneeth it.

Teeth dosng on the nape of her neck.

Theingant she fdt the weight, her mindride stabbed out, froze the beast.

She lay with her facein the dust, holding desperately to the grip she had on him.

Focus. Sow. No hurry. You know how to do this. Fol-low the pathways, take control, bleed off
the rage .... In another few breaths she had him.

She opened his mouth, walked him off her back, then rolled up and scowled a him and through his
gyes a her-sdf. It was a weird feding. She eased off on the hold, played a moment in his pleasure
centers, then brought him closer so she could rub her hands over him and get him used to her scent.

The faint light coming through clerestory windows high overhead showed her a black canine with a
flash of white on his neck. She dug her fingers into his droopy jowls, scratched behind his ears, worked
down his spine, evoking dobbery whimpers and an ecstatic wriggle of his hindquarters. Gradudly she
removed the controls, garting to breathe again as he stayed friendly. He, was an intdli-gent beast and not
med at the world, no meannessin him, just doing his job.

“Yes, you're a good dog, aren’'t you. With a good trainer, you like him, don’'t you. He's my friend,
you're my friend. Fedls good when | scratch you like that, doesn't it. Ah, spla, your breath’s enough to
knock over an ox. So I'll get up. Down, boy, feet on the floor. That's right. Head a my knee. Now let's
go explore.”

Panting and dripping dobber, he trotted beside her as she moved about the hangar, usng a minute
pinlight to see what the Ptaks kept in that vast gloomy building.

There were four fliers parked in the center of the stained metacrete floor. A fifth was racked with one
of the lifters stripped, waiting for repairs which a certain thickness of dust suggested no one was rushing
to com-plete.

None of the locks were engaged.

They were standard heulers with the cargo hold below the passenger module. The hold was a
rectangular box with a grating floor, straps for tying bales and bundles, and a series of wall bins. Stowing
away wouldn't be dif-ficult if she could figure out which flier the Cobben planned to use.

She moved away from them and stood, hands on hips, scowling at four large shadows. “Waéll, dog,



it's redly too bad you can't talk. Or would you even know? Maybe they haven't decided themsdlves
which beast they’re going to ride. Shaydl | redly don’'t want the noise it'd make if | had to stedl one of
those things. It's a nest in the rafters for me, dog. Slegp out the night and watch which one they load up
with supplies and hope they do it ahead of time”

The dog pushed his muzze againg her hip and wagged his sumpy tall as she dug her fingers into the
ruff round his neck.

“You're a love, aren’'t you?" She chuckled. “Deadly lit-tle love. I'd be cold meat without the
mindride. Ah, spla, my fault, not yours. Should have read the building before | went in. Hmp. Time for
you to get back to work and me to find mysdf a perch.”

Ealy morning sunlight was streaming through the nar-row clerestory windows when the large doors
did open. The dog trotted to the door, stood a moment, ruff bristling, a ridge of hair risng dong his
pine. There was a sound that Shadith fdt rather than heard. The dog relaxed and trotted out of sght. A
moment later a cargo carrier hummed in.

It settled beside the nearest flier, then a amdl wiry man followed the handler out. Lying on a rafter
high above them, Shadith smiled tightly as he spoke. Cobben on the job. The voice told her which. Orm.

With the loader *bots working steadily and in spite of Orm’s fussy interference, the transfer of the
goods was quickly finished. As the handler loaded the ‘bots onto the carrier, Orm dimbed into the
passenger section of the flier. Shadith tensed, ligening to the dinks and dunks he made, wondering if he
were going to settle in and wait for the others. The Coryfe said noon and that was severd hours off, but
maybe they’ d changed the time.

The handler walked round the carrier, making sure the *bots and the stakes were properly in place,
then he dammed down the locking lever and climbed into the cab. The hum of the lifters filled the hangar.
Orm dropped from the flier’s cabin and ran to the carrier.

A moment later the hangar’s door hummed shut.

Shadith circled the flier, Digby’s readout tdlling her that Orm had activaeted some sort of darm. The
readout wasn't sendtive enough to do more, so she clicked it off and crouched in the shadow next to the
cargo hatch, eyes shut, trying to trace the energy flows. Since mogt of the sysem was potentid rather
then actud, it was a hitch to read. She was sweeting and her head was throbbing by the time she
managed to trip the switch and shut the thing off.

She used the quickpic to unlock the hatch and crawled ingde; there was just room to wriggle aong
on top of the padded crates. At the back of the hold there was a smdl pile of unused padding and a
space large enough for her to St with some comfort. She dipped her ams from the straps of her gearsac,
pushed it to one Sde, lowered her-sdf onto the padding, then sat scowling a the crate in front of her,
trying to decide if she should reset the darm.

If it was internd aswdl as externd ... if she needed a passpartout to convince it she was part of the
cargo ... dogs were eader ...

The Cobben might have gotten doppy through easy liv-ing, but she couldn’t count on them missng an
obvious thing like a switched-off darm. She closed her eyes, found the configuration after afew moments
of fumbling about, sucked in a breath, and flipped the switch.

Nothing happened.

Right. Now all I’ve got to worry about is boredom. Hours of boredom. Do | dare seep? Better
guestion is how do | stay awake? She yawned, arranged one of the pads behind her, curled up as
comfortably as she could, and went to deep.
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When the Twig is Broken, Peril.
Body, mind and soul on the brink of the
Abyss.

Chapter 7

1. All that effort undone

Thann adjusted the net with a flex and bend of x€'s wrigts and sent it skimming out, the wet cord
ressing the mis-chief of the wind that boomed in x€'s ears and teased the water into jadeite shards. Xe's
father had a saying—a tadking wind makes bad fishing—which had proved itsdf over and over this day.
Xetugged at the steering lines and began pulling the net in, dert to a certain livdinessin the fed that told
xe that xe' d findly caught more than weed and driftwood.

A scream. Isaho! Thann dropped the, guides and started to turn.

Hands caught x€' s arms, aloop of rope was round x€' s wrists and dragged tight. A moment later, xe
was facedown on the river bank, another loop about x€' s an-kles pulled tight and tied off. Xe writhed
around, spat dirt from x€'s mouth, and began sruggling againg the ties.

Themd who'd trapped xe wore a peddler’s red shirt, faded and stained, a peddier’s humpy hat with
the wide brim to keep the sun from his eyes, a peddier’s iron rings in his ears. The bits of his crest hair
poking from under the hat were streaked with gray. He watched xe druggle, his lesthery face impassve,
then cupped his hands round his mouth, yelled, “ Got the kid, Ya?’

“Ehyah, Baba, but she fighting like crazy, you wanna stake that ’un down and come gimme a hand?’

* % %

Thann whigtled x€ s digtress as Yd and the peddier came from the vevezz brake, 1saho’s limp body
dung over the md’s shoulder. Yad was a mdlit perhaps two or three years older then Isaho, swaggering



adong beside hisfather, ared rag braided into his crest and wooden plugs where the rings would go when
he finished his gppren-ticeship.

The peddier dumped Isaho on the bank beside Thann, turned to his son. “Keep y' eyes open.” He
flicked a bony forefinger againg barrel of the pellet rifle the mdlit car-ried. “But don’t go wadting anmo
on shadows, or | take it outta your hide. Y ou hear?’

“Ya, Baba”

“And keep y' hands off the femlit. She worth good coin if she fresh meet.”

“Ya, Baba”

The boat was a flat-bottomed scow with a Sngle mast and a shack built of weathered planks for a
desping cabin, the deck cluttered with barrels and bales, an old sail that was more patches than origind
cloth tied over these. It was nosed againg the bank, the sal dropped in a crumbled mass on the boom,
an anchor cable taut and draining over the side, holding it againgt the push of the current.

The peddier splashed into the water on the downstream sde and swung himsdf on board. As he
began turning the crank to lift the sal, he cdled to his son, “Yd, haul "em over. Hop it, mdlit, you want
that Imp phelato come over hill and see what' s hgppenin’? Nah! Not the femlit, the anya That's the one
that’s red wakin' money. What | keep tdlin’ you, make sure of the money fird.”

“Ya Baba Uh  anya x€'s made amess of xe swrigs”

“N€ mind that. Patchin’ comes later. Move it

Yd hefted Thann and rolled xe over the side. The peddier caught xe before xe hit the planks and
dumped xe down by abde of old clothes that amelled of sweat and rot, then went back to working the
crank as the mallit sruggled dong with a writhing, screaming, biting 1saho.

When he reached the boat, Yd dropped Isaho over the ral and svung himsdf up after her, hauled
her across to Thann, and went to help his father.

Thann nuzzled at 1saho, trying to comfort her, driven hdf insane because x€' s hands were tied and xe
couldn’'t speak. In the middle of x€'s anguish, xe remembered the peddier’s words and fdt a flare of
hope. Impix phela, he said. If only they would come, anything would be bet-ter .... X€'s hope died
as quickly as it was born. He wasn't redly worried, he was lessoning his son. If he thought the Impix
were close enough to be trouble, he'd have done the carrying himsdf insteed of leaving it to the mallit,
and we' d be going down river dready. Isa, ah, Isa, we'll get out of this. Somehow. | promise ... hush,
Shashi hush, baby ... oh, God, help us, give me strength .... Xe moistened x€'s lips, tried a soft
whidle it was more ar than sound, but xe turned it to alullaby that seemed to comfort x€' s daughter.

As s00n as the boat was out in the middle of the river, the peddler lifted Isaho and carried her to the
gern, then dropped her at the feet of his son who was tending the til-ler. “The anya gives trouble, srangle
the little bitch.”

He went into the shack and came out with black iron chains draped over one arm, a bundle of rags
and a bat-tered tin box in his other hand. He dropped the chains be-side Thann, squatted beside xe.
“You heard?’

Xe nodded.

“Good.” He st the box on his knee, pried the lid up and took out a haf-used tube of sdve. “So you
don’t move when | cut the ropes off.” He went to work and had x€'s feet free, squeezed out a dollop of
sdve and spread it where x€' d cut into skin and musde trying to kick free. When he had it wel worked
in, he tore a grip from one of the rags and wound it round x€'s ankle, his fingers sur-prisngly deft, dmost
gentle. As soon as he was finished with the second ankle, he clamped iron cuffs over the bandages,
locked them in place. They were joined by a chain about the length of x€ s arm.

He dedlt with the wris wounds in the same way, locked cuffs around x€'s wrists. These fit so tightly
he could barely close them over the bandages. The chain tha joined them was shorter, but xe fdt an
inexpressible rdief when xe saw tha xe would be adle to sgn.

He wiped his hands on arag, sat on his heds, his eyes moving over xe. “Anyainegg,” he sad after a



while “So you won't be trying to go overboard. Femlit's your daughter?’

Thann hesitated, Sgned, +Y es.+ X€'s hands shook with the weight of chains.

“Up to you to see she behaves. She gives too much trouble, we knock her on the head and drop her
oversde. Understand?’

+Yes.+ As he sarted to get up, xe Sgned rapidly, +Why? Why are you doing this?+

He laughed as he stood up. “You ask a peddler why? Coin, anya, coin. There's a hungry market
‘long the coast for anyas in good hedth. Femlits dill bring in something, too, but there' s getting to be a
dut in them, so not near so much as an anya. What that means is what | said. Too much trouble, we get
rid of her.”

Thann sat with x€' s back againg the bae of rags, 1saho crouched beside xe with her head in x€'s lap.
Xe stroked x€'s daughter’s shining black hair with smdl careful ges-tures that didn't make the chains
clank and watched with despair as the wind and current carried them swiftly back dong the ground that
hed cost them so much time and strength.

Xe made Isaho eat the biscuit and stew the peddier fed them. +If you don't eat, you'll get sick, and
well never get to Lingjin. As long as we have our srength, Shashi, there's dways a chance. If you get
sgck and die, there's none+ Over and over, the same things, over and over till the glaze faded from
Isaho’s eyes and she forced the food down.

As the sun rose on the second day, Thann heard again the boom of the mountain guns.

On the third day they were gliding past the ruined tow-ers of Khokuhl; they spent the night tied up at
a haf-drowned wharf & the far end of a waterfront that used to be the busiest on the east coast of
Impixal. The only things there now were rats and rot.

On the fourth day the boat crept dong the south shore of the Bay of Khokuhl, standing out only far
enough to escape the jagged stone teeth at the foot of the diffs Around noon it reached a high-waled
inlet like a bite out of the stone,

The peddler dropped 4l and hove to a the mouth of the inlet, lifted Thann off x€'s feet and carried
xeinto the cabin, leaving xe in the dinking darkness. Xe heard the hasp clank shut, the scrabbling as he
pushed the padlock through the staple and clicked it shut. Protecting his as-sets, xe thought. Please,
oh, God, watch over 1saho, don’t let them hurt her. Please ...

As xe kept up x€' s desperate prayer, xe fdt the boat shift, then settle to a steady dip and surge. Xe
licked x€ s lips and put dl the force xe could manage into the whistle code xe and Isaho had worked out
as they walked. Xe broke off, kneding taut with fear, waiting for an answer.

Isaho’s voice came to xe, sweet and true, stronger than it had been, dmogt a fern’s voice though she
was dill too young for the Change. “Thanny,” she sang, “Anya meami, they have taken the chains off, |
amwel.” Then she whis-tled the code that meant she was truly dl right.

A lie, but a brave one. God watch over you, my baby. Thann dghed and settled to wait for
whatever came next.

The boat shifted direction. Xe could tdl by the sound of the wind and the tilt. The next few minutes as
it nego-tiated the crosschop at the mouth of the inlet, xe was thrown off x€'s fedt, rolled about, dammed
agang one wal then another. By the time the worst of the motion stopped, xe was bruised and dizzy and
x€ sthroat burned from the bile xe€' s firs somach cast up.

After another fifteen or so minutes, there was a thump, a shudder, and the movement gentled further
to adow rocking. Mixed in with the raucous cries of shorebirds, xe heard scraiching and rasping as the
fenders rubbed againgt something, probably one of the wharves. The ped-dier’s voice came muffled
through the weathered wood of the door. “Yd, you ligen now. Anyone tries to come on deck, take out
their knees. Don't kill *urn, | don't want that kinda trouble. And you don't ligen to no yammer, y' just
keep deck clear till | get back.”

“Ya, Baba”

“Hoy! Anyal Got a choke lead on your femlit here. You whistle her she should be a good chd, you
hear?’

For a moment Thann's lips trembled so badly, xe couldn't make a sound, then xe whistled the



warning note and hoped 1saho would mind it.

Xefdt the dip and the outward thrust that told xe that the peddler was stepping off the boat.

It hadn’t been red somehow before this. We're going to be sold, xe thought. Maybe to different
buyers .... That pierced xe like a knife. Xe hugged x€'s ams across x€'s chest and rocked forward and
back in a sorm of grief/ fear/rage. God, oh, God, where are you, how can you let this happen? Isa
Isa Shashi my baby ....

Xe rocked and wept, prayed and lashed at xesdf for not thinking. If xed put x€ s mind to it, surdy
there mudt have been at least a moment or two when xe could have tried to get xe and Isaho away. No,
xed let fear make xe helpless, and now it was too lae ....

The spasm passed and xe crouched exhausted for atime, then xe began to move about the shack,
hands splayed out, fingers groping, eyes draining in the fant light that crept through cracks between the
planks, cracks around the shutter blocking the single window in the wal across from the door.

It was afilthy place, a palet by the shuttered window that xe avoided touching as long as xe could,
the blankets greasy, andling of stale sweat and other bodily fluids, probably crawling with vermin. There
was a chet @ one end of the palet, battered and heavy with iron bands around it, iron hasp and
padlock. At the other end of the pallet, there was, a sawed down box that served as a bed table, two
inches of each Sde left and partitions set into it to keep a water crock and some unwashed dishes from
diding about too much. Among the crockery xe saw a dlint of metd; xe lifted a plate and found a spoon
and athree-tined fork. Xe took up the spoon and tried to bend it; the metdl gave only alittle and sprang
back when xe loosed it. Good sted. Stifling x€'s distaste, xe took the edge of a quilt and wiped as much
of the food away as xe could, then put the spoon and fork in xe's trouser pocket.

Xe moved about the hut, testing the walls, pushing at them, trying to find a board rotten enough to let
xe break through.

Nothing, nothing, nothing.

Theword beat in x€ s throat like blood. Nothing, noth-ing, nothing. The wood was weathered and
cracked but too sound for x€'s strength.

Xe darted at a thump againg the door, stood with x€'s hand pressed againgt x€'s mouth until x€'s
heart steadied and the mix of sounds told xe what was happening.

The mdllit was tired of sanding; he’'d dumped himsdf down and had got himsdf arranged with his
back agang the door. A moment later, he started whidling, flating notes and garbling the beat so xe
amog didn’t recognize the tune, though it was a song x€d heard on the radio dozens of times in the
weeks before xe left Khokuhl, one they said was popular in the cities dong the southern coast. The noise
plucked at x€'s nerves, but xe tried to ig-nore it as xe looked around and considered what to do next.

Trying without much success to ignore the images in x€'s head of a hoard of body izn cravling up
x€'s legs, xe stepped onto the noxious bedding and began pushing gently at the shutter. It was thinner
then the wdls or the door, and xe could amdl the dryrot.

X€'s heart legped into xe' s throat as x€' s fingers passed dong the latchhook. If it was secured from
theingde ....

The hook was 4iff, with a hump in the end meant to hold it firmly in the staple. Xe didn't dare use
much pres-sure. Too much noise and the mdllit would notice. Pull in, push up. Pull harder. Tight, the fit
was tight, easy, thumb under the end, up, push up, ahhh!

Xe caught the hook before it could swing loose. For a moment xe couldn’t catch x€'s breeath, just
leaned x€'s head againg the wall and gasped in the ginking lifdess air.

Then xe pushed againg the shutter and it moved.

Xe jerked x€'s hand back when the hinges started to squed, waited to seeif the mdlit had noticed.

He was Snging now, beating time with the fla of his hand againg the deck; there was a chorus of
sorts that he shouted out every few daps of his hand, the words so mangled and durred that she couldn’t
make out what they were. That didn’t matter. The only thing important to xe was that they were loud and
if e fitted x€'s actions prop-erly to them, xe could get that cresking shutter open.

Inch by inch, hands trembling with that strain, shud-dering as the hinges squedled and groaned, xe
edged the shutter back. After an eternity, xe pushed it againg the wal and stood with xe's hand bent,



guiping in the acrid, briny air off the bay.

Yd broke off the song.

Thann gtraightened, stood tense, hand pressed across xe€'s mouth.

He started whidling “Bashar’s Lament,” the last song Mandal had announced on the day that he was
killed.

Thann forced back the wave of grief. Xe had no time for memories now. Mandan Was dead, 1saho
was dive and needed xe.

Xe turned x€'s back to the wall, hitched a hip onto the slI, and got xesdf up into the window. Xe
caught hold of the roof’ s overhang, used that to pull xesalf out as dowly as xe could force xesdf to move,
gruggling with desper-ate attentiveness to keep the chains from danking.

When xe was out, xe crouched and shuffled across the deck, crept under the sail tarp and wriggled
through the baes until xe could see the wharves and massve ware-houses that edged the end of the inlet.

Xe counted the masts and funnds of hdf a dozen steam coasters tied up a the wharves and smdler,
deeker ships that had to be smugglers craft. Behind the date roofs of the warehouses a massve stone
wal rose s0 high she could bardly see the crendlaion dong the top. Fort Yedawa. We built it to keep
pirates away from our cargoes and our shores. Now the pirates have moved behind the walls and
turned into slavers and whoremasters and arms dealers.

The peddler’s boat was tied at the last of those wharves, moored to a pair of crusted hitts. The
nearest of the steamers was two wharves over; it was long and broad in the beam, with auxiliary masts,
short, stubby things that looked as if sals run up them would be absurdly use-less at shifting the rusty
bulk of the ship. She could see severd crewmas working without much enthusasm on repairs tha
seemed to involve alot of hammering and scraping.

Birds glided overhead or sat the chop between the boats like miniature boats themsdves, white and
black with long greenish-ocher beaks. Cats lay deeping in the sun or prowled among the bales and
barrels piled on the wharves, killing rats, dodging the feet of the few ladesmds and sailors in view. Two
of the steamers farther dong the line were being readied for departure; the other ships were deserted
except for watchmas dozing at their posts and a crewma or two working with alazy lack of enthusasm.

Xe couldn’t get onto the wharves. Deserted as they were by dl but a few, there were dill were too
many eyes about; ligening to the peddler speculate with his son about the price xe'd bring convinced xe
that the firg per-son here to see xe running loose would put the grab on xe fagster than the peddier had.
But xe couldn't stay here among the bales; it'd take about five minutes to find xe. Xe was a strong
swimmer, but the iron chains would drag xe down if xe tried thét.

Hiding places ... anywhere | think of the peddler would see too ... he's a horror, but he's not
stupid ... if he got a search started ... no, he wouldn’t do that, he doesn’t trust folk here enough
for that ... so, that's a small pluson my sde ... if | can't figure out something ... might as well
cram back in the window .., he's sold Isaho by now ... | can ... God, why did you let this happen ...
why?

Thann lay with x€'s face pressed againgt x€'s ams until x€'s bregthing steadied, then xe ligened a
moment to Ya’s whidling. When the mdlit began a series of eaborate trills, xe dipped over the sde of
the boat, used the rotting fenders to haul xesdlf dong until xe was under the wharf, then began making
x€ sway south in the cold and filthy water benesath the wharves, fighting the down-pull of the chains and
faigue, moving hand over hand dong the cross bars between the piles, blessng God's benefi-cence at
gving xe areceding tide.

Near the far end of the line of wharves the water began to gink even more than it had and it was
filled with bits and pieces of things xe didn't want to think about, things being swept outward by a
powerful current that would have caught Thann and taken xe with them if the amdl hadn’t stopped xe.

Xe dung to a cross bar and scowled at the water bail-ing up a few feet in front of xe-, below the
murky surface, xe could see arounded dark blotch. Sewer outfal. And in a short while the tide would be
out enough to uncover it. The thought made dl x€'s somachs heave, but it did offer the only hideaway
xed foundindl x€'s cogitations.

Xe pulled xedf from the water and perched wearily on the bar. As soon as xe was setled, xe



checked the egg. The seding sphincter of the pouch had held, God be blessed; xe didn't want to think of
the infection that swam in that filthy water. Xe sghed and leaned againg the weedy stone to wait for the
uncovering. With alittle luck the peddier wouldn't get back to the boat before the tide started coming in
agan and x€ d be tucked away up in the sewers where even he wouldn't think to look. Oh, blessed
God, keep Isaho safe and grant me grace and pa-tience to do what is necessary.

2. Crossing the mountains

Wintshikan watched Luca and Wann come loping aong the Round, got to her feet, and made her
way down the mountaingde to wait for the rest of the Remnant to come from hiding.

Under the thick foliage of the trees the night was dark and quiet; the moon wasn't up yet and a drift
of thin clouds muted the tarlight. Wintshikan found that dark-ness oppressive and walked ahead a short
distance to a place where awindstorm two years ago had blown down a huge old, tree and opened out
the forest. She sat down on the crumbling trunk, pulled her Shawl more tightly about her; the cold that
gripped her had little to do with the night and a lot to do with the decison she'd taken up there on the
mountainsde.

Xaca came slently into the open patch, the children holding her hands, pressed close againg her,
thar eyes huge, thar faces old with the drain from being afraid. Arms hugged tight across her chest,
Nyen followed them with Hidan close behind.

Wintshikan fdt in her belt pouch and took out the box with the Tde Cards. She sat with the box on
her thigh, her two hands clasped loosdy about it. “We have think-ing to do,” she said. “Questionsto ask.
We will bespeak the cards and consult our hearts. It is a hard way tha lies ahead, and we must get
oursalves reedy to bear it

As she opened the box and took out the cards wrapped in their sk scarf, she murmured the words
of the Prophet. “Bless the unfolding, O God. Guide the mix and the draw, O God. Speak to our hearts,
O God. Guide our days, O God.”

She lifted the cards clear of the slk, held them out, the pile resting on her two hands. One by one, the
Remnant passed by, touching the pile with fingers of the left hand, the heart hand. Luca was the last of
them. Her eyes were laughing as she set her fingertips on the top card and be-fore she walked on, she
murmured, “Inthis| do believe”

Wintshikan gave the slk to Zdl who spread it on the log, then she shuffled the cards and began to lay
them out, two in the top row, three in the middle and one last below them.

“Come round and see,” she said, and when the Rem-nant was kneding by the downed tree, she
touched the base card. “Desgth it is Degth is the gate to the change from which there is no returning. This
defines us. We are dead to the Round and born anew as hohekil.”

She touched the cards in the middle row, one after the other. “These are the determinants that mark
the days to come. The Gate that, looks forward and back. The Broken Twig, peril to the body or the
mind. The Spring from which comes wisdom. There is more danger ahead of us and a choice, perhaps
many choices. It is necessary to make them wisdy.”

She touched the cards in the top row. “These are the guides to direct us to the Right Path. The Spird
which embraces dl. It is God Himsdf who speaks to us, who will be our Light through the darkness of
our unknowing. If we wak the Right Path, we will pass through the dark and the dangers unharmed.
Think, Oh, Remnant of Shishim, on the double meaning of Path. And the last card, the Fire upon the
Altar. What we do, though it may not seem so, we do in the service of God.”

With dow deliberation she took up the cards, set them back in the pack, and squared it. She gave
the slk and the pack to Zdl, straightened, pulled the Shawl closer about her body, and spoke as Heka.
“The Tde of the Cards has echoed the thoughts that came to my heart when | lay in terror and listened to
the obscenities of the Impix phelawalking that Round that was once ours to keep and bless. As the Twig
is broken, so must we break our lives. We mugt |leave the Round. Now. So much sooner than I'd hoped.
We mud leave behind dl we know, cross the mountains and wak the lowlands if we wish to live long
enough to see Lingjin. The Peddler’s Trace is hdf a day’ s wak to the north of us. Can anything be more
of an omen than that?” Sowly, ddiberatdy, she removed the Shawl from her shoulders, folded it and



placed it on her lap, rested her clagped hands on it. “Oh, Remnant of Shishim, if there are those with
another course to offer, or anything to add to what the Heka has said, thisis the time to speak.”

She moved her eyes from face to face.

Luca and Wann hdd hands and smiled a her. Nyen was grim faced, though she nodded as
Wintshikan looked at her. Xaca bit her lip but nodded her agreement. Kanilli and Zaro leaned againgt
Xaca s knees, eyes wide with fear and excitement. Hidan nodded. As anya, xe had more to fear than any
fern or mdl.

“No one has spoken. Thus let it be.” She got to her feet. “Omylya Creek lies ahead another hour.
It'll be late when we reach it, but we'll camp there for the night. Well speak the Praises as we wak and
pray God's bless-ing on our choice.”

In the morning the Remnant—even Luca, this time—gathered on the Round and sang the Blessing of
the Absent, blessng themsalves by it, for they would absent from the Pixa Rounds perhaps for the rest of
their lives. Then they moved quickly, warily, dong the Path, going hungry because they were afrad to
dow for foraging.

As day dipped into night, night into day again, they wound through the mountains, dinging together
the more cdlosaly because now dl they had were themsdves. Every-thing they’d known had vanished
from under their feet. Even the land was different now, harder and even more ungiving.

Luca and Wann moved more deeply into their bond and farther from God' s Peth.

Xaca no longer dreamed horrors. It was as if her fears had been purged from her with the other
losses. She sang as she walked and foraged for food, the tunes were old ones, the words new.

Hidan was quiet, anxious, never far from Nyen, asif xe couldn’t forget that xe was food to any phela
thet came across the Remnant. That was truth. They were hohekil and cursed of God in the eyes of those
who 4ill pressed for war. Whatever was done to them was judt, for they were traitors to the Cause.

By nightfdl on their fifth day on the Peddler’s Trace they’d reached the end of the winding vae that
was Kakotin Pass and had moved a short distance down the western dopes, the siver grass of the
savannah intermit-tently visble as the Trace twisted about.

“Po po po, didna expect to see Pixieson t' Trace.” The md who stepped from the shadows under
the trees lifted his free hand as Luca came to her fegt, her knife out. “No no, young fern, no trouble am
|.” He bowed. “Just old Bukha the Needle Md with his pack and hisfathful yuzz.”

Peddler Bukha was a short wizened md with a face more wrinkled than a shirt dept in for weeks.
The bits of his crest visble under the hard peddler’s hat were patchy with gray, his samdl shrewd eyes
were the ydlow of old cream. His voice was a comfortable growl, oddly pleasant despite its lack of
harmony. He gave atug on the lead rope and a smdl shaggy yuzz dmost obscured by a cov-ered pack
came ti-tupping into the firdight. It shook its head a Kanilli, drawing a gigdle from her as its long ears
flopped aboui.

Wintshikan got to her feet. “We are Filgrims” she said. “On the road to Lingjin to pray at the Grave
of the Prophet for the souls of our dead. We have nothing to tempt a peddler to bargain.”

“You discount the pleasures of your company, Heka. The Peddler's Trace is a londy road.” He
canted his head, looked ddeways a her, a yellow-eyed bird spreading his plumage to please. “I see
you're about to make supper. | could add a pinch of shiah tea to the pot and some rounds of waybread.”

Though Zdl pinched her and Luca looked sour, Wintshikan amiled a him. “Be welcome, Bukha
Thoughif you stay, you should understand that we are sworn to keep oursalves apart and will not offer
ddliance”

“Mogt gracious Heka, I'll abide by your ruleswhile I'm in your company.”

In the shadow beyond the reach of the campfire, Wintshikan stood with Zdl and Luca, wetching the
ped-dler doing hisfinger magic for the children. “Say your say,” she murmured.

“Heka, why did you ask hm to stay? | don't like any-thing about him.”

“Nor do I, Lucameami. But isn't it better to have him by the fire where you can see him than to leave



him prowling about usin the dark?’

Zd| touched her arm. +Peddlers don't give things away, not for the pleasure of anyone' s company.+

“Yes. He'snat as clever as he thinks or as charming. Luca, you and Wann are the best we have a
woodcraft, you' ve scouted for usdl day, could you do more?’

“Yes What are you thinking?’

“There's not much moon, but the road is open here, the soil is pale, could you track that yuzz, see
where he and the peddler came into the Trace?’

“Easy enough. You think ....”

“l believe nothing about him, not even the direction he came from. Don't leave urtil we say Praise
and tuck the children into thair blankets. I'll show you where Zdl and | will be degping.” Her laugh had
edges on it. “Pre-tending to deep, that is Come to us and tdl us what you found.”

* k% %

Luca did into the thicket where Wintshikan waited, St-ting cross-legged on her blankets, her back
agang the trunk of asmdl tree, Zdl crouching beside her. “Where ishe?’

“Back by the stream with hisyuzz. Hidan is watching him. X€ll let Zdl know if he moves.”

“He s a spy. Didn't even bother trying to cover histrail. He circled round to come from the east, but
he started west. There€'s a camp about hdf an hour down-road. Five mas, armed. Not a phela, snesk
thieves and bandits, meking more of themsaves than is there. Stting round the fire drinking dtilled phuz
and boagting what they’re going to do to us” Luca closed her eyes and shuddered. “Ferns ‘11 be dead
when they're fmished, but they'll keep the femlits and the anyas to sdl. There's a roaring market for
hedthy anyas. And the Freetowns are dways looking for new, clean whores.” Her voice shook. “ Seems
like the ones they have don't live very long.”

“Good work, Luca. Did they say when they’ re coming for us?’

“Tomorrow night. The spy’s going to stay with us, make sure tha dl the ams we have are a few
knives”

“Yes How drunk are that lot?”

“They're cdebrating preity hard. In another hour or so, you could kick them in the face and they
wouldn't know it.”

“Do you think it would be worthwhile to rob the thieves?’

“Ahhhh” Luca pressed her hand across her mouth to keep in the laughter. Eyes dancing, she
nodded.

Wintshikan rose to her feet, took the Shawl Zdl handed her, flung it round her shoulders, and spoke
in forma mode as Heka of the Shishim ixis. “For the crimes of planned murder and endavement, |
declare Bukha the Needle Md neither Pixa or Impix but beast, and | require of that beast its life”
Sghing, she dropped the Shawl on the blankets. “All very well, these grand pronouncements. Now |
have to decide how to do it

“Leaveit to Wann and me. We can cut the bhasit’s throat while he degps.”

“No, Luca. This must be execution, not murder. And he must have his chance to make peace with
God.”

“Why? Would he give us a chance?’

“Thisign't about him, it's about us. Do you redly want to use that lot as your standard?’

Luca scowled, then stalked off.

ZdI touched Wintshikan's arm. +She's hurting and filled with rage, Wintashi, | can fed it. Shelll leave
usif we push her too hard.+

+l know. Seems everything | try iswrong. Has Wann 2+

+Wann will not speak to us. Xe has given pledge to Luca.+

+Why didn’t they tdl us, let us bless them™?+

+They will not accept a blessng. What Wann has said to us in anyabond is that it would be a
blasphemy, and that they will not do.+

Htisthe war, Zizi. Why was | s0 dow to see? | find mysdf sanding too close to Luca's ground, too



often tempted to hurl curses a God for letting such horrors happen.+ Wintshikan rubbed the sudden rush
of tears from her eyes. “So let us go, my sister, my love, and do a horror of our own.”

Bukha came awake fast and fighting, but Wintshilcan cast hersdf across his middle, pinning him to the
ground, Luca and Wann gat ropes on his wrists, Nyen and Hidan caught his ankles, firs one, then the
other, and tied them together.

Wintshikan levered hersdlf up and stepped away from him. “We tracked you to your friends and
ligened to them boast, Bukha the Needle Md. Out of their mouths you are condemned.”

“What isthis? What right ... 7’

“God'sright. And by God's Law as spoken by the Prophet, you may have a thousand heartbests to
be mind-ful of your transgressions againg that law. Make yoursdf right with it before you die. Gag him,
Luca Nyen, make the rope ready. Cleanse your soul, oh, Bukha, for on this night you face your

judgment.”

He did not die eadly; he fought his bindings as Nyen tied the end of the rope to the yuzz's
packsaddle, made hideous sounds past the lump of waybread Luca bound in his mouth to gag him. When
the beast took itsfirg step under Nyen's urging, his muted howl was an ugly thing.

Wintshikan walked to Kanilli and Zaro who stood with Zdl, watching with wide eyes and frightened
faces. “You have shared in the judgment of the Remnant. Have you questions?’

Kanilli looked down, but Zaro lifted her head with a touch of defiance and said, “I thought he was a
nice litte md. | know he meant bad things for us, but why? Why would he do such athing?’

“For gold, Zaro meami. Perhaps for the pleasure of it. Use this as a warning when we reach the
lowlands. You can't trust anyone there. They have dl kinds of excuses for what they do, but modly it's
judt to pleasure them-salves or fix’' the gold they worship.”

Kanilli raised her head and shied as the hanged md groaned and twitched; she fixed her eyes on
Wintshikan's face. “Then why are we going there? Why can't we stay in the mountans?’

Wintshiken sghed. “Degth is a part of the compact with God, but it must come in its own time. To
stay would be to go seeking for death and that is forbidden.”

“But ...."

“Well tak more tomorrow, | promise you, little sster. Now you go with Zdl and get things packed
up SO we can leave. We have to be past the bandits before the sun comes up.”

She watched them follow the anyas into the gloom under the trees, Sghed heavily as they vanished.
Words WORDS Oh, God, help me. My faith is dipping from me. | don’t understand anything now.
If You leave me, what have | got |eft?

“Heka”

Wintshiken turned. “Whét isit, Luca?’

“We tied the rope to that other tree. We want to leave him hanging there as awarning.”

He was 4ill jerking alittle, not quite dead. Wintshikan twisted her mouth and turned away. “Yes. Off
the Trace like this, anyone who sees him will be his own kind.” She made the avert fork with fore and
middle fingers of her heart hand. “May his ghost be turned from us.”

“Xaca s going through the pack to see what we can use €l toss the rest, but we figure the 31177
will be handy for carrying some of our own load. Nyen and Hidan want to come with Wann and me to
see what we can lift off the bandits.”

“Luca, nothing they have is worth your lives. Remem-ber that.”

The young fem grinned. “I’'ll remember,” she said and went gliding off with that easy soundless stride
she' d learned somehow since the Remnant had gone hohekil.

Wintshikan forced hersdf to look up at the hanged md, sickened by the puffy blackened face and
protruding tongue. “Your soul will ped away and vanish like fog on a soring morming. May it find
peace.”

Zaro squesled at the crack of a shot that went echoing around the mountainsdes, following by others



S0 close together they were like the sputter of frying maphik. The yuzz jerked on the lead line and tried to
run, amost pull-hig Kanilli off her feet, but Xaca caught hold of the rope behind her and their combined
weight was enough to hold him while Zdll used x€'s thinta to soothe him.

When Wintshikan spoke, her voice was high and shaky. “Zdl, arethey ... 7’

+By thinta they are dive and well, dl four. | thin death, but it is7't ours.+

“l told her ....”

+Hush, Wintashi, Luca s no fool. Don't judge her till you hear her reasons. It's better if we keep
moving.+

Wintshikan straightened her shoulders. She was Heka, and it was time to remember that. “Kanilli,
you and Zaro go ahead now; take the yuzz and don’'t look back. Xaca, go with them. Zdl and | will
follow. The others will come when they come.”

And come they did, Luca and Wann, Nyen and Hidan on riding jomayls, rifles strapped to their
backs. Nyen and Hidan were leading three more laden with canvas-covered packs.

Wintshikan fdt a coldness at the bottom of her bely.

Not yet, she thought, but soon, it'll be time to pass the Shawl to Luca. God guide her, | cannot.

3. Settling into Linojin

Clutching the luth in her left hand, Y seyl turned from the table, shied as a novice in brown opened the
righthand door for her. As she stepped through, she heard the Broth-er’ s voice droning through the same
st of quegtions for the next in line.

The door hushed shut and she found hersdlf between high white marble walls that jagged through
acute angles like the SkyFire Sgn on the Tde Cards. No time to stand gawking, she told hersdf and
moved briskly dong the date pavement. From the corner of her eyes she could see damp stresks on the
marble and remembered the ferns and anyas washing the wadls. People here must wash this place
every few hours to keep it so clean. God's hot breath. Service. Me and a squeegee. Well, we do
what we have to, | remember the time ..

The thought broke in hdf as she stepped from benegth the wdls into a place of blinding whiteness,
open to the sky, the sun pouring in asif to cleanse her of dl theillsthat life had brought her.

All it did was make her angry. She fdt smdl and dark, like a poison burr, and she wanted to spit that
poison over everything. The powers here were trying to manipulate her as they had when she was a child.
It hadn’'t worked then, thanks to Crazy Deldan, and she wasn't going to let it work now.

She charged across the enclosure, dapped her hands againgt the double doors with the Egg carved
on them, salit the Egg wide, and marched into Lingjin.

And into a swarm of children drding about her, shout-ing a her, offering themsalves as guides.

A andl compact femlit came wriggling through the mob with the use of elbows and knees; she had a
scrape on her nose, bruises on her arms, and eyes fiercer than a hunting boya. Unlike the others, she
wasn't shouting, she just stood in front of Y'seyl, head up, achadlengein every line of her body.

Y <yl amiled. She couldn’t help it. “Your name,” she said.

“Zothile. Cdl me Zot if you want me to answer.”

Y syl heard the doors swing open behind her. The crowd of children rushed away to importune the
new ar-rival. “Done, Zot. What's your fee?’

“Copper aday, | take, you wherever you want to go and get you whatever you want.”

“Hm. | could bargain that down, | think, but I’'m not going to bother.” She took a copper from her
bdt purse, tossed it to the femlit who plucked it from the ar with a dart of a samdl scuffed hand. “Your
fird day’s pay. Take me to the Grave of the Prophet.”

Zot shrugged. “You cdl it. Y ou want the Holy Way or the fast way?’

“Make it the fast way, hm?’

“Right.” Zot dtarted off a a quick pace, leading Yseyl into a maze of narrow streets, dark and
cluttered with mds dtting dumped againg the walls or huddling in niches, many of them maimed by the
war, aleg gone or an arm off at the elbow, a patched eye, aface 0 scarred it was panful to look at—or



the wounds might be on the ingde, the only evidence a congtant shivering, a mouth moving in soundless
endless speech, adullness on the face. A few ferns passed by, ignoring the mas as Y'seyl ignored them,
moving aong the center of the pavement with a quick pattering gait that carried them rgpidly from turn to
turn.

Theamdl wasn't as bad asit had been in some of the coast cities Yseyl had vigted in her first career
asthief and her second as assassin, but there was a sour hopel ess-ness that hung in the air which made a
nonsense of the bright whiteness only a few streets away. Ysgyl savored the sense this gave her of the
rightness of things It was, inits way, a recapitulation of her whole life

She looked thoughtfully a the back of Zot's head, then took a few quick steps to catch up to the
femlit. “ Changed my mind,” she said.

Zot's eyes laughed at her, then went blank. “Thought you might. What you redly wanting?”

“At the moment, some talk. Where?’

“Maybe | take you somewhere and me and my friends rob you?’

“Been tried another place. Didn't work. Besides, you'll get moreif you keep your friends out of it.”

“You're no Rilgrim.”

“Not snce | was younger'n you.”

“l hear y’'. Teashop round a couple corners.”

“Teashop?’

“‘What they cdl it. Backrooms ‘re something they don't talk about with the Godmen. And what
comesiny’ cup’s not teaif you know the right words.”

“Jugt s0 you know, I’'m no spy ether.”

“Hunh. | know that.”

“How?”

“l just know. Come on.”

Compared to some of the rat holes Yseyl had passed through in Icisd, Yagshowa and Ggul, the
Soird Knot was panfully clean and well lit. “They polish the surfaces well, don’t they.”

Zot grinned. “Us maggots we know how to duck the broom.” She led Yseyl to a booth at the back
of the room where the light wasn't so intense and customers were thin on the ground.

Yyl didin and sat with her hands regting lightly on the table, her head on the incurve of the high wall
sepa-rating this booth from the next one. She amiled at Zot. “1 was hohekil before it had a name. Lot of
themin here?’

Zot knocked on the table. “'Y ou want to know who runs them?”

“Thet, t00.”

“Humble Haf—um, that's the Brother of God who runs us dl, Hafumbua's his long name—Humble
Haf digs up excuses to shove mogt of the hohekil out of Lingjin. Doesn't like "em. Thinks they mean
trouble. HE's Imp born, but he don't even like Imp hohekil. Anyway both sorts end up in coast villages
trying to feed themsdlves off the sea. If you lookin' for someone, you likdy find “em there.” She stopped
taking as an old md shuffled over. She ordered tea and sandwiches and waved a hand a Yseyl. “She
payin’.”

Yseyl nodded, counted out the coppers. When the md shuffled off again, she raised her brows.
“Pushing your luck, young Zot. So d9ng a bit more for your supper. Tdl me about the big one, the one
who keeps Impix and Pixa hohekil from killing each other.”

“Him? It's amd named Noxabo. The knot of hohekil who stay, they live near the Sea Gate round
the Broken Twig, that’s the inn old Fashile owns, xe was anya to a coast trader from Sthekil just south
of here. Storm shoved himinto the Fence which ashed him and fed the ashes to the fish.” Zot shrugged.
“Happens dl thetime. If kishin' Ptak let us have weether reports, wdl .... Any-way, Fashile and x€'s fen
Jawele had kin here, so they brought their coin and set up a place for hohekil. Jawele, she died a couple
years ago. You want someone who don't like Ptak a lot or Humble Haf or much else, Fashile fits fine,
And like | said, Noxabo lives there”

She kept taking as the old md shuffled toward them carying a loaded tray, but switched to



describing the city in more neutrd terms. “To find your way around, dl you have to remember is that the
Grand Y eson and the Radio Tower mark the exact center of Lingjin and the Progress Way cuts the city
inhaf. North of the Way, in the west quarter you have the Chapter Houses of the Brothers of God, the
Anyas of Mercy, the Sisters in Godbond. In the east quarter you have the Grave of the Prophet, the
Speakers House, the Seminary and the Speakers Park.” She took the plate of sandwiches from the md
and st it between the two of them, pulled her drinking bowl in front of her, nodded as Yseyl did the
same.

“South of the way, in the west quarter you have the Or-phan Hdls, that's where | live, and boarding
houses for workers and lots of amdl family houses and some bigger ones for merchant families who made
their stash and got away from the coast while they dill had it.” Zot inspected the sandwiches, took one.
“You want to pour the tea? | take two spoons sugar, but that's dl. In the east quarter you have the
hogtels for the Rilgrims and a few places for the folk who take care of them. And on the boundary
be-tween, out near the wal where Humble Haf won't be of-fended by the stench of commerce, there's
the Market. And you want to be sorta careful who you tdl your busi-ness to, hm?’

“l noticed. Your hint was strong enough to flatten a skazz. How do you go about getting to be a
quide?’

“You have to be older'n seven and younger'n thirteen and you or your folks have to get one of the
Godfolk to speak for you.” Zot scowled a her. “You askin' about me, this Bond Sster at the Hall, she
got me the place. Nothin' specid, she doesiit for dl the kids, she gets money to run the Hal that way.”

“And expects you to be grateful, hm? Don't need to say. | know the feding.” Yseyl nodded at the
rest of the sandwiches. “I’'m not hungry. Y ou want those?’

The sandwiches vanished indde Zot's shirt. “So what' s this leading up to?”

“Y ou're twelve pushing thirteen, aren’t you? What hap-pens after that?’

“Look, I'm aguide. You get off on sob stories, find yoursdf awhore. You want, I'll show you where
and that'sit.”

Y2yl grinned at the femlit. “Vumah vumay, no one ever said | had any manners. What thisis leading
up to, I've got some things to sdl and | need to know a buyer who's reasonably honest and no gossip.”

Zot stared at her a moment. “You come to Lingjin the Holy City looking for a fence?” She refilled
her drinking bowl, added the sugar and bent over the bowl, dirring the lukewarm tea with a vigor that
sent the spoon dinking loudly againg the porcdain.

Y seyl looked at the straggly black hair faling past the closed face and wondered if she was going to
get any an-swer at dl, then Zot lifted her head, her mouth stretched into a broad white grin. “Today?’

Mehll looked like one of those round dolls Pixa mds carved for ther children from Sja wood, the
base sphere filled with lead shot so that when you tapped it, the doll rocked back and forth but didn’t tip
over. Xe's face was round with a cascade of chins and a web of smiley-wrinkles digging into the soft
pde flesh. Eyeslike plum bits in a hana bun flicked from Y seyl’ s face to her hands as Yesyl lad out on a
black display cloth some of the pieces from her stash.

“Thisand this ....” Ysgyl's forefinger nudged a brooch, then a necklace. “I acquired in Icisd. The
rings come from Ggul. I’ ve had them for severd years now.”

+You get around some.+ Mehll pulled an embroidered length of cloth hanging from the caling. A
beam of yd-low sunlight touched the display cloth, making the gems shimmer and dlitter like the sea on a
summer day. Xefixed aglassin xe's eye, lifted the necklace, and began ingpecting it.

“Sol do.”

Zot sat on a soal in a corner, reading one of the books Mehll kept on a shdf there; she was very
much a home in this place—which Y seyl found interesting.

It was a comfortable room, shadowy except for that one bright ray, filled with armies of amadl
carvings and decorated boxes and other intricate ornaments of a Sze to fit in the pam of the hands. As
the shadows shifted in the room, they legped to the eye and sank back into obscurity a moment later.

Mehll set down the lagt of the rings. +Nice pieces,+ xe Sgned.

Yyl raised her brows.



+l don't haggle, dear. | know what | can sl these things for, and | subtract my profit. What's left |
pay you, if you choose to take it. Which is four hundred grams sl-ver. What do you say+

“I'll say it'sfar, and I'll take it.” She reached for her backpack and lifted it into her Igp as Mehll
opened a cashbox and began counting coins into a balance scale. She leaned back in the chair, turning
her head so she could see Zot who was bent over the book, her body shouting her immerson in what she
was reading. That was as good an endorsement as any words would have been. “I’ve afeding you know
people better than most, Anya Mehll.”

+S0?+

“I've got a problem. No. Better to cdl it apuzzle. | think | want to talk to you about it.”

For saverd minutes Mehll Sgned no response, just kept adding coins to the pan. When the weights
balanced, she tipped the coinsinto a leather pouch, pulled the draw-strings tight and pushed it across the
table toward Yseyl. +My question isdo | want to ligen? | don't think so. There's a darkness in you that
worries me. | fed mysdf being sucked into it and | won't dlow that. Do what you have to do, but let me
be. Let Zot be.+

Ysgyl didn't touch the pouch. She folded her aams on top of the backpack and gazed coldly at the
old anya. “| earned that darkness the hard way, Anya I’'ve stalked and killed nine men in the past three
years. Offworld ams dealers. Vumah vumay, more than that, but | don’t count the others.”

+You'd better go. Now.+

“The tenth dedler | stalked convinced me to let him live by giving me something. | can open a holein
the Fence, Mehll. Anywhere, anytime, with no darm. A hole big enough to let a ship sal through. | want
to lead peo-ple away from this ginking war. But I'm a thief and a killer. My ixis counts me dead and
anyway, they dways thought | was crazy. Probably right, too. You see my puz-zle? I've got this
wonderthing, but how do | use it?’

+Why me>+

“Anya And what you do. You can read I'm spesking my truth, and you might be able to look
beyond that to what's redly there. And that.” She nodded toward Zot. “How many children read those
books?’

+They say Humble Haf loves his cat.+

Y<eyl nodded wearily. “If you won't hear, then you won't. Think about it. Think about saling to
Sgoxal, waking free on land where there’'s no war.” She lifted the money pouch and stowedit in her
pack. “Eh, Zat, let’s go find me a place to stay.”
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By the Spindle
Plots are spun for good or ill.

Chapter 8

1. Operating on Impixol

Shadith woke to the sound of voices, laughter, and the hum of lifters. Her head throbbed from the
dde ar and her muscles were cramped; she started to stretch, froze as she remembered where she was.

She ligened a moment. She couldn’t make out words, but she relaxed anyway because the voices
were easy and unworried, a good meaich for the emotiond tone she was picking up from the passenger
cabin above her. Her ringchron told her she'd been adeep for more than three hours which probably
meant the flier was over the Wandd Sea at the moment.

She rearranged hersdf cautioudy, did a few tense-relax exercises, closed her eyes, and sent the
mindride search-ing. She brushed againg a bird mind, did into it, and found hersdf looking at the long
blue heave of the sea and a digtant glitter that she knew had to be the Fence.

She let the bird dide away and tried to work out what she'd do once the flier touched down, but the
steady droning, the Suffy air, the futility of planning without data was a soporific mix, and she was soon
mindsurfing through nightmare.

She woke again with the sudden glare of light, cursed hersdf for degping too long and sent Hiff
fingers after the Sunner in her deave.

“What?" Orm'’s voice, sounding irritated.

“What | sad. Let that wat unless you fed like hoiding those bales about yoursdf. The ‘bot
developed some kind of epilepsy and either won't lift a dl or hurls Suff over its shoulder. Bijjer's



waorking on it, but he won't have it back together before tomorrow.”
Soitting out a curse, Onn dammed the hatch shut and went somping off.
Shadith started bregthing again.

When the outside sounds had faded, she got her sup-plies together, crawled over the padded baes,
and eased the hatch open afew inches.

She ligened for severd minutes, but the only sounds she heard were the digant twitters of severd
birds, the whisper of the wind, and an abrasive hiss that she didn’t recognize until she looked down and
saw the grit wind-driven across the stone floor of the place where the Cobben had parked the flier. A
brief mindsweep con-firmed wha her eyes and ears had told her. She finished opening the hatch and
jumped down.

Theflier was stting near the edge of an immense hal-low wind-carved into the stone of the diff face.
A few meters to her left there were boxes and bundles piled in ragged dusty heaps on a floor of loading
pdlets. Some of them were covered by tarps, but most were abandoned to the wind, their padding
tattered by the abrading grit. At the back of the hollow, protected by a sheet of transparent plas, a row
of two-seater miniskips hung from clamps set into the stone, looking like a dozen witch's brooms
wait-ing for a Sabat.

She brushed away dust-clogged webs and chased off the minute arachnids that had spun them, then
went after an assortment of fur-covered dugs with dozens of tiny legs, sending them scurrying into cracks
and benegth the pdlets.

After she'd got hersdlf and her supplies cached in a nook behind the dustiest of the bales, she forced
down some hipro paste and washed the aftertaste from her mouth with gulps of water. You'd think
they’' d have fixed this stuff by now so that eating it was a little better than starving. Gahhh. She
pulled padding around her head and shoulders, leaned againg the cavern wal, and began fed-ing about
for eyes she could use to explore the area.

The light outsde was fading, the day dmost over in this part of the world. The bird was deepy,
wanting to find a perch for the night, but not fratcheted enough to fight Shadith’s hold. It wound upward
inarigng spird and rode the wind in circles over the Ptakkan camp.

This was the cadera of a large and long-dead’ volcano; dark green conifers grew on the dopes
around the periph-ery, rigng to an uneven rim that bit like black teeth into the darkening sky.

There was around lake in the center, adump of amal wooden houses built in the Ptakkan style with
much bright paint, dozeris of lacy baconies, huge windows, and cascades of arches, dl of them
connected by glass ar-cades. Beyond the houses there was a flat fidd paved with a dull red rubbery
substance. Playing field? Drill field? Makes one wonder about Ptak military. Shadith grinned at the
thought of polychromatic spectacle of a collection of marching Ptaks. The word uniform didn't exigt in
Ptakkip.

Two buildings were more utilitarian. The one nearest the playing fieddd was a pitched roof chdet
profusdy ba-conied with shutters on the windows. Not a place where Ptaks would be comfortable.
Cobben, she thought. Assas-sins' Hall. The second was huilt close to the lake, dmogt touching the thick
line of dim lacy trees that grew at the edge of the sand. It was a long wooden building shaped like a
brick, painted white and set indde a tal hedge of thornbush. Part of it was storerooms. That was the
section with the amadl square windows. Where the Ptaks. worked, the windows were fifteen meters by
five acid etched over the bottom third so outsiders couldn’t see in, but the light could come through. The
roof above the storerooms was fla and held a bouquet of assorted antennas—and what looked like a
Rummd shidd generator. Last time | saw one of those was in the tech museum on University. She
brought the bird spirding lower until she could hear the warning hum and fed the faint tightnessin the skin
that she got when she or her surrogate passed close to heavy power. Control center, she thought.
Where they manage the Fence and keep contact with their spies. I’ve got to get in there .... The
bird started fighting her, and she let it dimb again.

There were afew Ptak children playing at the edge of the lake, an old mde past hislast malt Stting in



the shade of the trees and watching over them. More Ptaks wan-dered through the arches and rockeries,
the rapid patter of thar high voices carried in broken bits by the wind cur-rents to the bird gliding above
them.

The contrast between the tranquillity of that scene and the images of the war reheated her anger a
the Ptaks. They managed to ignore just what it was that gave them ther comfortable life

Digracted, she let the bird dip away, and the view van-ished abruptly. She swore and began feding
about for land-bound eyes and ears, something that would get her into the Center.

The building was old, maybe even .as old as the Fence, and it had a colony of furdugs that might
have been in there since it was built. Shadith dipped into a juvenile dug who was scuttling dong through
the thick gray dust, the humping wriggling gait considerably faster than it looked; he pounced on a bug
like a plate with legs, crunched it down with a degree of amug satisfaction that nearly started her giggling.:
He darted into .a hole in the wdl, curled his legs under im and did headfirst, chit-tering to display his
enjoyment, into a maze of tunndsin the dirt. Round pink ears swiveling, nose twitching, he wriggled and
humped dong the tunnd's until he emerged through the tangled roots of a thornbush. He found a patch of
aun, flattened himsdf on the warm dirt, and went to deep.

Shadith chuckled, shook her head, and went hunting for another mount.

“... katalcreen anomay. Avo! Where'd you put thelig, it's ignoring the new dring.” The tech was a
femde Ptak, a deek brown hen with corrective lenses in gold frames perched on an arrogant nose.
Shadith was so startled by those, she nearly lost control of her mount.

A gnd| and very young male came from a glassed-in cubicle a one end of the workroom. “O Great
Vourts, O Four-eyes of Immeasurable Power, if it was a fidd, it'd bite you. By your ebow.” He leaned
agang the door-jamb. “Anybody hear if the assessment passed?’

Ancther tech looked around from her station. “Don’t hold your breath. The Kasf snuffed the last
seven tries, thisll go the same way. Upgrades cost some, satdlites more. This quff gill works, so why
bother throwing away good coin for things you don't need.”

Vourts sniffed. “No point in sarcasm, Tippi.” She scowled at her gation, snorted, and pulled a thin
black book from a crack between two monitors. “At my elbow, hun?’

Shadith took the furdug across the caling studs until she found a crack above Vourts head, close
enough so she could see the screen and read what appeared there.

Vourts leafed through the book, found the page she wanted, and did the book into a holder. She
entered the fird key, scowled as access was denied, tried a second, then a third. “Ahl Got.it. |(reecher
prog, decided to forget the last two centuries. If it takes this much k’thar to make a smple course
correction ....”

Interesting. Maybe useful. Hm. That’'s enough here. Let’'s see if the Cobben’s where | think
they are.

“... thisdl you've got?’ The harsh, clipped syllables of the Sarpe. A ratle of diff paper, something
being passed from hand to hand.

“Itisafindy detailed map, Coryfe” The Ptak’ s voice was near a squawk from suppressed irritation.
“Drafted from satdlite phots, with data entered from extensve in-terrogations. There's a copy for each of
you on the table by the door. If you'll look at these?”

“What are they?’

“Hoor plans of the Houses where your targets deep. You don't have to worry about security, these
are holy types. Your only problem will be geting them done they're dmos dways surrounded by
hordes of other rei-gious. The envelope holds flat phots of the targets, plus flakes with as many images of
them as wehave acquired over the past year, some are dills, others show them mov-ing about. The page
clipped to the envelope is a schedule of rites and other observances, where the targets will be on each
night of the week and who will be with them. Unfortunatdly, because of the way we were forced to
ac-quire this information, it is some months old. However, your targets do lead rather regimented lives,



S0 that shouldn’t be too great a problem for you. To optimize the chance that the schedule won't be
interrupted by events—and to get amaximum reaction, there's a Holy Day com-ing up. Four days from
now. We suggest you do the job then.”

“We were told to leave certain evidence ....”

“Ah. Yes. Tha has been assembled. I'll bring it round tomorrow after you've had a chance to look
over this materid.”

Sound of chairs scraping across the floor. Sounds of movement, one set of feet marching across the
plasta mat-ting. Sound of a door closing.

Sound of a case opening. A dlick.

Pan flashed across Shadith’s brain, tranamitted by the furdug trembling in her mindgrip. She let it
move away indde the wall until it was comfortable again, within the block instead of pinned at the border.

A snort. “Like to shove that medo’s crest up his arse, teach hm manners”

“Shut up, Yoha He's no worse than the others.”

“Not saying much, that. Sarpe, do they redly expect usto ... 7’

“Don’t they dways? Send us in blind, expect us to make like ghosts. Orm, get that map pinned
down, and let's get alook a what we ve got to work with.”

More sounds of shifting, chairs drawn across the floor, paper ratling.

“Hm. The Brother of God, he' sin this huge pile right in the middle. Meya, that packet of plans, which
one' sthe big sucker?’

Rudle of paper as the Cobben looked through the materid handed them.

“Third down. And cdling it aplanis... tsah!”

“l see what you mean. Well have to do our own scout-ing and that’s going to be tricky.” Sound of
tearing paper. “Ugly zurl, isn't he. Old frogface. Hm. W€l need some of those white robes. About the
only plusin this mess, those robes, they’ll cover a lot. Meya, Keyr, you're the closest in 9ze to these
Imps. Best be you two doing the scout.”

“All right by me. Lethe dust?’

“Good ideg, if you get spotted, we don't want them re-membering you. And since we ll probably be
dropping in next night, we al'so don’t want alot of corpses dirring them up.”

“We get a chance a him, do we take itT’

“Good question. They want us to take out dl three the same night. Given this dop ...” dgp of hand,
fant rustle of paper “what do you think?’

“l say we do it our way.” Feyd's rumbling growl. “Do the Brother firdt, Snce he's the hardest to get
to. Wait a couple days, hit the Speaker. Wait another couple, maybe three days, hit the Arbiter.”

“I likethat.” Keyr's quick whinnying voice. “ Confu-son makes things easier.”

“Sometimes” Orm’s dow drawl. “Sometimes not. Clo-Kgjhat give you any reason, Sarpe? | never
heard any, just hereit is, go do it like we said.”

“All he said was he wants to blow the aty apart, get the different factions shooting at each other.”

“Thisign't our kind of thing, Sarpe. You know it ist.” Meya's voice, light, rapid, unhappy. “1 think
we should put it to the vote, wefinish this, then we tdl Clo-Kghat to go min his own chik and get back
to Helvetia where we belong.”

As agenerd argument arose, Shadith soothed the dug to deep and withdrew enough of her attention
to think over what she'd heard.

Up till now she’'d concentrated so hard on getting here, she hadn’t thought much about the difficulties
of finding Y seyl, one amdl Pixain adty ful of Pixa and Impix. | have to get one of those maps. After
they ve left, maybe. Do | need to hear any more of this? No. | don’t think so.

She woke the furdug and |t it go humping off, then took another swalow of water and tried settling
to deep.

Seep wouldn't come.

Three people were targeted for death. She knew about it. It wasn't her business. Digby would be
furious He'd warned her; if she went on working for him, she'd be bound to come across things that



gppaled her about ther dients and she' d better make up her mind to ignore them. Bt ...

It wasn't her business ...

“All right,” she whispered into the dusty darkness. “1 don't like Cobben, | never have. They aren’t
cients. Ptak aren't clients. I'm going to kick ther little plans into moondust.” She thought about that a
moment, shook her head. “Ah Spla, I'll do something. Don't know wheat right now ....”

She pulled the padding closer about her and thistime dropped into a dreamless deep.

2. Lingjin

Shadith lay on a grassy fla high in the mountains above Lingjin, a tarp pulled over her as camouflage
agang Pt-Mac-an cameras. She had her binocs strapped on and was turning her head dowly to scan the
aty, curang her su-pidity. Even ligening to the Cobben grouse about their problems hadn’t prepared her
for this.

Lingin was big. There was that pile at the center. The Grand Yeson which trandated roughly as
cathedrd, with its surrounding maze of smal courts and arcaded walks, its spires like twisted horns and
its extraordinary roof. Looked as if the tiles or whatever were squares of grass sod, the grass a brilliant
emerdd, rippling dmost seduc-tively in the brisk wind off the ocean. The stedl lace of a broadcast tower
inone of the back courts rose twice the haight of the highest spire.

Then there were the Rdigious Houses. Warrens filled with mds, ferns, and anyas, the members of
each group dressed in identicd garments which made thelr resem-blance to ant swvarms dl the gresater.
And the common streets teemed with people, Pilgrims, tradespeople, work-ers, refugees. All looking
dike, from this distance anyway. Same species. Pixa and Impix, different cultures, same shape. Stupid,
Supid, not thinking what it meant when Yseyl went to ground in a Holy City where every-one was
closdy monitored by locds as wel as the Ptaks through ther spy satellites—where any kind of dien
would stand out asif she were painted red.

Disgppearing in a polymorphic stew like Lala Gemdi was smple, but this?

The anyas were tiny, hardly more than a meter tdl, their heads about at the shoulders of the ferns,
heart-high to the mas. Evenin one of those white robes there was no way she could pass hersdf off as a
Brother. She was at least a head tdler than the biggest of the mals.

“Can’'t go down there. Can't ask questions. Shadow—girl, you didn't think this through very well.
Shays There must be a hundred thousand of them. Maybe more. How am | going to do put my finger on
one particular Pixa?’

She turned the binocs on the Rlgrim Road, Sghed as she saw the thin but continuous line of
newcomers. More people to add to themix. “Yseyl, shmy Yseyl, if | had your gift ....” She amiled a the
thought of putting on a face and shape to fodl that lot, then shook her head. Wishes only wasted ar and
energy. “Digby’sright. If | can hook you for him, he can put that talent of yoursto good use”

She shoved the binocs up off her eyes and examined the map unfolded before her, its edges
pinned-down with bits of sone. “So. | ask mysdf, why did you come here? The answer’s obvious, isT't
it. Those three the Cobben are targeting are the only ones who can use the disruptor to get more than a
few people past the Fence. People will follow them. Bdieve them. Trugt them. Not you, little thief. Hmm.
Nothing interesting on the radio. No sudden interest in gathering people together. No excitement down
there. You haven't figured it out yet, have you? No one ligening to you. No one bdieving you. Do you
even bdieve you? Fary gold, that disruptor. Pretty thought, but gone with the sunrise.

‘And ‘where are you? Not with the rdigious. And not with the Rilgrims. | don’t think you could stand
thet piety, litle assassin. Not from what Cerex said. Among the hohekil. Mogt likdy. That means the
southwest quarter. All right, let’s take alook and see what's there. Maybe I'll get lucky again. After al, it
did happen once”

Shifting from map to city, dty to map, she spent the rest of the afternoon identifying buildings and
sreets, lo-cating the market, checking out gates, associating the data written on the map in minuscule
glyphs of interlingue with the objects named. Always a chance that Y seyl would go waking down one of
those streets the moment Shadith swept the binocs dong it. Lightning could dtrike twice if the Lady
decided to smile on her.



By nightfal the only thing she'd gotten from that con-tinud scanning were eyes that burned as if
someone had taken sted woal to them. She folded the map, rolled up the tarp, got the miniskip from
under the bushes where she'd stowed it and flew cautioudy back to the hollow where she'd made her
camp. Still two clear days before the Cobben struck. She fixed a med, then settled back to brood over
what she'd seen and plot strategies for thwart-ing the assassinations.

She spent the second day scanning faces, because she couldn’t think of anything else to do, but saw
nothing of Y seyl.

Toward the end of the day a powerful wind began blowing inland, driving black clouds before it. She
could amdl the sea and hear afant humming that she couldn’t pin down until she looked &t the broadcast
tower and saw how it was quivering despite the cable stays that helped hold it upright. Those cables. She
shouldn’t have been able to hear them hum this far away; it mugt be some kind of atmospheric freak.

Was Y gyl was dill in Lingjin? It was three weeks since she'd seen the little ghost waking dong the
Rilgim Road, and who knew how long ago that scene was flaked?

“Thisis not working. | could st here till this body rots and ill not pick her out of that mess. Hm. If
this was one of Autumn Rose's games, she' d finesse. Force amove.

The broadcast tower.

She stared &t it.

A song. Maybe a song cycle. Cover dl bets. Shop it round the coastal cities, get them to play it.,
send the cdl out asfar asit’ll go. Wear one of those Brother robes with the cowls. Antiwar songs. One
of them taking to Yseyl. She must be getting frustrated about now, trying to find a way to use the
disruptor. Hm. She was ddking and killing ams dedlers before she went off with Cerex. Bloody little
creature, more than a bit crazy, killing to stop killing.

She mug have cached the disruptor before she came into Lingjin. She certainly didn’t have it with her
inthat scene where she was waking barefoot on the Filgrim Road. Well, it swhat I'd do. And it means |
have to get my hands on her if | want tha thing back. Hm. She can be talked into things. Cerex did it, |
have to figure out how | ... hm ... maybe ... niceif I can combine the two things ... warn the Cobben’s
targetsand set my trap ...

She gathered hersdlf and went back to her camouflaged camp as the first raindrops began pounding
down.

3. Radio show

“Who are you?’

“You don't need to know that. Which one of you's the technician?’

JIt'-was a amdl room, filled with unlikdy looking gad-getry, dumsy duff she could just barey
recognize from experiencesin her fird life. The lighting was harsh, pro-vided by two bare bulbs in celing
sockets. One of the turntables had a reddish-brown disk on it with an arm moving across it. She could
hear afant hiss but no other sound. One md sat before the turntable, an earphone har-ness on his head,
the other stood with his back againgt the wall, dutching a cup of congeding tea. Both of them kept
ganang a the pdlet riflein her hand, then looking away.

“Why?" It was the seated md who spoke. He shoved a phone off his ear and swiveled his char
about till he was facing her, usng his body to cover the subtle move of his hand toward the standard of a
microphone.

“Don't opt for dead hero, md. Put both hands flat on your thighs” She waited until he complied.
“Why? | want you to record some songs for me.”

“Huh?’

She could fed the surge of curiogty that dmost over-came hisfear. “That’s a sudio on the far sde of
that win-dow, right?’

“Right. What kind of songs?’

“Laments, my friend. Hohekil songs.” She glanced at the disk revolving dowly on the turntable. The
business end of the pickup had progressed very little snce she'd waked in. “You've got about an hour



there, haven't you.”

She fdt his annoyance. He wanted to lie, but he didn't quite dare. Not yet. “Just about,” he said.

“Should be plenty of time. Besides, it's way past mid-night. | doubt you'll get many complaints about
abit of dead ar. What's your name?’

“Kushay.”

“And yours?’

“Habbd.” His voice was aullen. He was consderably younger than the other md, an apprentice
perhaps. “All right, Kushay and Habbd, | want you to ligen carefully. | don’t intend harm, but | do mean
to Sng my songs for people to ligen to, even if only the few who are out of bed tonight.”

“You're not Impix or Pixa Why are you doing this?’

“Say that I’'m moon mad, inn?’

“What makes you think we won't shave the master once you' ve gone?’

She laughed. “1 trust my gift, Kushay. You won't want to throw them away. I'll give you a sample.”
She repeated afew of the vocdizations she'd gone through before coming here and when she fdt easy,
sesad, “Thefird song iscadled ThdaMad.’

“We dance at the jerk of puppet strings
worked by feathered Ptakkan fingers,
(her voice sobbed over fingers, putting anguish and anger in the syllables, then dropped to
ahush for the next line)
playing out our games of war
for the watchers ghastly pleasure.
(pleasure was soft and drawn out, controlled fury)
Oh, the joy that killing brings!
The joy the joy that killing brings ...
(the dhilant at the end of brings hissed then softened, mdting into the next line)
But the thrill so briefly lingers
Our burning blood cries out for more.
Let us be lavish with our gore
Fill the Ptakkan purse with treasure
Inflame the watchers' endless leisure
Kill until Pix and Imp are gone
And this song's forever done.”

As he understood the nature of the song and her voice crept under his skin, Kushay shivered. When
Shadith was finished and Habbel started to speak, he raised a hand to stop him. “You said songs” His
voice was hoarse. “Like that?’

“Yes. Likethat. And the profit'sdl yours. Moon mad, remember? All | want isfor those songs to be
heard as widdy as possible”

“Habbel, take her into the studio. Help her get set up. I'll run the board.”

“Kush, Brother Umbulawon't like ....”

“Ligen to me, Hab. You have any idea how much Icise or Ggul and the rest will pay for a voice like
that? And we don't say word one sheign't Impix or Pixa, you hear me?’

“... and thissong is caled *Children of War.’

“ Child of the hill,
Child of the city,
why do you kill,

with absence of pity?
Blood taints the land



till only weeds grow
and the only one pleased
isthe carrion crow.

Your children demand
food you can’t find.

The farmer who tills

is smoke on the wind.
Friend murders friend
and families decay.

Child of the city,

Child of the hill,

with half of us fled

and the other half dead,
who will repay

the blood that you spill?”

When she'd finished the other two songs, she turned to face the window. “That's done. Put on
another master, please. | have an announcement | think you'll need to re-cord and pass on.”

“What'sthis?’ His voice came through the grill with an eerie mechanicd aurato it.

“| promise you it's important.”

“All right.”

When she got the Sgnd, she drew in along bresth, Iet it trickle out.

“l am one who will not countenance what is being done here. What | say istruth, the proof will come
on the night. Assassins have been sent to Lingjin. These are their targets:

The Holy Brother Hafambua.

The Blessed Kuxagan the Prophet Speaker.

Noxabo, Arbiter of the Hohekil.

On the Night of the Unshdlling, twelve strangers come to kill. And not just to kill but to lay blame
among the factions of Lingjin. Those who Fenced you here wish it said thet the Prophet Speaker ordered
one desth and the Arbiter another two and so on till each is blamed for the other’s dying. Those who
Fenced you here have sent them to destroy the peace of Lingjin.

Guard yoursdves. Be not done.

Bdieve me or nat, it does no harm to be sure. Blessed be Lingjin.

May its peace endure.
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The Trivaddais the sign of decisions.
The parting of ways,
The sundering of past and present.

Chapter 9

1. Transit

With filthy water lapping at x€'s hedls, Thann scrambled up the ladder in the maintenance shaft. It
was corroded and shaky and, from the layers of crud on the rungs, hadn’t been visted since the war
began. The darknessin the shaft was thick, impenetrable.

A rung sagged suddenly as xe put x€ s weight on it and xe dipped. For a moment xe hung from one
hand while x€' s feet fdt for lower rungs. Xe's free hand waved about, went past the outside of the ladder
into an opening beside it, fingers plunging into light-weight, granular rub-ble. Xe jerked x€'s hand back,
knocked it into arung, and grabbed onto it.

When x€'d caught x€'s breath, xe wrapped an am about a rung and began exploring that hollow
place. It was a shdlow niche hdf filled with litter, big enough to hold xe. Trying not to think about what
xe was touching, Thann scraped away much of the dry, crumbling rubbish, swvung off the ladder and
made xesdf comfortable in the niche.

Xe leaned back, closed x€'s eyes and st xedf to be-gin a thinta search for Isaho, not redly
expecting to find her within xe' s range. Xe thought xe d have to have to get into the Fort and sneak about
the streets, testing places xe couldn’t reach otherwise. This workshaft must go some-where. Any thought
of moving, though, would have to wait until after nightfal. Xe reached out as far as xe could and began
swegping the thintain acirde ....

Xe laughed aoud as xe touched a pair of familiar fires—the peddler and his cretinous son. He was
raging while the mdllit was a bundle of sullen resentment.



Thann tracked them for a while, built up a picture of a hgphazard search by a md who hadn’t the
beginnings of an idea where to look for xe. At fird that was stisfying, but xe's complacency faded when
the peddler stood dill for whet felt like an eon. His rage died down until only embers were left, overlad
by a sense of cool but intense thought.

A moment later he was marching away, taking his son with him.

Thann scratched the fold in xe€'s upper lip, puzzled by his actions. With a sgh, xe dropped the touch
and went back to x€' s search. The few dues the thinta had brought xe were not suffident to let xe even
guess what he meant to do.

Xe reached further and nearly fdl out of the niche. 1saho! She wasn't in the town at dl. She was on
one of the shipstied up out there.

Bait! He's going to use Isaho as bait to catch me.

Thann steadied x€'s breething and drew the thinta back into xesdf; xe was afraid to touch the child
more deeply because it would distract xe from what xe had to do. If 1saho was on a ship, xe had to get
to her, but there was no way xe could get onto that ship with these chains on xe€' s ams and legs.

Xe shifted pogtion, got the fork and spoon from x€'s trouser pocket, grimacing at the reek of x€'s
dothing. Xe probably should have hidden the trousers and shirt some-where outsde, but xe hadn't
thought of that, and it was too late now.

Working by touch and uang the handle of the spoon as a lever, xe bent one of the tines back from
the others so xe had a. short diff probe. Xe set the spoon beside xe, worked the cuff on x€'s, Ieft leg
around so xe could get at the lock, then began trying to lift the wards. It was a sm-ple lock, x€'d seen
the key, it couldn’t have more than two wards, dl xe needed was patience and care ... again and again xe
thought xe had it, pushed alittle too hard so the probe dipped or turned in x€'s hand ... again and again
xe logt the wards ... again and again xe took a deep breath and tried once more ...

Xe fdt the dick through xe€'s whole body. One ward lifted. Xe tugged at the cuff—gently—but the
lock 4ill held. The second ward surrendered more quickly now that xe had the fed in x€'s hands. Xe
opened the cuff and sat a moment with xe's eyes squeezed shut, x€'s hands pressed hard agang xe's
thighs to stop the shaking, then xe went to work on the second cuff.

Theleg irons made a stifying splash when xe dropped them into the water.

Thelock on the left wrist cuff came open with no fuss, but uang xe's left hand to pick the last lock
was frudration multiplied. That hand was Hiff and awkward and lacked the ddicacy of touch of the
right. Again and again the probe dipped off the ward. X€'s hand started shaking and twice xe nearly
dropped the fork over the edge.

After the second time near disaster, xe set the fork down a the back of the niche, moving carefully,
dowly because xe's hand wouldn't quit trembling. Xe set the pdms of x€'s hands on the Sdes of the
niche, cold stone, God's gift to the builder. Xe narrowed x€'s mind to that, cdled the strength and
solidity of the stone to come into xe and prayed for the cadm that would let xe finish the task and swim to
the boat where 1saho waited.

When dl the words were gone from x€'s head, when prayer was gone, xe went back to the smple
rhymes x€ d taught 1saho so many years ago, the night prayers before she dimbed into bed, the moring
prayers before she started her day. Over and over xe said them uniil a vast lasstude filled xe.,

Perhaps xe dept a while. It was likdy xe dept because time dipped away and there were
dreams—at |eadt, xe thought there were dreams though xe couldn’t remember what they were.

Too mind-dulled and limp to be afraid or even to care whether xe succeeded or not, xe took up the
fork and in-serted the tineprobe into the lock.

A moment later the wrig irons followed the leg irons into water.

The splash took a lot longer. Xe frowned. Time? How much time had passed? Xe scraped up a
hendful of the debris on the floor of the niche, dropped it. Ligening to the dep of the water againg the
gone. Xe mus have dept and while xe was dreaming, the tide had turned. It was going out. Ships went
out on the tide.

Hadlily xe sent the thinta searching.

Isaho was dill there. But ... oh, God, the activity around her, the mix of anxiety, anger, the dregs of a



long drunk, the lassitude of too much sex, impatience, greed ... dl that urgency on and around that ship.
They were getting ready to leave. Could be saling out any time now. And—yes—the peddier was
nearby. Not—moving. Sense of patience and mdice. Y es. Waiting for xe to come for 1saho.

Xetook severd deep breaths, then dropped xedf into the water.

Thann clutched at the cross beam and gasped until the dizziness left xe and the worst of the shaking
stopped. Without the suction from the receding tide, xe would have drowned in that hole. Xe whispered
ablessng to God for One's care, then began making xe' s way toward the ship that held Isaho.

When xe was clear of the outfdl, in water margindly cleaner, xe became aware of the sench that xe
brought with xe. Though the delay put knots in dl of x€' s ssom-achs, xe backed as deeply’into shadow
as xe could, stripped off x€'s dathing, dipped and squeezed it, rubbed it againg the tarred sdes of the
heavy piles, xe siffed at the tunic and trousers, repeated the washing and rubbing until xe was mostly
sndling tar and fish.

Dressed again, xe swam and wriggled x€ s way aong, passing directly under the peddier; xe couldn’t
see him, thought he mugt be stting on one of the bales xe'd seen scattered about the wharves. Watching
for me, xethought, vumah vumay, let him watch.

Saying in the shadow under the wharf, xe crept dong beside the ship, ligening to the grinding and
queding as the waves rubbed the fenders againg the heavy planks.

The mooring on the far Sde was empty and xe got a better view as xe dung to a cross beam and
examined the ship. It was a coasta teamer, one of those with the stubby masts kept for use if the
engines died and the ship started drifting toward the Fence. The davits were groan-ing and squeding as
they lifted the loading nets and swung them round, lowering cargo through one of the gaping hatches
dong the deck, or deposting it on the deck itsdf. Crewmds swarmed everywhere, guiding the nets,
loading crates and baes on dallies and shoving them into stowage aress.

Thann drew severd quick breaths, then jackknifed deep into the murky green water, down and
down until xe was svimming below the huge twin screws. Usng the ship’s shadow as guide, xe kicked
upward and surfaced to the dgp dap of a net dangling just above her head. Blessing God for the chance,
xe scrambled up the net without con-sidering why it hung there, tumbled over the ral and in among a
haphazard huddle of bales.

By the time x&' d caught x€'s breath, xe redized the net was there to pin down those baes; it was a
more professional equivadent of the old sail the peddier pulled over his goods. Which meant xe had to get
out of there as soon as xe could, because the crewmals could be aong any time to sort out the mess and
get it properly stowed, the net hauled over and tied down.

Xe lowered xedf onto x€'s toes and elbows and crept to the rall, then dong it until xe reached a
section of deck cargo that was aready prepared. Xe redized why once she wriggled under the net and
into the tiny open space between the outcurve of the ral and the sides of the crates. There was offworld
writing in red which—xe couldn't read, but scrawled over it in black paint the word DANGER, under
thet: Pellet rifles: Ammo. Grenades. Mines.

Xe knew then where the ship was bound. The neutra cities of Impixal. Icisd, Ggul, Yagshowa.
Where any-body could buy anything they wanted. Weapons. Girls And anyas, xe reminded xesdf.

Xe wriggled on, found a ggp between odd-sized crates that was just big enough to hold xe and
sHtled there to wait for the ship to finish loading and dip its moorings. Xe had no water, no food, x€'s
dothing was soaked and dready xe was beginning to shiver from a chill, but xe was ssfe for the moment
and Isaho was somewhere below xe. The rest could wait.

2. Decison

Wintshikan laid out the cards and frowned at them, then glanced irritably at the radio Luca had found
inthe gear of the thieves. It was Stting on one of the packsaddles a short distance off, turned as loud as it
would go, blaring out tinny, static-ridden musc.

Luca and Wann were dancing what had once been a sacred dance from the Great Gathers, turning it
into something wild and corrupt that troubled Wintshikan, especidly when she saw how entranced Zaro



and Kanilli were. That was the Mating Dance. They were too young to even see that.
Zd| patted her arm, whistled a soft, comforting chirrup. +The lagt reading said Change,+ xe sgned.
+What God has set going, Pixawill not stop. Read the cards, Wintashi.+
They'd left the foothills behind a little past mid-afternoon and reached this barren shore as the sun
went down, the back end of along narrow bay like a blue fin-ger of brine. There was no fresh water, o
the place was left to the wind and the sand and the long-legged brown birds that ran dong that sand.
Wintshikan touched the base card. “Death again. No matter how | mix them, Degth is dways the
base card, Ziz.”
+l think it' s that we aren’t ready to be reborn yet.+
“It could be.” She contemplated the determinants. “Cauldron, Spindle, Drum. Cauldron with Spindle,
that's a plot. A plan is cooking and we're part of the stew. | don’'t understand the Drum being there.
Rhythm, music? The plot’s march? Or that God-cursed radio interfering? | don't know, Zizi. Have you
any notion?’
+t will come clear later, such things dways do.+
“I’ve no patience these days, I'll admit that. Hm. The guides. The Eye of God. A blessng. Tha is a
comfort. The Baance. Seek the balance when the change is done. Ah, Ziz, I'm afraid when that Balance
comes, it will be so strange | won't recognize it.”
She gathered the cards, began wrapping them in the slk scarf, troubled eyes on the children dancing
and gig-gling while the others snapped their fingersin time with the musc from the radio.
The mudc stopped. A man spoke. “For dl those who have suffered, we play these songs. Let the
killing stop.”
A woman's voice came into the sudden dillness of the camp, strong, pure, unaccompanied,
something about it that reached under the skin.
“ Child of the hill,child of the city
Why do you march so happy to war?
happy happy happy to war
Oh, Pixa upon your barren rock
Do | bend my neck
in feigned complicity,
march at your beck
to the chopping block?
chop chop the chopping block
Oh, Impix who bends and burns
the heart of God in funeral urns:
your factories foul, your mills.
bow your head indeed
and as you bleed
in blessed simplicity
Praise the god who yearns
for your return
yearns oh yearns for your return.
| hide at my back
the hacking knife
in fatal duplicity.
| hold your head low
let the blood flow.
let it flow, let it flow.
From my leather jack
| drink your life.
So.
Child of the city, child of the hill



What will you do when all breath is till?

What will you do when there’ s no one to kill?
(the voice rose to the word kill until it was a crystd knife pointed at the heart, then
dropped so the next words were tender, dulcet.)

What will you do when there's only you two?

What will you do?”

Luca made a face and shut off the radio. She reached out for Wann, hugged xe tightly for a moment,
then she laughed and spun away. “Mouth music,” she cried. “Let us have mouth musc and finger music
and Zaro and Kanilli will dance for us and chase the sorrow away.”

In the morning the radio was playing again as they rode dong the shore of the inlet, mogtly musc,
ome news.

... bombardment of Khokuhl continues. The city is gill holding against the attempts of the
Pixa fighters to enter and destroy the Impix command there. Reports have come from the far
south that the declared neutrality of Yagshowal has for the first time been violated by artillery
forces and re-peated incursions by so far unidentified phelas apparently intent on raiding the
storehouses for weapons, fartalk radios and other items of use in the war ..”

It was easy going, the sand hardpacked and more or less leve; there were a few patches of scraggly
brush hardly higher than the ankle, but the rest of the green was mostly a mix of sea grass and broadl eaf
weeds. The jomayls waked seadily dong, their necks curving in an easy arc, ther dark crimson eyes
haf shut. Luca and Wann rode ahead, nearly out of sght, scouting for them, Nyen and Hidan rode
rearguard. Wintshikan walked dong near the middle of the ling, leading the firg of the pack-ers, Zdl
perched on its panthers, Xaca and the children following with the others. She tried not to ligen to the
ra-dio, focused instead on the sounds of the hooves: Crunch crunch, doin’ the job, doin’ the job.

... and here’s a song for all young bonclers, setting up famrilies in hope and trust.”

“ Anya Alina, oh, love of our hearts, be the true bond that closes our ring, Anya Alina, oh, star
of our ...

Around midmorning the land on the right began to tilt upward. The brush was tdler and thornier,
there were patches of berry vines with canes so thick with thorns that they resembled saw blades.
Wintshikan began to see trees again, wind-twisted nyenzas and bushy bohaas. Long-legged brown birds
ran on the sand and songbirds hid among the foliage. Large white seabirds rode the winds high overhead,
their raucous cdlsfdling like stones through the blare of the music from the radio.

Luca and Wann were out of Sght for a short time as the line of jomayls began to turn the end of the
hillsto start north again. They came gdloping back. Luca did off her mount and held up a hand to stop
the others.

“There s avillage about hdf an hour on. It backs up onto the shore, and there's awadl around it, the
trunks of lekath trees with the limbs chopped off and the top ends sharpened to points. We need water,
but they don’t look very friendly.”

Wintshilcan frowned. “We're Rilgrims. Surely ....”

Luca shrugged. “How do they know that? If we'd trusted Old Bukha, we'd be bones for the boyds
to fight over.”

“There' struth in that. How much open space is there in front of that wal? Enough so dl but one can
wait and be safe from the gunsthey’ll have?’

“Far as we could tdl.”

“Good.” She took the Shawl from Zdl and wrapped it round her shoulders to show she was



gpeeking as Heka of the Remnant. | am ill that, she thought. For a while yet. “Ligen to what | say.
The Remnant will stop out of range and line up o that the villagers can see that you are ferns, anyas, and
children. | anwhet | am and it's easy enough to see whet that is. I'll do the approaching and the talk-ing.
Luca, if you see anything that bothers you, get the Remnant away. If | can tak mysdf loose, I'll join you.
If not, so be it.”

Zdl tugged a her arm. +I’'m going with you.+

“No, Zdl. Anyasin this war attract more evil than ferns and mads combined. Come with me and you
may bring on trouble that wouldn't happen otherwise” A knot twisted tight around her heart as she saw
the pain in her anya's eyes, but Zdl knew she spoke the truth though it was a very hard truth. “If they
won't give us water, a least they may tdl us where to find some.” She glanced a the sun. “The day’s
diding away from us. We'd best get sarted.”

There were mds on the wadl, danding behind the paes, dlent, stone-faced, looking down a
Wintshiken as she crossed the open sand and stopped before the door. She looked up. “I am
Wintshikan Heka of the Remnant of Ixis Shishi. We are Bilgrims bound for Lingjin and mean harm to
none. We have no water and would ask of you, give us water or tdl us where to find it.”

Themds looked at each other, then one of them leaned over and spoke. “That dl there are of you? |
don't see ay mds”

“Our mds are dead. We are the Remnant of Shishim.”

“Thoselittle ‘ns, they anyas, hun?’

“Thelittlest are femlits, but, yes, there are anyas among us. Will you give us water? Will you hep us
on the way to Lingjin?’

“Why go on? We can give you shdlter here”

“We have sworn an Obligetion to vigt the Grave of the Prophet and pray for our dead. Until this is
done, we can-not think of our own needs.”

“Vumah vumay, o be it. Follow thewdl around the corner, you'll see a corrd with some milkersin
it. There'sawdl by the fence. You can get water from there. And don't worry, we won't interfere with
you.”

Luca stayed back, the rifle she'd taken from the thieves held visble The anyas and the children
waited with her while Nyen and Xaca led the packers over to join Wintshikan. More villagers joined the
men on the wal and stood slently watching them as they worked, water-ing the stock and filling the
kins.

Asthey started to leave, the man who' d spoken before raised hisvoice again. “There s a river about
aday’sride north of here, be sure tofill up good when you get there, it's five days to Lingjin from there
and you won't find more. It's dl sdt marsh and sand. Go with God, Rilgrims. Pray for us as wel as your
own. And pray with usdl for peace and destruction to the Fence.”

As the sun went down behind the rounded hills Luca stood on a patch of grass tha grew near the
top of a dune and stared out across the sea at the golden glimmer that turned copper where it pulled
down red from the sunset sky.

Wintshikan joined her. “What are you thinking?’

“About that.” She jabbed her thumb at the Fence. “About one of those songs that fem sang. The one
that cdls us puppets dancing to the jerk of Ptakkan grings. Do you think that's it, Heka? Do you think
that’s why we're dying?’

“l don’'t know. The war's gone on so long. It's hard to know why.”

Luca moved her shoulders impatiently. “I can’'t remem-ber when | knew what | wanted or why | was
born. I've been looking at that thing out there and | think | do know.

Now. I'm going to pull it down, Heka. | don’'t know how, but that’s what I'm going to do.”



3. Song and riddle

Yyl shifted pogtion again, ignoring, the glare from the md gtting on the bench beside her. That
bench was hard on the tailbones and she'd been gtting there since the door opened, diding up inch by
inch as one of Noxabo's aides taked to those ahead of them, arranged appoint-ments for later, or
waved the petitioner on to the next hoop to jump through before he got to see the Arbiter himsdf.

She'd gone fird to ligen to the Prophet Speaker preach. He was good, he'd gotten that crowd
dirred up and seeing visons. He even won through her defenses, started her blood pounding until her
mind broke through the glitter of the words and the force that shone from the man, and she remembered
how much she didn’t believe the things he was saying.

Stll, this was what she needed, if she could just trust him—and get im to believe her.

Y syl |eft the mesting and went to find Zot.

“Word is he'sdumb as a rock. It's his anya that writes those things and tellshim whet to do. | know
one of the girls that clean the Tent. Weird caling that big mess of stone a tent, but there it is. Anyway this
Beritha, she says Anya Hukhu's got the teeth of a shark and a blob of iron where xe€'s heart should be.
Only thing xe cares about is that wikiwic.”

“So | should get to xe”

“No use trying unless it's somethin’ big. And somethin’ that’ s gonna make him look redl good.”

“It just might be.”

* % %

When she went back to the Tent the next morning, there was chaos. People huddling in little groups,
shocked, angry, grieved. Others dung to each other, sob-bing and wailing.

Anya Hukhu was dead, the Blessed Kuxagan was hav-ing hysterics somewhere, no migtaking that
voice.

She ligtened, dipped in a question here, a question there, and built a picture of what had happened.

There d been some sort of warning about assassins and Hukhu had set up aring of anyas to screen
out dl strang-ers and two rings of armed guards, but the assassins had come through the roof somehow
and gotten past the outer ring before they were discovered. Two of them were dead, offworld women
they were, and why they tried it no one had a clue. The third had amost gotten to Kuxagan, but Hukhu
threw xesdf between them and stabbed the stranger with a poison knife at the very moment she was
killing xe.

Y syl dipped away, angry and frustrated. 1t seemed a-mogt asif the Ptaks had known what she was
planning and had struck to stop it. In her cdmer moments she knew that couldn’t be true, but the
redization didn’'t help quiet her ssomachs.

Before nightfdl the city was buzzing with the news that there were three attempts at assassination, dl
ex-pected, dl thwarted. Sx offworlders were dead, the rest had gotten away. And everything was
closed down. No suppliants dlowed anywhere except the petitioners in the Arbiter’s Office. Noxabo
waan't there, of course; like the other targets he'd gone to ground. There was speculation about where
he was, but it was dl wild rumor. Those who knew weren't taking.

Ancther four petitioners were cdled into the Aides cu-bicles. Yseyl did dong the bench, then thrust
her feet out over the braided rush matting that covered the floor. She opened her feet into a wide vee,
brought the toes tapping together. Did it again. And again. Till the md beside her dug his ebow into her
sde

“Stop that, fern. Y ou're driving me crazy.”

She scowled a him, shifted the scowl to the far wall.

Assassins. Cerex said the Ptak wanted the war to go on and on till all Imps and Pixa were
dead. Until now Lingjin’s been out of the war. They're trying to change that. On the radio ...
|I—need a radio, I’'m missing too much just listening to people talk ... the news ... phelas attacking



the neutral cities ... they want it all, the Ptaks do, that's what it is. They want it all. I’ve got the
way ... if only someone would listen to me ... I've got the way out ... God ... | wish | believed ... |
wish | could pray and fed like it meant something ... God! Any god that allows this obscenity ....

Three armed mds came from the back room beyond the Aides cubicles. They stood by the door
looking grim and ready for anything. She'd seen phelas like that, wait-ing in ambush as she used her gift
to dip round them. Those mas were ready to kill anyone in this halway, to shoot at a cross-eyed ook,
an unconsidered scuff of a foot.

The oldest of the Aides came out of his cubicle. “Peti-tion timeis over,” he said. “Give your names to
the scribe a the door. You'll be firgt in tomorrow.”

As Ysgyl stepped onto the wakway, Zot came from an dley and began waking dong beside her.
“No joy?'

“Scribe took down names. Aide said those' d be firgt in tomorrow.”

“Bribe s two ounces slver to make sure your name stays on that lig.”

“Itisn’'t on there now. | didn’t bother.” She wrinkled her nose a the crimson glow in the west. “One
day wasted is more than enough. Want some dinner? I'll buy.”

“Won't say no to that. Plenty of time. Mehl] wants to see you, but not till seventh hour.”

“Why?

“Xedin't say.”

Zot dragged the piece of bread through the gravy, popped it in her mouth. After she swalowed, she
sad, “Mehll doesn't like me talking to you. Xe said | should stay away from you, you're akiller.”

“X€esright.”

“Who'd you kill?’

“You told me once go find awhore, I'll tdl you the same.”

Zot giggled. “That'd be a sght, that would.” The gig-glestrailed to adgh. “This place is a dead bore.
Mehll says you're athief, too. Howdya get to be one? I’'m dying to get outta here.”

“You wouldn’'t want to try my route, young Zot. | ran away and the firg mad who found me was a
thief. He taught me about locks and planning. He aso had some peculiar tastes.” She blinked, looked
into the wide eyes of the child. Not innocent eyes. Zot had dready seen more of the evil that people do
to each other than any child should. “He was impotent, you know about that? Yes, | see you do. But he
could 4ill get those fedings when the setup was right. He liked to watch rough mds beat me and have
sex with me. Sometimes two or three a night. He taught me a lot. You wanted to know who | killed.
WEél, he was the fird. There are things a lot worse than being bored, Zot. And if you go where you don't
have friends, you're going to find them. Red fast.”

Zot's eyes went wide, then she amiled.

It was easy enough to read what was going through her head.

Not me. Wouldn't happen to me. | been around, not like some dumb femlit never been out of
the mountains.

Y gyl shook her head, but said nothing. Pain and loath-ing were the only teachers for some lessons.

Yseyl smoothed her hand across the front of her tunic; the stunrod was in place, basted to the
waisthand of her trousers by threads she could break with a quick jerk if she had to get it out fast. She
crded the house, checking out potentid ambushes, with the aty in such uproar, she wasn't taking
chances.

When she was stisfied, she dipped one hand under her tunic and took hold of the rod, used the
other to knock on the door.

+Who?+

“Who you sent for.”

Y seyl shook her head, but said nothing. Pain and loath-ing were the only teachers for some lessons.

Mehll took Yseyl into x€'s parlor, seated her in a com-fortable asamchair and poured tea for her, gave
her a plate with some triangles of buttered toast, dl the while keep-ing up a stream of chatter about the



assassinations and the fishboat that got blown into the Fence and the need for rain.

The old anya ettled in x€ s own chair. +1 believe you don’'t have your own radio.+

“No.”

+Ah ah ah. I'm not going to ask questions. And | don’'t want answers. What you do is your own
business.+ Xe pointed to the large black receiver on the mantd above the fireplace. Xe sgned, +Turn
thet on, will you? It's set and ready to go.+

Y gyl shook her head, but said nothing. Pain and loath-ing were the only teachers for some lessons.

The sound of grings filled the room, a dance tune Yseyl didn’t recognize. She returned to her chair
and folded her hands. “Why did you cdl me here? | doubt it was to ligen to pretty music.”

+Your name s Yseyl, ign'tit. No. Don't answer that. | don’t want to know. Xe snapped x€'s fingers.
+My curiodty does get away from me sometimes. Yes. | wanted you to hear a song. It'll be on soon.
They broadcast it every day about now. | thought a while and a while about send—ing Zot, tdling
mysdf yes then no then yes then no, but this assassination thing, that convinced me. Something has to be
done. | think there’ s a chance you'll be the one who'll do it. In any case, at least you're new. The rest |
wouldn't trust with aweek dead fish. Ah. There' s the an-nouncement. Listen.+

Y syl shook her head, but said nothing. Pain and loath-ing were the only teachers for some lessons.

The snger sartled Y seyl. There was no oddity to the accent, the words might have been spoken by
any mid-range Impix or Pixa, but the qudity of the voice was dien. Offworlder. How did she come to be
dnging a the Lingjin Sation?

Yesyl found hersdlf nodding as the cycle progressed—and wondering how the stranger had caught
her fedings so precisaly, that mixture of rage/sadness and the frustration that was not quite despair. She
lifted the cup when the “Song for Ysgyl” was announced, sipped steedily at the lukewarm liquid as the
words flowed into the room.

Y syl shook her head, but said nothing. Pain and loath-ing were the only teachers for some lessons.

“ A ghost little gray ghost
reaches out her hand
her fatal hand
an arms dealer cries
an arms dealer dies
Yseyl, your tears are red
Yseyl, do you weep heart’s blood?
A ghost little gray ghost
gazes at her land
her tortured land
How can | end this?
Or isit endless?
Yseyl, your tears are red.
Yseyl, do you weep heart’s blood?
Aghost little gray ghost
searches the stars
the cold proud stars
To free her land
Her anguished land.
Yseyl, your tears are red.
Yseyl, do you weep heart’s blood?
Aghost little gray ghost
Holds the key
the piercing key.
Who would be free?
Who will follow me?
Yseyl, 1 hear your call.



Yseyl, hear me, 1 know it all.
Oghost little gray ghost
You look the wrong way
You take the wrong road
Hear what | say
Let me lighten your load.
Look to the peaks Not to the sea.
Where feet become holy
There will | be.
Unravel this rhyme
Your heart’s wish to find.”

Mehll pushed onto her feet and went to turn off the ra-dio hersdf. +If | knew what that's about, I'd
have to act on my knowledge. | don’'t want to know. We I finish our tea, then you can leave.+

Y syl walked to the end of the dock and stood gazing across the dark water at the Fencelight.

A short distance awvay Bond Sisters and Anyas of Mercy were kneding and murmuring through
shimbil af-ter shimhbil, twelve upon twelve upon twelve, in alitany of pleas to God to open the way, bring
down the Fence.

She ligened a moment and fdt a vast impatience. If she marched over to them right now and said she
could open the way for them, that they didn’t have to wait for God to act, they’d probably drown her for
impiety.

People. She scraped her hand across her eyes. Those like Mehll, they didn't want to know. Others
... vumeh vumay, playing by the rules had never gotten her any-where, nor had not-doing something ever
kept her safe. The offworld woman—she said she had the answer. No need to believe her, just bargain
with her. Might be a Sun-flower agent sent to fetch back the disruptor. That didn't matter. The only thing
that mattered was stopping this misary.

Might as well listen to her. She's standing on my road not hers. And she wouldn’t be taking
the trouble if she didn't mean to deal. Do me down if she can. Hah! They think they're so clever
these star-fliers, just because they can get away. But they're only using what other folks built for
them ... those arms smugglers ... so stupid sometimes it was almost embarrassing to do them.
Look to the peaks ... hm ... where feet become holy ... prob-ably means the Outlook where the
Pilgrim Road starts ... I'll need food ... gear ... be out there a while ... won-der if | can find her
before she finds me ... it'sa thought ... she’'sa grand singer ... it's almost worth ... ya la, don't you
get stupid, fern ... listen to the words she says and forget the voice.

She |€ft the rdigious to their chant and went to the room she rented to do some concentrated
thinking.



10

Wings cup the air and go where they will.
Things volatile and unsteady change at the
puff of a breath.

Chapter 10

1. Setup

Shadith touched the test sensor and triggered the holo, then stepped back and waked in a dow
crcle about it, checking the smoothness of its turn, how the eyes fol-lowed her and the way the
leaf-shadow flickered over and through it without obscuring the basic shape. She stopped where she'd
begun the circle, said, “ Speak.”

Theimage amiled, lifted a hand. Its tranducent lips moved, and sound came forth. “Because you see
this | know you are Yseyl, thief and assassin. Your face and form trigger the image. | want to make a
ded with you. | can help you take the whole Fence down instead of just blowing a few holesin it. In
retun ....”

Shadith listened criticadly while the speech played to a finish, ending with the date of her return, then
she reset the projector. “Wadl, little gray ghogt, it's time to lay down more bait. Can't take a chance
you're somewhere else entirdy. Sar! | hope Digby appreciates the beeting my tailbone's gaing to get.
They could rent out those miniskip seats to a torture museum.”

2. Yagshowal: under siege

The land around the harbor at Y agshowa was grass from horizon to horizon, grass dotted with herds
of ruminants whaose thick loose skin fdl from ther spinesin folds that shifted with every step they took as
they wandered about on thar own, their herdmds dead or fled. Dark red glows marked the places
where carcasses roasted in huge pits to feed the Pixa phelas which had gathered there to attack the city.



Big guns boomed continudly. Those belonging to the phelas were mounted on massve wagons
pulled by teams of lumbering red and white skazz; smdler wagons moved with them, piled with shells
amog as large as the mds loading them into the guns.

Guns ingde the dty answered them, the shdls rardly dangerous to the phelas though, as Shadith
lingered in the clouds above the city, she saw one munitions pile go up and take a gun wagon with it.

The harbor was lit with grings of naked lightbulbs, the harsh shadows they cast seemed to breed
swarms of Y agshowans shouting and shoving, waving bags of coin as they tried to buy their way onto the
few ships that were tied up there.

The radio dation was deserted except for a Sngle ner-vous md who twitched at every loud noise,
but kept a close eye on the spools as the wire snaked past the heads, sending out a mix of mudc,
messages, and pleas for hdp.

He squeded as Shadith burgt in, took a look at the rifle she held, and sat where he was, sweat
popping out on his temples. In the recent past his crest mugt have been a bright orange and green, but the
har paint was flaking off, and now it Smply looked diseased. His face was thin and pinched, with a
network of tiny lines across it that deepened about his eyes and mouth.

The lines degpened even further when Shadith pushed back the hood of the robe and he saw her
fece.

“l have some songs | want you to record and play,” she said. With her free hand she dug into a belt
pouch, pulled out helf a dozen heavy slver coins and, one a atime, tossed them at, his feet, the metdlic
chinks as they landed loud in the smdl room.

“Ah. | think | know which you mean. A salor | met had a song wire thet got rather alot of attention.”
He glanced at the coins, his mouth curving in a tight, sar-donic smile. “Happy to do business with you,
kazi."

3. Icisel: nervous and crowded

Icise waslit so brightly it was like day on the streets, the glare from the bulbs reaching far out into the
deep placid harbor, turning the ships that thronged there into patterns of black and white. Refugees from
coadtal villages and from Yagshowa were blotches of black in whatever shel-ter they could find, one
danding watch againg thieves, the rest trying to snatch a few hours of deep before the dty guard came
by and moved them on.

The Nightplayers anong the Idsdli waked around and over those unwelcome vistors, ignoring them
with the notorious Cisdle arrogance, the same arrogance with which they ignored the war itsdf.
Fantedticdly painted and decorated—what they wore looking more like sculp-ture than
clothing—adorned with sound as wdl as shape and color, musc trickling from song wires winding
through their hair, the Nightplayers swarmed from play-house to casino to dancehdl, doing the eternd
night-round. The Impix triad were dl there—anya, md, and fem—sometimes firm in the tribond,
sometimes changing partners with the fluidity and fickleness of raindrops did-ing down windowglass.

Shadith cirdled through the patchy clouds above the city, searching for a way to reach the radio
dation without being spotted.

The roof of the station was steeply danted, the ridge-pole a jumble of spiky metad objects whose
purpose escaped her though they very efectively barred her from landing there.

She. circled a lagt time, swore under her bregth, then turned the skip toward the hideaway she'd
found for her-sdlf insde a grove of thile trees growing beside the river that emptied into Cisdl Harbor.

An hour before dawn the city was quieter, though not much darker. The nightround was over and
only thieves and deepers were dill in the Streets.

She came in low, skimming the roofs until she reached the station, then she brought the skip down
and landed in an dley beside it. A quick probe told her there were only two people ingde a the momernt;
Digby’s reader found no darm system, so she picked the lock on the back door, fed a little power into
the skip, and pushed it indde.



Shadith pulled the hood up to conced her face and tried the latch. It moved under her hand and the
door to the control room opened a crack. She listened, suppressed a grin, pulled the door wide, and
went in. She stopped just indde and stood looking down a a md and fem en-gaged in noisy and
energetic sex.

The young ma howled his completion and collapsed on top of the fern. She pushed him off, glaring a
Shadith. “ Stinking Godmad, what you garing a7’

Without waiting for an answer, she hauled the md to his feet. He stood leaning agangt her with
olazed eyes and shaky knees. The fem amiled a him, patted a trim buttock. “You go have a nice warm
shower, madoll. When you get back, we ll think of something new to pass thetime”

When the md had vanished through the door, the fem raised her arms over her head and swiveled on
her toes with a dancer’s grace, head thrown back, long dark hair brushing a her buttocks. “Like what
you see, Brother? Want aturn in the saddle?’

Shadith chuckled. “Hardly.” She pushed the hood back. “My tastes run otherwhere.”

“Prophet’s piss, whet t'hdl are you?’

“A dnger, kazi. With some songs to peddle.”

“Now would these be them going round on pirated songwires?’

“Why don’t you lisen and see? Y ou could do a few du-plicates for yoursdf a the sametime”

“What d' you want?’

“To have the songs broadcasted as frequently as possi-ble, spread as widdy as possible.”

“Wha'sinit for you?’

“My business, your profit. That's dl you need to know.”

“Maybe. If you are that singer.”

“The proof’ sin the Inging. Y ou could dways erase the wire”

“True. Studio three's set up. Let’s hear what you have to offer.”

The md learned round the door. “Hgja....”

“Go keep it warm, hon. Be with you later. Thisis bus-ness”

4. Dreaming Gajul

Gaul lay beside a broad river flowing into a bay shaped like a leaf with three pointed |obes—a bay
S0 hig it was dmogt an inland sea. Shadith circled through scattered high clouds, usng her binocs to
examine the city that sprawled below her, its streets serpentines of glowing polychrome agang a velvet
black ground and in those streets arichly gaudy throng of wanderers that never seemed to stay anywhere
for more than a breath.

The Nightplayers of Ggul had a lighter, more whimsca touch than those of Icisd; there were fewer
refugees, and most of those were housed in a tent city on the far Sde of the river where groves of maka
and thile trees hid them and the Brothers of God who cared for them from the dreaming gaze of the
Gaullery.

She scanned and swore a what she saw. The streets and pocket parks around the radio tower were
the busiest in the whole city. The tower itsdf was twice as tdl as the one in Lingjin. It was a mass of
metd rigng from four d-egantly curved legs, with the station itsdf laid like a square egg between those
legs There was no way she could dip in as she had in Icisd, not without announcing to a few hundred
Nightplayers and prowling street guards that something odd was happening.

With asgh of frugtration she left the city and followed the river until she found a thile brake nestled in
awide sweeping bend; it was deserted except for birds and a scatter of amdl beasts.

She made camp, fixed a quick supper, and rolled up in blankets to catch some deep before she tried

again.

About three hours after midnight, she was over the dity again. Ggul was quieter around the edges,
but in the cen-ter where the dation was, some street muscians had set up in a smdl park and were
playing for Ggullery who'd taken a notion to dance under the stars, a least what stars were vighle. It



was alovey summer night, just cool enough to be pleasant, a wandering breeze to lift and flut-ter ribbons
and set heart-shaped maka leaves to shivering, and the dance showed every sgn of lagting till dawn. The
streets themsdves had gained another group, no hairpaint on md, fern, or anya, sober dothing in dark
colors with long deeves—vigtors from the farms and the lesser mer-chants out for a night on the town.
Brothers of God moved through the mix, white motesin Brownian mation.

Shadith sghed. If ever | wanted rain ...

She landed the miniskip in the fringe of the thile trees dong the dty side of the riverbank, hid it high
up in an-cient thile, strapped into a threaway crotch, invigble from the ground. Despite thet, she st the
shocker to sun any-one trying to sted it, checked the stunrod strapped to her arm, clipped the rifle to
her belt so it hung dong her leg where the robe would conced it mogt of the time. Too bad she had to
fool with the rifle, but the locals would snicker and ignore the rod, and she' d waste too much time waiting
for them to wake up.

She dung the. Brother-robe over her shoulder and dropped from limb to limb, landing with a scrape
of booted feet on the knotty roots. Wrinkling her nose with disgust, she shook out the robe. It was
gained and smdled of swest, the hem she'd ripped out to get more length was Hiff with dirt. She pulled it
on anyway and started walking into the city.

Getting through the dreets undiscovered was easer than shed expected. Intent on ther
conversaions or per-formances, Nightplayers glided around her as if she were a post in the
sregt—something in the corner of the eye that they avoided without having to take note of it.

Street guards leaned from their kiosks and shouted quips at the Players or dumped againg the back
wal and drowsed; they, too, ignored her.

A dlencein the center of waves of noise, she walked on and on, the radio tower her only cue in that
maze of curving streets where graight lines of any length were rare and the only cues were names that
meant nothing to her.

The Players, pickpockets, and cutpurses grew thicker as she got closer to the station, the guards had
moved out of ther kiosks and on occasion marched off a cutpurse dumsy enough to raise a howl from
the victim. Except when she stepped out into the street to check direction,

Shadith kept as close to the wdls as she could, walked with eyes on the pavement, hands carefully
tucked into the long deeves.

She swore under her bresth when she rounded a bend and saw the gtation ahead—and something
she hadn’t no-ticed in her overflights, a wrought iron fence set in the spaces between the tower legs, a
least 9x feet high with sharpened spear points on the pales.

She leaned againg a garden wal and contemplated that fence, wondering once again if she should
have smply coerced the tech in the Yagshowd dation into duplicating the master for her onto wire
spoals. She hadn't trusted his kil dl that much and, from the little she'd heard, the qudity of the
recordings on those spools diminished rap-idly with the mounting generations of copies, but she was tired
and sweaty from dl that waking and trying to sng after dimbing over those spear points was not an
gpped-ing thought.

Why don't | forget the whole thing? Yseyl is probably till in Lingjin anyway.

She followed with her eyes the upward curve of the nearest leg and the soaring spindle of the tower.
This startion was the most powerful on Impixal with the widest range and the biggest audience. | should
have come here first, she told hersdf. Sill .... She pushed away from the wal and began walking
around the sguare, hunting for a gate. Ficking alock would be alot easier than trying to haul hersdf over
that fence. A lot more exposed, though .... She glanced a her ringchron. Around two hours till dawn.
Didn't leave alot of time.

As she walked around the second leg, a band of anyas danced pagt, big eyed and slent, hands busy
with the flow of gesture tak like five-finger dances; they wore wide bronze neck collars with bronze
chans linking them to-gether. A one-eyed md with a scattergun and a spiked knucklebar walked beside
them, looking warily about, his Sngle eye narrowing to an ominous dit when other Nightplayers got too
close



As she watched the group move on, she redized sud-denly that she'd seen very few anyas among
the Ggullery Nightplayers. Thereé d been two or three tribonds, but none of the flowing partner
exchange. She remembered things she'd seen, things hinted at in the Ptakkan teasers. Ah Slal | don't
care what Digby says, that Fence has got to go. Once the pressure is off at least some of this will
stop.

She moved quickly dong this lesser fence and turned the corner in time to see a cloaked md come
swaying to-ward her. He stopped near the middle of this Side, fdt around under the cloak, then began to
dtab a key of some kind a a lock she couldn't see from where she was stand-ing. Shadith moved
quickly, quietly up behind him, reach-ing him as he findly managed to locate the hole in the gate's lock.

Insulated in an dcohal fog, dl his attention focused on turning the key, he noticed nothing. With a
grunt of satis-faction he lifted the laich and shoved at the gate, then sputtered in confuson and surprise as
she caught hold of his collar and the seat of his pants and walked him ingde. She tripped him, rescued the
key and dammed the gate shut before he managed to get back on hisfeet.

“Wha ... who ... Brother? What?’

“Let’'sgo.”

He stood swaying and blinking. His crest was braided into dozens of thin plaits threaded through
slver beads that clicked muscaly whenever he moved. The sound of her voice cut through the muzz in
his head, enough for him to redize something odd was hgppening. “You're not ....”

“All thingswill be explained once we're indde. Aren't you late for work?’

“God!” He shuddered, struggled to pull himsdf together. “Rakide’s go going to ki kill-me. Ahhhurrr.
Can't tak sraght.” He stared at her for a moment, then swung round and stumbled toward the gtation’'s
sngle door.

“Just stay where you are and there won't be any prob-lem.”

Themd she'd followed in stood rubbing at his face and looking both dazed and harried. A lean,
hard-faced fern tdler than usud glared a her, thin lips pressed o tightly together her mouth nearly
vanished, her face anet of wrinkles, dark smudges under her eyes. She sat in the corn chair, earphones
draped around her neck, one hand on the control pand, the other on the arm of the chair.

Shadith saw the hand on the pand start to shift, lifted the rifle “I won't kill you, but a pellet through
the wrist won't be pleasant.”

“What-do you want? We don't keep coin here. Stupid, there,” she nodded at the md, “he might
have a stash of muth around somewhere, but | doubt there’ s much left. He doesn't get paid for another
week.”

“I'm here to give you something, not to take anything away.”

“Oh, redly.”

“Redly.” With her free hand, she pushed back the cowl and amiled at the twitch of the fern’s face as
ghe registered what stood before her. “I have some songs | want to Sng. They've been wdl received
otherwhere”

“Ahhh, | begin to see. | recognize your voice now. What do you want for the master?’

“See that it gets played often and aired widdy. That's al.”

“You wrote them?’

“Yes”

“You have more?’

“Not to give away. Wdl?

“Harl, go set up studio two. And do it right. If | lose this because you zekked up, I'm going to skin
you gtrip by grip. You hear me?’

The md’s greenish-gray skin went papery pale, and his eyes got a distant look.

“And if you heavein here, I'm going to use your tongue to mop it up. Get on with it.”

Shadith left the gtation reasonably satisfied that Rakide wasn't going to spoil her exdusive acquistion
of those songs by sending guards after the Snger. The one broad-cast had gone out, but what fussed her



mog was a feding that it would be the only broadcast. From wha she'd heard on her way here,
Gaullery Station was given more to comedy and romantic songs and management might have something
qudling to say about stronger fare. Y agshowd Station had given them a good play, but Yagshowd was
under sege. Cisdle Station had broadcast the spool four times while she was in range—and had added
severd dmilar songs in other voices. The war was hitting them harder now with the floods of refugees
and the fear tha the phelas would move on them next. For the Ggullery, though, the profits from the war
were flooding in, the arms dedlers were here and the dedlers in flesh, the harbor was crowded with the
ships of the coagtd traders. She'd heard afarm fern talking to a merchant tribond, saying thet the rainfall
hed been good this year, they’d gotten three harvests dready and a fourth lot was growing wel, and
when she finished, the merchant fern nodded with smug satisfaction as she sang the praises of her
family's profits. And they were only one par out of many Shadith had heard on her way in who
mouthed talk de-ploring the horrors of the war, but whose eyes were shiny with satisfaction.

The complacency of the unthreatened. She heard more of it as she made her way through the
crowded streets of the city, in ahurry to get away from there before dawn.

Laughter and pleasure, profit and ease, built on the bones of the dead—she' d seen these a thousand
and a thousand timesin her long life and longer unlife

A wrong turn took her into the warehouses dong the bay front. She ground her teeth a the dday and
her own supidity at getting so sunk in mind games that she forgot what she was about.

Hm. If | follow the bay front until | reach the river, | can follow that to the grove. And get out
of here. She started walking faster, the rifle dapping uncomfortably againgt her leg, the ragged hem of the
robe irritating her ankles.

A amdl figure came racing from a narrow dley be-tween two warehouses, caromed into Shadith,
and bounced off her into the wall. Two mds emerged from the dley, reached for the anya who was
gtting up, shaking x€'s head, dazed, but not so dazed xe couldn’t shiver with fear a the 9ght of the mas
and dart scrambling away on hands and knees.

Shadith had the robe up and the rifle unclipped before they reached xe. “Back off,” she said, pitching
her voice as low as she could. “Now. Or lose a knee”

“That un's ours, thisis Kugula's patch.”

She snorted. “I don't know Kugula from that piece of crud you just stepped in. And | could care
less. Back off.” She watched them intently, fdt the one on the right gath-ering himsdf. Curang their
Supidity, she put a pdlet in his knee, swung the rifle, and squeezed the trigger again. She missed the
second thug, but that was no problem be-cause he flung himsdf back, scrambling for the shelter of the
dley.

She darted over, picked up the anya, tossed xe over her shoulder, and took off running, driving her
weary legs as fagt as she could move them.

She plunged into an dley on the side away from the water and a. few moments ‘later was thoroughly
logt in the maze of littered, inking little streets that never ran sraight for more than afew strides.

When she fdt she'd separated hersdf far enough from the shots, she dowed and looked around.
Nobody in Sght, no fed of watchers behind shutters. She lowered the anya to xe's feet. “All right. We
seem to be clear of that lot. If you've got someplace to go to, you'd better head there, sun’ll be up
soon.”

She started to turn, but the anya caught her deeve, pulled her back around with a strength born of
urgency. When Shadith was looking at xe, xe Sgned, +What are you?+ Abruptly, xe made an erase-sign,
went on, +Help me.+

“It ssemsto me | have. And I’ ve got other places to be.”

+My daughter,+ the anya Sgned, x€' s face twisted with grief and fear. +She's only twelve years old.
They s0ld her. Savers sold her to amd old enough to be her gran-ther. Help me get her away.+

The trouble with empathy, Shadith thought, it doesn’'t let you tell yourself xe's lying. Splal
Twelve. “Do you know where she is?’

+l know the direction. Thintatdls me.+ Xe pointed. +That way.+



Shadith followed the line of x€'s ann. Hm. That’s the way | want to go. | think Don't interfere
with locals, Digby said. At least, don’'t get caught at it. And he laughed. And then he stopped
laughing. Don’t make bad vibes for the business, Shadow. Not if you mean to keep working here.
Slal “Here, you take this” She thrugt therifle a the anya. “What's your name, by the way?’

+Thann.+ Xe took the weapon, tucked it under x€'s am to leave xe€'s hands free. +1 do know how
to useit, if you're interested. And your name?+

“Cdl me Shadow. And do me, a favor, ignore the cues you picked up about me. I’'m not supposed
to be here” +It'stheleast | can do, Shadow.+

“Hm. Well, let’s go find your daughter.”

The sun was pinking the east when they reached the house where Isaho was. It was a big house, set
indgde awdl ten feet high with sharpened spears dong the top. There were a number of trees ingde the
wadl, but they’d dl been trimmed, no branches alowed to thrust past the spear points.

Theman gate had a guardhouse with a watdlund doz-ing indde, but around the corner there was a
gmdl door sat deep in the wdl. Shadith moved into the acove and bent to examine the lock. “Thann, give
awhigleif you see company coming. Shouldn’t take long, a baby could turn this thing.”

Despite the care with which Shadith eased the door open, the hinges squealed asiif they were in pain.
She dtiffened, sent her reach sweegping across the ground. No darm. Either no one had heard the noise
or they thought it was outside in the street. She shoved the door wide enough to let them in, shutting it as
soon as Thann was through.

They werein asmdl court paved with flags, an open arch a the far end.

“Hm, far as | can tel, the place is dill degping. Y ou thin any problems waiting for us?’

+No. God watches over us.+

“Over you, perhaps. | doubt he worries about me.” She pushed the hood back.

Thann stared, seemed to gather xesdf. +One worries about dl living creatures.+ Xe stepped away
from the wadl, settled the rifle under x€'s am. +lsaho is that way.+ Xe pointed toward the southern
corner of the house. +On the second floor. The room’ a this end, the one with the balcony and dl the
windows.+ X€'s hands trembled, and xe stopped Sgning until xe had them under control again. +She is
not ... | don't know ... the sense of her is so wesk ... he ... hehas ...+ xe's hands started sheking again.

“Right. I've got it. You stay here. Be ready to get the door open the moment you see us. We may
have to get away fast.”

As Shadith passed through the arch, she heard growls and the scratch-thud of running feet. She flung
hersdf to one sde, rolled up with the stunrod in her hand. The quickest of the chds collapsed with his
drool on her foot, the other went down only haf a step behind him. Spla! | think I'd better go up the
outside. Who knows what I'd find prowling the halls in there?

A dusty ancient vine coiled up the side of the house, its rootlets set deep in the interstices between
the courses of stone. She jumped, hung from her hands long enough to make sure it was going to hold
her weight, then she haf-waked, hdf-hauled hersdf to the bacony. She svung over the ral and crossed
the deck in three quick steps, broke a pane of glass, reached in, and tripped the latch.

The huge room was filled with a mix of gray sarlight and the tiny ydlow flickers from haf a dozen
nightlights Whoever he was, he didn't like the dark. She crossed to a bed big enough to hold a dozen
Impix or Pixas.

A amdl form lay sprawled on a pile of rugs as if the md had shoved her from the bed when he was
done with her. The amdl of blood mixed with sharper sweeter odors from the ointments smeared over
her.

Anold md lay on his back in atangle of slken quilts, faint snores issuing from a sagging mouth.

She looked a him a moment, sghed. | know what 1I'd like to do, she thought, but I’'m not your
judge and defi-nitely not your executioner.

She stunned him, then looked round for the child's clothing. Nothing.

She found shirtsin a chest by the door, used her beltknife to shorten the deeves on one of them and



pulled it over the comatose child' s limp body. She took another two shirts, rolled them into tight cylinders

and shoved them down the front of her shirt; the anya could turn them into dothing after they got young

Isaho cleaned up. She pulled one of the quilts off the bed, laid Isaho on it, and tied the endsinto ading.
Usng another quilt as a rope, she lowered the ding to the ground, then climbed after it.

In the courtyard Shadith set the bundle down. I have her. She's fanted or something, but she's
dive” She un-tied the knots, rewrapped Isaho in the quilt with her head clear, her fine hair pooled like
black water, her smdl bare feet out the other end. “I'll carry her.” She pulled her cowl forward to
conced her face, eased her ams under the quilt, and lifted Isaho as she stood up. “You wak guard,
Thann, and chase off the nosy with an avert 9gn. One that says sickness, keep away. The streets will be
filling up with dayworkers, but that should stop them from looking too hard & us” She settled I1saho, so
her face was pressed againg the robe and concealed from the casud viewer. “Let’'s go.”

They moved through the winding streets at the trailing edge of Ggul, a zone of dlence and emptiness
about them generated by Shadith’s size, the limp and apparently lifdess child cradled in her arms, the rifle
tucked under the anyd's arm, x€'s wamning gestures. No one spoke to them or tried to stop them; even
the guards yawning in their kiosks only watched as they strode past.

The paved street became a dirt lane that wound for a short distance between smdl but intensdy
farmed plots of land and fmaly turned into the woodlands where she'd stashed the miniskip. Shadith
Sghed with rdief when the lane cleared for a moment and she was able to move un-seen into the lingering
shadow under the trees.

She lowered Isaho onto the lesfmold, turned to face Thann. “I'll be here a while” she said. “Until
nightfal, at least. If you want to stay, that’sdl right. Or you can move on. | yvon't stop you.”

Thann sank to the ground beside Isaho, Ieting theriflefal from cramped arms. Xe smiled and shook
x€'s head, then wearily, as if xe had barely enough will left to move x€'s hand, xe signed, +No. Where
would we go?+

“All right. I'm heading for the mountains above Lingjin. If you'd like to go with me, | can take you. It
might be safer there.”

The anya s fatigue-dulled eyes brightened, and xe man-aged a grin tha gave new life to x€'s thin,
worn face. +We were going to Lingjin before the, davers took 1saho. Thank you.+

“Ah Spla, the ways of fate” Shadith pulled off the robe with asigh of rdief, hung it on alimb stub to
ar out for awhile. She thought about discarding it but decided not; what happened next depended too
much on when Y seyl heard the song and what she did about it. She swvung into the tree where she'd Ieft
the skip, got the emergency rations, the canteen, and the medkit and dropped down again.

Thann was gtroking the child's face, x€'s thin fingers sheking with anxiety and fatigue. Xe looked up
as Shadith walked across to xe but didn't try to Sgn.

Shadith twisted the top off a tube of hipro paste. “Here. Eat this Food concentrate. Does't ook
likeit, but it's good for you. Think of it as pate.” She gave Thann the tube and chuckled as xe eyed it
dubioudy. “Squeeze it in and swdlow fast as you can. Bdieve me, you don't want to taste it. And here”
She unsnapped the cup from the canteen and filled it with water, passing it across. “Wash it down with
this”

As Thann followed ingtructions, Shedith opened the medkit and ran the scanner dong Isaho’s body.
“Hm. Y our daughter’s torn up a bit, but the physical suff isn't bad. Do | have your permission to give her
something to keep away infection?’

Thann nodded, then drank hedtily from the cup as the after effects of the hipro began working on xe's
taste buds.

“Ordinaily, | wouldn't advise ldtting any offworlder give you medication, Thann.” She turned the
scanner over, ran the pickup long enough to suck in a few dead cdls for 1saho’s basdine. “But my boss
sent dong akit tailored to your species. Just in case, you might say.” She fed the scanner’s data into the
pharmacopoeia and tapped in the code for antibiotic. “He's a being who thinks of things like that. | say
being because I'm not quite sure what he is these days, other than an intdligence that has made a home



for itsdf ingde a kephaos or maybe it's a system of kephaoi. Thisis my fird assgnment.” A sandl green
light came on and she pressed the spray nozzle into the bend in 1saho’s ebow, activating it with a tap on
the sensor. “There. That's done. And if | get caught here, it could be my last.”

She set the pharmacopoeiain its dot, took up a trans-parent tube filled with green gel. “When we get
her clean, I'll give your daughter a shot of nutrient. Thet'll help bring her strength up. Chances are ¢l
wake on her own once she feds safe again.”

Thann rolled the hipro tube into a tight cylinder, dug into the lesf mold and the earth below it and
buried the tube, concentrating on what xe was doing with an inten-gty that was a measure of x€'s fear.
Xe sat daring a the little heap of decaying leaves and dark brown dirt.

Shadith unbuttoned the shirt and dipped it off Isaho.

She, used her belt knife to start the cut, then began ripping the shirt into rags.

The sound of tearing cloth brought the anya s head up. Xe moved closer, sgned, +Why?+

“| thought it would be hpful if the child woke to the amdl of soap, not those oils smeared over her.”
Shadith wet one of the rags, squeezed out a dollop of soap and rubbed it until it lathered. She handed the
rag to Isaho. “I'll do her arms and shoulders. Better, | think, if you took care of the rest.”

The anya shook out the quilt and helped Shadith ease Isaho onto it. The femlit Sghed deeply and
moved on her own for the fird time, turning onto her sde, her thumb going into her mouth; she didn't
suck on it, only Ieft it there for the comfort it gave her.

“Ah,” Shadith said. “That’s good, baby. Y ou've got time, lots of time now.” She pulled the quilt over
the femlit, tucked it in, then stood, stretched, patted ayawn. “Thann, you think you could stay awake for
acouple hours?’

+Watch?+

“Yes. | need to get some deep. Anything that worries you, wake me. There€'s a way we can get out
of here fadt, but I'd rather not use it in daylight.”

Shadith woke with a collection of aches and a taste in her mouth like somebody died. It was full
dark. She'd been adeep for at least eght or nine hours. “Thann? Y ou should have waked me sooner.”

The anya moved from the shadows. Xe shook xe's head. X€'s hand moved in Sgns Shadith had to
drain to see. +No one came. And you needed the deep. I'll rest when we' re awvay from here.+

“Aahhhh Splaaaaa, | fed like someone's been beating me with chains. How' s your daughter?’

+She dill degps, but it ssemsto me she's easier.+

Shadith dug out another two tubes of hipro, hed out one of them. “Get that down. If you fant from
hunger, you could fdl off the skip and take your daughter with you.” She squeezed the paste into her
throat, swallowed hadtily, grabbed the canteen, and gulped down the last of the water. “Try sheking the
femlit while I’ m fetching the skip from the tree. It'll be safer for usdl if she doesn’t wake in the middle of
the flight and go into a panic. Well, you don't know what I'm taking about, and how could you?
Anyway, seeif you can wake her.”

She jumped, caught hold of the lowest limb, pulled her-sdf up. It was an easy dimber, that tree,
which was the reason she’d chosen it; no point in making trouble for hersdf if she had to get to the skip
fadt.

She unhooked the straps that held it in the crotch, put the lifters on hover, and swung her leg across
the front saddle. A moment later she was easing it through the mass of thin whippy twigs and ovd leaves
that grew at the end of the branch. She brought it round, kicked the landing struts down, and let it Snk to
the ground beside the quilt. She dismounted and began stowing the things she'd scattered about the
campsite, ralling up the blan-kets, tucking the medkit away, removing dl traces of her presence. Then she
grolled over to the anya and stood looking down at the deeping child.

“Thann, you're going to have to hold Isaho in your lap. I'll strap the two of you together. Hm. It's a
warm night, but there’ [l be some wind where we are. Tdl you what, I'll lift the femlit, you wrap the quilt
around you and get yourself settled in back saddle. Put your feet in those dirrups there and sgnd me
when you're as com-fortable as you can get. Remember, you'll be spending six, saven hours seated



because I'll not be stopping unless we absolutely have to. T'k, that's another thing. If you have to relieve
yoursdf, you'd better do it now.”

Shadith fed power to the lifters and took the miniskip up dowly. She could fed the anya's fear as the
earth dropped away, but the darkness helped and the soft hum of the lifters was soothing, so x€'s jags of
anxiety rgpidly smoothed out. She stopped the rise when they were afew feet above the talest trees and
sent the skip humming dong the curve of the river, avoiding the farmlands and the ranches with their
grazing stock.

When Thann's fear had smmered to a dight uneasi-ness, Shadith twisted her head around and smiled
a the dark blotch so close behind her. “There, it'snot so bad, isit? If you need something, give a whidle
and we Il see what we can do, otherwise I'll keep on till near dawn.”

Thann whistled a pair of notes to Sgnify xe under-stood, modified the lagt into a soft warble that went
on and on, awordless lullaby, the anyaanging in the only way xe could to x€' s degping daughter.

Shadith began thinking about the muteness of the anyas in this species, what it meant in terms of
languages and things that voiced beings never had to think about. When she read about it in Digby’s file,
it seemed an interesting twist on the things thet life got up to and the Sgn lan-guage itsdf was fascinating,
alanguage that could be trandated to a degree but never fully into spoken words. Whidtles like birdcalls
for times of danger and times of need. Whidles for song like that lullaby. For the quick exchange of
complex thoughts, though, anyas needed light and proximity so their gestures could be seen. Odd that the
Impix had dung to the radio for the tranamisson of words, but had never developed or had forgotten
coded trangmission. Perhaps it was a reflection of the anya's role in this society, the expectation that xes
would not work outsde the home except as rdigious and in that case did not need more then the
occasond |etter to ther kin or dans.

That lullaby was lovely, though; it redly crept under the skin, so much tenderness in it that words
redly seemed unnecessary.

Toward dawn she dowed until the skip was bardly moving, swept her mindsearch as far as she
could, hunt-ing the bite of athinking brain.

Horizon to horizon, the world seemed empty of every-thing but fur and feathers. With a weary 9gh
she chose a dump of trees where they could camp, kicked the landing struts into place, and put the
miniskip on the ground be-side the river.

5. Hatching

The child's eyes were open and aware, watching Shadith as she unbuckled the straps that bound her
and her anyainto the seat. When Shadith reached under her to lift her from Thann's lap, she was diff and
afrad at firg, then that fear suddenly vanished and she relaxed, amiling and deepy.

Shadith shook her head and settled the child on the blanket she'd spread beside the skip.

Thann didn’t move through dl this, xe sat hunched over, eyes squeezed shut. Shadith touched x€'s
cold, dammy skin, then quickly got xe off the seat and onto the blanket beside 1saho. She snapped the
quilt out, trans-ferred xe onto that, and got out the medkit.

As she kndt beside the anya, she looked over her shoulder a Isaho. “What's wrong? Do you
know?’

Thefemlit stared a her a moment, then she spoke with an odd and troubling camness. “Xe's in egg.
| think the babhbit hatched when we were flying. Sometimes hatch-lings use their eggteeth to bite before
they start sucking. Thann and Main talked about it when they didn’t know | was ligening. They sad |
did, bite, I mean, but it was jugt skin | got: Sometimes they bite the wrong place, and there's lots of
blood.”

“Oh, shaydl Can | take the babhbit out of the pouch? Will it drown if | don’t?’

Isaho shrugged. “Main and Thann, they didn’t talk much about that.”

Thann's eyes opened to crusted dits. X€'s hands moved. +Please ... my babbit ... pleaset A hand
moved down x€'s body, pressed againg the swollen pouch, and a gout of blood came rushing through



the cloth of xe' s trou-sers.

“Isaho, come help me. Quick.” Shadith began working on the ties to the anya s trousers, the sodden
cloth resgt-ing her fingers. With an impatient exclamation, she cut the tie with her belt knife, and with
Isaho’s help, ralled the trousers away from the pouch.

“Your hand is amdler than ming, Isaho.” Shadith spoke quickly, reached out, caught hold of the
femlit s wrid. “ See if you can caich the haichling and get it out of there” Isaho tried to draw back, the
gardl of fear sharp in her, so Shadith put more urgency in her voice. “I have to stop the bleeding, but |
don’'t dare while the babbit’ s in pouch.”

Shaking, eyes squeezed dmogt shut, 1saho forced a hand through the pulsng sphincter of the pouch.
She squeaked suddenly, snatched her hand back, a dark worm+like thing attached to it, teeth sunk in the
flesh of her amdlest finger; it was dightly larger than her hand, with eye bulges sedled shut and a stubby
tail. Slent and deter-mined, Isaho cuddled the anydit againgt her chest and squatted, watching as Shadith
worked over Thann.

“Good femlit,” Shadith said. She drew on a glove, worked her hand into the pouch, watching a
readout as the sensors on the fingertips sent data back. “With a little luck, well ... ah, got you. Looks
likeitisn't as bad as| thought, Isaho. It'sonly anick inasmdl vein. It's been lesking quite awhile, that's
dl. 1 wish ... ah, lie dill, Thann. This may hurt a bit. I'm going to cauterize the wound, and | don’t think
I"d better give you any drugs, not if you're going to be feeding the baby. Let's see, dide the tube in ...
right, right ... good! In pogition. Stay as dill as you can. Wait, just a moment. Isaho, there's a bit of wood
besdeyou ... tight, that one ... wipe it off ... yes, that's good ... now, st it in your anya's mouth so xe
can bite down oniit ... yes, that'sright ... get agood grip, Thann ... bite down! Now! Good ... | think ...
yes, that got it. Now a little blind gluing ... what do you think about that, hm? Glued together like a nice
little cab-inet. Now we suck the blood out, get things neat and tidy in the nursery ... now comes the
really bad part, you're going to have to eat a tube of hipro every hour till you've replaced that blood and
gotten your strength back. 1saho, dip the babbit back home and I'll have alook at that bite.”

Isaho watched as Shadith painted antiseptic over the wound and sprayed it with faux skin. Her eyes
opened wider as Shadith set the pharmacopoeia's spray nozzle againg the indde of her ebow and
touched the sensor. “Oh! Thet tickles”

“What it does is keep you from getting infection in the bite”

“Oh.” She smoothed her finger across the faux skin. “Is this what you put insde Thanny?”

“No. That was something else. Does the same job, though. How are you feding otherwise?’

Isaho’s eyes went suddenly blank, then she looked away, her gaze shifting rapidly from point to point
until she'd forced hersdf to forget the question. Only then did she turn back and smile at Shadith. “We're
going to Lingjin. Mam and Baba and my brother Keleen, they’re waiting for us there.” Her eyes flickered
agan, then her amile brightened like a sheet of ice conceding the turmail in an undertow. “Did God send
you to take usto Lingjin?’

“l wouldn't know about that, 1saho. Do you think you could go to deep for a while? WEIl be
traveing dl night again.”

She sensed a sudden wild burst of fear in the child, but Isaho’s smile didn’t fater. The femlit put out a
hand, touched her knee. “Will you be degping, too, Messenger of God?’

“No, | have to see tha Thann eats and I'll be keeping watch for srangers”

“Then | can deep.”

Shadith chuckled as Thann made a face when xe saw the tube she was holding. “I’ ve run some water
through the filtra.and you can have a nice cup of hot tea once you get this down.”

+lsaho?+

“Seeping. In the beginning she woke up severd times an hour to make sure | was ill there watching,
but she's been desping redly wel snce noon. Not like before, just good hedthy deep. There. That's
over for now. And here' s your tea. Hang onto the mug, let melift you up. There. You can rest your head
and shoulders on my knee.”



When Thann was finished, Shadith took the mug back and set it on the ground beside her. “Want
more? No? Feding like taking awhile?’

+Yes. | owe you my life Ask what you want.+

“Wdl, firg of dl, when you're in Lingjin, I'd be grate-ful if you forget how you got there. Don't
mention me, not even ahint of what | look like. Or anything about fly-ing. 1saho told me her mother and
father and brother are there. | doubt you can keep her from talking to them, so seeif you can get them to
keep quiet, too.”

Thann sghed. +lsaho won't say anything to them, Shadow. They’re dead. All of them. Her brother
five years ago, her Mam and Baba just before we left Khokuhl. She saw them dead, but she won't let
hersdf reemember that.+

“Thenwhy ... 7’

+Because five times she started out to wak to Lingjin by hersdf, twice she was nearly killed. |
thought & least we'd be away from the war and the Anyas of Mercy have their hospitd there and they
know about such hurts to the soul, they might be able to hed her and bring her back to peace with
God.+ Thann sghed. +And there was no place for usin Khokuhl. My clan was never big and they're
modly dead. Bazekiyl and Manddl, those were my bondmates, their cousins had their own families to
care for. So there was't much choice about what to do.+

“l see. How' s the babbit?

+Doing well. Xe&'s a hungry and lively little one. | was afrad ... not trusting God's providence
enough. But One has forgiven my weakness and blessed me.+

“Hm. Good to hear. W€l reach the mountains above Lingjin by daybresk tomorrow. I'll set you
down beside the Rilgrim Road. Will you be strong enough to walk the lagt stretch, or do you want to lay
up for aday and start the next morning?’

+That paste you've been feeding me is amazing. A little deep and | can run the rest of the way.+
X€'s hands made aamile

“Then you'd best get that deep.” Shadith eased the anya s head down, thrust her arms under xe, and
lifted xe quilt and dl. “I'll tuck you in beside your daughter.” She chuckled. “You can snore up a

partsong together.”
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The Gateway isthe sign in the middle.
Retreat or go forward.
The choiceisyours.

Chapter 11

1. Reaching Lingjin

On the fourth day after leaving the village, the Shishim Remnant left sand and sawgrass behind and
found a road heading north. As Wintshikan stepped onto the worn pav-ing, she Sghed with relief—at last
some s0lid land that didn’'t dide away from under her feet and dip into her sandas until each step was a
punishment. Never mind that she’ d walked mountain trails for sixty years now; her knees hurt, and there
was an ache in the place between her shoulder blades that she couldn’t reach.

No more swarms of black biters that lifted off the sawgrass and drank the sweat on her ams and
face, walk-ing over her sticky skin with ther tiny tickling feet until she wanted to scream.

Thiswas open land like the Meeting Grounds. Fidds with smdl herds of maphiks and zincos grazing
under the eyes of mallits and femlits Flocks of amdl dark maphabirds following the beasts and pecking at
the drop-pings. It squeezed her heart to see those familiar things here in the lowlands she despised.

The paving was cracked, even crumbled in places, square flags of stone hdd together with a dark
tarry sub-stance. The jomayls hooves click-clacked loudly on that stone. Their red eyes flickered in the
aunlight, and one af-ter the other they announced their pleasure at the footing with drawn-out nasa
honks, they’d liked dogging through the sand even less than she had.

A breeze touched her face, cool ar with a touch of brine, girring the heart-shaped leaves in a sl
grove of young vevezz a short distance ahead, turning them over so the siver sides caught the sunlight,
letting them fall again so they shimmered from pale green to slver and back again.

Kanilli rode one of the pack jomayls, Zaro was dumped on the back of another; she was miserable,



cov-ered with welts from the biters. The last time Wintshikan had checked on her, she'd been running a
dight fever, but she’ d become angry when Xaca wanted them to stop so she could tend her daughter. “I
hate this place,” she said. “If | have to crawl, I'll keep going.”

Luca and Wann rode ahead of them, taking energeti-cally, guiding their jomayls with the balance of
their bod-ies, looking as wild and unconfined as the sea birds that soared overhead.

We're not even a Remnant now, Wintshiken thought, not Pixa at all; we're turning into
something else, and | don’t know what it is.

Would it have been better to stay on the Round and fdl at the hands of the Imps where at lesst
they’ d know who they were, what they were? Would it have been better to hold more tightly to the bond
with God and let One har-vest them, set them aside to be reborn into the Company of the Fathful? |
want things to be like they were, she thought, | want to know what I'm meant to do. Her eyes
burned with tears—which made her angry with hersdf, then angry with God for dlowing this. Which
gopdled her so much, she tried to wipe the thought away with her tears as she scrubbed her deeve
across her face.

Zd| leaned down to stroke Wintshikan's hair. Xe was riding .a packer jomayl, but xe was dl the gear
it carried. Xe€' s joints had suffered in the passage through the edges of the salt marsh, and xe could no
longer walk because something had gone wrong with x€'s hip. Even riding meant endless grinding pain,
but xe never complained nor would xe permit Wintshiken to hold the Remnant in camp longer than
necessary. +l can rest when we reach Lingjin+, xe Sgned. +And I'd certainly rather ride than scratch+.

By mid-afternoon the Remnant was moving through a patchwork of smdl farms, the land intensdy
tilled, some plots with vegetables, berries, and fruit trees growing to-gether, three leves of crops ripening
a the same time. There were more people working in those fidds than Wintshikan had seen since the last
Grand Gather.

Her heart ached again when she looked &t them. They were ligly clad because it was a very warm
day, so she could see that they were unarmed except for cultivators and pruning shears. Not a sngle rifle
anywhere. No guards, no fences, no watchchds. It isn’t fair, she thought, it isn't right that life on the
far sde of the mountains should be so terrible, and here so peaceful that those folk don't care that
we're strangers. No guns, no guards, no walls, yet they're calm and contented, at ease with the
world. It just isn't fair. They ought to feel some kind of guilt for their good fortune, they should
lower their eyes when we go past and be ashamed because they have so much while we' ve lost
everything.

By mid-morning on the next day there was a dark blot visble on the northern horizon. At first
Wintshikan thought it was a cloud though there was't a wisp in the rest of the sky, but as the hours did
away, the blot turned into shining white walls and dark green foliage with the patchy browns and grays of
afishing village obscuring part of it. The coast curved closer to the road so the ocean was visble again in
the west, a shattered blue so brilliant that her eyes hurt looking at it.

When they were close enough to make out the sdls of the fishboats out in the bay, the road turned
suddenly eastward, curving away from the city. Luca and Wann rode a short distance dong the curve,
then turned and came trotting back.

Luca dropped her hands on her thighs, scowled down at Wintshikan. “I don’'t know whet to do,” she
sad. “The closer we get, the more | don’'t want to go in there” She nodded at the Rllgnm Road hdf a
mile off. “Look at them there. Waking. What're we supposed to do with these?” She dug the fingers of
one hand in the roached mane of her jomayl and scratched vigoroudy, drawing a mooing moan of
pleasure. Her face hardened as she glanced over her shoulder a the city. “Wdls” she sad, then
shivered.

Wintshikan brushed her hand across her eyes. She'd drifted out of the habit of leadership on the
difficult walk north from that village, ceding its problems and pleasures to Luca

Zd| touched her arm and tried to give her the Heka's Shawl, but she shook her head. That was done
with now. It was sad, it meant that dl the past was redly gone now, but a the same time it was dmog a
reief to acknowledge the passing. She straightened her shoulders.



“Hm. I’ ve heard they don’t dlow weapons ingde Lingjin, so—Luca, why don’'t you and Wann take
the gear and the jomayls except the one Zdl's riding to that vil-lage over there. See if you can find a
place where to stay. Nyen, you and Hidan go with them, no tdling what kind of thieveslive there. Xaca, |
want you to come with us and mind the children.”

Xaca nodded, but Kanilli wasn't pleased at dl with this divison. “Ahee, Heka, | want to go with
Lucaand Wann.”

“Quigt, Kanli, you hdp your mother take care of your cousin. | don’'t want to hear any more
nonsense out of you.” She rubbed her thumb across her chin. “I mean to see the Anyas of Mercy about
Zd| and about Zaro's bites. Don’'t know how long that will take to set up. | ... myes,. | don't like the
thought of wdls either. Soon as we can, we ll join you. That sound dl right?’

Luca amiled, the grin that lit up her face and gave her the charm her usud sullen stone face denied
her. “ Sounds red good,” she said. “Kanilli, you keep on whining like that and for dl | care, the Heka can
leave you with the Anyas of Mercy, maybe they can teach you some man-ners. Now, move your little
butt and help Zaro down, get her up behind Zdl.”

Wintshikan stood a while, watching the four ride off across the open grasdand, then she shook her
head and started waking toward the Rlgrim Road, Xaca quiet be-side her, a sulky Kanilli sumping at
her side, the lead reins of the jomayl clutched in her figt.

2. The meseting

Ysgyl lay stretched out on the limb of a bulky maka tree, the cinque-lobed leaves rubbing diffly
agang each other in the breeze that trickled downd ope from the peaks. The Outlook was some distance
behind her, around the curve of the mountain, but she was dill nervous about being watched and not
quite recovered from the sudden appear-ance of that amdl black box that had scared the diffening out of
her bones* when it popped up from behind a boul-der, caled her name and brought her here to ligen to
thet ... what did Cerex cdl itThollow something. Sweet tak-ing twisty-tongued ... why do | bother?

The painted ar folded itsdf up when the spid was done and was sucked by a fla black dab with its
eggchild clicked into aholeinits Sde. She dmogt couldn’t see it any more, last fdl’s dead leaves blown
acrossit by that same breeze that was tickling her hair.

This was the day when that offworlder was supposed to be here. She checked the setting on the
sunrod for the tenth time, then went back to chewing on her lip and get-ting angry that the fool creature
hadn’t shown up and in less than an hour the sun would be gaing down.

The offworlder came dliding into the open, deft and s-lent for such a big and lumpy creature. This
one's a hunter, Yseyl thought. Not like Cerex and the rest. Be careful, fern. Don’t give her the
dightest opening ...

She kndt beside the dab and did something to it; the surface went white, and there was a flow of
writing across it. Reporting that | came, Yseyl thought. Maybe that I’ m here now?

As the offworlder shut off the box and started to stand, Y seyl shifted the stunrod so thet it pointed a
her. “Stay where you are,” she cdled. “On your knees.”

“Ah.” The offworlder sank back on her hedls. “Mind if | say your name?’

“Do you know it?’

“| think s0. Cerex said you're cdled Yseyl.”

“How do you know him?’

“The person | work for has hired him on occasion.”

“You work for an arms dedler?’

“No. Dighby's ... un ... srongly opposed to such peo-ple. We find things for people, dig up
informetion they can’t get any other way, a least not so quickly or easlly. The company is cdled
Excavations, Limited and my boss cals himsdf Digby. Which isa pun but you wouldn't know it because
it doesn't trandate into IMpix.”

A whirring sound, a rasp of leaves, and afant thud brought Yseyl’s head around. A large black bird



landed on a branch near her. It blinked at her, then closed its eyes and sditled into a soic Slence. A
moment later a second appeared, then athird. Then severd amdler brown birds. Odd.

She couldn’t afford the distraction, so she ignored the soft sounds as more birds arrived. “Why are
you here?’

“We were hired to get the disruptor back.”

“What's that?’

“Now, Ysgyl, it'slong past the time for playing, that game. We tracked you from Marrat’s Market,
got confir-mation from Cerex about what happened there.”

“He thought no one could do that.”

“Wdl, Cerex has never been one of Caan’s brighter products. That's an interesting talent you' ve got.
Digoby collects tdents. He asked me to tdl you he'd be interested if you decided that you might like to
work for him. Once this bit is finished, of course.”

Yyl didn't like the tone of that last comment; it was far too confident. She thought about sunning
the hunter and getting out of there, but the offworlder had dready tracked her from the Market and God
only knew what re-sources she had to hand now. “You said you had a ded. Wel?’

“| assume you' ve stashed the disruptor somewhere while you looked for away to use it.” The hunter
looked toward Y seyl, amusement written on her face. “Trusting your own people about as much as you
trus me. | dso as-sume that you've about run out of patience with the peo-ple you thought might hep
you. You wouldn't be gtting in thet tree if that weren't a fair description. Thisis the dedl. | can hep you
take down the whole kisn Fence. Wipe it out. Then you won't need someone to lead the Impix and
Pixas through a hole, dl you have to do islet Impix nature take its course. Within a few months ships and
people would be heading out, too many of them for the Ptaks to stop. Besides, they’'ve gotten lazy after
S0 many centuries of penning you up. No arms, no ships, just a few fliers to ferry techs and assassins
back and forth. In return, | want the disruptor. And you, of course, if you care to come back with me”

“Now, hunter, explain to me just why | should believe a word of that.” She heard a soft whuff,
glanced over a the black bird. It flgpped its wings again, did a kind of dance on the branch. Overhead,
the brown birds were flit-ting from branch to branch, restless but slent, not a whistle out of them. Her
hand tightened on the stunrod, and she went back to watching the hunter kneding on the dead leaves.

“I have drugs that would make a rock ang arias. | could nun your head insde out and get everything
you know in less than an hour. Digby’s techs have done their best to adjust them to Impix bodies, but
there' s an appre-ciable chance you'd end up dead or mindless. Having a certain degree of distaste for
that kind of thing, I'd prefer to ded rather then drug.”

“You'd have to caich mefirs. Seemsto meit’s you who're caught.”

“Appearances are somewhat mideading, Yseyl. | gave you a clue a while back, but you overlooked
it. Too bad. | see I'm going to have to illugrate my point.”

Theblack bird darted at Yseyl, its taons struck her hand, knocked the stunrod from her grasp and
dadhing through the skin before it went sweeping away. At the same moment, the brown birds began
mobhing her, peck-ing and screeching. Other black birds were stooping at her, griking her buttocks, her
shoulder, pecking at her eyes, tearing her skin.

As shetried to fight them off, she lost her balance and fdl from the tree.

The hunter caught her before she hit the ground, spun her around and in a couple of seconds had first
her wrigts then her ankles wrapped in tape that stuck to itsdf and wouldn't yidd to the strongest pull she
could manage.

Face impassive, eyes cool and patient, the hunter stood a few paces off and watched her sruggle.

“Point?’ she sad findly.

Yyl lay dill, lids lowered to hide the rage in her eyes. “Point,” she said. “Let me go.”

“Not quite yet. Not till you stop thinking about how to kill me. No, | don't read minds, but what
you're emoting islike print to me. You're set to come at me the minute you see a chance.” She clicked
her tongue againg her teeth, a series of amdl irritated sounds. “All that meansisthat 1I'd use your own
sunner on you and then have to wait around till you woke up again. Stupid waste of time.”

Y syl drew along bresth and tried to calm the roar in her blood. After a moment she said, “A due?’



“| told you, Digby collects talents. I'm one of those”
“Ah. What are you going to do now?’
“Wl, firg | take care of the damage those birds did to you. Then we get back to negotiating.”

While the hunter bent over a backpack, fitting the medkit into its pocket, Y seyl brought the hands the
womean had freed around in front of her, smoothed her fingers dong the fake skin sprayed over the
wounds from the black beaks; it was asif she were a photograph and the wounds had been painted out,
no pain, no give to the touch, no nothing. She reached down and tried to pull loose the tape about her
ankles.

A chuckle brought her head up.

The hunter was Stting on her heds, watching her. “My name' s Shadith,” she said. “Cdl me Shadow.
There' s not aknife made that will cut atangler tape. | have to key it loose.”

“Doit”

“Inawhile I've agtrong feding you'll listen better if you can't disappear into the mountains.”

“Then give me something to ligen to.”

“Right. The Fence is created and kept in being by a group of sadlites, ancient clunkers that have
been up there since the Ptaks drove your ancestors out of the rest of Ambela. Ptaks being what they are,
they do as little as possble to keep them mantaned and operationd. Why fiddle with something that
works perfectly wel with aminimum of attention?’

Yseyl grimaced. “Your idea is we go up there and do something to those satdlites?” She'd kept
picking at the tape but was ready to concede defedt; it was too snug to push over her feet, and she
hadn’'t managed to loosen it to any perceptible degree.

“Smpler than that. The Ptaks do oversght from the ground, course corrections and other routine
things that don't require replacing components. The ground they've chosen to do it from is here on
Impixal. Secrecy, | sup-pose. Or convenience—in Ptak terms, at least. Or maybe it was a requirement
of the tech they used way back when they set up the system. Hunh! If it ain't broke, don't mess with it.
Waste of good coin. | got afar look at the place.”” She grinned, the outline of the bird branded into her
face jJumping as the muscles moved. “Through the eyes of a bitty creature like a worm with fur.”

Y syl fought to resst the seduction of that voice, the warm rich tones that caressed the ear, the
laughter that seemed to liejust below the surface. Shadith ... Shadow . that’s a good name for her ...
remember she's a shadow, you can’t get hold of it and it changes when the sun moves. Shadow
was doing it deliberately, Yseyl was convinced of it, usng her voice to ooze behind the think-ing mind.
Don't let her get you, Pixa. Keep your eyes on the cards so the trickster won't dide one in on you.
“Worm with fur? Must have been an ulho. So what are you saying?’

“Get meinto that building, and | can give those satdl-lites such a chewing over that the lot of them will
have to be replaced not repaired. And the minute they go, the Fence is gone. All of it.”

“What's to stop the Ptaks from doing what you said, re-placing the satellites and putting the Fence
back up.”

“Not my busness, that. Me, I'll be on to my next. asssgnment.” She grimaced. “If Digby doesn’t
gve me the boot for getting involved with locas”

Y syl glanced a Shadow, then looked down. She picked up a dead leaf, began bresking pieces off
it, watching them fdl. “Why do you need me?’

“l don't. I may find the Fence and the mindset that made it gppalling, but | find lots of things
gopdling. I’'m not about to go round setting the universe right. I’'m not even sure | know what right is. I'm
being lazy, you know. If | worked &t it, | could probably find reasons enough to blow a dose of babble
into you, go get the gadget and take off. Don't push it, Ghost. Where was 1? Oh, yes. To get into the
Control Center without rousing the whole base, I'll need the disruptor. Ther security’s laughable, but that
one building' s shiddded and | don’t have your ta-ent for fooling scanners.”

Y seyl dropped the last of the leaf, brushed her hands together. “But | could get in?’

“I expect you mean | should tdl you whet to do and let you go do it. If it were something smple like
punching a flake in a dot, wel, no problem. But from what I've seen, that equipment is so old, the



software so overlaid with layer on layer of accretion, centuries of accretion, | have to be there to work
my way through it. You couldn’t, you don’t have the training.”

S very plausible, Yseyl thought, anger acid in her throat. So very good at making lies taste
sweet. If they are lies. | don't know what to think. |1 don't know your kind. She plucked & the
narrow white tape around her ankles. If | could just get loose ....

“Why should | trust you?’ she burst out. “If | decide to go with this, | have to bring out the disruptor.
All you have to do is take it and leave me with nothing but a memory of pretty words.”

“l don't have to ded. Remember?” Shadow tapped the pack resting beside her knee. “One squirt
from the phar-macopoeia and you'll tdl me anything | want to know.”

“You keep saying that. Why don’'t you just do it?’

“That a chalenge? All right. You'd babble, but I've a feding you hid the gadget in a hole in the
ground. You could tdl me where the hale is and chances are I'd wak right over it without seeing it. I'd
find it eventudly, but why waste dl that time? More practica for you to fetch it yoursdf.”

Shadow twisted her face into a grimace she probably thought was comicd. Yseyl found hersdf
unable to ap-preciate the hunter’ s attempts a humor. The tape round her ankles was srangling more than
bones. “If | say do your worst, what happens?’

“l give you afew minutes to think it over, then | shoot you full of goop and record the pearls thet fal
from your lips”

“Do we do thisthing with just the two of us, or do you have friends waiting for your cal?’

Shadow amiled a her. “1 do my recruiting on the ground. You saw some of my troops a little while
ago. No, | know you meant people. If | could guarantee every-thing would go by plan, the two of us
could handle the job.”

“Hun/a That never happens. Ther€' s dways a crack you have to patch.”

“You're so right. Y ou think you could come up with say five or Sx people you can trust? When | say
trust, | mean they won't shoot themsdlves in the foot, they can take orders without playing games, and
they won't chatter about this once it's over.”

For the fird time Y seyl’s doubts began to fade. She dropped her eyes to hide the glow, then swore
a hersdf because she' d forgotten that Shadow could read every emotion that passed through her body.
She fdt a surge of distaste; it was dmaost more of an inveson than reading minds. She drew in a long
breath, let it out, and looked the hunter in the eye. “I’ve walked aone for thirty years. I'll have to find
grangers and it won't be easy. In Lingjin, ether people are rdigious and sworn to serve without arms or
they’'ve had ther fill of fighting.” She sghed. “But if you went where the red killers are, out among the
phelas, | dso doubt you'd find many interested in stop-ping the war.”

3. The search

Zot grinned and came trotting over when Ysayl beckoned to her. “Missed you,” she sad. “The
incomers the past week have been modly red boring.”

Yyl led Zot around a corner to get avay from the ears of the guidepack overseer, handed her hdf
adozen coppers. “Pay off your whip, hm? Tdl her you've got a dient for the next three, four days.”

“Four days? Akamagdi!” She rubbed the eadtic tip of her nose, stared at the ground. “You know |
got to be back in Hall by an hour after sundown? | stay out dl night, | lose my place in the pack.”

“No problem.”

Zot' s grin flashed again, then she whipped around the corner, was back in hdf a breath. “ She wanted
to know who and what | was gonna do, | said it was aPRilgrim | took to the Grand Yeson a couple days
ago, now she wants to pray at dl the shrines”

“Zat, if | was the kind to worry, I"d fuss mysdf about how fast and easy you lie”

Zot giggled. “Vumah vumay, you aren’t, so you won't.”

“True. Had breakfast?’

“Yeh. They shove us outta bed round sunup and feed us. Usud dop.”

“So you could eat some more.”

“l can dways edt.”



“Thet teashop’s open?’
“Yeah. And they make graaaand womsa buns, and it' s dill early enough they’ll be hot from the oven.”

Yseyl watched Zot devouring the big soft bun, a dot of the white idng on the tip of her nose. A
powerful wave of affection for the femlit rolled over her, something she couldn’'t remember ever feding
before.

Zot pushed in the last bite, looked up; her cheeks dis-tended like ayeph at nut-fdl. “Good quff,” she
sad, the words muffled by the bread in her mouth. She gave the mouthful another few chews, washed it
down with agulp of tea, then sat waiting for Ysgyl to tdl her why she was here.

Y syl shifted around so she was leaning againg the wadl, one knee crooked and resting on the booth
seet; she lifted the tea bowl, took a sip, cradled it againgt her chest. 1’ ve been up in the mountains for the
past week. Any-thing interesting happen?’

“Funny you should ask. Yeh. There's a huge hoohaw going on. This femlit, S posed to come from
way over in Khokuhl, least that’s what she says, me, | think she's got futhus eating her brain, anyway,
she says a Messenger of God brought her here with her anya, anyd's kinda sick, xe was in egg and the
anydit that hatched out, it bit her wrong and she dmost went off, but the femlit says the Messenger of
God saved her anya, anyway something did, but that's not what's got o’ Humble Haf running to tak to
her, and the Venerable Whost the Prophet Speaker and even oI’ Noxabo went squinnying around to get
the tale from the jomay!’ s teeth and the Anyas of Mercy are lighting candles and just about everybody’s
taking like they got the runs of the mouth. No, it's ’ cause the femlit she says the Messenger of God told
her the Fence is corning down. Before the moon is new again, she says, the Fence will be gone. Al
gone.”

“Folks believe her?’

“For sure. Lots of "em. Wdll, mogt of this lot would be-lieve anything just about. Long as someone
sad God sad it anyway. And them that don’t want it to happen, even they gettin' nervous.”

“That isinteregting.”

“You sound like you think it's maybe true. | know. You saw something out in the mountains, din't
you. Tdl me, hun?’

“Zot ...

“No. Tdl me, or I'm going back right now.” She pushed adong the seat until she was perched a the
very edge, her hands flat on the table, that absurd dot of icing fdling awvay as she glared a Y seyl.

Y gyl was briefly angry, then amused. “T'k, young Zot, try that on someone who doesn’'t know you.
I'll say this much. | think | met your femlit's Messenger Not from God.”

Zot' s grin threatened to split her face in hdf. She did back dong the bench, leaned across the table
and whis-pered, “You gonnado it, aren’t you. Y ou gonna take down the Fence.”

“Think what you want.”

Zot straightened, snatched the last bun and broke off a big piece. “ So. What you want me to do?’

“l need some people with guns who know how to use them. Not crazies and not types who'll use
them on me”

“Y eep, that’s not gonna be easy. How many?’

“Hve maybe Sx.”

“Hm. Thereé's One-Eye Bduk, he's got a stable of face-breakers he rents out when one of the
merchants wants to collect a debt or a coaster captain is after a sallor who went for a walk and forgot to
come back.” She scratched dongside her nose, shook her head. “They're dl dumber’n rocks. ‘Sides, |
think Bauk don’t want things to change, and he'd be apt to bop you on the head if he thought you could
redly do something about the Fence. Nah, you want fighters, you not gonna find them ingide Lingjin.”
She chewed on the bun, her brows drawn down, her eyes focused on air.

Yyl leaned againg the wdl feding peculiar. She'd been done snce Crazy Dedan disappeared.
Whenever she was with other people, she didn’t connect with them, only used them. She was usng Zat,
that was the same, but how she fdt about the child, that was different. Like the femlit was hatched from
her egg, learned from her hand. It made her queasy, asif she'd picked up some kind of disease.



Ancther thought struck her suddenly and curdled the tea in her upper somach. If she messed up
Zot'slife, she'd have to do something to make up for that. She couldn’t just walk off and say tough and
forget about it as she' d done before. Vumah vumay, she could, but she'd fed like the suff you scrape off
your foot if she did.

Zot graightened, wriggled her nose. “1 think maybe hohekil who just got here would be the best
place to look. Whyn't you let me go talk to a couple people | know. How soon you need the shooters?’

Y sgyl pushed away from the wall. “Keep it easy, Zot. No hurry.” She did dong the seat, got to her
feet. “No hurry at dl.”

The next severd days while Zot ferreted about, Y'seyl did her own looking and listening.

Rilgrims swarmed about Mercy House, waiting to see the femlit. Sipping around the edges of the
crowd, Yseyl heard them cdling for the Holy Child, heard excited, in-coherent chatter about miracles.
Fem, md, or anya, it didn’t matter; tone, 9gn and fervor were the same.

Each day the excitement built. The Rilgrims walked the streets between the House where they waited
for the Anyas to bring out the Child and the wharves where they stared at the golden flickers of the
Fence wondering doud if they were going to be among the blessed who got to see the Fence come
down.

In the market the merchants were ambivdent. If the Fence vanished, none of them could figure how it
would affect them. Life in Lingjin hadn't changed in generations, and they wanted it to Stay like that.
Maybe they grumbled about irritations and inconveniences and the id-iocies of the Council of Reigious
who ran the place, but these were familiar irritations. Moving from the familiar to the unknown frightened
many of them.

Along the wharves there was a amilar mix of feding with a spicing of wary skepticism and a lot of
tentative preparations. The captains of the coastal steamers kept an eye on the Fence and each other and
sent their navigators to the Yeson's library for any information they could scrounge about the world
beyond the Fence. These mats and ferns knew what Yseyl had picked up from the hohe-kil who came
into the city to listen to the Child. In the villages dong the coast there was impatience, irritation, a pent up
need for space that was going to explode soon, whether the Fence came down or not. Zot was wiser
than me. | should have thought of the villages before. Hm. Don't need to worry about getting the
word out. Soon as the Fence goes down, the coast is going to look like a futhu nest somebody’s
kicked. She contemplated the thought with considerable satisfaction. It made her ded-ings with the
offworlder easier to swallow.

She certainly didn’t regret giving up on the Arbiter. He drew his power from the hohekil running from
the war. This was their last hope and he controlled access to it. Let the Fence be removed, and there
was no more reason for anyone to ligen to him. | was really stupid, she thought, | didn’t think it
through. Even Cerex knew | couldn’t get anyone actually to use the disruptor, no one important,
anyway. Palitics, pah! I'mathief and | fall on my face every time | forget that.

Ysgyl came back to her room on the fourth day to find Zot stting on the bed, her biggest grin
blooming as the door opened.

Zot bounced on the mattress, so full of hersdf she d-most took flight as she did off it and came
running to-ward Yseyl. “Kumba did it,” she said. She caught hold of Yseyl’s hand, tugged her through
the door. “He sthismdlit | knew before he got in trouble because he sorta stole things, | mean he could
wiggle into places you wouldn’t even think was places ...” She broke off as she reached the dairs,
clattered down them and stood waiting impetiently in the foyer for Y'seyl to join her.

When they were in the street, Zot kept her voice low, but her excitement was such the words
seemed to burst from her. “... but this md who used to buy what he got, he was cheating him, and when
he got smart enough to know what was happening, he wouldn't bring him stuff anymore, and the md sent
awhigper round, and Kumba got booted out from the Hal.” She gulped in a breath, looking round to
make sure no one was paying atention to them. “Anyway, we stayed friends and sometimes he banks his
guff with me till he can find a buyer, so | thought about him, but it took a while to find him. | told him



what you wanted and why, don’t get mad, he had to know so he'd know what to look for, but 1 din't tel
him who. Anyway he says there this Pixaixis or what's left of it, there's one old fern and her bond anya,
x€'s got joint problems and don’'t get around too good, two femlits-one of *em kinda sick, she's in the
Mercy hospitd with the old anya—three young ferns, and two anyas. The bunch of ’em went hohekil and
just got here and dready they got trouble.”

She tapped Yseyl's arm, and they turned into a narrow aley between two large hostels. “Over one
of the anyas, wdl, you know anyas are kinda sparse on the ground these days, free anyas anyway, and
even the Anyas of Mercy they got to watch themsdaves. Thismd he started hanging round the anya, x€'s
living outside the wdl in Fishtown, things get kinda wild there sometimes. That's where we're going now,
| wanna show 'em to you. Vumah vumay, he wouldn’t leave xe done, kept offering money and other
duff and paying xe no mind when xe say back off. The md he tried grabbing xe and xe's fembond she
beat the thuv outta him, but he's kin to one of the Arbiter’s guard, so he goes and gets himsdf some
bigtime help ....” She grinned at the guard ldling beside the amdl archway, tossed him a coin and darted
through, then stood dancing from foot to foot, once again waiting for Y sayl.

“... but the rest of the ixis, even the old "un, the Heka, they land on those fugheads so hard they
aying for Man and Baba.” An unpaved path led from the arch toward a clutch of amdl dark sructures
built on dilts just beyond the dune line of the bay shore. There were a number of fishboats in various
states of repar drawn up on the sand and clutches of old Trids seated near them repairing nets. Other
mas and ferns and some children walked dowly aong the shore, digging out shellfish and picking up drift
the tide had left behind. The path itsdf was empty for the moment and tot plunged ahead, 4ill riding the
high of an excitement that was beginning to bother Yseyl. If the child had set her hopes on coming dong

“Anyway, | figure, fird, these ferns and anyas they’re tough and they fight good, second, they jezin
sure know they better be somewhere se for a while, third, from what Kumba tells me they redly redly
hate the Fence, he says Luca, she's the fern somped that md, she goes out and stares at the Fence like
she wants to somp it worse' n that md. They got atent on the far Sde of that lot there.” Zot' pointed.

The Pixa hohekils lived in a series of ragged tents pitched in the woods that grew outside Lingjin's
southern wall, a stretch of brushy wasteland separating them from the village.

Y seyl dropped her hand on Zot's shoulder. “You did good, sounds exactly what | want. Did you set
up amesting?’

“No. | figured you' d want to take alook at them firg.”

Yyl amiled &t her. “How did you get to be so smart? Jugt born that way, | suppose. Never mind.”
She dropped to a squat beside the path, patted a tuft of grass beside her. “St yoursdf and tdl me the
rest of wha you found out about them. The more | know, the better the bargain | can make.”

Zot stled on the grass, legs crossed, hands dgpping on her knees to emphasize the points she
thought were important. “Ah-huh, so. They cdl themsdves the Rem-nant of Shishim, dl ther mds are
dead, even the little ones. There's the Heka, her name is Wintshikan, her anya's cdled Zdl. Zdl's the
onein the Mercy hospital with the femlit, she's called Zaro. They aren't red sck, but traveling here was
hard on "em. Then there's a fern cdled Xaca who modly takes care of them and the other femlit, her
name' s Kanilli. Then there's two sets of fern-anya bonds, they're kinda wild. There's Luca and Wann,
Wann's the one the md tried to go off with, and there's Nyen and Hidan. The others were sgtling down
wdl enough, but those four, they don't redly fit in the villages and there's for sure no place for them
ingde Lingjin.” She took a deep breath. “Kumba picked up a lot of gossp about them, thing is they got
here with a good store of coin and a bunch of jomayls, got more coin sling dl but a couple of the
jomayls, made people curious, you know, ’cause Pixas mosly don't get here, with much but the clothes
on thelr backs and maybe a gun or two Well, you know, femlits talk, even Pixa femlits, so word gets out.
Seems there was this band of robbers on the Peddler’s Trace, they’d done alot of Rlgrims and peddlers
and hohekil coming over Kakotin Pass, but the Remnant did them this time and got dl ther suff. Vumah
vumay, Luca and the rest of the younger ones, they kinda make folk nervous and when you put the
gossp with wha happened to the md, wel, like | said, better they find somewhere ese to be for a
while” Zot twitched her mouth and wrin-kled her nose. “Thet’s about it.”



“Hm.” Yseyl got to her feet. The child seemed cdmer now; time to try easing her away. “Zat, | want
you to point out ther tent, then stay out of 9ght. Hush! I've got a reason. | don’t want them connecting
you with me: De-pending on what happens when we talk, | might want you watching them. Understand?’

Zot'sface logt the lagt of itsglow and settled into its usud tough, dleyrat cynicsm. “I hear you,” she
sad and jumped up. “You want me to go ahead now S0 the others don't see us together.”

To Yseyl those words read | know what you're doing, it's what everybody does, use me, then
shove me away like a dirty snotrag. A fig closed round her heart and she knew, whatever it cost, she
couldn't do thet to the child. Zot was in thistill the Fence came down. If she was hurt or killed, wdll,
better that than another shove down the road Yseyl hersdf had taken. fish! What's happening to me?
Can't even make a plan and stick to it. | don’t want this ... | can’t deal with ... that femlit ... under
my skin ... why did | take her out of that pack ... | know well enough ... something about her
reminded me of me ... | just wish she'd let it go ... let me go ... I'm the worst choice she could have
made. Until the Fence is down ... what about after? No, | can't ... theres no ... I'll have to get
away from here. Cerex? | could give him that call.

Or Dighy? Ther€'s no time to think about it now | don't want to think about it. God!

She turned her shoulder to Zot and scowled & the scrubby trees, hacked about till they were hdlf
dead be-cause of the campers need for firewood. The tents were modly old, patched salls passed on by
coasters as part of ther inkohd duty to the Yeson, turned a ydlowishgray by sdt, sun, and age.
Children played in the dirt outside a number of these tents, chas fought or dept by them, old ferns and a
very few old mas dozed or worked on this and that, lesther crafts or reparing shirts and trousers that
had dready been repaired so often they had more darns than cloth. The breeze that wandered past was
bitter with the stench of urine and hopel essness.

“Don't be slly,” Yseyl said, an edge of irritation on the words. “Looking from their direction, guiding
meis one thing, Stting in on the conversations is another. Y ou take me to the camp, then you find Kumba
and see if he's come up with some more possibles. | need one, preferably two more for this phela. And
don't go getting ideas that I’ m leaving you out. Y ou're not afighter, femlit, but you're smdl, which could
be ussful, and clever and God knows we do need brains somewhere.”

Zot stared a her a moment longer, then she grinned and with an absurd little skipping hop, she
started off dong the dim footpath that went around the outside of the tent city.

The tent was set apart from the others, two jomayls be-side it in a corrd improvised from braided
leather ropes; a femlit was in the corrd with them, going over the smdlest jomayl with a siff-bristled
brush. A radio sat in the dust near afern braiding leather thongs into what looked to be a short whip. An
anya was curled on a blan-ket besde her, reading a andl, battered book. Another anya sat a
xe s—feet, carving, a piece of wood; what xe was making Y seyl couldn’t say.

She stood watching the scene, suddenly back gtting at the feet of Crazy Deldan, amdling the sweet
bite of 9da wood as the anya carved wheds for her toy wagon. They weren't dl bad, those days; it was
just that she found it too painful before this to remember the good times.

Zot's whisper broke through her rememberings, brought her back to the needs of the moment. “That
one with the thongs, that's Luca. The anya with the book is Wann and the one carving is Hidan. Go get
‘em.” A soft giggle and a scrape of leaves, then Zot was gone, fallow-ing ingructions.

Y syl swalowed, no matter how successful athief she was, no matter how many arms dedlers she'd
stalked and killed, trying to persuade people to do things made her fed inadequate. She sraightened her
shoulders and gtrolled over to stand in front of Luca. “My nameis Y seyl. I've got a proposition for you.”

4. The final dissolution of the Remnant

Wintshikan looked up as the door opened. Luca came in, then Nyen, Wann, and Hidan.

Luca nodded to Zdl, then to Zaro in the other bed. She brought her hand around and hdd out the
case of Tde Cards. “We need you to read for us, Heka.”

Wann brought Wintshikan the Heka s Shawl, setting it about her shoulders. +It's important.+

Wintshikan took the case, looked &t it, looked up at Luca “Whet isit?’



Luca clasped her hands behind her. “It’s because you' ve got the sight, Heka, you aways had it even
when you wouldn't believe what you saw.” She turned her head so she could see the others. “Wdl?’

Hidan and Nyen were sanding with ther backs againg the pands. Hidan sgned. +All clear. Go
ahead.+

Luca nodded, fixed her eyes on Wintshiken. “Remem-ber what | sad when we saw ... um ... the
ocean for the firg time?” Her mouth twitched into a brief, taut smile “A fern offered us a chance to
redeem that pledge. | want to know isthe chance red or is she pulling something for reasons | can’t see.”

“She?” Wintshikan dipped the cards from the case, un-wrapping the slk scarf folded around them.
She et the case on the bed beside Zdl, spread out the scarf, sat hold-ing the cards.

“A Pixafem. She sad she was the one in the song, the little gray ghogt. | think maybe she is. You
look in her eyes, and it's cold as winter and you see a hungry boya thinking you're food.” She shivered.

“You and Wann, Nyen and Hidan, you're thinking of going with her. Is Xaca?’

“No. We ve taked it over, she wants to stay with Kanilli; us, we don’'t have daughters to worry
about. | want this, Heka. Y ou know how much.”

“l know.” Wintshikan murmured the blessing over the cards and shuffled them. She lifted her head.
“Let it be my touch done. | am Shishim. The last of Shishim.”

With a jagged gesture, Luca cdled the others around her. They stood together, shoulders touching
shoulders, watching as Wintshikan cut the cards and laid them out on the bed beside Zdl.

Wintshikan's breath quickened as she saw the base card was no longer the black ova of formd
Degth, but a 9gn of approva. She touched the card with the tip of her fore-finger. “This defines us. As
you can seg, it isthe Fire on the Altar. Thisthat you do, Luca, Wann, Nyen, Hidan, you do in the service
of God.” She moved her finger to the firg of the three cards in the middle row. “These are the
determinants that mark the days to come. The firg card is a warning. The SkyFire. Danger, quickness,
the unexpected coming at you. Be fast on your feet and never forget to look behind you. The second
describes that which surrounds you. It is the Cauldron which brews both poison and hedth. Think well
what you do. The third is the Gateway that looks forward and back. Agan a choice. A turning point. |
can't tdl you what to do because | don’t know whet that choice will be. Whatever you de-cide, you will
have my blessng and ZdI’'s”

She touched the first card in the top row. “These are the guides to direct us to the Right, Path. The
Egg. Out of your actionsin the days to come a new world will be born. The Balance. If | read this true,
the War will end, and lifewill right itsalf at long last. It may be what | want to see, but my heart says this
will happen.”

She moved the remaining “cards from her lap, set them on the white sheet beside Zdl, and got to her
feet with some difficulty, her joints protesting. Eyes blurring with tears, she hugged each of them hard,
held each for along moment before she let her or xe go. Then she stepped back. “Go with God and the
blessng of Shishim.”



Lightning welds and sunders, casts light and
dark.
A call to quickness of mind, eyes, and hand.

Chapter 12

1. Wailing

Shadith inspected what she'd drawn, closed her eyes, and dug into memory for more details about
the Ptak-km base. She added another group of smdl houses to the complex beyond the Control Center,
wiped at the sweet trickling from her harling, and glanced at the sky.

The day was hot, and the ar in this mountain pocket hardly moved. The sun had sunk behind the
pointed tops of the conifers surrounding the meadow, and a few clouds were drifting into the ragged
crcle of blue overhead. No 9gn of Yseyl. She glanced a the locds squaiting by a amdl fire, passing
around a pan of stewed tea and taking quigtly, dl but young Zot who was moving restlesdy about,
jumping the stones in the creek on the far side of the meadow, squetting to toss pebbles at the fish that
mede thin wavery shadows in the clear water.

She watched Zot a moment, frowning. When she' d ob-jected to having her involved in this business,
Y seyl’s face had gone dark with anger and her eyes had a glitter that said | won't listen to this. So she
let it drop.

Zot aside, it was an odd team Y seyl had brought, two Imps and four Pixas, and it should have been
too explo-gve to work. The only thing they shared was being hohekil.

The mds were Impix brothers from a fam outsde Ggul. Khimil and Syon. After the faam was
burned to the dirt and the rest of the family killed by Pixa phelas, Khimil and Syon lived in Ggjul a while,
then began work-ing their way dong the coast as salors, cutpurses, labor-ers, whatever it took to
aurvive. Yseyl said they hated the war, hated the Fence so much they’d work with anyone to drop it,



even Pixas, though it did help that these Pixas were ferns and anyas. They were short and wiry, hunger
and rage lines aging their angular, bony faces, and they were sddom dill, hands busy, eyes moving
cortinualy.

Luca and Wann, Nyen and Hidan looked camer, though that was dl surface; beneath the skin there
was the same anger and determination. They were more uneasy about this collaboration than the
brothers, but they were dso intensdy focused on the godl.

Shadith began making star crosses to indicate the trees growing on the dopes leading up to the rim of
the cal-dera, trying to get the patches in proper orientation with the settlement. It passed the time and
until Yseyl got back, she had nothing to say to the team. If Yseyl both-ered to return. She couldn’t be
sure about that; the thread of trust between the little gray ghost and her was very fragile indeed.

“What's that?’

Shadith looked up. Zot was ganding beside her, hands clasped behind her back as she scowled at
the drawing.

“A map. I'm trying to remember everything and set it down.”

“Tha's where we re going?’

“Mm.”

“Isthat awdl, that outside line?’

“Of akind. Do you know about volcanoes?’

Zot snorted. “1 may be an orphan, but I’'m not igno-rant.”

“Wel, thisis supposed to be the rim around one of them. These squiggles here, they’re supposed to
be trees growing on the dopes that lead up to the rim. W€l go to ground in them once we get there and
wait for things to get quiet.”

“Hunh.” Syon had drifted over from the fire while she was taking. “What' s that got to do with teking
the Fence down?’

“When Y sgyl gets back, I'll explain. No point in re-peating mysdf. But if you want, I'll tdl you about
the map now.”

His grin wiped the hardness from his face, and she re-dized quite suddenly how young he was.
“Hoy!” he yeled, “Khimil, rest of you, come over, take alook at this”

Shadith drew her finger dong the outer line “The Ptak base dts at the bottom of this cadera like
soup in the bot-tom of a bowl. It's near the end of the mountain range we're Stting in right now. About
as far north as you can go.”

Luca frowned. “How many days trave?’

“Riding? Probably more than a month. We won't be rid-ing, well be flying.” She flickered her fingers
in anya laughter. “Offworld machines. One-way trip is around three hours. But it'll take at least two trips
to ferry you dl there, so getting everyone into place ready to go will use up the afternoon and most of the
night. We won't be moving on the base until ....” She raised her head as she heard the hum of lifters,
reached out, rlaxed as she touched Yseyl. The ghost was flying low, beneath the treetops, so Ptak
cameras wouldn't catch her.

She brushed by one of the trees and brought the miniskip down on its struts. After a shake to
convince hersdf it was steady, she shut off the lifters, dismounted, and reached for the black case
strapped to the carryhopper.

Zot squedled and ran across to her. She dmogt but didn't quite touch Y seyl, instead she did her hand
dong the bar, touched the roomy saddle, then giggled. “Looks like a broom with feet. How come it
flies?

Shadith stood. “Might as wel leave the disruptor whereit is, Ghost. Come join us”

2. Setting up theraid

“... do that, I'll need time and quiet to shut down the Fence generators and infect the programs. So
... She tapped the maze of amdl, interlocking squares. “These are the living quarters. When | was
watching them afew weeks ago, the Ptaks were dl indde after sundown, but you can see the houses are



linked together—um, these are glass arcades and they’ll be lit up like Ggul on a Feast night. A good
number of the Ptaks on duty there spent hdf the night going from house to house, talking and par-tying;
when they deep, it'sin bursts of two to three hours so there' s usudly someone awake. Which could be a
problem because they don't like feding closed in, so most of those houses are more window than wall.
You'll need to remember tha there are lots of eyes around. Once we reach the lake, ther€ll be less
danger of discovery. WE Il have trees and bushes for cover.” She jerked her thumb at the clouds. “Radio
says there’ s a sorm front moving in. With alittle luck we might have some rain up north. That'll keep the
restlessinsde”

She touched the largest of the squares. “Thisis the building we have to get into. The Control Center.
It's shidded and there' s only one door. To get through that door, the Center’ s kephal os has to recognize
you and you have to have a card key. T'k. Never mind dl that, my tongue got behind my teeth and |
couldn’'t see what | was saying. Shidd means there's something like a cousin to the Fence around the
outsde and across the roof of that building. The shidd can recognize who's supposed to pass through it,
stop everyone dse even if they have the proper ley. If you,touched it, it wouldn't kill you, it'd be more
like someone dammed you hard with a gaff and you'd be unconscious for a good while. Urn, this
doesn’'t mean they're expecting you people to attack, it's more to keep out offworld agents and spies.
Ptaks are like that. Overlooking them makes them nervous.”

Luca tapped her fingers on her knee, glanced from the map to Shadith’s face. “You've got a way
in?’

“Ysgyl has. Inwill be easy enough. It’'s getting out that may be something of a problem. | dreedy told
you what I'm going to be doing, but you need to know this—the minute | start interfering with the
programming, over on Ptak-K’ nerol they’ll know about it and they’ll be on the com ydling for the base
Exec to do something. Urn. A cornisakind of offworld radio. No way | can block that. So we'd better
be prepared to ded with aroused, fright-ened, angry Ptaks. And they'll have energy weapons. Un-less
we' re snesky and successful at it, some of us could be killed before we reach the hollow and the flier. |
want you to be thinking about that. Hm. Energy weapons ....”

Shadith shook a dull gray rod from her deeve, a amdl thing, barely longer than her hand. “You see
that rock where Zot was stting? Right. Stay back and whatever you do, don't get in front of me” She
flicked the beam setting to its finest mode, touched the sensor and diced through the stone, then clicked
on the safety. “You don't think anything happened, do you? Khimil, go take a close look at that rock.
Try to lift it and see what happens.”

Therock fdl in two pieces, the indde surfaces so smooth they shone like mirrors. The md dropped
them in his astonishment, then pushed at one of the pieces with the toe of his boot. “That thing wouldn't
pay much mind to flesh and bone, would it?’

“Righnt. | doubt the Ptaks will use cutters like this, too much damage to their property. More likdy
they'Il have pulsers, swest little things that’ [l shake you into jely without bresking the skin. | want you dl
to understand this before you commit to coming with Yseyl and me. All of you could end up very
panfully and messly dead.”

Syon closed his bright yedlow eyes into dits, wagged his head. “Vumah vumay, it's no worse than
being clubbed or shot or bored to death.”

Luca nodded. “If you redly do bring the Fence down, who cares what happens &fter.”

“l care,” Shadith said. “I intend to come out of this dive and intact. Look, from what Yseyl told me
about you dl, you're good at diding into and out of places without getting nailed. If we have to fight, we
do, but I'd certainly rather not. Now.” She bent over the map. “Once we bresk loose, here's how |
figuewe get out ....”

3. At the target

Shadith wormed through the patch of brush that grew across the top of along dant of scree, moving
dowly s0 she wouldn’t shake the tops of the bushes. The morming was heavily overcast, with an errdic
wind blowing, wind that set the branches swaying, the thorns on them snag-ging in her clothes and hair.



She was soaked with perspi-ration by the time she reached a place where she had an unobstructed view
of the base a couple of miles below.

She snapped the glareshieds onto the binocs, adjusted the focus, swept the fidd of view across the
base. Noth-ing had changed; Ptaks wandered about, some were svimming in the lake, some working in
the commund gardens, two young maes in ful maing plumes were doing a dance-fight while haf a dozen
others watched. Severa times deek femde techs in white coats went into the Control Center, others
came out. It was busier than before. She didn’'t know what that meant. Trouble?

She watched a while longer. A peaceful scene, no Sgn of; worry in any of the faces, or bodies ..
Only that increas-ing flurry about the Center. She Sghed: “Got to see what that means.”

She gave the binocs to Luca with ingructions on how to use them, told the others to take turns
watching the base and getting familiar with the patterns of movement. “1 want each of you to choose what
you think is the best route to the lake; we'll run through them as soon as you' ve dl had your shot with the
binocs. Zot, stay by me and keep watch, if you see or hear anything that bothers you, dap my am.” She
nodded as Y sgyl raised a brow. “Yes, I'm going mindwaking for awhile. There re some things| need to
check.”

Stretched out on a blanket, arm over her eyes, she went feding about in the walls of the Center for a
young and livdy furdug. She found her mount rippling dong on its double line of tiny legs, dimbing a stud
in the wall, and siiffing about for woodchewers. He wriggled and fussed and nearly fdl before she
completed her hold, dicking his teeth in extreme unhgppiness as she prodded him into dimbing higher,
then humping aong a rafter till he reached the crack she'd used for observation lagt time,

She gave him a quick workout, muscle againg muscle, as akind of long-distance paiting, then settled
hm at the hole, his amdl bright eyes, predator sharp, sweeping the room below, his bare pink ears
twitching and swivding until they drew in the sound of Ptak speech.

“... seewha it'sredly likeif we want more funding?’

“Vourts, what you want done with this checklig?’

“Anyone see number eight password files? | just about sfted the dust dready.”

Vourts adjusted her lenses, waved away the plastic cov-ered sheet the other tech was trying to hand
her. “ Chitatri! That thing looks like a swarm of krees pissed dl over it.

Print up anew copy and find a see-through that does’t look like it's been here-since year one”

“Where sthat ‘bot? There' s apile of kree shit in this drawer deep enough to drown in.”

“Eignt? 1sn't that the one Tippa spilled the tasse of likken on at the year turn party? Ate through the
cover and glued hdf the pages together. Should be paperwork on that somewhere around. Aval”

“‘Bot’s blown a bearing, Torml took it over to shop to see what Bijjer can do. Either wait or dump it
yoursdlf.”

Theyoung md leaned out the door to his cubicle. “Hah?’

“Y ou got the workup for eight?”

“Anybody remember which closat has the paper stores?”’

“Number two, you gant. You think we want to haul tail feathers farther’n we have to? Parts in one,
paper in two.”

“Bearing? How in ....”

In spite of the verba clutter, the cleanup was going quickly and effidently enough, perhaps because
the workers were limited to the techs with access to this building. By the time the Base Exec arived,
Shadith was seething with impetience. In dl the chatter she dill hadn't picked up any reason for this
adtivity.

The Exec was a plump and self-important Ptak, a jowly mae whose crest had a wet dickness as if
he'd overdone the feather cream.

Vourts shooed the techs into a dusty, grubby line dong the wal and joined them there, those
anachronidtic lenses glittering in the glare and doing afar job of concedling her eyes.

The Exec nodded at them, but didn't speak as he stalked to the workstation at the end of the row.
He pulled up a privacy shidd and proceeded to enter his override key, three linked words in tripptakh,



the broken word babble invented by parents for taking over their chilclrens heads. Shadith tucked ‘the
sequence into memory and watched with amused astonishment as-he cdled up ligs of passwords,
eyes-only files access logs, and other artifacts of the techs daily activities. With dow, labored touches
on the sensor board and constant consultation of the notebook at his side, he changed the file names into
more tripptakh. When he finished, he grunted with satis-faction, logged off, and lowered the shidds. He
got to his feet and snapped his fingers. As the techs broke the line and went back to their deaning, he
wandered about the room, kicking a debris and running his finger across sur-faces, sneering at the dust
he picked up.

At the door, he turned. “The Col-Kirag will be here in two hours. Vourts, you and Ke'ik will be on
duty here, go get cleaned up. Rest of you, | want this place spotless by the time that flier lands. And I'll
expect you to be on linewith the honor guard ready for ingpection. Drill Fidd. We won't be making her
dimb ladders. For your ears only, my sources say she's on aroyd tear, some locd git has been puiting
out antiwar songs that are making the tour-ists nervous, at least they were before she blocked that part of
the feed. And that Cobben that fdl over its feet and did zp that they were supposed to—they screwed
death duties out of her and she' s looking for hide to chew on.”

Shadith sat up, rubbed at her temples.

A hand touched her am. Yseyl hdd out a mug of tea. “Thought you might like this” She waited till
Shadith got down afew swallows, said, “Anything interesting?’

“Think so. We're about to be the benefactors of a bit of luck | can brag | set up. The song that got
you and the rest of them. And awarning | dipped in.” She swdlowed a gulp of tea. “Ah, that’s good. It
adways feds like a gift when doing the ethicd thing turns out to be good tactics”

Y syl raised her brows.

“Never mind. Just a stroke for my soul.” Shedith fin-ished the tea and set the mug beside her. “Time
to con-centrate on the practica. Ther€ll be a juiced-up flier on that open ground by the lake. Very
convenient. Means we don’t have to head for the hollow which cuts the escape route nearly in haf. And
if we have a gaying rain to-night, we could dl get out intact.”

5. Into the valley

The wind shifted and a spatter of rain caught Shadith in the face. She wiped her eyes clear and
moved forward again, running bent low, two steps behind the child Zot who was ghodting dong as slent
asthe older locds. It was a dreary night, heavily overcast, the wind erratic, sometimes there, sometimes
not, the rain a weak but steedy drizzle, just enough to make them dl uncomfort-able and the footing
difficult. A grand night for sneaks, though. The Ptaks were indde where they were comfort-able, warm
and dry. No one would be out in this unless he had to.

She draightened when she reached the darkness under the trees at the edge of the Drill Field, took
the disruptor case from Y seyl, and watched with amazement as the Pima fern shimmered into a patch of
mig and trotted to-ward the flier. Little gray ghost? | was closer than | knew Digby will skin me bald
if I let this one get away. Nine dealers down the drain, so Cerex said. Didn’t know what hit them.
| can see why.

Y syl used the stunner. Thefidd burned againg Shadith’s reach, like touching nettles it was. Twice.
A sense of quick purposeful activity. Then alull while she waited.

Shadith tapped Luca s am, pointed.

The rain was coming down harder as Luca, Wann, and young Zot ran toward the flier; even though
they lacked

Ysgyl's gift, in the darkness they were only vigble if the watcher knew where to look. When they
reached the flier, there was a sudden flare of pae grayish light, a moonlight through clouds effect as Y seyl
opened the hatch. Three dark shapes crossed the light, then it shrank and vanished as the door swung
shut.

A moment later Yseyl was back. “They're in and ready,” she muttered. “I gave Luca Cerex's
gunrod in case there' s trouble.” She took the disruptor from Shadith. “Y our job next.”



They reached the thorn hedge without trouble. Even the nightbirds were huddling in their nests.

Bending over the cutter to shied it from the rain, Shadith shortened the blade and used millisecond
burdts to dice through stems of the thornbush so they could clear a narrow peth through it, angled so the
cut wouldn't be eedly vishle from a short distance off.

When the sx of them were ingde the hedge, sanding up to their ankles in doppy mud, Shedith
reached through the building. The srengthening rain hammering againg her arm, she touched Hidan's
shoulder. “I read two. You?' she murmured.

+Two. In the place with the big windows.+

“Right.” Shadith leaned toward to Y seyl. “Third win-dow from the end. There” She pointed a one
of the storeroom windows. “ Center the hole over that.”

Y syl activated the disruptor.

Because the Ptaks fdt no need to provide visud dues to the shied round the Center, to the eye
nothing seemed to be happening—and Shadith’s reach only gave her a vague sense of agitation. She
closed her eyes and scanned the fidd again. With the additional concentration she could read faint ripples
inthe fidd plane, flowing about a circular opening the Sze of her hand. This is going to be a problem:
tWhen | scan, | can’'t seet ewindow; when .| see the window, | can’t read the field.

Hidan gasped.

Shadith swung round to face xe. +What?+ she signed, meking the Sgns large so they’d be vishle.

+A holein nothing. | can thin it growing.+

Interesting. +Tdl me when it stops growing.+ She took the dimbing pole from the break-in kit she'd
clipped to her bdt, gave it the prescribed twist, and hdd it away from her as the memormd took its
primary shape. When the form was stable, she set the base on the ground and waited.

+Now.+

“Is the whole window cdlear?’ She pitched the words to carry above the hiss of the rain.

+Yes. By at least a handspan.+

+Good.+ She lifted the pole. “Hidan, warn meif this thing gets too close to the edge of the opening.”

The pole touched the glass. Holding her breasth she opened the jaws of the damp on the end and
began easing them toward the gll. Inch by inch, down and down urtil the jaws touched the wood. She
glanced at Hidan.

+Stll clear.+

“Good. If the pole gets less than a handwidth from the edge, stop me”

Hidan nodded.

Glandng repeatedly at the anya, she clamped the jaws on the slll, began tilting the pole downward,
dowly dowly dowly—until the base end was jammed into the mud. She let out the breath she was
halding, nodded her thanks to Hidan, and triggered the lockdown plate. When a hefty shove at the pole
faled to moveit, she wiped the rain off her face, stepped into the firg haf-irrup, then went running up
until she could touch the glass.

A suction cup in the center of the wide pane, four quick dashes with the cutter; a shove, and—the

way was open.

Syon eased the pole into the empty storeroom, propped it in a corner and squatted beside it, arifle
across his knees, his eyes on the window.

Shadith pulled the knitted cowl over her head, smoothed it down, checked to make sure her eyes
were clear. She glanced a the other hooded figures, squeezed the laich and eased the door open,
dipped out into the hal and ghosted down it.

Shadith was severd steps beyond the doorless arch that led into the workroom before the two techs
noticed her. She stunned them, ran to Avo's office, located the keybook Vourts had used, and hurried
back to the gtation with it.

While she legfed through the pages until she found the one she wanted, Khimil and Nyen dragged the



techs away from workgations, tied their wrists and ankles, gagged and blindfolded them. Hidan stood
guard at the door, sweeping round with x€ s thinta, ready to whisle a warn-ing if anyone came.

Shadith entered the Exec’s override and began the tedi-ous process of making sure none of the base
cardkeys or access codes would breach the shidd and open the door; the accretions were even worse
then she'd suspected and tracking down dl the files was a pain, though it did give her a fed for what
she'd have to cdaw through when she began working on the satellite programming. Outside, the rain
drummed againg the windows, the wind walled and whooped round the corners. Insde, Nyen and
Khimil’'s boot heds were loud on the compostion floor as they hurried about, gethering everything
flammeble they could find and dumping it on and around the other workstations. They spoke now and
then, voices subdued.

At firg dl these sounds were didracting, but as Shadith worked her way deeper into ithe Ptak
system, they faded until she was no longer conscious of them.

5. The Holy Child

The sound of the door shutting woke Thann from troubled dreams. X€'s anydit wriggled protest as
xe sat up, so xe pushed afinger into xe's pouch for the infant to gum on. The babhbit’s eggteeth had fdlen
out and the new set wouldn't come in until the Sxth month of the pouch year.

Isaho was gone, her covers thrown back, her clothes ill folded on the stool at the foot of her bed.
Seepwalk-ing again? Out wandering around somewhere wearing nothing but one of the starchy white
nightgowns that Mercy Fisalin brought her clean each. night? Thann rubbed the hed of x€'s hand against
x€s right eye, then the Ieft, then drew x€'s pdm across xe€'s face, trying to wake up enough to decide
whet xe should do.

With asgh, xe gave alast rub to the babbit’s gums and freed x€' s hand. Xe forced xesdf up, pushed
xe'sfeet into xe's sandds and pulled on the hatchry robe, fingers fumbling a the buttons that closed the
neck opening. Xe couldn’t count on the Mercys to natice Isaho and bring her back; they were adeep or
busy a their prayers and meditations. If I1saho got outsde .... Xe could thin the Rlgrims out there,
hundreds of them, marching in endless circles about the House, chanting the shimbils, muttering blessngs
on the Holy Child. They frightened xe. The wals were too thick, and they were too far from the
hos-pitaity wing of the House for xe to hear them, but even so xe couldn’t escape the terrible intengty of
their yearn-ing. If 1saho got outside and they saw her ...

Xe thinta searched, touched Isaho, and started after her, as close to running as xe dared, the dap
dap of xe's san-dds loud and intrusve in the empty corridors. Dark cor-ridors, lit by tiny ol lamps set a
maximum distance apart.

Light flared ahead of xe.

Xe could thin I1saho coming toward xe. And Mercys. Dozens of them. As if the House were
emptying itsdf. Xe pressed againg the wal and waited.

Isaho came round the corner, one of her hands nesling ingde the Grand Mercy’s. In the other she
hed a glass candle lamp, the flame of the candle casting odd upside down shadows on her face. Her
eyes had that gony sheen that terrified Thann whenever xe saw it, and her lips were curved in a tight
triumphant amile

The other Mercys followed, two columns of them, hands gliding through the Praise Songs, the
shadows they cast dancing across the walls, dancing across Thann as they swept past xe.

Xefollowed them from the House and into the Street.

Isaho started singing, her voice cutting through the noise from the crowd of Rilgrims “God has told
me” she sang. “ God has spoken, God has promised, the Fence will fdl, it fals tonight.”

When xe heard that, Thann's ssomachs turned to ice. Watching Isaho search faces everywhere for
Mam, Baba, and Keleen after they passed through the Gate that firgd day was sad and troubling, and
when her daughter began prophesying for the Mercys and the Rlgrims as if she were denying her grief
agan by usng God as a shidd, that was even harder to bear. But this ....



Xedidn't know which would be more terrible for 1ssho—if the Fence stayed right where it was, or if
it fell. And xe had no idea what xe could do.

The, procession swept up Bond Sigters as it passed their House, sucked in more and more Rilgrims
as it moved down to Progress Way. Prophet Speakers came to swel the mix as they moved past the
Saminary and the Tent. Brothers poured from the Grand Yeson as they circled around it and headed
down the, wide avenue toward the Fish Gate and the seafront.

Thann's anydlit picked up the excitement around them and needed constant minding as xe tried to
crawl out of the pouch and go scurrying up the handholds sewn into the front of the robe so xe could st
with x€'s head out the neck opening and see what was hgppening. Xe waked with both hands pushed
through the sde ditsin the hatchry robe so xe could catch the little wriggler and shove the questing head
back past the pouch sphincter. It was a rather welcome didtraction from xe€'s worry about [saho,
because dl this activity meant the babbit was not only heelthy but bright beyond x€'s age.

Asthe procession reached the wharf, Thann tried to get closer to I1saho, but the press of the throng
about her pushed xe asde. Afrad for x€'s babbit, xe gave up the sruggle and moved away urtil she
came to a double bitt. Xe settled xesdf with x€' s legs hanging over the edge of the wharf, x€'s back and
gde pressed againg the bitts. Though xe couldn’t see x€'s daughter, xe could hear her as she sang the
shimbil litany, the crowd of watchers an-swering her.

The golden glow of the Fence flickered on, constant as the beat of Thann's heart. Xe stroked the
babhit’s amdl head until xe went soft againgt x€'s pam and withdrew into the pouch to curl up with the
nipplein xe's mouth.

An hour passed.

Ancther.

The shimmer at the edge of the Sky vanished.

Even the most fervent watchers were slent, even they didn't believe what they were seeing. They
waited for the glow to come back. A soughing like the wind riang be-fore a sorm passed across the
wharves as the thousands out here drew in a collective bresth and held it.

Thann stared into the darkness and wondered about the offworlder who'd rescued them; it seemed a
logica connection. Who ese would know how to’ bring the Fence down?

“Praised be God, the Fence has fdlen.” 1saho’s voice rang out, broke the spdl that was holding the
watchers S-lent.

A md somewherein the middle of the press shouted, “Miradel”

More shouts.

Holy Child.

Messenger of God.

Bless us, Child.

Touch my hand.

Hed me.

Blessme.

Thann huddled againgt the bitts and tried to keep from being stepped on as xe watched two Brothers
lift Isaho onto their shoulders.

Surrounded by Mercys and Bond. Sisters and Brothers and Prophet Speakers, Isaho and the mds
holding her pushed through the crowd toward the gate, chanting the Praises.’ Xe watched xe's daughter
accept this adulation as her due, then xe leaned x€'s head againg the bitts, closed x€'s eyes and
mourned. X€'s daughter was gone; the Holy Child was a stranger with the same face.

6. Plotting the road to Change and a New Balance

Wintshikan closed her hand around ZdI’s as the Fence vanished. “They did it. | didn't believe they
could, but they’ ve done it.”

She watched Zaro and Kanilli grab hold of Xaca's hand and the three of them join the rest of the
Pixa hohekil on the beach in a wheding, shouting, laughing dance. “I don’t think my knees will hold out
for that.”



Zd| waggled x€'s hand in anya laughter.

* % %

They sat on the Sde of an abandoned boat and watched the celebration develop dong the sands,
merchants bring-ing out bottles of shwala and injyjy, hot meat pies, and roasted tatas. A drummer, a
fiddler, and aflutemd met on the raised porch of a house a short distance off and started playing. Others
were doing the same farther dong the beach. Bonfires bloomed on the sand.

Wintshiken looked out to sea once again, rgoicing a the darkness a the edge of the sky—a
darkness that meant the Fence was dill down. She took a deep bresath, let it out as she turned to her
anya “Ziz, I'm thinking that | want to stand in new mountains and watch the sun go down over land |
haven't seen before.”

Zdl smiled. These damp lowlands hadn’'t been good for xe bresthing was difficult and the pain in
x€ship never |eft xe. +Where thereé s no war.+ Xe stroked x€'s hand dong Wintshikan's am. +Where
hate is a persond thing and not vigted on strangers.+

Wintshiken sat dlent as a long line of femlits mallits and anydits snaked past them, laughing and
gomping the sand as they moved. When they were by, she said, “We ll wait afew days for Luca and the
others. If they come back. If they're dl right. But if we wait too long, the price may move beyond what
we can pay.”

+We can leave word where we' re gaing if the time comes before they do. We should think of Zaro
and Kanilli. And Xaca. The Coranthim Remnant might meld with us to make a new ixis they’ve got
young oras but not much coin. We ve got coin.+

“Speeking of coin, I'm hungry. You?’

+l could swdlow atam or two.+ Xe used Wintshikan's am as a brace and pushed onto xe's feet.
+Ahh, Wintashi, what anight. | truly didn’t think 1’d live to see this+

7. Into thewild blue ....

Shadith svung the chair around, stretched, groaned, and ran her hands through her hair. “Vumeah
vumay, that’s done.” She glanced from the piles of debris to the anx-ious, waiting faces of the locdls.
“The Fence is gone.”

Y syl closed her eyes and went very ill.

Hidan grinned, tucked x€'s rifle under x€'s arm, made a broad sweeping 9gn of triumph. When the
dgn was done, though, x€' s grin shrank to atight smile. +Ptaks been drding this place and trying to get in
through the door for the past hdf hour.+

Shadith listened and heard through the noise of the sorm a confused and muted muttering barely
louder than the hum of the gtation behind her. A reach told her a crowd of wet, mean, frustrated Ptaks
were milling about outsde; as yet there was no organization in that mob, just a few individuds around the
Exec who were focused on the codex, a few others trotting off to circle about the building, hunting, no
doubt, for the place where the in-truders breached security. She rubbed at her back. “They won't be
getting in, | changed the ... un ... keys. You've been waiching. Has anyone noticed yet thet the glassis
out in that storeroom window?’

+ haven't thinned many Ptaks back there, just a few who keep trotting around and around the
building, I think because they're too steamed to stand Hill.+

Y syl shuddered and opened her eyes. “ Syon would have started shooting if they found the hole and
tried to get in. Start thefire and let’s go. | don't see any reason to hang about.”

Shadith glanced toward the Ptak techs. Tied, gagged and blindfolded, rolled up againg the wal
under the win-dows, they wouldn't have a chance once the fire got go-ing. They were awake now,
frightened and furious. “Right, but we'll switch the order of things. Ghogt, you and the others mask up
and head out, P11 give you afew minutes start before | touch off the fire”

Ysgyl stopped a moment in the arch, looked back. The mask hid her face, but Shadith had no
trouble reading her suspicion and speculaion. A moment later she was gone.



Shadith leaned back in the chair and contemplated the Ptaks. “Liden carefully,” she said. “The others
will be out and clear in afew minutes. Well on their way into the mountains. You'll never find them. This
istheir home ground. | came into this for ethica reasons. That Fence is an abomination in the face of
God, so | have destroyed it. Be warned, what | have done, | can do again. | will remove your gags
before | go to join my dlies. In thar an-ger they would have left you to burn to death, but | will not. |
have programmed the shidd to go down and the door to open ten minutes after | leave. Ydl for your
peo-ple to come get you. Tdl them that the kephal os has been infected and will fal five minutes after the

door opens.”

Shadith set the sunner to broad beam, clipped the col-lapsed ladderpole to her bet, and vaulted
through the window. She hit the ground with a loud splash, did across the gdatinous mud, and findly
managed to scramble to her feet. HAf blinded by the rain, disoriented by the dither, she dropped to a
crouch, touched the triggering sensor on the stunrod, and swept the fidd through awide arc. As she rose,
she reached in a quick check of the area. No active minds anywhere close. She groped for the nar-row
path she’' d diced into the thorn hedge, eased through it, jumped the body of a stunned Ptak and ran for
the trees.

Away from the lights and the buildings with the foliage dripping about her, the darkness was intense.
The ground was soaked and dippery underfoot; though the leaves gave her some shdter, each time she
brushed againg a branch, it unloaded; itsdf over her and she was wet through after her firg few strides.

As she headed for the end of the lake and the Drill Fidd, she tried to run and scan at the same time,
That was a mistake. Her foot dipped off a root she didn’'t notice and hit a patch of clay mud. She went
down hard, her head glancing off the tree, her other knee twigting as she fdl on it, the stunrod flying from
her hand.

For amoment she lay there, dazed and hurting, then she heard Ptak shrieks and the splatting of feet
off to one side.

She struggled up, gasping at the pain in her knee. There was no time to search for the rod and maybe
no need; be-tween the rain and the mud the Ptaks shouldn't be able to learn much from it. And they
dready knew an offworlder was involved. She took a step, gritted her teeth, and limped as fast as she
could toward the Drill Field.

Swing that leg, plant the foot, lurch forward, over and over, grab onto branches to take at least alittle
weight off the knee, swing lurch splat. Confusion around her. Sound of rain hitting the leaves, rain in her
face, cold and dreary, trickling down her neck. Wind. Mud. Mud. Mud.

A shout. The light brightened around her, ungteady light, wavering through the boles of the trees.
They got the door open and the draft hit the fire. For the glow to reach this far, it must be going
good. Ah Solal Ten min-utes gone already?

Step. Side. Slither. Gasp. A gust of ran hit her in the face. Arm crooked over her eyes s she
wouldn't be blinded by the downpour, she lurched another two steps and was out of the trees. She
hunched her shoulders, and continued to limp toward the field she couldn’t see. The rain battered at her,
blew into her face until she was haf drowned.

A shout. Ptaks! Close behind her. She sivung awk-wardly around, fumbling for the cutter at her belt.
She could just make out two dim gray forms heading for her. “Ah Spla, why did there have to be two
cool headsin that lot?”

She lifted the cutter, but before she could use it, she fdt the aura of a sun beam going by too close
and saw the Ptaks crumpling into the mud.

“Shadow, Wann said you were hurt.” Yseyl's voice. Shadith turned. “Fdl and twisted my knee. My
own dumb fault. Appreciate the assist.”

“Ha” Ysgyl moved closer. “Use my shoulder. You for-get you're the only one who can fly that
thing? Shadith managed a chuckle. “Nice to be needed.”

She turned theflier in atight cirdle above the cadera. “Thought you might like alook at the damage.”
The roof of the Control Center collapsed at that mo-ment in a shower of sparks; in spite of the heavy



down-pour the suddenly released flames leaped twenty feet into the air. The thorn hedge was smoldering
and severd of the closest houses were aso burning.

Pressed againg the window asiif they couldn’t get enough of the Sght, the Pixas were slent, afiercey
tri-umphant slence. Zot clapped her hands and giggled, then she, too, went quiet, snuggling up againgt
Yseyl.

Y syl hesitated, set ahand on the child's shoulder. She saw Shadith wetching her, stared back with
angry denid, then turned her head away.

Hm, maybe Digby will have himsalf a ghost for hire. | don’t think that relationship is going to
work out. Assas-sin and little mother don’t seem to be compatible occupa-tions. “Right. If you seat
yoursalves and get comfortable, well be on our way. Before | take you back to the camp where we
dtarted, | want to go look at where the Fence was. Just to make sure it's redly down, not an aberration
inthe software. Thought you might like to see that, too. Or rather, not seeit.”

Lucathrew hersdf, into the front, seat, drawing Wann down beside her. “Yes” she sad. “I want to
seeit. | want to seeit gone”

Khimil dapped his hand hard againg the side of the cabin. “Yes. | saw that cursed thing every day
when we were on that coaster working our way south. Syon, re-member the time the wind caught us and
Cap’'n Dakwe was drunker’ n thuv?’

“Urr. We coulda been ashed.” The young md shivered, edged up close to Hidan, took x€'s hand,
and held it againgt hisface.

Xe freed the hand, patted his shoulder, then seated her-sdf beside Nyen.

As soon as the rest had sorted themsdlves into the seats, Shadith took the flier into a sweeping circle,
and sent it racing west as dawn pinked the sky behind them.

8. Afterbite

“No! What we jug did is one thing, you got your adven-ture and lived through it, but where I'm
headed now, it's too dangerous.” Yseyl thrugt her fingers through her hair, turned her shoulder to the
crouching, glowering child and stalked to the stream. She squatted, separated out a pebble from the
scree on the bank, flung it a the bole of a con-ifer on the far side of the stream. The snap of her am and
the satisfying clunk of the pebble camed her. She looked over her shoulder at Zot. “I won't take you,
Zot. You can argue dl you want.”

Zot brought her head up and forward like a griking yok. “Liar! You just want to get rid of me, that's
dl. You think I don’t know?’

“Believe what you want, it doesn't change anything.” She got to her feet, dusted her hands together.
“| talked to Luca. Khimil and Syon are joining ther ixis and they want you with them. You'll have a
family again and you need that.”

“l don’t want afamily. It'll be worse than livingin the Hall, people messing you around dl the time.”

“I'm doing the best | can for you, Zot. You're agood kid and smart, but you don’'t know me. | don't
know what you think you see, but it isn't me. And you don't know thuv about the world I’'m going into.”
Her voice was soft, dmog a whisper, anger putting edges on the words. “And don’t tdl me you could
learn. You'd get yoursdf killed and maybe me, too.”

Zot stared at her amoment, biting her lip to keep it from trembling, eyes squinted to hold tears back.
Abruptly she was up and running full out, vanishing a moment later into the shadow under the trees.

Y=yl stood where she was, anger and affection both emptied out of her, only a vague rdief Ift to
temper the coldness. It was done and easer than she'd expected. Zot will calm down once I’'m gone.
Sell seeit’s the best thing and go along with Luca. Family. She needs family. Not me. Not me.
Not me .... She shivered, drew her hand across her face, wiping away dl that nonsense, then walked
briskly across the grass to the hunter.

“Is there any reason why you need to wait longer? | want to get out of here”

“l don’t want to lift until there's enough traffic in the air so we won't be spotted and targeted.” She
nodded at the flier a few paces off, backed under the overhang of the canopy. “Alarm’s set to tdl me
when more fliers are up. Shouldn’t be long now.”



“l don’t understand, | thought ....”

“The Ptaks know alot of arms deders and those gits sl more than weapons. I’'m no gambler, Ghost
| like to have my feet planted and know where I'm jumping ....”

A musca chime, asngle pure note, sounded through the open door of theflier.

Thethunter came: to her:feet in one of those fluid swift moves that dways startled Yseyl in one s0
large and :lumpy .

“And it'stime to jump,” she said. “Get your gear and let’s go.”

15

Seek the Balance between Passion and
Reason.

Chapter 13

The dawnlight was gray under the ragged trees as Luca stepped across the boundary line of the
camp.

There was aloud darm whistle and a young fern she didn’t know stepped from the shadow cast by
one of the tents, rifle lifted, face stony. “Stop there, or I'll shoot.”

“What isthis? Where' s ixis Shishim?’ Luca looked round. The corrd was gone, and the jomayls, but
two of the tents were familia—she recognized a patch Xaca had sewn over arip. “What happened?’

Shadowy forms were coming from the tents, spreading out behind the senting, then Kanilli darted
forward. “Luuuucaaaa,” she cried and flung hersdf at the fern. “You came back,” she cried, the words
muffled againgt Lucca s shirt.

Wintshikan stepped into a patch of moonlight. “It's dl right, Phula, she's one of ours. Let me see
you, dl of you, you're dl back, and who are these? Never mind, you can tdl mein aminute. You did it.
God' s blessng on you, you did it.”



Luca waked over to the leather cushion where Wintshikan was watching the celebration. She
dropped to the ground and sat examining the older fern's face. Once Heka, dill Heka by the rule of the
Cards. Of Shicoram ixis now. “I'm not going back to the old ways.”

“I know.” There was sadness but acceptance in the old fem’s voice. “Those are fine young mads you
brought back to us. Impix, aren't they?

“Farmer’s sons”

“Ah. That will be ussful.” She grinned, the years fdl-ing from her face though the wrinkles deepened.
“Never thought I’d be wdcoming Impix. WE Il have to build like that coast village, remember? We can’t
make things like ity Impix, but we can grow food and raise maphiks for thar meat and leather. Did you
know | planned to pass the Shawl to you when we reached Lingjin?’

“| thought maybe you would.”

“Doyoumindif | don't?’

“No. Now that | understand where you're going.” Luca looked a the mix out round the fire—two
Remnants to blend and a pair of Impix to fit in somehow. “Every-thing's going to be so different, well
need a center for a while to give us order. When the Change is finished, though ... vumah vumay, well

6

The Mountain nurtures and teaches, is crudl
and kind.
Teach the Right Path, discipline the heart.

Chapter 14

Thann turned and looked back a lagt time at the House of Mercy.
Isaho was theirs now. Xe's daughter was dead—the Isaho waking about didn't recognize xe when



she saw xe. The grief of that was heavy on xe's shoulders as xe took up the pack of clothes the Anyas of
Mercy had given her and waked away. Xe was more than a little fright-ened, but xe couldn’t bear to
spend another night under that roof.

Mind on the ingructions the Grand Mercy’ s aide had given xe, x€'s free hand resting in the side dit of
the hatchry robe, ready to hold the anydit ingde x€'s pouch, xe moved dong the twisty lanes that led to
Progress Way. The babbit was curled up and degping now, but xe was blessed or cursed with an
abundance of energy and never dept for long. Xe didn't know what waited for xe in the west quarter
where the hohekils were, for xe had only the few coins the Mercys had given xe, no kin, nobody to
protect xe, but with so many exiles and broken families over there, maybe xe could find a place to take
xe where xe could raise the anydit in some kind of peace.

As xe |eft the Way and began moving into narrow lanes again, xe heard shouts, sounds of running
feet.

A gmdl compact form came round a corner, dammed into xe, knocking xe agang the wal of the
house beside xe. Hadtily, xe thrust x€'s hand farther, ingde the robe,: pressed xe€'s pdm agang the
gphincter to keep the anyalit from wriggling out.

“Oy!” A amdl hot hand caught hold of xe's, pulled xe away from the wal. “Run. Please.”

Shouts and curses from the dley, amd’s voice, angry, vengeful and coming closer. Slgp of boots on
the pave-ment.

Sill dazed by the callison, Thann let the femlit pull xe dong until xe was back on Progress Way and
inthe shadow of the Y eson wall.

Thefemlit let go of x€'s hand, dropped to a squat and panted, eyes sweeping over the Rilgrim throng
moving past them.

Thann stroked the bulge of the babhit, relaxed when xe started suckling. Xe bent, tapped the femlit's
head. When she looked up, xe Sgned, +Why?+

The femlit coughed, spat. “When | saw you were anya and by yoursdf, | couldn’t leave you there.
01 Fishbreath, he wouldn't even break dride, just scoop you up and sl you to his friend the flesh
broker.”

+Why was he after you? Did he want to sl you?+

“Nah. Femlits don’t fetch enough to pay for the trouble of carting me there.” She ran bright shrewd
eyes over Thann, seemed to make up her mind about something. “’Cause | judt lifted his purse, that's
why.” She made a face, shrugged. “I’'m not very good at it yet. How come you walking about by your
lone sdf? Bad idea, anya”

+Because | don't have aplace to be. | might ask the same of you, femlit.+

“Where's your family? How’ d you get to Lingjin with-out them?’

Thann managed a amile at the deft way the child avoided her question. +Y ou wouldn't believe meif |
told you.+

The femlit got to her feet, stood with her hands clasped

THE BURNING GROUND 287

behind her, her eyes once again searching the crowd. “What | seen the last few days, bet | would.
Uh-oh, Fishbregth isn't giving up. We better move on some. | know, I'll take you to the Arbiter’s place.
| can get you there red easy, | was aguidetill afew days ago.”

Thann followed her, bemused with how much xe was trusting this child. Under the surface charm, the
femlit was angry and hurting for some reason, but oddly cheer-ful for dl that. As they moved swiftly
through a maze of narrow streets, a disturbing thought came to xe. Am | making her into Isaho, what |
hoped Isaho would be?

The babbit gtirred restlesdy, disturbed by what xe was reading of Thann's sudden revulson.

Xe dipped x€' s hand indde the pouch, guided the babbit’s mouth back to the test, then stroked the
amdl, strong body, bathed xe with the burst of helpless love that flooded xe.

Thefamlit tapped x€ sam. “There” she sad and pointed to a large blocky building with black iron
bars on the windows. “You go in there and somebody’ll fix you up with a place to live where you won't



have to be scared of the flesh md.”

Thann withdrew her hand from the pouch. +Wait. What are you going to do?+

Thefemlit scowled at xe. “You going to try running my life, too?’

+l thin you don't like that much. Hm, say it's curiogity. | like to know what’s hgppening to people
I’ve grown fond of. Y ou know you're a charmer, so untwigt that face and tdl me.+

“You're sharp for an anya. They usudly dumber’n rocks. All right. I'm going to keep my head down
till Fishbreath’'s ship steams out, he works on this coast trader, then go nosng round and see what's
henging loose.”

+Then you've gat time to come in there with me and show me how to work them, so they don't
notice I’'m not dumber than a rock. Besides, I'll tdl you my story while we're waiting. If you'll tdl me
yours.+

The femlit eyed xe amoment, dill wary, then she grinned and nodded. “You got it. My name's Zat,
and | helped take the Fence down.”

Thann waggled x€'s hand in anya laughter. +My name is Thann, and | flew to Lingjin on a
broomgtick with someone | think isafriend of yours, an offworld person named Shadow. This should be
interesting for us both.+
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Death is the end and the beginning, the
change from which there is no returning.

Chapter 15

Y syl stood in the shadow of the thile tree on the crum-bling diff b eside the last of the wharves dong
the bayfront of Lda Gemdi. She dipped the carrystrap of the disruptor case from her shoulder, let the
case dangle againg her leg, and frowned at the flier as it plunged to-ward the water out near the middle



of the lake. “1 dill think that was a mistake. Y ou just announced we're here.”

“Maybe, but when the water hits the lifters and they blow, that erases any chance the Ptaks will sniff
out enough to identify me. That's more important right now than making this an easy sneak.” Shadith
reached for the strap. “Time to pay the bill, Ghost.”

Y seyl watched the hunter settle the case againg her side. “Now that you have that, tdl me true. Was
thet job offer red or adduson.”

“Oh, it'sred, dl right. | get dl sorts of nice bonus pointsif | bring you back dive and willing. As |
sad when we firsd met, Digby collects taents. Time to split. You know where to go, what to look for.
Seeyou.”

As Shadith hurried dong the lanes toward The Strip, she wondered if the Ghost would trust her
enough to show up at the landing fidd. Yseyl had only come this far because she wanted to put a lot of
distance between her sdf and that kid. Shadith sghed. Complications. Well, I’ll leave that for Digby
to handle,

The Strip was swarming with unhgppy tourists, com-plaining in amdange of langues about having no
‘bots to carry their luggage, about splitcom time booked for days ahead so they couldn’'t get reservations
on the worldship diverted to pick up the outflow, about Ptak refusd to re-fund their money, about how
bored they were since the screens went black. Complaining at the top of ther voca ranges until the noise
was enough to shatter a stone.

Shadith moved through those conversations as she'd moved through the whispered enticements of
the holoas before, savoring this cacophony a lot more than the dain-tier blandishments of the ads. She
kept her head down and her eyes lowered to hide the fierce pleasure in them.

Yseyl drew over hersdf the shape she'd worn a Marrat's Market and followed Shadow into the
lanes, trying to keep the map draight in her mind and her camouflage locked in place.

When she reached The Strip, the Sght of Ptaks every-where burned in her somach and brought her
near akill-ing rage. It was as wel that the only weapon she had was the stunrod taped to her am. She
grew cdmer as she picked out those complaints voiced in interlingue and be-gan to understand the
implications of taking out those sat-ellites. Killing afew Ptaks was birdseed besides the hurt Shadow had
put on them, a wound in the purse much more agonizing than a hole in the body.

Zot's face was suddenly in her mind. She shivered and jerked her thoughts away from the child. Use
Shadow. Use Dighby. Learn her way around the darfliers world. Keep hersdf clear of dl ties When
ready, cdl Cerex and use him. Nobody was ever going to cravl under her skin again. Never. Never.
Never.

Thelanding fidd was chaos when she reached it, har-ried Ptaks trying and failing to keep a measure
of order in the surge offworld. Yseyl chose her time, blurred past se-curity, oriented hersdlf, and, headed
for the section of the fidd where Shadow’ s ship was supposed to be. If the hunter had spoken the truth.
If it was dill there and wait-ing.

Shadow was seated in an open air lock, a gunrifle across her 1ap. Yseyl looked up & her. “Wdl?’

“Hang on aminute, I'll send the lift down for you.” She got to her feet, vanished indde the lock.

When the lift reached her, Y seyl hesitated a moment, looked over her shoulder at the world she was
leaving. She had a choice thistime. She could walk away even now, and Shadow wouldn't stop her.

With a shiver and atouch of anger in her someachs, she stepped onto the platform. “Take it up,” she
sad. “Let's get out of here”



Koans

From the egg all things arise




The Spiral contains all within its coils.
At its heart liesthe Truth.




In the Tribond
Cherish difference, celebrate Oneness.




Clouds cover the sun, curtains of rain hide
what is ahead.
Danger or nurture?




Drink deep from the Spring that gives Life,
and from life learn Wisdom.




The Mountain nurtures and teaches, is cruel
and kind.
Teach the Right Path, discipline the heart.




Blood is silent in darkness,
but screams for justice
when it sees the sun.




Do everything with the full passion
of your heart for by that
you serve God.




Lightning welds and sunders, casts light and
dark
A rail to quickness of mind, eye and hand.
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Wings cup the air and go where they will.
Things volatile and unsteady change at the
puff of a breath.




11

The Trivaddais the sign of decisions.
The parting of ways,
The sundering of past and present.




12

The Gateway isthe sign in the middle.
Retreat or go forward.
The choiceisyours.
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The Cauldron brews both poison and health.
There are plots on the boil around you.




14

By the Spindle
Plots are spun for good or ill.




15

Seek the Balance between passion and
reason.
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The Knot isthe heart of al things hidden.
Never cut what you can untie.




17

The Drumbeat is a snare that |ures you from
the right path.




18

The Wall standsin your path and forbids
passage.
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When the Twig is Broken, Peril.
Body, mind and soul on the brink of the
Abyss.




20

Fortune, enlightenment, joy
Such is the promise of the Sun
Danger and excess
Such isthe threat of the Sun.
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Study the Moon to understand that all things
change and are eternally the same.




22

As the comet flares and dies without fruit,
beware the liar and he who swears afaithless
oath.




23

walk lightly upon the land
for the Eye of God watches you.
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Death is the end and the beginning, the
change from which there is no returning.




