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DADDY, DEAREST ...

The woman's voice was changing, becoming more and more like Lylunda's it had happened so
gradu-aly, she hadn’t thought about what it meant, but un-derstanding came like a dap in the face, She
avung round to confront her father. “She's supposed to take my place, isn't she. To fool Grinder into
thinking I’'m tucked in and waiting for him. Well?’

“It pleases me that you're intdligent, Lylunda, though you do tak too much. | brought you here
because | wanted to see you, that’s the truth. And because it became clear to methat you'll probably get
ground up and thrown away if you stay here. And because | don’'t wish to face the choices you're forcing
on me. Ekateri-mun—do you have sufficient materid ?’

“| think so, Anaitar-jaz.”

“Excdlent. Janilc bless you, daughter. May you fare well.”

Lylunda saw the stunrod, started to protest. Before she got any words out, her father shot her.
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Prologue: Rumblings Befor e the Game Begins

A conversation by letter, or how to keep your thoughts away from a ubiquitous and apparently
omniscient em-ployer.

... 0 that's over. | redly didn't want to send the disruptor back to Sunflower Labs, but it was
Digby's cdl, so back it went. | believe he man-aged to duplicate it firs and his techs are market
cream, S0 could be hell have a defense out before that thing becomes too much of a problem.

I’ve been cdled in tomorrow. It seems that there' s another investigation that can use my ta-ents.
I'm beginning to have second thoughts about this job, Lee. And just maybe about Digby him-sdif.
Which iswhy I’'m writing this, not just giv-ing you acall.

Anyway, I'll see how this one goes.

Any Hunts on the horizon? Lila should be old enough by now for you to leave her without
wor-rying too much. Sdfishly, | rather hope you'll be home when this new businessisfinished. | need
somebody to tak things over with without prying little eectronic ears sraining to hear what I'm

saying.

Aleytys dropped the letter on the table beside the drone capsule where it coiled up into the tight
cylinder it'd been when she took it out of the capsule. She poked it with her finger, watched it rock back
and forth till, it settled to gability again.

“Was it worth the expense?’

Aleytys lifted her head. Grey stood in the doorway looking tired and cranky. She suppressed a Sgh;
ghe didn't want to dedl with his crotchets, but she'd asked him to come. “Just a note from Shadow.
She' s got anew invedtigation. | want a Hunt, Grey. | don't care what it is”

“So that's what thisis about. Every time that woman shoves her nose in here, you get dl stirred up.”

“No. Thisismetaking. It's been two years, Grey. It stime | was out again.”

“There' s nothing suitable. | told you. When some-thing comes in that's right for you, I'll cal you. Is
there anything ds=?’



“No.”
Without trying to protest further, she watched him turn and leave; it was only after she heard the
whine of the lifting flier that she dropped her head in her hands.

1. Shadow on the Job

| refuse to be intimidated by a spook. Shadith folded her hands in her 1gp and smiled politdy a
Digby’'s smulacrum.

He' d been fiadliing with it again. 1t was solid now, with the weighty fed of red flesh though it was
nothring more than colored light she could wak through if the thought didn’t revolt her. He sat a ared
desk (a broad battered sretch of dark wood), in ared chair—an antique leather thing that swiveled and
hed micromotors inddled to make it creak and tilt as if it moved to the shifting of his body. The
indrumentartion, though, was smulaion. He had no need for exterior connections to the kephalos buried
deep be-negth the building, the kephalos which created the sm-ulacrum and controlled dl functions in
here. In a sense, he was the kephaos.

Today he was being the academic in conference with the wayward student. He wasn't wearing the
fez with the gilded tassdl that he affected sometimes, but had gifted himsdf with siver-gray har flowing in
thick waves from a noble brow and a severe expression that went wel with that beak of a nose.

Odd how recognizable he was in dl his incarnations .. hm, incarnation was not precisdy the right
word snce whatever flesh he'd once worn must have long ago rotted back to the earth it was born from.

The smulacrum looked up ... no. Digby looked up, laughter in his eyes, a dy self-mocking twinkle.
He al-ways puts a twist on things, she thought. He knows just how much thisisn’'t impressing me.

“Hm.” The voice he was udng was a rough tenor. “Your litle Ghost Yseyl is profoundly insane in
terms of her culture. Quite a home in ours, though, perhaps more than you are” With a twitch of
norHips into an ironic amile, he lifted a Smulated sheet off a nonexistent pile, pretended to read it, then
looked up. “The disruptor is on its way back to Sunflower. The rep was deighted with the swiftness of
the retrieval. And mogt impressed.” He turned another page. “I begin to think Ginny Seyirshi was right
when he cdled you a cata-lyst. By the time you were through with them, the Ptak world was thoroughly
chewed up, their commerce dis-rupted, one war winding itsdf down through atrition and, a new one
fruiting. The place is probably going to be chaotic for years”

He dropped that last sheet, fitted his hands pam againg pam, and contemplated her. “You managed
with admirable discretion to keep any mention of-Ex-cavations Ltd. from notice. However, in other
aress, discretion was ... hmmm ... noticesbly lacking. The peripherd effects of your activities are ... hm
dis-concerting. Added to your tumultuous romp through the assorted worldsduring the Dydaera dfar,
there sapattern that ... hm ... shdl we say, limits your useful-ness”

“So I'm fired?” Shadith did forward in the chair, irritated, prepared to get to her feet. She was
getting rritated and saw no need to ligen to a bunch of painted light scolding her..

“Jump jump, hat Stop acting like a gtartled flea, Shadow. No. Of course you're not fired. It just
means | have to be careful to use you in places that | wouldn't mind seeing trashed in your inimitable
fashion. As long, of course, as we are not vishly engaged in that trashing. The areas in which | can use
you are limited but they do continue to exist.” He leaned back, laced his non-fingers across his non-belly.

She watched his careful mimiay of the gestures of the flesh and wondered about it a little. Is he
trying to be sure that he doesn’'t lose that self which comes so pungently through his poses? Odd
how that chimed—with what she'd written to Aleytys Maybe it's because he is like me, like
Swardheld and Harskari, that | don't trust him. Immortd and immeaterid in that his essence lived in a
metrix of forces with even less to hold his sdf intact than she'd had. At least she and the others from the
Diadem had the body of the wearer to remind them what they were and the limits of the fidd that
preserved-them. Dighy was, in a sense, scattered across hdf a hundred worlds—maybe more—with no
limits, nothing but hiswill to avoid dissolution. What's he up to? | see this manifestation of him, but
how much of that is construct? How much is meant to reassure me and his clients?

She pulled her attention back and saw Digby waiting with exaggerated patience. “So,” she sad.



“Why am | here?’

“The Kliu Berg have hired Excavations Ltd. They've log a Tadav Gestdt array from Rllory. The
prison planet they run. Hm. Not a prisoner, alife-form nétive to the world. One of the weirdest I've ever
come across. An assemblage. The various parts reproduce and grow to adulthood as separate forms,
then in the last Change grow into each other to create the Gestalt. Which means to breed and grow a
Tadav you need an assortment of smdler parts. Which is why they cdl it an array. I've put the
information the Kliu provided in your packet, you can read the detalls later. Always re-membering that
dients have been known to liether brains out, So don't trust it too much.”

“They want the array returned? Sounds compli-cated.”

“No. They want to know where it is s0 they can de-stroy it. The Tadav extrude a cryddline
substance and shape it into complex forms. The Kliu have a monop-oly on those crystals and mean to
keep it. They wanted the thief, too, but weren't willing to pay double to in-clude him in the dedl, so dl |,
contracted to do was lo-cate the array. And to keep the search quiet. You can see why. Once something
like that happens, every jack and smuggler with delusions of grandeur will be out trying to find it himsdf.”

“Do they know who the thief is, or are we supposed to discover that dso?’

“They know. He was one of the xenobiologists sudying the Tadav. Making sure they stay hedthy
and producing crystd. Not a Kliu, a prisoner. A Cousin working in an exoskeleton because of Fillory’s
gravity. Don’'t know why he was sent there; they won't release hisfiles or tdl me anything about him, not
even his name and description. | suppose they might have to re-fund some of ther, fee if his planet of
conviction dis-covers he's gone missng.”

“Jugt how much cooperation are we going to get?’

“Aslittle as they fed they can get away with. We can't trust the Kliu, Shadow. I’'ve had dients like
them before. Letter of the contract and that's it. Keep that in mind. And there's this—the theft was
amos ayear ago. They’ve been usng available resources to search for the array. But they’re a cautious
species and have decided on backup just in case their hands dip. That's us. You. If they spot you as my
agent, they’ll put a trace on you and as soon as you ook to be getting somewhere, they’ll zip round you
and scoop the pot under our noses. Then they come round saying sorry, we found the smuggler
oursalves. You get your one-percent kill-fee, no more. That's extrapolation, but you can be sure the
concdusgion is solid. If you need cover and can't arrange it, cdl me. | expect you to use your ingenuity,
though. That is one thing you have plenty of .”

“I think I'd better see an array in place. Flakes don't do it. And | want to question the people who
knew the thief. Splal If | don’'t know his history, how am | sup-posed to find the smuggler who took him
offworld? | presume that was how it was done?’

Digby nodded, a lock of shining gray har dropping into his eyes. He brushed it back with a flick of
his hand. “Thought you might, so I’ ve arranged for you to go to Fillory. There's a light exo ready for you
in the equipment room. It's been tarted up with a few extras induding a visor which you are to keep in
place as much as possible. If anyone tries to take a template, what they’ll get is hash. How much they
know about my prime agents | couldn’'t tdl you. There might be descriptions drculating aready. How
much good these precautions will do is not something I’ d like to guess about. Nevertheless, get that fitting
done as soon as you leave here. And pick up your Trick Kit, have the techs run through it with you,
there ve been additions since the lagt time you went out. Just one thing, Fillo-ry’s security is fierce,
Shadow. Don't try anything with ther kephalos. They have redundancies on that sysem that would
frudrate a ghogt.”

“Speeking of ghodts ...”

“No. Yseyl isn't ready yet. And thisistoo compli-cated. After the fitting, go to Brigfing Room Three,
I’ve set up a feed tha will give you al we know about Pillory. Eyes only, no duping, hm? Doesn't go
beyond these walls except in your head.”

“Discretion isus. To hear isto obey.”

“Hmp. Watch your back, Shadow.”

“You're acareful soul, Dighy.”

“You better bdieveit. | dways get ful measure. Keep that in mind.”



2. Danger. Run for Home

1

Lylunda Elang rode the shuttle dong the linktube that led to Marrat’s Agency node, contriving to
look bored and mildly stupid, asif she were alow-level worker in an office like the one she was planning
to vigt. She was short and broad across the shoulders and to her sorrow across the hips as wdl, with a
round guildess face that had proved its worth more than once. The neat amdl wast she was proud of,
she'd concealed under a loose tunic that hung in soft gray folds from the elaborate tucks of the smocking,
the looseness con-ceding the Tadlav crystd taped beneeth her eft breast. She'd brushed in temporary
coloring to hide the white stresks at her temples, pulled her coarse; springy har into a tight bun that
tugged up her eyebrows and gave her alook of continua astonishment.

So far she hadn’t seen any faces she knew. And she was happy about that. She didn’t want anyone
recog-nizing her before she reached the broker’ s office and shed the crysal.

She stared out the window by her seat, past the ghost images of the other riders reflected in the glass,
watch-ing the pewter glitter of the tranducent tube walls dip quickly by. Though you could see nothing
worth look-ing at, she was glad of the windows, being uncomfort-able hurtling dong in a capsule she
didn’t control without access to the outside, however illusory such access might be.

After a short while, though, she used the mirroring effect to study the other riders. Innocuous as they
looked, thiswas Marrat’s Market and any of them could be predators or scam artists.

The shuttle had twenty rows of seats, four seats in each row with a narrow central aide passng
between the middle pair. She was stting on the left Sde in the first row, and there was no one in the seat
besde her. The rest of the capsule was about hdf full. The others riding with her seemed to be shift
workers heading for their jobs, some deepy, dozing in their seats, some saing at nothing, a few busy
with notepads; they were mogily an assortment from the Cousin worlds, though there was aso a par of
Tocher femmes chattering in Tochri gutturals and a lanky Lommertoerkan mae im-mersed in whatever it
was he was reading off his sheet screen.

A gndl wiry man sputtered awake, met her eyes in the window mirror before she had time to blank
her gaze. He took this for an invitation, grinned a her, and moved up to the seat beside her. “Haven't
seen you be-fore. Me, I'm Exi Exinta, | work at the Nut Tree, it'safood place over on the Barter Strip.
Lots of people who work the AgentNode eat there. Be seeing you?’

She gave him a bovine look, blinking dowly as if she had to take time to process the words. “All
right,” .she said findly. Then she turned away to stare out the window again.

Exi Exinta shifted-nervoudy in his seat; after an-other stretch of slence, he got up and went back to
where he'd been gtting before. Lylunda kept the apathetic look, but she wondered about him. His had
been avery nice performance, but darms were going off in-sde her. It wasn't the firg time she'd trotted
out this persona, and she knew wdl enough whéat reactions it got. Moving in on her showed a kind of
blindness on his part, asif he thought that she’ d be so flattered by the attention she wouldn’t question the
reasons behind it.

She was annoyed because it meant she had to drop deep into the role she was playing; if you were
sup-posed to be dull and self-absorbed, you couldn’t let an experienced op catch you peeking. There
was some-thing ese to worry about. This could be a double up. Mr. Ex—the gdl of the man, playing
that kind of names game—Mr. Exi Exinta might be the throw-away, the one she was supposed to watch
while his partner got ingde her boundaries and dropped the sack over her head.

Which brought up another problem. She must have tripped an darm that her ship’'s sensors missed
because the Kliu tagged Dragoi just before she *splitted with Prangarris and his catch. Probably got
enough for an ID. Were these two or maybe three working a standard scam, or were they setting her up
for a snatch? Marrat’s OverSec ran a tight Pit, gomping hard on in-dudrid spying and any physicd
violence beyond the drunk fight and the one-on-one dud, but they weren't set up to guard againg the
one-off, the quick snatch and scamper.



When the shuttle sghed to a stop and the exit did open, she waked out, moving with a heavy
golidity meant to underline her lack of curiogty about the world around her. She dimbed aboard a
chainchair, tapped in her destination, and went danking off, tensely aware that Exinta was behind her and
thet she ill hadn't identified his partner. If he had a partner.

The chair's back curved up round her shoulders and head, a not so subtle reminder of the
possbilities of backshooting. The composite wouldn't stop a cutter beam, but cutters would bring peacer
"bots swvarming and trigger a shut-off of the Node gates. Didn't do much good if the shooter was a
berserker intent on sui-cide, but it tended to discourage the less committed.

Itd been a while snce shed been dong here. There were some changes, new dgns on the
restaurants and the other smdl shops on the lower floors of the build-ings, but the broad squat structures
with their complex of offices were much the same as aways, there wasn't a lot you could do with prefab
office stock except stack it and paint it and maybe squirt afew curlicues about if that was your taste. I'm
dithering, she thought. Jaink! Get your mind back on the job, Lylunda my girl. Almost there.
Moving between the Chain and the door, that’s going to be the tricky time. Let's see .. . how do
we handle this... ?

The Chair gring clicked to a hdt outsde Jngko iKan's building. She stepped down, moved a a
heavy jog across the walkway, and reached the deeply inset door without any trouble, something that
bothered her rather alot. She wasn't mistaken about Exinta, she was sure of that. But ...

“Lylunda Elang,” she told, the smdl Blurddang when he opened the shutter and blinked at her. “By
ap-pointment with Desp’ Jngko iKan.”

One of the Blurddang's large watery eyes did to the Ieft, then he thrugt a har-thin fingertip into a
recepta-cle and the door did open.

Lylunda glanced over her shoulder as she moved in-side, but what she could see of the Street was
empty. She shrugged, walked at a brisk dip toward thelift tube, glad to shuck that bovine covet

* % %

“I'm carrying,” she said. “Block.”

Jngko iKan sat mantis ill, his eyes expressonless as obsdian marbles, but the two short feathery
anten-nae that served as eyebrows twitched into a nervous dance. He tapped a sensor with the tip of a
polished claw, and a shimmercone sprang into being over the desk area. “You sad it's good.”

“Tadav crystd.” She reached up under the smock and jerked the packet loose, brought it out and
laid it on the desk, a grubby wad of tape and blancafilm the Sze of her fist. She took a pin from the hem
of her deeve, pricked her finger, and dripped some blood on the sedl. It shriveled and the packet began
opening it-sdf until it lay flat on the desk, exposing the thing it had contained.

The crystd was an intricate lacery of the clear resn secreted and shaped by a Tadav Gedtdt. Asit
woke from its shielded deep, it began a series of faint but exquiste chimesin response to the whispers of
ar that passed through its interstices, pulses of pde light flowed through the twists and turns of the
shimmering threads.

Jngko iKan leaned closer, blew gently at it. Asthe crysta changed its song to something that was his
aone, his dust lids did over his eyes and his monkey face went momentarily dack. After a momernt,
though, he leaned back in his chair, sat rubbing the cdlus patches on his wrids together, usng the
skrikking sound to counter the spdl of the crystd.

“Wrap it again,” he said. “I can do without that en-chantment dulling my sense of what thing is worth.
How haot isit?’

She refolded the film around the crystd, tucking the ends under without seding them. “Cold as winter
on Wolff. It's unregistered.”

“Y ou got through Kliu security?’

“Let'sjust say | had help. And it's not something | can repesat. Thisis part of my share of the dedl.
I’ve got another stowed away, a bigger weave. | thought one a atime would get a better price.”

He rubbed the caluses together once again, the skrikking this time filled with satifaction. “That is



truth. For sure, for sure. You do bring me such interest-ing items, Lylunda Elang. Hm. To get the most
out of thislittle item will take some time. Are you pressed for coin?’

“I'm wdl enough, desp’ Jngko. Take what time you need.” She reached under the smock again,
brought out a much smdler packet, unfolded it, and pushed the one-time flake it held across the desk.
“The blind drop on Helvetia. Trander the credit when you get it, less your commisson and five perc over
for expenses.”

“The expenses might be rather large. Security costs.”

“You and | both know what the totd take is likdy to be. With five perc of that you could buy your
own amy.”

“Well see. Yes, wewill.” He lifted the packet with finicky care, rose from his char, and moved two
steps back. A curtain of darkness cut suddenly across the room, hiding him and the crystal.

Lylunda rubbed at the underside of her breast where the film and the tape had irritated the skin. She
hadn’t told Jingko the exact truth. She had two more crystas, not one; they were tucked away in a lock
box on Hel-vetia, the safest place she could think to leave them. It was a problem, when to get rid of
them. She didn’t want to overload the market, but there could be alimit to the time in which she could
get the best price. Prangarris expected to have his Tadav array estab-lished and producing within five
years. If he suc-ceeded, the rarity factor would be lost; people would ill pay a good price for them,
gven thar beauty and ther charm, but not the world' s ransom they paid now.

The black curtain vanished and Jingko iKan settled into his chair again. “One other um ... difficulty. |
hed an intruson that tells me the Kliu know about this. About you.”

“Ah?’

His antennae twitched through a dow dance as he stared past her a the door. “Yes” he sad findly.
“l was approached. Asked if you were one of my dlients. Most annoying. They have no tact at dl. And
no com-mon sense. If you're worried about me, to turn a dient would destroy my reputation and my
earnings would stop. No mention was made of your having the Tedav crystas”

“If 1 were worried, | wouldn't be here, desp’ Jingko.”

“They will have approached others. | have informed OverSec that attempts on a dient of the Market
might be made. They adso are annoyed, but it would be better not to have to cdl on them.”

“Hm. I'm going to be at the Marratorium for afew days. Better to find out here what's coming & me.
Easer to watch my back.” She got to her feet. “Take care, desp’.”

2

Hair flying, feet kicking through the intricate pat-terns of the voor tikeri, Lylunda sucked on the pelar
pipe and danced to and away from Qtifa, the Caan she'd run across watching the knife catillion a the
Pertarn Darah arena. She' d shucked the neck-to-ankle cover of her disguise and wore her play clothes,
a black-washed-to-gray T-shirt diced to ragged fringe for the bottom sx inches, some ancient cutoffs
that she-hadn’t bothered to hem, plus a pair of supple footgloves with roughened soles to give traction
for the dancing. The pelar bowl was tucked into the T-shirt's pocket and bounced with her breasts so
she had to keep her teeth clamped on the stem or she'd lose it. Now and then she grinned a Qatifa and
blew a cloud of dreamsmoke in her face.

Qatifa s plush fur was a dark chocolate brown with russet and occasondly gold glimmers when the
light hit it in just the right way. 1t smdlled fantly like cinnamon, was impossibly soft, and was matchless
as ateaser agang bare kin, a least in Lylunda's view of such things. The Caan's eyes were narrowed
to dits againgt a puff of smoke, the light catching glimmers of gold in the darkness of her round blunt face.

When the music stopped, they elbowed back to the chip of atable they’d daimed, settled into the
ingru-ments of pain the Tangul Café had attached to the ta-bles, midabding them as chairs. Qatifa rolled
her tongue and cut through the noise with a whidle that brought the tiny jge waiter scrambling over to
them.

“Double shot of Nibern for me, minerd water for that dancing fool across from me” She waved
away Lylundd s mation to pay and dropped a credit chip inthe jgje' s pam..

“How you can drink that syrup?’ Lylunda shud-dered.



“How you can smoke that crap?’ Qatifa chuckled, a rumble, deep in her chest. “I like sweets. You
should know, gula-mi. One splendid thing about skin people, you can smear them with dl sorts of lovey
goo and lick it off without getting fur in your teeth.” An ear twitched. “The sde came through just before
you called, Luna. I’'m out of here before the next pay cydle at the tie-down. Which means a couple hours
and see-ya”

Lylunda grimaced. Before she could respond, the waiter was back with their order. She took the
flask of bubbling water and gloomed &t it. “It's been fun,” she said findly. “Maybe we could do it again
ometime”

“That's what you sad the lagt time. You should work on your vaedictions a bit, gulami.” Qaifa's
gin faded. She gulped down a mouthful of the Nibern, sat chewing on the fruit. “Luna, my friend, I’'ve
heard a rumor or two. Why don’t you tandem your ship on—mine and come fool around a while with me
on Acaand?’

Lylunda smiled. However much she liked Qatifa, she'd be jumping out of her skin by her second
week of undiluted Caan company. “Thanks, Qat. I've got commitments elsewhere, but | appreciate the
thought.”

Qdifa looked a the glass, wrinkled her blunt nose. “I’d better go pee 'f | don’'t want to disgrace
mysdf next time we hit the floor. Besides, the hornman prom-ised me a dow dance and it's about time he
came through on that.”

Alternating Sps of the water with draws on the pipe, Lylunda watched the tdl femme undulate
through the dosdy packed tables, usng the tips of her claws on hopeful hands trying to cop a fed of
Caan fur. For a moment she was tempted to change her mind and go with Qatifa, but common sense
returned when the deekly graceful form vanished behind a bead curtain.

She fdt something brush againgt her neck and turned to see the back of a man moving away from
her, a Sranger as far as she could tdl. When nothing ese happened, she forgot about him and let the
pelar float her off to a place where she wasn't worried about any-thing.

The men cdling himsdf Exi Exinta came out of the drifts of smoke and stood beside her. “Come with
me” he said.

Larr off, Ziz, she thought, then was Startled as her body rose and waked after him. What the . . .
Zombi! That snake shot me up with Zombi juice. She drew in a breeth to ydl, but Exinta heard and
turned. “Be quigt,” he said.

Her throat closed and the words died there as she shuffled after him, the pelar countering the Z-juice
enough to let her drag her feet. She contrived to bump heavily into tables, to dam into people, to swing
her arms s0 she knocked over drinks, cregting a commo-tion that set Exinta curang under his bresath as
he grabbed her am and tried to hudtle her dong faster.

Lylundafixed her eyes on the door, swest cailing down her face, fear and rage knotting her insdes. It
drew closer and closer. Shetried to pull loose, but the hold of the drug was too strong even with dl the
pelar in her system. Her tongue was locked, she couldn’'t even form words, let done say them.

“Oy! Luna. Where you going? Huh?" Qatifa s voice, filled with anger and darm.

Exinta yanked on her arm. They were dmogt to the door. She managed to turn her head, to open her
mouth. She couldn’t speak ... not aword ... not aword....

Golden eyes widened as Qdifa understood what was happening. “Zomhbi,” she roared, her voice
cutting through the noise of indruments tuning and the under-tone of conversation, shocking the place to
dlence. She came plunging through the tahles, claws out, mouth stretched in a threat snarl, teeth gligening
inthe lignt from the pseudo torches.

Exintaran for hislife, diving under the arm of a peacer ’bot that came danking into the café.

Most of the crowd in the Tangul faded as the "bot hummed over to Lylunda and clamped his cuff
cdaw around her wrigt. Qatifa patted her cheek. “Gulami, don’t take thiswrong, but | can’t afford to get
hung up.” Then she faded with the rest.

3
Lylunda Elang sat on a couch in the armored peaceplex, curang Exinta and trying not to think about



the headache that was gtting behind her eyes ready to Snk its claws. She rubbed absently at the itchy
place on her wrig where they took blood to make sure what she' d been given. Jaink! I'll be glad when
I'm finally flushed clean of that stuff. | want a full spectrum clear, who knows what that zz blew
into me. Not from this lot either, | wouldn't trust them with a cotton swab. What's holding things
up? | want to get out of here.

The door did open and a nutrient dish with an im-mature Blurddang hummed in. “Des Eld?

Lylunda got carefully to her feet, trying not to jar the lurking headache awake. “I can go?’

“I" you'ollow me?’

She sghed and moved after him.

The elder Blurddang contemplated her for savera moments, then played his fingerlings over the
speaker cube. “The Directors are consderably disturbed by the use of a will suppressant; | am sure you
can undergtland the reasoning behind that, smuggler, so | will not elab-orate. The user has been located
and probed. There was a confederate, a brother, but he left before we could lay hands on him. By the
end of the dium, the user will be wiped and sold to a contract Iabor firm. The Kliu will be informed that
they are not welcome here. We have discussed what to do about you, Lylunda Elang. There was a
suggedtion that since you drew those men here, you should share their fate. The Broker Jngko iKan
spoke for you and convinced the mgority that you are a vdued dient and will continue to be one.”

Too angry and darmed to speak, Lylunda pressed her lips together and tried to ignore the throbbing
in her left temple.

“The will suppressant was a bootleg verson of ¢5 Z juice asit is caled in the vernacular, overage,
with a number of impurities that could cause you some diffi-culty. The medtechs suggest you prepare
yoursdf for severa days bed rest and a bland diet, eschewing dl caffeine and other drugs. The Directors
suggest you do it on board your ship, bound e sewhere.”

“All right. Can | go now?’

“In a moment. The Directors of Marrat’s Market are not banning you; they smply suggest that you
clear up this difficulty before you atempt to return. Have you any questions?’

“No.”

“Your gear has been collected from your room in the ottotel and will be waiting in a transfer pod. A
peacer " bot will escort you to the pod. | am told to inform you thisis a courtesy not a condraint.”
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Migraine auras invading her eyes like flags of crum-pled cellophane shivering in a high wind, Lylunda
brought her ship to what counted as a stop at the Limit, drifting into a dow orbit about Marrat’s sun while
the ottodoc grumbled at her blood and she ran a disnfect over the outer surface of the ship. The crawler
dis-lodged three tags, one obvious and meant to be found, one subtle and one she didn’t understand a
dl that she found only by chance, a shift in the solar wind that jogged the crawler in just the right way.

By the time the do€e' s natifier pinged, she was blind in large areas of her vison field and her head hurt
s0 much that she couldn’t bear to move. She turned and dmaost drowned in the vomit that caught her by
sur-prise as she groped for the dot; she did her am in and waited for the shot she hoped would give her
omere-lif.

Shefdt the ging againg her wrist, a moment later the burn of somach acid in her throat, a shiver in
her knees. She just had time to withdraw her arm before she collgpsed in a hegp on the floor.

When she woke, she knew there was only once place where she could fed safe for the next year.
She had to go home.
3. Worm’sView

“Your jodidda juice din't work. They got Xman, sink-ing dinkies. Almost got me, but | did.”
The ears on the Kliu image curled tight and the est-ing mouth opened to show the tearing teeth. The



spesking mouth rippled asiif the old mae wanted to chew the words, but when the sounds came through
the twit cones, they were mild enough. “The woman re-mains at the Market?’

“The smuggler? When dinkies let her go, she took off. | got an idea where, but | don't say no
jodidda thing, and | don’t go nowheretill you pry Xman loose.”

“That requires consultation. | will get back to you.”

For saverd minutes Worm stared at the glassy blank-ness of the screen, fingers of one hand plucking
a the plas cover on the chair ann. He moved his shoulders findly, straightened his back, and reached for
the flake case.

“Da, Xman got snicked by the dinkies”

The old man glared a him from the snakes tangle of wires and tubes of the Sustainer. “How come
you clean?’

“Way we planned it, | zombi the femme and get out, he fetches her, | hit for the ship and get ready to
go. When that don’t come off, he hits out for me anyway, but he don't make it. | see peacer ’bots globe
him and they got one jodiddan huge shaker with *em, wouldda dusted me good if I'd tried snatching 'im.
| cut out but stay in system, get through to Sniff Herk and he tels me that the dinkies, they read Xman's
head, blew it clean and laid a contract on him. And they got a pickup for me, so | can't go back. | get on
to the scivs, tdl o’ jodface he gonna buy Xmean out or | don’'t go nowhere. They don’'t come through,
you better send Dogboy and Trish to seeiif they can lever im out.”

“You shoot y' mouth too fast, boy. Y ou gonna have some backin’ down to do if scivs set their claws
and won't move. They dill got Mort, so they got us by the cojos. You gotta get that femme, so we hold
vaue for the trade. When they lookin’ & her mesat 'n dl, they know they gotta do a ded.”

“Sorry, Da. | was s0 burned they give Xman junk juice, | din't think. Da, cdl light's on, | gotta go.”

“Since our investigations indicated that it was in-deed afailure of the drug that led to the capture, we
will extract your brother from his current sStuation. We will place him with your other brother to wait a
suc-cessful outcome of this business.”

The screen blanked.

Worm swore and reestablished the link with his father to let him know about this turn in their
collective fate.

4. Pillory is Not a Nice Place

1

When the Rillory shuttle landed, Shadith stood, the ser-vomotors of the exo doing most of the work
and the musde braces dhifing to optimize ther redtraints. She sagged everywhere—which was
disconcerting because she had thought she was in fairly good shape. And Dighby was right about the Kliu
trying to template her; she could fed the exo's defenses powering up as probes licked a them. The
interference waves gave her alow-leve headache that was like an itch insde her skull.

The shuttle was the one the Kliu used to transport prisoners. The seats were fitted with massive
redraints, there were ominous apertures with meta snouts in them, the unpainted walls were scratched
and dull, marked with stains she didn’t want to think abouit.

She tapped dive the robot mule, clicked dong be-hind it to the exit and stood waiting for the lock to
cy-cle open, wondering as she waited if transporting her in this thing was a deliberate inault. 1t seemed
likdy. Well, Shadow, take it as a warning and let Autumn Rose be your model. Cool is it. Losing
your temper isn't an option.

She wrinkled her nose as the dide chunked back, ex-posing a battered wooden ramp shoved up
agand the shuttle. The ar amelled like the backside of dl the Star Streets she' d ever walked through.

She let the mule haul her gear outside, then followed it down the ramp, happier with the exo as it
settled into the performance mode it was made for. A juvenile Kliu was waiting at the foot of the ramp, a



crocodilian cen-taur, his 9x stubby legs dirring up the noisome dust of the enclosure, the lips of his egting
mouth dicking to-gether with disgust and disgruntlement. His ears were rolled tight—which was another
dgn of discourtesy if the—diplo guide Digby had secured for her was accu-rate. He was dgnding that
nothing she said had—enough worth for him to bother giving her mOre than the most margind attention.

He swung his body around and marched away as soon as she reached the end of the ramp, his
clawed feet going ssomp stomp crunch crunch creak creak, the thick arms swinging, hands closed into
figs Dighy said they squealed as if he were chewing on their soft parts when he insisted his agent
look over the scene herself. He had to threaten to give back the advance three times before they
capitulated. It was obvious they grudged every second of her presence on planet. Their suspicions
weren't all that unjustified either, consider-ing Digby's instructions about remembering and
re-porting everything she saw.

With the mule humming beside her and the exo doing its job, cradling and supporting her and
pow-ering her wak, she followed her escort through a series of dingy, badly lit corridors. Empty
corridors. Servant stairs. So | won't offend their delicate eyes with my alien verminhood.

Muttering in his gutturd Kliubre, the guide plunged ahead, tumning corners until Shadith was dizzy with
the circles she was being led in; findly, though, he dowed, dapped at something on the broad bet where
his horny torso joined the horizontd portion of his body. The thing let out a blat like a hungry tantser calf
and re-peated the blat at fifteen-second intervas as he went sumping down a broader corridor.

Shadith followed, her annoyance increasing. She didn't think much of being treated like the carrier of
multiple plagues.

Her guide waved a a door, shut off the blatter, and settled into the Kliu equivalent of parade rest.
She exoed past him, the meta sponge pads of her soles dinking and scraping againg the metacrete floor,
the "hot mule humming beside her.

The Kliu subadminigrator inspected her in heavy s-lence. His spesking mouth made a few
preliminary twitches, the sound that came out was a mugcd tenor that made her want to giggle a the
absurd contrast with that mass of muscle and armored skin. “We have few fadlities for gin in the Idand
Chains”

Sin, shethought. Small itchy pests that infest the anal glands. That's not what the book says,
but it's what you mean. | can see you sniggering with your peers at how you've got over on those
stinking aliens.

“The prisoners we get here are a dangerous, desper-ate lot,” he sad. “Lifers dl of them. Many of
them are palitical with very little concern for the lives of those who do not share their particular beliefs or
belong to their genetic group.”

Takes one to know one.

“You mugt understand, we do not guard the prison-ers. We guard the world. Those who refuse the
work we offer are provided with materias and tools so they can build their own shdlters, and with
adapted seedstock so they can raise their own food. We have a series of satellites watching them to stop
any activities we consder dangerous to us and we do occasond ground checks for various reasons.
Otherwise we leave them done It will be difficult, if not impossble to protect you in these
circumstances”

Bite your tongue, Shadow. You don t want to tell ol’ crocface he lies in his fangs. That's not
tactful. “Come now, Exdted Cheba, I'm sure you don't mean that the idand where you harvest the
crysasis unguarded.”

His ears crumpled, the edges rdling inward, and afilm dulled his large black eyes, nocturnd eyes,
unused to strong sunlight. “Thet is another difficulty, Desy’ Searcher. The exact location of the idand and
the Tadav beasts is a security matter. You're a pilot, a view of the night sky, even a strange sky, would
yidd aufficent data for you to work out the idand's loca-tion.”

Shadith blinked at him; she found that degree of id-iocy in a subadminidtrator rather hard to swalow.
“It may have been a secret before now,” she said as mildly as she could, “but it has certainly logt that
datus with the departure of the thief. Right? In any case, | need to study everything the thief Ieft behind,



and of course, the physicd requirements of a Tadlav array. That last will set important parameters to the
search for the world where they were taken. I'm sure you understand thet.”

“You'll need living quarters. Thet will take time to arrange.”

“| assume you have a new xencbiologist in place by now. Is that person Kliu?’

“TheKliu do not concern themsdves with such mat-ters.”

Why was 1 so sure what your answer would be? Halt/ “Ancther prisoner? Or have you gone
outsde thistime?’

“It is not necessary for you to know that.”

“In any case, you will have set up accommodeations for this person and his aides. It should not be
difficult to find a spare room for mein thet fadlity. Especidly snce you've known | was coming for over
amonth standard. And that | was femae—if that isto be your next objection.”

She read his burgt of anger with no difficulty, the overtones of petulance and distaste. Her exoed
hands clasped in her 1ap, she waited with siff patience for him to redize that qdling to the point of forcing
her to walk out on him would win him nothing but a rep-rimand from his superiors.

He ignored her lagt response as if she hadn’t spoken, tapped a sensor with the longest of his eight
fingers When her erswhile guide shuffled in, he flung a spate of Kliubre a him in the expectation that
Shadith wouldn't understland what he was saying. She ligened carefully. A lot of curang and nasty
epithets, but bas-icdly he was doing what should have dready been done, ordering a flier and pilot to
take her to Glin Paran which was gpparently the name of the idand in question.
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The dot in a semicolon of idands tralling across one of Rillory’s southern seas, Glin Paran was a
whed with a lake at the hub and a high jagged rim around the pe-riphery. It was a big idand, dmogt a
subcontinent.

Shadith suppressed a 9gh as the flier dipped from the—scatter of clouds and fought the choppy
winds, the trip had been as rough as the Kliu pilot could make it and Fillory cooperated with his mdice
by throwing sorm after sorm at them. Despite the support of the exo, she was battered and exhausted;
some of her bruises ft asif they went to the bone.

TheKliu dammed the flier down, waited only long enough for Shadith, the "bot mule, and her sullen
guard to disembark, then he shot away, vanishing into those clouds they’ d left such a short time before.

Shadith glanced at the guard, but he had his eyes nearly shut againgt what was for him the glare of the
aun, though the reddish light was more like a cloudy twilight to her. He was radiaing stubbornness and
re-vulson and his speaking mouth was pressed shut with such determination that she didn’t bother saying
any-thing to him. She looked around.

They were sanding on a gritty landing pad, wind whipping debris againg ther legs and into ther
faces. On every dde there were tangles of sguat trees. Severd stands of reeds tdler than the trees grew
out of the warter, a cross between rules and bamboo with short stubby leaves like knife blades, tough
enough to stab with. Each reed was different from its neighbor in color and configuration, a red like dried
blood, a green so dark it was amog black, fire orange, a deep sap-phire blue, plus blends and shades of
dl these colors, mattling and stripes, afew had feathery sprays of seed pods burding from ther tops.

In the open spaces between the tree dumps there were patches of low brush with brown,
dead-looking leaves dinging to branches that were as crooked and knotty as arthritic fingers.

The xeno settlement was Sted a short distance into the lake with only a spidery catwalk joining it to
the bank. The buildings were constructed from those reeds and took some getting used to because
whoever super-vised the condruction seemed to have been colorblind. Apart from that, though, they
were smple boxes with peaked roofs made from the leaves of the reed, overlgpping like shingles. The
area Where the catwak reached the bank had been cleared though she could see new sprouts just
bresking the surface of the water; gpparently the reeds had to be cut back agan and agan. She
wondered about the catwalk and why the Kliu had gone to so much inconvenience with their building. It
seemed to suggest thet the Tadav arrays were hodile and dangerous. If not them, then some other
predator flourished here. Which made the guard rather more useful than she'd supposed. Or maybe it



was Smply because they didn’t want to harm the juve-nile body parts of the Taalav.

Reasoning without data was a Sngularly futile pro-cess, so she gave it up and followed the guard
toward the settlement.

A manin an exo stood on the platform at the end of the catwalk. He had a shaggy black beard and
heavy eyebrows, so his face seemed moslly har. Despite that there was something familiar about that
face. She didn't know him, but she'd seen his phot recently. Ambea? Universty?

She tapped the mule with her toe, sent it humming onto the narrow walk, followed it. Hafway across,
she remembered when and where she’ d seen him and nearly misstepped off the edge.

It was a big scandd around the middle of her firg year a Universty. His picture was everywhere.
Sak-lavaya. That was his name. He'd been skimniing and sling exotics from expedition stocks—which
would have been bad enough, but he had the misfortune to be caught pinching off genetic materid from
the rarer of the dien sentients he had access to and sling these interegting bits to one of the Gray
Market meatfams. The uproar when this was discovered nearly destroyed the Xeno School. The
Regents Board fined him dl his voting stock and convinced Helvetia to freeze his accounts; then they
barred him from ever returning to Universty or usng University services. If he was here as a reault of
some further predations and not just hired, she suspected the Kliu had better keep a close eye on their
cydas.

She'd gotten to watch his hearing. Her friend Adan was a member of the Xeno Department and
went every day to glare her fury a this man who'd polluted every-thing she believed in. Shadith was't
afraid he' d recog-nize her. She was in the Music School and the various Departments of University were
Hf contained units

She stopped in front of him. “You are?” ’

“Vannar. | run this place. What'n pyag you think you're going to learn here? The last xenobi is long
gone and I've got his rooms. There' s nothing there.”

“Degy’ Vannar. If you'll show me where I'll stay while I’'m making my investigation, | can get on with
it and out of your hair.”
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“That'sdl?" She looked at the smdl stack of printed readouts. “I asked for every offworld contact
for the past three years. | was very careful to specify that pro-prietary data could be privacy blanked, but
| wanted the contacts and context.”

Vannar shrugged. “Don't ask me. None of my doing, | passed on the request as you framed it. You
should have taken care of that while you were dill at Base. If you don't mind, | have work | need to do.”
He saun-tered out of the room.

Shadith wrinkled her nose. One of the drawbacks at having a touch of empathic intake, you had to
endure S-lent snickers like that one. She had to concede, though, that Seklavaya/Vannar was right.
There wasn't much here. It was as if they fumigated the place once the former xenobi took off with the
aray. As she leafed through the skimpy pile of printouts, she grinned at the thought of a gigantic vacuum
hose chasang down fugi-tive glyphs and sucking them up.

She noted the business entities addressed, but didn’t expect them to lead anywhere. Digby's right,
she thought, we're strictly backup and will only get left-overs and things the Kliu consider last
hopers.

She leaned back when she was finished and stared a the wal. All the aides had been changed, there
was not a gngle individud left who'd worked with the old xenobi. He must have had some rep outside
Fillory, if they were tha rductant even to name the man. She'd requested interviews with the prisoners
involved, but was told they were not avallable. Dead or gaga, she thought. Probed to their backteeth,
and not daintily. Hmp. Svells like this is a lost cause gambit. I'm on my own, Digby said. 1
thought it was a compliment then. Right now 1 suspect what that mainly means is you don’'t get
no support no way, Shadow. Ah splal 1 hate letting these fugheads win. Well, there's no point in
putting this off. One more step, then | pack it in. We go out and take a look at an array on site
tomorrow. No more stalling out of oI’ Saklavaya. If | have to call the boss and put a rocket under



histail . .. Shegiggled at the thought of the subadministrator’s double gape a fireworks popping in his
and orifice. Give him a new appreciation of srin.

4

The creepler was an Todd vehide with sx aticulated legs on each dde, each leg moving
independently, lift-ing and setting a broad foot down with dow care, guided by a thick array of visud
sensors so it wouldn't step on any of the juvenile forms. It followed a preprogrammed path with dl the
dacrity of an arthritic land tortoise.

TheKliu guard propped himsdf into the arrange-ment that Kliu used as chairs, a complicated mix of
bellybands and stout rods. Shadith rode in the reed chair that had belonged to the former xenobi, an
unpadded contraption that ground againgt her exo straps.

The area near the lakeshore was farly deserted, but after the creepier picked itsway through a stand
of low, broad trees, climbed up ahill covered with grass tdl enough to brush its frame, grass that looked
capa-ble of stabhing through solid wood, she saw a grove of taler trees, widdy scattered, with dumps of
vines growing about dryland reeds. Under those trees a score of odd creatures moved in aloose herd. ’

“Red Riding Hood,” she said doud, remembering a child's tale from a world she vidted in her firg
incar-nation.

The bodies of adult Gestdts looked gpproximately like mottled green and black grasshoppers the
gze of a large dog, long insectile legs bending through a sharp angle, Sx knees raised above the
carapace. A flexible nose tube brushed dong the ground, sucking up bits and pieces of plant Suff. There
were two eyepits on the subsidiary head at the base of the nose tube, but these had either grown over or
like a viper's pits col-lected hest rather than light. Above the firsd set of shoulders the chitinous materia
that covered the body turned a bright cherry red and rose into a sort of hood with the main head of the
Geddt tucked into the hol-low of the open front. This head was round and soft, with huge dark green
eyes, adoughy greenish tint to the skin; it had a button nose and a handsome, maobile mouth. There was a
fringe of tentacles around the body head, their skin sharing its consistency and color.

These tentacles were in constant movement like a nest of snakes; she watched their movements for a
short while, decided that they might be sense organs as wdl as graspers.

Under the feet of the adultsin this array dozens of tiny body replicas were skittering around, whiling
and making amdl chuckling sounds, chasng each other, playing with a chearful intengty that brought a
amile to Shadith’s face. Tiny blobs pulled themsdves dong by nests of tentacles growing beneeth their
rudi-mentary chins, these were the infant heads. There were fugitive movements in the litter of grass and
old leaves, but she never got a good look at any of these bits of the array.

The adults were hosng up seeds and insects from the ground, nuzzing at the trees, and poking
among the leaves of the vines She watched one of them fool-ing about a bush for severd minutes, the
neck tentacles busy about something. It was only when the Tadav moved on that she saw it had been
tying stray canes to smdler reeds it had thrugt into the ground.

All this while the adults were dlent, going about their activities as if they were aone, though they
sneaked glances at the creepier as they moved about.

The largest Tadlav moved closer, scuttling Sdeways on those long, bent, tippy-toe legs. It stopped a
body length away and stared at her, ignoring the Kliu dmogt as if it considered the guard a part of the
meachine

It started meking noises. Excited noises. Exchanging noises with the other Tadlavs as they gathered
around. Noises that blending into song, complex and lovely music.

Sudden pain jagged behind her eyes; intendfied by the itch from the digtorters in the exo.

Shadith clutched & the chair as she sought to make sense of what was hgppening. The trandator
didn't work on animd sounds, only on organized speech. And that meant the Tadav were not animas,
they were sen-tient beings.

The more they chattered, the worse her head fdt. This langue had to be a mass of peculiaities
because she' d never fdt the trandator labor so hard. I’ ve got to get out of here. Now

She dapped at the controller, got the creepier mov-ing once more on its programmed path, this time



turn-ing round to head back to the lake.
As soon as the machine began moving, the Tadavs .backed cautioudy away, then stood watching as
the creepier picked its careful way up the dope and into the trees.
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She lay in semidarkness, a damp compress spread across her eyes and dripping into her pillow.
Despite the exo’s support, the days she'd spent on this world kept layering exhaustion on exhaustion so
eveninthe best of circumstances, thinking would have been diffi-cult. Now she had a mord dilemma to
complicate matters.

If the nu didn't know the Tedav Gedtdts werein-tdligent beings rather than beasts, they had to
suspect it. So if she piped up like a good little phenom with her discovery, the least she could expect was
a sudden ac-cident that would leave her a grease spot on some mountain between here and Base. No
wonder they wanted to erase dl instances of the Tadlav outside their control. Discovery of the Gestat's
intelligence would complicate their lives enormoudy. And it wouldn't help the Tadav dl that much ather.
Indinct said thisis davery and it has to stop. Indinct was an ass.

Even if she managed to get them taken from the Kliu, how long would they last without an equaly
powerful protector? Protector? Call it what it was. Exploiter. Once they're discovered, they're
going to be exploited. The only big weapon that small people have is Helvetia’s adamant stance
against davery. Getting that evoked would take a whole lot of proof not just her word.

There were afew comforting things she'd noticed. They seemed hedthy enough, and the abundance
of thetiny body forms meant that reproduction was continu-ing. She'd fdt no rage or fear or frustration
from that lot. And loathsome exploiters as the Kliu were, they were o protection as long as the Tadav
kept produc-ing therr crystas.

WAl Dighby, | think I’ve just quit. 1 can't do this, but | can’t not do it either. Can't take your
pay and work against you. Can't let the Taalav array be mur-dered. Because that’'s what it would
be. Howdo I I.

hmmm . . . I’'m going to keep working to find that smuggler and hope | get to him before the
Kliu. 1 wouldn’'t put it past them to use a planet cracker on the place just to make sure they
eradicated the array. Can't leave them with that thief either. HE's no better than the Kliu . . . get
them away . . . take them some-where . . . they Il need looking after for a while. . . Sar! What do |
do with them? | have to think . . . hunk! Maybe I'd just better ask them what they want. If my
head ever settles down. . . .

The decison made, tenson drained from her; her breathing dowed and she dept.

She sat in the chair on the creepier, ligening to the Tadlav chatter their symphonies and growing
fonder of the odd, ugly creatures as the hours dipped past. They were as playful as otters, and they
punned relentlesdy in a langue that was a gift to wit-snappers and pers-fleurs. She nearly fdl out of the
char in her efforts to difle laughter when they threw quips back and forth describing the Kliu guard,
especidly when they were speculaing about his sexud involvement with the creepier.

She sobered rgpidly as the implications of that came clear. This new xenobi might be sudying the
Tadav, but the Gestats were dudying them back with an equd intengty and making some amazingly
accurate deduc-tions despite their isolation here.

They were more serious about her.

It took a while, gethering hints from the flow of their speech, to understand why. Ther eyes were
vary good; they saw finer detal in the reddish twilight that was Rillory’s high noon than a hawk hunting in
the brilliant light of a yelower sun. And they were clever at pat-terns, not just with words. They noted the
basic ami-larities between her and someone else. They wondered if Shadith and this other woman were
a separate spe-cies from the men in the lake place. They didn't say men and women, of course, but
talked about the dia-mond-shaped ones with the double-lumped high front and the wedge-shaped ones
with the angle smdler lump at the crotch.



They grumbled a her, wanting her to stand up so they could get a further comparison of heights.
They speculated on the reason for the different skin colors of these two-bump people.

She glanced a the guard. He wasn't technically deeping on the job, but he'd let his body dump
down on his support limbs and his secondary lids had did across his eyes. She felt at him and came up
with a sense of relaxation so deep he couldn’'t be aware of much going on around him.

Sill listening to him, she got carefully to her feet and walked to the lowering platform of the creepler.

They were excited about that, alittle wary, but dill not afraid even when the descent of the platform
was finished and she stepped off of it.

She walked toward them, stopping when ther ner-vousness increased sharply, then stood where she
was and used the motors to help her stretch her arms out straight from her shoulders.

When she didn't move, they edged closer, the big-gest one taking the lead. It lifted its nose tube,
hesi-tated, then brought it closer and closer to her, until it was findly nuzzing at her dothing and the metd
skel-eton of the exo.

Gentle touches. Tickling her. Getting very persona at times.

She twitched away, giggled—which they found fascinating so they repeated the touches. She
lowered her arms dowly so she wouldn't frighten them, moved the nose tubes away, then licked her lips
and attempted a crude version of their langue, akind of pidgin whidle talk.

Greet you tied to the land
I, Snger No-harm offered wanted
Thisone who stands here

They were enormoudy excited by this. It was the firg time anyone had ever attempted to tak to
them. They hurled a whole symphony of questions at her, not giving her a second’s opening to respond
until the big-gest one swung its armored tail about and made some peremptory dicking sounds.

When there was slence, it eased its head from under the hood, raised it on a thin muscular neck until
the round naked head was dmog levd with hers; it stared a her for severd moments. Then it spoke
dowly, but did not try to mitigate the complexity of what it said, weaving the tones and undertones into a
song. Though what Shadith heard the Tadav saying was smple enough when dripped of the
qudifications and multi-ple meanings, it was aso a great beauty that pierced her through and through.

The Tadav sad:

wheredo stilter creep (our)
how do (the being that walk the

you are) dumsly
what are stranger invade this
space and hear us
topological landscape and bespeak us
stone/plant/we life and know what others

donot

Included in the question were asides that mentioned her coloring, her Sze and shape, the features that
were like the Tadlav and those that were radicaly different, the feetures (fewer) that she shared with the
Kliu, her amell, her strange attempts at truespeak and other things that were too subtle even for that most
subtle of instruments, the trandator she' d inherited from Aleytys.

As she contemplated her answer, knowing it would be so crude that she’'d better not try anything but
the Implest response, she glanced at the guard and was startled to see two of the smdler Tadav sanding
close to him, making soft steady humming sounds; then one of them flipped its long tall forward and
inserted the thorny tip between two folds of the Kliu's skin. Amaz-ing. They’d somehow understood that
ghe didn’'t want the Kliu aware of what was happening.



She sang/whigtled:

Thisperson | am that you are touching need
curiosty

Maker of songs called Shadow am | being here
liking you

The Gedtalts chattered among themselves, sorting out to their satisfaction exactly whet she meant by
each nuance of sound, some of their conclusions making her grin, though she didn't try to correct them.

There was a tickling around her ankles. She looked down. Severd of the tiny body forms were
darting to dimb up her legs

She didn’t try form a request, just whistled and pointed.

A few daps of the nose tube by the largest Tadav and the curious infants scuttled away to hover
under the legs of other adults and stared at her with tiny pin-point eyes until she wanted to giggle again.

The Tadav fixed its eyes on her. When it spoke, it had carefully stripped away the harmonics and dl
it asked was, why?

She drew in a breath, sang/whidtled to them:

A part of you adult forms taken away
family juvenileforms the one-bump tilter
plants/land/bugs eggs the two-bump stilter

Her face twigted in a fury of concentration, she told them of her need to find the missng array,
dressing that she wished no harm dther to them or to the others. She tried to impress on them that the
others would be in great danger if she did not find them before those like him—she pointed a the
dreaming Kliu—came across the absent and destroyed them....

this one before you politely
with no call on you asks to save the absent
but adesireto help you urgently

... 0 | ask you to tdl me as much as you can about the two-bump person . . . female smuggler, she
thought, just knowing that is a step up . . . what its colors are, how highiit is ... do they know about
names? she asked the trandator, ah! yes, | see they do. Names as descriptions, so intricately
nuanced they can only be-long to one Gestalt among the many ... did you hear the name she gave
hersdlf, the sound of it?

Ligening with such concentration her head started hurting again, she picked out of the weave of
sound they gave back to her an astonishing amount of datax

There were too many sounds exchanged between the two-bump and the one-bump who studied
them and whom they studied in their turn. Too many to remember. And they had no way ’of
deciding what was name and what was just talk.

The two-bump was wider than Shadith, the bumps were rounder and bigger and it showed brighter
colors than Shadith though it had a carapace very like hers.

The growth on its head was longer and thicker than Shadith’s and a different color, it was a shiny
black and hung dl the way to the bending part of its body; there were two white streaks in the
black, very shiny, too.

It came on aflying thing, broad and fla like the creepier, but far more slent and more subtle.

It argued with the one-bump dilter; the argument made lots of noise, but the other dilters didn’t come
out to see what was happening.

The speaker Tadav_thinks the one-bump fed (un-trandatable and untranscribable noise) to the



oth-ers; this (noise) was the poison the Tadlav collect in their stingsacs. The one-bump had taken
sacs from Tadav in exlier days.

It took the one-bump most of four days to collect two full arrays and shift them on the transport. In
dl thistime, none of the six legs or the other tilt-ers appeared.

By the time this was done, Shadith was sheking with fatigue, sodden with swest ralling down ingde
the exo, soaking the spongy cushions supposed to protect her body from the abrasion of the metd
supports. She took a step toward the creepler, then turned again. She thought a moment, shaped a
question, sang/whidled it to the Tadlav: When | find your others, shdl | bring them home to you?

She expected another cascading consultation, but the large one answered immediatdy.

Maker of Songs if they thrive, let them
be

Shadow plant the spirit/essencein
another place

Two-bump friend let them shape another
home

After she rode the platform up and settled hersdlf in the reed chair, Shadith waiched the Tadav
arrays go spreading out benesth the trees, taking up the lives they’d put down to tak to her. She heard
the Kliu guard’ s bregething start to change and knew he was about to come awake.

She touched the sensor and set the creepier going on the trek back to the lake. A little tact and
some pa-tience and I'm off this stinking world. She amiled a the burp from the Kliu's eating mouth.
Sounds like , crocface there OD’d on (noise); may his gut rebel and his head feel worse than mine.

7

A drone from Digby was waiting for her when she reached the ship, but she didn’t access the data
ingde until she waswel away from Rillory and ’ splitting for Spotchalls.

Digby was sitting behind the desk again, wearing the face she' d seen when he set her to work. “A bit
of information has come into my hands, Shadow, which you might find interesting and perhaps even
useful. Word has come from Marrat’s Market that the Broker Jngko iKan has on offer a Tadav
crystd. Guaranteed genuine and not stolen. Seems clear to methisisthe smug-gler’s payoff and he's
getting his money out of it as fast as possible. | want to remind you of the srictures of this search.
You'reto be invisble to the Kliu. | leaveit to you to figure out how.”

Shadith watched the image dissolve as the message erased itsdf from the ship's memory.
“Complications. So I'm supposed to get past OverSec without Ietting anyone know I'm looking for that
smuggler. Cover? Splal Can't sneak in and disguise won't do it. OverSec took that template of me when
| went into Sunflower Labs. Said it would be erased. Not likdly.

Cover ... cover ... ajob that'll be plausble and get me in without aring the Kliu connection. Lee?
No. If she were hunting something, she'd do it hersdf. Swarda would do, but he and his crew are on a
run out to the Hevardee. Adan's Mama. Yes. She owes me. Doesn't like me dl that much, but she likes
feding ob-ligated even less. | need to tak to her fird, though. Droom. That's another month of traveling
while the trall freezes on me, but with Dighby’s dtrictures ... Shayssl”

Sghing, she called up the destination code of the Hegger Combine and fed them into the router, then
dedlt with the disorientation as the ship phased into the new course and ’ splitted for Droom.



5.1 Forgot What Home WasLike

1

Lylunda crawled from the dudge of the ocean caled the Haundi Zetin, wriggled through the tangle of
bai-fruit vines and into the dump of tal, thin rynzues with their woody braided stems and the dusky black
heat-collector nodules on the spray of branches at the top. Haf an hour ago she' d brought her ship down
through afoaming red light, Ekilore' s sullen fire filtered through an abundance of cloud fleece as the sun
rose above the horizon; they were dry clouds because the rainy season was dill two months off. She'd
settled it in the tangled mass of vines and trees on the largest is-land in a spray of idands that ran pardld
to the coast, covered it with camou cloth and left it with alow-level shidd in place, a smuggler's specidl.

On her feet again, she looked back at Nameless Is-land, only one end of it visble past the tangle of
vines and the droop of the rynzu branches.

They were dl namedess idands. Behilar notion—why bother identifying something so usdess? The
Zed was a soup of poisons infested with edls that were mostly mouth and vast schools of smdl, black
svimmers that could gtrip flesh from bonein seconds.

All of these died when they ate Behilarr flesh, but the Behilarr died as well, ending as vomited chunks
on the ocean floor. She was only hdf Behilarr. She grinned a the thought; maybe she’'d only haf-poison
the fish.

No one went boating for pleasure in the waters round here and svimming was a skill only the very
rich with their pools of filtered water could afford to learn. Her ship would be safe out there until she
came back for it, though she didn’t look forward to the long dangerous swim to reach it.

In the strengthening light of the steamy dawn, she dipped off the impdler harness and lad it on the
ground, unclipped her dita sac, took out the can of cleanser and the packet of blancafilm, and began the
long process of deening and sowing her aegis it and dl the appurtenances that let her come safdy
through the hazards of the ZeOn.

2

By the time she reached the coast road, most of the morning was gone and she wasn't quite so
pleased with hersdf for finding a perfect place to stow her ship. The burlap sack she'd used to concedl
her offworld gear was a hot wet spot on her back, the rough weave rubbing a rash through her blouse
and T-shirt. Smuggler on the brain, she thought. | probably could have parked the ship in the
tie-down at the transfer station and come in legit. And saved myself a lot of trouble. ...

She started waking dong the edge of the unpaved road, aline of dirt beaten hard by the hooves of
cdtle driven from the nearby arranxes, the estates of the Highborn Behilar, to the feed lots and
daughtering houses outside Haundi Zurgile. Zurg. Where she was born. Hutsarte had only been colonized
alittle more than a hundred years ago, and. Behilarr were dow to spend money on things like roads even
though floats did need farly levd ground to operate efficiently.

Dream on, Luna, if you came in legit, your name would be on the list. How long would it take
a hired snoop to find you then?

Her ankle turned as her foot dipped into a rut. Arms waving, she found her balance again but winced
as she took the next step. “Jaink! | think | sprained the thing.”

She settled hersdf on adump of irratzy, the curly leaves and rubbery stems of the fern grass poking
a her through the cloth of the long skirt she'd pulled over the underpants she'd worn benegath the aegis
auit. The road curved here and a stand of prickle pipes with their twining side growths and spongy foliage
blocked the wind and the fine white dust that wind blew like heat clouds dong the ruts.

For several moments she just sat, pulling her knees up, folding her arms on them, resting her head on
her arms while she wondered if this homecoming business was worth the pain it was going to bring her.
Then she dghed, turned back the hem of her skirt, and prodded at the ankle. She was wearing
low-heded boots she didn't want to take off because she'd never get them back on again. With



gingworms, pincer mites, and the other amdl biters that Hutsarte grew in the millions, waking barefoot
was't agood idea

Barefoot. Every summer when she was a subteen she'd spent alot of timeinalocd dinic, waiting for
apurge to expd one parasite or another from her sysem. Jaink only knew what passengers she was
picking up right now, just by gtting on this patch of fern grass.

She pulled the skirt down and tucked her feet under her when she heard the hum of afloat, the fird in
sev-era hours. It was a hiccuping hum, asif the lifters were ready to scatter ther parts to the, four winds.
When it came round the stand of prickle pipes, she saw a smdl battered vehicle that looked old enough
to be one of the firstdowns. The driver matched it, his face a mask of wrinkles, his, dan sgn so faded she
couldn’t read it. He was one of those rambling peddlers who moved from arranx to arranx, sdling items
and occa-sionaly buying handwork to resdl in Zurg.

He saw her and brought the juddering float to a gentle stop, twisted his body around, and cdled
back, “ Shouldna gt there, neska. Some mean biters wud soon be chewing your sweet little poto. What's
wrong? Y ou not feding good?’

“Givemy ankle aturn, jun.”

“You aming for Zurg? Hoy! twanghead question that. Where dse would you be going? Want a
ride?” He grinned a her, showing a good st of ydlow fangs. “Got dl my teeth ill, but | don’t bite”

She pushed onto her feet, winced at the twinge in her ankle, bent, and picked up the gunny sack.
“‘Preciate it, jun,” she said and limped around to the rider’s side.

“You makeit dl right?’

“Give me a minute” She tossed the sack into the cargo bin, pulled hersdf up, and settled onto the
grubby seet. “Drop me at the I1zar Gate if you don’t mind.”

The old man tapped and pushed and jiggled the con-trols, and after a while the float coughed and
lifted onto its airpad; he started it wheezing forward, then leaned back, one hand on the joystick. “You a
working girl? 1zar, | mean, that’swhy | ask.”

“Nah, jugt vigting kin.” She drew her deeve across her face, grimacing a the smear of mud on the
cloth. “Been gone awhile. Anything | should look out for?”

“Thought | hadn’t seen you round. Y ou wanna keep your head down. The Ezkop is on a purification
rage, he's got Mazkum and Jazkum in High Zurg wearing out their knees and burning their slks. He's
thresten-ing to harrow the 1zar next in the name of Jaink and Virtue. Ever been through one of those?’

The float whined and labored as it began dimbing the long dope to the top of the gorge where the
River Jostun ran down to join the sea.

Lylunda shivered. “When | was little. My mother was scourged. How likdy are Duk and Dukerri to
d-low that?’

“The Ezkop Garap has the ear of the Dukina and the Mazkum ladies. They don't like it when the
Jazkum go dipping round to Izar to sample the housewares, but they can’t say it. Now they got a chance
to use thair claws. If | had kin in the Izar, I’d dip them away somewhere till the rain sends the Maz and
Jaz out to the hills?

“I'll think about it. Thanks” She wiped her face again, then sat forward tensdy as he took the last
bend around the huge dump of ancient rynzues that marked the end of the bridge over the Jostun. After
fifteen years away, thiswould be her fird Sght of Haundi Zurgile.

The dity was on the far Sde of the gorge where the Jostun ran, risng up the dopes of a dead volcano
whose dark gray summit she could see beyond the rynzues; the higher you lived in Zurg, the classier you
were, the more money and power you controlled. The Izar was on the flat land around the base of the
moun-tain, the folk there bregthing in the ar of the feedlots and daughterhouses as well as the factories
and the hot ar wafted over from the landing fidd a few kilometers off. As, the float hummed and choked
up the approach to the wide bridge, she could see the red tile roofs of the tenements poking over the
whitewashed walls that shut the 1zar away from the rest of the city, beyond them the painted ’crete of the
Low City like the col-ored filling between the layers of a torte, and above dl these the black and gold
citadds of the Jazkum who ruled the place.

Her father lived up there Hill, a Jaz of the Jazkum with a Maz wife and a High Family, al of whom



re—fused to know about her and her mother the whore. Her mother died before she reached her fortieth
year, brought down by a fever that a gray-market antibiotic couldn’'t cope with. The old anger came
back as the float hummed and coughed across the bridge, a fury not diminished by the fifteen years that
hed passed since the day she found her mother cold and dill, her bed stained by her body fluids To get
access to good medicine and good care you.had to be sedled to one of the Seven Clans; brought in by
birth, adoption, or pur-chase; your name writ in the Temple regigter; your body marked as Jank’s own
by the dan sgn tattooed in the center of your brow. Most of the people in the Izar hadn’'t a hope of any
of these things

Lekat—that was what the Behilarr cdled them. Mongrels. A callective name for a heterogeneous
swvarm of entertainers, exiles, and haf-breeds, amix of Cousins from a hundred worlds: thieves, fugitives
from contract labor gangs smuggles and ams deders who'd made esewhere too hot for them;
crewvmen and women o drunk or drugged their ships went on with-out them; embezzlers, dethroned
dictators fleang war crime tribunds; lost souls yearning for something they couldn’t name who ran out of
money before they found whatever it was and others who had reason to cut loose from their former lives,
midits of every kind there was. They were free to come and squat in the | zar, they were free to do those
jobs the Behilarr considered be-neath them, they were dso free to starve, to harbor such diseases as
they brought with them, free to pass them around as far as they would go among the others in the | zar,
free to sed from each other, rape, plunder and kill each other. Free as long as they didn’t discom-mode
the Marked Pure among the Behilar.

Except when the Ezkop, the High Priest of the Tem-ple, or the Sorginz, the Priestess of Groves and
Peaks, except when that holy par fdl into one of thar fren-zies of purification, except for those
harrowing times, the Behilarr tolerated the Lekat and by ther very con-tempt protected them. As they'd
protect her now, once she was logt inthe 1 zar.

The old man stopped before an open arch in the high white wal; black Behilarr glyphs painted above
it spdlled out TZAR. “I’'m not asking questions,” he said. “But don’t forget what | told you.”

She summoned a grin, leaned over, and kissed his lesthery cheek. “And best you disremember me,
my friend. Jaink smile on your and yours.”

3

As she limped dong a narrow cobbled street, the weight of the sack disturbing her balance, making it
difficult to keep weight off her ankle, she looked around with a sense that she'd stepped back in time.
She'd been gone fifteen years, but the greffiti on the wals looked much the same; the names might be
dif-ferent, but she couldn’t remember the old ones anyway.

There was a new cook shop on the second corner—new to her at least—used to be a dressmaker
there. Eskoziaka, that was her name. She made costumes for dancers and working lingerie for the
housagirls.

She hobbled on, noting other changes. Halak the Spice Man was gone, the windows were
whitewashed so she couldn’t see in and some stars and crescent moons were painted on them. Lester the
Knife Man was 4ill there, with Hafmean Ike in his whedbox by the door, looking older than time and
gony as the Mountain, his sharp black eyes missng nothing that went on in the street.

He was the fird to recognize her. “Bo da, if isn't Meerya's girl. What you doing back, ’ska? Should
we expect a plague of space marines any day now?’

“And a good morning to you, Ike. Auntee Zaintze ill with the living?’

He blinked at her a moment, considering the bulging gunny sack and the shabby skirt and blouse. If
she hadn’t been who she was he'd have lied flat out. “In the flesh? Yawp. You wanting something outta
her?

“l owe her a gregting. Old times, you know. And | want to catch up on what's what.” She tapped
her nose, offering a snippet of her own news. “Met a peddler outsde the city, give me aride, he said the
Ezkop and the Sorginz, they’re working up to a harrowing.”

“Peddler, eh? Just yammer or did he look like he knew what he was taking about?’



“Old git. You know what It takes to last that long fiddling the arranxes. Mid city. Canto clan.”

“You know Zitz Alley? Back end by wadl, go up dairs to fird landing, bang loud, she don’'t hear so
good sometimes.”

“Owe you one, Ike.” With aflip of her hand she moved on. After afew paces, she looked back, saw
hm taking earnestly to a skinny dirtyface boy. What a hoot! Me bringing news to Halfman Ike. After
all these years, me!

4

Zitz Alley was the noisome dead-end offshoot she remembered dl too well, rats feeding on garbage,
not bothering to run when they saw her, stench of urine strong enough to riva poison gas, scraps of this
and that rotting into dime after gtting there through four, five, 9x rainy seasons. A narrow path swept
redivey clean led back to aframework of rusing metd that was only a sketch of a sairway.

Lylunda dimbed the ladder, trying not to touch the worn aily rail. Going up wasn't that bad, but she
did her best not to think of coming down again.

The door had a coat of shiny black enamd that had been washed or repainted recently. An iron
knocker was bolted beneath a shuttered dit too narrow for even a child's hand to pass through. When
she banged the knocker hard againg the door, the resulting boom sent her brows up toward her harline
Sted? Looks like dear auntee has prospered since | left. She knocked again.

The shutter did open. “Who's that?’

“Lylunda—Elang. Auntee Zaintze, want to talk to you.” —

“Luna? Quick glitter of an eye a the dit. “Ahh, it is you. Just a minute. This takes some doing, you
know.”

The dide snapped shut. Lylunda heard scribble-scrabble noises muffled through the sted and
stepped back when the heavy dab began swinging open.

“Hurry, child. Jank knows who's watching out there.”

* * %

The hdlway ingde the door was short, narrow, and lined with meta plates. There were a pair of dm
pressamps stuck up on the plates, cading just enough light to let her see the tiny bent figure scuttling
dong ahead of her.

She turned a corner, went through another door into a smdl, bright jewe of a room, clean and filled
with light from a line of amdl windows up near the celing and mirrors everywhere that caught the light
and passed it about.

“l was just about to make some tea. You used to like Auntee Ziz's tea. I've got some of those
macaroons baked fresh today, from Olcin the Baker, you remember him? He's been doing wel enough,
he s thinking of sponsoring his youngest daughter, the pretty one, into Canto clan, she's dassic Behilar,
even more than you, luv. Got white wingsin her hair and a profile pure as a coin. He's got some families
interested and there' re those in the Izar who'd be willing to add to the dower. Just put that ... urn ... sack
down anywhere, I've got atiny little fresher if you'd like to wash off the dust.”

Lylunda bit into the crigoy macaroon and sghed with pleasure. When her mouth was clear, she sad,
“No oneintwenty star systems bakes like Okin.”

Zantze amiled and refilled the two ddicate china cups. “Which brings up a point, Luna. You got out.
Why'd you come back? Y ou in trouble?’

“Let’sjust say | annoyed some folk and | need some time to coal off.”

“Law trouble?’

“No warrants out, Auntee Zi. Hired noses doing the looking. Private thing.”

“Going to follow you here?’

“Depends. | don't do alot of talking about where |

come from, but there are sniffers who might figure it out.”

“Was what you did worth it?’



“Oh, yes. I'm not hurting for the coin, Auntee Zi. | just needed a place where | could watch my

“Good. I'd hate to see Meerya s daughter hopping from fire to fire for nothing. Taking about watch
your back....” She broke off, frowned at Lylunda.

“Yah, | figured ways haven't changed dl that much since | left. Who do | see for protection and how
much will it cost?’

“You remember Grinder Jiraba?’

“Big kid, a year older than me. Had girls for every day of the month and two for JankEve” She
didn't say that she' d been one of those girls, usng sex with Grinder to keep the others off her, though she
sus-pected Zaintze knew it wel enough. “And he was alot smarter than mogt rip-and-runners.”

“That’s him. Hasn't changed hisways ether when it comes to women, so if you don't want to play,
let him know up front. What it is, about five years ago, he Went head-to-head with Pouska, | know you
remember him. They say Pouska s poisoning Haundi Zetin's fish these days. No one knows anything for
sure except he's not around any more and Grinder’'s running the Tzar.” She dipped a dice of ranja fruit
onto Lylunda s plate and set another macaroon beside it. “Protection won't be cheap, but it's good. And
itll cover Star Street. Ffty zilars a week.” She made a deprecating gesture with one thin, bony hand.
“You count as an outsider, Luna, can’t do anything about that. “Hundred zilars bonus pay if he has to off
anose tha gets too pushy and won't take no. Ffty zilars bonus for a dis-courager.”

“You'reright it's expensve. Could be worse, | sup-pose. He have a credit comm?’

“What do you think?’

“| think he does.”

“Good to see you haven't lost your edge. Account on Helvetia, en? Not just brag, then.”

“Trapped account with a dead drop, Auntee Zi. You and Mum taught me to keep my cash away
from sticky fingers”

“Graifying to see something we skid findly sank in” Zantze grinned and tapped the back of
Lylunda's hand. “Another lesson. We'd best find you some work. Don't want the blood lice thinking
you're alady of lei-sure”

“l don’t know how long I’'m going to be here.”

“More than a month?’

“Yah. Maybe as much as a year. Depends on if things start hotting up.”

“A year? Oo-ee, child. That is some mad you con-jured.”

Lylunda shrugged.

“Hm. Y ou went for to be a pilot. Make it?’

“Yah. Why?’

“Was thinking. Grinder might est the—protection fee for afavor or two.”

“I won't work on my back, not now, not ever.”

“Not that kind of favor. Grinder’s been bringing in Stuff, tapping into the Star Street kephalos to dide
the goods past Behilarr eyes, but the keyboarder was a graghead and ODed |last month.”

“Weagpons?’

“We re not that stupid, Luna " Tronics and medi-cas.”

We, Lylunda thought. | begin to see the back-behind of all these pretties. “I've done this before
and no brag, judt truth, I'm rather good at it. Set up the meet and we'll see how it goes. But he'd better
find someone for me to tran. Make it red clear, Auntee Zi, this isn't a permanent thing. I'm outta here
soon as | think it's safe”

“Grinder’s second son, his name' s Herred, they cdl him Bug, he's near as much a whiz as you were,
Luna But he won't be going anywhere. Some sickness that come off a tradeship when he was just four
killed his Mam and a lot of others and gave him brittle bones. Has to wear an exo dl the time which is
why he got the name Bug. But bright, yah, he's bright. Plays with numbers like some boys play with
knives. He' s halding shop, working the lines Lerdo the Graghead set up, but he's not ready to make
new, though he thinks he is. Better if you handle the tap a while and teach him enough to make sure he
does't dip and blow the whole operation.”



Fun, Lylunda thought. Bug, huh! Like me? If I'd had to deal with me that age, I'd have
strangled me. Ba da, what | have to, 1 can do. It'll save a lot of potheration, having Grinder’s
shadow on me. “I need a room. Somewhere | won't be hasded.”

“l know just the place.”

The room was smdl, but solid—grills on the win-dows, a door with a bar-lock 'and a sheet of
plasted laminated to the insde, up on the third floor of a five-key building. It had a tiny acove with a
hotplate and a miniature oven set into the wadl, and the bed was a narrow cot, hard enough to pound
yans on. There was a coinbath down the hdl and a amdl greengrocers on the ground floor where
vegetables and eggs were ex-pensive but avalable without having to face the dan-gers of the Street,
epecidly after dark.

On her fird day in the new place, Lylunda soaked the ankle and wrapped it'in a pneumabrace, shot it
with pain suppressant, and gave hersdlf a full spectrum kataph to flush out the parasites she'd picked up
on her way into the city.

She dozed for along-time to let the drugs work, then spent the evening planning and revisng plans
until she was tired of tramping dong the same ruts: It wasfull dark out when she woke to a chime that left
her con-fused until she remembered what the concierge had said about the mall warn.

It was a note from Zaintze giving the details of her gppointment tomorrow with Grinder Jraba—and
aong with the note, a parce with dothing the old woman had bought for her. Plus a hefty hill for that
dothing.

She looked it over and grinned. “Cunning old lukie. Wonder how much she padded this”

There were two plain black skirts with narrow bands of embroidery about hems that would hit her
around the ankles, two plain white blouses with high necks and long deeves and two hemmed lengths of
black dlk for folding about her head. She wrinkled her nose a the thought of wearing long deeves and a
demi-turban in the seamy heet that belonged with this time of the year, but Auntee Zi was right. This was
righteous garb, announcing don’t mess with me. There were aso hdf a dozen pairs of slk underpants
and three deeveless un-dershirts. And Zaintze'd got the Sze right. Cunning old |ukie indeed.

She fixed an omdet and sat o