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ToTom.

TheHand of God

Stirsthe hushed and drifting void
Scatters the suns

Beginstime...

Bedtill and ligten

for Her whisper comes

and the whisper tellsyou

Who you are

Whereyou go

Why itis

Intheslence

A thousand shades bregthe their story
A thousand empires build their monuments
A thousand children are born to sorrow
Listen...

Ligten for the whisper



Of time.
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Prologue

Thecity lay barren, emptied of movement and life, with asubtle dust sifting over sculptured stone and
dowly crumbling walls. Above, afew stars gleamed dimly in asky rapidly darkening to deepest purple
and black. In a street near an ancient plaza, near the Stones of the Conquered, near the Temple of the
Resurgent, a childish figure sumbled wearily over the pavestones, her steps hesitant. She no longer
thought of a degtination, but wandered blindly in awaking dream, numbed by loss and confusion. Though
gtill achild, she sensed that stopping would mean the end, an end she only dimly understood but
indinctively feared.

The cooal air of the evening sighed againgt her sengitive skin, bringing its messages from this strange place.
Her dienvision lay deep into the infrared, her heritage from adistant world of deep shadows: inthis
place, the buildings till glowed with the warmth of the faded day, with sounds preternaturdly loud in the
echoing spaces of the city. Thefirst day, after she had lost everyone, she had listened fearfully to every
echo, caught motionlessfor a heart-stopping instant, then propelled to run, her heart thumping frantically.



She had run often during that first day and night, run from the service robots that prowled mindlesdy
through the city, run from afal of stone, from the wind keening through corroded meta in anarrow dley.
But she had grown used to the sounds and now plodded onward, her small boots scuffing on the
Street-stones.

She lifted her head dully as she heard a faint noise from a shadowed acove and dowed, then watched
until the service robot trundled into the street ahead. The machine creaked adong its well-worn path,
obliviousto her asit ingpected for debris, fallen stone, cracked paving. She stopped asit passed in front
of her: asmal machine with faded pands and winking lights. She gestured greeting; it ignored her. She
took a step toward it, but it did not dow nor speed its steady clanking. It could not see her, as nothing
saw her inthisempty city. Defeated, she watched it move off.

| could sit down, the child thought, her mind suffused with hopeless grief. If | wanted to. She watched as
the robot turned into alow doorway across the street; its sound faded into silence, like al the other
sounds of this place.

Three mornings before, she had seen ashimmering multiwinged insect on the edge of the Ship clearing
and had impulsvely chased it into anearby street, leaving the game that occupied the other children. The
adults had not seen her leave, till occupied with adult thingsin nearby buildingsthat little interested her.
As she chased the shiny creature, she had laughed and shouted, inviting it to play. When it spun away out
of sght over atall building, she made her own game of bobbing and spinning, entranced by the room to
run and leap in thiswide place, so different than the narrow corridors of the black-hulled Ship, her home.
The sunlight was intoxicating, warm and al-surrounding; the breeze had teased her rlentlesdy, blowing in
cool and sat-scented from the distant beach beyond the city, tossing her feathery hair into her eyesas
she jumped and ran.

Each dtreet led to another street and then into awide plazalarger than any she had seen, ahundred times
longer than the Ship, ahundred timeswider: never had she seen such space in one place and with dl the
sky above. She had played in the plazafor hours, running up and down stairs, racing around the stone
bases of massive statues that towered over her head, bathed by the warmth of the air and bright sunlight.
Then, tired to happy satiety, she had dept in the shadows of atal serpentine statue that watched vigilantly
over the plazawith the others, its stone fronds stretched out protectively, itsfangs bared in threat against
anyone who would disturb its charge's deep.

Later, asreddish shadows spread into every street and the first stars emerged, she had found her way
back to the Ship clearing—only the Ship was gone. She saw the charred ground where it had stood,
found the depressions from its metd feet, but it was gone. Frantically she looked in other Strets,
widening her circlefar into the night, but she could not find the Ship anywhere.

She had looked and looked for it sSince, wandering aimlessly through the deserted city, numb with the
shock of her loss. Now she was weakening, her legs shaking so hard she could barely stand, and aterror
of that weakness had begun in her mind and spread steadily, darkening memory, ending need. She wiped
her eyes with her deeve, then pushed her fine hair back from her dusty face. If | wanted to it down, |
could, she thought. Her eyes roamed over the reds of the evening, searching. If | wanted to.

It was then, as she stood till in the deep evening, that she heard the music, adelicate chiming aoft on the
breeze, abeckoning sound, a different sound than those that had pursued her from every dark corner and
turn of stone. The sound jangled her senses, an odd jangling, and she waited, holding her breath for it to
stop like dl the other sounds had stopped. But the singing continued, caling to her. Shetook a step
forward and swayed off balance in her weakness, then took another step.

Where?



She stumbled down the street and paused at the intersection, her head turning from sideto sde asshe
sought the direction of the sound. To the l€ft, she thought: through a carved gate at the end of thelong
street, shadowed by the deepening night. She ssumbled forward down the street and rushed into the
garden, crushing thefirgst flowersin her haste, then took greater care, moving deep into the frostflower
glade and its shimmering light.

The frostflowers glittered in fantastic colonnades, afagrie's city touched by the breeze, swayingin
intricate, shimmering patterns. And they sang, their ethereal melody bending and dipping in improbable
arpeggios a the very edges of her hearing. Shetipped her head to listen, asmile on her face, forgetting
her terror, forgetting the loss, as they sang to her in glad welcome. She walked from flower to flower,
talking back to them in alisping mel odic speech, touching each new crystdline blossom to hear its
answer. Her grief eased dill morein ther fascination: their spell grew, binding her round and round in
memories not her own, but memoriesthat did not hurt, did not remind her of her loss ... and replaced.
She smiled, then laughed doud, and the melody swelled in response.

| am Medoret, shetold them all. What is your name? And they sang to her of adistant world, ahome
remembered and |ost, but ever remembered.

She sighed and walked onward, brushing her palms against the glowing blooms. Deep in the glade,
surrounded by athousand singing flowers, shetripped on aclod of soil and sat down with athump,
chortling to hersdf with achild's amusement. The frostflowers nodded gravely and entwined her with their
chiming and shimmering light, lulling her to deep with their whispers. Dream, child.... dream of us....

It was there in the alien garden that the humans found her, adeep in the ancient city of the Targethi, and
took her home with them into captivity.

Chapter One

Medoret leaned her arm on the ledge of her open gpartment window and |ooked out over the city and
the glittering expanse of dark ice beyond the city dome. She sniffed at the warm overcirculated air that
sghed gently againgt her face. The humans had built their smal domed city on awide shelf of volcanic
rock overlooking the great southern ice plain of Epsilon Eridani 111, aplanet they had named Ariadan
after a Sumerian word meaning “river”—though Ariadan had no flowing rivers, only ice. But the old name
had pleased the chief archaeologists, asdl their naming of things pleased them—asif naming captured a
thing and made it human-owned. Humans liked owning things. She felt especially owned today; it was not
afeding that pleased her.

Theair brought amurmur of traffic from the street ten stories below and an array of dien scentsthat had
become long familiar—a clinging dugt, the acidic smell of human flesh, a pleasant touch of roses and
columbine from the gardens severd blocks away, the faint metdlic burning odor from the humans maobile
machines and the deep-buried ventilators that had sustained the city's enclosed environment. During her
ten years among the humans, she had lived on Ariadan in the care of her keepers, safe in the control of
the Targethi Project, far away from the crowded cities of Earth and the possible terrorists who might
seek politica or rdigious catharss by killing Earth'sonly dien child.

There areworse forms of captivity, shetold hersdf, knowing she had limited options even if the humans
alowed her to choose, which they had not.

Her sengtive pupils expanded as she looked away from the brightness of the street below. Beyond the
roofs of the other resdentia buildings, Ariadan's dark ice plains glittered under ablue-black sky, faintly
obscured by the fabric of the dome. Theice plain reminded her of something she could not quite



remember, aproblem that she knew from recent experience would not resolve with hard thought. The
memory teased at her mind, refusing to move beyond avague knowing. She had been too young when
the humans had taken her, and had lost something that was important.

Lost what? she wondered. | don't even know what the right questions are. How can | find the answers?

She sighed and looked at her pale hand resting on the windowslll, its nails more dender talonsthan
fingernalls, itsfingers more jointed and dender than human fingers, mobile and graceful with alanguage of
their own she no longer remembered. A human male might find her face beautiful, and overlook the
differencesin digitsand length of her limbs, the odd fineness of her feethery hair, even overlook her lack
of breasts—though other gpplicable literature implied that could be a potentia problem. What lay
beneath her pae skin, organs and structures and fluids, differed even more markedly from the human
norm, adifference that extended deep into the biochemistry of her cdlls.

Recently Dr. Sieyes, her psychiatrist, had traded pointed articles with an Earth academic about
Medoret's obvious failure to achieve puberty, reacting scornfully to hisrival's theories of an undiagnosed
dietary insufficiency, tri-sex drones as asexud dien variant, even psychologica repression. She looked
down at her flat chest and scowled. Tri-sex drone? she thought irritably. Where had that come from?

Labd: femae. Am 1?In the beginning, the Project had decided she was femae from their anatomical
studies, with explicit pictures of her sexud physical structuresin early articles she had read once and now
avoided. She had an apparent womb, genitals that vaguely resembled human female genitasin structure
and apparent function, gpparent nipples displaced severd inches downward from human positioning,
which had caused frownsbut ... agirl, they decided. And likely she was femae: she had dreamed of her
mother and felt adefinitelink of gender, but how gender arranged itsalf among her people, how children
were engendered and born—she had been achild, uninterested in adult things.

She could name the two proteins that Earth biochemistry did not share with her body, could even sketch
ardiable diagram of their sructure. During those first few weeks, as the Earth survey ship raced
franticaly back to Ariadan and its sophisticated |abs, she had nearly died of starvation and fever, then
had attempted a deliberate death as her young mind retreated into months of catatonia. The humans had
overcome that death, too, wanting both mind and body of the child, not one without the other.

She could recite the formula of the enzyme that had cured the cyclic feversthat later had recurred and
nearly killed her twice, though not even the clever biochemists were quite sure why their miracle drug had
worked. The humanswere clever with their chemicass, clever with many things. Now her dietary
supplementsruled her life, afact shetried to not remember. If the humans withdrew the supplements, she
would die. Sometimes she wondered if she cared.

Stop this, shetold herself.

She had nearly escaped, in the early months, fleeing from her terror into her own dream world, safe from
terror and lostness and pain she pushed away, but they had cgjoled and pressured, touched and
wheedled, punished, rewarded, medicated, caressed, embraced, stripping her of the safe blackness and
its comforting images, imposing their verson of redity. A causefor gratitude, she supposed: asmuch as
sherued it, her surviva had depended on accepting their world eventua ly—though a child could not
understand such things. Her psychologica growth since that time was fully documented in the literature,
the ups and downs, the rebellions, the depressions, the gppearance of joy, theincreasing socia
behavior—all matched against human children, the only anadogue they knew. She supposed she should
be grateful.

But they till watched for the madness, while so obliviousto their own kinds of insanity, the mind chemists



asvigilant to heal asthe biochemists who had worked feverishly in thosefirst few weeks to save her.
Andwhat if | don't wish to be healed? she asked irritably. What if | don't want their reality?

She turned from the window and let her eyes roam over the familiar sights of her bedroom: anarrow bed
with its bright covering, the study desk with its viewer, the wal decorations patterned after Targethi
glyphs. Asachild raised among scientists preoccupied by the Targethi ruinsat 70 Ophiuchi and Cebdral,
she had adopted their fascination with the long-dead Ophiuchi diens, hunting for some sense of
connection in the survey material sent back to Ariadan for study. Project scholars had speculated in
weighty academic papers about her connection to the Targethi, but she had decided there was none. Her
people had come from Outside, from the other edge of Targethi space: her recent dreams hinted at that
and she bdlieved it, but she had not told the humans what she knew. She hid many things the humans did
not suspect; it was the only form of rebellion Ift to her.

The computer screen on her desk blinked steadily for attention, prompting her to return to the study of
Targethi glyphs she had started yesterday, but the thought bored her. Beside the monitor lay the Project's
weekly report form that required her to document her daily physical functionsin intrusive detail—arating
scale of her moods, her sdlf-affirmatory thoughts, her day-to-day well-being, al dressed up in Dr.
Seyess psychojargon and behaviorist measures. She was amarvel: atest anima who could write her
own data reports. She hadn't bothered with the form last week; this week's form remained as empty. Let
them write areport about that, she thought. She turned back to the window.

To afew of the humans, the fact that Medoret could do anything sentient was awonder, much like the
marvel of achimpanzee manipulating Sgn buttonsto his handler's pleased satisfaction. Sometimes shefdt
exactly like ajackanapes performing in acircus, sometimes she despaired of ever finding atrue
connection with anything. She suspected that Dr. Sieyes encouraged that fedling; it increased his contral,
and thus the security of his Project prestige. Conrad Sieyes had built alustrous career from Medoret's
existence, and he guarded its perks assduoudy. Shelooked longingly at the dark ice plain, glittering
beneath the star's, the old memory teasing at her mind.

Where? From where do | know you?

Recently she had begun to dream more often, after years of frequent oblivion in the night. Dreaming of a
dark plain like this one beneath brilliant stars, of an entrancing garden of palid flowersthat changed to
sudden and parayzing terror, of long adventures with the VVison Serpent and the other Maya friends she
had created for her daytime fantasy; and of other faces and forms and potent images that were not
human—shefdt sure of that, and fumbled as best she could in the understanding.

In her dreams, awhite-skinned goddess, naked and pale and unbreasted like hersdlf, knelt gracefully by
apool and poured a stream of starsinto the Void, her arms graceful and strong, her body perfect. A
cloud of drifting dark hair encircled her pae face and shoulders, merging into the dark sky behind her;
her half-closed eyes watched a cascade of stars tumbling from her jar, the dark feathered lashes shading
aluminous darkness. She smiled dightly, lips curving with such grace that Medoret ached for the
luminous eyesto lift, to see the child who watched from a distance.

The image haunted her, somehow replacing emptiness and lossin adark room of her mind with warmth
and peace, a knowing of profound significance that e uded her waking mind. The Goddesswas
important, but why? Once during adream, greatly daring, she had asked the Vision Serpent about the
Star Goddess, but the Serpent had grown angry and refused to answer, finally withdrawing completely
for nights on end. When she returned, the Serpent played at word games, pretending mystery and flipping
her frondsirritably as Medoret persisted, then ending the questions with a savage chase through forest
and glade that had terrified Medoret into better prudence. Sadly, though the thought seemed



incomprehensible, Medoret suspected the Serpent did not know, either.

Strange that her dream friends should be Maya, she thought, but then perhaps not strange at al. It was
the Maya gods who had enticed her from the void she had created for hersdlf, her foster father's lucky
choosing. During her first year with lan Douglas in this human outpost dominated by archaeologidts, she
had been surrounded by histapes and drawings of Mayan and Targethi iconography, so oddly smilar,
and had felt drawn to the images that both ancient peoples, one human, one dien, had carved in stone.
Pleased, 1an had encouraged her interest, happily relieved that he had found something concrete he could
give her after so many months of her listless attention. He had sought out illustrated book-tapes, bought
her prints of the Maya glyphsfor her nursery wals, and sat with her often in those early months, telling
her stories about the pictures she loved.

In histelling, the Jaguar Sun seemed vividly dive, acrafty king caught in the Otherworld dramaof the
Heroic Twins, those demigods of the Mayawho had stolen the visible world from the Underworld and
had given it to Mayakingsto rule. Lady Rainbow, the Moon Goddess, danced with her followersup a
long stone stair beneath the spreading branches of the World Tree, laughing at the Celestia Bird who
scolded her from the Treg's highest branches. In the temple plaza beneath them, Mayaking-priests
dashed themsdves with obsidian knivesin horrible ceremony, evoking the Vision Serpent and her
ecdasy, then warred fiercely on other Maya cities, celebrating their victoriesin intricately carved pandls
that boasted of captives and sacrifice and the kingship of the Morning Star, brother to the Jaguar Sun.

The Maya had lived on the doorstep to Xibalba, the Otherworld, lan told her solemnly in his pedantic
way; perhapsthe Targethi had, too, and so he had made up stories about the Targethi gods, too, telling
of the Cricket God and his beetldlike devotees that chanted solemnly asthey stalked through jungletrails,
celebrating the Hunt. He had showed her holograms of the six great Targethi godsthat stood in the Great
Pazaof Tikd, the Targethi city a Cebara where the humans had found her, naming them one by one
and asking her to recite their names afterward, then coining unlikely stories of their great exploits
borrowed fredy from haf adozen human cultures: Sumer's heroic Gilgamesh, Maglduin of the Cdltic
sess, Vadkyrie and Odin's Doom, the Dream myths of ancient Australia

Sheredized later that he must have spent hours reading about myths, copying them out carefully and
stolidly practicing in secret for that night's story, when he sat by her bed and waved hisarms dramatically,
his hoarse voice risng and falling, invoking the magic of Xibabaand worlds beyond as shelay
wide-eyed, watching him. He had tried so hard, fumbling to find some way to bring her out of the
lethargy that <till gripped her in her deep depression. And he had succeeded, to the Project's dubious
amazement. Later, when shewas older, lan had abruptly given up the nightly stories, making vague
excuses and encouraging her to more sober studies. She suspected that Dr. Sieyes, then newly arrived on
Ariadan, had intervened: the psychiatrist did not approve of fantasy.

And so she had found her comfort afterward in her own solitary play, re-creating lan's heroic
play-crestures to escape the intrusive attention of the humans who studied her, denying the fact of her
captivity and her donenessin endlessimagined adventures, where the Jaguar Sun became afierce and
protective lover, growling and crafty, where the Nine Lords were implacable enemiesto challenge and
outwit, where the Vision Serpent and the Cricket God, the Star Goddess and Lady Rainbow, all joined
in the high drama, while the Mayan kings 18-Rabbit, Ah-Cacaw, and Shield-Jaguar shook their lances
and warred on each other in jungle clearings. She knew them dll, asintimately as she knew thered
humansin Ariadan's real world—and usudly preferred them more, despite their fierceness.

Fantasy—but perhaps fantasy that had saved her sanity in those early years without defenses. And
fantasy that comforted till. She smiled.

| am the Vision Serpent, she thought, coiling her hands over her head gracefully and fluttering her fingers.



| am the Cricket God, she thought next, turning her palmsinward into insectoid prayer. She got up from
her seat and paced in acircle, crouched low in menace. | am the Jaguar Sun, God of Degtiny, the Heroic
Twin who savesthe World. Beware, Nine Lords of Xibaba! | am coming to make your doom. She
paced once morein her short circle, gnashing her teeth ferocioudy asthe dread Gods of the Underworld
trembled and shook in terror, as wasfitting, and then sat cdmly down, Medoret again, pale and thin and
strange among humans, who hadn't got her breasts yet and maybe couldn't. Who ownsredity? The
Mayahad given her many labelsthat pleased her better. She fluttered her fingers again, invoking the
Vision Serpent.

Beware, shewarned Dr. Seyes. When | am loosed into your world, you'll befirst for the dining.

She gtarted guiltily as she heard the hiss of the outer door in the room beyond, then relaxed as she
recognized the muffled footsteps. Boothedl s rang twice on thetile of the hallway, paused as lan sorted
through the fax-mail in the bin, then resumed their measured clatter toward her room. His scent preceded
him: the familiar tang of his cologne, the smdll of hisflesh, the mints he liked to chew, awnhiff of coffee
migt in his hair and eyebrows. His smells, though others owned them, too, but il his. She turned from
the window to face the door, her lips turned upward in welcome.

lan filled the doorframe, his eyes bent on the mail in his square hands, a middle-aged human with too
many pounds of extraflesh and growing wrinklesin hisface. Hisdark hair had begun to gray in recent
years, but his gestures had remained firm, his confidence unaloyed—except in questions about hisdien
fogter-daughter. A respected scientist in his own archaeologica specidty, linguistic analys's, lan Douglas
deferred too much to Dr. Sieyes on that constant other issue, quietly convinced he lacked an essentid as
afather just as he blamed himsdlf for an early failed marriage he rarely discussed. Though she sometimes
fet alack of connection with lan, as she dwaysfdt in dl Stuationsin this human place, she sometimes
wished she could persuade him of afew things. He finished riffling through the mail, then looked up, his
blue eyeslighting. “I never catch you looking out that window,” he pretended to grumble. “Y ou dways
know I'm here.”

“Of course.”
He padded forward into the room. “Y ou've noticed | stopped my experiments of trying to sneak in.”
“Monthsago.”

“Right,” he agreed absently, dismissing the topic, and handed her one of the messages. “Dr. McGill wants
usto cometo her ship party.”

Medoret wrinkled her nose. “I'd rather not.”

He snorted in exasperation. “My dear girl, how can you finish your adolescent socidization if you don't
gotosocid affars?”

“Isthat the god? Socidized?’ she asked, more sharply than she intended. “ Or has Dr. Seyes started
worrying about my socia index again?’ Sheturned her shoulder to him and looked back out the
window.

“I thought you liked Ruth McGill,” he said, sounding confused. “Y ou can talk glyphswith her. She's
interested in your ideas.” Medoret said nothing, not looking a him, and lan shuffled hisfeet. “And Dr.
Sieyesmeanswell, Medoret.” He paused, then cleared histhroat. “I think you should go.”

She hunched her shoulders, knowing he would not giveit up easly. lan loved her in hisown way, but
sometimesit seemed an absentminded love, like areflexive habit: he cared equally—or more—about



other things, and his choice to be her parenta figure had been made by Medoret and others, not sought
by himsdlf. For ten years lan had postponed his own ship assignments on Ophiuchus survey, contenting
himsdlf with the videos and artifacts brought back by others, consulting frequently with Dr. Sieyes about
how to parent an alien child. Hetook hisduty serioudly.

“Y ou should go.”
“lan....”

She had never cdled him “Father,” for dl Dr. Sieyess oily encouragement, stubborn in that adso. lan had
not seemed to mind, had not even inquired why.

He leaned over her and took the flimsy from her hand. “I'll send our acceptance,” he said with a note of
findity, and turned to leave.

“I like Dr. Ruth,” she declared, not looking a him. “1 don't like Dr. Sieyes.”

lan sghed fedingly and left the room. Medoret thumped her fist on the windowsll, then stared at the dark
plain beyond the dome, hoping the fixed attention might bring it into her dreams. lan's scentslingered in
the room for several minutes, distracting her, then blew to vague fragments on the city breeze. She stared
at the plain until her vision sparkled with jagged spots, then blinked tiredly. She buried her facein her
ams.

When she was younger, she could pretend she belonged in this place. Confused, she could pretend lan
was her red father, othersakind uncle or cousin, dl the adults the warmth of welcoming arms she
remembered from the before-time. But maturity now brought insstent dreamsthat denied that redlity, that
digointed her and filled her with an aching loss. Her people could not tolerate outsders well, she
believed, and tried to ignore Dr. Sieyessinsstence that her recent obstinacy was afailing, areproof, an
ingratitude. She chose to be obstinate. She had tried denia, acceptance, cooperation, endurance. But
nothing hed filled the void ingde her for long. Wasnt flexibility asign of intelligence? Why not obstinacy?

He had such clever words, did Dr. Sieyes, and lan trusted him. If she confided in Dr. Sieyes, she knew
from experience, the psychologist would only cluck hisdisapprova and offer adozen other reasonsto
confuse her, then mark his chartsand pull a his chin in ostentatious thought, unaware that she knew how
much he detested her dienness, aprima fear of the Other he probably denied even in his secret thoughts.
The Vison Serpent had told her that about Dr. Sieyes; she believed it. Y et he did not wish her to be
human, for al his cgoling; he had too much of avested stake in her difference, Earth'sone dien child, a
foundation for an dienist's career, much better than mysterious crumbling stone and centuries-dead
civilization. A living trophy could perform, could be truly owned.

Stop this, shetold hersdf. Stop thinking abot it.

Thewarm air riffled her hair, tickling her cheek, and surrounded her with the scents of Ariadan, teesing at
her. From the distance she heard ametallic chiming she could not identify; it reminded her of the
frogtflowers, the last memory untainted by the humans. Her dreams sometimes began in that garden at
Cebdral, surrounded by carved stone and asilent city: she focused on the memory, dlowing it to calm
her.

| wish | could deep, she thought. | wish | could deep forever in that garden, waiting for the Black Ship.
And my mother would walk toward me through the blooms, her face dight, al sternness and despair
erased in her joy, and she would gather me closeto her, glad in the welcoming. The otherswould crowd
around us, happy with her, and together we would go to the Black Ship, our home. | so wish...



It was afamiliar wish. Sheraised her head and stared for several more moments at the dark plain beyond
the dome, then got up to dressfor Dr. McGill's party.

“Good evening, Medoret,” Dr. Ruth McGill said as shetook Medoret's hand, squeezing it warmly. A tiny
dark-haired woman in her early forties, Ruth McGill had ahigh socid index that Medoret envied, one
that easily included diens at any party. She sniffed a Dr. Ruth's flowery perfume, abit overwhelmed by
the heady scent, and caught fainter undersmells of bath powder and scotch. Dr. Ruth's scents, she
thought, her answering smile unforced. In another five years, lan had told her, he expected Dr. McGill
would leave her post as head of Glyphs at Cebarai and become the Ophiuchi Project's overall director.
Medoret hoped so.

“That's a pretty outfit,” Dr. Ruth said. “Red becomesyou.”

“Thank you.”

“Héllo, Ian. Y ou look your usud self. Smart of you to let Medoret outshine you.”
“What?’ 1an asked absently, and then looked sharply at Dr. Ruth down hislong nose.

Dr. McGill laughed and pressed lan's hand, then led them into the apartment foyer. A babble of voices
issued from the room beyond as glasses clinked and Dr. McGill's guests talked a combination of gossip
and shop. On Ariadan, with a population of scientists obsessed with the mystery of the Targethi ruins,
one could go anywhere and overhear voicesin affable argument about glyphs, technic structure, and
xenobiology. Medoret recognized representatives of al the mgjor Cebdral teamsin the room: Metals,
Urban Map, BioSurvey, and Glyphs. She had met afew of Dr. Ruth's guests now and then, seen
fax-photos of several othersin article bios.

For fifteen years, firgt at the smdler Targethi mining outpost a 70 Ophiuchi, thefirst ruins discovered by
the Ariadan probes, and then at the larger ruinsat Cebdral, the scientists of Earth had plunged into the
exploration of an dien culture, thefirst and only dien culture—save Medoret hersdf, of course, indl her
different mysteries. Though the Earth legid ature debated the expense every year, sometimesin rancorous
dispute with the other colony governments who had their own agendas, every year the Project got what it
asked for in ships and support and money, with asuitable smaler largesse for an archaeol ogical
subproject named Medoret Douglas. She and lan lived well, asdid Dr. Sieyes. She glimpsed Dr.
Sieyessportly figurein thefar corner of the next room. He was laughing jovidly with agroup of admiring
friends, gesturing with the drink in hishand as he told his story. She winced and looked back longingly at
the door.

“Comeaong, Medoret,” l1an said.
“YS, Im.”
| hate parties, she thought rebdlioudy.

In the large inner room, severd groups of people gathered in different parts of the room talking, severa
voices aready too loud from acohol. To Medoret's senditive hearing, the noise rose to apainful level, but
shetried to ignore the clamor as she reluctantly followed in lan'sand Dr. McGill'swake. Asaways,
Medoret's presence attracted immediate covert glances: though she looked nearly human, her overly pae
complexion and different bone structure, the odd greenish shade of her eyes, the sheen of her feather-fine
hair, even the way she moved, lan had told her once, were enough to catch attention. Many of the adults
in the room had known her for severd years and the others from video and awide academic literature,
but they till looked, usudly askance and then quickly away. Shetried to ignore that, too, practicing the
vague socid smile that made her look dim-witted. Sometimes when she looked stupid enough, nearly



everyoneleft her done; she wished to be left alone tonight.

| don't want to be socidized, she thought, gritting her teeth. Maybe | could tell that to Dr. Seyesand
give him grist for another paper. Alien child alienated! Right. Learned doctor makes new discovery,
he announced today....

Dr. Sieyesnoticed her and turned to smile unpleasantly, then said something to his group with avague
wavein her direction. Two in the group swiveed to look at her; sheignored them and him.

Dr. McGill took her elbow and guided her to acouch by thewadll, but her choice of socid companion for
Medoret showed too many years away at Cebdrai. The redheaded boy on the couch looked up warily.

“Herés dmmy Sieyes, Medoret,” Dr. McGill said pleasantly. “Why don't you two get some punch from
the table and have agood time?’ She patted Medoret on the shoulder and then turned as the door chime
sounded faintly, announcing another guest. “lan, theré's Dr. Mueller waving at you, wanting to argue.
Why don't you oblige him?’

AsDr. Ruth and lan moved off in different directions, Jmmy stared up a Medoret for along moment,
then put on hisfamiliar mocking haf smile. Sowly relishing the moment, he mouthed hisfavorite taunt.

Freak. Hisgrin widened.

“Mushbrain,” Medoret retorted, glaring back at him. “Why don't you stuff your head inan air
compressor? [t might improve your intelligence.”

“Tut, tut,” Immy said, tipping his head to the Sde, one of hisfather's common gestures. “Isthat anice
thing for an dien freak to say?’

“Y ou should know, being one. Isyour father here?’
“Naturdly. You are. Wherever you are, heis.”
“If you've got jedousy problems” she said brutdly, “ solve them yoursdlf. Don't expect meto help.”

“Oh, tut at that,” Immy cried. “I'll tell Father about that comment. He's sure to drop your social index
way down.” Jmmy stood up and moved closer to her, stopping only when hisface wasinches avay.
“Tut”

Shefet hersdf flush despite hersdlf. Jmmy Sieyes had led the group of children who choseto taunt her in
school, ignoring every lecture from the teachersin his systematic campaign to make her life atorment.
Findly lan had taken her out of school for private tutoring, and even Dr. Sieyes had admitted defeat in
getting the colony children to accept her. But somehow that, too, had become more Medoret'sfailing
than the children's.

Jmmy fluttered his eyel ashes, mocking her, then opened his eyeswide to stare ostentatioudly at her dien
face. IJmmy knew al about her didike for stares, had known it from the beginning with abully'sinfalible
ingincts. She sudied histhin freckled face, her anger risng within her like acold flame.

“Bug off, Jmmy.” Shelooked away.
“Fresk.”

Sheturned back to face him and narrowed her eyes angrily. At this distance, Immy's scent filled her
nostrils, an acrid pool of odor in the odor-laden warm air of the room. The noise of the party rose around



them, assaulting her ears and starting the dow dull throb of a headache.
“Freak,” Immy whispered, drawing out the word in along hiss, taunting her.

Medoret smiled and hit Jmmy squarely in the face, putting strength into her fist. The blow caught Jmmy
totaly off guard and lifted him clean off hisfeet, then bounced him nestly on and off the couch. Jmmy
yelped as he landed hard on the floor, sprawling, and every conversation in the room stopped as all eyes
swiveed in ther direction. Medoret stood ill, smiling down at Jmmy, aslan and Dr. Sieyesarrowed in
from different directions.

“Shehitmel” Jmmy declared to hisfather, his outrage maybe half redl. He fingered his nose gingerly and
winced, then looked up a Medoret in genuine astonishment. Medoret's smile widened with intense
satisfaction.

“Isthistrue, Medoret?’ Dr. Sieyes rumbled.

“Isthistrue, Medoret?’ lan said at dmost the sametime. She turned to lan and smiled up at him, batting
her eyelashes.

“Can| go home now?’ she asked brightly.

Chapter Two

After the predictable uproar and a hasty exit from Dr. Ruth's ship party, Medoret lay in her bed and
listened to the conversation in the outer room. Dr. Sieyes had officioudy accompanied lan and Medoret
home, to “ confer” with lan—making sure everyone at the party knew of hisintention. In someways, Dr.
Sieyes had his own predictability, and he guarded hisrole as Medoret's handler with vigilance. Medoret
relaxed into the mattress comfortably, then put her hands behind her head and watched the shadows on
thecalling.

| am the Jaguar Sun, she thought fiercely. She bared her teeth in atoothy Jaguar smile. Beware.

“She's never been violent before,” Dr. Sieyes said in hushed concern. Medoret quirked her mouth
irritably.

“Jmmy gtarted it,” lan retorted. “He'sadwaysragged her.”
“Who knows who gtarts such conflicts?’ Dr. Sieyes rumbled.

“I do; inthisinstance, so do you.” She heard aclank as lan put his glass down too hard on the divan
table. “ Shel's an adult, Conrad, by our terms and probably by hers, too. It'stime that she took up an adult
life, not this cosseted cottony existence that goes nowhere. | put in my request three months ago; it'stime
you made your recommendation and got on withiit.”

“We cannot risk injury to—"

“Medoret would be useful. Ruth McGill's been asking for her in every Glyphsreport for the past year.
Shewantsto let Medoret look at the glyphs on-site at Cebdral, tell us what she sees.”

Cebalrai? Medoret sat up and looked at the half-open door, her heart pounding.

Dr. Sieyes snorted skepticdly. “It's doubtful that Medoret knows anything more than we do about
Targethi iconography. How can she understand the Cebarai glyphs?’



“She camefrom Cebdra.”

“Shedid not ‘come from Cebara.” We only found her there—and traces of a ship setdown two miles
away. Ddgren's proven conclusively that Medoret is not Targethi. How can she offer anything about their

olyphs?’
“Theory, pure theory.”

“Areyou that eager to get back to thefield, Douglas?” Sieyess voice was snide. “ She'stied you down,
hasn't she? Tired of being foster father?’

“Don't accuse me of that. Ruth wants Medoret on this next survey trip; | agree. So put in your report and
let the subproject committee decide.”

“This unexpected violence.... | don't know.” She could amost see that doleful shaking of the head, the
tugging on thelong chin, the tap of adender index finger—she knew it al so well. Medoret curled her
fingersinto her palms, pressing her nailshard in the flesh.

“Bullshit,” lan snorted. “ Immy asked for it.”

Sieyes shifted tactics, knowing alosing point even when it involved defending his son. For amoment,
Medoret dmost felt sorry for Immy—amogt. “What if she comes down with her fever again?’ Sieyes
asked, gtill amurmur with concern.

“Medoret hasn't had a serious bout of fever for four years—and Survey has excdllent medica support.”
She heard arustle of fabric as lan stood up, then the muffled footsteps as he paced. “Listen, | haven't
been much of afather to her. How would | know that she'd accept only me as parent, just because |
happened to find her in that garden? | don't know how to parent even ahuman child—and your ideas
haven't heped me much.”

“Bascimprinting....”

lan snorted. “Imprinting belongs to ducks, Conrad, not people. Y ou don't know why she wouldn't
accept awoman as parent, so don't pretend to me you do. But now she's not accepting me, ether. | can
seeitin her face, like I'm part of the enemy—and it's getting worse. Does she ever confide in you about
anything? She used to talk to me. | come home now and she's staring out the window, hour after hour,
and she's polite to me.” lan's voice cracked.

“Hmmm ... | didn't know about the garing....”

“Likel sad, bullshit. Get out of your neo-Freudian mind-set and think of her asa person. Let her go with
Dr. Ruth to Cebarai—Iet her out of jail.” Hisvoicerose angrily. “ And if we don't get your concurrence
by tomorrow, Ruth and | and afew otherswill petition the committee for your replacement. Y ou just
squeaked by with the troubles at her school—a predictable problem of group dynamics and you goin
fumble-fingered; then you nearly killed her with your antidepressant drug therapy last year. Y ou can't
cover up everything with bullshit reports, Conrad. The committee sometimes has a brain—so don't think
wedon't.”

There was a pause.
“Yourebluffing,” Seyessaidinawary tone.

“Want to find out? It's easy.”



Medoret held her breath for several moments, straining for Sieyess answer. “I'll take it under
advisement.”

“Tomorrow, Conrad, so we can pack before Narenjo lifts off. Want that drink refreshed?’
“No, thanks.” The voice was asnarl.

“Anytime. Oh, you'releaving?’

“Y ou think you've won, Douglas? Just wait and see.”

“Since when is Medoret's happiness a contest?” Sieyes did not answer, and aminute later, Medoret
heard the muffled sound of the door closing. lan's footsteps paced back across the room and stopped
near the window. Medoret dipped from underneath the covers and padded into the hall. As she stepped
into the narrow living room beyond, lan haf turned toward her.

“Um, you heard.”

“You know | did. You didn't have to leave the bedroom door gjar.” She waved toward the open
living-room window. “I would have heard through there. Good acoustics tonight.”

“With your good ears, ashoo-in, | admit. Conrad consistently forgets those ears of yours. But just
making sure, chick.” He amiled tentatively. “I do stand up for you sometimes.”

Medoret nodded. “ Thanksfor trying.”

lan shrugged, pretending nonchaance with ajaunty smilethat became him well. “Y ou're welcome. Of
course, if Seyesletsyou go, hell ingst on coming dong. I'm not omnipotent, however much | try.”

“Thet istoo bad,” she said lightly, and joined him at the window. Together they leaned on the broad sl
and faced into the warm breeze blowing over the city, acompanionable silence between them. lan
pointed at one of the brilliant stars near the horizon.

“Cebdra.”
“I know.” They waiched the star in acomfortable silence.

“Why did you choose me?” he asked in amuffled voice, not looking at her. She turned toward him and
leaned on her elbow, craning her head to see hisface until he had to oblige her by looking at her, hislined
face shadowed by the night and the bright light behind them.

“Y ou werethe one | wanted.” Shetouched hisdeeve. “ Sincel couldn't have the other, | chose an honest
face. | remember my mother best, Ian; you don't replace someone like that, not her. | think that'swhy.”
She paused, thinking about it. “1 really don't remember why—I was so young—»but | dream sometimes
about my mother. She was severe but fierce in her love: she never gave up on anything. If | had let
someoneelsein, | would havelost her. | couldn't have bornethat.” She shrugged, a human gesture she
had adopted for hersdlf, and looked back outward over the city. “1 remember adark plain like that, too;

| don't know quite where it was—but it's associated with my Ship. | dream about many things.”

“A ship?Y ou've never mentioned remembering the ship.”

“I didn't dream for along time, and later | decided not to tell.” She shrugged again. “Dr. Sieyeswould
think my dreams amusing, lan. He shows me a different face than he shows you; you saw a part of that
face tonight because you caught him by surprise. Next time he won't allow himsalf to be surprised. And



heisvery good at convincing committees.” She grimaced. “When you have one preciousthing left, you
don't let othersruinit. Especidly him.” She met hiseyes. “Y ou'vetried so hard to understand me; maybe
it'snot possible?’

lan snorted and straightened from his stoop. “Nonsense. | know everything about you. | would think
that's obvious.” He smiled down at her, thelinesin hisface easing. “Y ou have no mysteries.”

“No more ship parties, lan.”
“Okay.” Helooked outward at the gleaming sparkle of light that was Cebdral.
“Y ou've been agood father, 1an,” she said softly, offering.

But that embarrassed him al over again; he harrumphed and turned away to clink glasses a the bar to
mix anew drink, then stalked around the living room, talking about boring colony gossip. She watched
him pace, bemused by his behavior, and wondered wistfully if 1an Douglaswould ever give up believing
he had failed her in adozen ways, taking al the blame on himsalf, aswas hisway.

The phone chimed and saved him with Dr. McGill's call. As he talked, Medoret turned back to the dark
plain beyond their window and its vista of stars and black rock and the glitter of shadowed ice, therise
and fdl of lan'svoice behind her acomforting sound that soothed her frayed senses. The scents of
Ariadan washed over her on the warm breeze; she absently cataloged the components, as she dways
did, her attention on Cebdrai.

What will you find there, if you go? she asked hersdf, watching the star glitter among a dozen companion
gars, adeep yellow-orange jewel among other brilliant gemstones. What will you find? The Jaguar's
Xibaba? Or aredity she didn't want? The fine hairs on her nape lifted apprehensively.

She sniffed a thewarm air of Ariadan's human city, enveloped in the sensations of scent and touch. In
the past few months, her dreams had changed in timbre and content, leaving behind childish randomness
and moving toward the True Knowledge, the gestdt of purpose and meaning so valued by her people.
Yet ... the understanding still eluded her, never quite codescing into answers to the questions that haunted
her. Who am 1? Why did they leave me? That the answerslay within her haf-remembered turns of deep
she did not doubt; her people beieved in dreams for reasons she could not remember, but she
remembered that dreams were important. She looked at the black plain glittering beneath the stars, the
old memory teasing again a her mind.

Wherewasit? Will | find them again? And, when | do, will | sill have a place among them?

That she might not terrified her, and had made each dow year among the humans afurther anxiety as
human ways and human ins stences steadily eroded the alien within her, making her astranger to her own
kind. Beyond a certain point there might be no returning, but she didn't know where that division lay and
feared she had dready passed it. And so she had resisted the humans' wishes to make her more human,
clinging to her dreams and alien senses, the two alien parts of her they could not change. Wherewasiit,
that plain? On what world? And when? She sighed and rubbed her face tiredly. No use, not tonight.

Eader to play with fantasy friendsin ajungle glade. Easier to be stubborn about stupid things because it
pleased her to confound. Easier to lash out at abully, choosing violence. She had not expected this, that
the humanswould risk letting her go—and wondered what guards they would fashion to hold her.

She deliberately turned away from the window before she wished it and walked over to lan to perch on
his chair-arm. He winked at her and she smiled in response, then watched his face as he waved his hands
about, doft in the palitical scheming he loved sowell.



In her daydreams, she remembered fondly, lan was dways the Cricket God, diffident and wise, the
magic-spinner of legends, and the source of the Jaguar Sun's best schemes against the Nine
Lords—though the Jaguar and the Vision Serpent argued afterward for the credit, conveniently forgetting
who had suggested the plan. The Cricket God never seemed to mind, content to stand placidly by,
chewing dowly on asucculent reed, hislarge dark eyes deep and knowing as he thought about secret

things

Medoret curled her hand around lan's collar and leaned her forehead againgt his brushy hair. lan rarely
touched her—he was not a tactile man, as some humans were not—but she felt hishand dip around her
waist. And when helooked up into her face, his eyeslighted with shy pleasure.

“Y ou arethe Cricket God,” shewhispered in his ear, and made him chortle until Dr. Ruth demanded
quite irritably to know thejoke.

The next night she dreamed of ablack plain beneath ajeweled array of stars, and stood on the dark
cracked rock, looking upward at the star-strewn darkness. Theicy wind whipped into her eyes, chilling
her naked body. She shivered, and looked uncertainly around her at the empty plain, aquick darting
glance, then lifted her eyes again to the sky.

What isthis place? she wondered fearfully, and lifted her hand to will another, wishing the comfort of her
Mayan dream world, as she had willed it before. Above her the darkness of sky and plain coiled and
fragmented, arranging itself into a canopy of shadowed leaves and the dark webbing of branches,
becoming warm and shadowed green. A scudding of dark rainclouds swept overhead, quickly gone, then
stars sparkled through the high canopy of leaves, touching each leaf-edge with an opa escent gleam.

She found hersdf on ajungle path she knew from other dreams, her flesh cool white in the dim starlight,
surrounded above and to elther side by the hushed whisper of moving leaves. The night breeze brought a
hundred tantalizing scents and moved over her body with asilky touch, teasing at her. She breathed
deeply and touched the nearby fronds with her fingers, caressing their fine-haired softness, then felt their
answering caress as she waked easily down the path, the underbrush on each side whispering against her
thighs, each footstep firm on the crumbling rich sail. In the distance ajaguar screamed and shesmiled in
response, then hurried forward. At aturning in the path, she emerged into anarrow clearing and faced
thetall pyramid of aMayatemple, cool slver inthe starlight.

The templ€e's sides ascended smoothly in staircased stone, narrow tier upon tier, pale gray inthe
shadowed night. On its crest, four graceful pillars supported awide block of stone, framing open space
that looked into infinity. Therein that space stood a door to the Otherworld, caught by aking's deft
magic and hisright to rule, sedled by hisown blood in war and ceremony. In that space, knives flashed
through human flesh to summon the Vision Serpent and her knowledge of the degpest mydteries,
renewing the connection between the worlds, seen and unseen. The Maya had understood that magic;
30, perhaps, had the Targethi, who a so built in stone to celebrate their gods.

Her eyes on the Doorway, Medoret stepped forward, every sense alert to the unseen power that filled
this place, throbbing upon the air. A step, then two, and she found herself suddenly blocked by an
invisblewdl of air. She struggled againgt the barrier, angered, then retreated in bafflement.

“Let meby,” shecried.

The air before her took coherent shape as asmoky migt, coiling visibly on itsdlf, gathering substance,
becoming real. She stepped backward hastily as the Vision Serpent appeared from the mist before her,
floating gracefully on the air. Beneath glittering eyes and along-jawed head, the Serpent fluttered her
graceful frondsfrom her upper limbs, haf shiedding adim body encased in glittering scdes, her long tall



flashed and coiled beneath the long body, moving restlesdy. The Serpent drifted forward. Her depthless
eyes regarded Medoret coolly.

In avoicethat chimed like edged crystd, like the dark sharpness of obsidian, she asked, “Child, what do
you seek?’

“Answers” Medoret said, trembling. “Mysdf.”

The Serpent turned and moved gracefully past her, no play-companion here but the terrible truth of the
Mayan Vision Serpent, served by self-inflicted pain and death. As Medoret turned to follow the Serpent,
the sky stretched oddly and re-coiled, and she stood again on the black plain benesth the stars, the
Serpent hovering before her. The wind blew coldly, whipping against her body. She shivered.

“What isthis place?’ she asked. “ Do you know?’

The Serpent turned her head to regard her, her scales gleaming in the starlight, her fringed arms and tail
moving lazily in acomplicated pattern. Her jaws opened, showing long white teeth and adivered tongue.

“Nameyoursdf,” she commanded in her voice of dashing flint.
“| am Medoret,” she answered timidly.

“Who is Medoret?’ the Serpent mocked.

“I don't know,” she said, ashamed. “ Can you tell me, Serpent?’

The Vison Serpent raised ahand and gestured aspira with long taloned fingers, invoking her Serpent's
magic. A coil of smoke entwined around her body, concealing her behind awall of mist. Medoret
grained forward anxioudy.

“Do you know?’ she demanded urgently, fearing the Serpent would dip back into the Otherworld,
refusing her.

Themist swirled upward, making no answer, then swept downward over Medoret, taking her into its
conceadlment. She stood till, fedling the silky touch of smoke dip uneasily over her body; she coughed
shdlowly asthe acrid scent of burning japaya, the sacred herb, struck at her breath. Then, softly, at first
s0 softly she barely heard, the mist echoed with asound of boothed!s, the sigh of air currents confined by
metd, the scrape of achair.

| still dispute, adeep voice rumbled. Medoret gasped: she knew that voice.

Their gods failed them, another voice said clearly. Medoret gasped again with recognition, asif avise
had suddenly seized her body, twisting it.

“Mother!” she cried doud in shock.

And they never knew why, her mother continued, oblivious. A fitting fate for such a people. Unlike
them, we know why our gods failed us, though the knowledge brings little comfort. In the end, all
answers come to a single imperative.

Philosophy proves nothing, Saryen, the other voice grumbled.

“Mother!” Medoret cried again, and stumbled forward, beating against the mist with her arms. “Where
aeyou?’



We shall go on, Bael, her mother said firmly. We cannot go home; that islost to us. But for the
children's sake, we will continue. Raise ship.

There'sno hopein it. She heard strain in Bagl's voice, the exhaustion and stubbornness of an argument
carried too long.

| claim the Dream-Knowledge: we will go on. Is that understood?
Therewasasdlence. Yes, Captain. The assent was grudging.
“Mother!”

Medoret, what are you doing? her mother said suddenly, sounding startled. Medoret heard her own
child's high-pitched laughter, muffled benesth the table, then a series of thumps and asquesk of surprise.

I've got her, Badl said. Another thump and asqued of protest, then more muffled giggles. Well, | had
her. She's as elusive as you are, Saryen. Hmmm. | see the cup is empty. What did she do with the
water?

Poured it down my boot, her mother said irritably. Soft laughter echoed around the table from the
others. See, Bael? I'll never be as arrogant as you think | am—my daughter will seeto that.

“Mother!”

Before her, the Serpent re-formed from her migts, coiling upon herself. Shefluttered her fronds gracefully
and drifted closer in subtle menace. “I am the Dream-Knowledge,” sheintoned. “I am the Answer. Seek
Meand al will be known.”

Medoret took a step toward the Serpent, her talons flexing. “Bring her back!”

The Serpent raised her jaw, her tongue flickering quickly over her gums, polishing obsidian teeth. “But
dreamsarenot redl,” she mocked in Dr. Sieyessvoice. “Y ou delude yoursdlf.”

“Bring her back!”

“But | am not redl, either.” And she laughed crudlly in Medoret's own voice, her dark serpent eyes
glinting. Smoke swirled upward around her glittering body, and the Serpent vanished into the cold wind,
blown to wisps and fragments.

“Mother...” Medoret whispered in despair, bereft.

Medoret ... her mother's voice answered quietly from the distant hills, its sound shuddering on the cold
wind.

“Whereareyou?’ Medoret cdled, lifting her arms. “Where are you?’ But there was no further answer.
Shewas done again on the black plain, the stars watching from above without pity.

Medoret opened her eyes, finding herself in bed among the warm shadows of her own room, afamiliar
place of other awakenings. Theair currents of the dome city sighed through the open window, tickling the
hair on her damp face, bringing the city's odors and sounds, the teasing touch of air on her skin. Inthe
street below, the city rumbled with activity asit awoke to the new morning: she heard distant voices, a
shout, the rattling of machines on the pavement. Her darm clock chimed amoment later and she
stretched out an arm quickly to slenceit.

Wrapping her bedcover around her, she went to the window and looked out on the black plain. Twice



she and lan had changed apartmentsin the years they had been together, but the view of the vast plain
changed little from a different vantage of afew streets. She shivered in the coolness of the air on her
body, sweat-dampened by her deep, and pulled the coverlet more closaly around her.

Most humans did not believe in dreams, she knew, not redly. To their psychologists, dreams had no true
meaning beyond the deeping mind's schizophrenic reworking of the day's experiences, amenta counter
recoiling back to zero, away the mind kept its sanity through the madness of disordered thought. To
some others, however, dreams had esoteric links to the cosmic order, to proof of astral travel and the
inner light, to the demigod of the human ego-consciousness. The terminology varied as dl speculated,
scientists and pseudoscientists, skeptics and fervent believers, none agreeing on the essentials. Medoret
had read vainly through the literature when her dreams returned to trouble her, unsure if human dreams
had any relevanceto her own.

A few of the articles hinted that some humans could direct their dreams, as she did night after night with
her Mayaimages, and sometimes human dreams had a persistent clarity upon wakening, asdid hers, asif
apart of her ill walked in that other place for atime after waking. But when fantasiestruly walked in
oneswaking world, the analysis grew wary, distrusting amadman's ravings. Am | mad? she wondered.
She shivered dightly, fegling the dight touch of the black plain'sicy wind on her skin. Imagination? Or
memory? How can adream be real? She scowled, trying to understand. The Dream-Knowledge: her
mother had claimed it and Badl had conceded in the face of that claim, asif such a speaking settled a
matter essential. Knowledge of what? Destiny? She shivered again.

| was there once, she thought, staring out at the black plain. There with the Ship, with my mother Saryen
on the Black Ship. Not this plain, but another—somewhere else. She looked up at the stars, athousand
points of light scattered across the blackness. But where? And where are they now? She thumped her fist
dowly on the window-ledge, frustrated with her own blockages. A jungle clearing and the Vison
Serpent, the black plain and atantaizing distant murmur of her mother's voice: one adoorway to the
other?Is that the answer?

lan tapped at her bedroom door. “ Are you up, Medoret?’ he asked, his voice muffled by the closed
pand.

“Yes lan,” shecdled.

“Don't dawdle now.” lan aways fussed at her when he had an agendafor the day, and would continue to
fuss until she complied with The Plan. She shrugged at the closed door and fluttered her fingersat him.

“I won't.”

“The shipleavesin four hours,” he warned.
“I won't dawdle.”

He grunted and padded away down the hall.

| am the Vision Serpent, sheintoned silently, and fluttered her fingers over her head again. | anthe
Jaguar Sun....

“Medoret!” lan ballowed.
“I'm moving!”

She sghed, and padded dutifully into the shower cubicle, stripping off her nightdress and rubbing its soft
folds over her body, then opened her bathroom cabinet. She swallowed her supplement pills, held her



hand briefly to the thermometer plate to check for fever, then studied her face in the mirror for severa
minutes. This isredlity, shetold hersdf sternly, not taunting Serpents and black plainsand voicesin the
mist. And you're dawdling, shetold hersdf further. And you promised.

Twenty minutes later, showered, powdered, and dutifully dressed, she packed severa spare sets of
clothing in awide carryal—though Narenjo kept ship suitsin its sores, she reminded hersdlf. The
Project had everything in stores, for that matter, and as a Team member she'd have the chitsto draw
anything within reason. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at the framed prints and bas-reliefs on her
walls, then at the severa heavy carvings on her shelf. She tossed out haf the clothesin aheap on her
bed.

lan ssomped by outsidein the hall, moving fast. “ Take your data disksfor that glyphs project!” he
commanded. “Dr. Ruth asked specificdly.”

“lan! | need your help!”

His footsteps sscomped back and the bedroom door opened. “With what?’ he asked, scowling at her.
Shewaved her hand helplesdy at the wall and shelves. “Oh. | see. Hmmm.” He moved into the room and
glowered at the carvings and prints. “Holoswon't do?’

“lan....”

He grunted and made a Solomon's decision. He pointed imperioudy. “Two Maya, two Targethi. Takea
Jaguar and a Serpent for the Maya—that Palenque rdlief with Lady Xoc isespecialy good for the
Serpent. Hmmm.” He looked at the Targethi carvings and hesitated. “Y ou can see the Targethi stuff
there, Medoret,” he hedged, “and the real thing—not repros.”

“Can | cart thewadlls| like back to my room?’ she demanded.

Hegrinned. “A point.” He picked up the smal statue of the Cricket God and cradled it in his hands.
“Thisone” he said gruffly. Shetook it from him, smiling. “How about only three?” he suggested, eyeing
the others on the shelf.

“You sadfour.”

“Sol did. | lied.” Hefrowned at her. “It's only for ten weeks, after dl. I'll have therest shipped if we stay
longer than that. Okay?’

“Okay ... | guess.”
“The problemisn't weight, it'sbulk.”
“I know.” Shelooked a him solemnly.

He eyed her back. “| could maybe make room in my carrydl for asmall carving—avery smal one, mind
you.”

“Youll ship the othersif | take only threg?’

He grunted. “| love negotiating with you, Medoret. We can wheedle forwards and backwards for hours
while Narenjo takes off and leaves usbehind. It'll befun.”

“I'll takethree.”

“Good.” He snorted. “I'm glad that's over.” As he started to ssomp out of the room, she picked up her



bed pillow and threw it a him, hitting him nestly between the shoulders. He turned and wagged hisfinger
a her.

“That cost you three points on your socid index, m'girl.”

“Stuff theindex.”

“A solid academic comment, Doctor M.,” he said loftily. “Don't forget the glyph tapes.”
“I won't.” She sighed dramatically.

But he was gone, back on his agenda. Smiling to herself, Medoret shifted the Cricket God Statue safely
insde her carryall, packing clothing around it to protect it, then retrieved the glyph tapes from her desk.

Today isthe day, she thought, alowing herself to fedl excited at last. No last countermand by the Project,
no last maneuver by Dr. Sieyes. Today isthe day. She zipped the bag closed and hefted it onto her
shoulder, then took aquick last glance around her room, her mind filled with too many things. The air
sghed through the open window, bringing atouch of columbine and afaint metdlic chiming, the dusty
rumble of street traffic far below. She stood gtill amoment, fedling the air move on her face, gathering the
scentsin alast farewdl. On the black plain beyond her window-ledge, an icy wind blew unseen,
scettering a Serpent's mist into fragments.

“Medoret!” lan bellowed from the outer room.

“Coming!”

Chapter Three

The ship field lay at the edge of theice plain akilometer downdope from the city, next to abusy Ship
Support complex of warehouses, repair facilities, and the central passenger dock with itssmall bubble
dome. Medoret set down her carrydl by the outer wall facing the ship field and looked around at the
crowd of people gathered on the dock, then peered outward through the dome wall at the shadowed
shape of Narenjo. The Survey ship stood firmly onitstal jacks, itsdim hull towering fifty metershigh,
gleaming under the bright lights of the field. In the tubeway connecting the ship's passenger lock to the
dome, she could see shadowed movement as people passed to and fro. Ground vehicles whizzed back
and forth from a nearby warehouse, loading supplies and equipment into the smaller cargo bay. She
watched as a powered forklift maneuvered a huge box into the main cargo lock, wondering what was
ingde. A space-suited figure ran out on the field and waved hisarmsfranticaly at the forklift driver insgde
his cab and then, totdly ignored by the other, jumped up and down emphaticaly. Thedriver camly
deposited the box within the ship, then stood up in his cab seat and gestured rudely to the man on the
ground.

They waved at each other for awhile, trading semantics; finally the other man stamped off, saluted by a
defiant find flip of the forklift arms. Medoret smiled. lan said Ship Support took no guff off anyone, and
had the priorities to back up the arrogance. Though technically subordinate to the other four Project
teams, Ship Support made the teams work possible and saw little reason to grovel, even for show. She
watched the forklift whisk neatly back acrossthe field toward a distant warehouse and vanish, then
watched vainly for more ship-field activity before turning back to the crowd in the dome.

Inafar corner of the dome, Dr. Ruth was the center of an admiring crowd, gathering adherentslike lint
on afelt jacket. Medoret watched the group for afew moments, wondering what they laughed about so
uproarioudy, asmiletugging a her own mouth. Then she noticed a dark-skinned young man looking a



her intently from across the room. His proud carriage, straight black hair, and bronzed skin reminded her
of thetall Maya chieftains from Y ucatan, alook as exotic as her own. As he saw her looking, hetook a
step in her direction. She quickly bent down to her carrydl, pretending to adjust the straps. When she
looked up again, he had turned away.

Shekicked at her carryal in disgust. Y our socia index isthe pitstoday, she thought. Y ou have to meet
these people, endure the looks. Everything changestoday. So go talk to him.

Her feet stayed put, rooted to the floor like ajungle tree. Medoret, shetold hersdlf, you are the most
spineless, idiotic, fainting excuse I've ever —

“Thereyou are, Medoret.” 1an pushed past another group of people chatting nearby and walked up to
her, accompanied by atall blond man in the olive-green uniform of Ship Support. “ Thisis Captain Stein.
Joseph, my daughter, Medoret.”

Stein stretched hislipsinto adight smile and clicked his hedl's as he bowed. “1've long wanted to meet
our dien guest. You've grown sincethelast videos.”

Medoret nodded, trying to think of a suitable answer and coming up with nothing. She smiled
awkwardly. She usualy didn't meet ship'screw.

“Soyou'reto be our dien expert,” Stein drawled. Medoret saw lan'sflicking glance at the captain and
tensed: in some of the subtler human reactions, lan was an infallible guide. Shetried to keep her
expression pleasant.

“Inwhatever way | can, gr. Dr. Ruth says she'sinterested in my —”

“Wall, good. Just stay out of the way when you can, too.” Thethin lips turned down. “I'm not pleased
about this, Dr. Douglas. I've got enough responsibility to not have the care of the Project's famous
ward.”

“Not infront of Medoret,” lan protested.

“Why not? Let her know from the start.” The captain'slook thistime lacked the vague friendliness he had
pretended earlier.

“I am an inconvenience to everyone,” Medoret acknowledged in a pleasant tone, keeping adight smile
on her face. “ By my mere existence, | annoy, bother, inflict, remove, end. | have learned thisdl my life
from every person possible. Thank you again for the lesson, Captain.”

She saw him blink in surprise, then turned on her hed and stalked off toward the tube tunnd to the ship.
She would find her own way to whatever quarters Stein had assigned her. | am not an anima for study,
shetold hersdlf through clenched teeth, trembling with her anger. | am not aburden for overworked
bureaucrats. | am not what you want me to be, weak and dependent and owned! | am not!

“Medoret! Wait!” lan caled after her.

She dowed in automatic response to hisvoice and nearly turned, then shook her head violently and
walked into the tubeway. Her boots reverberated hollowly as she stepped onto the temporary ramp,
filling the enclosed space with echoes half-baffled by the people passing to and fro into the ship. She
stayed near onewall, making her way patiently through the buffeting, trying to ignore the startled looks as
somelooked at her. It might be easier if | didn't look so human, she redlized. Outright dien might be
easier to accept, but I'm too close—I surprise them too late when they look. Unfortunately, it's not a
problem| canfix.



At the end of the tunnel, she reached the squared rim of the ship's airlock and stepped acrossthe
threshold. The air seemed closer here, tinged with environmenta chemicas and amusty smell, pa pably
warmer than the ship lounge. A curving metal wall defined the smal entryhold, pierced by three stairwells
leading upward, oneto the l€eft, two to theright. At a podium just inside the door sood ayoung woman
inanesdtly tallored uniform, her dark hair pulled tightly into a severe style, her dark eyes dert. Medoret
repressed a sigh as the young woman, like the others, blinked in startlement a second too late.

“Can you tdl mewheremy roomis?’ sheasked. “| an—"
“You're Medoret.”
[13 YS‘"

To Medoret's surprise, the young woman smiled, her face lighting with genuine pleasure. “Y ou're more
beautiful than your videos, Medoret—grown up now, aren't you?’ She looked Medoret up and down for
another moment, then extended her hand. “1've read so much about you,” she added in a clipped British
accent. “I'm Hillary Ddton, one of the grad sudents. BioSurvey.”

“Hdlo, Hillary,” Medoret said cautioudy, returning the handshake. “ Glyphs.”

“We do get defined that way, don't we?’” Hillary laughed attractively and waved her hand airily &t the
podium and the smal entryhold. “1n my peon role, I'm aso awatch officer, which means | handle room
assgnmentstoday. |sn't the bustle avesome? Thisis my first season out on Survey; I've been dying to
see Cebdlral. | mean, studying pollen grainsin paleolithic Afghanistan is one thing, but everybody aready
knows what the plants are. Out here everything is new. Is Dr. Douglas coming with you?’

“Yes, heis. You said you're with BioSurvey?’

“Pants” Hillary sad firmly. “Fowers, shrubs, trees, anything jungle.” She waved her hand, and the
attractive grin flashed again. “I've had my sights on Cebalrai ever since | wasin firs-year Honors at
Oxford—you wouldn't believe the chores | did to impress the Oxford bigshots and get their
recommendation to EuroSurvey. Why would anybody be interested in dgae?’ She shuddered
dramaticaly. “But that's academics, right? 1'm going to help Dr. Falk in completing the Cebarai biosurvey
this season. I've aways wanted to meet you—I never agreed with their attitude that you should be
hidden away—»but now you're here a last. Welcome aboard!”

Medoret blinked, then scrambled together her manners. “Thank you.” Several people had piled up
behind her in the tubeway asthey talked, and atall lean man stamped restlesdy behind her. He scowled
over Medoret's shoulder at Hillary.

“Do | get to come aboard, too?’ he asked pointedly over Medoret's shoulder.

“Right away, Dr. Seidd.” Hillary tugged peremptorily at Medoret's deeve and hauled her behind her to
the other side of the podium. “Hang around a minute, Medoret, will you? Dr. Seidel? Youreon B
deck.”

Hillary handed the man asmal oblong rod, a key-plate dangling from the end. She haf turned to point up
one of theright stairwells. “ Go up there and turn lft, then right. Number twenty-eight.”

“I know whereit is, Ms. Daton.” Seidel stamped past them and disappeared up the stairwell.

Hillary smiled a Medoret over her shoulder asthe next in line stepped up to the podium. “Will you be
coming to the ship-launch dinner, Medoret?’



“I suppose ... | hadn't heard about that.”

“Wadll, do!” Hillary smiled again. “ The grad students have their own table, suitably mean and at the back,
but who cares? Hello, Mrs. Temsor. You're on B deck, t0o.” The gray-haired woman, dressed in atrim
shipsuit and a sour expression, swept Medoret with acool glance of distaste and took her key, then
stalked off after Dr. Seidd. Hillary saw the look and turned to wrinkle her nose at Medoret, her dark
eyes parkling. “If God ever asked for an assstant, she'd volunteer, believe me. She'sDr. Mudler's
subchief on Metals—infosystems, mostly—and atotal bitch. Just stay out of her way and lifesfine—and
George Seidd is atreasure when he's not being so grim. He's Urban Map subchief this season. Not to
worry, Medoret. Hi, John; you'rein A16. There'sthree of usthistrip—and now you're the fourth, aren't
you?’

Medoret blinked again, abit dazzled by Hillary's chatter. “ Four what?’
“Grad students, of course. Y ou've finished your first degree, haven't you?’
“No, not exactly,” Medoret admitted. “Why I'm going to Cebara hasn't been quite defined.”

“Well, any degree-in-progress except postdoc makes you a grad sudent—take my word for it.” Hillary
bent over the podium to look down the tubeway. “ Oh, drat, it's ahorde coming. Listen, look for our
table, will you? | want so much to talk with you—when | let you talk, that is. Sorry. Ian't thisal exciting?’
She grinned and shook Medoret's hand firmly, then handed her akey-plate. “ C deck. Go up the lft
garstwo flights and turn right. Seeyou later!”

“I will.”
1] Byd”

Medoret moved on as more people crowded through the tubeway entrance. She followed Hillary's
directionsto the safety of her cabin, alittle dazed by the young woman's open friendliness. | get too used
to feding odd, she thought; it would be nicetofitin ... She quirked her lips, feding both out and in
today.

She turned the corner and counted down the doors to her own, then touched the key to the doorlock.
The automatic door opened and she stepped into the dark room, the reddish glow of itswarmth radiating
from every surface. It wasasmal place, aquarter the size of her bedroom at home, but roomy enough.
She sat down on the bunk, her carryall at her feet, and stared at the opposite wall.

“Hillary.”

She said the name doud, liking the sound. Occasiondly anew person liked to meet Medoret, but she
had learned to be wary: sometimes the reasons behind the friendly smiles were not good. But she thought
about Hillary anyway, adow flush of pleasure blurring the memory of Captain Stein's abruptness. An
interesting baptism to ship life, those two. And quite enough for today.

She was often confused by such encounters with strangers, kept away too much from ordinary human
society, dways different enough in her diennessto pull people out of their norma patterns. She presumed
humans had some order of rulesin how they reacted to each other, but she couldn't precisely factor how
those rules changed when they reacted to herself; even the persons she thought she had deciphered could
change, turning cool, warm, indifferent, distracted, angry.

She watched sometimes when the humans talked to each other, studying the cues, trying to figure out
what they meant to each other. What she had learned about humankind and tried to copy for hersdlf lay



asathin veneer over deeper ingtincts she sensed in hersel f—though what they were sometimes eluded
her, too. She knew that her tempers of the past few dayswould get her in trouble, and maybe lan, too.
In her current frame of mind, she didn't mind the trouble for herself, but 1an didn't deserveiit.

She heard ahiss, then a crackle of satic, from the intercom disk on the opposite wall. “Last boarding
cdl,” acam mae voice announced. “All passengers and crew to their staterooms, please.”

She lay down on the bunk and maneuvered her arms into the straps fastened to the edges of the bed,
then worked her boots into the pockets at its base, then got up to store her carryall by tying it firmly to
the base of the small cabinet of drawers, then lay down again. A few minutes |ater, she was up once
more to find some water to ease her dry throat. The small bathroom had a cup and atap. Shewas
eitling hersdlf for the third time when 1an opened the door.

“Ready?’ he asked.

“Yes, lan.”

“Boogt only lasts afew minutes. Don't worry now.”
She closed her eyes. “I won't worry.”

“I'm in the room next door if you need anyone.”
“Thank you, lan.”

He hestated, then left hurriedly asameasured hooting began over the intercom, sgnaling imminent liftoff.
Medoret tightened her hands on the bed straps and stared hard at the celling. | lived through this before,
shetold hersdf; | was born to the Ship, I've known what it'slike. Her heart pounded a frantic rhythm,
meaking her earsring with their pounding. Shetried to still that excitement, knowing that Seyeswould
sedate her if he had monitor leadsin the straps, a camerato watch, stedling it from her, that first step
back to Cebarai. She closed her eyesagain, listening to her heartbeat and measuring it against alonger
rhythm; dowly it came under her control, dropping itsfrantic leaping in her ches, its surging through her
blood. Quiet, she soothed. Y ou were born to the Ship; this belongsto you.

It began with the rumbling, a steady vibration she sensed through the mattress, then adow pressure
forcing her downward into its softness. She matched her heartbesat to along beat in that steady vibration,
counting the cycleswith the ship, lifting with it, her mind swept suddenly with a keen exatation asthe
vibration reached its peak: Werise! They had shouted on every liftoff, with each launch affirming what
they were, what they sought, knowing the rightness of it. | remember, Mother: | remember.

Her body sank deeper into the mattress, pressed down by a heavy invisible hand, her heart pounding in
her chest. She surrendered fully to that frantic rhythm, casting hersdf madly into the void with the ship. |
rise, | rise! Exdtation swept through her again like asheet of hot flame, avakening every nerve, every
pore. She had a sudden vision of hersalf naked against the sky, straining her arms upward, propelled by
the thunder a her feet, defying the limits of any world that thought it could bind her or any of her kind.
We are the People! she shouted with the others. Werise! Oh, werisel

In the distant blackness, a Goddess poured a stream of starsinto adark pool of the unending void, then
raised her luminous eyes and saw Medoret risng exultant before her, the flamesroaring at her feet. Those
exquigte lips curved.

My child, welcome...

Mother!



Gradudly the heavy acceleration receded, taking part of the wild exdtation of the launch withiit, likea
tide sweeping outward. Medoret waited impatiently for the artificia gravity to engage, her senses il
thrumming oddly. When she felt the shift in gravity, she unhooked her belts and lunged to her feet,
impelled to some motion, anything. Then abruptly she gasped for air and dizzily reached for support as
the strange emotion left her fully, forcing her to lean heavily on the mattress.

She shook her head to clear it, abad mistake she realized as the room prompitly tipped and moved
sdeways. She sat down and leaned forward as the room began spinning inward to asingle black point.
Don't faint, shetold hersalf weakly. Lie down. She collapsed backward on the mattress, dragging up one
leg. The other could hang where it was, she decided when she could think again.

Some Star Child, she thought ruefully. First rule about We Rise, Medoret: don't stand up right away.

After atime, she sat up gingerly and watched for the room to tip—thankfully, it didn't—then waited a
little longer before she tried her feet again. They worked, better than she expected. She paced the cabin
dowly, aware of the chemical scentson theair, the muffled thumps of activity nearby, her pupils
expanding in the gloom of the cabin as she deliberately reconnected hersdlf to her senses. She had not
turned on the cailing light, she redized; a human would, but she did not need the glaring light. Shadows
surrounded her, reddish with warmth, bathing her body. She reached out to touch her alien senses,
encompassing them al, remembering how they patterned together into adifferent life, stretching for the
memory. | choose...

A hand rapped at her cabin door. She sighed.
“Enter,” shesaid.

The door hissed open and she stopped to face the bulking figure in the doorway, tensing automatically as
sherecognized him.

“And how did you wesather launch, my girl?’ Dr. Sieyes rumbled, his broad face stretched into a
sdf-satisfied smile. How well she knew that smile. Without invitation, he stepped in and switched on the
light, throwing glancesright and | eft to ingpect the room. Games. Medoret clasped her handsin front of
her belt and stood ill, watching him warily. “Well?" he prompted.

“For your report, Doctor?’
She saw theflash of irritation in Dr. Sieyessdark eyes. “| opposed this”

“I know.” They glared a each other, the antagonism finally out in the open. For three days Dr. Sieyes
had made his comments, trying to undermine her acceptance of lan's offer, warning of this, questioning
that, suggesting Medoret remain at Ariadan. She had ignored it al, putting on acheerful face, blithefully
denying dl hissuggestions. “Let'ssay I'm tired of being your pet, Doctor.”

“You're tired of—since when do you have any say?’ He wandered over to the bureau and picked up her
carrydl, then casudly rummaged through it. He pulled out her statue of the Cricket God and juggled it
idly from hand to hand, frowning for effect. “ Thiswas unnecessary weight,” he remarked, and put it into

his shipsuit pocket.
“Put that back,” she chalenged him.
“Let'sunderstand where the line il remains, my girl.”

“Or I'll report you for theft,” she said flatly.



He flushed and retrieved the carving from his pocket, then clunked it on the top of the bureau.
“You aren't Targethi,” he said, waving at the carved god.

“Neither areyou.” Sheturned away from him. “What isthis, Doctor? Another test of my emotiona
matrix? A dominance scoring? Or isit just spleen because 1an outmaneuvered you? I'm interested. I'm
adwaysinterested inyou.”

He said nothing and she turned to face him defiantly. His expression had turned cool and wary, his
thoughts hidden, as he regarded her. Then he amiled, showing histeeth.

“Obvioudy you're emotionally disturbed by the liftoff, a not-unexpected devel opment after your

protected existence—as pet, asyou say. All thisis so new.” Hetapped hisjaw, pretended to think
deeply, then raised afinger in delighted sdlf-reveation. “ Of course! Y ou must remain in this cabin until
you've recovered your equilibrium, I'd say at least twenty-four hours—then well reassess” Thethrest lay
on theair for amoment. “1 worry about overstressng you with too much stimulation. Might bring on
another of those nervous attacks of yours—and we can't have that.”

Shetook astep toward him, her fists clenched. “Y ou can't keep me here. I'm invited to the liftoff
dinner.”

“Oh?1 thought you didn't like parties.” He smiled and keyed open the door. “Later well talk about
ddusonsand pets.”

“I'll tell 1an,” she said tightly. “1'll tell him everything you've said—and what's behind it, too.”

“Captain Stein ligensto me, Medoret; I'm the dienist, after dl. Academics—and the captain is one, too,
you know—respect specidty lines. Go ahead: try it and see.” He waved his hand airily as he turned.
“Rest well, my dear.”

The door hissed shut. Medoret clenched and reclenched her fists as she stared at the closed door, a hot
rage blurring her vison. Careful, careful, she warned hersdlf. Hell useit—héll useit to keep you locked
up al the way there and back. She bowed her head and took a step backward, then another, making a
patterned ceremony of the retreat. She should have known Dr. Sieyeswould not lose so easily; she
should have known. Never had he shown his malice so plainly—hbut, then, never had his ownership been
a risk, not even from lan's protests.

I'm his career, she thought. I'm his fame and the source of his adulation, his renowned treatises, hisvideo
gppearances, his authority on board this ship. Hell never let me go.

Shefelt awall build insde her throat and forced hersdf to Sit down on her bed, denying it, then lay back
and closed her eyes, her fists till clenching.

| would liketo kill him, she thought, and the violence within hersdlf frightened her. She stretched out her
talonsinto raking claws, imagining their use, ripping flesh, blinding, tearing away life ... Stop, stop. She
covered her eyes, refusing theimpulse that might fling her out of the room and into the corridor in pursuit
of Sieyes, ending al chances more negtly than even he could ever manage.

If I werethe Jaguar, | could kill—but | am not the Jaguar. Am 1? What isthe reality?

While Narenjo completed its jump to 70 Oph and descended into the star system, Medoret spent the
interlude confined to her stateroom. She had appealed twice to lan, who had gone to the captain each
time, but Sieyess prediction had proven accurate: Captain Stein's own wishes obvioudy pardlded his
expert's advice. lan had fretted, but said he hoped to get the ban lifted before they Ieft 70 Oph.



“You hope?" she had asked increduloudly. “I'm not jump-shocked—I'm fine! Why does Stein let him
win?It'snot far!”

lan looked pained. “ Stein'sin command of the ship, Medoret, and Ship Support outrules everybody
when werein trangt. Dr. Ruth has asked, so have |, but the captain still says no. But maybe later....”

Hetried to smile at her encouragingly, and she knew how this decison tore a him; blaming himsdlf, as
aways. She ground her teeth furioudly, fedling trapped from dl directions. She turned away from him,
trying to get her anger under control for his sake, and stared at the Paenque carving she had hung on her
wall. Inthe bas-rdief, Lady Xoc pulled athorned vine through her pierced tongue, invoking the Vision
Serpent with sdf-inflicted agony. Medoret winced in sympathy.

“Beddes,” lan said into the silence, putting on afalse cheer, “the stop a 70 Oph will be short, just
enough timeto pick up some additiona personnel and offload supplies. Thered excitement isat
Cebdra.”

Sheturned her head and glared. “ Are you wheedling me?’ she asked.

“No.” He scowled unpleasantly, his own anger starting to rise. “1'm just suggesting you choose ground
you can win, and right now you can't win, not until Stein relents. I'm sorry, but that'stheway it is.”

“Great,” she muttered, looking down at her boots. “ Thanksalot.”
Hewaved hishand at her desk. “Y ou have your viewer and your glyphs project: work on that.”
“I don't want to.”

“Then gt and sulk likeachild.” lan stamped out, and Medoret kicked the base of her bunk hard enough
to &ing.

“I haven't done anything wrong!” she shouted at the closing door, then threw hersalf down on her bed.
Not fair, not fair! shefumed. But glaring &t the ceiling lost its charm after awhile, so she got up and sat
down resentfully at her viewer. | winif | do what Sieyeswants. sure. She punched up her glyphs

program.

She used the next severa hoursto tap into the ship's computer library, advancing her research into the
Targethi glyphs. In her life among humans, she had often needed to occupy herself during long hours of
solitude—Ian was often away at academic meetings and she had accepted a student's preoccupation
with intricate study. It helped to divert her from frustrations that only gave Sieyes greater advantage—Ilan
was right on that, she conceded ungraciousd y—especialy now when she had agod to win through
sdf-control.

To her satisfaction, when Sieyes oiled in and out of her stateroom that afternoon to check up, she saw his
disgppointment in her cdmness. sometimes the psychiatrist read as clearly astempered glass. She
decorated the smal triumph by burbling enthusiastically about her glyphs program, burying the
psychiatrist in technical glyph-talk until he retreated in angry confuson—Dr. Sieyes hated other people
knowing things he didn't. The petty victory didn't spring her from her confinement, but it soothed her
mood.

After Dr. Sieyes ssomped out, she admired her plague of Lady Xoc and the Vision Serpent, then leaned
back and interlaced her fingers behind her head, imagining hersdf in aforest glade of the Serpent'sworld,
when the heat of the high day shimmered through the jungle, lying heavy on the lowlands. She had
climbed upward from the valey that morning, she reminded herself, seeking the Jaguar, but he was



elusve. On the hillsde abovethe valey, she waked over high grass, bresthing deep of the cool mountain
air, then smiled as the Jaguar turned and looked at her.

My greetings, Jaguar Sun, Medoret said, bowing gracefully in her shimmering robes of the Moon
Goddess, I1x-chel.

Lady Rainbow. The Jaguar bowed low, histeeth flashing whitein the bright light of the jungle glade. You
arewell?

The birds are flying up the mountain, flashing bright color. Medoret turned and watched aflight of
jungle parrots racing upward across dark green. She stretched her hands toward them in blessing. Yes, |
feel well.

They fly to cheer you, Lady Rainbow. | have missed you.

You? sheteased. When have you ever needed anyone but yourself, O Terrible One? The Jaguar
stepped closer and looked down into her face, his eyesfiercely tender.

We of the Otherworld are one essence, Lady. Heraised her hand to hislips. And you and | are
legend.

And he danced her away with him across the grass, laughing with her at the brightness of the day. They
danced and danced, bearing her away from al memories, redesigning the world asthey willed.

She let the daydream fade and sighed, then stretched her talonslanguoroudly, thinking Jaguar thoughts
about Sieyes. Confine me, will you? | know doorways you cannot imagine. And you won't win.

Chapter Four

She sat at her desk again the next morning, calmly working on her continuing research, refusing to be
distracted by the fascinating bumps and noises following the ship's set-down a 70 Oph. She focused on
the screen, drawing from the habit of long hoursto keep calm, to focus. Restlesdy, sheflipped through
her tape of 70 Oph, tantalized by the beautiful carvings, a depth of beauty she would be proud to cal her
peoplesown, if it were.

Thetorrid tropicd setting and the monumenta stone of 70 Oph's smdll third world had reminded the
Project scientists of the ancient Mayajungles of Y ucatan, and the convenience of the nomenclature had
stuck. A digtinctive row of glyphs, tranditerated into Maya syllables, had named the Targethi asarace;
the 70 Oph steitself the Project had named Caracol, after aminor but bellicose Maya city, yet unaware
that even greater ruinswere yet to be discovered at Cebaral, first great Tikd itsdlf, and then its seven
homegrounds, each outlying site another magnificent study in carved stone and astepped templerising
above thetreetops, outrivaled only by Tikal's vaster size and complexity. With such wonders el sewhere,
the 70 Oph glyphs had become aminor study, atoken nod beside the fantastic and intricate carvings of
Cebdra'slarger dte.

Had the humans erred in their excited Maya naming, she wondered, finding connections where none truly
exised? But the artwork did seem curioudy reminiscent, enough to prompt afew speculative papers
about early Targethi contact with Earth, atheory Medoret hersdlf doubted. It was ahuman thing to look
for connections to help understanding, as she did hersalf with her own Maya preoccupations, and so the
Project scientists had found goddesses and quetzas, danzantes and Lady Rainbow among the strange
glyphed shapes carved on every Targethi wall. A carved mouth around a portal became aWitz Mongter,
ancient guardian of the Maya underworld. A vaguely feline figure became the Jaguar Sun, bravest of the



Heroic Twinswho had founded the Mayanation in the long struggle against the Nine Lords of the
Underworld. Onecircular glyph, intricately carved in broad rings around a centra sun, became the
Caendar of the Long Count, though none redlly believed it acalendar and the naming had sparked
dissenting papers.

To nameisto own, she reminded herself, and so they believed.

She stopped at afavorite glyph, the Celettia Bird, ajeweled and fantastic creature with sweeping plumes
and afierce eaglé'shead. Stalking on its delicate fringed legs, the beautiful bird led a processon of five
carapaced squat creatures, suspected to be Targethi themsalves, each named after an ancient Mayan
king. “ Great-Jaguar-Paw, Stormy-Sky, 18-Rabbit, Ah-Cacaw, Lord Water,” she whispered, tapping
each with her finger.

Sheleaned her chin upon her hand and smiled at the procession, wondering about each of the Targethi
depicted there—who they were, what they had known, what age they had lived in, what starsthey had
seen. If they were Targethi a dl. Inthefiercetropica climate of either Targethi world, little survived the
biotic corrosion of the jungle; of the Targethi, no certain biological traces had been found, not even bones
ingraves. Y et she agreed that these beetldike figures, dancing gracefully behind the Celestid Bird, were
Targethi. Perhaps her mother had once pointed out the glyph-figure and named it so; perhaps she merely
guessed like the humans and found certainty in her own willing—her dreamsweren't clear enough to be
sure of achance memory.

She scrolled through to the glyphs that dominated the smaller site at 70 Oph, acomplex dedicated to the
Vision Serpent and a Crocodile God. Perhaps the symbols were the Targethi name of the place, a
single-temple complex near an exposed mine-face. The Targethi had sought silver and severd other
technologica metals here, and some of the components of Tika machines had been traced by
metallurgica analysisback to thisste. Therewas aclear connection in that link, proven by objective fact
beyond beloved assumptions: perhaps 70 Oph was an outpost like the outlying homegrounds on Tikal's
peninsula, not aseparate colony but part of the Tikal complex asawhole. A few Urban Map writers had
thought so.

She touched the pebbly skin of the Crocodile who danced along smaller beetled figures, his snout held
impossibly high, his clawed hands beseeching the Serpent who twined its coils around the scene. It was a
beautiful carving, intricately repeating upon itself, meaning upon meaning. Like her dreams, she thought,
and about asimpenetrable. Vainly she wished for someone who would listen about her dreams, who
would understand the apartness they brought to her, would care about the needs of a person cast apart
from al that meant anything.

Why can't Dr. Sieyesjust let me be? she wondered and rubbed her face tiredly, |etting her sensitive
fingertips ease the muscles. Her back cramped suddenly, stiff from her hours of bending over the desk
viewer, and she got up to pace back and forth for afew minutes, stretching from sideto sdein dow
bends, bathed by the warm reddish glow of the darkened room. The viewer screen sheditspaelightina
dim cone into the reddish shadows, illuminating small specks of dust. She dipped in and out of the light,
watching the glow move on her skin. One bend led to aturn on afoot, ahaf crouch as she completed
the turn, her armsrising in smooth arcsto shoulder height; she brought in her arms and turned again on
the other foot, keeping her balance easily in the dow dance.

Smiling dightly, she paced through the rest of the exercise she wasinventing, inspired by avague memory
of the Black Ship. She bent forward, brushing the floor with her fingertips, then pirouetted dowly as she
reached upward, stretching the long muscles, redligning her bones, calming her space. | ana
stalk-spider, she thought. | weave my web like thisand that...



She stopped her dance abruptly, dmaost remembering that spider-form—but the image darted away into
the migts, asusud. A pet? A food animal? She couldn't remember. She sighed and sat down at her desk,
then stared at the screen blankly.

More footsteps tramped by her closed door, more of the muffled thumps and voices of the ship landing
she had not been permitted to see. She ground her teeth, then bent forward again to her viewer, blocking
away the anger. Hewinsif you are angry, shetold hersdf. Still, she wastoo aware of her metd prison, of
the city that lay dl about the ship, acity she had seen only in videotape, photos, the few artifacts lan had
collected for his shelves. Not theright city, not the one she awaited, but a Targethi city.

It'snot fair. She leaned her forehead on the cabinet of her viewer and wished she could break
something—fredy, without punishment, just for the satisfying smash. She wished she could run away
forever into her daydreams, to dance with Jaguar, to trade fierce posturing with the Vision Serpent, to sit
comfortably within the circle of the Cricket'sarms. My friends, she thought, why can't you bered and
thisredlity the dream world? She wished ... for too many things she couldn't have. Where is the answer?

Lady Rainbow, the Jaguar growled, enticing her, will you come dance with me? He posed proudly in
hisjungle glade, histail flashing. Behind him, the Cricket God turned and beckoned to her, then invoked
the mist and the Serpent within, not the Mayaterror that had frightened her in dreams, but the friend who
knew her as no one else did, not even the Jaguar Sun. Beloved, the Jaguar called, |eave this place and
live forever with me, in the Xibalba...

Beloved, she answered wigtfully, could it be forever, truly forever?
You need only wish it, Lady Rainbow...

She heard new footsteps outside in the hallway and tried to ignore them, seeing the Jaguar in her mind,
vibrant and real, agod of destiny. She reached out her hands, asif she could touch him from thisworld,
asif the doorway had truly opened and al she need do isstep throughit ... A moment later, to her
startlement, her cabin door shushed open behind her.

“Quiet!” avoice whigpered urgently. “ Samta, get off my foot, you clod.”

Medoret turned her chair quickly and saw three human shapes crowding in the doorway, the bright light
of the halway vivid againg the darkness of their shapes, blinding her.

“Isshe here?” another voice whispered. “Hit the light switch, will you?’

Medoret stood. The ceiling light flashed on and she blinked dazedly against the sudden brilliant light. The
vigitors quickly shut the door behind them.

“I don't have much tape to run in front of the camera,” athird voice sad irritably. “Make thisquick.”

Medoret blinked again against the dazzlement of the lights, then her vision cleared to show Hillary and
two young men, one of them the dark-haired man she had seen on the ship dock. He smiled at her
warmly; thetall sandy-haired young man beside him did not. Hillary spread her hands dramaticaly.
“Thereyou are. Where have you been?’

“In captivity,” Medoret answered sourly.

“That'swhat | thought,” Hillary said, making aface. “'Delicate nerves,” my ass. Isnt Sieyesatotd
creep-out? These hunks, by the way, are Samta Montes and Bjorn Svenson, our fellow peons. Samta's
the brunette, Bjorn's the Swede—it's easiest to remember that way.”



“Hi,” Samtasaid. " Y ou're prettier than your videos.”
She blinked, then smiled back at him. “So I've been told.”
“Thisisstupid,” Bjorn said to Hillary, ignoring the interchange. “We can get in big trouble.”

“So?’ Hillary retorted, tossing her head. She gave Bjorn alook of disgust. “Excuse the child, Medoret,
but we needed Bjorn—despite his adjustment problems. Bjorn's the tech who's playing amovie for the
guard cameradown the corridor aways—you do know you have acamera?’

“I'm not surprised,” Medoret said. Samtatook along step forward and bent to look at her computer
screen, then smiled down at her. He seemed taller than his middle height, lean-limbed and brown in his
shortdeeved jumpsuit, the clean planes of hisface and high cheekbones reminding her again of Y ucatan,
thereal Y ucatan. His scents of dust, warm human flesh, and afaint cologne washed over her, and he
stood so close she sensed the heat radiating from his skin. Quetzal feathers would become him well, she
thought confusedly, like al Maya of those ancient glades. He raised an eyebrow. “Glyphs,” she said
awkwardly.

“That | can see”
“Why are you here?” Medoret asked, bewildered.

Hillary waved her hand airily. “We're collecting you. That's what archaeologists do, after al—and we
don't have much time, either.” She stepped forward and tugged at Medoret's deeve peremptorily.
“There'sno help for it, Medoret—you're stashed.”

“Thisisstupid,” Bjorn repeated.

“Then go home,” Hillary said impatiently. “ Go the whole sixteen light-years, if you must!” Bjorn scowled
ferocioudy, drawing his narrow face even narrower, his mouth pursed angrily. “Nobody forced you,
Bjorn.”

“Oh?" Bjorn said, hisface sour.

Hillary shrugged disdainfully and tugged again at Medoret's deeve. “Want to see ared Targethi city,
Medoret? | thought so. Get your jacket and let'stake atour.”

Medoret hesitated. She hadn't actualy promised lan to stay put.

“Isthat a‘'no?’ Hillary looked deflated, her voice rising in disgppointment.
Medoret shook her head. “Areyou joking?’ shesad. “Let'sgo.”

“Grest!”

“Thegoing will bealittle ddicate,” Samtawarned. “Wait asec.” He eased open the door and looked in
both directions, then waved them out into the corridor. “I'll leave you to dismantle your movie, Bjorn.
Well wait outsde the airlock.”

“I'm not coming any farther.”
“Suit yoursdf, friend.”

Medoret looked up at the contraption near the corridor celling as she dipped out of the room, marveling
that they would take therisk. The hallway was empty in both directions, though she heard voices around



the bend. Were they coming nearer?
“Comeon,” Hillary whispered. “ Thisway.”

She and Samta each took one of Medoret's arms and hurried her down the corridor and the bay-port,
then down the ladder to the exterior hatch in aquick clatter. A few minutes|ater, they crowded into the
outermost airlock and waited for it to cycle.

Doorways, she thought suddenly, her heart pounding. A moment later, the metal door did open,
admitting awash of moit air from the darkness beyond, heavy with warmth and the scent of greenery.
Medoret threw back her head in surprise as the scents washed over her, then stepped automeaticaly after
the others onto the ladder platform, looking to theright and left, her skintingling. The airlock door
swished shut behind her. Hillary clattered briskly down the ladder after Samta, and both turned at the
base and looked up at Medoret, but she could not move, not yet.

On every side of the well-worn clearing grew adark tangle of trees, vines, and underbrush. To theright,
extending under the trees, were meta buildings of Earth manufacture, with the shadowed movements of
people moving among them. She heard the whine of aground car, the indistinct murmur of voices.
Towering beyond the camp, just visible over the treetops, was the gpex platform of the Targethi temple,
itswhite stone glinting dully under starlight. She looked at the shadowed square of its Doorway and the
darsit framed, its stone still radiating the heet of the day hours after the sun had set. All her life among the
humans she had lived in the artificiad environment of Ariadan’s bubble-city, never knowing the redity of a
truly living world beyond the small botanical garden at the city park and in her imagined Mayajungles.
She stood till, drinking in the darkness.

It's beautiful. Oh, Serpent, can you seethis? Shelifted her arms, blessing the forest, as parrots again flew
up the mountainin brilliant sunlight.

Thewarm air carried a dozen scents, afew sharp and bitter, some redolent with sap, others briefly
sensed and gone. A warm breeze tickled her cheek, riffling her fine hair; sheturned her faceinto it and
breathed deeply, the touch tingling dong her skin. She heard amurmur in the treesfar to the lft, the
sharp cry of an animd, the sihilant movement of the forest on every side. | remember this, she thought,
sorting theimpressions. But not here, in another place—places. Y es, places: the memories stirred
beneath her mind, likefishin aturbid stream, gracefully darting, Snuous, dive. Shelet her amsfdl and
filled her lungswith thewarm air, every sensetingling.

Jaguar, she thought ecdtaticaly, are you here?

Hillary gestured impatiently below her, her shadowswarmly red in the pleasant darkness. “ Quite asight,
huh? Let's go sightsee—out of sight, so to peak.” She stamped her foot. “Medoret, will you come?’

“Comeon, Medoret!” Samtacaled, and Hillary plunged away from the lighted buildings, heading for the
trees. Medoret moved her feet reluctantly forward and descended the ladder. Samtatugged her off the
last tread, his smileflashing in the darkness, then pulled her into arun. They ran into the treesand along
the twistings of the path, following Hillary's sure guide. After ahundred meters, Hillary abruptly didto a
stop, nearly causing acollision, and pointed excitedly to a profusion of pale flowers just overhead.
“Look: orchidd”

Samta snorted. “ Collect later, you. Medoret wants to see the glyphs—don't you?”
“I want to see everything,” Medoret said smply.

The three moved aong the path, following Hillary's dower speed as the young woman scanned the



branches overhead. The forest envel oped them with awarm darkness, subtle movement in every
direction that teased. Medoret walked dong the path, conscious of the dight jar of each footstep on the
hard-packed dirt, of the measured rise and fall of her breathing. Life here: life everywhere. It's beautiful.
She looked up at the darker pattern of branches against amoonless sky, remembering her dream of
another path, where she had walked naked under the starlight as the Lady Rainbow.

“Beautiful,” she breathed.
Ahead of them, Hillary crashed off the path, chasing another flower. Samtasighed. “ She getsthat way.”
“Itsdl right.” She haf turned and smiled up a him. “ Thisiswonderful .”

“That | can see, and long overdue, | think,” Samtasaid. “Hillary had agood ideain stedling you. Why
does Sieyes haveit in for you, anyway? Y ou don't seem demented to me.”

“Isthat what he's been saying?’

“Oh, not exactly—but the upshot adds up to mental problems. Liftoff panic, general emotiond collapse, a
hothouse flower in need of her glass protections.”

“Hmmmph.”
“Tough being an dlien pet,” Samta said casualy, making Medoret stop short and turn to him.
“How did you know?’ she asked in sharp surprise.

“Sieyes has been on the videos aimost as much as you, Medoret. Let's say | can recognize a certain kind
of academic avarice. | grew up in an academic family and | know al the usud types—hdll, haf my
relaivesfit certain dotsjust fine. Dr. Seyesisaparticularly digtinctive type. I'm surprised he let you loose
onto Survey.”

“lan did that. That's my foster father.” As Samta smiled and tipped his head at her, she sghed. “Well, of
course, you know that. It's odd, everyone knowing me and | don't know them back.”

“Youll get the chance.”

“It's nice of you to be o confident.” They waked dowly aong the path, their footfals muffled and lost
among the murmurs of the forest.

“Doyou like being a celebrity?” Samtaasked.
“Not much.”

“Waell, there are lesser versons. Here I'm one of the token Maya—everybody thinks | should understand
this place just because my ancestors built smilar temples athousand years ago.”

“Soyou are Maya? | thought s0.” She turned and looked at him more closely, then remembered her
manners. Samtamight not like that kind of stare; she surely didn't. He shrugged, hiswhite teeth flashing in
the darkness.

“Not pure-blood, but | grew up in Yucatan.” Samtatook her deeve and pulled her into aside path as
they passed it. “ Hillary, stop doing that stork dance and come thisway.”

“Who'sastork?’ Hillary asked indignantly from somewhere up ahead, but she came back to them,
anyway. “Samta,” she said severely, “you have no sense of adventure.”



“I'll differ with that: I'm just more focused.” He smiled lazily, then laughed as Hillary stlamped her foot.
“Héll, Hillary, go stork-danceif you mugt. I'm easy.”

“Y ou think you know so much, SamtaMontes,” Hillary said airily. “ Someday you'll get yours.” And she
flounced off again.

“Issheangry with you?” Medoret asked as Hillary vanished up the path. “Why?’

Samta shrugged. “Don't worry about it. Hillary just emotes for emoting sometimes, and she getsirritated
when | don't react like shewants.” He broke off aleaf and smelled it, then put it behind hisear. “Bjorn's
atota stick, so I'm the expectable romance, | guess—affairs are traditiona for pretty grad studentson
these jaunts, especialy grad students from upper-class British backgrounds who think certain things
come naturaly with life”” He shrugged again, but not unkindly. “ She's Lady Hillary Daton, by theway,
but only cal her that when you want to make her mad.”

“] don't understand.”

He grinned. “ She thinks she's so unconventiond, too. It'd help if Hillary was sure about what she
wanted.”

“Hm.”
Samtalaughed. “That's anicely noncommittal sound.”

She bit her lip, then decided she was out of her element. He laughed again, but a nice sound, not
mocking. “ Sorry, Medoret. I'm teasing.”

“That'sokay.” Asthey waked down the path in the soft darkness, the forest's diveness surrounding
them, shelooked at him surreptitioudy. “ So what do the templesreally mean, O Token?’ she asked.

“Beatsme,” hesaid lightly. “1 suggested, just to get Mueller's goat—I'm on his Tikal Metals team—that
we put on aMaya Serpent ritua to find out, but Dr. Mueller never did have a sense of humor. And |
doubt he'd have gone much for the human-sacrifice part, even if we had the convenient war captives.”

“I can think of agood choicefor victim,” Medoret said pointedly.

“Now that's neo-Freud, for sure—what would Dr. Sieyes say? But let's not forget Dr. Mueller—or Mrs.
Temsor, that's athought. Look ahead, Medoret. Youl'l likethis.”

The path widened into asward of close-hugging ground plants and an open dark space dominated by the
bulk of astone arch. Medoret hurried ahead and touched the carved stone. “The Celestid Arch!” she
cried, then heard Samta chuckle behind her. She turned, smiling as broadly as he. “Thank you. I've seen
it in photographs, but....” She turned back and ran her fingers over the smooth planes, then traced a
curving groove of the dien bird's feethered tail.

The stone stood four meterstal, intricately carved in the ditinctive Targethi iconography; she could
recognize the design in the shadows and caressed it delightedly. Why the young grad students had
absconded with her into this night-dark city, she couldn't say, but suspected abasic kindness, a
perception that most of the humans she had met seemed to ignore. She paced around the arch, checking
the pandls, recognizing them dl. The temple plazamust be very near, conceded behind the forest trees
that ringed the small glade. Overhead, the night sky was strewn with stars, in adifferent pattern than she
had seen at Ariadan.

Samtajoined her at the stone and ran his hand over the glyphs, then glanced over her shoulder at Hillary,



who had darted into the clearing to chase after something in the grass several meters away. “Monomania
All that energy suppressed for years, waiting for this. It may be abit hectic around Hillary for awhile, but
she's okay, Medoret. Y ou can trust her.” He looked back at the shadowed stone. “It really doeslook
Mayan, doesn't it? My father wrote dozens of papers comparing the iconography. Y ou've probably read
them all—Arturo Montes?’

“You'rehisson?’ sheasked in surprise.

“Yeah,” Samtasaid, alittle sourly. Shelooked at him more closdy, wondering at the sourness. Arturo
Montes had founded an entire school of glyph interpretation and had named al the primary Ophiuchi
sites; his decades of scholarship had become the foundation of Glyphs at the Targethi Sites. “ Archaeology
comeswith the blood,” Samta answered with ashrug. “We still have rdatives back in Y ucatan, living the
ancient lifein thejungle, as much asthe Mayamanage these days.” His dender fingers caressed the sone
amoment more before he withdrew them determinedly.

“Youlovetheglyphs.”

Samtalooked around amoment, afaint smile on hislips. “I lovethis place, but not becauseit's Maya. It's
not—it's Targethi. And that is something very speciad.” He turned back to her, hisdark eyesintent. “I've
always wanted to meet you, Medoret, our one living aien. Not that | mean to make you fedl odd at that,”
he said hastily. “1 don't—and not that | just see you as a nonperson, you know...”

“| do tend to become an icon myself.” Her fingerstraced another curve.

“Y ou can be both—just like me and the other token types on this project. | got into computers when |
was akid and spent the next couple of yearstalking microcircuits and databoards and nothing €l se—it
just baffled my father, and we never did work that out. And out here, some academic typesthink Maya
and computers are an odd fit—to his credit, Dr. Mudler isn't one of them. The othersthink | should il
be wearing quetza feathers and standing around looking picturesque.” He grimaced, then shrugged away
theirritation. “We get our own acclaim. They redly do think we must know something they don't.”

“How | know thefeding.” She ducked her head shyly. “Thank you for bringing me out here, Samta.”

“Sure. Of course. Ligten, Hillary can bounce her way around, like she will—be sure to go adong for the
ride, it's great fun—but some of us understand more than you think. And alot of us don't approve of the
way that they've kept you hidden away like some kind of hothouse flower. Y ou must have been very
londy.”

She amiled up a him. “ Sometimes.”

“Wadll, not anymore—grad students don't have much pull, but Dr. McGill does, even with the captain.
There have been big arguments among the Powers about Dr. Sieyessdecision, and | think shelll back us
up. So perk up—thiswon't be your only escape.”

“I likean optimigt.”

“Yeah, naive, | admit, but what the hell. Listen, we don't have much time out here—let's not press our
luck and give Dr. McGill too much to defend—but before we go back, let's catch Hillary and go over to
the plaza. The arch stoneisfamous, but the temple glyphs—well, you know all about that.”

He called to Hillary and they tramped through the darkness down another path through the warm moist
ar. Medoret sniffed appreciaively, smeling the cool moist earth, the multiple scents of the vegetation, the
occasiona aromaof orchids overhead. Though she had visited the arboretums on Ariadan and knew the



smells of such aprofusion of living things, a cultured garden wasn't the same asared forest. After the
Targethi disgppeared, the surrounding tropica forest had grown inward, covering stone, breaking
pavement with their roots, remaking the land. She looked around at the tree branches overhead, looking
for the movement of animas, then asked Hillary.

“Mogt of the animas here stay out in the hinterland,” Hillary replied, sounding regretful. “ Probably too
much activity here; we've been too long making noise and bulldozing where we pleased. The Site
preservation here hasn't been very good.” Hillary clucked her tongue in disgpproval. “ This strip of forest
isthe only jungle they |eft on Ste—everything else was cleared. They could have been more careful.”

“You can't study a site without digging,” Samta commented. “Nor land a spaceship on the tops of trees.”

“I admit that, but preserving asite meansjust that—preserving,” Hillary said passonatdy. “The
ecosphere isthe most fragile component of asite, and it's so easy to destroy it. We have the techniques
and sensors now to be more careful; we don't have to dig pits al over. BioSurvey hasn't seen ajaguar
here for years.” She sighed and caressed a nearby |eaf, then touched a cascade of tiny blossoms that
gleamed dully in the darkness. “ All of it's so beautiful—not just the stone and metd, but this, too. Why
can't werespectital?’

“It'sbetter at Tikd, Hill,” Samtasaid. “ Y ou'll see”
“I hope so.”

Samta swatted suddenly at hisface. “Ouch! Damn, it bit me.” He ingpected his hand, then wiped it
gingerly on histunic. “ Sorry, Hillary,” he added as his bug murder earned himsdlf areproving scowl from
the young British woman. “Wéll, not dl of the animals stay away—the bugs are till here.”

“Bugsarent easily didodged,” Hillary said, arching her eyebrow. Samta pretended to fend off her glare,
and Hillary laughed, then looked over her shoulder at Medoret. “ They've done some comparison studies
between Targethi rain forest and the forest reserves on Earth: the proportions are about the same. If the
bugs ever knew their business better, they'd take over in no time.” She snapped her finger at abush and
st off arugtling as aminute shadowy form darted deeper into the bushes. “ Stink bug. Watch out for
them—they're an improvement over the Earth variety.”

They emerged from the forest barrier into awide space of paved stone fronting the site's temple pyramid.
The Survey had burned and dashed the forest that had half concealed them, with new incursions by
cregpers and grass kept firmly under control. The square had adisheveled ook of crumbling stone and
occasond tufts of vegetation, but much of the origind magnificence dill remained: the Targethi had built
massvely in sair-stepped stone, decorating every vertical surface with their swirling glyphs of strange
design. On the far edge of the square stood the row of tall columnar figures, mute Gods that watched the
city decay by centimeters, obliviousto the human vistors.

“The Gods,” Samtamurmured, pointing. In the shadows the Vision Serpent seemed to stir under
garlight, its eyes gleaming. Medoret |ooked away uncomfortably; her dreams cametoo closein this
warm and humid night. She contented herself with just looking from the edge of the square, letting her
eyesroam fredy from pavement to temple to the geometric horizon of the small residentid city, blocky
shadows beyond the temple. A breeze blew steadily against her back, bringing its many scents of lush
fores—and in thefar distance, afaint chiming. She turned abruptly in that direction.

“What isit?’ Hillary asked, noticing her swift movement.

“I hear achiming.”



“Chiming? From where?’
Medoret pointed beyond the south face of the temple.

“There's nothing down there that chimes,” Hillary said, confused. Her companions looked at each other,
and Medoret abruptly relaxed and turned to them with asmile. She did not want either to think her odd.
She smiled more broadly & her own irony. Well, more odd than usua. She laughed doud, confusing
them dl themore.

“I'm sorry. Thisisddightful.” She waved her arm at the temple square. “1 know dl the glyphs so
well—and | know it would take hoursto look at them properly ‘in the flesh,” so to speak. Maybe we can
come out again tomorrow.”

“No ‘maybe’ about it,” Hillary said stoutly. “All we haveto do is sneak you back again—assuming Bjorn
didn't get caught.”

Samta shrugged. “ Sorry about Bjorn's attitude, Medoret, but he's a conservative type who worries
about....” he dropped hisvoice dramaticaly into awhisper, “...breaking the rules.” He made aface of
mock terror, and she giggled. “Come on.”

They took another route back to Narenjo, skirting the north edge of the pyramid and plunging back into
abrief fringe of forest. At the edge of the ship clearing, hidden by forest shadow, Samta camly inspected
thelargely deserted scene.

“I don't see any outraged academics, do you, Hill?” he commented.

“I knew we'd pull thisoff.” Hillary turned to grin at Medoret, then bounded forward to the airlock |adder
and vanished indgde the ship.

Medoret met Samtas eyes. “Thank you,” shetold him, then hesitated and plunged onward. “1 saw you at
the ship dock,” she said hurriedly. “1 wanted to talk to you then.” She flushed. “I'm glad we had the
chance after al.”

“Y ou're welcome, Medoret.”
“Il—well, | supposewe shouldgoin.”

Asthey walked to the ladder, shetried to think of something else to say, discarded a haf-dozen
possbilities, and so said nothing at dl, like astick. But Samta didn't seem to mind. With ceremony he
conducted her back to her stateroom, waved blithefully at the corridor camera, then swept her hand to
hislipsfor abrief kiss.

“Lady Rainbow,” he murmured, and she gasped and yanked her hand away.
“What?" She stared at him, eyeswide. “What did you say?’

He looked startled in his own turn, and then flushed a deeper brown in obvious chagrin. “1'm sorry,
redly. | wastrying to betoo cute. | know that you like Maya myths and—oh, hell.” He sighed. “I'm
sorry. | didn't mean to startle you.”

“It'sjust that —" She stopped, unable to continue. Should she explain how a Jaguar Sun danced with her
in animaginary glade? Show how aien she redly was? She was suddenly aware of her different hands,
her pdehair, her differencein nearly everything from him. Shetried to smile, guessing it looked more
pained than reassuring. “I1t'sdl right, Samta.”



“I am sorry. Maybe later you can tell mewhat | did wrong, exactly.” He glanced aside distractedly as
they heard voices around the corridor turn. “I'll see you tomorrow, okay?’

“Okay. Good night.” He hurried away.

Medoret turned and stepped into her room; as the door swished closed, she belatedly noticed that the
ceiling light was off. She was sure she had |&ft it on. She reached for the switch, and brushed against
another hand, sensing him an ingtant later in the gloom. The light snapped on.

Seyeslooked at her with contempt. “Enjoy your little jaunt?’
Medoret stared back at him bleskly.
“| gave specific orders,” Sieyes continued when she said nothing. “Y ou are expected to obey.”

Medoret turned away from him and walked to her bed and sat down, then studied her handsin her lap.
She had learned many forms of denia over the years. Now the posture fitted the dow beat of despair
that caught at her breath. I'll never get free, she thought.

“Do you hear me?’

Sheraised her head and looked at him, and felt aflush of defiance wash through her body. | am the
Jaguar Sun, she thought. What would the Jaguar do? The dramatic, as befitting aHeroic Twin.

“What would happen, Dr. Sieyes,” shesaid, “if | didn't kegp to your regimen of sanity? What if | had
shaking fits, gales of laughter, bloodied head-beating on the wall? I've often thought of turning autistic
again; how long do you think you'd last before they replaced you? After dl, I'm Earth's celebrated dien
child—how long would your precious dienist career last if | went crazy?” She smiled at him, showing her
teeth.

“You aren't crazy,” he threatened.

“Niceto hear that, especialy from you.” She stood up and pulled hersdlf to her full height, lifting her chin.
“What if | killed mysdf? That'sathought.” She saw the sudden flash of fear in hisface and amiled grimly.
“A few papers on cause and theory, and then you're just another Project psychiatrist, psychoanayzing
the other dead dienslike everybody ese—if you even stay on Ariadan. What if | did kill mysdf?
Persondly, | think it a better choice more and more.”

“Thisisnonsense.” He turned angrily toward the door.
“Let meout!” shecried after him. “Let me out, or you will seewhat | can do.”
Hewhirled and glared at her. “ Stop it!”

“Among my people,” shetold him savagely, “dl | need isto ssop—and al the worlds stop with me.” She
raised her handsin ceremony, a gesture she had seen her mother usein her dreams; it Strengthened her
now. “1 claim the True Dreaming; | lay the pattern of thefuture. Thisisno idlethreat, Doctor. Bdieveit.”

Dr. Seyes snorted and crashed out of the doorway; the door hissed shut behind him, entombing her in
the glare of the celling light. Shelifted her head and faced the light squardly, then padded across the floor
and snapped off the switch. The warm reds of the room enveloped her, scented by the tang of the ship's
scents, the dust tickle of the air currents that did dowly around her room from vent to vent. She moved
around the room, dipping gracefully through her spider dance, and knew Sieyes bdieved her threat—and
would not dare to tempt her intoit. Torisk al required a certain courage, and Sieyes did not haveiit.



Do | have the courage? she wondered, stretching her arms outward in the graceful pattern of a creature
worlds away. Suicideisnot atest I'd careto try, personally. She smiled and stopped her dance, letting
her asamsfal loosely to her sides.

It wouldn't have worked before, she redlized; there wasn't enough of acrisis. But now, through Hillary
and Samta, the crux gave the opportunity. Shefdt grateful to her new friendsfor their daring, knowing
full well how academic punishments could descend on them both for defying the Powers. With aflutter of
her hands, she included them within the scope of her threat to Sieyes, if hefelt tempted to retdiaein
another direction.

She danced across the room, her feet beating a gentle rhythm on the carpet. Perhaps she would tell
Samta about the Jaguar Sun; perhaps he would understand even that. The hope swept her clean and she
spun in place, dancing gracefully in the imagined shimmer of Lady Rainbow's robes. Werise, she thought;
yes, itismuch like that.

Chapter Five

The next morning, Medoret |eft her room and looked for lan in his cabin, but he had aready |eft. She
ambled down the corridor, then went to breakfast unaccosted. Bjorn sat at a corner table of the
half-empty dining room, absently eating from a plate of food as he read the vid-pack propped in front of
him. She walked up to him and took achair acrossthe table.

“Good morning.”

Bjorn looked up, haf choked on his mouthful of food, and looked hastily around. “Uh...”
“What are you reading?’ She motioned at the vid-pack.

“Uh..”

“Cdm down, Bjorn. Nobody'sin trouble.”

“Soyou say.” Heglared at her. “1 thought you were confined to your room.”

“Not anymore,” shesaid airily. “ Y ou object?’

He muttered something and glanced around the dining room, seeing who might see them, then picked up
hisfork and pointedly resumed his eating.

“Must be an interesting book,” she said, not letting up on him. Her choosing might not always be wise,
but eventuadly there ought to be an average.

He put down thefork again. “Isthere apoint to this?’
“Congder meanirritant.” Shegrinned. “Which | am. Wherés Hillary and Samta?’
“They'll bedong. Ligten, I'm busy. Can you St somewhere el se?’

Medoret stared at him, knowing too well that humans rarely offered such rudenessto each other. I'm
aways reminded, she thought, that | get different rules.

“Afraid of thetaint?’ she asked.

She saw hisflush of anger, agtartling color in his blonde complexion, then the quick control as he



carefully laid down hisfork. As he opened his mouth, she got to her feet, not wanting to heer it. “ See you
around, Bjorn,” she said, and stalked off, right out of the dining room and into the corridor. She wasn't

hungry, anyway.

The corridor had its own smaller busyness as two and three people walked past, heading in opposite
directions. Two gave her nods, one even asmile; she dragged together asmilein return, then choseto go
left, away from her quarters, following the two who carried abox of data-faxes, their facesturned to
each other asthey taked about Bronson's theory of site analysis. They didn't notice her following, and a
the next turning, she left them and headed toward the exterior port. Narenjo's stop at 70 Oph would be
short, 1an had said; this next hour might be her last chance to see the temple square again.

“Where are you going?’ awatch officer asked as she walked toward the port.
She halted. “Outside?’

He hestated. “Well, makeit quick. Werelifting off in acouple of hours.”

“Oh. Uh.... thanks.

“Don't get logt,” he called after her.

Shetightened her lips. “1 won't.”

As she emerged onto the ship ladder, the orange light of 70 Ophiuchi enveloped her, striking at her eyes
amoment and bathing her skin with the warmth of early morning. She stopped amoment on the ladder
platform, listening to the forest's hum, then clattered down the steps, plunging back onto the forest path at
the edge of the ship glade. She thought of going to the temple square to see the glyphs, but her feet took
her past the square and into the trees south of the clearing. She found another path, less distinct than the
wdll-traveled path from ship to temple square, and followed its windings contentedly. Her boots made a
pleasant thudding on the hard-packed dirt; fronds brushed her clothing in the narrower spaces. She
stopped to look at avividly purple orchid perched precarioudy at the end of a branch, then walked
onward, alert to every sound, her senses expanding.

In the distance she heard the chiming of the previous night, and headed toward it. The delicate sound
reverberated along her nerves, entrancing, caling. With a surge of anticipation, she stepped into the
frostflower glade.

There were fewer blooms than the garden she remembered from Cebdrai; only afew hundred that filled
the narrow clearing, brushing up againgt the dark boles of the surrounding trees. Through agap in the
trees, she saw another glade beyond, the frostflowers flowing through the gap like a shimmering stream.
They bobbed in the dight breeze that eddied downward from the treetops, moving in amesmerizing
pattern of white and palest gray, the reflected sun casting a greenish tinge on each bloom from the dark
forest on every side. She stepped forward tentatively, brushing the first group of flowerswith her leg, and
they responded ingtantly to her touch, their song a complexity of ddlicate sound.

| am here among you, she thought, and closed her eyes with a sudden longing, an ache that coursed
through her body, undefined but so familiar. | remember you, shetold them. | am here,

She stood transfixed, touched again and again by the flowers a her feet as they bobbed in the breeze,

hearing the answering harmonics of sound that swept outward to other flowers deeper in the glade, then
sweeping back in response, an ebb and flow as entrancing as dancing light on moving water. For hours
she had watched the little stream in the rock garden back home, attracted by the cool mist of water, the
delicate sound. Here lay the source of the entrancement, an older memory she never quite caught in her



dreams.

| am here. She opened her eyes and watched the light move among the flowers, arippling gleam asthe
muted sunlight caught the whiteness of abroad petd, the flash of moisture on addicate blade or stem.
How beautiful you are.

She stepped forward, evoking yet another ripple of response, then moved dowly into the midst of the
glade, the frostflower sound rising to great crescendos al around her, soothing her senses, banishing all
cares, removing the sting of human rejection. She bent and gently moved aside severa bloomsto make a
narrow seat on the ground, then sank to her knees, surrounded by aliving carpet of flowers. She swayed
with their song, eyes closed, every sense tantalized and soothed. Minutes passed dowly, drawing her
deeper and deeper into the flowers dream-song. How beautiful, she thought vaguely. How beautiful.

“Medoret?”

She dartled a the sound of the voice and turned duggishly, still half-caught in the trance of the
frostflowers. Hillary stood at the edge of the flowered glade, hands on her hips, her expression puzzled
and disturbed. She looked at Medoret, then at the frostflowers. Medoret was suddenly aware of herself
and how she looked, swaying among the flowers, and the spell broke in that mortified instant.

“What are you doing?’ Hillary asked perplexedly, her voice jangling on the air.

Medoret sat back on her heels and opened her mouth to answer, then foolishly shut it. She covered her
eyeswith her hand, sick with this sudden exposure, ashamed of her odd behavior. She heard Hillary
move forward into the glade, the frostflower sound fractured and abrupt, cut short as Hillary trod severa
flowersinto the ground, breaking their slems.

“Stop! Y ou're hurting them!” Medoret cried, raising an urgent hand to ward her off. Hillary hdted in
alarm, her eyesfixed on Medoret's face.

“Hurting whom?’ she asked dowly, then looked uneasily from sdeto side.
“Theflowers”
Hillary's eyeswidened.

“Oh, hell,” Medoret muttered in embarrassment. She wrapped her arms around hersdlf and stared a the
delicate curls of grass by her knees, the bobbing ssems of the frostflowers just within her periphera
vision, their chiming muted now—and wary. “ Please back out of the glade, carefully.”

“Only if you comewith me, friend.”

“Yes.” Medoret rose awkwardly to her feet and walked toward her; the frostflowers brushed her legs
with a ddlicate touch, but the spell was broken. She sensed ahush fall over the glade, aripple of sllence
that spread across the carpet of bloomsinto the wider glade behind her. As she reached Hillary, she
looked up and met the other's confused eyes, then looked away quickly.

“Arewe about to leave?’ Medoret asked.
“Inan hour.”

Medoret walked past Hillary, and the other woman turned to follow her gingerly. “1 wondered where you
were”



“Thank you.”

Asthey reached the trees, Hillary caught at her deeve. “What's wrong, Medoret? Did | say something
wrong? You look so ... defeated.”

Medoret turned back to face her. “Y ou aren't offended?’
“Offended? By what?’
“By my ... srangeness.”

Hillary smiled ruefully. “Well, communing with flowersis something | understand, but you seemed rather
far away—and with these?’ Hillary toed one of the broken blooms. “ They aren't even pretty.”

“They're beautiful .”
“They'reaily and stinky,” Hillary said, tossing her chin. “Asmuch as| love any flower —’
“They are not!”

Hillary pulled back and stared at her amoment, then looked back at the glade with its thousand blooms.
“They aren't?’ she asked doubtfully.

Medoret sighed. “1'm o tired of being different. To methey are beautiful. Can't you seejust alittle of
it?’

Hillary pursed her lips and studied the frosiflowers. “Wall...”
“You can't,” Medoret finished for her.

Hillary looked at her askance, then broke into alaugh, “No, | can't—but I'll take your word for it.
Actudly, I'm glad: every flower should be beautiful and I've worried most serioudy about these, the nasty
oily things. There—now who's strange?’

Medoret hestated, not following. “ Strange?”

“Worrying about the which-all of Hower Truth. And there's nothing wrong with being different, friend.
Take my word on that, just on faith. Okay?’

“Youaren't...”

“Offended?1 find that question very poignant about what it'slike for you among us; I'll do my damnedest
to avoid therule” She held out her hand determinedly. “ Shake onit.”

“You are strange, Hillary,” Medoret said with asmile and took the proffered hand. They shook
ceremonioudy.

“A nice strange—so are you. Come on, wed better hurry, or the ship'll leave without us. Not that 1'd
mind that much—ther€'s lots to see here—but it's not worth the long-winded trouble. How they do carry
on.” Sheflashed agrin and pulled Medoret into the forest path. “ Race you back.”

Medoret caught her deeve, stopping Hillary before she bounced away. “Y ou aren't in trouble about
yesterday?’

“What're they going to do? Make uswalk back to Ariadan?’ The bright grin flashed again. “Besides,



what wasthe harm? Right?”
“I hear abit too much protest there.” Medoret smiled at her friend.

Hillary sighed and posed dramatically, hand struck across her forehead as she pretended to swoon.
“Actudly, it was abeast, don't you know. All that talking and endless talking. Do you ever get the feding
they think we're il children?” She dropped her hand, grinned, then looked back at the frostflower
glade. “There were thousands of those flowers here when wefirst came here—carpets of them.
BioSurvey took samples but didn't bother to conserve them, there were so many. After that, the rest got
lost in the Site destruction when they cleared the jungle off the square. But, of course! Dr. Douglas found
you in agarden—of these? These flowersare a Tika, too?’

143 YS,”

“A Targethi import! But | don't remember them on thelists.” She stepped back and picked up one of the
broken frostflowers, then looked at it more closely, her expression intent. She sighed and held it away
gingerly. “I'm sorry, chum, but they ill smdl.”

“And chime”

“Chime?’ Hillary tossed the flower aside and wiped her hand on her trousers. Medoret made an aborted
movement to catch it, then grimaced asitsfal sent afractured harmonic rippling through the glade. Hillary
saw her gesture and the frown, and her full attention focused suddenly on Medoret, not the flowers or
jungle or getting back soon. Medoret put her handsin her pockets and stared back. A dow smile spread
across Hillary's pretty face.

“Thousands,” Hillary murmured, and bent to retrieve the broken flower. “ And they do chime?’ With
great ceremony, she tucked the flower behind Medoret's ear and stepped back to look. “ A picture,
indeed. Y ou carry that—and don't lose it!”

“You are strange, Hillary,” Medoret said.

“Comes from the dien company | kegp—and relish the more we go on. And we are going to be latel
Comeon!”

Asthey reached the temple square, Samta nearly barreled into them. “Did you find —?" he started.
“Wadll, obvioudy. Whered you go, Medoret?’

“Exploring.” Sheamiled & him.

“Good.” He looked distractedly at the flower over her ear, then blinked. “The ship horn just blew afew
minutes ago. We will be lateif you don't pick up your feet.” He set off at atrot, and the two women
hurried after him. “When the Powers had their meeting,” he caled back over his shoulder, “they released
the chainsalittle, but it's best not to push—not if you want to see Cebalrai.”

“Which | do.”

“Sodoweal.” He dowed down to awalk and looked back at them. “ Hillary's been there before,
haven't you, Hill? Sucking up to Ste chiefs on Oxford sabbatical hasits benefits.”

“I do not suck up, sir,” Hillary declared. “I charm. Benice.”

“Aslong asit getsyou the grant, anything is practica. Old Mueller'stoo paranoid to be charmed.”



Hillary tossed her head and gave him asmile. “ And playing prankslast season on Mrs. Temsor redlly
helped, Samta.”

“I wasyoung,” Samtawaved his hand airily.
“Mrs. Temsor remembers everything—and never forgives.”

“Don't | know that.” Samta swung around and walked backward to face them. “Hey, Medoret, now that
you're loose, cometo theliftoff dinner.”

“I'll bethere.” Medoret set her jaw determinedly.

“That'sthe spirit,” he said approvingly, and winked at her. He reached out and grabbed her hand.
“Theresthe horn again. Come on!” He pulled her after him into arun and the three broke into the ship
clearing, running fast for the ship ladder. They pounded up the treads and burst through the airlock,
thoroughly startling the man at the watch podium. He scowled at Samtafiercely, then noticed Medoret
behind him.

“There you are. Both Dr. Douglas and Dr. Sieyes are looking for you.”
“| don't doubt that,” Medoret said sourly.

“Comeagain?’ the man asked.

She shrugged. “Never mind. Seeyou later, Samta, Hillary.”

She amiled a her two friends and ran up the stairs to the corridor above, then dipped into her stateroom.
The ship sren hooted again over the loudspesker, followed by the find announcement of imminent liftoff.
Carefully shelaid her frostflower on her desk, then arranged hersdlf in her bunk and strapped down, her
heart pounding with excitement.

Again the ship trembled and agiant's hand pressed her against the bunk mattress. Werise! She amiled
with fierce pleasure, her blood coursing quickly, every sense coming dive. Oh, werise. She closed her
eyes and sghed, and fet afaint echo of the frostflowers song in the roaring, dike and yet not dike, two
natures bound into one.

Like Targethi glyphswith multiple meanings no one can define, she thought. | am aglyph, shethought, her
good humor returning. Now what would Dr. Sieyesthink of that delusion?

Shewas il lying comfortably on her bunk when her door-chime pinged ten minutes later.
“Comein.”

The door swished open, reveding lan'stall body in the doorframe. He stepped in, smiling, completely
unaware of haf that was happening to her now. “Hello, chick. How are things going?’

“Oh, up and down,” she said.
“Very funny,” he growled. “ Ship goes down, then up—right?’
“About that.”

He stomped over to her bunk and bent to kiss her cheek, then drew alingering hand over her hair. She
smiled up a him, drawing comfort from his presence, then caught hishand and laid it against her cheek.



“I'm sorry | shouted at you,” lan said. “Y ou had every reason to be upset.”
She shrugged, dismissing it al with asmile. “I shouted, too. It was a shouting moment.”

“Which you solved by gdlivanting off —” he began, then stopped as she raised an eyebrow. They eyed
each other for along moment.

“I'm sorry, lan,” she said, though she regretted only one or two recent things out of the many, and
guessed he knew that. “Do | do make trouble for you?’

“Oh, nothing horrible. I just wish | had more authority, but I've been out of Survey too long—don't have
the connections or the research papersto back up my weightiness with Captain Stein. He's alittle too
impressed by academic laurels”

“Meaning Sieyesisill working on him?’

“Conrad's limited, too—all his papers have related to you, not to Targethi research. But | expected Ruth
to have moreinfluence. After dl, she's Glyphs director and Bigshot-to-Be. It was anarrow vote for a
modified release—and can be taken away.”

Medoret stood up and started to pace. “Then why bring me aong at al? What do they want to do? Just
keep me cooped up? I'm a scholar, too—of a sort. I've got my research, my studies under you, I've—"

lan grimaced. “| tried, Medoret....”

“Goddamniit! It'snot your fault, lan! Why make it your persond failure?1 don't think that—I never
have.”

Heturned away uncomfortably. “ Still, | fed | ought to...”

“Youdont fal me” shesaid earnestly. “ Y ou just don't. | wish you'd stop thinking that.”

Helooked at her unhappily, quite unconvinced. “I'll try to do what | can.”

Her shoulders sagged; in hisway, lan was as stubborn as Sieyes. “| appreciateit,” she said, defeated.
He gave her another quick kissand smile. “Have to go now, back into thefray. I'll seeyou later.”
“Yes lan”

She sat down on her bunk and shivered.

| don't understand; | don't understand anything.

She rubbed her hands dowly over her face, then let them drop into her lap. | wondered what kind of
guardsthey would raise to keep me: why bring meaong at dl if they still ingst on their gilded cage? Why
had the Project Committee agreed to it? Somehow she misirusted, as wild a thought as that might be, in
the Committee's unaloyed benevolence.

Does lan know? she wondered. She doubted it, if the Committee's reasons did sort into the declared and
theredl; lan wasn't good at hiding things from her and knew it, and so rardly tried, afact known to the
Committee.

She lay back on her mattress and swung her feet idly, considering. So how do | play this game to win?
For itisagame—always. Do | make moretrouble? Do | seek my dlies? Do | play passive-dependent to



[ull them into overconfidence, then burst for freedom when the time appears? Do we dl pretend | fitin
anywherein their world?

Even 50, shethought, | would liketo fit somewhere.

At dinner that evening, Medoret tried to forget her confusions and, for atime, to be human. She sat with
Samtaand Hillary, alittle too aware of the covert glances from nearby tablesto be fully comfortable.
Bjorn and an older man whose name she didn't catch sat at the grad table, too; both choseto talk to
each other and ignore Medoret's presence. Hillary gave them a disgusted look, rolled her eyes at
Medoret, and then plunged into an animated discussion with Samta, drawing Medoret deftly into the
conversation whenever she wanted support. Hillary obvioudy did not like to lose an argument; listening to
her and Samta, Medoret guessed she won about half with the young metallurgist. Tonight they returned to
an apparently never-settled subject. Medoret listened, bemused, as the two discussed the pros and cons
of biology versus metdlurgy, both arguing their own discipline asthe“red” key to the Targethi.

“Ah, hell,” Samta concluded. “ Everybody knowsit'sthe glyphs.” He pointed at Medoret accusingly. “But
there she sits, shoveling food into her face and not claming aword.”

“Don't haveto,” Medoret mumbled as she chewed. “It's obvious.” She waved her spoon. “All the
answvers arein the glyphs—trust me.”

Hillary snorted. “Only nobody knowswhat the glyphs say.”

“Thet istherub,” Medoret agreed placidly, and pointed at Samta's nearly empty plate. “ Do you want
that sweet roll?’

“Nope.” Medoret transferred theroll to her own plate. “Do you think welll ever decipher the glyphs?’
Samta asked.

Medoret shrugged. “We deciphered the Maya glyphs—eventually. On Tika we could redlly use some
readable computer disks—and that's Metals, right?’

“Right.” Heturned to Hillary. “ See?1 told you dl dong.”
“Shesadit wastheglyphs”

“It sureain't plants,” Samtasaid smugly. Hillary tried to push him off his chair; he swayed, but kept his
Sedt.

At the head table, Captain Stein rose and tapped hiswater glasswith hisfork, then waited impatiently as
the murmured conversationsin the room quieted. “Y our attention, please,” he said gruffly, then looked
from face to face near him. Samta seaeted himsdlf more firmly in his chair and grimaced at Hillary; asshe
opened her mouth, he shushed her, pointing urgently at Stein. Hillary rolled her eyes and resumed egting.

“Asyou know,” Captain Stein said, “tomorrow we land a Tika. Site Chief Layard has asked for an
opportunity to tell the new members of the Tikal team about our objectives this season. Doctor
Layard?’

An older man seated next to the captain, tanned and blonde and tall, rose to his feet and nodded
benignly. Medoret had met the Tika Site Chief once at one of the university parties; he seemed an
intelligent man, lessimpressed than most academics by his own importance. She saw expressions change
around the room like ripplesin a pond, most of them approving.

Dr. Layard raised his hands, and the last murmur of table conversation stopped. “Welcome, people. |



see afew from the 70 Oph team who now have joined the right army by defecting to us.” He smiled
wryly, inviting al into hissmall joke. “Dr. Freeman, your help with the Urban Map aerid surveyswill be
most appreciated.” He nodded at a brown-haired man at the second table, then smiled more widely at
the woman seated beside Freeman. “Ivana Tirova, your ass stance with BioSurvey will be most
welcome. | dways enjoy seeing the reunion of old school colleagues, and I'm pleased that Oliviafindly
convinced you to leave your ivory tower at Pemsk.” The Ukrainian professor nodded sedately, and
Medoret tried to crane her neck unobtrusively to see more of her face.

“Someday I'll be abigshot, too,” Samta grumbled, “and get my own perks of after-dinner accolades.
Why doesn't he get on with it?” Hillary shushed him.

Dr. Layard turned to lan a anearby table. “And, Dr. Douglas, welcome. Asyou all know, the
Committee has yielded to Dr. McGill's requests and sent Medoret with us, finaly releasing Dr. Douglas
from hisexile. It'sbeen too long, lan, and | know you're eager to return to the field.” Medoret looked
down at her plate, feding adow wash of humiliation. Asaways, Dr. Layard was oblivious, meaning well;
they always meant well. She looked up and Samta caught her glance, then gave her awry amile.

“It never stops, doesit?’ he asked in alow voice.
“What?’ Hillary asked. Bjorn gave them al aglare and motioned imperatively at the head of the room.

“But now, I'm sure,” Dr. Layard continued, “you al want to hear about the progress made at Tikd last
season. Urban Map has nearly completed their initid site-survey andysis, and welve identified dl the
main structures and much of the outlying support structuresin four of the seven outlands. Asyou know,
Tika isseverd timeslarger than the outpost on Caracol, and we believe that it may have functioned asa
provincid capital. The adminigrative complex is much larger and more complicated, suggesting additiona
governmenta functions, and the glyph pattern seemsto suggest more ceremonid functions, too. Urban
Map'sinitid conclusons and dataare available in the ship computers, and well supplement with the new
work performed while Narenjo was on circuit. Dr. Beauchamp's team has made great stridesin the last
threeyears, and | know helll welcome the four extrateam personnel were bringing on thistrip.”

Dr. Layard took asip of water from his glass, then hooked histhumb in his belt, assured and confident.
Medoret watched him closdly, trying to gauge the reaction of the others, but al seemed attentive. He had
agood presence, she decided judicioudy, agood leadership—and felt ashamed when sheimmediately
compared him to lan. lan's speeches were not polished and tended to drone. She craned her head and
saw lan at the table across the room, till egting as he listened, Dr. McGill smiling pleasantly at hisside.

“The Project Committee has asked BioSurvey to begin a colony study —” Dr. Layard paused asa
murmured protest swept the room. He raised his handsto till it. “ Nothing has been decided about
immigration, either at 70 Oph or Cebarai. Even if both are opened to colonization by Tau Ceti, which
needs the space mogt, | have received assurances from Earth itself that both Targethi steswill be
preserved as arestricted site.”

“Comeon, Ed,” Dr. Freeman protested. “Weve heard that before. Tau Ceti's demands are just another
verson of the bulldozers. How can we police asite severd kilometers square? Well have colonists
caving ther initidsin every rock.”

“Asl said,” Layard continued, “ nothing has been decided.”

“And | don't believe their assurances, either,” Freeman said angrily. “We got our ‘ specia preserve for
Egypt, and it didn't op the smog from eating away stone by stone. Y ou smply can't bring
industridization next to addlicate archaeologica ste, even if we put up twenty-foot fences dl around the
city.”



“I'm sure the debate will continue,” Layard said, unperturbed. “ And while we debate, immigration will be
delayed. I'm sure that many here can contribute the useful words.” He looked pointedly at Freeman, who
quirked his mouth.

“Yeah, I'm great at wavingmy ams,” the younger man said.

“Put some devotion into it, Bob, and we might get five more years. It'll count. In the meantime, the Tikal
BioSurvey team hasfinished their initid survey of the surrounding ecosphere. They've discovered forty
new species of insect, severa small carnivores, and over ahundred new plant-forms.”

“Now to sort out what's native and what's Targethi,” Dr. Ruth caled out.

“Keep that on the low burner, Ruth,” Layard said amicably. “Y ou'll have plenty of timeto argue with
Sten when you get to Tika.”

“I think it's obviousthat not everything can be native,” Dr. Ruth said. “ Roger has mush for brains.”
Severd inthe gathering laughed, including Hillary.

“And, findly, Glyphsand Metds. Dr. Mudler continues to make progress on hisanadysis of the Targethi
computers, and | think Dr. McGill may actualy have thefirgt key to the Xachilan Pyramid triumph
sequence. At least our computer is satisfied with thelogic; well seeif the approach can decipher other
sequences. Helping her, as| mentioned, will be Medoret Douglas, who hasjoined us on thissurvey.” He
looked straight at Medoret and nearly every eye in the room swiveled toward her. Medoret had a
sudden urge to ooze out of her chair and hide under the table, but she managed atight smile and nod,
knowing that she probably looked arrogant as she did so. “Medoret will join the Glyphsteam asDr.
McGill's second assstant, and I'm sure will be very hel pful in advancing our understanding of the

glyphs”

He meant to be kind, thistime more deftly, but Medoret had grown too familiar with certain wary
expressions on human faces. Acrossthe room, Dr. Sieyeslooked at her coldly, his displeasure writtenin
every line of hisface. She saw him jerk dightly, then don an engaging grin as he turned to the woman
seated beside him and began talking to her animatedly. M edoret |ooked down at her dender hands and
felt the old despair well up again. Layard moved smoothly on to another topic.

“Nothing quite like getting put on stage, right?’ Samtaasked in alow voice.
Sheamiled a him, surprised a hisempathy. “ Y ou're soright.”

“Wdl, | don't careif you're the greatest theoretica thing since sesame bread. Layard's okay, Medoret.
Don't get upset.”

“Do you dwaysfigure people out like this?’

“Comesfrom being Maya,” he said obscurdly, then grinned at her and saluted with hiswater glass. “We
like mysteries, being gill amystery ourselves. And you're amystery, too. Maybe at Tikal you can work
on both puzzles.”

“And how would you suggest | do that?’
“Oh, | don't know. But anything's possible.”
Shegmiled a him again, liking him even more. “Thank you, Samta, for understanding.”

“Y oure most gracioudy welcome.”



“Undergtanding what?” Hillary asked, turning around.

“Gottagtay tuned in to get the news, Hill.” Hillary gave him adisgusted ook and pointedly turned back
toward the front table. Samta chuckled. “Hillary's okay, Medoret. Someday, say fifty years from now,
her springs might wear down, but until then what you've seen iswhat you get.”

“I hope your diodes corrode,” Hillary muttered, having heard every word.

“Never. | check into the repair shop too much just to polish my smile.” He demondtrated, his white teeth
brilliant againgt his copper-colored skin. Hillary snorted rudely, and Samta's smile widened. “ See,
Medoret? Y ou just keep her off balance dl the time; she keegpsto her placejust fine”

That time she did push Samta off his chair, and he caught himself hastily on the table. Eyes swiveled at the
nearby tables, but neither seemed to mind. To not mind the eyes, Medoret mused: could | learn that?

“Trying to join my crowd of one?’ she hazarded as Samta righted himself and sat down again, robed in
his bronzed dignity.

“Why not?” Samtasaid. “I'vetried my side of the universe; got some room on yours?’
“Whatever areyou talking about?’ Bjorn drawled unpleasantly.

“Nothing you'd understand,” Samta shot at him. “Y ou know, Bjorn, someday the universe might surprise
you and mark you anull-digit on those maps of yours.” Bjorn glared, then turned his shoulder to Samta.

Medoret |ooked from one face to the other, bewildered, knowing that somehow she had caused this.
She dwayswatched so carefully, but she tended to get behind in keeping up with the shifts the humans
practiced. Samtawinked at her. “Don't worry, Medoret. Once we get to Tika, everybody'll have more
than enough digtractions, even you. After dl, you're going to solve the glyphs, right?

“Of course”

“And I'll solve metas, and Hillary will write the definitive text on Tikal vegetation, and Bjorn can watch
our dust.” Heraised hisglass. “To Tika!”

“ToTika!” Hillary echoed.

Medoret raised her own glass and copied the sdute, then caught Dr. Sieyessfrozen stare, atwin to Mrs.
Temsor's poisonous ook at Samta from another table. Mrs. Temsor whispered to her cold-faced chief,
and afew moments later Samtawas summoned away to their table. Medoret sighed and |ooked down at
her plate. | wish | knew what the rules were, she thought tiredly—or, rather, which ruleswere mine. |
don't seemtofit in, no matter how Hillary and Samtatry. Suddenly she wished she were safein her
cabin, hidden in the half darkness, astupid wish after al the effort sheld taken to get out of it.

Stupid. | fed upways and downways and insde out. What did this academic self-congratulation have to
do with her? Who caresif the humans drag in their colonists and destroy Tika with fumesliketheir
bulldozers destroyed the frostflowers at Caracol ? Who cares, who cares? Across the room, she saw lan
nod and smile to somebody, then bend to listen attentively to Dr. Ruth, at easein his eement, the ebb
and flow of the profession hefit so well. He looked ten years younger as he waved hisfork
enthusastically, then pointed jocularly to make some point. Not once did helook at her, too intent on his
professona comrades and the life he loved best. She watched him laugh, then scowl dightly, thentip his
head roguishly, gestures that had been hers on Ariadan.

Jealousy doesn't become you, Medoret, shetold herself. Grow up.



The murmur of conversation flowed around her, smothering her, would erase her if it could. Shetook her
supplementsvia from her pocket and swallowed the pills, completing her own medl, then waited for the
right moment to excuse hersdlf. Findly, shejust nodded generally and got up and left, her feet dragging.

Probably it was a party, she thought. It looked like adinner, but redlly it was aparty. That explainsit, I'm
sure.

Chapter Six

She wandered the corridors awhile, then stepped into the observation suite on an upper level. She sat
down in one of the comfortable chairs before the wide view-window, watching Narenjo's approach to
Cebdra and its Targethi world, aworld the humans had named Y ucatan. Like 70 Ophiuchi, Cebarai
was an orange star, smaller than Earth's own primary, older, with fewer planets and a narrower
ecogphere. Y ucatan orbited as second planet in Cebarai's array of six worlds, agreen, lush world much
like Earth had once imagined a pristine Venus. The greens were subtly different than Earth-shade,
shadowed into purple, with broad bluish sands near the long coastlines of alargely oceanic world. All her
referents were Earth, of course—she did not remember any other homeworld.

Isthis my home? she wondered, leaning closer to the view-glass. She knew it was not: the dreams of the
Black Ship awaysimplied ahomeworld elsawhere. Thiswas a Targethi world, and almost certainly not a
first hometo the Targethi. Tika and its seven outlying homesteads occupied abroad peninsulaon a
northern continent; planetary survey had detected no other signs of colonization, though the Targethi Sites
had existed for centuries before their decline. They had come, chosen their territories on one smal
continent, then contented themsal ves with a thousand square miles of asingle planet. Why?

The Project Team had completed its vegetation surveys and identified certain plants—probably Targethi,
by their proportion to the native life—that carried adifferent set of proteins. The random propagetion of
proteins during any biospheresinitia evolution was an established fact proven at Tau Ceti and Alpha
Centauri; the Project had found the same truth here, only bifold, part native, part from elsewhere. When
the Targethi had colonized thisworld, they had brought some plants and anima s with them, foodstuffs
againg the chance that loca life could not support them. Evenif they had found compatibility, they would
need dietary supplements, just as she had needed them among the humans at Ariadan. The Targethi
glyphs had severd friezes of their food hunts, sometimes hunting loca animals, sometimes hunting the
large feline predator the Targethi had imported and humans called “jaguars.”

Much could be guessed about the Targethi, but little was truly certain. The humanslittle appreciated the
dien redity that might lie unseen benegth their assumptions.

She stood up and walked to the window, then pressed her hand againgt the glass and spread her long
taloned fingers. She examined her hand closely, seeing the faint tracing of muscles and the subtle pulse of
her blood benesth the smooth skin, the grace of the long fingers, the smooth ovoid arc of her dender
talons. An dien hand: nearly dl her life she had been dien, one done, set gpart by aheredity she could
not change. In only one place she knew, the Black Ship, would she not be dien and apart. Had they
waited for her? Her logica mind told her they had not; only her dreams promised otherwise—and the
humans did not believe in dreams. Should she believe?

Mother ... she cdled in her mind, asif wishing could crossthe gulf.

Had she been too long among humans, so that even the Black Ship would be dien? If so, she had no
place her own, no people, asingleton among the many. The possbility frightened her; her kind sought the
bindings, could not exist without them. She sensed this was so—yet she had survived adone, among the



humans. How could this be?

In ancient Maya myth, none walked a one—even the Jaguar Night Sun had atwin brother who aided him
in his battles againgt the Nine of Xibaba, amysterious“God K” who bore flaking patches of death on his
body and a smoking mirror on hisforehead. In Maya understanding, together they were Venus, the
morning and evening star, appearing separately in the ky at different seasons but bound together in myth
and the essence of the heavens. In Targethi sculpture, only the Gods of the Avenue appeared aone,
reminiscent of other glyphs but ill distinct, asif the Targethi had enshrined them. She breathed on the
glass, shading it into asmoky mirror of her own bregath.

“Pretty, in't it?” Samtasvoice said behind her.

She gasped softly and drew back from the view-glass.
“I didn't mean to startle you, Medoret.”

Sheturned and smiled. “It'sdl right.”

Hetipped his head to the |eft and looked &t her, bemused. “And could | possibly guesswhat you were
thinking? 1 doubt it.” He hitched up one of the upholstered chairs and lounged on the chair arm, swinging
hisfoot. “You didn' like the jokes at the dinner, did you?’

Sheturned back to theworld drifting on thevoid. “It wasdl right.”

“No, it wasn't dl right if it made you uncomfortable. I'm sorry. We were trying to include you in having
fun; al we did was makefools of ourselves, | guess. And Dr. Layard didn't help. Wl you look & me?’
Sheturned around obediently. “ And not that way—only if you want to.”

She sighed. “1 don't understand what you want of me.”

In the shadows of the observation room, she could see hisface quite distinctly, though shadowed
differently by the warmth of hisskin in her infrared vision. She noted again the strong cast of the Y ucatan
highlandsin the bone structure of hisface, the clean high planes of his cheeks, thelarge dark eyesfringed
by darker lashes, the strong mobile mouth of Earth's Amerindian peoples. He was a handsome man by
Earth standards, she thought, though some human opinions of beauty sometimes tracked by bias, not by
gppearance. Did Hillary find him attractive? She seemed to.

Hisdark eyesregarded her soberly, though aquizzica smiletugged at his attractive mouth. “Isit that hard
to understand us, Medoret?” he asked. “Is everything always digointed?’

“How did you know that?’ she asked with asperity.

Histeeth flashed in asmile. “Hillary may enjoy the celebrity of being your friend; | hope you can forgive
her that. 1t's not unkindly meant—it'sjust Hillary. I'm more interested in looking through your eyes, if it
will help.” He studied her face, sober again. “Y ou seem very lonely.”

“Isthat so surprisng?’

“No. Persondly, | think the Project should have left you at Cebdrai. It would have been kinder.” He
looked beyond her at the greenish disk that grew visibly larger with every hour. “I've sometimes
wondered what it would be like to be cut off from my own people, much lessdl humankind. | don't have
agenuine analogue, of course, though we Maya endure our own ostracism. Were an insular people,
even in this modern age—we're not redly interested that others understand us, nor do we find much
outsdeinterest, the kind that counts. Either they confuse us with our bloodyminded ancestors, or they



think we're quaint.” He twisted his mouth and shrugged. “Imagine trying to explain to agringo
archaeologist that the Otherworld is only one step through a doorway, and that every day hasits own
god, for good or evil. | imagine the looks we get rather resemble some looks you've had, right?”

“I'vetried to fit in. Y ou wouldn't believe how I'vetried.”
“Why?Who saysyou havetofit in?’

“lan. Dr. Sieyes. Every glance, every word.” She turned away from him to the view-window. “1 till don't
understand what you want of me, Samta.” She paused. “1'd like to know, but I'm not understanding.”

She heard the brush of fabric on fabric as he stood up, and then caught his distinctive scentsashejoined
her a the view-window. He looked out the view-window for amoment, the greenish glow illuminating his
face, then turned to her.

“My father was a practicing Mayashaman,” he said, “though that's not afact widely published in his
biographies, of course. But he believed in the Maya vis on—the Twins and the Underworld and the
Moon Goddess—not entirely, but enough to experiment with the old rituas. | believein the binding,
too—not enough to dash myself with flint kniveslike he and the others did, but enough to believetruly in
the ecstasy of their Vision Serpent. The Otherworld isonly astep away, if you have eyesto seeit.” He
smiled at her. “1 have considered very serioudly, Medoret, that you aren't what you seem at dl. You
aren't an alien from out there—" He waved at the view of stars beyond the window. “Maybe you're
Ix-chel, the Lady Rainbow.” The comment was tentative, and she saw him watching her closely for her
reection.

She smiled and raised an eyebrow. “Am 1?7’

“Why not? Or perhapsthe Celegtial Bird, or even the First Mother, that dread Lady Beestie. | haven't
quite decided which; | need more data. Am | confusing you even more?’

She shook her head vigoroudy. “Beieve me, Samta, I'm an dien from out there.” Shewaved at the sars
beyond the view-window.

“Good: I'm glad you're certain, even if you're not quite certain what you're certain about.”
“Y ou catch the ambiguity quitewell.”

“Well, we share that. In oneway, I'm my father's son, a shaman's apprentice and a descendant of Maya
kings; in another, I'm your typica rationa-minded archaeologist grad student, who knows such
foolishness can't possibly be. Y et I'm both, without any paradox.” Helooked at her earnestly, willing her
to understand.

“But why Metds?’ she asked. “Why not glyphs like your father?’

He shrugged. “ Father's shadow, | guess. | wanted at least alittle proof that | got the posting on my own,
not because my dad'swho heis. Maybe the connection hel ped get me the Metals grant last season, but
this second season | earned by myself and not, whatever Hillary says, by toadying to Dr. Mudller. | don't
dothat.” Hisfaceflushed dightly with remembered irritation.

“If Hillary knows saying that annoys you,” Medoret asked curioudy, “why does she say it?’
“I'm not sure she knows. Hillary isn't dways dert to thingslike that.”

“But | know—it's obvious. Why doesn't she?’



He smiled. “ Something humanis‘obvious' to you?’

“Wadll, | can see that much—and the fact you know far too much about what I'm thinking for no rationa
reason.”

“It's part of my persona fascination.” His grin broadened.

“Hmmph.” She leaned back against the window-ledge and crossed her arms comfortably, then scowled
reprovingly. “What do you do for Mr. Mueler?’

“Help him with testing and analysis, sort of hisright hand.”
“And Mrs. Temsor?’

“Hates my guts. Until | showed up, Dr. Mudller ate grad students for breskfast and she was queen.” He
grimaced expressively. “But I'd rather bein Metals, redlly. Computers are computers, not artistic
pretending ‘it'sredly us inglyphs. Asyoull find out, | have alot of private opinions, and one of them
wastheidiocy of pasting Mayalabelsall over Caracol. Uh, sorry.” Helooked to seeif he'd offended
her.

“I'm neutrd.”
“Wdl, good.”

She felt amused when he actualy looked relieved, guessing that Samtas easy charm hid afew
uncertainties of hisown. Shefelt flattered by his close attention, his surprising empeathy; shedd never met
anyone quite like him, and wondered if his understanding camein part from his own background, asit
likely did. HEd said as much. “Do you ever dream of your Mayakings?’ she asked tentatively.

“Often: | wasraised in their constant memory. Do you dream of your Ship?’
“And of other things”

“Targethi gods?’

She stamped her foot. “How did you know that?” she demanded.

He grinned. “ Just agood guess. After al, you and | grew up surrounded by their glyphs and temples, the
holos, the studies, the single-minded fascination of every adult around us. Had | told you | grew up partly
on Caracol?”’

“1 didn't know that.”

“My father was one of the early pioneers on the Project. He was one of the Committee that made the
decision to take you back to Ariadan. For our grace, there was a short debate about it—but Earth would
not give up itsonly alien child. I'm sorry, Medoret—I'm sorry we did that to you. Another private
opinion.” He glanced at the view-window. “ Do you think your ship will sill bewaiting for you?’

“I don't know,” she whispered, dlowing the yearning to show in her face, not minding if he saw it there.

“Intheoldtimes” Samtasaid quietly, “aperson had aplace in the world, one set there just for him by
the gods. A king was aking, afarmer afarmer—>but al understood that the Otherworld was opento all.
The Mayanever divided heaven like the Aztecs did, with only warriors given the blessing of their afterlife
asahummingbird or butterfly. All could share the Otherworld; al entered it, king and priest and
commoner. Perhaps that's even true for amoon goddess and a Maya shaman. It'sonly one step.” He



gestured grandly at the view-window.
She amiled. “ One step, literdly, into another world?’

“If youlike. I would likeit very much, but only if Ix-chel would deign.” Helinked hisfingersat hiswast
and bowed gravely.

Shelooked again at the lush world before them. “All I've heard dl my lifeishow I'm different. | have
different dreams, different senses.” Sheraised her hand and placed it on the view-glass. He quietly set his
own hand besideit. “| can't eat your foods, not entirely. | can't catch al the subtleties of what you say to
each other. It'slike I'm walled behind glass, the glass of this hand, these eyes and ears, catching some but
notal.”

“I've heard the Otherworld islike that, strange and familiar at the sametime.”
“I think most people would think thisavery bizarre conversation, Samta.”
“Doyou?’

“No, not redly.” She smiled up at him, and he seemed to be pleased.

“Neither do 1. At the least, the Otherworld will kegp us from assuming our typica assumptions—yours
about glasswalls, minein assuming you should be human.”

She turned back to the window, where the ancient Targethi world hung suspended againgt a velvet
blackness. “| appreciate that. Thank you.”

“Ar‘y tl rr]e.n

He moved closer and stood just behind her, watching with her; she bresthed in his scent and felt the faint
warmth of hisown body like asmall glow againgt her skin. She knew the humans lacked such senses, not
even knowing what they missed; she regretted that for Samta, then smiled to herself at theirony. All her
life among the humans she had found herself caled lesser than the humans—at least by their perception,
confused and mixed as it was—unaware that there could be another point of view on certain things.

“Why the smile?’ Samta asked, watching her reflection in the window. She saw his own vague image
beside her in the glass and mentally added the Mayawarrior's feathered headdress that would suit him so
wdl.

“Nothing. Or maybe'll tell you later.”

“Ah, mysteries. Wdll, what else can | expect from amoon goddess?’ She heard him sigh dramaticaly.
Then he chuckled at himsdlf, and it sounded alittle like the Jaguar's laughter when he danced with Lady
Rainbow.

That night, as the ship descended into itsfinal orbit and dipped through the upper atmosphere, the air
molecules screaming againg its hull, she dreamt of the Hunt. Targethi voices chanted their cry asthe
diens paced excitedly dong ajungletrail in singlefile, each foot pounding acommon rhythm. In anearby
glade, frostflowers sang to the night sky, calling to their brothers on another world far away in space,
bending their fairy colonnadesin agraceful dance that celebrated life and their Masters. Beneath aforest
canopy on ahigh branch, a Targethi jaguar snarled its hatred at the hunters and legpt easily to another
branch, its claws digging into the bark. With aflash of its short tail, it vanished into the screen of leaves.

We are the Masters, the Targethi chanted. We are the Rulers of the Worlds. At thefront of their



column, the priest raised his clawsin ecstasy and dashed hisknife acrossthe folds of flesh at histhrodt,
then whirled madly to begin the Dance, scattering hisblood in an arced spray. We are the Conquerors,
the others chanted behind him, beginning their own ecstatic dance as they followed, the rhythm building
as clawed feet pounded on the jungle path. Faster and faster they drummed, filling the jungle with their
fierce sound, then exploded forward.

The hunterslegpt into the trees, running deftly from branch to branch with aflashing swiftness, outpacing
their startled prey. The jaguar fled before them, snarling, then fought ferocioudy when the hunters caught
him and dashed at him with a dozen sharp blades.

Medoret cried out as the knives plunged into her body. Furioudy, she snagpped and dashed asthey fdll
on her, bearing her downward in along fal to the ground. She struggled, stunned, as clawed hands
seized her. With acry of triumph, the Targethi priest plunged hisknifeinto her eye, penetrating to the
brainin thekilling stroke. M edoret spun away into the darkness, plunging into adeep pool of pain and
fear.

| begin Time, avoice echoed from the darkness, whirling into the feast. In the nearer distance, Targethi
voiceslifted in celebration asthey lifted their burden and stamped dong the forest path, the jaguar's body
sagging loosdy onitspoles.

Mother ... Medoret mourned in her terror, her furry head flopping loosdly as she swayed. Where are
you?

An agelater, the Targethi mounted the stone stairs of the Star Temple, clawed feet ssamping ameasured
rhythm. Her limp body fell loosely upon the dtar, her blood seeping onto rugged stone; her dead eyes
stared sightlessy upward at the Targethi priest who towered over her. As hisknife plunged, she
screamed slently, then screamed again asthe priest cracked her furred skull and fed her brain to the
Gods.

No...

She awoke abruptly in her bed, her heart pounding raggedly. A breath of cool air sighed from the
ventilator, joining the gentle currents of the enclosed space of her room. She blinked and turned her heed,
examining the dim shapes of desk and wall, the faint outline of the doorway, al suffused with thewarm
reddish glow of her night vison. Which wasthe redlity, her dreams or this human place? Her heart besat
itsragged rhythm, filling her earswith its sound. To escape such terrors, to forget al dreams, it would be
S0 easy to succumb, to give up the hope, to abandon hersdlf ... to become human.

Once the Jaguar Sun had died as the Underworld's bloody sacrifice, torn gpart with flint knivesto please
the Lords lust. For atime, the Lords had triumphed, but the Jaguar and his twin had risen from desth to
confront them, taking their victory into new defests, confounding the Lords, seizing ownership of the
worlds. The Maya had bdlieved that, cel ebrating the Twins as resplendent spirit, the source of al that
they weregiven by life.

Would it be easy? She had fought it so very long, torn apart by her wishesto fit somewhere and the
steady message of her dreams, tormented dreams that sang of apartness and loss and difference. Where
ismy victory if | give up dreams? Whereismy victory if | surrender?

She turned on her side and closed her eyes, her head throbbing in a sharp ache from her earsto her nose
that squeezed like the implements applied by the Targethi priest. She ran her fingertips over her face,
rubbing dowly, reluctant to reenter any dreams, then threw off the bedcover and padded into the small
bathroom. Frowning at her image in the mirror, she touched the thermometer plate and watched the
reading climb upward.



Fever.

Not high, but enough to explain her throbbing head—and perhaps her dream. She grimaced, thinking of
the grim sdf-immolation in its Hunt and sacrifice—she'd rather choose to be the victorious priest, not the
jaguar victim. Sheld had enough times of fedling the victim. Why such adream now?

She opened the sink cabinet and took down the vid of her fever drug, then swallowed an extratablet for
the help. The Ariadan biochemists had never found the virusthat cycled in her fevers; their paliative had
been devised by frantic trial-and-error based on the toxinsin her body, with enough quick response to
believe the chosen drug had effect. And, gradually, through the drug therapy, her cyclica fevers had
waned in frequency and severity from nearly lethd illnessto mild inconvenience, her version of the colds
that plagued lan from timeto time. To Earth illnesses she seemed totaly immune, protected by her dien
orgins

She glared a the faint mottled flush on her face and skin, knowing Sieyes and lan might seeit, too—if, of
course, she allowed them to notice. That was athought. Crowds might have some use beyond bodies for
aparty. She grinned wolfishly at themirror, practicing her totally excdlent hedlth, her blithefully good
spirits, adetermined mind over awilling body, then winced as pain lanced through her temples. She
suppressed agroan.

Of dl thetimesfor her fever to show up again, thiswasthe worst.

| won't have this, she thought and fluttered her fingers at herself inthe mirror. | just won't. She padded
back into the other room and stretched out on her bed, determined to be well by morning.

But why had she dreamed of the jaguar's death? She shivered from awash of dread and her illness,
unableto sort the fedings, then turned on her side and wished hersdlf into more pleasant dreams.

Jaguar Sun, will you dance with me?

Lady Rainbow, | will, he answered, striding toward her across the verdant grass, al wounds healed,
vibrantly dive, and swept her into his strong arms, to whirl her away into the brilliant sunlight that glanced
everywhereinto the glade.

| love you, my Jaguar, shetold him.
Lady, we are legend. And they laughed together asthey danced, ddighting in each other's company.

By morning, her fever had partidly subsided, but not enough to suit her. Narenjo had set down smoothly
on Y ucatan in the early morning, and the clankings and voicesin the corridor outside her room grew
seadily louder, sgnding the criss. She scrutinized her facein the mirror, frowning at the betraying flush,
then paced her room for ideas. Her glance fdll upon the wilting frostflower still on her desk and she
impulsively tucked it behind her ear, copying Hillary'sinspiration on Caracol. Given her friend'sreaction
to the frostflowers, anoxious flower as dien's decoration might attract much more attention than her
flushed face—even being odd might haveits utility.

Sheinspected the result in the mirror, then decided dodging would still be good backup. She had no
intention of being stuck in asickroom with Sieyes clucking I-told-you-so to lan as Tika lay all around
her. She swalowed two morefever pills, willing them to have extra strength this day, then packed her
carryall quickly, took aquick glance around for anything missed, and escaped out of the room before lan
or Dr. Sieyesthought to collect her.

Shejoined the thin stream of peoplein the corridor, exiting with them from the ship. Narenjo had landed



in abroad clearing on the northern edge of Tika, near along sea bluff overlooking the flash of an dien
sea. Medoret paused on the upper landing of the ship ladder, her face turned toward the beach where
Cebdrai shone brightly in the morning sky, touching the wavetops with flashes of slver and brass. She
sniffed ddightedly at its scents, catching whiffs of sat and sun-warmed weed, afaint odor of rotting flesh,
the metallic scent of hot sand, then descended the ladder hastily when someone jostled her impatiently
from behind. At the ladder base, she stepped to the side and watched the flash of wavesin the broad bay
of Tika's harbor for afew momentslonger, then turned to study thetall towers of Tika itself, acurving
facade that stretched nearly five kilometersto the west and south.

She had seen panorama pictures of Tika's seaward face many times, but the foreshortened view of a
video could not catch the true dimensions of the dlien city, sone after stone, building after building, until
perspective reduced the long seaward wall to afind white rectangle far down the beach. With proper
satellite lenses, Tikal was easly discernible from orbit, a unique squarish landform on the edge of aminor
peninsula on the lesser continent. The strong breeze brought a scent of Tikal's stone dust and hot metal,
dead smdls among such blooming life of the jungle and sea, and the orange sun beat down upon her face,
warming her skin, bathing al in adazzling glow. Shetook a deep bresth, entranced by the warmth and
andls

Asthe ship's personne I€eft the ship, others from the city came forward and met them. The humans
gathered in groups and talked together in front of the ship ladder, many joking and waving their hands
excitedly, though afew promptly stalked off toward Tika, too impatient to wait for aground car.
Medoret edged backward into the ladder's shadow as Dr. Sieyes clomped down the stairs, then dlipped
beneath the ladder itself as he paused and looked around in every direction, obviously looking for her.

She watched Dr. Ruth come up and talk to Sieyes briefly, scarcely afew meters away from her pool of
shadow, then pull him into another group to atall man she vaguely recognized from avid-tape bio
picture, someone important in the Tika excavations. Dr. Seyesfeigned apained politeness, obvioudy
digtracted from hisusua socid charm, then excused himself and climbed hurriedly back into the ship. An
instant later, Medoret dipped away from the ladder and trailed aparty of scientistswalking toward Tikd,
ingnuating hersdlf into the back of the party, camouflaged by her similar ship-dress. Occasiondly looking
human had its advantages, shetold herself, risking a glance back at the ship.

And flexibility isamark of intelligence, shereminded hersdlf. She plucked her flower from behind her ear
and put it in her pocket.

Shelooked around for Samtaand Hillary, but didn't see elther, though she did see Bjorn'stall form
gtalking dong with aheavy casein hishand. Her own party ambled forward, busy talking in equa parts
about themselves and ongoing projects, catching up the news—she was quite unnoticed as she followed
them. Odd, she thought, how easily | become invisible. Or so she felt—and wondered how much her
fedingstouched onredity. | am the Vison Serpent, she thought defiantly, wiggling her fingers dightly; few
saw the Serpent in their waking livesin these modern days of science and measurement.

Asthey walked onto a stone plaza between thefirst of the nearby Tikal buildings, Medoret detoured to
look a acarved stone pillar, then hurried to catch up, only to fal behind again as she glimpsed the frieze
that soared up atal building wall halfway down a cross-street. With aquick glance at the oblivious
scientists, she veered off again. She tramped happily down the street awash in the mellow sunshine,
surrounded by dust and sea smdlls and afaint whiff of vegetation. Impulsively, she skip-hopped on one
foot, then spun in place, remembering a child's dance in such warmth and openness years before, so
unlike the confines of the homeship and the limits of Ariadan.

| am here, shethought smply, herein Tika at last, and fdlt the lingering dread of her dreams swept away
by her excitement. Walking into Tika can be perilous, she thought, smiling, and danced afew more



seps. | fed well, shetold herself, choosing to ignore her headache. | fed extraordinarily well. She
stopped in front of the frieze and planted her feet comfortably, then let her eyes move upward from panel
to pandl. There was Ix-chel, the Moon Goddess, and her row of dancersin contorted positions; there the
Jaguar Sun, hisface aferocious mask. Human names—what had the Targethi called their gods? She
sghed with great satisfaction, celebrating this moment, thisday.

Onahigh pandl, Targethi sacrificed ajaguar to their gods. | am the Jaguar reborn, shetold the carved
figures, and al the worlds belong to me. She paced onward, looking up at the glyphs.

And there aWitz Monster with gaping mouth opened a doorway into the Underworld, an array of
star-shapes and curving bird-forms on either sde. Beyond his fearsome portd, the World Treeraised
dender branches, sheltering jaguar and beetle-man alike. She touched the lowest carving, tracing the line
of the figure's brow. From their extensive presence in the glyphs, the beetle-like figures were likely the
Targethi themsdlves, their actuad sze masked by lack of perspective, sometimes smdl, sometimes
overtowering the other figuresin the panel. Had the Targethi left this pretty world, en massein some great
exodus, leaving dl behind? No one knew.

Row by row, the glyphstold a story no one could now understand—yet the meaning wasthere, it was
thought, if only akey might be found. The humans had tried to understand these glyphs by naming their
symbolsfrom their own Maya patterns, refusing to accept an dien gulf that might defeat forever al
attempts—and perhaps missng the key by assuming diens had anything in common at al with each
other.

Now, looking at the real stone, she saw differences, not smilarity. Shefrowned, staring at the glyphs.
The Cdedtid Treedid not look much like atree, she decided, though it bent its whorls vaguely upward;
the glyph could be as easily interpreted as a geometric abstraction, or perhaps astylized river, or perhaps
... Even the Jaguar'sface in this frieze could be some other shape than feline, and, fairly viewed, 1x-chel
did not look very familiar at dl. She glanced back at the World Tree, thinking Ix-chel looked morelike
the Tree than amoon goddess, then saw similar blending in the Witz Monster, enough on a second look
to doubt the glyph atogether.

The Targethi glyphs are mutable, she thought, startled, not fixed forms at dl. The literature implied quite
the otherwise, citing clear forms and patterns, not variants. She walked onward, looking upward at the
carvings that marched steadily down the building face. In one pand she saw forms not identified
anywherein the literature she knew, one a curving five-lobed flower shape repeated a dozen times,
elsawhere aflash of seawaves, asingle staring eye. She pulled her frostflower from her pocket and
compared the shape to the flower in the glyph, but neither matched—the Targethi had chosen some other
jungleflower for their message, whatever it was. In another pand, the familiar pyramid shape of a
Targethi temple emitted broad raysto a pattern of stars: she had never seen that glyph published, either.
Y et theliteratureimplied, no, stated definite conventions and alimited array of glyphs, arepetition of
pattern as extensive asthe symbolsin Maya Y ucatan.

Mayaglyphsdid vary from artist to artist, but kept to roughly conventional forms, using the same symbols
of kingship and identity from city to city. A Witz Mongter dways|ooked like a Witz Mongter, not a blend
of Jaguar and Underworld Lord. God K with hisflaming mirror appeared again and again in the glyphs,
aways digtinctive by his posture and conventions. The Maya kings had used their monumental templesto
celebrate thelr victories and prove therr right to kingship to alargdly illiterate populace, based on a
common set of mythsfamiliar to dl. Each temple complex told an e aborate story from those myths,

every frieze linked by theme and symbol to others, showing the kingly authority in mythic symbol that
linked the Maya to the Otherworld.

But with mutable symbols, the Targethi might have meant their glyphs for acompletely different purpose.



She scowled upward at yet another variant of 1x-chel. The glyphs might not be glyphsat al, not mythic
language or symboal like that used by the Mayaand certain others of Earth's ancient peoples, but
something el se atogether. But what? And nobody, it appeared, was even asking that question.

Samta'sright, shethought. It was idiocy to see the Maya everywhere on Caracol, and she sensed past
dispute between Samta and his father on that point. Arturo Montes had published much on the theory,
she remembered, based on the limited glyphs at Caracol; Ruth McGill, his successor after he retired, had
done even more at Tikal, drawing connections, proving the theory with glyph after glyph. But not with
these glyphs, she thought, stopping at another pand. If the glyphs were the key to the Targethi puzzle, the
Project had devised its own answers—most likely wrong answers—before even framing the questions.
How could that be?

The sun beat down into the street, warming stone and metal. She sniffed gppreciatively, recognizing the
scent. At Caracol the jungle had overwhelmed the city, stretching itstendrilsinto every crevice, beginning
the dow reclaming and extinguishment of the Targethi buildings. Here the Targethi had built too widely
for an easy conquest, even after centuries of abandonment. In some parts of the outskirts, where too
many service robots had fallen into disrepair, the jungle might penetrate, but in the centra city, the
ceasaless vigilance of the robots and the strength of Targethi stone had preserved what was. She
wandered onward down the frieze wall, letting her feet take her where they would, and found hersdf ina
Sde avenue between other tall buildings, dl intricately carved with glyphs, smal and large from tiny detall
to half awall wide, al carrying a message no one could read. She watched a service robot roll
sngle-mindedly across the street, then vanish into a shadowed doorway, remembering another time, a
lost time she chose to find again, if she could.

Areyou here, my Ship? she thought, looking around the deserted street. Somewhere hidden in the jungle,
in the seg, in some hollowed building? How do | find you? She looked up at the bright sky, then turned
around in place, seeing nothing but carved stone. Nothing. At afar corner up ahead, a service robot
turned into the Street and rolled toward her, sngle-mindedly following itsworn track, tending deserted
stone.

She looked back toward the plaza, tempted to explore further, but knew there would be questionsiif she
dallied too long. Dr. Sieyeswould be determined in seeking her—the last thing she wanted was ahue
and cry for a“lost” Medoret, the Project's only living dien. For scientists fascinated by the Targethi, she
wasn't theright kind of dien exactly, but Sieyeswould raise the cry despite that.

Y ou come seeking answers and only find more questions? Easy to choose what we will, easy to ignore
the questions that come after. Perhapsthe Tika Project had caught itsdlf in asimilar ambiguity. Did
humans, too, wonder who they were? They seemed o certain of many things, bent on their publications
and theory, on academic politics and sdf-vaunting, asavid for the publicity she had usudly hated. Did
they wonder, too?

The robot rolled toward her, its faded lights blinking with certitude. She turned her back on it, irritated
with its mechanica precision that never questioned, never needed more than the Targethi had giventoit.
Reluctantly, with severd dilatory pausesto look a more glyphs, she retraced her steps and rejoined the
last of Narenjo's people waking into the city.

Chapter Seven

The Project had established its headquarters about ahalf kilometer from the seawdll. Inasmdl plaza,
severa ground vehicles burdened with equipment stood in arow; on the far sde by asmdl squarish
building, she recognized other bulky machinery, mostly sensors and cdibrators used by Urban Map. The



Project had appropriated alongish building on the adjoining side of the plaza, building an array of offices,
meeting rooms, and a computer room on the first floor, with workrooms and dormitories above. She had
seen thisbuilding in the Ariadan literature, too, though the articles were more self-celebration of the
Project than discussion of the glyphsthat covered headquartersinside and out. Medoret moved aside as
aground car whirled into the square, bringing the first of the supplies brought by Narenjo for the Tika
Project's storerooms.

She followed the people entering the main Project building, then hesitated inside the door, looking around
for Dr. Ruth. Instead, she found Dr. Sieyes, who gestured at her abruptly from across the room, then
gestured again more impatiently. Her feet dragged as she walked toward him, hoping for rescue.

Targethi priest, indeed. Surely aruler of worlds could switch afew roles now and then, just for fun, and
give up thevictim. Where was justice?

“Where have you been?’ Dr. Sieyes barked, his voice loud enough to carry throughout the room.

Severd people stopped their talking and turned autometically toward the sound, an attention Medoret
did not welcome. He intended to humiliate her, she saw, now at the beginning so no one would doubt,
proving his control. She clenched her fists and stood in front of him, brave enough in her dread to glare at
him. If she defied him, she only confirmed Sieyess declarations; if she submitted, she set a precedent for
al the daysto come. The dilemma caught her into dumbness.

“| asked you aquestion, young woman,” Dr. Sieyes said sarcadticaly, hisvoice still louder than
necessary. Then he bent toward her solicitoudy, affecting concern. “ Areyou al right, Medoret? Isthe
gtrain too much for you?Y ou look flushed.”

| have the power, she thought, and calmly extracted her frostflower from her pocket and tucked it behind
her ear. “Not at dl, Dr. Sieyes,” shesaid lightly. “Isn't thisflower pretty?’ Sieyes stared at the crumpled
flower on her ear, disconcerted from any closer examination of her face. Shelifted her chin and smiled
eadly, alowing her voiceto carry too loudly, just like his. “1 so enjoyed walking in the sunlight. How
exciting thisis, tofinaly see Tika! | look forward to exploring the city even more.”

“Hmmph. You still ook ill tome.” But his comment was tentative, lacking conviction. She saw those
listening nearby lose interest and turn back to their own conversations; Dr. Sieyes saw it, too. He
frowned. “ Perhaps your fevers...”

“Nonsense” Medoret said cheerfully. “I fed wonderful.” Still wearing her smile, she leaned forward and
dropped her voiceto amurmur. “And if | find asuitableflint in this city of knives, dear doctor, I'll
summon the Hunt and give you as victim, you Underworld Lord. Don't think | won't.”

Seyes sputtered, for oncelost for words. Fantasy is useful, she thought, and wiggled her fingers gleefully
a him. | amtheVison Serpent.

With a pleasant nod, Medoret moved off toward abroad map of Tika on the far wall of the foyer. She
stopped in front of the map and pretended to goggle in admiration, though shed studied it on tape for
years, then dodged leisurely behind agroup of people and dipped up abank of sairsto explorethe
upper levels. She strolled aong the corridor, nodding at people who passed her and affecting intense
interest in the carvings on the corridor walls.

Lady Rainbow, the Jaguar Sun whispered into her mind. Will you come dance with me?

Only if you eat Dr. Seyes, Jaguar, she answered. His flesh is tough and dry, but 1'd consider it a
favor.



| may, if you wish it, Lady. Heloped away gracefully, then vanished behind a stone-carved screen of
leaves, quickly gone. She hoped the Jaguar would fed hungry soon. She looked behind her cautioudly,
making sure that Sieyes hadn't followed, then bounded up the stairsto the third floor.

Onthisfloor, the Project had ripped out the interior walls and rebuilt the space into alarge dormitory
with a comfortable common room and a neat grid of bedrooms arranged adong severd hdls, each with a
bed, desk, abureau, and smdl bathroom similar to Narenjo's own appointments and no doubt from the
same ship-stores source. She found her assigned room in the dormitory and peeked cautioudly into lan's
room next door but found it ill empty. He must be till hobnobbing downgtairs, she thought, and she
thankfully left him to the useful distraction. She tossed her carryall on her bed, then marched into the
bathroom to check her temperature. Relieved to see it much reduced, she smiled at the bathroom mirror,
noting only adight remaining flush on her face, easily explainable as atouch of sunburn—if anyone even
asked.

Willpower, shethought delightedly.

She pulled her frostflower off her ear and looked at it reflectively. With al the mashing in pockets and
dien displaysthis morning, the wilted flower had crumpled badly. Perhaps | can find others here, she
thought, dropping it into the waste chute—though she wouldn't pick them, she promised, remembering
the anguished sound when Hillary had broken the blooms on Caracol. Had the humans destroyed the
frostflower glades here, too? She hoped not. She stared at herself in the mirror, concentrating on
wellness,

“Thereyou arel” lan's voice boomed, and she jumped, badly startled. She turned and saw him standing
in the bathroom doorway, awide grin on hisface. “How are you doing?’ he asked.

“I'm great.” She smiled. “And here you are on Tikal, too, Dr. Douglas.”

He bowed gdlantly, sweeping an arm to the Sde with a courtier's grace, then winked at her. “They
needed me eventudly, it'splain to see. A few weeks work and everything will be known.”

“I've no doubt of that, O Wise One.”

She sduted him with the Cricket God's solemn greeting, palms together. He cheerfully returned it, his
face dight, then winked at her again. Shelooked a him fondly, putting away her jealousy of his recent
preoccupations and wishing lan al the joys of Tika and thelife he had missed dl these years.

“Meeting downgtairs,” he informed her briskly. “Y ou can unpack later. Pick up your feet, chick.” And he
was off, moving fadt.

“I'm coming.” She hurried to catch up as he strode down the corridor, then fell in step with him,
dretching her legsalittle to match hisstrides.

Now it begins, she thought—though what might be beginning sheld have to discover asit unrolled.

Aslan and Medoret reached the ground floor, where people till stood around talking, atall grizzled man
raised hisarms and shouted for attention, then all gravitated toward aside hallway into ameseting room.
Medoret followed obediently behind 1an, happily enthraled by the bustle and excited laughter. In the
wide meeting room, nearly twenty meterslong and now decorated with Earth chairs and front tables, Dr.
Ruth waved from amiddle row and gestured to the chair beside her. At the same time, Medoret saw
Samta waving from the back of the room. lan veered off and headed toward a colleague across the
room, complicating Medoret's sudden problem. She waved back at Samta and hesitated aslan
connected with a short squat man severa chair-rows away, then went to join Dr. Ruth. The older woman



smiled up at Medoret, her dark hair nestly coiffed on top of her head, her trim shipsuit freshly pressed.
Dr. Ruth looked crisply ready for friendly battle with her peers, and her many successesin that areawere
never affected by her smal frame and lack of kilos. Dr. Ruth had polished her determination to an art.

“Thereyou are, my dear. Conrad's been looking al over for you.”

“Isthat new?’ Medoret asked sardonically. Shelooked around the room apprehensively. “Hewon't be
gtting here, will he?’

“Notif I canhelpit.” Dr. Ruth pulled on her arm to seat her on the next chair. “Y ou don't look
emotionally bereft tome.”

“Oh, Dr. Ruth, you don't know the half of it.”

“I'mmoreingghtful than 1 ook, child.” She smiled benignly. “Were a Tika now, Medoret—and I'm not
the likes of the captain.” She pointed sternly at Medoret's sdlf. “Y ou are my graduate student on my
Glyphsteam, and | will expect hard work, self-sacrifice, and total davery to my demands. Isthat
understood?’

“Yes, Dr. Ruth.”
“Good. That's afine start. So you sneaked away to look at awall, did you? Which one?’
“Thefrieze two Streets over from the sea avenue.”

“Ah—with the birds and stars a the capita pandl. | like that one mysdlf, though there are so many, what
with every available surface taken; in acity ten kilometers square, that'salot of walls. The Glyph Teamis
ill working on theinitid cataog, with sometime out for first andyses of the Great Plazafriezes”

“I saw your articlein the Cebalrai Review.”

“And what did you think of it?" Dr. Ruth dimpled as Medoret hesitated in her answer. lan did not
approve of comparative analyses to Earth patterns, which Dr. Ruth openly championed, and had debated
vigoroudy every point in the article. “Medoret, | dready know what school you belong to, being
indoctrinated by one lan Douglas throughout your education. But you now belong to me and | will seeto
the necessary correction.”

“Targethi aren't Maya,” Medoret said with spirit.
“Cultureisculture”
“Not in an dien context.”

“Archetypes are universa to athinking mind, whatever itsform of body and cultural ams.” Dr. Ruth
pretended to glower, asmiletugging at her lips.

“ Archetypes are unique to each race,” Medoret threw back.
“Oh?What's your proof?’

“Me.” Medoret grinned at her. “My archetypes focus on the Star Mother and undocumented variants of
Maya gods. What do you dream about?’

“Hmmmph. Personally, endlesslines of little beetle diens carved on a stone wall—after awhile, the
images do set themsdlves in the subconscious. And your Star isaleading Tarot symbol, easily adapted to



Jungian classcal theory. Youll have to argue better than that.”

Medoret waved her hand, copying Dr. Ruth's blithe gesture. “ Targethi are not Maya.”
“And cultureis culture. Comelook at the friezes with me tomorrow and I'll convince you.”
“Hmmmph.”

“Little keptic.” Dr. Ruth's smile broadened. “ Y ou'll do quitewell, my dear. | prefer stubborn
minds—and | think your perspectiveisafresh inaght we badly need, so | had ahidden purpose, quite
sfish, I'm afraid.”

“Thank you for bringing meaong. Dr. Ruth.”

“Yourewelcome. And if Dr. Sieyes plagues you, Medoret, et me know. Out here | outrank him
academicaly, whatever hisofficia role asaien guardian.”

“ Sometimes he guards me too much.”

“You aren't what he's guarding—and | think you know that quite well.” She patted Medoret's hand.
“Take comfort: Star Mothers come in many guises.”

Dr. Layard took his place at the front of the room and raised his handsfor attention, waiting patiently for
the buzz of conversation to stop. Medoret settled herself in anticipation, conscious of Dr. Ruth'swarm
grasp on her hand.

“Welcome, dll,” Layard said. “We welcome the newly arrived team members, those new to Tika and
those who aren't.” He nodded genially to severa senior archaeologists. “ Tomorrow you can scatter back
to your individua projects, but for now wed like to brag about al the work we got done while you
wined and dined on Ariadan, wasting academic energy. Once you've settled in again, well continue our
weekly cross-discipline meetings to keep everyone up to date, and | encourage you to occasiondly read
the computer-link reports from the other teams. Well get dong faster by sharing data, folks. As| have
said adozen times before, thisisan archaeologica team, not auniversity faculty with knivesout. Isthat
understood?’ He smiled, standing easily in front of the group. “ Good—Iet's keep it that way. So here's
the Team reports. Since Dr. Mudller was one of the departeesthistrip, 1'd like his subchief to report for
Metds. Mike?’

A sandy-haired man stood up two rows behind and blinked as he looked around the room uncertainly,
then glanced nervoudy at aglowering Dr. Mudler and tightlipped Mrs. Temsor seated on either Sde of
him. Dr. Mueller cleared histhroat and stared straight forward, his eyebrows moving randomly. Medoret
leaned forward to whisper to Dr. Ruth.

“Eyebrows?’ she asked playfully. “1sthere ahuman meaning to that message?’
“In some contexts, I'll admit archetypes can be unique. Hush, you.”

The sandy-haired man cleared histhroat, then grimaced oddly. “We're il tracing the computer wiring in
the mainframes discovered in the Jaguar Temple. The wiring pattern is quite Smilar to the other
mainframes discovered at the Copan and Xachilan homesteads, but the hardware in the outlying Sitesis
more badly corroded due to the greater environmenta decay. Herein Tikd, the jungle acids haven't
penetrated as thoroughly into the site. Once we determine the pattern, we can begin activation of the
mainframe computer with the supply of crystal disksdiscovered in storage.” He cleared histhroat again
and peeked at aclipboard in hishand. “Metdlurgicad anayses of the components used in Targethi
congtruction are continuing: weve found anew aloy with eectrica resistance nearly as potent as our best



circuit breskers, but no sign yet of superconductors, not even in sealed circuits. The Targethi may not
have used superconductors.”

“How can you sustain atechnic civilization without them?” avoice cdled out. “How can you build a
gpaceship without superconductors?”

“So where are the spaceships?’ another voice argued. “Not even Caracol had a standing ship left behind,
and I'm not so surethat landing field was their landing field.”

“So they used the ocean.”
“Not proven.”

Layard raised hishands. “ Quiet, please: we're just taking reports now. Bring your ideasto the
cross-team meeting, Joe—Urban Map wants some input on transportation patterns. Let's hear from
BioSurvey.” He looked around the assembly and focused on awoman near the front. “ Olivia?’

The woman rose gracefully and half-turned to face the audience. Medoret leaned forward to see her
better, guessing this must be Olivia Falk, Hillary's chief on BioSurvey. She was a pretty woman, nestly
dressed and petitein her coverdls, with her blonde hair cut very short but attractively. She spokeina
light clear voice, her British accent quite noticesble.

“We have completed the targeted survey of fauna,” she said, projecting her voice easily, “with enough
digtribution for amplified ratios. Aswith the plants, the proportion of native and Targethi life-formsis
about oneto ten, given the time for the speciesto radiate into the native environment. Our dissection of
the jaguar we captured |last month confirmsits Targethi origin: it, too, hasthe L24 protein not found in
other local bioforms. It is beyond question that the Targethi brought the jaguar with them, and we have
confirmed two bird speciesthat share the same protein. The sea-forms are ambiguous, athough two of
the pseudo-fishes have unique proteins, they are not L24, but something different. A dud line of protein
evolution ispossible, and so their origin may be native, not importation.”

“Or the Targethi brought them from a second world, aworld different than the jaguar's,” IvanaTirova
suggested.

Dr. Falk nodded genially at her friend. “ Also apossibility. Asweve discussed severd timeswith Urban
Map, this Cebdra colony—even with seven homesteadsin the hinterland—is curioudy incomplete.
Weve dated each of the homesteads as contemporaneous with Tikal itself, yet none of the Sites
increased in szefor dl the centuries of their occupation by the Targethi, nor were any other homesteads
founded. Either the Targethi rigoroudy maintained their population size by ritua sacrifice, as some of the
glyphs suggest, or the surplusin each generation migrated back to their home world or worlds. Even so,
they would have needed to resupply severa of their food animas: severd of the Targethi animals became
extinct shortly after the Targethi themselves disappeared.”

“But not the jaguar,” someone commented from behind Medoret.

“Nor the parrot or hummer. All three come from the same offworld source and found enough
compatibility with native proteinsto survive without mgjor dietary deficiencies. For thisto happen twice
with thejaguar and the pseudo-fishesisrather coincidental, so | favor dua evolution asthe answer to
thosefishes”

“Coincidence happens.”
“What spaceships?’ avoice demanded again. “ They didn't have a spaceport.”



Dr. Falk smiled. “Doctor, they indubitably had a spaceport. We have three separate lines of protein
evolution, adisrupted biosphere that still reverberates from the jaguar's dimination of al other mgjor
predators, alimited and isolated sentient community that never developed beyond its foundations, and no
native source for severd Targethi technologica materias.” She spread her hands expressively. “If there's
any vauein our multi-team gpproach, we've established conclusvely that the Targethi came from
elsawhere. Don't you agree?”’

“No, | don't agree,” the man said crosdy. “Where's the proof?’
She scowled in return. “ All around you,” she said with sweet malice.
Dr. Layard tapped the table. “Urban Map?’ he asked pointedly.

The effort earned him afew isolated chuckles as Dr. Falk nodded and sat down. Medoret did not envy
Dr. Layard hisjob of juggling al the persondities on the team—and this problem of instant and
acrimonious debate apparently characterized every joint meeting. Shelooked around curioudly, trying to
catch the expressions on the faces near her: none were bored, but many were upset or cross, others
preoccupied. Aside from lan's academic parties, which apparently operated by their different rules, she
had never attended such alarge group of scientists; there must have been sixty humansin theroom, all
smart and determined and stubborn, with Dr. Layard having to manage them al. She spotted Dr. Sieyes
near the back of the room and quickly looked away before he caught her glance.

A short and squat man, his coveral heavily wrinkled and quite dusty, stood up in thefirst row and turned
to the crowd. “Wdll, weve finished our aerid map anadysis of Copan, thelast of the homesteads, and I'm
awaiting the report from Remote Sensing about the subterranean structure. Aswith the others, the grid
map is et in the Jaguar Face pattern, with the homestead temple Sited at the |eft eye. Obvioudy, this
pattern had religious significance, snceit defies norma community patterns—"

“Human patterns, Sieg,” Dr. Ruth caled out, surprising Medoret. Apparently Dr. Ruth wasn't totally set
on her theories, at least not when challenged by Urban Map.

“Ruth,” the Urban Map chief countered, putting on astrained patience, “tell methe utility of awall
blocking your principa street.”

“You don't know it'saprincipa street. The primary glyphs appear on the other street axis.”
“You think they're primary glyphs.”

“Bagic proportions, Sieg: the jaguar appearsin every frieze and the moon goddessin nearly haf. Areyou
claiming that Jaguar Night Sun and 1x-chel are minor glyphs?’

“I'm not claiming anything—except that awall acrass your principa street isnot rationd.”

“And s0 the reason hasto berdigious,” Ruth finished for him, obvioudy continuing alongstanding
argument. “ Go ahead, say it again.”

“Rdigionistheultimateirrationd forcein any culture,” the Urban Map chief responded, grinning at her,
then sent around a defiant glance as severd in the audience hooted a him—or a Dr. Ruth, Medoret
couldnt tell which. “Wdl, it igl"

Dr. Ruth threw up her hands dramatically. “ That's what happens,” she commented to the open air. “The
brain goesfirg.”

Dr. Layard beetled hisbrows at her reprovingly. “Thisis not congtructive, Ruth,” he said. “Y ou obvioudy



want the floor, so you've got it. Thanks Sieg.” Urban Map threw agesture at Ruth as he sat down, and
she promptly signed back just as rudely, both smiling widdly. Dr. Ruth stood up.

“We're continuing to catal og the mgjor friezesfor our symbology anayssin the computer; we haven't
completed the data base yet, but we're satisfied with the program's parameters. Even with partial data,
weve confirmed a high correlation between four certain glyph patterns and specific pointsin the
jaguar-face of the city design. Seg'swall, for instance, carries an Ix-chel danzante procession; we found
avariant of the same frieze at the same city-position at Caracol, and it appears that each homestead
followsthe pattern with Ix-chel and her dancers a the left corner of the jaguar's mouth. Similarly, the
Jaguar Hunt appears on the left Sde of each temple facing west, or, if you orient it to the seg, the side
facing awvay fromthe sea.”

“Why would the sea orientation mean anything?’ someone asked.
“WEell, the spaceport was at the sea.”
“Not proven!”

“That welll settle another day, Roger,” Dr. Ruth said briskly. “The Targethi were very precisein their
arrangement of these mgjor glyphs, and this encourages usto think the entire city may bear an overall
message, with submessages placed within the larger pattern, and so forth downward to minor glyphson
the door-lintels. Some symbols are undoubtedly clan markings or names of rulers: the Witz Monster
dominates at Narenjo, the Celetia Bird at Palenque, for instance, and al seven of the homestead
symbols repest in afrieze on each of thefive Tikd temples. Herein Tika, we see the star-and-bird
capitals, a pattern we don't see el sewhere. If we can identify definitive objects or city patterns associated
with specific glyph-patterns—we've diminated single glyphs as a useful key—yperhaps we can decipher
our first word. With oneword, well have the key to dl the others.”

“Maybe,” Roger said skepticaly.

If they'rewords at adl, Medoret added slently. Surely she's noticed the glyph variants—yet shetalks
about patterns? She fretted, wondering how she could ask such a question without offending the ol der
woman. Dr. Ruth was well-known for her strong opinions, for al her affable charm. What amess, she
thought: 1an might chortle about “all will be known,” but opening the debate could betricky.

Dr. Ruth waved her hand at Roger. “I'll take that ‘ maybe,’” Roger; it's better than ‘you ain't got a
chance.” She pointed a him imperioudy. “Y ou concentrate on figuring out how the Targethi got here
without a spaceship. Maybe they had astral travel and just thought themselves here”

“Well, maybethey did,” Roger argued. “Y ou can't impose human limitations on an dien culture. Maybe
teleporting is possible, if you've got control of space-time, biologicaly or otherwise.”

“If the Targethi could think themselves anywhere, they would have reached Earth.”
“Not necessarily. Earth isn't an orange-star jungle planet.”

Dr. Ruth flipped her hand dismissingly. “Two examplesdon't yield astatistical curve. We don't know that
the Targethi preferred orange-star jungle planets. The robot probes found three other jungle worldsin
Ophiuchusthat weren't colonized.”

“So were on the fringe of the colonization sphere,” Roger argued. “They hadn't reached there yet.”

“The Targethi occupied Tika for nine hundred years, and Kappa Ophiuchi isonly eighteen light-years
away—that's more than enough time. Why aren't they there, too?’



“Becauseritua requires a thousand years of occupation before the ceremonies of New Launching of the
Brood,” Roger said, waving hishand airily.

“You'reout to lunch, Roger.”
Roger grinned. “Good luck with your glyphs, Ruth.”

“Thanks.” Dr. Ruth sat down and chuckled. “Roger is subhead of Survey Support,” she murmured to
Medoret. “He doesn't belong to any particular team, but he likesto gtir things up with weird ideas.”

“Maybethey did teleport,” Medoret said impishly, and got hersdf asurprised are. “It's possible.”
“Hardly, my dear,” Dr. Ruth said, looking displeased.

Medoret promptly backed off: obvioudy the senior woman accepted chaffing from Roger but drew aline
elsawhere. I'm just her grad student, Medoret reminded hersalf, whatever pleasure that rank brought
over token dien. “Or used the seg,” she said placatingly. “An ocean landing would save on dl the trouble
of aship cradlefor your larger shipsor building ship-to-ground shuttles—right?’

“Your ship landed on solid ground,” Dr. Ruth said contrarily, still looking displeased. Medoret felt a brief
flash of despair, knowing she was stumbling somehow and at alossto repair the lapse. Was she alowed
to disagree only when the topic suited her chief?

“We're not Targethi,” shesad.

“Hmmm.” Dr. Ruth's attention dipped away pointedly, leaving Medoret in her awkwardness. Suddenly
Medoret wished she could leave and wander done through Tikal, unencumbered by human expectations
and reproofs. What did | say? she wondered, feeling her face grow hot. | never know. | don't
understand.

She listened dully to more talk from the front table as Dr. Layard gave generd ingtructions for new team
members, reminded returning scientists of other rules, and told jokes that amused some and |eft others
looking puzzled. Meanings within meanings, she thought, seeing a pattern of her own in the human
complications of such agroup—with me asthe glyph-decipher still looking for that first word. She turned
and looked for Samta, then spotted him in intense conversation with Hillary and Bjorn in the last row of
chairs. Did | hurt hisfedlings by stting with Dr. Ruth? she wondered, worrying about that, too.
Sometimes the socid rules seemed quite odd to her, and shifted across the board for no reason she ever
Saw.

Or did this happen to humans, too? Dr. Ruth seemed invulnerable in her own way, taking charge and
jousting with her academic adversaries, Dr. Sieyes had his own invulnerability of opinion, carefully
guarded by deft manipulation. Did anyone ever fed avkward? lan did, when it involved hersdlf, and
Samta had said afew things that suggested he did sometimes, too. Maybe she wasn't that different—but
how could she sort out the parts that came from Medoret's oddness as token alien? Maybe that was the
confusion. She frowned and studied her pale handsin her 1ap. Maybe. Sheld never had enough of the
nondien reactionsto tell.

“Medoret?’ Dr. Ruth prompted, and Medoret |ooked up to see the meeting was breaking up. She
jumped to her feset.

“What do we do now?’ she blurted.

“Wall, | can sttle you into the dormitory and then show you how to access our Team's computer
records. How about that?’ Dr. Ruth smiled warmly, then took Medoret by the elbow and guided her



toward the door. They stopped twice to talk to someone, first Roger, then the dark-haired Russian
woman, lvanaTirova, Dr. Fak's friend. Each gave Medoret a courteous nod, but their attention was on
Dr. Ruth. Medoret watched them talk, haf listening to the words said as she focused on the expressions.
Asde from deciding that each liked and respected Dr. Ruth, she gathered little else. As shefollowed Dr.
Ruth out of the meeting room, she wondered if sheld ever figure out therules. If there wererules.

Now that's athought, shetold hersalf wryly. Y ou can redly run with that.

Dr. Ruth deposited her in her dormitory room, then bustled out for afew minutes, telling Medoret to wait
until she returned. Medoret took the time to unpack her carrydl, arranging the Targethi statueson a
narrow shelf, then scouting for ahammer in the supply room down the hall to hang her Palenque
bas-rdief. Asshe emptied her carryal of the few clothes she had packed and opened her bureau
drawers, shefound a sheaf of Project formsinside the top drawer. She pulled out the papers, angered as
she recogni zed them: more physiological and psych reports, the same intrusive daily forms she hed
endured on Ariadan and had decided to ignore. On the top was clipped a note from someone named
Jan, informing her sweetly that dthough Dr. Sieyes had explained her recent mental difficulties, the
Project would appreciate resumption of the daily reports as soon as possible.

She dapped the papers down hard on her desk, then swept them into the waste can dongside. Mental
difficulties? What had Sieyes said about her? She could well imagine what held said, knowing him, and
guessed Jan's phrase was a politeness compared to the written redlity. She paced the room back and
forth, then retrieved the forms from the waste can and ceremonioudy shredded them into the bathroom
toilet. She flushed them into the drainpipe with aflourish.

Forms? she thought. | didn't see any forms.

Shefdt theinsstent throb of abeginning headache and looked with darm at her face in the mirror,
muttering one of lan'svivid curses when she saw the flush of renewing fever. Glowering at her face, she
swallowed two more of her fever pills, then ingpected the count in her vid. Not enough; she hadn't realy
needed them for four years. If she asked for pills, betraying her condition, Medica would Sit up and run
around excitedly and then bustle her into bed; if shedidn't get pills, they'd notice just as easily when she
ran out of pillsand her fever sarted cycling into its more severe symptoms. At itsworgt, the fever
disturbed her equilibrium, making her walk more alurch than aglide, however shetried to control her
feet—by that point, however, she was usudly aready in bed, her temperature too high for anything but
haf-deiriouslying around.

They'll send meback if | get that sick, she redlized. The Project would never risk her hedlth if the fever
soared past a certain point, not when Ariadan had an existing laboratory staff devoted entirely to her
physica wefare and sophisticated hospital equipment to cover any crigs. The Tika team had excellent
medical support, as lan had countered to Dr. Sieyess mock worry, but neither man had expected her
feversto be aproblem, not really. Neither had she.

But | was cured, she thought in despair, and kicked the unoffending washstand. | haven't had afever in
four years. Why now? Her headache throbbed, blurring her vison—the fever wasrising fast thistime.
The best choice wasto report to Medica and let them hover, with the hope her fever subsided before
they shipped her back to Ariadan. She could hope for that.

What a comfort, she thought. She sat down on her bunk, depressed, then lay down to rest, her head
throbbing in mocking syncopation with her heartbest.

When Dr. Ruth hadn't returned an hour later, Medoret alowed herself afind path of freedom before
Medica's clutches and wandered downgtairs. She dipped outside to the end of the small plaza, peering



down the intersecting streets to see the glyphs on the walls. It would be so easy to wander outward, from
wall towall, just for thelooking, but shefelt wary of pushing her luck, not entirely sure of Dr. Ruth's
support for her curiosity, especidly if indulged while swanning around with atemperature. Shelingered a
whilelonger, looking at the glyphs both she and Dr. Ruth loved, for differing reasons, perhaps.

Thisisan dien place, shethought, dien to both of us. There might be answers here, Dr. Ruth, if only we
can hear them, what they are, not what we want to believe.

Sheleaned againg the corner of the building and waited expectantly in the warm sunlight, listening to the
echoing sound of human voices behind her, the occasiona soft whirr of machinery as a service robot
circled the plaza, and, before her, a sun-drenched silence. Once shelifted her head quickly, thinking she
heard the metallic song of frostflowers, but it was only atrick of the echoesin the sireet. She waited, not
knowing what she expected—and nothing happened.

Did I expect the Black Ship to swoop from the sky? she wondered wryly. How would my mother even
know | was here, after ten years gone? If she even waited for me dl these years—why should she? Why
not assume | waslost to her and think of the ship's greater need?

We will continue, her mother had said in Medoret's dream. Raise ship, she had ordered, though Bagl
had disputed. And where had they gone when they Ieft her behind? Stars away?

Where are you? she cried out slently, redlizing she had waited al the yearsfor this summoning—never
thinking it might not be answered, not really, not beyond an inchoate fear she had avoided. And if it's not
answered, she thought, her skin prickling, | haveto spend al my life among humans. Shelooked back at
the plaza, watching Urban Map at its ground cars, aBioSurvey group talking in the front doorway, a
small trickle of Ship Support people going in and out of headquarters as Narenjo continued disgorging its
supplies. Among humansfor al her life—she thought about not belonging, being strange, different.

If I tried harder, she asked hersdlf, could | touch them, be one of them?If | gave up hoping the Ship
would cometo take me away? | always assumed | would not be strange there on the Black Ship: easy
assumption, likely deluson. Grow up, Medoret.

She looked dowly around the plaza one more time, then fixed her eyes on the glyph of a Witz Monster
on thewall nearby. Stone, nothing more, shetold herself, not adoorway to the Otherworld, not away to
find the True Home. Dreams aren't redl, she ingsted to hersdlf, testing the conviction, then sighed. When
you can believe that, Medoret, maybe you'll fit in. She turned her back on the glyphs and trudged across
the plaza, returning to the humans who busied themsdvesthere,

Chapter Eight

The next few dayswere ablur for Medoret as shelay in the Project's infirmary, recovering dowly from
her bout of fever. She had a stream of visitors throughout the day, lan and Dr. Sieyes, Dr. Ruth, Samta
and Hillary, aswell as others from the Project who took time from their work to drop by. The Site Chief,
Ed Layard, sat almost an hour telling her improbable stories about Dr. Thisand Dr. That. Shefelt
touched by the kindness, and the unexpected solicitude more than balanced Dr. Sieyess snide remarks.
Onthethird day, Medica asked in Ivana Tirovafor a consultation—the Russian doctor had apparently
studied Medoret's bio-systems some years earlier before moving to other Cebarai analyses—and Tirova
took the time to smile at Medoret and offer some encouragement. Medoret gathered that a debate had
begun immediately among the Powers when she becameill, and was evenly split about transfer hometo
Ariadan—in the balance, the issue staled into wait-and-see. Medoret obeyed Medical's strictureswith
meticul ous attention, determined to do nothing that might tip that precarious balance againg her.



By thethird day, her fever had turned the corner and she was alowed to wobble around her infirmary
room for awhile, then st in achair. Her head till hurt, and she hid the physical effects as best she could:
inthegrip of fever, her muscles didn't dways respond naturally, affecting her walk, adding adight tremor
to her hands, but that, too, had begun to subside. Neurasthenic fever, they caled it, and had worried in
the early years about permanent nerve damage, then argued among themselves about why and
wherefores and Earth analogues. The source of contagion was unknown and seemed to cycle from deep
within her cell chemistry, perhaps prompted by arecurrent virus that attacked severa body systems,
perhaps arising from a genetic disorder, perhaps both. Her medica knowledge about human DNA and
rare Earth diseases went up every time she came down with her fever—and she was heartily bored by it
al. But the drugs still seemed to work, and Medica's paliative care sustained her comparative hedth until
the fever ran its course.

That afternoon, after Medical had stuffed her back in bed again and forbade her sternly to do anything
whatsoever, Hillary brought her chief, Dr. Fak, for avisit. Medoret looked up from abored examination
of her blanketed toesto see her friend smiling in the doorway, her arms cradling severd stalks of
frogtflowers. AsHillary moved forward, followed by Dr. Falk, the flowers seemed to chimefaintly, their
opalescence faded to near-nothingness. Medoret stared at the broken blooms, appalled.

“Hi, there” Hillary said brightly. “Look what | brought you!”

“You killed them!” Medoret cried in dismay, too gppalled to think better of it. “Y ou killed them! | told
you not to!”

Hillary's smile crumpled in an ingtant, and she ingtinctively turned toward Dr. Falk. The older woman
shook her head and looked at Medoret severely.

“Of course we picked them,” she said in her clipped voice. “How el se do you sample vegetation? Put the
blooms on the nightstand, Hillary. Surely Medica canfind avase”

Medoret watched Hillary lay the broken flowers on the stland. Her eyes met Hillary's, which were now
shiny with tears. “It'sdl right, Hillary,” Medoret sad, trying belatedly to make amends. “It'sdl right,
redly. I'msorry.” Hillary turned away.

Dr. Falk settled hersalf comfortably on the end of Medoret's bed and smiled, then managed to make it
worse. “Hillary told me about your ecstatic trance on Caracol with these flowers. | find that fascinating.
What exactly attracted you to them?’

Medoret looked over at Hillary, appalled again that the young woman had so easily forgotten her word,
s0 easily forgotten how an aien became odd. Hillary saw the look and abruptly fled the room.

“What in heaven'sname...” Dr. Falk said, startled by Hillary's abrupt departure, then looked back at
Medoret in obvious confusion. Then she scowled disapprovingly, making her judgments, and Medoret
exploded in rage.

“Get out of here!l” she shouted, not caring for courtesy or rank or prudence. Dr. Falk blinked in surprise,
angering Medoret dl the more. Who ever gave her theright to judge anything?“1 didn't ask you to St on
my bed or bring me flowers or look a melike I'm another of your weird animals. Get out!”

“My dear girl!” Dr. Falk protested.
“I'mnot your girl. I'm not anybody's girl! Get out!”

Dr. Fak lurched to her fegt, her face white with humiliation, and swept out of the room, her chin held



high. Medoret threw back the covers and ssumbled to the night-stand, then thrust the frostflowersinto the
wall wagte chute, wincing at the responding chime from the blooms as she touched them. “I'm sorry, I'm
sorry,” she whispered, weeping as they shattered further in her hands. When al the blooms were gone,
she collgpsed dowly down thewall and hid her face against her knees.

Fool, fool. She had been so careful, so correct, so stable. They'd send her back now, lock her up
forever, helpless demented dien child, and watch her relentlesdy.

Why had she reacted as she had, with such rage? Driven away Hillary, insulted Dr. Flk—for what?
Flowers, stupid oily flowers. She trembled violently, swept by emotions she couldn't name, didn't know
in hersdf.

Why?What kind of creatuream 1?

“Medoret?” And then Hillary wasthere, putting her arms around Medoret's shoulders and hugging her
close. “What's the matter? Why are you crying?’ Medoret shuddered and leaned against Hillary weskly,
then felt Hillary shift on one hed to look at someone behind them. “ Samta, go get the doctor—aquickly!”

“Nol!” Medoret cried.

“All right, hewon',” Hillary murmured quickly, and tightened her grasp. “ Don't worry. Wewon't do
anything you don't want to do, Medoret.” Medoret heard the door shut quickly, then a murmur of voices
outsde.

Medoret looked into Hillary'sface, bewildered. “Y ou don't hate me?’
“Don't beridiculous,” Hillary said, then blinked shyly. “Y ou don't hate me?’
“No. But you shouldn't havetold, Hillary.”

“Don't | know that! But what'swrong now? Why areyou crying?Did | do that?’ Hillary'sface
contorted with honest distress, fighting her own tears. “I'm such asod! I'm such arotten sod! Wasit that
bad, what | did?I'm so sorry, Medoret.”

They heard the argument rise in volume outside her door, then a decided thump. Whatever Samtawas
doing might not last long. Hillary pulled Medoret to her feet and guided her back to the bed, then shoved
her in without patience. “Tuck your feet in. Clear that face, right now! We're chatting so friendly and nice,
arent we?’

“Drag yoursdlf together, too,” Medoret retorted. Hillary wiped her face hagtily with her deeve and tried a
ragged smile. A moment later, the door opened and anurse barreled into the room, nearly knocking
Samta off hisfeet. He staggered and caught himself on the doorframe, then ssomped in, too.

“What's going on?’ the nurse demanded.

“I lost my temper,” Medoret said mildly. “I'll haveto apologizeto Dr. Fak. | haven't been mysdlf.” The
nurse looked at Hillary, then at Medoret, then whirled to face Samta and took it out on him.

“Out!” she ordered, pointing at the door.

Hillary shook her head quickly at Samta, and he planted hisfeet. “No,” he said haughtily, then dared the
nurse with an imperious Maya stare.

“The doctor will hear about thisl” the nurse swore, and ssomped out of the room.



Therewasabrief slence. “We could stedl her again,” Samtasaid to Hillary. “Hide her somewhere until
dl thisdiesdown.”

“Oh, sure”

“Being afriend hasits pinches,” heretorted, and Hillary glared at him.
“I got the point the first time, Samta.”

“Bouncing al over her, that'swhat you did.” He scowled at her.
“Knock it off, Samtal”

Medoret closed her eyes and felt exhausted. She kept them closed as everyone showed up, Sieyesto
argue with lan, Dr. Ruth to argue with Layard, and the doctor and nurse to throw thelot of them out of
her room. In the evening, after she had been patted and cgjoled and tucked down, Dr. Falk cameto
gpologize tiffly for whatever she had done, an offended agpology that hardly seemed an gpology at all,
then left. Medoret stared at the closed door, wondering how much influence the BioSurvey chief had on
Project palitics, then tried to measure it against Dr. Ruth's charm and bustling aplomb, an equation that
defeated her. Stupid, stupid, shetold hersdlf. But it deserved a shouting. She clucked her tongue
chidingly, then took sometimeto flex her talons comfortably, in, out, in, out, before folding her hands
neetly on her somach.

| am the Witz Mongter, she informed the room and al the humans beyond. And | wonder who made Dr.
Fak apologize, | do, indeed. It certainly wasn't Dr. Falk'sidea. She turned on her side and tried to eep,
half convinced that she'd be shipped back to Ariadan when Narenjo Ieft in two days.

She dreamed again that night of the black plain benesth ajeweled array of gars. Again, shewilled it
otherwise, not liking the cold wind of that icy plain, for dl it cooled her fevered body, and the sky
descended into aforest glade. Again she walked the forest path, naked benesth the starlight, and entered
the temple clearing. Shelifted her arms and a brief mist surrounded her, enclosing her in shimmering linen,
and the weight of her golden headdress settled heavily upon her head. She nodded, her jeweled earrings
clicking asthey bobbed by her ears, afamiliar sound to Lady Rainbow. She paced the glade, waiting.

But the Serpent did not come, for al Medoret'swilling. “ Serpent,” she called out, her voice echoing
through the glade. “Where are you?’

She heard athrashing in the underbrush on the far side of the clearing, then saw the Jaguar Sun pounce
into view, black-furred and ferociousin hisanima form. Helifted his broad muzzle and lashed histail as
he saw her, then arched backward, lifting his front paws. His body lengthened, taking on a human shape,
though he kept his fearsome mask. He growled and stalked menacingly toward her, hiswhite fangs
glinting inthegarlight.

Sheraised her hand in greeting. He paused, then flashed his black tail and returned her greeting with little
grace.

“Lady Rainbow,” he growled.
“Whereisthe Serpent?| called for her.”
The Jaguar crouched and licked hisfangs nervoudy with ared tongue.

“What's the matter?’ She took a step toward him, bewildered when he retreated from her. “ Jaguar?’



“Thefever growsworse, captain,” hetold her in agravelly voice. “Have wetraced it to the right source?’
Helooked away and began to pace back and forth, histail lashing the grass.

“What?’ she asked, startled. “What did you say?’
The Jaguar looked at the Temple in wild distraction. “I can't stop the nerve damage. It's gonetoo far.”
“Jaguar,” she soothed, but again he retreated from her. “Where are you?’

Heturned hisface to her, his pupils dilated into black pools. “We landed on aminor asteroid, a Targethi
mining station. Rojar got sick firgt. We thought it was nothing serious, acommon virus that had mutated,
eadly identified. It happens sometimes on long voyages, new diseases from the old we carry with us.
Then Rojar miscarried in her fever, and Taret's baby was born wrong.” He threw back his head, baring
hisfangs at the sky overhead. “It's the spores, Captain! It's the spores! The plague is till here, after dl
thistime, and we're enough like them to catch it. Goddess! Save us! We can't go home...” She reached
for him, and he darted frantically out of her grasp. “ Send the message to the Homeworlds,” he cried
aloud. “ Send the message. Send the message.”

He screamed as abloody gash opened in hisside and hefell thrashing to the ground, snapping a invisble
knives. “ Send the message! She's dead, Saryen! Oh, how will | live?’

“Jaguar!” Medoret cried, and ran to him, but he thrashed away from her franticaly. With alow moan, he
fled from her and crashed into the underbrush, vanishing into the jungle.

“Walit! What did you see?’” Medoret stopped at the edge of the clearing, panting. “What did you see?’

The Serpent's mist swirled up and surrounded her with the crystal chiming of flint, then echoed with the
slence of an empty black plain, air sghing through aventilator, a scrape of aboot, ametdlic clatter.
Medoret's skin prickled, and the dream rose to encompass her, taking her to another place beyond
dreams, to areal place.

But | want to get up, shesaid in her high child'svoice. Let me up. Shefound hersalf on acomfortable
mattress and pushed irritably at the coverlet. Her mother looked down at her sternly, waiting for a
willingnessto obey. Please?

No, her mother had said, adding no excuses, no inducements, no smiles. You're too old to be wheedled,
my daughter. When the fever comes, your lifeliesin lying still and obeying Rojar. Be glad that you
survive the cycles. Do you under stand?

Yes, Mother, Medoret said sulkily.

Her mother smiled then, her lips quirking to the sde. | doubt that, child, but | appreciate the effort.
She brushed Medoret's hair back from her face and pressed her pam briefly againgt the skin, then turned
to Rojar. Sheistoo hot, shesaid. Is there anything more you can do?

| have tried all the palliatives. All we can do iswait.

Yes, her mother said bleakly, and caressed Medoret's face again. I'll be back soon, Medoret. She might
have said more, but turned away quickly. Then she left the room.

I'm hot, Medoret complained fretfully to Rojar.

Yes, child, | know. Go to sleep now.



And in the digointed dreams-within-dreams that followed, monsters came to pursue Medoret down
endless corridors, their hot breath filling the air, adding to the steam of the overhead lights, the grates that
issued hot ar. She sumbled in her flight on her short legs, reding from wall to wall, awaysinches ahead
of the beasts that followed, never quite caught but knowing she could sscumble at any time and be
devoured.

Rojar! shecried out in her ddirium, and Rojar came immediately to sooth her.

She felt acoolness on her face, smelled Rojar's warm scents as the woman bent over her bed. Rojar
sang softly to her, comforting her as she dipped back into unconsciousness, escaping mongters and heat
and fear into avast darkness. She floated there, buoyed by the cold wind of the void. Inthe distance, a
naked woman shimmered as she bent over adark pool and cascaded stars from her hand into its whirling
depths, her faceilluminated by the glow of the fire she loosed.

| begin Time, the Goddess murmured, the sound resonating through the void. She amiled at what she
had created, then straightened and looked directly at Medoret, her face shifting to her mother'sface, her
body clothing itsdf in the plain coverdl worn by the people of the Ship.

Daughter. The severe lines of the face eased, and the eyes warmed. Saryen lifted her aams with afaint
chiming sound.

“Mother!”

She woke suddenly, surrounded by the warm reds of her infirmary room, the blankets tangled around her
feet. “Mother,” she whispered in despair, and covered her face with her hands, feding the fever's
warmth.

The humans healed me of afever, she remembered with horror, the fever that comes back even now.
The fever that waskilling the Black Ship. She remembered now other details that had made no senseto
her asachild, how each cycdle of fever damaged further, draining strength, distorting nerve function,
especidly inthe adults. Even her mother had weakened, walking haltingly as she helped the others. Are
they dl dead now? Had she been lost during the last days of the Black Ship, when the adults hunted—for
what?—so intently in the nearby buildings and she so cardlessly left them? She groaned and lay till for
severd minutes, feding the malaise of fever ripple through her body, rising to her head to throb
relentlesdy.

| fed s0 hot, she thought weakly. But | was getting better; | don't understand. She closed her eyes, not
caring if they sent her back to Ariadan, not caring if thisfever ended it all.

Jaguar , she cdled within her mind, grieving for him. Rise from the death the Lords have sent you. Be
with me.

The Vidon Serpent drifted into the room, her fronds chiming with the crystal sound of flint, then brought
the Jaguar, alive again, and the Cricket God and dl her friends, to gather around her bed.

Lady Rainbow, the Serpent said, her large eyes glowing, we are here. We will never |eave you.
Medoret |looked at her in despair. But are you real, Serpent?

The Serpent polished long teeth with a darting tongue and laughed, then looked roguishly at the Jaguar
Sun. The Cricket God folded his hands and looked at her benignly. Of course. How can you doubt
that? A graceful frond caressed Medoret's face, and Medoret felt hersdf lifted and borne away, into
safety. And in Xibalba we are one, forever. Who needs any other reality?



“Easy answer,” she murmured, protesting weakly, asthe hospital room turned into shadowed leaves and
the glancing sunlight of atemple glade.

Sometimes, child, the answers are easy, the Serpent said in Rojar's voice, and she sang Rojar's song
for atime, as Medoret rested within her warm coils. Rest now—all will be asit is.

But did they die? she whispered, and the Serpent would not answer.

She awoke the next morning, in ahuman place, and lay listlesdy in her bed, uninterested in questions she
couldn't answer. To her surprise, no one mentioned her transfer to Narenjo in the morning asthe ship
madeitsfinal checksfor Ariadan. The doctor breezed in and out, the nurse gave her smiles and patted
her, frowning only dightly when she took Medoret's temperature. Medoret dutifully swallowed more
fever pills, then lay passively asthe nurse tucked in her blankets and brought her breakfast. On the next
day, her temperature returned to normal and she was returned to her own bedroom and alowed to get
up. To her disgppointment, lan and Dr. Ruth joined in Medical's insistence that she remain confined to
Project headquarters. Medoret had tried to argue politely, anxious to explore the city, but found herself
dismissed airily with asmile, then apat on the arm about “ patience.”

All my lifeamong humans| have been patient, she thought rebellioudy as Dr. Ruth'saide, Nathdie, sat
her down in the second-floor cubicle and showed her the Glyphs computer program, then disappeared
outside. In truth, Medoret acknowledged grumpily, Dr. Ruth had more than enough computer work for
her grad student and aide to catch up. Each glyph photo had to be entered, assimilated, and
cross-indexed, alaborioustask only little dlayed by theinitia interest of each new glyph—not that
Nathalie seemed to help much.

Nathalie had made jokes as she loaded Medoret's computer desk with more graphics and tape, al to be
carefully coded into Dr. Ruth's analysis program, then busied hersdlf e sewhere. As Medoret noted the
dates on some of the materia, she redlized she was doing work Nathalie had postponed during Dr.
Ruth's absence on Ariadan. A few of the tapes were dated barely aweek after Narenjo had left for
Ariadan. As she watched the willowy brunette gravitate in marked patterns around Urban Map's George
Seidd, one of Samta's severd friends, she guessed at one preoccupation. One afternoon, bemused, she
watched from the doorway as Seiddl determinedly kept his head insde the innards of abalky Urban
Map ground car, ignoring Nathalie as she chattered on from her seat on the fender. Perhaps Nathaie's
obviouslack of progress, Medoret thought charitably, explained her extended time away from the

glyphs.

Dr. Ruth seemed obliviousto Nathdie's mating rituals and had plunged back into her work, acameraman
and porter in tow, when shetook lan to a hinterland Site to continue the progressive recording of the
glyphs. Medoret's pleading to go dong had earned her another pat on the arm and gracious smile, with
lan just as vague in his assurances. It was maddening: she felt fine, but nobody believed her.

| should adopt you as child and heir, she thought, glaring at her computer. We spend so much time
together. But till Medica would not let her do more than enjoy the sunshine from the building doorway
or groll afew yardsinto the small plazain front, and she knew she was watched when she did.

Dr. Fak had taken Hillary away to one of the outlying sites to continue BioSurvey's meticul ous counting
of life-forms. Medoret missed her friend's bouncing enthusiasm. Sieyes hovered in and out, and Jan, a
pleasant young woman with an officious air, renewed her daily forms and clucked when Medoret ignored
them. But others watched, too, and it was asurveillance she didn't like at al, different somehow from the
looks she had known on Ariadan—how it was different, she wasn't sure, but different. She thought of
defying the Stricture, but decided to wait afew more days, burying hersdlf in Dr. Ruth's computer work
as acounter to the Maya dreams that tempted her waking and adeep. Easier to escape to the Serpent's



world, but stubbornly she remained in the humans' redlity, adopting their preoccupationswith Targethi
dataand Targethi redity asinterpreted by human rules.

AsMedoret explored the breadth of the Glyphs computer data base, she redlized theinitial photography
must have consumed years of Dr. Ruth's meticulous efforts, afar more extensive project than Medoret
had ever realized from the data published a Ariadan. Occasiondly Dr. Ruth had dipped into the data to
write apaper about a sector of wall here or aline of glyphsthere, keeping up her academic credentiads
back home, but the data base included little real analysis beyond the broad generalization of aMaya
analogue. Most of the academic work Medoret had studied on Ariadan had been generated by other
glyphologists; Dr. Ruth hersalf had contributed little of substance. Medoret knew vagudly that other
academics had requested direct accessto Tikal, but Dr. Ruth had guarded the gatesfiercely, with the
Project connectionsto enforceit.

Curious, Medoret accessed the various correspondences over the years and found four requests by lan
himsdlf, each genid complaint frustrated by the combination of Dr. Ruth's zedl ous guarding of her glyphs
and lan's conflicting responsibilities to Medoret. Others had requested, afew even pleaded, for direct
accessto Tikal, each timejogging loose atemporary spate of new photographs back to Ariadan. As
Medoret encountered new glyphs she had never seen in the official Ariadan data, she noted adisturbing
pattern in the data Dr. Ruth released to publication, including marked errorsin location and context,
nonrepresentative sampling that distorted the importance of the glyphsfavored, or, in onefrieze,
suppressing severd glyphs atogether, glyphsthat appeared nowhere el se and did not fit Dr. Ruth'stheory
of the city-wide pattern of a Jaguar Face. And she found few of the variant glyphs she had seen upon her
entry into Tikal, though the photo plan was supposed to be systematic. Why would Dr. Ruth suppress
glyphs? she wondered. She guessed Dr. Ruth found Nathdie's complaisance very useful indeed.

The computer had no access bar to Medoret's explorations, alowing her to range freely through the
computer until Dr. Ruth thought to correct the oversight, if she did. Confined to the data-entry room for
long hours, Medoret varied the drudgery by looking in other computer files. She found Dr. Ruth's notes
for her definitive book on the Tika glyphs, little more than snatches of ideas, but with an obvious dant to
favor the scientist's key theory. With astonishment, Medoret found that Dr. Ruth thought the Mayan
connection more than achance pardldism in culture; she thought the Targethi had actudly landed in

Y ucatan jungles a thousand years before, adirect First Contact that had sparked the M esoamerican
surgein culture. Shelooked again at the glyphs Dr. Ruth had omitted from Ariadan's tapes and noted that
al had little and ogue to Mayan iconography, strange shapes and dien creatures that never appearedin
Earth friezes. If onelooked at the whole of Targethi iconography, including the variant glyphs Dr. Ruth
had chosen to not photograph, the percentage of matching points dropped by an asymptotic curve: many,
perhaps mogt, Targethi glyph-forms had little andogue to Earth.

Modern archaeology was based on aplan in advance, a series of questions to be answered by targeted
excavations. Dr. Ruth had brought more than a plan to Tikal. She had brought a fixed preconception, far
more fixed than Arturo Montes's philosophica speculations, and now used her strategic position to lay
the groundwork for its proof, whether or not the evidencefit the theory. Or did Dr. Ruth even understand
that much of her motivations? Ownership of asite was acommon archaeologica disease.

She hesitated to tell Samta, who was preoccupied with his own problems with his acerbic and unpleasant
chief in Metals. Something wasn't going well with the work on the Targethi computers, she gathered,
something to do with abadly corroded dloy that the Metals Team had tried unsuccessfully to duplicate
without contaminants. Samta's face grew unhappy and tired in the evenings, and so shelet herself be
drawn into his chaffing and wan jokes at medls, not stressing him with her own worries. Still she wanted
to tell him—~but what was the point?



| redlly needed this, she thought wryly. Why can't things be smple? Why can't things be as | want them to
be? Why couldn't Dr. Sieyeswalk into ahole and vanish from redlity? Now that's athought.

On the next day, she wandered outside the Project headquarters and idly watched Urban Map load a
few hundred kilos of equipment on Seidd's ground car and somehow make it fit. She sat down on alow
wall and stretched out her legs, and realized she was bored. She had asked Nathalie twice for permission
to do some exploring, each time put off until Dr. Ruth returned, only to be no doubt put off again when
Dr. Ruth did return. It didn't make sense.

She watched the Teams busy with their work, seeing the rush of activity, the excited conversations at
medls, and felt strangdly left out. Oh, they'd talk to her, even listen to her ideas, but il ...

What did it matter, she thought, that Dr. Ruth had suppressed data that might solve the message of the
Targethi's glyphs? Earth's solution of the Targethi mystery did not implicate Earth'sbasic interests: its
colonies were flourishing, its science advancing without any mgjor breskthrough found in Tika. The
Targethi had been spacefaring and obvioudy controlled a sophisticated technology different from Earth's,
but they had chosen to stagnate their culture for millennia, obsessed with the hunts and ceremonies
implicated by nearly every friezein their decorated city. Asapeople with potentia threet, the Targethi
had probably ended long ago. The humans might wonder if the Targethi still existed on some further
world, but she thought not. She remembered the series of dead worlds her own ship had explored—not
enough amemory to satisfy her intellect but curioudy truein her dreams. So what if Dr. Ruth thought her
theory more important than the truth, her academic advancement more critica than science?

The humans had long enshrined the scientific method as the thought of the future, abrilliance of gpproach
that had lifted them from the first combustion engine to the starsin abrace of centuries. Scientific bias
was thought a casud thing, rarely occurring, easily discovered by the automatic workings of the method
itsdlf, though others disputed that fatuous assumption. After Earth's archaeol ogists had obsessed
themsalves with catal ogs of artifacts through the early decades, archaeology had begun to borrow from
the other sciences. Radar and other ground sensing replaced the destructive shovel, statistics disclosed
wide-ranging sediment patterns, anthropology illuminated new patterns of culturd exchange, and
environmental science revised old assumptions across the board. In the effort to understand their past,
the archaeol ogists had built an entirely new science.

But wasit enough to understand an alien race? They think they understand me, she thought. Make two
new proteins, an antibiotic, sociaize her to human patterns, tame her into polite complaisance. Labd: The
Alien We Understand.

As she sat, her shoulders dumped, Samtawandered out of Central and silently sat down beside her.
“Youlook likel fed,” she commented.

“Tired.” He pushed back hisblack hair, smudging hisface with hisdusty hand. “ There's nothing like
waiting around for an hour for Dr. Mudler to finish fidgeting his equipment.”

“Did the experiment work?" she asked.

“No. No response. The consolejust sitsthere. Get this, Medoret: after two years of discusson and
analytica papers and cross-comparison studies, Mueller decides to take the back pand off one of the
consoles and see what'singde. | figured out last season he was meticulous—I didn't know he was
frozen”

She leaned her elbow on her knee and looked up into hisface. “Hasn't he made any progressat al?’



“Oh, we know what the components are made of—four yearsto decide to take samples for metals
anaysis. God, you'd think | wasworking on the Dead Sea Scrollsal over again. If Mudler has hiswish,
he'd bequesath Tika Metasto hischildren, if he had them—make it afamily businessfor acouple
hundred years.”

“You aretired.” Impulsively, shelaid her hand over hisand pressed hisfingers. He turned up hispam
and wrapped hisfingers around hers, holding her hand in awarm grasp. They sat comfortably together,
not spesking for several minutes. The sun danted down into the narrow street, warming the sconewith a
reddish haze. She caught the scent of the trees, dank water, the distant crisp salt smell of the sea. Alll
around her lay the ruins of Tikal, just beyond her grasp—»but she could catch some of it through her
Senses.

Samta squeezed her hand and sighed. “It's not exactly what you expected.”
“I could tear down afew walls,” she admitted.
Heturned and looked at her. “ Sieyes been bothering you?’

“Just hovering, nothing serious. Mostly | just Sit. | keep asking permission to go see the glyphs—I mean,
something beyond this stupid plaza. There's a Star Goddess frieze | want to see, maybe amile east, not
to mention the Great Plazaitsaf. And I'd like to go back to where they found me, just to see. | had all
kinds of ideas of what | could do here, hopes and fantasies and big plans.” She shrugged expressively.

Samtalooked over at the ground car. “ Sounds familiar. Georgeis going to help me trace some wiring
patterns. Want to come aong?’

“Y ou do take risks.”

“Jugt trying to baance why alittle shouting dways getsto be an issue for you. Dr. Fak just kept talking
about it on and on until she mercifully left, oohing and clucking with the others about how weird you are.”
Medoret looked at her feet and flushed. “ It never stops, doesit? The watching.”

“I can't understand why they didn't send me back to Ariadan. Sieyes had more than enough cause.”
“But you got over your fever,” he said, sounding confused. “ There wasn't any reason.”
“What doesthat haveto dowith it?” Shelooked at him and saw aquiet fury build in hisface.

“That sucks, that redlly sucks. Excuse the grammar.” He stood up and pulled on her hand. “Come on.
YouregettingaTika tour.”

“It'd be better if | went off by mysalf. Sometime, you know, | have to do the acting, not just traipse
aong. And | don't want to get you in trouble.”

“If you go off by yoursdlf,” he said reasonably, “they'll call you unstable and ship you off. If you go with
me, you've just got bad judgment in letting yourself be carried along. So come carry dong, Medoret,
share the fault—it's called coping strategy.” He pulled her to her feet.

“Are thererules?’ sheasked irritably.

“Sure. You just make’em up asyou go.” She thumped hisarm and glared, but he only laughed at her.
“Ah, come on, Medoret. Get alife”

“So my feet are moving. So I'm carrying dong.”



“Good.”

They strolled casudly over to Seidd and watched him put the final touches on some sensing equipment.

The Urban Map man looked up and gave Medoret awintry smile, then climbed into the ground car. As
he revved the motor, Samta pushed her back into the backsest and climbed into the front next to Seiddl.
“Let'sgo, George.”

“She coming along?’ Seidel asked, looking askance at Medoret.

“Not if you don't put your foot on the pedd.” Samtalooked back at the headquarters building warily,
watching for spies. Seidd promptly hit the gas and they surged forward, gathering speed. Medoret
gasped and grabbed at the side of the car.

“Georgeisahorrible driver,” Samta called back. “But he hasn't wrecked acar for quite awhile now,
right, George?’

“I amimproving,” George agreed equably, and whirled them around the corner out of the plaza. Medoret
looked back at the plaza as they turned, watching for any pursuit. She tightened her fingers as Seidel
swerved hard around another corner and accelerated loudly down the street. The buildings flashed past
asthey got to forty kicks before Seidel downshifted into another turn.

“The Plaza,” Samtashouted over the roar of the engine. Seidel spun the whed, squedling thetiresina
wide U-turn. They bumped over a section of curb, bounced twice on the roadway, and the engine roared
again as Seidd hit the gas, heading north. At the next turn, they reached the main north-south axis, a
broad avenue nearly akilometer long. The ground car accelerated to hair-whipping speed and Medoret
laughed out loud.

“Fun?’ Samtalooked over his shoulder and grinned at her.
“Fun! Go faster, George!”

“No!” Samtasaid inaarm. “Y ou're fast enough, George.” Seidel glanced back at Medoret and pushed
down on the accelerator. Medoret thumped him on the shoulder ddlightedly.

“Yes Go, go, go!”

Chapter Nine

The ground car roared down the avenue, surrounding them with a deafening sound, whipping Medoret's
hair into her eyeswith thewind of their speed. The sunlight flickered as they passed each gap between
the buildings, flashing visibly faster as Seidel hit the gas. Medoret beat arhythm on the seat-back with her
hands, drumming the machineto sill greater speed, asthe Street flowed like ariver beneath the car's
whedls. “Yed” At theend of the long avenue, the ground car shot into the Great Plaza and Medoret
stood up to see.

“Damn it, Medoret,” Samtacried, and grabbed to steedy her. “ Sit down!”

“Héll, no. Go over there, George.” She pointed imperioudy at the Jaguar's Temple, and George wheeled
obediently to the left, though he did reduce speed to spare Samta's nerves.

The Great Plazawas four thousand meters square, each side dominated by a massive temple. She'd seen
it SO many timesin the tapes, remembered it from an afternoon so long ago, an age ago. Directly across
the square stood the massive five-sided pyramid of the Temple of the Sun, each side bearing asmple



glyph in massive proportions repested nowhere ese in Targethi iconography. To the east stood the
Temple of the Moon, built of paler rock with many terraces. On the west Side of the plaza stood the
Temple of the Jaguar Night Sun, its sunward face acomplicated pattern of glyphs and friezes that formed
the Jaguar Face; beforeit stood arow of massive figures she had seen athousand times on tape.

They sped across the pavestones and dlowed to a stop, and Medoret jumped out. | was here! Right
here!” She ran forward up the wide steps to the Gods and touched the wide stone base of the Serpent.
“Here,” shewhispered, looking up at the tall Gods that towered above her head.

Frozen intime, the Vision Serpent lifted its proud and beautiful head, itslimbs poised ddlicately in an
ecdatic dance; besdeit, ahorned Deer-Man crouched on bent knees, its many-fingered hands clutching
acrygdline sphere. On atdl pillar, asdamander hung head-downward, itslarge eyesfixed on nothing,
and beyond it the Celegtial Bird stood solidly benegth its elaborate headdress, its wings tucked tightly to
itssides astdoned feet gripped a carved pedestd. She looked right and saw the enigmatic blocky figure
the humans had named L ord of the Underworld, its body hidden benesath a concealing shroud, and the
Crocodile God beyond it, itslong tongue flicking. lan had told her stories about these Gods, wonderful
sories she still half believed. What is redlity? She looked up at the Serpent and spread her arms wide,
greeting her friend ecaticaly.

“I have missed you!” she cried. “Where have you been?’

She heard footsteps behind her and turned, to see Samtaand Seidel watching her. Both wore very
cautious expressions, but she didn't care. Today was aday to be dien. She grinned and fluttered her
fingersat them. “I amthe Vison Serpent,” she declared.

“Indeed,” Seidd sdd judiciougly.

“Indeed.” Shelooked up at the Serpent, then turned dowly in place, taking in dl the Great Square. The
brilliant sunlight bathed everything in warmth, glancing off white stone enough to glare. She sniffed &t the
scents of dust and metal, aware of the dight breeze that stirred the air and caressed her face,
remembering an afternoon an age ago. She sat down on the uppermost step and held her knees, then
sghed asthe two men Hill hesitated.

“Sorry to be odd,” she said reluctantly, wondering if she'd be gpologizing for hersdlf forever.

Seidel glanced at Samta, then shrugged. “Freedom islikethat,” he said, surprising her with asmile.
Samta climbed up and sat down beside her, drawing up his knees. Seidel climbed the stepswith hislong
legs and sat down on her other side. Together they looked out at the Plaza, warmed by the daytime sun.

“S0 you remember this place?’ Samta asked.

“Yes. | found the Plazathe day | ran off.” She grimaced. “1 played here dl afternoon, long enough to get
back too late to the Ship.”

“Y ou remember the Ship?’ Saidd asked, sounding surprised. “I didn't know that.” Shelooked at him
uncertainly, not knowing what an Urban Map man might believe about temples and fantasy
dream-creatures.

“Therésalot that's not intheliterature” Samtasaid. “And alot that is there that's so much drive.”

“Hé's been bending my ear that way al week,” Seidel commented dryly. “Y ou definitely have a
champion.” He looked past her at Samtawith adrolly tolerant expression.

“Do | need one with you, George?’ she asked quietly, studying her knees closely.



“Wdl, waving hdlo at agtatueisn't exactly normd.”

She hunched her shoulders asif from ablow, and Samta saw it. As he started to protest, she stood up
abruptly and walked away from them back to the ground car. She pointedly watched a service robot far
to the left trundle across long acres of stone, not looking at her companions, as the two men followed and
climbed into the front sest.

I'mtired of being polite, she thought, her exhilaration sighing to a dying breeze, gone and leaving her
drained—and angry. I'm tired of gpologizing for mysdlf, and having Samta apologize for me. I'm tired of
al of it.

Seidd started the engine and looked back at her, asif he wanted to say something. But he only shook his
head and gunned the ground car forward.

“Medoret,” Samta began.

“Thanksfor bringing me dong, Samta.”

He opened hismouth, then shut it foolishly. “ Sure,” he said, and glared a Seiddl.
“What'd | do?’ the other man asked angrily.

Let'severybody be angry, Medoret thought tiredly. Let's somp around and not understand anything. She
watched thetall statue of the Serpent dwindle in size, then disappear asthe car turned out of the Plaza.
Will | ever stop being stupid?

Seidel drove them northward, and turned down a side avenue where the Metals Team had excavated
into the street, hunting for power cables. He findly stopped and unloaded a sensor pack from the back,
then directed Samtain retrieving other equipment. Asthe two men set up their machines, Medoret got
out to look at glyphs, her feet scuffing heavily on stone. | smply do not understand my moods, shetold
herself, and tried to walk blithefully. Here | am with new glyphs, she thought, chiding hersdlf further: get a
life. She walked aone aways down the narrow street, looking at the glyphs while the two men paced out
asensor track down the undisturbed pavement, then consulted again about the machines aboard Seidd's
ground car. As Seidel made somefina adjustments, Samta came over to her.

“If you have independent power,” she asked curioudly, “why can't Mueller get the computersto work? |
mean, acomputer's acomputer, right? | hadn't heard that the Targethi technology wasthat different.”

“Actually, it's not. But they just don't respond. We've hooked up a generator, picked our best guess at
the entry leads, and turned on the juice. Nothing. We've tried building a duplicate machine to read some
computer disks, but the corrosion is so bad that we don't know if it's our machine or the metal desth this
environment just adores. We think maybe the loca system had an activation code, something that
requires an origina source.” He shrugged. “It'satheory.”

“Yours,” shesaid.

Hesmiled. “Of course,” he said, shrugging. “| just thought accepting the site for what it ismight bea
unique gpproach.” He looked around the sunny street, then ran his eyes over the glyphs above them.
“See any patterns, dien one?’

“Non-pattern. The glyphs are mutable.” Shetoed at aroughnessin the pavement. “Dr. Ruth's been
suppressing glyphs.”

He sighed. “No Jaguar Face city plan?’



“I don't know. Maybethereis, overal, but the smaler patterns Dr. Ruth says she'sfound in the
iconography don't really exist—and I've only looked at two walls.” Shelooked up at the Jaguar on the
building wall beside them and pointed. “Look. Since when does a Jaguar carry aspear—if that isa
spear? Maybeit'sarifle or awand or just astick. And look over there: Lady Rainbow has a Lizard God
face. The Targethi weren't Maya. How do we know that their Vision Serpent wasredly aVision
Serpent? Maybe she'saword for Thursday. Dr. Ruth's been selecting data, repressing what doesn't fit
her theory. Why would she do that?’

“Why does Dr. Mudller move at dudge pace? It's a matter of your priorities. Academic greed, | guess,
protecting your grants, outproving your opponents, getting to be the grand old man in thefield. God
knows, | saw it enough with my father before heretired.”

“But science doesn't mean that.”

“The way they've checked and rechecked you and still see only what they want? We see what we
choose to see—not Truth, but lesser gods, like keeping the colonists away from Tikal, like academic
caregrs, like territory threatened by dastardly rivals. Weve had ateam here for nearly nineyears, but it's
never gotten much larger. Theré'sroom for several hundred people, but Project keepsit at lessthan a
hundred. Why should you fed so surprised that it appliesto you, too?’

“I'm adifferent issue.”

“Oh?’

She shrugged and looked away.

“Ligten, I'm sorry for Seidd's attitude. He's not the worst.”
“Samta...” She hesitated.

“What?’

“When you talk about meto the others, it's just another version of their watching. I'm glad you
understand, but defending me won't get you anywhere with certain minds. All they seeisthe difference. |
mean, Hillary can bounce around and act extreme and everybody smilesindulgently; if | doiit, they cluck
and shake their heads and mark their charts.” She looked down at her feet. “ They see what they want to
see—and you can't changeit.”

“| don't accept that.”

“Now who's seeing what they want to see?’ She amiled at him ruefully. *Y ou are atrue friend, but even
the Jaguar Sun could never make the Underlords change their ways. Xibabahasitsrules.”

He studied her face. “Y ou sound like you're giving up, Medoret.”

She looked away from him. “1t comes and goes. Let's just say I'm not looking forward to what happens
to both of uswhen we go back to Centrdl. It'snot fair. | try and try and it stays the same. Well, that's not
redly true. | found you, and | think Hillary istill afriend, and theréslan, and Dr. Ruthistill Dr.
Ruth....”

“Being caught between two worlds isn't easy, especialy when you can't decide which one you want. If
you had a choice, would you be Medoret Douglas, famous dien child, or Lady Rainbow?’

“Lady Rainbow—but only if you were the Jaguar.” She smiled at him. “ And lan should be the Cricket



God, and Hillary—well, I'm not quite sure which icon fits her. Maybe Lady Beastie: Hillary'd enjoy that. |
want both worlds, | guess—that's the problem. | appreciate your sometimes forgetting I'm dien, Samta.”

“I try.” He looked away from her a the buildings around them. “We were so sure we could understand
thisplace: all we needed wastime, personnd, aplan! Only nobody knowsit'sredlly Xibalba, the
unknowable, the unmeasurable. The Project rules don't apply and the Lords can do anything they want.
And nobody notices when the Jaguar paces by, lashing histail.”

“I suspect that comment would mean nothing to anybody but me.”
Hefluttered hisfingers, invoking the Serpent at her. She chuckled.
“That's better,” he said. “It worries me when you look so discouraged.”
“Thank you for steding metoday.”

“Any time.” Samtawent back to help Seidd, and she watched for awhile, then wandered away to look
a more glyphs. At the end of the street, she leaned againgt abuilding corner and studied atall rendering
of aTargethi Jaguar—not personified here, not afood anima forever in subjection, but with the same
grace and ferocity, frozen in onein perpetud grimace. Jaguar Sun, she thought, | need your crafty mind.
The Nine Lords have hold of me—call up the Serpent, find the Cricket God, bring your guile. No easy
answer thistime, Serpent's shrug, Serpent's casua mystery: enter thisworld, too, and walk these streets.

| need you here, too: oh, if only you could, my beloved!

She looked around at the curving lines and bas-rdlief of aien writing. Legend, the consciousness of
endlesstime, the movement of a people's destiny, written in the sagas of each individud king, celebrating
strength and cunning, the evanescent beauty of the unredl. Did the Targethi seek that knowledge, too?
She grolled across the pavestones to adifferent viewing point, watching the faint film of dust covering her
shoes.

Thisisabeautiful place, she thought, and looked up at Witz Monster towering over her head. Even you
are beautiful, in al your terror. For years, the humans had thought the undeci phered Mayan glyphs spoke
of agelesstime and remote gods, not guessing at their real message of bloody war, ambitious kings, and
ritudigtic salf-mutilation, choosing to see the beauty they preferred. Shelooked at the glyphs, admiring
the curve of line, the sharp relief of the shapes, the play of shadow in the recesses. These are beautiful,
too, she thought. Why must they be beautiful only in human terms?

Asyou must be, Medoret? she thought. Isthat the only answer? Samta had asked if sheld given up. Had
she?

She dug her toe against atuft of grass between the pavestones. Can | only be beautiful if | put on my
human sdif, in their eyes? Why can't they accept what | am, and value what | am? Fear of thedien? Lust
to possessthe dlien? Or arefusal to share the universe with other than themselves? She doubted even the
Project knew. Inthe end, it might boil down to nothing but petty academic avarice, no matter who was
the sacrifice. At least the Mayahad known the universe depended on their bloodletting, giving no quarter
on ultimate meaning.

Wasit merely academic ambition, possessiveness, and stubbornness that frustrated her connection? She
doubted even Dr. Sieyesknew, if Medoret were to confront him again. HeEd never admit anything so
unbecoming. What if she refused across the board, forced the issue? She hesitated. That particular idiot
mistake could get her sent right back to Ariadan—the same decision that had brought her to Tika could
be reversed, and would be. They should have sent her back when her fever cycled so high, but they had
not—and she doubted the reasons were benevolent, for her sake.



And I'm not ready to leave.

She sniffed a the dust in the air and caught the faint touch of seawater and distant forest, even hereinthe
northern digtrict. | likethis place, she redlized, and puzzled at the why of that, too. Her principa memory
of Tikal was unpleasant—the fear, confusion, and overwhel ming sense of being bereft as she wandered
for three days, then the cloying forgetfulness of the frostflowers, the terror of being seized by the dien, a
man she feared for several weeks until she knew and chose him. She had blocked away much of that
early memory, refusing it even in her dreams; now parts had reemerged, tamed by the passage of time
into lesser fears. And by astalidly gregarious academic who had spun magica taes of Xibalba, who
cared for her. No, | haven't given up. She stretched her shoulders comfortably and smiled. | want both
worlds, she had told Samta, and it wastrue.

After two hours, Samtaand Seidel finished their tasks and reloaded the ground car. Medoret leaned
back comfortably in her seat as Seiddl whisked them back to Project headquarters, watching the bright
sky framed by aflickering blur of rooftops. The car whedled into the small plazain front of headquarters,
rolled to a stop without fanfare, and nobody noticed—overtly. No rushing up to protest, no shaking of
fingers, nothing. Medoret scowled, sensing proliferation of mysteries on and on.

| need amemo, she thought, some announcement of rule changes, like the flimsies posted on the centra
board in the meeting room each morning, announcing this and that. She sat afew more minutesin the
back of the ground car as the two men unloaded again, then decided to test the new rules. She was
barely to the corner of the plazawhen Nathdie came hastening after her, claiming some urgent project
work upstairs before Dr. Ruth returned that evening. Medoret argued and found hersdlf elbowed
ingstently back into the headquarters and up to the second floor.

“There,” Nathalie declared, though she didn't e aborate on what “there” might be, and bustled out.
Medoret looked at the blank computer screen, then at the pile of photographs and tapes Nathalie had
helpfully left to fill her afternoon. Nathalie knew, obvioudy—or had talked to someone who knew, more
likely. Apparently she could go off with company, but not aone.

Now why isthat? Medoret thought. And who would know? Or, rather, who could be cgjoled? She
smiled and dutifully snapped on the computer, content to wait until 1an returned with Dr. Ruth. A Cricket
God knew many mysteries,

Dr. Ruth and lan breezed in around sunset, and Medoret hovered in the background as they chatted and
joked with Dr. Layard, then followed lan as he dodged and padded off to the Project deeping quarters
on thethird floor. She followed him into hisroom, not caring if sheirritated him with her perastence. lan
was sometimes a hard person to pin when he didn't want to be pinned, for the same reasons he
prospered so well in academic warfare. “lan, | want to talk to you.”

“God, I'mtired.” lan smiled at her and swung hisarms briskly. “Thisisthe life. Thereés nothing quitelike
being on ste”

Shebit her lip in chagrin, knowing he had totally missed the implied comment on her—like asnake
shedding a skin, lan had plunged back into the archaeologicd life of aworking dig. Don't beachild
about a parent's inattention, she chided herself. Give him thistime. He deservesit. On the other hand, she
had her own agenda, too. She perched ahip on acabinet of drawers and jiggled her foot idly, watching
as heturned down his bed negtly.

“I'm glad you're having agood time,” she said pleasantly. “ Any progress on finding aword?’

“Umm, moving along. ThisLayard isasmart man. | can't find athing to criticizein his project plan. And
Dr. Ruth has some very interesting theories about the symbol ogy—seeing the glyphs on site makes her



very convincing.” He grinned at her, looking ten years younger. He snapped open a cabinet and pulled
out apgjamatop. Body language, she thought sourly.

“That'sgreat. | wish | could get out, too. Like you, I've been looking at pictures for years—though | did
get out today with Seidel. Can't you ask for me so | can go exploring on my own?”’

lan looked embarrassed and quickly turned away to hide his expression. She knew it. Medoret dropped
her foot to the floor, making a decided thump.

“All right, what aren't you telling me?’ she accused. “It'saplan, isn't it? Not just ‘well get around to it’
and ‘maybein afew days. Sieyes has no intention of letting me out into the city aone. Why?’

“It'snot that way at dl,” lan huffed—but till he wouldn't look at her. * Dr. Sieyes hasn't given any such
order,” he said then, using atone she had never liked. It classed her about age six.

“Bullshit,” shesaid forcefully. “Will you look a me, please? Thank you. If Dr. Seyeshasn't given the
order, who did? Come on, lan: I'm not stupid. Y ou bring me here across two dozen light-years asthis
great alienist expert, then sit me down to do computer work | could have done back at Ariadan. | want
to see the glyphs, contribute something to Dr. Ruth's research. And you may think she's convincing, but
I'd like to show you some things I've seen where you weren't looking. | want to seethe city asit is, not
on tour. What's the problem?”’

“You'll haveto be patient.” lan set hisjaw and looked at her stubbornly.

She stared a him in disappointment, and saw a dow flush spread up his neck from hiscollar. “Y ou've
gone over, then. You'reon their sde.” He opened his mouth to protest but she cut him off aboruptly with
an angry chopping of her hand. “So Sieyeswasright dl dong. Y ou did resent being away from site, dl
those years with mejust ablank spot in your life. Wll, here's your environment, lan. Get on with your
life. I'm glad you're happy.”

She pushed off and started for the door.

“Now wait a minute, young woman. Medoret!”

She whirled in the doorway to face him. “What?’

He sghed and ran hisfingersthrough hisgraying hair. “Sit down. I'll tell you.”
“The Committee had another reason for letting me out of jail.”

“Bascdly,” he acknowledged, |ooking unhappy. “Weve never known why we found you here. We
found traces of the ship—and you. But nothing e se, nothing. At first we thought maybe the local fauna
might be intelligent, maybe the jaguars, but they're dl nonthinking animals. Whatever people lived here
aren't here anymore. So where are they?”’

“I'm not Targethi, lan. The predominant figuresin the glyphs are those beetle-men, and | don't look
anything likethem.”

“But you come from somewhere. If there's another race around here, maybe they have facts we need,
quite aside from First Contact with them.”

“If they're around here. Maybe they've gone home, think I'm dead.”

“Weve found moretraces...”



She dtiffened, her eyeswidening in shock. “What kind of traces?’

lan grimaced. “ Another ship landing, out at Copan, the homestead by the northern coast. Three, maybe
four years ago, as best we can tell. Copan was the last outpost we found, you'll remember—they landed
ayear before we got there, then left again.”

She stared at him in shock. She had provoked him to get areaction, but hadn't expected he knew
something likethis, “Why wasn't | told?" she asked, tears pringing to her eyes.

“It was thought it would upset you.” 1an had the grace to look ashamed.

“Upsat? Upset?" she shouted a him. “God give me strength! They were here and you didn't tell me?
How could you?" Sheturned away helplesdy.

“They're obvioudy looking for you, so the Project agreed—for other reasons, too, including your
unhappiness, Medoret, you must believe that—to bring you to Cebadrai.”

“To make Contact?’

“Wll, bluntly, yes. So the Project wants you kept under observation so we can be there when they
reach you. Weve sent radio messages, probes, pictograms at sites we then overtly abandon—nothing's
worked.”

“And what if they don't want Contact with you? I s there some universa law that they haveto?’

“No, but if that's so, aso bluntly, they don't get you back. Don't you think I've hated this? It's not fair to
you, but what can | do? What could | do?If | didn't cooperate, you would never have gotten away from
Ariadan. At least you're here.” He spread his hands expressively, visibly distressed. “Y ou are a daughter
to me, Medoret, a genuine daughter I've tried to care for asbest | can. | haven't been the best father for
you, but I'vetried. At least give me the nod for that.”

She turned away from him, hunching her shoulders. She heard his cluck of irritation, and it flicked across
her. “Medoret, thisisbigger than you or I: thisisan event of a century, two aien races coming into
Contact. It must happen. I'm sorry that you're becoming the victim —’

“That isnothing new.” Sheturned back to face him.

“Don't be paranoid,” he said irritably.

“Don't say that! I'm not crazy!” she shot at him, and stamped out.
“Medoret!”

She walked quickly down the corridor, then stepped into an empty room to compose her face, taking
deep breaths, then shaking hersdf vigoroudy. Calm down. Let it go, cam down, she chanted to herself.
It doesn't matter. Oh, but it does.... It doesn't matter. Calm down.

As she stlepped off the staircase onto the ground floor, she heard Dr. Ruth's voice in anearby room.
Would Dr. Ruth turn on her now, too? What was her fault? She clenched her teeth, guessing how it could
go when she disputed, and took a step toward the voice, then flinched as Dr. Sieyes appeared at her
Sde.

“Where have you been?’ he demanded.

“I went for aridewith Samta.” She moved away from him waerily.



“You'reto ask permission. Why can't you understand asmple order?’

“Permisson? Why?" She glared a him. “I'm amember of the Project team, and | can go where | will,
Dr. Seyes”

He saized her arm, hisfingers painfully tight. “Y ou think so? Well see about that.” He haf dragged her
off her feet toward the room where Dr. Ruth was talking.

Everyonein theroom turned as Dr. Sieyes marched her quickly acrossthe foyer, Samta hurrying after
them. She writhed with embarrassment and plucked vainly at hisfingers. “Let go of mel” Ashepulled on
her, she suddenly panicked, sensing bars descending again, the ending of hopes, the seizing against her
will. They would use her asbait, bringing in the Black Ship, using their love for Medoret to catch them,
to own, asthey sought to own everything. “No!”

“Comedong!” Sieyeshlatted at her, yanking a her arm. His eyes narrowed angrily, surprised by her
resistance and determined to overcome it. She stretched her talons and raked wildly at hisface, and
heard his gasp of pain as she scored his cheek.

With the strength born from her panic, shetore violently loose from Sieyess grasp and ran across the
room, bursting through the outer door into the dusk outside. She heard a shout behind her and dodged
|eft, then ran down the plaza, her feet pounding on the pavestones. She heard more shouts behind her
and ran faster across the square, then fled into the shadows of the street beyond.

Sheran down that street, then down another, then athird, then had to dow to ease her aching lungs. She
stumbled onward, the evening filling with awarm reddish glow asthe sun set. Findly she chose an open
doorway ahead and dipped indde, sneezing at the dust inthe air disturbed by her steps. She sat down on
adarsep of stairsleading upward and concentrated on her breathing, trying to still it and stop the frantic
pounding of her heart.

They would search for her, and she thought of the meansthey might useto look. An archaeologicd team
had anumber of devicesthat could suit. Now was the time to move before they brought out the infrared
detectors and put one of the aerial reconnai ssance coptersinto the air—in the cooling evening the warmth
of her body would be al too apparent.

Thisis madness, another interna voicetold her. Then let me be mad. She stood up, determined to put as
much ground between her and the Team headquarters before she found a sanctuary, for aslong asit
lagted. It may be predictable, she decided, but | want to see my frostflower garden again. Northwest.
She emerged into the street and oriented herself to the pale violet shadows of Cebalrai's setting, then
hurried onward down the streets. It wasn't that far—no more than two miles—and she'd have to watch
out for the Urban Map team that might be working late. But she would see her garden before her
rebellion caused the inevitable countermeasures. She knew human stubbornness—but she could be as
stubborn, for aslong as she had the opportunity.

She kept an eye on the sky behind her, wary of any approaching flyer, and hoped they'd wait for her to
return before deciding on more drastic measures. She walked close to the buildings, enough to stretch
out an arm and touch acarved Bird, arow of danzantes, aspray of stars, asif ariver of sone flowed by
her, telling its story. So beautiful, she thought, feding recklesswith her freedom. Maybe | won't go back.
Maybe | can live hereforever. I'll starve in short order, but maybe it might be worth it, to be free, to own
myself. And maybe, if the Goddess sends her blessing, the Black Ship will find me. She ducked down an
aleyway to the next thoroughfare beyond and jogged aong the street, every sense diveto the night.

The scent of the city filled her lungs, dust and sea scent and distant jungle; the city glowed in endless
shadings of red, blazing from the stone-warm buildings, darkened in the occasiona vegetation that clung



to the creviceslike gaping wounds. The air Sighed againgt her skin, tingling as subtle variations of
temperature coursed over her nerve endings. Thisis Xibaba, she thought, her spirits exated, and ran
easly down another sireet, feet moving smoothly in perfect rhythm. She raised her arms high and moved
them gracefully againgt the air of her own speed, then spun in aspider turn, perfectly balanced on her
toes. Once she had run like this, in astreet like this, before the Otherworld fractured into adoorway and
took her away to bind her. Once, like this. She laughed, the sound of her voice echoing off tall stone,
surrounding her with the echoes.

| am the Jaguar, she thought exultantly, and ran into another street, skipping around arobot tender,
flipping her fingersat it in disdain, then hearing in the distance the first chiming of the frogtflowers, faintly in
the distance, barely perceptible. She turned up another street and ran hard, pounding her feet on the
pavement, exulting in the movement that none fettered.

| am coming, she thought: | am coming back to you—now. Shewaved her amswildly, lesping ong like
amadwoman, as surely shewas. Herel am! Find me!

The wild activity soon exhausted her and she dowed to amore moderate pace, then tramped aong
happily, onefoot in front of the other, moving at a ground-egting pace north. The ship had landed in the
north: it was one place to dart, even if the humans might guess her destination. She would smply get
therefirg.

Chapter Ten

Asthe chiming grew louder, she dowed cautioudy, knowing that Urban Map was working somewherein
this sector. She wished she had checked more closely. She dowed to awalk and moved quietly from
shadow to shadow, al sensesdert. Then, in the distance, in adifferent direction from the frostflower
chiming, she heard noise, adim murmuring, then aclang on stone. She drifted acrossthe street into
opposite shadows and carefully made her way around the Urban Map team. She caught the glow of their
lamps off the stone ahead and moved another street away, circling the block of shadowed buildingsto
approach the garden from another direction.

Thefaint sound of the frostflowers reverberated in her senses, soothing nerves, dulling her caution. She
ressted it, not wishing another oblivion like that which Hillary had surprised at Caracol. Later, perhaps,
shetold hersdlf; after | am surel am aone. She sensed adifferent coolnessin the air, acoolness of living
things different than the sun-baked stone, and followed it, then turned a corner and saw the glimmer
ahead.

She stopped on the edge of the frostflower glade, her body swaying with the pull to plunge into the swath
of dancing, glowing blooms. For amoment, shelet the music bathe her body, healing its rhythms,
soothing away dl hurt, dl care. She spread her arms: | have returned. | remember. The frostflowers sang
onward, obliviousto her presence. Sowly shelowered her arms and felt their spell lessen.

They do not remember me, sheredlized. It has been too long. She saw the dark blotch where Dr. Falk
had taken her sample, four times aslarge asthe smal armful of blooms Hillary had brought her. A
discordant chiming still spread from the broken stalks, disturbing the song of the others. It spread
outward in ripples, like sound heard aslight, then merged into adifferent pattern, richer inits harmonics
but more cautious. She shook her head dightly, confused by her dienimpressons.

To the humans, the frostflowers had little attraction, and they had trampled them carelesdy wherever they
walked over them. But to her they sang, strangely beautiful music that called to her strongly even now.
Because this was her last memory free of the humans? Or because of a deeper reason? What were they?



Targethi? Or something other?
| am here, she called to them again, spreading her hands. | have returned.

The flowers bobbed faintly in the breeze, their opa escent shimmer sweeping back and forth in
mesmerizing pattern. But they truly do not hear me, not thistime. Because | don't surrender to their call?
Shefrowned, surprised at her own reluctance to touch them again.

Likeawarning rattle in the distance, she heard afaint stutter of copter blades and turned to look at the
sky behind her. The sound moved toward the Urban Map ingtalation, not here—but they would cometo
this garden. Better to take the chance of an obvious destination than a sector-by-sector search for a
moving target. If nothing else, Dr. Sieyes was determined, as were they al. Shelooked back at the
frostflowers. | will come back. Like aflickering shadow, she withdrew to the surrounding trees and
plunged into the darkness of the forest barrier.

The evening breeze sighed through the upper canopy, surrounding her with a sibilant noise. She heard
things moving, smdl bodies pushing hastily away, swishing talls, crabbing talons, soft hisses of surprise.
She pushed hastily through the underbrush, its coolness a poal of blacknesslit from the warmth of the
branches above. After severd dozen meters, the forest thinned and gave way again to anarrow plaza
and another sector of buildings dominated by afacade of carved stone dominated by asingle vague
shape, little more than sweeping lines that sketched ahead and abody and a single hand that poured
garsinto apool. Some years before, Medoret had stumbled across this facade in the many panoramic
tapes of Tikal, and had returned to the obscure tape again and again, seeing her own Star Goddessin a
limited glyph Dr. Ruth and her team chose to ignore. She skipped quickly across abarrier of cracked
earth and twisted vines, then ran across the street into the building, choosing her safety in the impul se of
that memory.

Theinterior was as cool astheforest and nearly black to her vision, illuminated only by muted red
shadows cast through the open door. She turned and looked back at the rectangle of heated air that
entered through the door, a negtly defined shape that blurred afew feet into the room at dl itsedges asiit
met the cooler air; she sensed the air current on her face, dill faintly warm from the evening outside. She
moved farther into the wide room, conscious of great space within, asif the entire lower floor werea
sngle room. As she moved deeper into the shadow, her vision adapted, picking out the faint outline of
the farther wall and three rectangular doorways. Careful of any obstacle on the floor, she headed for the
doorways, trusting the air current that blew most strongly into the central doorway. The copter would
have infrared sensing devices, some capable of sensing through a single thin celling of sone—she needed
more stone above her to hide herself.

Beyond the center door, astairway curved downward, lit faintly from below with apale reddish light
shaded into yellow. She kept by the curving wall as she descended the stairs, touching the stone lightly

for balance. At alower landing, she paused by an open railing that looked out into a hollow darkness, the
ar cooler gtill. She sniffed at the air, smelling dust and corroded meta, awisp of moisture. She padded
down the next curving segment of stairs and felt the wall change from fabricated stone to the knobby fedl
of limestone. A limestone well, she thought, with the building built over the pit in the foundation stone. The
Maya had thought such wells a sacred place: perhapsthe Targethi built in asimilar pattern, constructing
downward to enclose thewell rather than up into multiple stories. How deep did it go? Another segment
of stair curved, taking her downward. She stepped out on the next landing into awarm radiance, faintly
scented by the oil of machines.

A sudden noise startled her and she shrank againgt the protecting wall, then recognized the dow clanking
of aservicerobot. She turned her head one way, then the next, identifying itslocation by the echoes, then
stepped forward tentatively. As she stepped off the fina stair, the room abruptly flared into light, striking



at her eyes. She sprang backward in surprise, then gasped as the light abruptly disappeared, plunging her
back into darkness.

She clucked at her own startled reaction, then bent forward and swung her arm acrossthe last tread of
the staircase. Thelight flared and she blinked quickly againgt its flash, then swung her arm again. Some
kind of sensor beam, she decided, though she could fed no particular mechanism in the pylonsthat
bracketed the last tread. She stepped off the stair again, activating the light, trying to remember if any of
the Project reports mentioned active lighting in the city. Most of the city utilities had apparently run by
compuiter, with al computers now corroded into usel essness, but asimplelight beam could survive. Had
Urban Map found this place? Tika had many buildings. She walked forward severa paces and stopped
as her vison adjusted, deciding abruptly they had not. This place would have been noted.

She saw alow-ceilinged room ahundred meterslong and nearly haf aswide, with every wall covered
with serpentine shapes, a bewildering twining and interleaved pattern that resembled nothing she had ever
seen inthe Targethi glyphs. Thewall did not tell astory, nor divide itsdlf into horizontal friezes: dl she
could see was the random twining of vines, each severa centimetersin diameter, dl acherry red inthe
ceiling lamps. She turned and saw that the pattern continued up the wall to the staircase; she moved
closer, then touched. Not stone. Thislooked like fired pottery. Why would the Targethi in this one place
use ceramics? Sheturned in place to see dl theroom again, her heart pounding in excitement. Something
new here, completely new. Dr. Ruth might impose her patterns on what she chose to notice, but Urban
Map had fewer preconceptions.

Sowly she made acircuit of thewalls, examining the vine pattern, touching here and there, then reached
anarrow doorway, barely ameter tall, in the far distant corner. She bent and looked into asmall room
beyond and saw box-shaped canisters that looked even to her Glyph-trained mind like machine
consoles. She crouched and stepped forward awkwardly over the doorway threshold, then walked over
to the nearest console. It had readouts, afew levers, adefinable keyboard; above was a blank screen
that seemed almogt glass but |ooked to be afine blue porceain. She touched it tentatively, then firmly put
her handsin her pockets. Exploring this place was ajob for Metas and Urban Map, not aglyphologist.

Sheturned in place, looking at the consoles, thinking delightedly of Samtals face when he saw this place.
These machineswerein far better condition than the damaged hulks on the surface, where the harsh
tropica environment dug holesin meta and corroded wiring and circuit boardsinto so much junk. And
here the Targethi had built in ceramics, in awell deep into the ground where weather could not intrude. It
was possible the machines ill worked.

Shewondered if Dr. Mudler had dso selected his datafor Ariadan's journas—certainly nothing likethis
had been reported. Had Urban Map missed it by the luck of arandom survey? A city ahundred
kilometers square took awhile to explore.

She circled the smaller room, examined each console more carefully, then found yet another small
doorway in thefar corner, narrower than the first and concealed from easy view by atall console. She
could see nothing beyond except blackness. Rooms within rooms, she thought, studying that small
accessway that led deeper into thewell. How far down did it go? Fedling reckless, she bent double and
felt with her hand through the doorway, touching nothing but cool air, then stepped through and
straightened cautioudy until her hair brushed alower celling overhead. She reached up and traced more
ceramic vines, looping and twined around each other, then followed the pattern forward, moving carefully
in the blackness down awinding dope. Thelight from the room behind her shed a pale shadow and she
waited for her eyesto adjust, seeing lessthistimein the deeper and colder gloom.

As she moved forward, the light steadily lessened. She guided hersdf by ahand on the celling, dightly
bent over by the enclosed space, and sensed the air becoming more and more confined as the walls bent



in upon her. After ahundred steps, she tentatively reached out to the left and found awall, then switched
hands and waved it vainly to the right. She moved to the wall she had found and walked forward,
orienting hersdlf by ceiling and wall. After another several minutes, her questing hand found the opposite
wall asthe room became a curving tunnel, winding downward in atight spira. She moved forward more
dowly, comfortable in the darkness as her senses accommodated to the lack of vision, becoming keener.
She heard the Sigh of the air current, felt its gentle touch on her exposed skin. The fresh coolness of the
air tickled her nose, less dusty and growing moister, adding afaint sheen of water on the wall beneath her
fingers, papableto her sengtive fingers. Gradudly the floor began to dant downward, subtly at first, then
more pronounced, preparing her for thefirst tread of another Sair.

Time seemed to stand till as she moved through the darkness, descending in a curve round and round,
thewall vinestwining beneath her fingers. She counted the turns as she descended, then saw avague
changein the darkness on the fourth turn, alight that steadily brightened into reddish-gray. How deep
had she come into this subterranean mystery? She smiled and nearly laughed aoud, relishing her
discoveries. Never in her life had she been donein thisway, and she liked it, reckless about any
aftermath. | am Medoret, frostflower's child, she thought defiantly, and dowed her descent, savoring the
novelty.

On the next turn, the light had changed to pale gray, barely tinged by afaint pink of infrared; her skin
noted the dight rise in temperature suggesting a heat source ahead. She descended another turn of the
stairway and abruptly stepped out on even floor into the light. She gasped.

All around the walls she saw the Targethi's Ix-chd, the Lady Rainbow, atal dender figure depicted in
exquisite detail of curving ceramic, not human as the rougher stone representations suggested, but clearly
alien, more akin to the beetle-like Targethi. Medoret could see the definite trace of acarapace, the claws
that tipped each dender finger and toe, the heavy skull that squared brow and jaw. In one pandl, Lady
Ix-chel bent over a Targethi priest, her claws extended in blessing; in another panel, the Lady raised her
knife high, ready to dash at the Jaguar that snarled at her feet; in yet another, lines of danzante curved
around her in an endless march, contorted in their dance.

Before each pandl stood alow table littered with objects, small statues carved in the round of the
Targethi icons, jaguar and priest and mongter, ovoid spheresthat glittered dully in thelight, pyramids and
cubes, still odder abstract shapes she recognized from other glyphs. She drifted around the tables,
touching afew objectslightly, then stopped short as she glimpsed a dim shape among the others. In
polished white ceramic, the Star Goddess bent gracefully over apoal, aglittering stream of tiny starson
hair-thin wires streaming downward from her outstretched hand: not the Targethi's dread queen, bent on
death and sacrifice, but the unbreasted pale Goddess with Medoret's own physical form, the luminous
Star Goddess of her dreams. She bent forward, hardly breathing, to look at it more closely.

Not Targethi, she thought, her breath hardly coming at al, and knew who had placed it here, in this
building marked with the Targethi's own Star Goddess, for her to find. She sank to her knees and leaned
againg the edge of thetable, trembling, staring at the smdl carved figure. How long ago? When were you
here? Oh, when?

Along the side of the figure's narrow base, she saw afaint line of carved marks, dotsand linesand
curving shapes, below it asecond line of two symbolsin abinary pattern. Writing? A binary code? But
how could she read it? She remembered nothing of the Black Ship'swriting, not even itslanguage. A key
to thisplace? A key to another?

She reached over severd flasks and boxesfor the carving. As her fingers brushed the ceramic, shefelt a
flash dong her nerve endings and hastily jerked back her hand. She moved back hadtily asthe carving
began to vibrate, a shuddering sound palpable against her skin. She retreated <till more as the object



warmed, growing reddish in the grays of the room'slight. She waited warily, watching the statue, but its
vibration did not wax further, nor did it increase its glow. Then, greatly daring, she stood up and stepped
forward to pick it up.

The statue pulsed againgt her fingersin asteady rhythm, warm in her grasp. Sheturned it over in her
hands, caressing it, letting herself be drawn to its steedy hum. Here was not the intoxication of the
frogtflowersthat erased mind, but a comforting rhythm, a sense of half-glimpsed memories, of home and
security, of dreamsthat came true. Left for her to find. To comfort? To prove her people had existed,
more than tortured memory beyond the void she had survived? What comfort to know and not have?
She put the statue back on the table, rejecting its message, then retreated to the far wall and sat down,
covering her eyeswith her arms.

What good to me to know that? she thought in despair. How do | find you? She hid her facein her
ams.

What do | do? The humans would send her back to Ariadan, most likely, back to psychiatrists who
clucked and reproved, back to a prison of acomfortable room, back to the disappointment in lan's eyes,
an endlessround of years. Isit better to just stay herein thisroom and end it? She hadn't brought her
dietary supplements, and that omission placed atime limit on her explorations. She couldn't digest
Targethi foods any more than she could the human. Even if she hunted for food in the jungle, the
differencein proteinswould kill her eventudly. Stay here? She did not like that answer: her mother had
never accepted defeat, for al the foolishness of continuing onward—she remembered that best, though
what defeat had struck the Black Ship she had not understood at the time and till lacked fulll
understanding. What do | do?

She sat for an uncountable time, growing cold and cramped in her uncomfortable seet against carved
stone that dug into flesh, hard stone that chilled her buttocks. Findly she arranged her legs more
comfortably and leaned back against thewall, uncaring about the sharp pointsthat dug into her flesh. |
amlogt and | don't know how to find my way home. | thought the frostflowers might tell me, but they
don't remember me. And this placeis Targethi, not my own. With asinking heart, she knew she would
have to return to the humans eventualy, but she put that choice off, taking what measure of time she had
here for herself. She looked around at the Ix-chel pandls, studying each in turn, each one aface of the
Targethi goddess: life, death, struggle, triumph, asymbol of mere chance that bridged the light years
between, crossed cultures that had never met. Random.

She sat for an hour, occasionaly shifting her seat as her muscles protested, tempted to dream awaking
dream, but thinking little to avoid the endless loop of what awaited her when she returned. Shetensed as
she heard a clanking noise from the stairwell, then relaxed again, waiting for the service robot to rall into
view. The room was well-tended, safe from the dust of the streets, but no doubt the robots kept their
patrol here, too. She studied her hands, remembering another robot that had ignored her, asdl the
robots ignored anyone who moved and breathed in a single-mindedness that had survived the centuries.
The clanking came closer, athump-whine measured by each step descending into the vault. She sighed
and rested her head againgt the wall, till lost in her questions.

She heard the clanking begin the last descent of stairs and lazily turned her head to watch the robot come
into view. A narrow boxlike shape with extendible legs hitched downward the last step and rolled
forward into theroom, itslights blinking. Shefdt afaint rise of interest, stirring her from her lethargy. Her
interest suddenly flashed into alarm as the robot veered and rolled straight at her. She jumped to her feet
and dodged, then gasped asit turned to follow.

“Stop!” she shouted automatically asit whedled fast toward her, then retreated to the opposite wall,
stopped by the pand table. As shejogged the table, afigure tipped and smashed against another in a



clatter. The robot dowed its advance, then wheeled backward quickly, and stopped.

“Melatani asip Medoret-achain,” the machine intoned in ahigh metalic voice, then shifted downward a
register, becoming recognizablein asense that prickled her skin. She stared at it. “ Melatani asip
Medoret-achain,” the machine repeated patiently, itslightswinking dowly.

“Médatani...” she murmured, then ground her teeth in frugtration. It wasjust like her dreams—amost
there, tantdizing, confusing. She knew those words—yet did not. “Méeatani,” she said in alouder voice,
demanding knowledge from her memory. “Médatani!” She groaned and covered her eyes as nothing
answered. “| don't remember. Oh, God!”

“My stock of human speechislimited,” the machineintoned, “ but this necessity iswithin my ingructions. |
have listened to the humans for many years. Y ou are Medoret?’ it inquired flatly, giving her namethe
rolling lilt she had nearly forgotten in al the years of not hearing it from human lips.

“I am. Areyou from the Black Ship?” She held her breath to hear the answer.

“Yes. | am aVaren machine, congtructed inside this service robot by Badl. | have waited for you. Will
you dlow examination?’

Varen. The name reverberated, then fit suddenly into her memory. Varen. She eyed the machine warily.
“What kind of examination?’

“The Varen have learned the price of biologica contamination. Before | send the signd for the Ship, |
must guard againgt further plague.”

“Signd?’ Her head redled, and shefelt the room grow tight and stretch in an odd direction. Her blood
pounded in her temples, and she swayed againgt the table. “ Signa? They're fill here?’

“Not inthisstar system.” For amoment, the machine hesitated. “ But my datais many yearsold. | am
ingtructed to send the signd, if contamination isavoided.”

“I have lived among humans and ingested their drugs. Isthat contamination? What plague do you fear?’
“The Mdasoi flowers, of course. The plague that destroyed the Targethi in the midst of their triumph.”

“Tikal hasmany flowers,” she said, guessing dl too well which flowers he meant. Her preoccupetions had
acertain unmistakable pattern. Had the Targethi, too, heard the frostflowers’ music and doomed
themsalves by breaking the sems? | knew it, but didn't know what | knew. Involuntarily, she glanced at
the Star Mother statue and the panel above. Archetypes. Part of the waking dream-world. But what did
the dream-world redly mean to the Varen?

“Theflowersthat chime,” the machine said, sounding irritated—if amachine could fed irritation. It rolled
backward several centimeters, increasing the distance between them.

“What are Mdasoi 7’
“| do not have that datain my programming. Nor do | understand why you ask these questions.”

Medoret spread her handsin aconciliatory gesture. 1 underwent a psychic shock when the humans took
me. | do not remember many things—and what | remember comes only in hints and tantalizing dreams|
cannot understand.”

The machine thought about that. “ Acceptable. Ask your questions.”



“Ismy mother ill dive?’

“I do not know. It has been severd years.”

“So you don't know if they'll return.”

“| amto summon them.”

“But you don't know.” She curled her fingersinto her pdms, digging her nalsinto flesh.
“I am to summon them—once contamination procedures are completed.”

She could see thiswas an argument she might not win. A machine had an unassailablelogic that always
prevailed—shed had enough experience with Ariadan computers to know that much.

“ Describe the contamination procedures.”

“Evidence of plague, progressive neurologica damage, dtered biochemistry with the plague profile—"
“Wait aminute. How could we catch a plague designed for Targethi? Are we Targethi?’

“|dentify Targethi.”

She waved ahand at the room. “The people who built this place and other worldslikeit.”

“They aredead.”

“Werethey Varen? Are the Varen the same as the people who built this? Where are the Homeworlds?’

“| do not understand your questions. | have no data beyond the ship and what | have accessed from the
city vaults”

She scowled at the machine. Badl's prudence, she decided: if the Black Ship could carry contagion back
to the Homeworlds, so could the humansif they captured Bagl's machine and followed unwise
agtronomical directives.

“Vaults?

“This place and the level s above.”
“Thisisadatarepostory?’

“Will you alow examination?’ the machine perssted.

Shethought amoment, cautious of alowing this*contamination” study by the machine. The humans had
crafted drugs that smulated proteins they said she needed for nutrition, had done other thingsfor her
feversand her mental depression. For twelve years she had breathed Earth air, eaten most Earth foods,
built substance from another world's substance, in aliteral sense. She doubted if her biosystem il
matched what this machine expected, not to the identity it would demand.

“Describe the contamination procedure. What are you looking for?’

“Evidence of plague, neurological damage that has progressed, dtered biochemistry with the plague
profile,” the machine repeated patiently.

“And what will you do if you find such confirmation?’ Thiswas madness, debating such things with the



machine that held her future within it—and could guard it againgt her.

“The ship must be preserved from further contamination,” it answered flatly, confirming her suspicions.
She might get only one dender chance, afortune ruled by this machingsimperatives.

“I'will think about it,” she hedged, and sidled to the right around the machine. It turned to face her asshe
circled the room, itslights blinking quickly. As she passed the back table, she reached for the Star
Goddess gatuette, feding thetingle again asit touched her skin. “Thisisasignaing device?’

“To summon meto you. It tentatively identifies your biocarbonsasVaren.”
“I am Varen, you damn machine.”

“Y ou may be contaminated,” the machine repeated stubbornly. “My function isto prevent further
contamination and —’

“I heard you thefifth time. Continue your patrolsfor awhile. I'll think about your offer.”

She dipped quickly past the machine and ran up the circling Stairway, outdistancing any pursuit, then
dowed to cradle the statue close to her middle. It hummed againgt her, acomforting vibration that might
mock later, but she would take it with her. She moved quickly through the upper console room, then the
larger room with the serpentine ceramic walls, then climbed to street-level. In the distance, she saw lights
moving in the sky, afaint echo as someone shouted some order. Her statue cradled against her, she set
out to meet her human pursuers.

She waked quickly down the street, heading for the Urban Map outpost that had obvioudy become a
center of the search. As sheturned the corner and saw the lights and moving shadows ahead, she walked
camly down the middle of the street, not hurrying, not dawdling, showing in her walk asober spirit, a
collected mind, an dien free of itstemporary mania. One corner of her mouth quirked upward, half
amused by her own defiance. Well, defiance had worked before, if reason had not. She ignored the fact
of her other madness of euding the Varen machine as she had. For the moment, she till had theillusion
of ahope, aslong asit was untested.

She waked into the circle of light of the project lamps and approached two Urban Map men standing by
amotorized cart. Onelooked around casudly and saw her, then straightened in surprise.

“Hi, George,” she said casudly, knowing it was no doubt the understatement of the day. She held out the
datuette. “Look what | found. And | found avault with ceramic walls, something you should redly see”
She turned and pointed backward up the dark street. “1 think it'sa data vault.”

“Where have you been?’ Seidel demanded.

She turned back and affected confusion, hoping the light was good enough for the expression to have its
uses. “Exploring. Didn't Dr. Seyestdl you?’ Shelooked around, asif shejust now noticed al the bustle,
then goggled openly as a copter chattered into view a half-kilometer off, its searchlights arcing down into
the streets. “What's going on?’

“They'relooking for you, that's what's going on.”
“Me?Why?’

The question lay on the air amoment, then Seidel exchanged aquick glance with his companion. “I'll let
Central know,” the other man muttered, and headed off toward another truck.



“You stay here,” Seidel commanded.
“Sure. Don't you want to see the Statue?’
“Just keep it, Medoret, okay? And stay put.”

“Sure.” Medoret ambled away and sat down on alow bench, then stretched out her legs and turned her
datue from Sde to Sde, examining it anew in the strong light, for al that the lamps dazzled her eyes.
When black spots started swimming across her vision, she half turned on her seat and looked out at the
more comfortable darkness, smelling the air, and fedling the cool touch of the breeze on her exposed
skin. The night was alive—she could senseit.

In afarther shadow, she saw the blurred form of aboxy robot stop and watch her. Wait awhile longer,
my friend, shetold it silently, you of therigid imperatives—et least until | figure away around them. Then
weshal see.

Chapter Eleven

Seide returned and gestured sharply to her, then led the way to another ground vehicle. “1'm to take you
back to headquarters.”

“Okay.” Medoret cradled the statue like atalisman and took a deep bregth, then climbed into the
passenger seet of the ground car. They zipped off down the street, jouncing over the paving-stones, with
the rush of the cooling evening air brisk enough to snap Medoret's hair around her face. Seidd drove
furioudy, roaring down each street and turning sharply enough to make her sway hard against her seet
belts.

“I found an underground compuiter,” she said casudly, loud enough for him to hear over the roaring of the
engine. “Ceramic wiring conduit, with control machinesin asubbasement.” She hefted the Statuette. “This
symbol might be akey to the language.” What language she didn't say, but the ambiguity didn't bother

her.

The Urban Map man glanced at her, then |ooked back more sharply aswhat she said sank in.
“An underground—what?’
“Computer. Well, adatarepository, to be precise. Y ou might tell Metas.”

It got his attention. He dowed the furious pace of the ground car, then pulled over to the Side of the
avenue. “Let me seethat,” he said gruffly. She handed him the statuette. “Maybe the key to the
programming isthefirst line of symbols,” she suggested. “ Then the math.” He turned the Statue over in his
hands, squinting at it in the dim light reflected back from the headlights, then grunted and got out of the
ground car. She crossed her arms and watched him bend down into the headlight beam, peering at the
markings aong the Statuette base.

“Binary code? he muttered.
“Two symbals, off, on, on, on, off.”
“I can seeit mysdlf, Medoret, thanks.”

“Eyesareuseful,” she commented.



He straightened and looked &t her. *'Y ou seem remarkably calm for acrazy lady.”
“I can show you the building.”

Seidd hefted the statuette in his hand, considering, making thetiny metallic sars shimmer inthe
headlights. He scowled. “I have ordersto take you back to Centra pronto.”

“I doubt anybody could find the place, actudly,” she said casudly. “Lots of buildings around here, and
lots of them look aike.” She draped her arm over the side of the ground car and lounged, smiling a him.
“And after Dr. Sieyes gets done sedating me, puts me in isolation, and ships me back to Ariadan, you
could teke monthsfinding it—if Dr. Mudler believesyou, which hewon', and if Urban Map will lend the
effort, which | doubt.” She glanced around at the buildingsin every direction. “Lots of city ill to map,
and seven outposts, too. It'll take years.” She clucked her tongue, then shrugged. “ That is too bad.”

He stared at her for along moment, then gave abark of laughter and stamped back to the driver's side of
the ground car.

“I anthe Vison Serpent,” sheinformed him severely.

“Name your direction, Serpent. You've got aded.” He handed the Satuette to her, then climbed in and
shifted gears.

“Left, next intersection, then back up the main avenue.”

“I want to collect Johnny first. He's second to me on the project.”

“They'll take me away from you if you go back to Urban Map right now. I'll show you the placefirst.”
“And they'll dill take you away after.”

“Yes,” shesaid quietly. She bent her head over the Statuette and caressed its deek base. “ Y es, they
might.”

Helooked at her severa times as he drove, but said nothing for afew streets. “They said you had a
hysterica fit and ran off.”

“Don't humans have a saying about ‘ eye of the beholder'? Could be something like that.”

“The gory's been embroidered since, too,” Seidd said. “Violence, irrationdity, typicd dien suff.” He
sounded almost carefree. She refused to look at him, not wanting to see his expression. She suspected it
might be kind, and she/d been fooled before, and by him. She tightened her fingers on the statuette.

“I'm not surprised,” she muttered noncommittally.

He turned acorner expertly and gunned the motor again. “1 think you need afriend or two, Serpent. Like
avolunteer?’

“Snap judgments can get you in trouble, George.”

“Y ou should know, I'd hazard. However calm you look now, | don't think your running off was exactly
planned. What set you off? Seyes?’

She shrugged.

“He'syour basic toad personality, | think, not that 1've seen him much. He just Sitsin the back and



watches people.” Seidd spat over the side of the ground car. “ Shrinks,” he said disgustedly.

“Sow down around here.” Medoret peered into the gloom ahead. The Street had lost much of itswarmth
in the cool forest evening, conceding much in the degpest of red shadows. “ There.” She pointed at the
building with the Goddess frieze. “Y ou'll need a handlamp: no lightson thefirst leve.”

“But lightslater?’ he asked, his voice hoarse with suppressed excitement. He brought the ground car to a
stop with asqued of tires, snapping her head forward as she was caught unawares. He climbed out and
rummaged in the backsest. “ Aren't you coming?’

“Oh.” Shelaid the datuette in the driver's seat and unbuckled her belts. He snapped on aflashlight and
joined her.

“Lead theway.”

Shelooked up then into hisface and saw the smile. She shook her head and turned away from him. | will
never understand humans, she thought. He caught her arm and pressed it gently, checking her.
“Medoret,” he said in agruff voice.

“What?’

“I could say you got away again, if you can't go back and have what you want. Thisisn't abad city to live
in, if you're careful. Not everybody on the Project agrees with the bigshots—and not everybody's blind.
There was no reason to keep you restricted—you're part of the team here.”

“| can't eat thefood. I've got two proteinsthat don't fit, not even here.”
“Hmmm.” Seldd dropped his hand. “ Supplements? | seem to remember that.”
“Ves”

“What do they look like? Rills? Injectants?’

Sheturned back to him then, her eyes widening. He smiled again, obvioudy amused. “ God, what you
must think of humans by now. Wherewould | find them?’

“In my room at headquarters. Samta knows what they look like, | think.”
“He'sagood friend.” He studied her face in the handlamp's cone of light.
“I have afew. He'sone.”

“Wdl, I'm one, too.”

“Can| ask aquestion?’

“Why I'm afriend?

“Thet'sthe one.”

He grinned, histeeth flashing in the lamplight. “Maybe | don't like people being pushed around, and
hadn't noticed what | should have. Maybe Samta's afriend of mine whom | disgppointed badly, just by
being flip. Sometime I'll tell you more, when we've got the time and you're looking less white-faced and
desperate. Come, show me your vault.”



She reentered the building, Seidd following close behind. She pointed across the wide floor at the doors.
“The middle door.”

“Any guards?’ Seidd asked, looking quickly around the dark room. A few remote Sitesin the hinterland
had remains of old light-wards and warning systems, probably to guard againgt the native wildlife. Near
Tika the jaguars kept their distance, but the smaller outposts had fewer intimidations.

“Not that | met,” she hedged. The Black Ship'srobot wasn't exactly aguardian, not in theway Seidel
asked.

The Urban Map chief snapped on his handlamp and hurried ahead toward the far doors, his boothedls
echoing on thefloor, firring up afaint haze of dust that swirled up into her nodtrils. She sneezed, then
looked around hastily for her robot, seeing nothing in the shadows. Seidel disappeared through the
central door, and sheran lightly to catch up with him.

Together they descended the long flights of gtairs. In the room with the ceramic walls, Seidd exclamed
and seemed tempted immediately to pry up some of the circuitry for closer examination. Shetugged at his
deeve, drawing him toward the corner and the further dairs. “Thisway.”

She took him down to the machine room, showing the accessways, then led him downward to the last
room and watched him walk, amazed, from pand to pand, then carefully touch each of theicon
statuettes and other objects, bending to peer closer at the carved writing on the bases.

“I think you're right about their connection,” he muttered. “ Christ. For years we've been taking pictures
of the surface, trying to match everything in the computers. Weve even had sonograms of subterranean
sructures, excavated severd. We never found anything like this”

“Eventudly you would havefound it.”

“When? Three decades from now? This sector isn't exactly an urgent area of exploration, and Ariadan's
aways kept the Tikal team small for logistical reasons. The city's a hundred miles square, and that doesn't
even count the vertical dimensions.” He turned toward her. “ Even so, Tikd's not that hard to search, not
with copter infrared and sniffers—and a determined bigshot who wants to find something.”

“Aboveground.”

“Oh, helll look aboveground firs—then they start the sound beams. We have full remote sensing
equipment, Medoret, the latest technology. Comparative sonar, magnetics, even geochemica sniffers
looking for the phosphates in your bones—let's say it might step up the systematic mapping of Tikal redl
quick.”

“But earlier yousad...”
“I've had time to think about it.”

She shook her head violently. “1 won't go back—not to that kind of captivity, not again. Not now. I'd
rather take my chancesin Tikd. All I need is my supplements.”

“I believeyou.” Helooked her up and down, frowning. “ Ever heard of the purloined letter?’
“Ancther of your human maxims?’

“A very old sory—with good literature's tendency to include universd truths. How would you like to
work for Urban Map?’



“Comeagain?

“Will you trust me, Medoret?’

She hesitated.

“Or hasthe evidence againgt us been that one-sided?”’

“No, not a al.” Shesmiled ironicaly. “That's part of my problem. It would be easier if you were dl
certified minions of the Nine Lords”

Seidel chuckled. “With dl Xibabato lose? Hell, the Twinswin, every time. Read the glyphs.” He bowed
mockingly, making Medoret wonder exactly what Samta had told him. “I prefer thewinning sde.” He
took one last glance around the room, then sighed in deep satisfaction. “Wonderful, smply wonderful.
What a gift you've given us, Medoret. Maybe now we can findly make somered progressin
understanding this place. I've dways thought we've been spinning our whedls, us and our gresat theories.
Comeon.”

“Where arewe going?’ She didn't move.

“I have ateam mapping the interior tunnels of the Moon Temple. The Plaza's not that far from Central,
and al that crew are good people. We might even sneak you in and hide you in aroom in Centrd itsdlf,
suitably bundled up. The easiest way to hide something isright in plain Ssght—that'swhat * The Purloined
Letter’ was about.”

She gave him adubiouslook. “George, hdf my problem is not looking exactly human. How can | hidein
plandgght?

“That's solvable with the right clothes—and some suitable conspirators, plus some fast footwork, nimble
hands, and outright lies. It'll be fun.” He bent to look at her face. “ Sorry, bad joke. Serioudy, they'll ook
for you up herein this sector; you can't tay here. The best place you can beiswhere they won't look.”

Shelooked away and bit her lip, doubting him.
“Please?’

She looked at his open face, seeing the gruffness, the awkwardness. It was aface to trust, she thought,
mad as the ideamight be. Oddly, he reminded her of Badl.

“When | am crossed,” shesad, “I turninto aVison Serpent and devour everything in sght.”
“I like the Crocodile God mysdlf: more teeth.”
“Lessmohbility,” she sniffed.

“All you got to do is catch them once. What's the difference?’ He reached out his hand. She hesitated a
moment longer and put her hand in his, feding hisfingers enclose herstightly. “ Sometimeswhen atrust is
given, Medoret, it binds even more closdy than the promiseitsalf.” Heraised his other hand solemnly. “I
promise on the Vision Serpent to keep the trust,” he intoned, making her smile. “That's better. Let'sgo
now. We don't have much time.”

Saidd drove even more madly on the trip back, making along circuit around the outskirts of the city to
the ocean road, then cutting back to approach Central from the south. Once past Centra, he cut the
ground car's headlights and crept through the empty streets, keeping to the middle and driving by



garlight. “Good for the nerves,” he muttered, peering ahead into the shadows and veering quickly around
an obgtacle. “ God, why couldn't they |eave the stone columnsin the parks?’

“Let medrive. I'vegot infrared.”

“We're amost there, anyway. Y ou do?’

“Yep”

“Next time mention it sooner. Okay, kiddo, I'll et you out here. Do you know where you are?’
“Not exactly.”

He stopped the ground car and pointed over the rooftops. “ See the top of the temple a one o'clock?
That's the Moon Temple. The team goes back to headquarters a night, so just the equipment's down
there. The entranceis on the west sde. Go down the first tunnel, take aright at the second side-tunndl,
then aright again a the third sde-tunnd. I'll find you. Got it?’

“What's down there?’

“Glyphs. Y ou can read while you wait.”

“That's humor, right?’

“Ah, sarcasm—you're improving. Here's the handlamp.”

“How're you going to explain not delivering meto Centra, George? Layard could take your hide.”

“Don't worry about that, Medoret—I'm agreet talker. The key is constant distraction. Just stay put until
dawn. Promise me?’

“No, I won't promise.”

Seidel shrugged. “Fair enough. But giveit atry, okay?’
“Maybe. Thanks, George.”

“Anytime, kiddo.”

She climbed out of the ground car, concedling the Goddess statuette against her side, then prudently
shifted it behind her as Seidel put the ground car in gear. He hadn't specificaly asked for it, and she
wasn't yet ready for the humansto tamper with aVaren artifact. Let Seidd play with the others. She
nodded back genidly as he flipped her asdute.

The ground car turned in anest circle and roared back down the avenue. Medoret dipped the handlamp
into her pocket; then, cradling the Goddess figure in her hands, she took her direction from the Moon
Temple and set off in awide circle through the nearby streets. Twice she ducked into buildingsasa
copter passed nearby; as she neared the Temple Square, she heard voicesin the distance, the roar of
another ground car, and the blatting sound of a copter'sblades asit idled. Lightsflashed dimly off high
stone: Seidel wasn't kidding about the fervency of the search. She circled even more widdly and
gpproached the Moon Temple from the west, watching the Plaza for activity, wary of the splash of light
from the avenue ahead that led to Project Central. Another copter roared by high overhead, heading
north.

If | weren't so sure Sieyes would use my running away, she thought. If there weren't so many timesthey



didn't listen.

Sheran quickly acrossthe lagt stretch of stone and dipped into the Moon Temple, descending quickly
into her hiding place. She found the smal sde-tunne Seidel had named and walked forward to asmall
room at itsterminus, then flashed her handlamp into every corner. One corner gaped blackly into another
tunnel—away out, perhaps. She explored into the passageway, returning after several turnsto the upper
tunnel. The Temple was a honeycomb of these tunnels, only afew showing any markers by Urban Map.
She stopped and leaned tiredly against awall. Seiddl wasright: thiswas agood hiding place. Maybe
trusting Seiddl wasn't crazy after dl.

She returned to the small room and set her Goddessicon carefully against the wall, then sat down inside
the passageway door, drawing up her knees. When she switched off the lamp, the darkness was
profound, eased only by the faint reddish glow of her own body. She relaxed back against the wall and
listened, hearing nothing but the subtle whisper of the air currents that moved over her ams and
face—she would hear them long before they came this deep.

Shewaited patiently for along time, amusing hersdf with visits by the Serpent and a pacing Jaguar,
magnificent kings marching to battle, the Star Goddess pouring starsinto the void, filling the darkness
with Her light. The stone grew hard and she shifted position uncomfortably, then lay down and curled up
her kneesinto her chest, yawning. Don't fall adeep, she warned hersdlf, and kept hersdf on the edge of
awareness, drowsing as she escaped into her fantasies, the Varen icon warm against her hands.

Sheroused as she heard afootfall above, then silently got to her feet, ready to dip down the
passageway .

“Medoret?” avoice whispered, and she saw light glance dimly down into her sanctuary. Thelight
strengthened and she stepped into the Side passageway, watching.
“Medoret? It's Samta.”

“Samta?’ she whispered back. The footsteps quickened in response, dapping hastily down the last
corridor. She pressed herself against the passage wall as afigure moved into sight, then stopped in
confusion, itsflashlight flicking into the far corners of the smal room. “ Show your faceinthelight,” she
whispered. Samta promptly complied, squinting as he dazzled himsdif.

“Areyou satisfied?’ he asked, sounding faintly irritated.

“I'm over here.” She put her hand out into the room and moved it up and down, catching hiseye. He
turned and sghed inrelief.

“Areyoudl right?
“Hungry. Isthat food in that pack?’

“Y ou betcha—and two weeks supply of your supplements, too, and avia of your fever drug. Those
problems you're not going to have.” He moved over to the passageway door and motioned her to move
onward, deeper into the passageway. “Let'sdinein thedark. | wouldn't put it past Sieyesto put a
watcher on me.” She stiffened, and he gestured reassurance. “I was very careful. How Seidel lovesa

rr]yga.y! ”
“Hésagood man,” she said tentatively.

“Don't worry about that at al, Medoret. Y ou should have seen his embarrassment act about losing
you—I swear that man can blush and swest a will. Layard chewed him out royally in front of everybody,



bought the whole thing. They're searching the northern quarter inch by inch.” He reached into his pack
and pulled out asandwich. “Y ou must be starved.”

“I found a computer vault up there,” she said, and unwrapped the sandwich hungrily.

“So did the search party—by accident, of course, whilelooking for you. Seidel said, ‘ God, | saw
something move over there!” and pointed frantically and everybody trooped in. What aham.”

Medoret threw up her handsin mock aarm. “And then he said, * God, there's a shadow by the central
doorway!” Point, point. Right?’

“You're so right. I'd swear you were there to watch. It was atreat.” Samta handed her aflask, then held
up athin tube of pills. As shetook abig bite of the sandwich, he leaned forward and peered at her.
“How areyou, redly?’

“I'm okay. But | sure needed these.” She popped one of the supplement pillsin her mouth and washed it
down with aswig of the cool water in Samtas flask. “1 get shaky knees without them, and they always
warned me brain damage comes pretty soon after.”

“Pits. Speaking of brain lack, Dr. Sieyesis having apoplexy. What did he say to you, anyway? Not that
he didn't deserve the scratches.”

“Moreof theusud. It never changes much.” She shrugged. “ Samta—" she began, wanting to tell him
about the robot but suddenly hesitant. She stopped, puzzled at her own reluctance.

“What?" he asked when shefdl slent.

“Uh...”

“Sotel melater,” he sad easlly. “Want another sandwich?’
“Thanks. How long are we safe here?’

“I don't know, but thistempleisawarren. Aslong as were quiet, we can even elude the Urban Map
team that works here.”

“Dr. Mudler will missyou.”

“Not that much. HE'stoo busy arguing with Urban Map that a computer isn't acomputer. I'll just put in
an gppearancein Central sometime today, maybe—or maybe I'll just hang out with you.” Hisvoice was
tentative.

“And get sent back in disgrace to Ariadan if we're caught, just like me. Y ou know, we keep discussing
that point. What about your grad grant?’

“So we don't get caught.” Samta shrugged.
“Hmmph.”

“We dl make choices sometime—and you can't have Heroic Twinswith just onewarrior.” He bent his
amsinto near contortion, then curved hisfingersat hisforehead inimitation of aflaming mirror. “Don't |
look like God K? Look &t that divine jaw.”

“Youresuch anidiot.” Shelaughed.



“No, just alittle enchanted by you, but we can talk about that later, too, maybe. What did Seidel suggest
we do next?’

“Sneak into Central and hide somewhere.”

“Oh, sure. That'd redlly work.”

Medoret looked at him in confusion. “Y ou think not?”

“Let's put it thisway. Would the Jaguar walk into aNine Lords banquet? With him on the menu?’
“No.” Shegrinned. “Well, what do you think we should do?’

“Héll, I don't know.”

She leaned forward and touched hisarm. “Before | ran away, Samta, 1an told me that the Committee let
me come because they want to attract my people into Contact. That's why they didn't want to let me out
at Caracol; there's been no sign of any alien ship around there—it's too close to Earth and too busy. And
they kept me close here, too, so they could notice when | got contacted.”

“After ten years? | know you're hoping, Medoret, but the odds might be againgt you. They don't even
know youredive”

“The Black Ship landed in the north only afew years ago. They left traces. And I've dways beenin the
news, even here—and radio isradio. It's not hard to guess the Ship knowslots of things.” She
swallowed. “And I've had my own proof.”

He sat up Straighter, hiseyeswidening. “What?’

“A service robot followed me down into the vault and talked to me. 1t found me through this.” She
reached ingde the passageway and brought out the Goddess. “It's sengitive to my touch—and it'sa
symbol | would recognize. The Black Ship left it for me.” She offered it to Samtaand he took it
caefully.

“It's beautiful, Medoret.”

“It'sthe Star Goddess | dream about, maybe the one symbol | know isn't human-derived. When |
touched it, it sent some kind of signa to the robot and it came to mein the Vaullt. It wantsto test my
biosystems to make sure I'm who | am—only | don't think I'm what my people expect, and | didn't want
to blow my one chance a finding them. | didn't let it touch me, but | think it'll still prowl around, waiting
until I'm doneagain.”

“A servicerobot?’
“The Black Ship used a Targethi robot asa shell.”

“That was smart. We ignore those things completely now. Oh, we caught one and took it apart in the first
year, but the analysis didn't help us much with the bigger mainframes. Idiot memories don't help when
components are so much mush.” He frowned, then handed her theicon back. She set it carefully on the
floor beside her.

“I didn't have much timeto tak toiit, but I think it will try to find me again. Mechanicas get persstent.”

“But only if you're aone, you said. Y ou've been here aweek and it didn't come near you. If I'm there,
too...”



She shrugged. “1 don't know.”

“Okay,” he said reluctantly. “I'm not going to let you miss the chance.” He Started to get to hisfeet. She
yanked on hisdeeve, overbdancing him.

“Havel asked that?’
“Y ou don't haveto.”

“Why do you assume my choosing isthat obvious? It wanted to test me for plague, Samta, something
Targethi that my people caught. They can't go home because of it.”

“A plague ship?’ His eyeswidened again.

“Something they caught on some other Targethi world, something to do with the frostflowers. That'swhy
| got thefever again, tramping around in the Caracol glade—and Hillary reinfected me when Dr. Falk
collected the flowers here. The Black Ship's been searching for some kind of answers, maybe the cure,
maybe the reasons for what happened here. That'swhy they were here at Tika when lan found me.”

“But you were cured on Ariadan.”

“Modlly. For the past severd years1'd get adight fever, nothing more than flu—but | remember the
plague killing people on the Black Ship, crippling them, deforming babies and causing miscarriages. |
remember the despair, Samta—and they had no oneto help them.”

“Frogtflowers?’

She shook her head, losing the dusive thought. “ Something in my dreams...” She looked away from him,
her eyes unfocused. “Damn. | wish | could understand them better, but | just don't have the control. The
Jaguar mentioned spores, then ran away from me. If werre not Targethi, how could we catch a Targethi
disease? But that's what the dreams seem to say.”

“Y ou can't control dreams.” Helook confused.

“I think my people could. They used the Dream-Knowledge, and | think it was something like| usethe
Mayamyths, asif | substituted something human for what is naturd when the pattern got disrupted by my
capture. | was catatonic for amost ayear, and it was anarrow chance for many months afterward—until
lan started telling me Maya stories. Does any of this make sense?’

“I'mligening.”

“Samta, what if the Otherworld isrea? Not as agenuine universe, but afunction of mind, aconscious
patterning of thought that makes dreamsredl, too. To the Maya, Xibalba had more redlity than the
physica world. Maybe dreams are the same for my people—somehow.” Shetwisted her fingers
together. “1've been trying so hard to understand my dreams. They're important somehow, and the more
| focus on them, the more | remember of the Black Ship. Don't you think that's reason to continue?’

He shrugged and gave her an encouraging smile. “I'm ashaman: | believe in dreams. Of course you
should.”

“Thanksfor the support. A psychiatrist would warn against courting fantasy as the doorstep into
madness. That was why Sieyes made lan stop the Maya stories, | think.”

“That was stupid. Science doesn't believe what we can't see or measure; magic believes only in what isn't



there. Maybe dreams are somewhere in between.”
“Maybe.”
“So what have you got to lose?’

“Morethan you'll admit.” Shefingered thevid of pills. “I haveto take the fever drug to my people, give
them that chance. But the robot won't summon them until it satisfiesitself of whatever rulesit has” She
dumped againgt the wal and scowled. “1 keep looking for answers, and dl | find are more questions. It's
frugtrating.”

“If they listen to radio, maybe you can send them amessage in the Ship language.”

“I don't remember the Ship language: it was dl replaced. Evenin my dreams, the Ship peopletalk Anglic.
The robot started talking to me in some other language, and the words sounded familiar but didn't mean

anything”

“So send amessage in Anglic. If the robot talks Anglic, maybe the Ship does, too. Maybe they've
monitored our radio transmissons.”

“Maybe. | supposeit'sworth atry. But once we send it, every hunter will swoop down on our
triangulation, then follow meright to the Ship. Tika iswired with every detecting machine Ariadan can
provide”

“Unlessthe robot sent it. When everybody rushesto the scene, they won't see anything but Targethi
cleaner robots. Right?’

“Hmmm. Ligten, you understand computers better than | do, how they think within ther restrictions. I'm
afraid | might screw up the logic and chase the robot away permanently. | don't like being a goat staked
out on ajungletrail—I don't want my people to find me that way. So maybe if you could talk to the
robot, you could figure out what it wants and how we could get it to contact the Black Ship. See? Y ou
should come dong after al.”

“Itsworth atry.”
She amiled in genuinereief. “ Thank you, Samta.”

Hetried to smile back. “I'll missyou,” he said quietly, so quietly she dmost couldn't hear him. She
watched him look away and twist hisfingersin hislap. He was such agood friend, risking trouble for
himsdlf in being her champion, even if his efforts sometimeswent alittle astray. Well, so did hers.

“Remember what | said about obvious choices,” she said. “Honestly speaking, Samta, how can | know |
even belong to them anymore? Maybe they won't want me, theway | am.”

“I liketheway you are,” he said stoutly.
“So don't assume Lady Rainbow dies. Right?”

“Okay.” Helooked around them at the enclosing walls. “I doubt if your robot will come down here—the
service robots stick to the streets, and it would attract too much attention wandering into templesin
daylight. If it contacted you in the north, it'll take awhile to get back down here. Robots don't go at
Seidd speeds. We need to get out in the open.”

“Isit dawn yet?’



“Not quite. We have an hour or two to lose oursel ves somewhere and hide, somewhere where the
service robots are ill functioning. Then we can wait for it to cometo us.”

“If it does” shesad gloomily.

“Oh, it will. Machines don't have lots of choices, and the usua reaction to nonstandard behavior is getting
stubborn about rules. Sounds familiar to you, I'm sure.”

Shegrinned a him.

“So finish your sandwich and maybe some of the fruit, while | think of some possible places,” Samtasaid.
“I've done most of my exploring to the east and along the seawall. That's probably best.”

“Y ou're the shaman guide.”

“Thanks so much. Eat.”

Chapter Twelve

A quarter-mile south, Medoret and Samta had to duck into a building as another copter thundered by
overhead in the predawn darkness, its searchlight stabbing down into the street. Asthe copter moved off,
the sound merged into the quieter rhythm of the surf, only afew hundred paces distant beyond a seawall,
then vanished. Medoret listened to the sound of the water amoment, then heard the copter swing back in
their direction. She frowned.

“They'reredly determined,” she muttered, alittle awed by the determination. The search had been going
on for Sx hours, with no particular sign of letting up.

“Youre Earth'sdien child,” Samtasaid dryly. “Thekey to the Targethi.”

“The bait, you mean. Remember what lan said?’

“I can't believeit wasjust for that,” Samta protested. “ Dr. Ruth really wanted you here for your insght.”
She dumped down and dangled her hands on her knees.

“A lot of ingght | have. I've been waiting for you to seem more redl than Lady Rainbow and the Jaguar.”

Samtamade arude noise. “1 wish you wouldn't put yourself down. | think you haveinsightsthat are
vauable, just like me. After dl, were the only two people on this planet who bdievein the Otherworld,
the residents being dead, after dl, and aready in the Otherworld. And who says the Jaguar isn't more
red?

She turned her head and peered at hisface in the shadows. “Y ou are something else—what, | don't
know. Ared| Mayalikethis?

“Wall, thisoneis.” Hereached out and took her hand, then tugged her gently backward, ingsting. With a
sgh, she stretched out her legs, then scooted back to sit by him againgt the inner wall. Shefdt hisfingers
take her hand in awarm grasp. They sat in Slence for severa minutes, listening to the rumble of the surf
and the skitter of sand againgt stone as the freshening dawn breeze dipped nestly into aleyways and
coursed through wide streets. The copter made another pass over the seawall, but still came no closer to
their hiding place.

“| suppose we'd be seen if we tried to move now,” shesaid &t last.



“It'll change search pattern soon,” Samta said, and shrugged. The night outside the doorway had turned
to warm red-grays as the sun began its rising, touching his face with muted highlights. She saw his dark
eyeswatching her—for aman who'd had precious little deep the night before, he seemed amazingly
dert.

“Maybe you shouldn't come dong, Samta,” she said, worrying about him again. “1f they find you with me,
your career isshot.”

“Y ou kegp mentioning that. Do you think | care?’

“You should care, Samta. Y ou've spent years preparing for this, wanting thislike your father wanted it.”
He shrugged again, little more than a shadow against the cool darkness. “Wdll, | appreciateit,” shesad
awkwardly.

“Any time”

Outsde the small building, the sky had begun its changesto reds as Cebdra dawned. Thelight
heightened the planes of Samta's face with clean shadows, bronzing the skin. He looked strangely
peaceful, and she watched the light change on hisface, content to St with him as he thought about his
secret things, whatever they were. A shaman took the time to look at the world, she remembered.
Samta, too, lived in two worlds—and seemed to balance them better than she balanced hers. She saw
him looking at her Goddessicon whereit sat gleaming by hiscarryall bag. He frowned dightly and shifted
his position, then sighed softly.

“Do you remember the story,” he said in alow voice, looking down at his brown hands, “about Lady
Xoc, the Xachilan queen? King Shield-Jaguar had ruled so long, over Sixty years, that he outlived dl his
sons by Lady Xoc, and then he married ayoung foreign princess from Calakmul, Lady Eveningstar.
When Eveningstar bore him ason, Shied-Jaguar named him heir, passing over Lady Xoc's grandsons.
To placate Lady Xoc, the king ordered new carvings that showed Lady Xoc in abloodletting
ceremony.”

She drew up her knees. “I remember. | dways liked that bas-relief.”

“I know—I saw it on the wall in your room. It's one of the best glyphs of the Vision Serpent. But the
Lady Xoc carving was thefirgt time the Maya nobles, the ahauob, appeared in the glyphs; it wasthe first
sgn of the eventud collgpse of the Maya state in centra Y ucatan. By the time the ItzaMayainvaded
from the coast two centurieslater, dl the interior kingdoms had disappeared. Y ou don't share what the
gods have given you, not when you're aMayaking: it tempts the Underworld.” He looked at her soberly.
“Xibabahasitsrules”

Medoret shook her head. “ The Twins never accepted that. Nor did the Maya. When the male linefailed
at Palenque, they rewrote the Xibalbamythsto draw the king's divine authority through the feminine
line—and carved the most beautiful glyphs of Classic Mayacultureto doiit.”

“Some things you can't rewrite.” Helooked away.

“So?" she prompted. “Whereisthisleading? I'm guessing you're talking about us, not Xachilan or Lady
Beadtie. | think you're looping around to argue again you should leave me.”

Helooked exasperated. “Don't fiddle with me, Medoret. | know you better than you think. I've read
everything | could about you for yearsand —" He broke off and looked away, the heat rising to his
face.



“Samta,” she said quietly, “1 think the Otherworld survives change. Sometimes you can't adapt enough to
save thewhole, but aportion remains. That's like me: what isadien survivesin my Otherworld of my
dreams, greetly changed in al aspects except that. Do | lose that essentia by becoming human in the
waking world? I've wondered, perhaps more than you think.”

Hefrowned. “I'm not tracking this, but I'm listening.”

Sheamiled a him. “You do listen. Y ou understand the essentials. | don't dways. I'm patterned to human
ways, but sometimes there isn't the proper connection. Lady Xoc could not accept her dynastic
misfortune and so she forced a change in Maya politics that ultimately contributed to the end of al she
coveted. In Paenque, the change preserved the dynasty for four hundred years, making Palenque one of
the powerful and beautiful cities of the Classic Maya. One choice ended, one choice preserved. When
you choose to change what is, the results may not be what was intended, and you may close doorsto
what could have been—or not. And you can't dwaystell whichiswhich.”

She thought a moment, trying to choose her next words carefully, for his sake. “1 senseyou're trying to
give me up, Samta. Are you so sure that'swhat | would choose?” She looked out the doorway as
Cebdra spread itsreds acrossthe city. “Do | choose the human which | know, or the dien which | have
nearly forgotten? Do | close doors or create anew redlity? | see you asfriend, and | know intellectually
how friendship can degpen between human men and women into something new—yet | don't fed that
response, not in the way it's described.”

He abruptly flushed and looked away again.

“Now gtop that, please. All | know about sexud relationshipsiswheat I've read in novels—and that was
nonetoo clear. I'vetold you | have trouble tracking on how humans relate to each other, and | was never
given explicit dataabout sex outsde of fiction. | mean, how could sex education be relevant to me?’

“I hear Dr. Sieyessopining in that. Did he actudly say that to you?’
“And other things. He can be very pointed when he wantsto.”
“I can believeit.” Helooked down at hishandsagain. “I can't help how | fed about you.”

“Neither can | about you and maybe it's not the same, but it's not rejection in human terms. | may not
even be sexuad yet. If you've read everything, I'm sure you've read that speculation, too.” She blushed
and fdlt irritated at hersdf for doing so.

“Tri-sex drones?” His mouth quirked.
“Oh, God, you read that, too.”

“I told you | read everything. The literatureis pretty relentless, but | did skip over the one with the explicit
pictures.”

“| hated that article. I've always hated being their lab anima, dways. | don't know anything about my
people's sexudity except what humans have speculated, and they don't know, either. I'm not even sure
how old | am. Perhaps my being raised by humans has permanently blocked my sexudity. Evenif it'snot
and if we choose to be together, if that happens, | may never be able to give what you would naturally
expect from a human woman—just because | am dien. | can't change that as easily as Palenque
reordered the Maya Otherworld; my otherworld may not be as changeable. Do you understand?’

“Yes, | do.” Helooked away again, hisface dtill flaring with its heat.



She dumped againgt the wall, feeling discouraged. “ Maybe we could have talked about the Twins, not
Mayahigtory. Half my dream world is Mayan, anyway. I'm sorry.”

“What for?’
“For being so strange.” Shetwined her fingerstogether and bent forward over them in despair.

“Loveislikethat, Medoret,” Samtasaid quietly. “And not al of loveis sexud love. Have you ever had a
red friend?’

Sheturned her head to look at him. “Wdl, lanis...”
“1 meant your own age.”

“Not redly. They had to take me out of school, and Jmmy had pretty much poisoned any chance with
the others. | had tutors afterwards, so | mostly played with the Jaguar and the Serpent.”

“Comeagan?
She shrugged, embarrassed. “ The Jaguar Sun and the Vision Serpent. We had, uh, fantasy adventures.”

“Now that isntintheliterature” He was smiling now. “Isthat how you survived? By creating awhole
other world?’

“Y ou sound like a psychiatrist, Samta.”

“Benice now. Don't you understand yet? Don't you know that you can say anything to meand | won't
scowl and shrink away, say golly you're odd, and generaly treat you like abug under glass?| like you,
Medoret, | like you for what you are. Hell, I'm probably in love with you. | don't want you to be anything
else, and themore| see of you, themorel like. I've been alittle nutty about you for years, as| blurted,
and now, meeting you, it's gotten much worse.” He flushed dightly again, but did not look away.

She amiled tentatively. “ So, speaking from the Otherworld, what do humans do when friendship sartsto
change?’

“Surely you've seen enough of that, the way Nathaie's been behaving about George—and I'm not so
sure about lan and Dr. Ruth.”

“Dr. Ruth?’ Medoret gared at him. “And lan?"

Hewas grinning at her now. “Why not?” She scowled, thinking about it. His black eyes danced with
amusement at her reaction. “They've been friends for years, and lan isn't bad-looking for an old man.”

“Hésnot old,” shesad firmly.
“Conceded.”

“But does one have to act so much like afool ?” He leaned back his head and laughed outright. “1 am
funny?’ sheasked irritably.

“No—no, Medoret. I'm sorry. | just now realized how little you understand.... Well, when a beautiful
woman growsto your ... Oh, hell, what amess. | guessthey kiss each other. That'swhere it starts.”

“So kissme and let's see what happens.”



His smile vanished into uncertainty, and she wondered if sheld made an irretrievable mistake, whatever he
said about saying anything she chose. He shrugged, trying to make it nonchdant. “Likely it wouldn't be
much more than lan kissing you.”

“lan kissng me?’ Now shefdt totaly confused. “Why would he do that?’

“Wall, not on the mouth, | suppose.” Helooked at her curioudy. “Hasn't he ever kissed you in any way?
Or hugged you?’

“Not much. Was he supposed to?’

“Well, hesyour father—supposed to act like afather, | mean.”

“Did your father kissyou?’

“Sometimes. He loved me, despite our quarrels. It'sagesture of affection.”
“Soyou and | could kisseveniif itsonly affection.”

“Sure—but you tend to want something more after that if you'reinclined.”
“Like sex, you mean.”

“Goddamn it, Medoret. You don't just say ‘oh, like sex,’ likeyou'd ask ‘what's for lunch? It's supposed
to bemagic.”

“Oh.” Shethought of dancing with the Jaguar Sun, but the dance had never led to explicit sexua
fantasies. Maybe she was unsexed. She frowned.

“What'sthe frown for?” he asked.
“I'wish| knew dl things.” She sghed.

Samtaleaned forward and gently took her face in his hands. Startled, sheraised her handsto hisashe
brought hisface closer to hers, their eyes only inches apart. Her heart thumped strangely in an odd
rhythm, then seemed to stop completely as he kissed her dowly, drawing it out. Then he released her and
sat back.

“How about that?’ he asked.
“That'sakiss of change?’ she asked doubtfully.

“No, that's mostly akiss of affection. A lot depends on the intent, and what | intended was where we are
now, not what | want it to be. Let'stable the kiss of change for awhile.” He studied her face, adight
gmileon hislips. “Areyou araid I'm going to get hurt?’

She shrugged. “I'm ignorant about too many things. Maybe that'swhy lan never kissed me.”

“Absolutely not,” Samtasaid forcefully. “ God, they've brainwashed you royaly, haven't they? Don't you
get tired of thelitany of how everything'syour fault?’

“Why areyou angry?’

“Not at you, Medoret—at them. Persondly, | think your lan isastuffed shirt who properly belongsina
tape library al done, academicaly and sexua ly—and, apparently, in other relationships, too. Now don't



defend him,” he added, raising ahand. “1 know he's been good to you in some ways. But he doesn't like
women, and that blunts what he should have given you.”

“He doesn't like women?’

“Takeitfromme. | cantdl.”

"How?" she demanded.

“Oh, go on, you. How can you understand Lady Xoc and not lan?’

“Lady Xoc?’ She stared at him. “What does Lady Xoc haveto do with lan?’
“ About as much as Palenque doeswith me.”

She hissed in exasperation and thumped him hard on the arm. He pretended darm and warded her off,
then grinned at her.

“I think I'll feed you to the Jaguar Sun,” sheinformed him disgustedly. “He ought to be hungry about

“Y ou're something e e, dien.”

Impulsively, sheleaned forward and kissed him back, off balance and missing hdf hismouth as she did,
then felt his hands close on her armstightly. The second time was much more satisfactory. He turned his
mouth into her kissand pulled her againgt him, dipping one arm about her waist and raising his other hand
to her hair, burying hisfingersinits slky mass. She threw her arms around his neck and pressed closeto
him, then felt him shift position as he lowered them both to the stone floor. Then, abruptly, he broke off
the kiss, then raised himsdlf to one elbow to look down at her.

“Thisisgetting out of hand very fast,” he said huskily.
“Magic,” shesad, smilingup a him.

“Oh, redlly,” he said skeptically. “What happened to ‘| don't fed the response you want'? Remember?
Lady Xoc and the parable of the inaterable dien?’

She grimaced. “| told you | wasignorant.”

“God, thisis complicated.” He rolled onto his back and shelaid her head on his chest comfortably. “Let's
just lie here amoment until I've got my brains back where they belong.”

“Excuse me?’

“Never mind.” Shefdt his chuckle againgt her ear and breathed in deeply the scent of him, then relaxed
languoroudy againg hisbody. “ That isnt helping, Medoret,” he said, squirming dightly.

“What?’
He pulled his arm from underneath her body and sat up, then rubbed hisface dowly, his hand trembling.

“I'm sorry,” she said awkwardly, and sat up, too, sorry she had acted impulsively, sorry she had
somehow finaly made the mistake she had dreaded. She edged away from him dightly, giving himthe
room he apparently wanted.



“Theliterature saysit'sphysicaly possible” hesaidin alow voice.

“I'veread that literature,” she said archly, struggling to find some baance between them. 1 wasn't
impressed.”

He dropped his hand and looked at her. “1 don't want to hurt you, either,” he said in anguish. “Would 1?
What arethe rules?’

“I don't know.” Shefelt tears comeinto her eyes. “I don't know at al. I'm sorry, Samta, 1....”
“Sorry? What do you have to be sorry about? For what?"

“Please don't be angry.”

“I'm nat, redly I'm not. | started this by showing too much. | should have known better.”

They looked a each other along moment. “Doesthis mean,” she asked findly, “that | don't get any more
kisses?” He blinked in startlement, then started laughing. She grinned as she watched him, hoping she had
chosen theright question. She couldn't tell quite yet, he was laughing so hard. “Well?’

“God, what awoman!” he said, and laughed again, then seized her and kissed her emphatically.
“Definitdy. Always.”

“Good. But | agree on the other—for awhile.” Shelooked at him sideways, checking hisresaction. “ Are
thererulesto dl this?’

“Not at dl. Infact —"

Sheraised her hand abruptly, silencing him, then turned her face to the doorway. Had she heard adight
sound?

“What isit?

“Shhhsh. | heard something.” She listened again, catching afaint scrabble on stone, more than sand sifting
into the streets, then the digtinctive faint whine of a machine. The sound came closer, then stopped. “This
ismy friend, Samta,” she said camly, raisng her voice. “We are waiting for you. | wish to speak to you
again, robot.”

The robot rolled into view ameter beyond the doorway and stopped, its hood lights blinking owly. It
hesitated, rolled haf out of view, then divided the difference, showing its conflict inits actions.

“Thisisahuman,” it intoned flatly. “ Contact is not within my parameters. Remove him.”
“I will not—and you will remain. Aren't you programmed to accept my orders?’
“Within parameters,” therobot said loftily.

“Your voiceisfamiliar, dmost like Bad's.”

“Bad This-saprogrammed me. Itislogica hewould use hisown voice.” Samtawatched both of themin
fascination, hishead turning from oneto the other, but he wisaly kept silent. She didn't know how limited
the robot's programming might be, and a second voice, especialy ahuman voice, might stressits
“parameters’ too much. She wrapped her fingers around Samtas arm and pressed tightly.

“WhereisBad This-sa?’ she asked.



“ Aboard the Ship.”

“And whereisthe Ship?’

Therobot stood silent.

“Answer me,” she commanded.

“Y ou will bring thishuman to the Black Ship?’

“That ismy decision and not within your parametersto say,” she countered, hoping her conviction had
some accurecy. “Whereisthe Black Ship?”

“I do not know.”

“Sendthesgnd.”

“Y ou have not accepted examination.”

“AsK it for dternative options,” Samtawhispered. “Jog it off that track.”

“Consult your datafor dternative options,” Medoret ordered. “What areyouto doif | refuse
examination?’

“Y ou are demented?’ the machine asked uncertainly, and Medoret felt Samta's amused chuckle. She
elbowed him hard intheribs.

“I am of unknown status—and | refuse examination. Send the sgnd and et Badl decide.”
The robot flipped itslights. “That is not within my parameters.”

Medoret bit her lip and looked at Samta. Jog it off track, he had said. “ Could the Black Ship land down
the coast, in the sea, and not be detected?’

“Y ouwill bring thishuman?’

“That ismy decision and not within your parameters,” she repeated stubbornly. Could she bypassthe
machine's subbornness? * Can they land without detection?”

“Unknown. The humans detectors are sophisticated, especialy the mapping devicesin orbit.”
“Thereisonly one satdlitein orbit,” she argued.

Samta nudged her. “Two,” he whispered. “Urban Map put up another last year.”
“Therearetwo in orbit,” she amended. “ Can the Black Ship eude?’

“I would haveto query,” the machine said uncertainly.

“Do s0.” She held her bresth.

“Sending Sgnd.”

Shelet her bregth out with agrest gust. They waited, watching the machine,

“Do you have contact?” she asked when the waiting had become unbearable,



“No.”

“Will they meet me?”

The robot said nothing.

“Thishumanismy friend,” she said, trying again. “He can be trusted.”

“Hdl, Medoret,” Samtawhispered urgently. “Let that go if you must—this could be your only chanceto
seethem.”

Sheturned to him angrily. “And what if | just disappear? And what happensto the Black Ship if my fever
drug doesn't help? What about lan? Do | just disappear and forget you?’

He et hisface. “ Sometimes you can't change the Otherworld.”

“I don't accept that, not without trying. Don't be so noble.”

“If that machine won't cooperate, you'll missyour chance.”

“Maybe | never had that much of achance. Will you come with me?’

“My parameters—" the robot began.

“Blast your parametersl” she shouted at it. “If you must, ask the Black Ship!”
“Agreed. | have received a contact sgnd.”

Shedared at it. “Y ou have direct radio communication?’

“Telemetric datasignd. | am asking your first request now. Trangmission timewill be 9x minutes.”
“Can you send an additional message?’

“What message?’

She closed her eyes and clasped her handstight in front of her, squeezing painfully on her fingers. She
paused amoment to organize her thoughts. “ Send this. ‘ Mother, like you, | have chosen to continue, but
| have lost myself between dreams and the waking day. Please come to me. One human | will bring, but
the otherswill not know. Please come.” She hesitated. “ End transmission.”

“Sending.”

Shelet out her breath in agasp, then bowed forward, wrapping her arms around herself, fearing she
would be too human, fearing her dreams had wandered too far.

Samtatouched her shoulder. “Why didn't you tell them about the fever drug?’

“That wouldn't be enough to bring themin, not in risk of contact. Bagl wouldn't believeit, | don't think,
and I'm not sure if my mother has that much control of the Ship by now. She pushed too far iningsting
once—and obvioudy she'scontinued to ingst.”

They waited, watching the robot.

“Acknowledged,” it said findly. “The Ship agreesto contact. | will guide you to the place.”



“And Samta comeswith me?’ she said sharply.

“Hemay come.” Did the robot hesitate a fraction too long before that answer? She studied its blank face
carefully, al her suspicions of thisliteral machine on new dert. The Jaguar Sun would never permit such
idiocy, she thought: one never trustsa Lord of the Underworld. She looked at Samta, knowing he was
Underlord to the Black Ship and wondered what treachery the machine intended, if it intended anything.
What did she redlly know of her people?

“Whereisthe meeting place?’ she asked.

“Twelve kilometers east on the shoreline,” the machine answered dutifully, for once its parameters helping
ingtead of hindering. “The Ship will make an ocean landing and travel to that place.”

“Wewill bethere.” She pointed at the machine. “ You will remain here”
“I amyour guide.”

“Not anymore. Y ou will stay here” Who knew what nasty little devices Badl had put in this machine?
And she distrusted that dight hesitation. She looked over at her Star Goddess statue by Samtas
haversack and realized with apang she dare not take it any farther, not when the robot could track her
by itstransmissons. The Goddess glimmered in the haf light, caught motionlessin an instant of time by
whatever hand had fashioned Her likeness,

“That isnot within my parameters” the machine said stubbornly.
“That ismy direct order. Y ou are programmed to obey me. Do s0.”
“Acknowledged.”

Medoret scowled at the machine and thought that “ acknowledged” did not always mean agreement, not
to thismachine. They would have to stay dert—and hope that a sandy beach might hinder other
‘parameters enough to outdistanceit if it followed. “ Come on. We can keep under the shelter of the
trees until we're farther away.”

“Why not take the robot?’ Samta asked.

She shook her head violently at him and signed him to slence. Though his eyes questioned, he nodded.
“Okay.”

She got to her feet and walked toward the robot, which retreated dowly from the doorway.

She put her head out the doorway warily and looked up for any sign of the Project copters, then listened
for several moments, using her sensitive ears. She could hear the faint hum of the robot's inner machinery,
the squesk of awhed asit moved backward; she tuned those out. She heard the sigh of air through
confined Streets, then afaint throbbing in the distance—copter, she identified—and adistant faint murmur
of what might be voices. The humans were near, but no nearer than Project Centrd a quarter mile away.
They ill looked in other directions.

She touched Samta's deeve and he bent to pick up the carryal and icon; she signed him to leave theicon
behind, another decision that made him look puzzled. Together they dipped into the Street, then ran lightly
aong the building wall and darted into thefirst dley. Keeping an eye on the sky overhead, they dodged
and weaved through the maze of streetsleading to the seawall, the last city barrier southeast to the
shoreline beyond.



Chapter Thirteen

A kilometer beyond the city, the beach narrowed to a stretch of blue-white sand bordered by
impenetrable jungle and the surf. In the trees that towered overhead, rustles and soft complaints marked
the busy life of theloca animas. Medoret saw aflash of white fur among the branches, then the quick
heet trail of the small predator's body asit hunted smaller creaturesin the canopy. A dozen kinds of
strange insects hovered over the beach, basking in the warm air, then darting into the branches out of
sght. She pointed out alarge birdlike creature Sitting on an upper frond, preening its feethers and fixing
themwith abdeful yellow eye.

Samta stopped and |ooked up and down the tdll leafy barrier, adight smile on hisface. “I hadn't redized
theforest had thiskind of activity; | guesswe scare the animas away from Tika.”

She shrugged. “ Oh, maybe not. Y ou can't hunt very well among Tika's stones; hereal isgood living, |
think. Look at that dragonfly!” A large insect siwooped down upon them, itswings afull handspread
across and shimmering in the morning light. It hovered in front of them for several seconds, its head
turning curioudy on asegmented stak; then it flung itself away over the sand, itswings beating furioudly.
“So fast—Ilook how it moves!”

“They'renot afraid of usat al,” Samtasaid wonderingly. He reached out his hand toward atiny birdlike
animd, bright crimson and yellow and green, that fluttered on anearby branch. The anima moved
prudently away from Samta's hand, clucking to itsdf in mild irritation, but didn't movefar. It watched
Samtawith bright dark eyes, its head turning to give each eye along look. “Hello there!”

“Maybe you should have joined Biologicasinstead of Mudler's computer hunt.”

Samta ambled onward to join her again, clucking back at the bird as he passed its branch. “Hmmmph.
Not hardly. Biologists have to catch things and then cut them up to understand what they are; | just like
tolook.” He dipped his hand into hers asthey walked onward, his grasp warm. “At least computers
don't mind getting dismantled.”

“Areyou sure?’ she asked, teasing him.

“No whichness of the why today, Medoret.” He waved his other hand at the lush jungle. “Thisis Xibalba
All is peaceful, and thereis no fear anywhere—except when the Nine Lords stir things up, of course, but
there are fill lots of dayslikethisone. Do you think they'll be waiting for you?’ His eyeswere on the
treetops.

“The robot implied as much. They've been waiting for me for along time. My mother isadetermined
woman.”

“Y ou remember her?’
“A little—mogtly in dreams. She's captain of the Black Ship.”
Hishead swiveled around to her. “Now that isntin theliterature. Redly?’

“It doesn't get into the literature if | don't tell anybody, right?” She scuffed her bootsin the sand, making
long shdlow grooves. “But | remembered her only recently, in my dreams. I've been wondering about my
dreams, especidly now. Dreams mean something important to my people, Samta—I don't know exactly
what, but | think our dreams are different than yours, a part of choosing and thought that isvalued. |
remember my mother saying clearly ‘I choose the Dream-Knowledge,” asif that settled some important



issue.” She shrugged. “I wonder what Dream-Knowledge could be. | think I've experienced some of it
recently, but it'sal mixed up with the Twins and Lady Rainbow.” She shook her head, confused. “Havel
told you about lan's gorieswhen | waslittle? | think the stories got into some kind of mental index,
substituting human terms for whatever images my people dream, but I'm not even sure of that. Maybe I'm
just crazy.”

“I don't think you're crazy—but who am | to say? After dl, | think I'm aMayashaman, and if that isn't
deluson, what is? The Maya culture ended amillennium ago, and their Otherworld with them.”

“Doyouredly think so?’ She smiled a him. “Do gods extinguish merely because their templesfal into
decay?’

“Or perhapsthey move esawhere, likethisplace,” he said. He smiled at another brightly colored bird on
ahigh branch. “The Aztecs believed that warriors became hummingbirds and butterfliesin the
afterlife—this after their priests butchered thousands of victims and terrorized central Mexico with their

ferocity, but the sun could not rise, in their view, unlessthey fed him daily with human blood. At least my
delusonsare milder and harmless.”

“And | play with the Vision Serpent and dream of faces | long to see.”

Samtatook along shuddering breath and tightened hisfingers on her hand. “I'll missyou.”
“I told you not to assume that. They may not want me, theway | am.”

“Now who's assuming?’

The sun rose higher in the sky, beating down upon the beach with a shimmering heat. They moved higher
up the strip of beach into partiad shade, but found the looser sand harder walking. A fine sheen of swesat
covered Samta's face, and Medoret felt sticky under her clothes, too. By noon they had walked three or
four kilometers and Medoret suggested arest.

“Therobot said it was aday'swalk,” Samtademurred. “We ought to push on.”

“I'mtired and the sun istoo hot. Isthat fruit edible?” She pointed to some lusciousyellow globesona
branch.

“I gill have some food in the haversack. We ought to eat that, don't you think?’
Medoret sghed and |ooked at him squardly, raising an eyebrow. “ Prudence is boring, Samta.”
“But smart.” He dropped his pack on the leef litter beneath atree.

“True.” She sat down beside him and hugged her knees, staring at the waves asthey crashed and rolled
up the beach. A fish splashed twenty meters out, chasing something in the waves. “Life everywhere. Not
confined to apark, not hiding under abubble-dome. Evenif you travel yearsinaship, | think it's
important to have aworld somewhere like this, a place to go hometo.” She looked around, hearing the
movement of small bodies, the breeze dipping through fertile branches. “My people saw only death on
Targethi worlds,” she said musingly. “1 wonder why. How could worlds so full of life bring such

despair?’
Samta rummaged in his pack. “Did they know who the Targethi were?’

“I think so—and they knew something that worried them.” She covered her eyes with her hands and
rubbed her temples. “1 wish | could remember. | lost so much in thosefirst few years—and | didn't



understand that much asachild.”
“Wadl, you'll get your answers.” He handed her an apple.

“Our answers,” she corrected gently. She dropped her hands and looked at him. “I'm not that alert when
it comesto the human subtleties: | keep missing cluesthat humans seem to catch.”

“And maybe we miss clues of yours”

“Probably. But perhaps we share an awareness of false cheer, masked dread, unhappy expectations
when theissueisredly in doubt —’

“All right, already. So I'm not that gresat of an actor.”

“Why would you want to be?’ she asked curioudy.

Hetipped his mouth wryly. “Oh, | don't know. Acting helps avoid problems; | guess.”
“Or crestesthem.”

He scowled fiercely, beetling his eyebrows a her. “Y ou're relentless. I'd rather not talk about this,
Medoret.”

“We could always discuss another Maya parable, maybe about Narenjo thistime. That was agood
gory.”

“Please....” He dropped his voice in anguish and would not look at her.

“Hell and damnation!” She glared at him, then raised her arms and fluttered her fingers over her heed. “I
am the Vision Serpent. | cannot be denied—and | won't go off with them, if | do, with thisleft unresolved
between us”

He st hisjaw stubbornly. “We should have left you in the garden. Y ou belong with your people—and
I'm not going to set up anything that might change that.”

“You think it hasn't dready?’

“God, | hope not.” Helooked down at his hands and twisted his fingers together, a muscle working in his
jaw. “1 redlly hope not, Medoret. Then I'm just like them, the scientists who put you in prison.”

“And which isworse, Samta? To bein prison and have no hope except abandonment of what is
important—or to see a promise that could be there? Y ou're thefirst red friend I've had among humans,
thefirg timethe real world ever rivaled what | share with Jaguar Sun and the Serpent. Why is permanent
separation the only right answer? Why must there be divison?” She spread her hands. “Why can't redity
and the Otherworld have a connection? The Maya thought they did; sodo1.”

“I'will not deprive you of what you should have had.” He set hisjaw stubbornly.
“I think you'rewrong. So let'svote.”
“What?’

“WEell vote. On your sideisyou. On my sideisme and the Vision Serpent and Lady Beastie and both of
the Twins”



“Y ou can't have both the Twins—I get God K.”
“No way! Whose fantasies are these, anyway?’
“And Lady Rainbow voteswith me, too. It'seven.”

“No, it'snot.” She shook afinger a him. “Don't mess with the Otherworld, Samta: only the Twins get
away with trickery—and you're not one of the Twins.”

“Areyou S0 sure, Serpent?’

“Absolutely.” She smiled a him. “When do | get to do some choosing? | could worry, too—about
garting something that we don't finish, leaving you aone. Would you really rather not have had anything
adl?

Samtasighed and ran hisfingersthrough hishair. “I said it was complicated. Maybe we just ran out of
time, Medoret.”

“Time? Timeisageless. All we hear are her whispers—in monuments of stone, in the suns the Goddess
cregted in her shimmering poal, the life al around us. She whispers many things, and not all make sense
to us.” Shelooked out over the ocean, an expanse green and gray and cool, moving in its own rhythms.
“Like dreams sometimes don't make sense.” She listened to the seaand heard the jungle answer inits
own rustles and movements and swaying green, becoming one patterned sound together. One could find
metaphors everywhere, she thought, then smiled. Archetypes.

“What do you see out there?” Samta asked quietly.

“Coolness. Sound, movement, things | can't quite glimpse. It's an essentia, somehow. Maybe my people
came from an ocean world like Earth; maybe the sea means something specia to us.” Sheraised her
hand and turned her pam to the sea, feding the cool moistness of the wind that blew acrossit.
“Time—timeisthereinitscyces. Timefor everything: Targethi to build their monuments, my peopleto
wander acrosstheir emptied worlds, humansto dig and study and speculate. And time beyond—to what,
| wonder?’

Sheturned to look at him. “If only the Vision Serpent answered specific questions, every time, not just
what interests her. She can be maddening in what shewon't tell.”

“Maybe part of the fascination is because you're dien, not Medoret.”
“Medoret is dien. What'sthe difference?’

Helay back and put his hands behind his head, studying the branches overhead. “Maybe | want fame
and fortune—Samta Montes, the brave explorer who solved Medoret Douglas, Earth's dien child.”

She shrugged. “Well, if you solve me, why shouldn't you have fame and fortune?’
“Pet answer, Medoret.”

“Best | got.” Shelooked out at the ocean again.

“Areyou suggesting we have sex?” he asked in alow voice.

“No, not if you don't want to.”

He made a restless movement.



“Now, wait amoment,” she said, raisng ahand to forestal him. *'Y ou've been debating wisdom, not
wanting—am | right? Even if you decided to try, you'd gill wonder later. | think matters need to be surer
than that.”

“It'sarather typica problem for men and women.” Hetwisted his mouth.

“Maybe for both our peoples. | don't know. But | debate, too, only I'm not wanting the way you are
wanting, and I'm not as concerned about wisdom. And so the sea speaksto the land.” She amiled at the
ocean and watched a seabird plunge through the high air, riding the wind. It flew over them and vanished
behind the screen of trees.

“What?" He sounded totdly confused.

She grinned a him and took hishand in hers, tightening her fingers when he reflexively started to pull it
away. “I liketo touch you. And | liked kissing you—though the reasons why were out in the dream
world, unclear and pointing in severa directions. Mostly | like the way wetak, and the way you get bent
out of shape about things, and theway | worry about what to say. And | like you being here with me and
worrying about the future, when you should be just enjoying this day. Can't some daysjust be enough,
just for that day?’

“Maybethey can.” He smiled and pulled gently on her hand, bringing her closer. “Let'stable that and just
listen to the day for awhile.” She moved nearer to him, then lay down against him, then resettled ashe
did hisarm under her neck. Shelaid her head on his chest and listened to the dow thumping of his heart,
then closed her eyes. Hisfingers entwined into hers and they rested together, not moving.

“Thisisnice” he murmured sometimelater. “Did you deep?’

“Not redly.” She gently disentangled her fingers and sat up, then looked down at him. He reached up
and brushed her hair back from her face.

“You are very beautiful, Medoret.”

She bent down and kissed him. He tensed at firdt, then relaxed into the kiss, pulling her mouth tightly
agang his. After along moment, she broke it off and smiled down into hisface.

“That was nice, too,” she said.
[13 YS."

“I rather think —” she began, then lifted her head suddenly and looked back down the beach. In the
distance, in the direction of the city, she heard afaint beating rhythm, barely more than avibration on the
ar.

“What isit?" Samta asked, pushing himsdf up. He looked in the same direction distractedly, then back at
her face.

“Copter, | think. The Underlords are having fun, | think. Just when were getting somewhereinteresting,
we get interrupted.”

“Medoret....”

She waved him to silence, watching the beach behind them. They had walked near the trees and avoided
the sand and its reveding footsteps, but she knew they were still exposed. “ Saldd said the Project has
infrared scans.”



“Of course. And abunch of other sensors.” He grunted irritably. “1 hadn't appreciated their uses. Do you
think they're tracking us down the beach? Could we leave infrared traces?’

“I don't know. | can't see anything, but maybe their machines are better than my eyes. Wdll, if they are
tracking us, it won't work. I'm not leading the Project to the Black Ship, not until | have a chanceto talk
to my peoplefirst. Why do humansthink they should always get what they want?’ She scowled, then
looked quickly a himin gpology. “I'll take back the ‘aways.” Y ou've been an exception to therule.”

“Thank you.” Samtagot to hisfeet and put out ahand. “Though | will admit theretendsto bearule” He
pulled her up and then examined the leafy barricade behind them. “Cal it impenetrable, I'd say.”

“Think Jaguar, God K.”

“That jungle hasred jaguarsinit, Medoret,” he warned. “ And snake-things who don't bother to
prophesy, just chew.”

“Good thing both our ancestors could climb trees.”
“ S0 can jaguars—and snakes.”

“True.” Shelooked around quickly at the beach and sea. The sound of the copter grew palpably louder,
tracking them—or just searching on the chance? If the Project kept onin this direction and overflew
them, would it discover the Black Ship'slanding place? If they had landed. She looked at the seaand
remembered Dr. Ruth'sins stence on segports. She only hoped the Ship had sensors, too, and could dip
away. “Damn!” she exclamed, as sheredized theimplications.

“What?’
“What if they drive away the Black Ship?’

Samta sei zed her hand and pulled her to her feet. “ Listen, we can move faster running on the beach, and
the surf'll hide our tracks. If they're scanning the jungle, they won't come too fast. They'd expect usto
hide in the brush.” He turned and looked at the sea, then |ooked on down the beach. “It gets rocky down
at the next point. See?’ He pointed down the beach. * Reef formation. Rocks.”

“ And water to hideinfrared.”
“Let'sgo.”

He pulled at her hand and they ran down to the edge of the surf, then raced up the beach, the water
lapping at their feet. Samtareeasad her hand asthey fdll into single-file, running easly with along loping
gride. She matched her stepsto his, falling into hisloose-limbed rhythm. The seaair freshened against
her face, whipping her hair into her eyes. It was exhilarating to run, to breathe the mist-cool air into her
lungs. She pulled even with him and laughed, then raced ahead, daring him to catch up.

“You think so?’ he cdled, and pounded after her. As he nearly caught up, she increased her speed,
keeping just ahead of him to tantalize him with the race. Asthey reached the first rocky outcroppings of
the point, the race became a nimble sidestepping around and over the rocks embedded in the sand, then
dowed as each risked a pratfall on the rocks at a higher pace. Medoret dowed to ajog, then stopped
and looked back up the beach. Panting hard, Samta padded even with her. Shewaved a himto try to
slence his heavy bregthing, her attention behind them and the long stretch of beach hidden behind the
curve of the bay. Samta bent over and breathed more deeply, his hands on his hips, then walked around
inadrde amiling.



“I beat you,” he said.
“Youdid not!”
“Arethey any closer?’
“l can't tell.”

“Let'swak on abit and get our panting under control, then you can listen with those ears of yours. | can't
hear athing yet—they must be acouple of milesaway.”

“Maybe.” Sheraised her chin as she caught the distant whuffing of the copter again, coming toward them.
But Samta was right: they weren't coming fast. She looked at the jungle and decided he was right about
that, too. Their body heat would show up like neon signsto infrared scanners.

“Come on. Let's keep going and find a place to be when they turn the corner of the bay.”
“Right.”

He reached out his hand and she dipped her fingersinto his, then let hersalf be pulled againgt him. He
kissed her quickly and smiled, hisface still flushed from his recent exertion. His eyes sparkled ashe
looked down at her. “1'd forgotten how much funitisto run.”

She hugged him and felt hislips presswarmly on her forehead. They stood closefor along moment, the
sea breeze whipping at their clothes. Then she stepped back a step and blew out a breath, puffing her
lips, and fluffed her tunic away from her neck. “1 should do more of it. This doesn't say much about my
physica conditioning.”

“Mineeither.” Helooked back up the beach and then shook his head ruefully. “I till can't hear the
copter. Those must be some ears. According to the literature, your auditory frequencies range from —"
He grinned as she pretended to hit a him. “Come on, dien. Let'smove our feet.”

They waked quickly into the rock formation of the point, trying to stay out of sand pockets and its
betraying footprints. The ancient rocks stretched out far into the water, creating atriangular massif of
half-submerged rock rising to saverad monoaliths several dozen meters beyond the surf. The water crashed
into spray against the dark rock, splashing upwardsinto athin fan of sparkling drops. Beyond the point,
the beach again subsided to along stretch of white sand, turning inward into another small bay. Asthey
clambered over awide stretch of rock decorated with smal pools, each shadowed with small tentacular
forms and seagrass, Samtaturned his head back and forth, scanning the formation. He pointed at one of
the monolithsjust beyond the white water of the surf, then raised an eyebrow.

“Could be abad current,” Medoret said judicioudy. “Those waves have alot of power.”

“They'll seeusin the jungle, Medoret. Wed never have time to hack in far enough to get out of range,
assuming we had something to hack with, which we don't.”

“Oh, I'm not arguing. Just looking.”
He laughed. “We may have to get wet, but if we can get on the other side of that rock....”
“Right.”

Rock by rock, they picked their way out into the surf toward the monoliths. Alongside the dark rocks,
the water surged back and forth, carrying a patterning of foam and bits of sea-wrack. At one point, they



had to jump ameter's span of water that rushed through agap in the rocks. Asthey worked outward, the
gapsincreased. The sound of water surrounded her, blotting out any sounds beyond them; she kept a
wary eye on the bay point toward the city, expecting the distant black shape of the copter to wing into
view any moment. How far away wasit? She hadn't enough experience with discerning the distance of
sounds.

They reached the last gap to their chosen monoalith, afour-meter span of surging water through achannd.
For thefirst time, Samtalooked nervous as he eyed the water, then looked at the nearly sheer rocky face
beyond. “We can't climb that easily—and it may have an undertow.” He pointed at the hollowed base
intermittently revedled by the waves.

“Swim around?’

“I'm thinking there could be jaguarsin the water, too. | wish I'd read that BioSurvey paper more closdly
about the sealife.” Hetook adeep breath. “Well, heré'sto the Twins.” He bent and stuffed their
haversack under aledge facing the sea, pushing it deep into the hollow, then straightened and sal uted her
jauntily. He made an awkward dive into the water, then bobbed up severa meters outward and started
swimming awide circle around the monolith. Medoret hesitated a moment longer. All her swvimming had
beenin an atificid pool a Ariadan, both sport and theragpy carefully monitored by adults—and without
waves and rocks and maybe seajaguars. Shelooked back at the bay point and smiled dightly. | ana
seacreature, finned and graceful, she thought determinedly, and wondered if the Vision Serpent ever
went swvimming. Well, shedd find out. She plunged into the water.

The cool water absorbed her, sweeping her deep into its embrace. She struck out with her hands and
legs, trying to get back to the surface, but caught a side current that pulled her deeper. She broke free of
the restraint and struggled hard, then broke into the air for a bresth, then paddled farther outward to get
around the currents that swirled near the rocks. Ahead of her she could see Samta's dark head and the
flash of hisarms as he swam prudently outward, then began angling in to the other Sde of thetall rock.
She followed, wary of the tug of the seaat her body, but floating easily. The water divided at her hands,
supported her as she swam, her spirit exulting in its delicious coolness and its power. | am aseacreature,
she thought ecstatically, and turned onto her back, pushing easily with her hands and legs. The water
bore her upward in agreat surge, then descended with her, sweeping her aongside the monolith and
outward.

Assheturned inward on her circle, she saw Samta clambering upward onto the easier dope of the
seaward side of the rock, then get splashed by abig wave, dmost losing hisgrip. He turned hisface
toward her and she saw abig grin. She paddled inward, watching the surge of the water onto the
rock-face, then rode amilder wave to its edge and caught hold of a projecting point with her talons. With
aheave of her arms, shelifted herself from the water, found aledge for her knee, then scrambled upward
before another wave might pluck her off. Samta caught her arm and pulled her upward. Severd meters
above, the rock-face leveled out into amossy ledge before climbing more steeply to ablocky point. She
settled down beside Samta and drew up her knees, the wind sharp against her wet skin.

“Can you hear the copter?’ Samta asked anxioudly.
“Areyou kidding?’ She waved her hand at the waves breaking beneath them. “In this noise?’
“Ah, well.” He looked upward at the rock-face, then shivered involuntarily. “ God, I'm cold.”

“Inatropica climate?’ sheteased, and dipped her arm around hiswaist, then felt him respond with a
tighter grip on her shoulder. “Well dry out.”

He relaxed backward and she turned on her side, wrapping her other arm around him and laying her



head on his chest. She heard the distant thumping of hisheart through histunic and felt him shiver again,
then dowly lose hisremaining tension as the sun-warmed rock gave its heet to their bodies. They lay
unmoving on the ledge for along time, bathed by the sunlight and the cool moving of theair, the surf only
meters beneath them.

“Nice” he murmured drowsly.
“Lovely,” shesad. “It fedslikel could lie hereforever, just with you.”

“Thank you.” He caressed her hair dowly asthey listened to the water and the cry of abird flying over
the beach. Benesth the sounds, so faint asto be amost missed, Medoret heard aflat rhythm beating
toward them. A moment later, Samtaraised his head. “1 can hear the copter. They've come around the

point.”

“Don't move,” shesaid languoroudly. Helifted her chin with his hand and kissed her. She responded
eadly, wragpping her arms more tightly around him. All of thiswas so new to her, bound in and around

her liking for this man. She caressed him dowly, then eased off when she redlized how he was responding
to her touch. A moment later, he broke off the kiss and took a shaky bregth.

“God, what you can do to me,” he whispered.
“Y ou are the Jaguar Sun.”
“No, I'm not. And thisis an utterly stupid argument.”

“So stop arguing,” she said, trying to sound braver than she felt at the moment. She didn't quite
understand Samta's hesitation, not knowing why he felt torn in two directions, not knowing if it was
rgjection of her or himsdlf, and not knowing if her contrary persistence had moreto do with an dien child
lost among humans or the woman she might now be. She sighed unhappily, not knowing what to think,
and he abruptly turned and pulled her still closer to him, hislips seeking hers. He kissed her urgently, then
dipped his hand to her chest, seeking a breast that wasn't there. Startled, he looked down at his hand
and started to laugh, his mouth distorted.

“Stop that,” she commanded, then shook him hard. He quieted and looked away, adull flushin hisface.
“That's part of loving me,” she said, trying to sound light. “ But there might be other compensations.” He
looked at her, startled again. “| read that in aromance novel. They never did explain what the * other
compensations might be, but perhaps we could experiment.” She smiled a him, their faces close
together. “I don't want to hurt you, Samta. Yesor no, perhaps I'll hurt you, anyway. | don't know,
ather.”

He closed his eyes, then kissed her pam. “ Complicated.”
“Or very smple”

Samta grimaced. “ And as the copter takes awider swing around the beach, the infrared scanner picks up
ashot of ... us. That would betruly ducky, being found literdly inthe act.”

“S0?’ The copter's blatting rhythm was quite distinct now as the search copter came dowly down the
beach. “Can you think of a better way to wait?’

“That linefrom another novel?” he asked skeptically.

“Same one, actudly.” She grinned up a him and felt her heart quicken with joy and relief asthetension
findly eased from hisface.



“Hell,” he muttered helpledy.
“Xibalba,” she corrected, and pulled his head down to hers.

Chapter Fourteen

Sometime later Medoret lay drowsly againgt Samta's body, listening to the copter in the far distance asit
rounded the next point of rock into another bay. Samta made arattling snoreinto her ear, sartling her.
She edged backward, careful to not disturb him, then raised hersdlf to an elbow, cradling her head in her
palm, and watched hisface as he dept, studying the curves, the straight dark hair that fell acrosshis
forehead, the faint sheen of sweat that dried quickly in the breeze. She reached out and gently dipped the
wisp of hair upward, then tickled his ear. His eyes opened hafway.

“Stop that,” he sad.
“Stop what?’

“That.” He reached up suddenly and seized her hand, then firmly placed it back in her own space. Ashe
released her wrist, she promptly returned to tickling hisear again. “Youreapest,” he declared, asmile
tugging a hismouth.

She giretched out her bent arm and laid her head down by his. “Do you redly think so?’

“Definitely.” He smiled and closed his eyes, her fingers again caught warmly in his. She watched hisface,
happier than she had felt in most of the times she could remember.

She had flt awkward during the lovemaking, not knowing quite what to do or expect: the novels had
usualy focused on intense interest in the preparation, without many specifics about the god, but enough
of aclueto go dong with what Samta had proposed midway. But she had liked the closeness and her
awareness of Samta'sintendty; after severad minutes, he seemed to forget completely the copter making
itsdow way down the beach toward them. And, after moretime, so did she, rising with himin her
awareness of the pleasure she gaveto him.

Perhaps the experience should have been more in some incomprehensible way, she thought judicioudy,
looking a him now: she puzzled about the ways, not minding at al that the supposed ecstasy had €luded
her. How sheliked this man—it was an intimacy between persons she treasured.

His eyes opened again. “What are you thinking?’
“I've never donethis before.”
Hismouth twisted dightly. “That | know.”

“Was| that awkward?’ she asked, worrying. He promptly pulled her against him and held her close, then
kissed her in gpology.

“I'm awkward, not you,” he said. “Forgive me. Y ou were wonderful.”

“Thank you.” She caressed hisface. “Wasit everything you wanted?’ she persisted. It seemed it had
been—he was extraordinarily relaxed—but she felt impelled to ask, anyway. Samtahad al the wisdom
on hissdein arguing againg this, but she had felt too aware of time shortening, of aneed for the bond, of
the need for him. He amiled at her lazily.



“Theway thisworks, Medoret, isavagueness of exact goals, leveraged by aneed for practice. Not
exactly ascientific experiment, but with certain similaritiesin some respects, with perhaps awider range
of possible hypotheses.” His smile broadened to a grin as she showed her puzzlement. “I love you.
Always remember that.”

She smiled and laid down her head again on her arm; he turned hisface to her. The breeze stirred his
dark hair as he watched her expression.

“What are you thinking?" he asked again. Did he sound anxious? she wondered, feding hersdf on the
edge of aprecipice, 0 easily wrong if she migudged—uwrong for him, and now that choosing seemed
very important. She guessed the rules were even more insubstantia in such things asthis, but perhaps
rules were lessimportant, too.

“I fed soignorant. It's complicated.” Shetraced the curve of hisjaw with afinger, then pretended to
tickle his ear again to provoke him. “Doesit dwaysfed likethis, like youretiptoeing around rocksin a
garden?’

“I don't know—yprobably. I've never been in love before.”
“Y ou havent? Why not?

He shrugged. “Too hooked on you, maybe. Missed running into the right woman. Too busy with
academics, probably. Waiting for you.”

“Hmmmm.”
“I won't ask for what you can't give me, Medoret.” He was serious now, his dark eyesintense.
“But you il want it?’

“Not necessarily. Like said, this needs practice—and maybe part of the practice islearning some new
expectations. Does that make sense?’

“Absolutely,” shesaid. “I treasure you. Isthat the same aslove?’

Hisfacefilled with sudden joy and she marveled at the power of afew smplewords, true asthey were.
“I don't know. I'm not an expert.” Heraised her hand to his mouth and pressed hislipsagainst it, looking
at her over their joined hands. “It's all new to me, too.” Then she saw the sadness, just as sudden, and
knew the reason. He assumed she would leave him behind, might eveninsst on that, in his stubborn way
that was al too human, choosing for her againgt himsdlf. She had her own stubbornness, though the ways
of keeping both worlds might not be obvious asyet. Wasit wise?

Sheamiled a him. “Wouldn't it be great to live in the jungle forever, or just right here, likethis?’
“Lack of food supply, unless you have ahook and line. Shelter could be better, too.”

“Don't be practicd.”

“Therésnothing elseto be.”

“Redlly? Wdll, you can be as practica asyou want, but | don't haveto. | don't haveto do anything |
don't want to do. I'm the Vision Serpent. Nobody pushes me around.” He opened his mouth to speak
again, and she quickly laid her fingerson hislips. “Redlity later, Samta. Don't worry until you haveto.
Does that make sense?”’



“Easy to say, not so easy to do, my love.”

“There arelots of easy things.” She moved closer to him and caressed him provocatively, lightly moving
her hand from shoulder to hip to thigh, then, bravely daring, dipping her fingersinside hisloosened
trousers. His eyebrowsrosein surprise. “ Experimenting,” she said, then watched him laugh in delight.
“Should | stop?’ she asked.

“No—please no.” He reached down to press her hand deeper, then guided her fingersin the caress he
wanted as he bent to kiss her again.

An hour later they watched cautioudly from behind the top of the monolith as the copter best its way
back up the beach. Asthe machine rounded the far point of the bay, Samta crawled backward and
tugged her after him, cautious of being sighted. They did down farther to their ledge and sat together,
listening to the sound as the search team, still moving dowly asit scanned the jungle asecond time,
crossed the beach behind them and headed north for Tikal.

Samtasqueezed her hand. “ Parameters are useful. They went asfar asthey thought we could walk. If
they'd found the Black Ship, they wouldn't be returning likethis.”

“Therobot said it was aday'swalk.”
“Maybe farther, too. But they'll be there, when you look for them.”

“When we look for them,” she amended, heading off one possible option he might be thinking. He
shrugged humoroudly, catching her in the thought.

“We,” he conceded.

The copter faded into the distance, its sound vanishing into the nearer sounds of water and air. Samta
took her hand and got them to their feet, then picked hisway gingerly down the steep dopeto the surging
water. He watched the waves, waiting for agood time to plunge; she watched with him and they chose
the same moment, splashing back into the water together. She followed him in the swim around the rock;
then, streaming water from their clothes, they retrieved Samta's haversack and skipped across the chain
of rocks back to the empty beach. “ South,” he declared, and took her hand. “ To whatever's waiting
there”

Nightfall found them several kilometers south, and Medoret's leg muscles ached from the unaccustomed
exercise. Samtalooked astired as she felt, and they comfortably agreed on aresting spot beside ahuge
tree afew metersinto the jungle brush. The tree had rotted from within, strangled by aflowered vine
smilar to Earth'slianas, and its hollow core made a comfortable dark closeness around them. A small
stream tumbled nearby, spilling into the sea, and they rinsed their clothing free of sdt initswarm
cleanness.

The coolness of the dusk made the constant breeze cold, too cold to put on newly wet clothing, and so
they hung their clothes from makeshift knobsinside the hollow tree as the sunlight faded and lay down
together near the back of the hollow trunk, shivering with chill. Medoret held him contentedly, happy to
just lie together as they warmed themsel ves with each other's body hesat, then felt his hands begin to move
tentatively. Inthe faint light, his body glowed with infrared, showing her a shadowed ruddy curve of
shoulder and hip, the length of hislegs, the movement of hisarm muscles as he explored her body with
his hands, taking time. She caressed him dowly, responding to hisintent concentration on her body,
aware of his scents and warmth and the subtleties of his movements. When he entered her for the third
time, she wrapped her legs high around hiswaist and pulled him closer than ever before, riding his
passion with him until he shuddered and cried out with hisrelease. Helay heavily upon her afterward, his



breath dowly quietening; she caressed hisback dowly, running her hands over hisskin, reveling inits
softness, the definition of the muscles underneath, the heat againgt her pams.

“Medoret....” hewhispered againgt her hair, but said nothing more.

The murmur of the forest canopy surrounded them, dive with soft cries of nearby anima's, the muted hum
of insect wings, a subdued crash through brush some way off, al underlaid by the constant sound of the
surf. The air, moving softly insde the hollowed space of the tree, was silken on her body, avakening
every nerve dmogt to the point of ecstasy. And throughout it al, she was intensaly conscious of Samta's
nearness, of the aliveness of him, of his heartbeat and breath, hiswarmth, his scents, his measured
drowsy caresses.

Love.... It might be this, she thought. Not the ecstatic dance with the Jaguar Sun, nor the wild out-of-self
emotions her novels described, but thisin the aliveness of their bodies lying so close together asthe warm
ar whispered over them.

If one could only hold such amoment forever, she thought, knowing that time was not that merciful. And
she knew her dilemmawould be harsher for it, as Samtawell knew and had tried to warn her, had tried
to sacrifice hisown longings for her sake. Was | wise to make this happen? she wondered sadly. Was|
wise? She suspected an answer she didn't want, not now, not like this.

Shedrowsead and chose to dream of him, clothing him in the Jaguar's fierceness as they battled the
Underlordsin ajungle glade. Her dream drifted away and fragmented, then regathered into adream of
Targethi sacrifice. She watched, horrified, asthe Targethi led their victims up the steps of the temple, the
Vison Serpent fluttering overhead. A flint knife dashed downward, ripping through cargpace and muscle,
severing blood vessdl's and nerves and organs, contorting the dying body into spasm and jerkings.
Scream after scream poured out of the victim's open mouth, high-pitched, shrieking, ending suddenly ina
gpasm of slence. The conquerors danced ecstaticaly, surging into the silence with their maddening
chanting, their ssgmented arms uplifted to the Serpent, praising her. Then al stopped to watch the next
victim die, their jaws dack with anticipation, ovoid eyes bright with stimulation.

She looked down at her worshipers, coiling her bright-scaled body, her teeth sharp, her muscles deft and
smooth. They advanced on her and she hissed at them in warning, but still they advanced. “Nooo!” she
cried astheir claws seized her and dragged her up the temple steps. She fought them, whipping her
powerful tail into their faces, tearing away whole fronds from her neck and dim body as she struggled in
their grip. She sngpped her jaws vicioudy at them, killing, maiming, overpowering them with her anger,
then broke free and circled above them, screaming her curses. They cowered, raising their clawed hands
infear, thenranin dl directions as she pounced on one of the priests and ripped him apart, then, laughing,
threw his dismembered body at the others as they fled. She dighted on the uppermost step, her neck
bent in adouble-looped curve, ddighting in ther terror.

“I amtheVison Serpent!” she shouted a them. “| take, not give!” She gestured her defiance, then froze
asthey brought a struggling human figure toward her, one she knew, one who had bonded flesh with her
in along-ago time she barely remembered. As she wavered, the Targethi laughed mdicioudy, aslvery
sound that shattered the daytime. Take him, they caled up to her mockingly. Take him, She Who Takes!
A chiming sound filled the air, overwhdming her, and she fled from the Targethi, abandoning the Jaguar
tother crudty.

“No!” she cried, and struck out, denying the dream, dimly aware her hand had connected hard with flesh.
1] NO! ”

Samta caught her hand and forced it away as she struck at him again, lost in the terror of her dream. He



seized her and they struggled until she abruptly saw him, a shadow in the warm darkness. He pulled her
close with adesperation that caught at her throat. “Medoret! What's the matter?’

She sobbed, a deep racking sob that rose from her belly, then began to weep helplesdy, torn by
emotions she didn't understand. He enfolded her in his arms and began to rock her dowly back and
forth, offering comfort, his heartbeat a measured quick rhythm againgt her ear. He held her until her
weeping ended, not asking the cause, and she clung to him desperately. After atime he arranged them
both more comfortably and lay down with her, keeping her close.

“Do you know why?" he asked, hisvoice muffled by her hair.
113 Nolﬂ

“Thenit'sokay. Just let it go for now.” He caressed her hair and kissed her, then lay quietly beside her,
encouraging her to relax as his own body eased back into adrowse, his hand moving dowly over her
hair. Though sheresisted, she felt hersdf dipping back into deep, fearful of new dreams.

| do not wish to dream, she cried silently. | do not wish to know these things.

The Vision Serpent waited for her in the temple glade, her degp-set eyes glowing, the sun shimmering on
her bright scales.

“Lady Rainbow,” the Serpent greeted her.
Medoret bowed gracefully. “ Serpent, | seeyou.”

“It isthe fourth day of the seventh cycle: today the God of the Razored Hint reigns and holds all within
himself. Hear his scents; touch hisvoice.” The Serpent turned toward the jungle that surrounded the
glade. “Look there.”

“No.”
“Youwill obey!” the Serpent cried in her voice of divered flint.

“No.” Medoret crossed her arms across her chest and glared at the Serpent. “Y ou betray me with your
dreams of blood and desth. | will not give him up.”

“Betraya? Never!”
“Y ou betray me. Thisisnot truth. | do not accept it.”

The Serpent drifted closer, her fronds moving lazily, and she gnashed her polished teeth in anger. “I am
Death,” the Serpent announced, fluttering her fins. “1 am Life”

“I could hate you,” Medoret whispered. “And | do not accept.”

She awoketo cool air moving over her body, apae light glancing in from the forest beyond. Samtalay
deep in degp beside her, hisarms il holding her. She relaxed againgt him, comforted by hiswarmth as
she watched the pale light quicken, touching the dew on the leavesinto silver and rubies. The morning
breeze stirred, beginning the hushed whispers of the forest; in the distance, birds called a greeting to the
dawn. All around them lifewas irring.

Death? For whom? She closed her eyesin pain, understanding al too much now. The plague explained
her fevers, the Black Ship's desperation, the harshness to her mother's face that eased less and less. She
dipped her fingersto her pocket and found the via with the drugs the humans had made for her and



brought it out, turning it in her hand until its plastic Sdes caught areflection of the dawn light. In my hand,
shethought, | have the key—maybe. The fever drug only eased, not cured, and the Black Ship had its
own paliatives, but if the humans knew the cause, had not assumed it anatural function, could they find
thered cure? Could the Black Ship go home, as she knew al aboard her desperately wanted? But
where was home?

Sheturned her head and looked at Samta's face in the shadows. Her dreams had atruth she still valued,
whatever her defiance to the Serpent, but she lacked the skillsin knowing their full meaning: what would
her mother say of Samta? What could Medoret say to her? Had she crossed aline not to be permitted?
Her fingerstightened painfully onthevid.

| don't care, shetold hersaf. Heistoo much to meto care about that. Even if it's death to me, | don't
care.

But she doubted her own resolution, even for his sake. Shelet her arm fal to her side, thevial clutched in
her hand, and closed her eyes wearily. Let me be free of dreams, she wished. Thiswas aknowledge |
didn't want.

She knew nothing of how her own people loved one another, how a man chose awoman, awoman a
man. Likely the physical act was much the same, but what of the emotions, the expectations of each
other, the manner of the joining of two lives? She remembered her mother as aone, without husband; she
frowned, knowing vaguely that her father was dead, but how and why she couldn't remember—nor even
why she knew her father had died. Had he died of the plague? Had her mother taken ship tofind a
purposein her aoneness?

There's so much | don't know, she thought, so much | don't understand. How can | ever bind with them
again, when the knowledge might be no more than ataetold of strangers? Her Maya dream world was
asred asher memories of the Black Ship, and neither truly redl. At this moment, only Samta seemed
red.

I've waited ten years, yearning for them, and now I'm afraid of what I'll find. Easier to imagine anything |
wished and not have to face the truth, easier to escape into afantasy world, keeping everything and not
having choices. For there would be a choice. Samta knew that, whatever her own protests.

Shelay quietly beside Samta, watching him deep, until he stirred deepily, the dawn well-advanced. He
raised his head and looked at her face, saw her watching him, and smiled. She lifted her hand and laid the
palm againg his cheek. “Good morning,” she said.

“Yes, itis” Hiseyeswere shadowed, though hetried to keep an air of good cheer. “Today's the day,
intit?

“Yes.” He kissed her quickly and then got up, snagging his clothes as he dipped out the doorway .
Medoret moved more dowly, her thoughts heavy on her mind. When he returned, she was rummaging
through the carrydl for the rest of their food; he dropped an armful of fruit on the ground by the carryal,
and they ate quickly.

“Areyou going to tell me about your dream?’ he asked.
“I don't know what my dreams mean, Samta,” she said, not looking at him.

“Y ou said your dreams have significance. A different kind of knowledge.” He stopped awkwardly, then
bent forward to look into her face. “Medoret?’



“I don't want this knowledge.”
“About me?’
She bit her lip, wishing Samtawas less quick in his shaman's guessing. “It's complicated.”

Hetook her hand and raised it to hislips. “ Thank you for giving yoursdf to me. Thank you for having the
courage. It may end up atota mistake, but thank you. I'll dways treasure the memory—and hope |
haven't hurt you. That wasthe last thing | wanted, ever. Please don't regret anything.”

“| don't regret it.”
“Oh?" He amiled at her, but his eyes were troubled. He, too, felt a shadow on the bright morning.

“I'm not my dreams, Samta—and I'm not redly Lady Rainbow, whatever the Serpent says.” She shook
her head, then raised her eyesto his. “Y ou are my friend. It was an honor—I choose to believe that,
even though | don't understand anything else at dl.”

She got to her feet and pulled him upward. He picked up the carryd| and dung it across his shoulders,
then followed her through the narrow screen of brush back to the beach. They paused amoment and
watched the surf tumble onto the beach, then set off again southward to whatever waited for them.

Medoret fingered the via of drugsin her pocket as they walked, troubled by her uncertainties. All her life
on Ariadan she had wished for the Black Ship, anxious that she not change too much to lose that bond
forever. She suspected she had changed, knew she had changed. How could she not?

The humans had demanded she conform to their ways, following their rules, fitting their purpose. Would
the Black Ship demand she be something she had never been, choosing their purposefor her life?

Wheat do | answer? She listened to the seatumble up the beach and watched afish jump from the waves
far out into the surf. For | suspect | could deny them, too, if they asked too much.

They waked adong the beach at an easy pace al the morning, talking occasiondly, with Samta
determined to be chearful—for her sake, she knew. She dlowed him to cgjole her, smiling a hisjokes,
Setting aside her dread and uncertainty for the brightness of the morning and his company. The beach
swept around another curve of anew bay, then another, the whispering forest on one side, the crashing
surf on the other, abath of sound that lulled and findlly eased her fractured mind. Thiswas a beautiful
world: had the Targethi chosen it for its beauty? Had they seen what lay here—or had their dark dreams
of the Hunt and sacrifice overborne every other knowing? Had they grieved to lose it when disaster

ended all they possessed?

“Look at thebird,” she said, pointing a aflash of bright color. “Parrots.”

“Pretty.”

“Maybe we could homestead, like the Targethi did here, and livelikethisal our livesin this Xibalba.”

“Would you likethat?” Samta asked, and shifted his haversack to his other shoulder. She dipped her
fingersinto the curve of hisfree hand, comfortable with histouch.

“Would you?’
“| asked firg.”
“Ah, you dodge.” He chuckled and contrarily let it Sit, though he had indeed asked first. She thought



about it, looking at the trees and the small cregtures that made their home there. “Waell, we both have
problemswith local proteins. Eating isabasic redity.”

“A practicd thought,” he said, teasing her. “Y ou'd have to be a study project, with me as archaeologist
scrutinizing and writing my reports—only I'm in Metals. Team conflict there. Have to be Hillary, | guess,
to get it back with BioSurvey, you being bio and al.”

“| don't want to live with Hillary. | want to live with you.”
Hissmileflashed. “ Oh, Hillary's not that bad. Better than Dr. Falk.”
“True. Maybe you could switch specidties”

“Or reacquire an earlier one, one that better fits the blood? Shaman better fitslifewithaMaya
goddess.”

“True. We could both be astudy project. How'd you like to be studied?’
“Not much,” hesaid lightly. “1 Ieft dl that to my Mayaancestors.”
“You'd look good in parrot feathers, shaman.”

“You look good in anything, Ix-chel.” Helooked at her curioudly. * Second thoughts? Why that particular
daydream?’

“Nerves, | guess. Imaginewhat it'd be likeif you had to walk into Narenjo or Copan—the real ones
back on Earth centuries ago—and fit in. No archaeology grants, no spaceships, nothing of al that's
happened since, no life you've had in any respect. It'sdl irrd evant.”

“Isthat what your dream told you last night?’

“I didn't listen towhat it said. | didn't want to hear.” Shetightened her fingers on his and watched her feet
scuff over the wet sand, conscious of the light breeze, the sounds that bathed the air, the life dl around
them. “I think my choices don't fit together, and | don't want to hear that. | don't want to lose you.” She
looked at him quickly. “Now don't start blaming yourself. | made the choicefirg, not you. Right?’

“What will they think about it?’

She grimaced. “ That's the problem, Samta. | don't know. | don't remember enough. How do | even
know if | belong to them anymore? And that's a possible answer | don't want, either. Y ou said Xibaba
could be a bridge—but what if the Black Ship doesn't know Xibalba, any more than Dr. Falk or Dr.
Mueller or me others who choose to not see? Where is the bridge then?” She stopped and pulled him
around to face her. “But you are here, on the bridge. | think that'swhy | chose what | did—some one
person to be there with me, after so many years of feding disconnected from everyone, even mysdlf, to
bethereif it doesn't go well, if dl dreams crash into oblivion. Do you understand?’

“Yes.” He bent to kiss her, then caressed her hair dowly, asif nothing else counted at that moment.
“Were only mortd, after dl. Only the gods can hope for infalibility—and who among them dwayswins?
Even the Twins had to face death and the ultimate defeat.”

“Y ou do understand.” She caught his hand and brought it to her lips.

“I try to. All that countsto meisthat you find what you most wish for, that al things are righted, that the
balanceismade. If | fit into that, it would be wonderful.” His eyes focused on her face, gravely serious.



“Andif | dont, al that countsisyou.”
“Andif I'msaying dl that countsisyou....”

“We could get introuble.” He glanced around at the beach and jungle, then drew in a deep breath of the
scented air. “Y ou keep telling me I'm throwing away my grant by helping you. Y ou're probably right. But
| get tired of chasing thewrong things, asif today'sdatarunisacrissof life, that Dr. Mueller's moods
rulethe day, that dl this measuring and theorizing and academic self-congratul ation should consume
everything. | get tired of how it dents people. | get tired of blindnesslike my father's. He interested
himsdlf in the Otherworld, but even his shaman'srituaswere ca culated studies of cause and effect. The
othersarejust asblind. lan lets hislove for you get blunted by hisambitions, Dr. Ruth sees only what she
wantsto see—when dl that countsisthe vison that seesthe truth.”

“I should like to seewhat'sredl, but | pick and choose, too.”

“Weadl do. I'd rather be aMaya shaman, Medoret, but that life has been passed by. Thetemplesare
crumbled ruins and the Mayakings are long dead.”

“| asked the Serpent onceif | could livein her world forever. | supposel could: if | can choose my
dreams, perhaps | can choose my own madness.” She stepped closer to him and wound her arms
around hiswaig, then felt his hands tighten on her back, bringing her gill closer. They stood together for
along moment, listening to the seaand forest.

“But you have to go see how it iswith the Black Ship,” he said. *'Y ou would awayswonder.”
“Y es. But comewith me, Samta. Don't believethat | am better off without you.”
“I can't hlp my believing, my love. But I'll come with you.”

They continued onward, splashing comfortably in the surf hand in hand, surrounded by the warm breeze
and the ever-moving sounds of Tika's verdant world. By early afternoon they had walked severa
kilometers and Medoret began to watch the sea and beach far ahead, her heartbeat quickening. She
pulled ahead of Samtafor atime, though she wastired as he was with the two days of walking—but the
next bay was as empty asthe severa they had passed. Disappointed, she glanced back at Samta and
tripped over atree root haf-conceded in the sand.

Samtalunged to catch her as she sumbled; at that same ingtant, a hollow explosion sounded from deep
in the jungle underbrush and Samta was hurled away from her. She staggered around to her feet and saw
the jagged wound in Samta's shoulder as the world froze into an instant of diamond clarity. She threw
hersdf between Samta and the jungle, shielding him, then pivoted on her knee to face the attacker.

"Bar-asin matu!" avoice caled behind a screen of bushes. She turned dowly on one kneeto facein the
exact direction, careful to keep her body between the voice and Samta. Her eyes narrowed, searching
the underbrush for arevealing shadow, conscious of the rapid pulsein her ears, the dertnessto every
change around her.

“I don't understand your words!” she shouted. “ Show yoursalf!”

A tall figure stepped into view, awegpon in his hand. He was dressed in asmple ship suit, dull gray in
color, his hair whitened and as fine as her own—and older in the face than his gpparent youth, with aface
dready faintly lined with strain and illness. She examined him carefully, but did not recognize him, had
never seen himin her dreams. It disconcerted her, and she redlized bel atedly he was near her own age.
One of the Ship's children—but which one? She had rarely dreamed of the children, and she did not



know him. She watched him, using the Jaguar's fierce alertness.

Enemy, she thought, caught half into her Maya dream world by the surprise attack on Samta. Were her
people the kind who killed from ambush, without mercy or inquiry? Were they Underlords, the enemy of
al that bresthed and thought and differed from themsalves? She did not remember the Varen as such, but
what were dreamsif untrue?

“Move asde, Medoret,” the other said in Anglic. She stared at him challengingly, her chinlifted. “Move
asde,” he repeated, gesturing with hiswespon.

“ NO.”

“I said moveasde,” theyoung maninssted. “Heisone of them, the child-stedlers. | intend to remove
thetaint. Move aside!”

“No. Whereis my mother?’
“Sheisvery ill. Itisher timein thefever cycle”

Medoret reached into her pocket and pulled out the via of her drugs, then tossed it forward onto the
sand. “ Among those cagpsulesis the drug the humans used to heal my fevers. It might be better than your
paliatives. Takeit to her.”

The young man stared down at the via and made no move toward it.

“Takeit!” she repeated.

She turned her back on him to bend over Samta. “ Can you walk?" she whispered.

“Why did he shoot me?’ Samta asked, dazed, and dared to ook at his shoulder. “ Oh, God.”

“The laser cauterized the artery or you'd be bleeding worse—that's a blessing. Here, let me help you
up—keep behind me. Hell kill you the instant he has aclear shot again.”

“But why?"

“Medoret,” the stranger called peremptorily, hisvoice tinged with darm as he guessed at her intention.
“Moveasde”

“No! Takethevid to my mother.” She hdf lifted Samtato hisfeet, keeping hersaf carefully between him
and the stranger, then began walking him away. “Kill something eseif the blood pleasesyou.”

It hit close, she could tdll, though his expression promptly settled back into determination. “Where are
you going?’ he asked.

She shook her head violently, denying him an answer. She wished him confusion, her rage growing over
his unprovoked attack on Samta, and his pursuit after to thekill.

| am kin to the Lords of the Underworld, she thought in anguish, no better than the Targethi and their
Hunt. The Vision Serpent told melast night, warned me.

She looked back and saw the man hesitate, then hurried Samta over the sand, supporting him as he
stumbled, achingly conscious of his soft gasp of pain as he sumbled again. Never, she vowed. | won't
give Samta up to sacrifice. Not to the Serpent, not to my own people. Never.



Chapter Fifteen

Past the screen of trees beyond the bend, she tried to hurry Samtato a better sanctuary, guessing the
Varen would follow. She needed a place to tend him, guard him. Desperately, she guided him into the
jungle and found arotting log severa metersinto the screen of trees, aforest giant that had fallen decades
before. Shelowered him to rest againgt it and tried to arrange him comfortably, al too conscious of time
running out, time that dipped through her fingers and could not be retrieved. Removing the carryall from
his shoulder was agony to him as she pulled the strap over the wound. He gasped and hiseyesrolled
upward into afaint, hisbrown skin visbly paer. He wasinjured badly; even though the laser had stopped
any blood loss, the shock might kill him. She knew nothing of tending wounds: thiswas not afantasy
where aHeroic Twin could blithefully returnto life by hisown willing.

| am Desth, the Serpent had told her. She crouched in front of Samta, cursing her own hel plessness, her
not knowing, her believing in too much.

To seethetruth, he had wished. Can | bethat strong?

She heard the underbrush crackling behind them and looked around quickly for aweapon, anything at
hand. She seized afadlen branch and broke off the end, making ajagged pike, and then turned to stand
over Samta’s body, facing the sea.

“ThistimeI'll kill you, Underlord!” she shouted in defiance as a shadow moved under thetrees. “1 am the
Hunt! Show yoursdlf!”

Shefixed on that pogition, waiting for the charge—then gawked as a different man stepped out into the
dusklight, not ahuman man, bt...

“Bad,” shewhispered in recognition.

He had aged crudly from her memory, no longer vibrant but bent and hesitant in his movements from too
many courses of the plague. He limped toward her, his expresson implacable. As sheraised her gtick in
warning, he stopped and spoke to her in the Ship's language, like the other had.

She shook her head. “I don't understand,” she said. “1 don't remember our speech.” Behind Badl the
younger man stepped out, his stance as arrogant as before, his weapon il in his hand. Badl took another
step and she brandished her rough spear. “ Stop!” she warned Bael. “ Stop where you arel”

Badl stopped and inspected her, then ingpected Samta's limp body at her feet, his distaste for the human
milder than the younger man's but just as apparent.

Medoret lifted her chin. “I have defied human intolerance dl my remembered life: | can survive yours. Go
back to your Ship with your scorn. | don't want it.”

Badl cleared histhroat and gestured at Samta. “Heisinjured,” he said in understandable but accented
Anglic. Her breath caught as she heard the lilt of their own language behind the dien speech. The sound
tantdized, asif she had only to touch to regainit al, asound that cgoled, wishing & her, drawing her in.
She shook her head dightly, keeping her focus on Badl.

“Yes. | have no remedy—he survives the wound or he doesn't.” From the corner of her eye she saw that
the younger man had stopped under the shadow of the trees and was watching them both.

“What isheto you?’ Badl asked curioudly.

“A friend.”



“A human?’ Badl's voice sounded shocked. Medoret laughed without humor.

“Andwho ese shdl bemy friends, Uncle, in my exile? Only fantases? Or should | have stayed in
nothingness, refusing lifeand al dreams? Y es, heismy friend.”

“Y our mother has waited for you,” Badl said more gently. “For many years.”

“I'honor my mother.” Medoret's eyesfilled with sudden tears and she clenched her teeth, wishing to
show no such weakness, not here, not now. The Underlords could be crafty, she remembered,
pretending themselves something other than they were.

“Medoret,” Bad sad, “put down the spear. How can | examine hiswound with you swaying above him
like ajasserpent?’ He spread hishands. “1 am not armed. Thereisno Hunt today to sacrifice, only to
find.”

Medoret hesitated, her glance flicking to the younger man in the shadows of the trees.

“Jded was hagty, and thinks much of his own judgment. He will follow mine now, asisfitting,” Badl
sad.

Medoret studied Badl's calm face and hesitated. In her dreams, she had loved this man, aman who had
often taken the place of the father she had never known, who knew her mother as kinswoman and
captain, who led as she led when there was need. All my years| have bdieved in the dreams, clung to
them. Do | abandon them now? She hesitated amoment longer while Badl waited patiently, then tossed
the branch on the sand.

“Good.” Badl walked forward camly and knelt on one knee beside Samta, touching hisinjured shoulder,
then turning it gently toward the setting sun. Then he felt Samtas face, leaning forward to look more
closdly. “Jaed, bring the pack.” Jded haf made agesture of protest, then turned and vanished
obediently back into the jungle. “Y ou must excuse Jded,” Badl said to her. “ The young are often fiercein
their emotions.”

“As| have proved.” It was a half-gpology—but only half.

“Theyoung arerash,” Badl said contentedly. It cdmed her further, as no doubt he had intended. Badl
had stood second to her mother for years, for good reasons. He looked up &t her, his eyes questioning.

“I have dreamed of you, Uncle.”

“| am pleased of that; | would hate to be forgotten.” Badl bent forward and fingered the fabric of Samta's
shirt, then began ripping the deeve downward. “ Sit down before you fal down, child.”

“I'm not achild.”

Helooked up again and scowled. “1 am alogica man, yet | forget the years, | expected the child we had
lost. You look like your mother did a the same age—and just as angry. Are you determined to be
hogtile?’

She grimaced, then reluctantly crouched down on her heels and hugged her knees. “1'm confused.”
“Jaled hasreasonsto beangry.”
“That doesn't excuse him.”

“Not even when you haven't even asked hisreasons?’



“Did he ask mine? No, not even then.”

“Hmmph. Y ou are your mother's daughter, Medoret.” His hands moved competently on Samta, square
and dender, histaons pricking delicately at the fused cloth surrounding the laser wound. Evenin hisfaint,
Samtamoved in response to the pain, then sagged more limply. She bit her lip in worry, then looked at
Badl, seeing pain there, too, apain of yearsthat never ended, never eased, a heart pain he would carry to
the grave. Y et he continued patiently. In that moment, the uncle of her dreams and the waking day
merged, becoming one man, this man. She touched his deeve gently.

“The humans have apartia curefor the plague, Uncle.”

Badl's hands stopped abruptly in his caring for Samta, then resumed more dowly. “We have our own
pdlidives”

“The humans are clever. They had to make two proteins for me that we don't share and then afever
drug, though they aren't quite sure why this drug stopsthe fevers. Mine till recur at intervals.”

Bael looked at her intently. “How short of intervals?’
“Every few years”

Badl closed his eyes and sank back on his hedls, then looked at her in naked pain. “Years,” he breathed.
“Our fevers cyclein months.”

“And usudly amild afliction.”
“Mild,” Badl muttered, closing hiseyesagain.

“It'sthe frostflowers, isn't it? The frostflower spores. With that link and what you know of the Targethi,
they might cure dl the fever, end it. They want to meet you. They brought meto Tikal to bethe bait.”

Bael scowled and set hisface. “Why did you bring this human with you? Does he assure the bait?’

“Because he would not leave me, and | needed his balance to remember what | an—what isadream
world and what is human, my uncle.”

Jaled emerged from the trees, carrying aheavy pack. As he walked up to them, he raised hiseyesand
looked at her, his arrogance written in every line of histall body, then dropped the pack beside Badl. “I
am Jded,” hesad.

“You are nothing,” she retorted.

Badl promptly reached over and jerked hard on her pantsleg. She sat down hard on the legfy dirt, hard
enough to make her squawk in surprise. She glared at Bad, infuriated with him.

“That's enough,” Bael said reprovingly. “Now you st there and Jaled will it there.” He pointed at a spot
three meters away. “When ether of you children can be civil, you may spesk again.”

Medoret crossed her arms and looked toward the sea, seething, then gave up her irritation to watch as
Badl tended Samta's shoulder. Jaled sat down as obediently and ignored Medoret as determinedly as
sheignored him. Their stubborn attitude focused greet atention on Bagl, which heignored in turn. His
fingersmoved quickly, packing alotion into the wound from aflask in his pack, then gently binding the
wound with soft greenish gauze. “ A bad flesh wound,” he muttered, “but treatable. Thisis an antiseptic
we developed years ago on another world for jaguar poison; the gauze will give cleansing heat.”



“The jaguars come from another world?” Medoret asked. “ The humans had thought so.”

“Of coursethey do,” Bael said. “ They're native to the Targethi motherworld, and are taken to every
world to be hunted—and worshiped. Haven't you seen how they dominate the city's glyphs?’

Shetouched Badl's deeve again. “Badl, who were the Targethi 7’

Badl's|ean face grew even more severe. “A people who Hunted—until they Hunted once too often. Then
the Hunts ended, thank the Goddess, for al time.” He turned to her, hiseyes cold. “The Targethi did not
tolerate rivasin their chosen view of the universe. Y ou've seen their monuments of these greater Huntsin
Tikd's plaza. The humans cal them gods. Had we Varen or the humans emerged into space earlier than
we did, we would stand among them.” He shrugged. “But the Melasoi killed the Targethi with their
frostflowers, even asthe Destructor shipsrained desth down into their skies.” Bagl spoke camly, without
passion, only that great coldness. Perhaps, after atime, she thought, one grew used to great tragedy—or
tired of living too much to care as keenly asthe young.

“Which of the avenue gods were the Melasoi?’ she asked, guessing the answer.
“The Serpent, fourth from the left.” His eyes showed interest. “Y ou have dreamed of this?’

“The Vison Serpent has been a companion and protector since my earliest memory: sheisthe doorway
to remembering my mother.” Shelooked down at Samta and reached to brush his hair back from his
face. “I do not understand my dreams. How can | know what | can't know?’

“The Dream-Knowledge is an ancient gift, much prized by the Varen.”
“Varen?Isthat our name? The robot named usthat.”
“What do you think your nameis?’

“Lady Rainbow.” She smiled tiredly. She spread her arms then, wishing him a peace beyond what he had
found, wishing al the years away to when alittle girl had played under the table. Badl pulled her tightly
againg hislean body, pressng dmost too hard. “Uncle.”

“My own,” he murmured. He set her back, his hands on her shoulders, and looked her up and down.
“How you've grown!”

“It'sbeen ten years.”

His mouth turned down at that reminder, and he glanced involuntarily at Samta, hiseyesglinting.
“So that's Samta's persond fault?’ she chalenged. “Hewasachild, like | was, when it was done.”
“What isheto you?’ Bael said resstantly, and released her.

“My friend, preciousto me. Isthiswhat the Varen are? To deny bonding? | remember the bonding. Are
we so mean that we don't share it with outsiders?” She turned her shoulder to him and heard him expe
an exasperated breath.

“Y our mother will want to see you as soon as possible. Jaed will watch the human.”

Medoret shot aquick glance at Jaledl, and decided Jaleel would not do any such thing. “I won't leave
him.”

“Y our mother isill, Medoret. She can't make the trip, much less somp through this rampant greenery.”



Medoret set her jaw. “I won't leave him.”

“Heis more important than your mother? Than us?’ The question was an accusation and she saw Badl
draw back, hisface remote.

“Why must there be such astark choice, Uncle?” Medoret asked sadly. “Him or you, denying one or the
other? Isthat what we are, we Varen?’

Bad tapped hisfingers on histhigh, obvioudy perplexed, then shook his head in dismay. Medoret's eyes
dowly filled with tears as she watched him. She saw the judgment move into him, ajudgment she had
seen ahundred timesin Sieyess eyes. His next words confirmed her reading of him.

“What have they doneto you?’

Sheturned away, her breath suddenly gone. She got to her feet convulsively and walked several steps,
stopping to stare at the shadowed trees, aware of the rustling of the living forest. For amoment she
wished the Vision Serpent truly existed, could beckon her to atemple glade—now, &t thistime, this
unjoining—where she might dance with the Jaguar Sun forever.

Bad cleared histhroat uncomfortably. “Wewill takeyour ... friend,” he said reluctantly. “'Y our mother
must decidethis. | cannot.”

Medoret turned and stared at him, not conceding anything.

“The biopack works quickly with aminimum of drugs; I'd hate to poison him.” He waited for her
response, then scowled. “ Jaed, hep me get him to hisfedt.”

Jded cameforward, hisface an expressonless mask. He looked at her squarely, giving nothing, as she
gave nothing to him. She did not remember him, though she caught for amoment an image of the small
boy who had played with her in the Ship glade, thetal metal walls of the ship hull towering over them. “I
don't remember you,” shetold him.

“Y ou don't remember many things,” he said disdainfully, and she could have struck him. Hetook a
startled step sdeways as he somehow caught her thought and their eyeslocked.

“l'amwho| am,” shedeclared, asif he were an enemy. “If you cannot accept that, | ftill choose what |
am.” He hegitated, then turned away, dismissing her. Shelaughed harshly. 1 welcome me home.”

Badl shot her aquick glance, hisface openly darmed. She crossed her arms and turned her back on him,
her emotions atumult. Thiswasn't what | expected, she cried silently.

She heard Samta's voice murmur behind her, then turned to see Badl and Jded pulling him to hisfeet,
balancing him as he weaved. He blinked groggily and sagged loosely againgt Badl, then focused on her.
“Medoret?’

She crossed the distance dividing them in aquick stride and laid her palm on his cheek. “Beeasy. Thisis
the day, remember?’

AsBad drew Samtaforward, Jaedl moved too quickly and tugged hard on Samtasinjured
shoulder—ddiberately or not, she didn't care. As Samtacried out in pain, Medoret moved with the
Serpent's own grace and hit Jaed hard on the chin with her open hand, lifting him up and sSdeways avay
from Samta. He grunted in shock and struck back ingtinctively, missing her widely as he lost balance and
fell with acrash.



“Heismine!” she shouted a him. “I defend theright!” She dared Jaledl contemptuoudy with agesture,
aware of afiercenessthat coursed through her veins, astime compressed and dreams become redlity, the
Serpent's or her own, shedidn't care. “Heismine,” she repeated, her voice ahiss, and raised her hands
to flutter her fronds. Now they al looked at her, Badl and Samtaand Jaled, universally dumbfounded.
She dropped her handsto her sides and sighed. “Oh, hell.”

“Xibaba,” Samtasad firmly, hiseyesdight with amusement. “He didn't hurt me that much, Medoret.

Not enough to flip the Vision Serpent at him.” He gently detached Bagl's fingers on hisarms and stepped
gracefully aside. “ Thank you, gr. | think | can walk unassisted.” He moved toward Medoret the few
paces that separated them. When he reached her, helaid his palm on Medoret's face and traced its curve
with adow finger. “ Today isthe day, dien. Let'stemper the Serpent alittle.”

“They want to end you,” shewarned.
“Perfectly reasonable, I'd say. Can't think of a better way to spend the afternoon.”
She scowled at him. “1 think you're ascrazy as| am.”

“Of course. And you've thoroughly disconcerted your uncle and whoever this younger idiot might be.”
Heturned to Badl. “ Ten years, wishing for you, putting al her hopesin you, and you end up acting like an
Underlord.”

“I don't understand,” Badl said tightly, his eyesflicking from Samtato Medoret.

Samtasmiled. “Persondly, gr, | seethe glimmer of the Jaguar.” He looked at Medoret, hisface tender.
“And she, of course, isindeed Lady Rainbow, who knows al mystery and would dance with the Jaguar
inahidden glade.” Heraised her hand to hislips. “Honor, Lady.”

She amiled at hisfoolishness. “Maybeweredl crazy.”

“Of course” Hewaved hisgood arm at the forest surrounding them. “ Thisis Xibalba.” Then he shrugged
and looked straight at Badl. “ All her life among us, Sir, she has lived morein our legends than among us,
making playmates of gods and fearsome beasts—anything to escape a human redity. She pretendsit
wasn't that hard, but has ways yearned for you. | would give anything | own to make amends. Will it
ease mattersif | stay behind?’

“Y ou aren't staying behind,” Medoret declared.

“ Attacking me on sight hasimplications| can't ignore, love. Xenophobiaisapossbleracid trait, one that
hasn't been exactly unnoted in you. Y ou spent your first year with usin nearly complete catatonia
Catatoniaisn't anorma responsein achild, however stressed—and you nearly defeated us by willing us
away. Will it hep, dr?’

“Yes” Badl admitted.

“No,” Medoret riposted. “I told you, Samta, we'd have a problem like this.”

“Let'snot have astupid argument,” he said, frowning. “I told you....”

“I'll knock you out mysdlf and drag you if | haveto, don't think | won't.”

He eyed her suspicioudy.

“| an the Vison Serpent.” She crooked her fingersat him. “And | will remain the Serpent until dl is



heard. And | will not leave you behind.”

“Will you fight usal?’ he asked with a scowl. Hewaved at Badl and Jded. “ They want to leave me
behind; sodo1.”

“I antheVigon Serpent.” Shelifted her chin defiantly. “Let'sgo,” shesad.

Samtasighed. Bagl walked toward her and looked at her quizzicaly as he passed her, then led the way
onto the beach. Medoret dipped an arm around Samta'swaist, offering support whether he claimed it or
not, and followed her uncle, ascowling Jaled bringing up the rear. On the sand, Badl waited for them and
walked apace of Samta's halting steps. They waked on in slence by the point and aong the curving
beach. Medoret looked out across the restless water, where the wind was turning the waves into
whitecaps far out into the bay. “Whereisthe ship?’ she asked Badl.

“Hidden.”

“Uncle,” she said with some asperity, “since we are going there now, isthere any reason to keep a
secret?’

Badl grunted and said nothing.

“Maybe | wasright, Samta,” she said. “ Only one chance, just likeit so often isamong humans: be odd,
different, and they cut you off as—"

“I'm not cutting you off,” Badl said angrily. “And don't compare me to humans.”
“Xenophobia,” she said to Samta. “ Definitely.”

“If you think I'm getting in the middle of this” Samta said equably, “you are crazy. He's your uncle, not
mine.” She glanced at the sheen of sweat on hisforehead, the tightness to his mouth as each footstep
jarred his shoulder, and regretted her childish baiting. She tightened her fingerson hisribsand
concentrated on helping him walk. He smiled at her, watching her face asif he could not fill hiseyes
enough with the looking. Seeing what in me? she wondered, wary of his shaman ways, and felt astab of
fear.

How much do | know? she thought. Half thetimel think | livein aMayan forest. | don't understand
humans, how can | understand a people I've seen only in dreams most of my life? She looked beyond
him at Bael's upright figure as her uncle sirode aong the sand, memories sifting at the edges of her mind,
tantalizing her with their vagueness. Why did hefed, al too convinced, as he must be, that his niece was
med?

She had loved him—she remembered that. But was he not the man she remembered, as she was not the
child she had been? But she had loved him.

“I've remembered you mogt, Uncle,” she said softly, “you and Mother. | didn't dream for years, except
through my waking dreams as Lady Rainbow—»but then | remembered ablack plain, agarden, laughter
around atable.” Bael did not look at her, but she thought he was listening. “| ached so much for the
Black Ship, thinking it the end of pain, the ending of lostness and misunderstanding and dl questions. Y ou
were ahero, amodel for the Heroic Twins of Samtals Mayan legends. And my mother —” She paused
and closed her eyes. “ She was the Star Goddess who poured stars into the void, close sister to the
Vision Serpent who protected, | thought. When are dreamsred?’

Bad turned his head and looked at her dubioudly.



“The humans were kind to me—tried to be. But | am aien and they could never forget that; neither could
|. But with Samta sometimes | forget; sometimes the emptiness for the Black Ship leavesfor atime. And
there were afew otherswho saw past the difference, not perfectly, but enough to distract me from
Xibalba. I do not know who | am now, but Samta and the others are part of that.”

“How could any people who would steal achild from her people have any gift?’ Bael asked, hisface
gern. “Thisisdeuded thinking.”

“And leave meto sarve?’
“Better than to die from atormented mind.”

“How could they know that? And whose fault that | was |eft behind?” she asked quietly. “How did that
happen, my uncle?’

His face spasmed and became old. “We were too preoccupied in the Vault,” he said. “For thefirst time
we found a biochemical description of the spores, apreliminary report the Targethi completed before the
sporestook them into oblivion. If wed had time ... Wetried to take the time and waited until the last
minute before the human ship came into orbit—you had wandered off. We have waited ten yearsto find
you again, to erase that fault.”

“Then beforgiving and trust my dreams.”

He shot agtartled look at her. She shrugged uncomfortably. “ Perhaps| am alittle crazy, but much has
beenmad inmy life”

He shrugged, not conceding but not refusing. They waked on in silence to the midpoint of the bay. Badl
stopped and extracted a device from his pocket, then aimed it at the sea and depressed a button on the
device. Heturned to look at her, then at Samta, hisjaw tightening. “Y ou are not responsible, Medoret.
Noneisyour fault.”

“I don't concede any wrong—whereisthe fault?” Shelooked at him squarely, but he would not

concede. Shewondered idly if stubbornnessran in her family. Likely so. Badl waited, his eyes on the seg;
she was conscious of Jaled taking station behind them. Silently, they watched the Black Ship emerge far
out in the bay, shedding chasms of water asit rose from the waves.

The shape was as she remembered, tall and deek and beautiful, more rounded in form than the human
ships, more a squarish shape than the needle shape favored by Earth, but large and magnified ill more
by the growing darkness. Its black hull glinted in the dying light of the day, lit from within by apalid
gleam from many portholes. Medoret caught her breath, rooted to the place where she stood, asthe Ship
moved dowly toward the beach. Her grip on Samtatightened involuntarily, and he quietly dipped hisarm
around her waigt, enfolding her.

The Black Ship sailed smoothly into the shallows, rising on plumes of water till higher asthe water
shoded, then lifted from the water and glided onto the sand, extruding aramp asit descended with a
hissing of jets. A doorway opened at the top of the ramp, revealing shadowy figureswithin. Bagl gestured
for Medoret and Samtato precede them.

Will they kill him? Medoret thought suddenly, and wavered. Should she run away to save him?In her
dreams, her mother's strength suddenly seemed implacable, and this decision would be hersaone.
Would shelove a child enough she hadn't seen for years, one she could think mad?

“Medoret,” Bagl prompted.



Closing her eyes, Medoret took a short step forward, convinced that it was horrible error. In the
distance, the jungle seemed to thunder with Targethi drums, demanding sacrifice. What isthe answer?
Will I ever know? | am mad, she thought. Sowly, supporting Samta, they climbed the ladder and
entered its dark interior through awide doorway. Severd shadowy figures awaited in the small entryhold
beyond the hatch; as her eyes quickly adjusted to the low illumination, she saw their many faces, all
shocked into silence by the human at her side. But too few faces, she redlized, not the many she had
remembered, so desperately had the fever struck the ship. She saw Rojar, the ship's hedler, the
plain-faced woman in asmple ship suit who had tended her in her iliness, her face even older than Badl's,
then saw other facesin the warmth of the Ship, one or two vaguely familiar. She should know them all.
She had forgotten so much. Samta stumbled on the coaming, and she realized the room must be near
blacknessto him.

“Careful,” she murmured, and backed him up against onewall of the entryway. “ Stand there aminute.”
“I hear breathing,” he said shakily, and peered around himsdlf, blinking. “ So thisisinfrared?’
“Youretoo smart,” she said. He chuckled.

Behind them, Badl and Jaledl entered the ship and the hatch did closed, entombing them with the Varen.
“Thisway,” Bad sad, and gestured down the corridor that led from the small hold. The people standing
there immediately moved aside, making clearance. Medoret did her arm around Samtaand guided him
into the reddish gloom.

The corridor led past severa shadowed rooms and ended at alarge room where others awaited.
Equipment banks circled the walls, rippling with instrument displays and patterned rows of lights. Padded
chairs stood at measured intervals around the room, circling asmaller group of chairsand sidetablesin
room center. Two Varen watched the diplays at their stations, others stood in the far shadows of the
room, immobile. Medoret halted in the doorway and stared at the woman sitting weakly in one of the
center chairs, her face pale as death. For along moment, her mother stared back at her, her chin lifted as
if struck by ablow.

“I honor you,” Medoret said directly to her, dl her heart in her voice. She leaned Samta againgt the wall
just inside the doorway and made sure he had his baance, then turned. “ Jaled, thevid.”

“It should betested,” Badl argued.

“For once, don't resst me—please.” Reluctantly, Jaled brought her via out of his pocket. Medoret's
fingers closed around it and she turned again, then walked the few meterstoward her mother. She
stopped, then sank to her knees, blinded by tears. “ All the years of wanting you so desperately, escaping
into desperate dreams, aching—it was worth the price, my mother.” Sheraised thevia and held it out.
“The small brown tablet—it cures my fever, not permanently but enough to give you strength. Please.”

Her mother reached out atrembling hand and took the vial, shaking her head at two Varen who moved
forward in protest. “ And who are you, Daughter?’ she asked in awhispery voice.

“I am Lady Rainbow, daughter of the Star Goddess, who spills stars from her hand and knows all
things—your daughter, my mother.” She smiled.

“And sometimes the Vision Serpent, who threstens her €l ders with mayhem. Bagl wore amonitor
button.”

“Sometimes | am the Serpent,” Medoret conceded. “ And my uncle deserved it.”



“And are you mad, my daughter?’
“Sometimes, | think. It is hard to know.”

“Redlity can be hard.” Saryen studied the top of the vial and opened it with aquick twist. She spilled the
contentsinto her palm and studied the pills. “ The brown tablet?” Medoret pressed her hands hard
together and nodded. “Water, please, Toreen. | see at least two left we could analyze. And these other
pills?”

“Dietary supplements. Two proteins the humans do not share.”

“A clever people.” One of the others brought her a cup of water, and her mother quickly swalowed one
of thefever pills. She shuddered with a sudden chill, then focused her attention on Medoret's face, her
lipstightening. “ Explain to me this human with whom you claim kinship. Explain to me, Daughter, why
you are sometimes mad.”

“I claim the Dream-Knowledge. | will not permit him to be harmed.”
Her mother stared at her. “Where did you hear that phrase?’ she demanded.

“In my dreams, which are sometimestrue. Y ou clamed it, when dl disputed; you chose to go forward,
when al sought despair.” She spread her hands. “I claim my dreams, and in those dreams | am the Moon
Goddess, the Lady Rainbow; | bring the light into the darkness, dim and cool in my warmth. | am
shadow and pearl, the gleam of metal and white foam upon the night sea. | am the Bridge between
Worlds, belonging to neither and finding myself in both. |1 am Xibaba, the Otherworld, where humans
and Varen meet. And | am the Way to an end of death and exile.”

No one moved in the room. She kept her eyesfixed on her mother'sface, scarcely breathing. Her mother
frowned, troubled. “ And,” Medoret conceded sadly, answering that frown, “perhaps| am mad. | have
missed you desperately, Mother.”

“I, 100.” Saryen touched Medoret's hair in aquick caress wonderingly, then ran her taloned fingers over
her face, touching chin and mouth and eyes. “I, too. | shal consder this, Daughter.” She unbent il
further, giving her adight smile. “1 fed | have haf amind now, with thisfever and such along-awaited
day. Which isworse, | wonder, with you talking such nonsense?’

She smiled genuingly then, then looked past Medoret to Bagl. “We should take the ship back into the
bay watersfor atime. Treat the human gently, as befitsafriend of aMoon Goddess.” She stood,
weaving off balance but catching hersdf on the chair arm. “Then we shdl see”

Chapter Sixteen

They led Medoret and Samtato asmall room, where alow mattress beckoned ingtantly to Samta. He
hobbled forward and lowered himself to the bed with a deep sigh. She sat on the mattress edge beside
him, then watched as Rojar lit awall lamp, sketchedly demonstrated a water tap, opened adoor to a
bathroom, then exited the room, her expression unreadable. Asthe door closed. Medoret heard the lock
snap, Rojar's comment on the whole matter, with the universe between and above. A Vision Serpent
comes from Serpent stock, shetold hersdlf; no reason for particular surprise.

“May | ak?’ Samtaasked wryly.

“Likely they have monitorsin thisroom.”



“I'd ill liketo ask.” He eased his shoulder to amore comfortable position, wincing, then turned his head
tolook at her. “I'm not criticizing, mind you, but Maya myths?’

“It seemed right. Haven't you figured it out by now? | haven't the faintest ideawhat I'm doing most of the
time”

“Some of the literature speculated...”
“Thefabled literature.”

“Desarvedly fascinated by you, love. Anyway, thisrather insightful writer—not al the literature is fatuous
condescension, you know—speculated that the most alien part of an alien might be the mentality. Maybe
living half in adream world isnormd for you. Histheory didn't get much credence—no confirmation in
Sieyess observations. Sieyes shot him down contemptuoudy with afew pithy papers.”

“Dr. Seyesisone of the Nine Underlords,” she said dismissingly, flipping her hand. “No self-respecting
Twinwould trust him an ingant.”

“Thereyou go again. How redl isthe Vision Serpent to you, Medoret?” he asked more quietly, his dark
eyes more sober than made her fed comfortable.

“ThisfromaMayashaman?’

“Well, that'sfair.” He relaxed into the mattress and closed hiseyes. “ And dodge if you want. | can
accept dodging.” She curled her fingers around his hand and felt him press back. “Lady Rainbow,” he
muttered indistinctly, hisface dack with exhaustion. She watched hisface ease as he fell adeep,
treasuring the dow rise and fal of his chest, his shadowed face in the ruddy light of the room.

“Jaguar Sun,” she whispered.

She looked around the sparsdly furnished compartment, and thought her confinement here wasn't that
different from theisolation imposed by Dr. Sieyes. While adults discussed her elsewhere, she awaited
their decison. Couldn't there be another pattern? Would a Serpent so tamely accept such atruth? She
doubted it. She got up from the bed, careful not to jar Samtafrom his deep, and walked to the door and
tried the latch. Locked, as she had heard.

Tenyears| have waited to see your faces, she thought sadly, and my measure isrestricted by you, too
soon, too soon. She stood in front of the door, staring at the area of meta directly in front of her eyes,

and settled hersdlf stubbornly to wait. No pounding on the door, no calling out: just alocked door four
inchesfrom her face.

She waited ten minutes, her breath dow and easy, when suddenly the door opened before her and she
faced Rojar'simpassive face.

“I remember you,” Medoret said, “when | had fever.”
“I am aheder, that istrue.”

They stared at each other for severa seconds, then, reluctantly, Rojar moved aside. Medoret stepped
gracefully into the corridor and turned to watch Rojar key it closed. Then, every sense aert, Medoret
walked the corridor of the Black Ship, bathed in the ruddy gloom and warmth of the air, her footfdls
muffled on the floor. She was aware of Rojar following cautioudy, but ignored her as shelooked a
everything. Her hand caressed awall carving of the Star Goddess as she dowed besideit, then continued
onward over the bare meta wall, fingering the row of metdl studs a a seam, touching the meta strips that



bound adoorway. As she walked her Ship, Medoret felt a deep satisfaction begin to glow, spreading
throughout her body, as she found herself home, at last.

Isit home? Do | want to see that truth, however it falls?

At the next doorway, she looked into asmall sde room, where two Varen raised their heads and looked
at her, gtartled by her sudden appearance. She nodded courteously and passed onward, descending a
ladder to the lower level. She sniffed greenery and passed a small garden, then walked by awide room
with many comfortable chairs, then sensed vibration down another stairwell, adow steady begt that
pulsed against her skin. To each Varen she passed she nodded courtesy but said nothing, and padded
onward, reclaming the ship. At another ladder she ascended and took aright turning, Rojar ill following
her without interference. She walked camly back into the captain's section of the ship she had seen
before, command deck and private quarters. Her mother still sat in her wide chair and watched as she
entered the room, Bael standing siffly at her sde.

Medoret circled the room, looking at the control panels one by one, reaching suddenly to caressa
sculpture of the Vision Serpent in an open cabinet, then continued her circuit. No one moved to stop her,
though most looked at her aswarily as Bagl. How must | look to them? she wondered. Do they wonder
now how they look to me? At the end, she stepped down the single riser into the center of the room and
took one of the empty chairsfacing her mother. Rojar, her shadow, sat down, too, though cautioudly. It
would take Rojar awhileto trust her madness, Medoret thought: she had lost much, grieving for dl, asa
hedler would do. Medoret saw with pleasure that her mother's fever had visibly waned, giving her greater
aertness and movement. Saryen lifted aglass of water from the table at her side and swallowed, then
camly st down the glass.

“The humans fever drug causes some dryness of the mouth,” she commented, asif nothing were
untoward or out of place. “ Toreen isandyzing its composition now.”

“| am glad you trusted enough to takeit, Mother.”

“Did you have frequent fevers?’

“Lessin recent years.”

“And who hasinflicted you, Daughter, that you chose to pressure a closed door?’

“Dr. Seyesbuilt acareer on my existence—he had reasonsto ensureits object.” She shrugged. “Like
you chose today, he denied intimacy and confined me while decisions were made elsewhere.” It wasa
challenge, and she saw her mother's displeasure.

“Suitablefor achild,” Saryen said firmly.
“I am not achild anymore. Islogic pointing in two directionsa Varen trait?’

“Quite 0,” her mother conceded. “I have received much counsdl, my own, counsdl of caution and
waiting, of treatment and despair.”

1] Of fw..”

Her mother looked severe as Medoret's comment flicked again against her anger. “ The Black Ship does
not fear.”

“Not even death? Or worse than death, permanent exile. Y ou couldn't go back, could you? Not with a
plague aboard ship.”



“We warned the Homeworlds—and, yes, we couldn't go back. Half the ship's personnel died in the first
few months—but there is a graduated sengitivity to the spore. The frostflowers were designed for the
Targethi and could not stretch quite far enough to kill &l of our Ship. And your humans are apparently
immune, for al their years of trampling the frostflower glades.” Saryen shrugged fatdidticaly. “We other
Varen survived, in varying debility, with even those less touched subject to the cyclic fevers. Our terror
truly began when thefirst children were born after our infection.” Her face spasmed. “ None were spared,
and you were among the last we dared to conceive, my daughter. Of the sixty of that crew that went out,
only fourteen ill live, none of them children now.”

“It would have been easier to stop,” Medoret said softly. “ Or easier to go on and forget me.”
“| am as stubborn as you are—and dreams can enter the waking world.”

“That | remember.” Medoret smiled. “ And perhaps, my mother, you entered an unknowing dream,
forgetting me when you would aways remember—to seek hope. How could | be left behind?’

Her mother's face spasmed again. | have asked mysdlf that,” she whispered. “Again and again. But | did
forget—I don't know how | could have...” For amoment, her mother looked old, aged by along-held
torment. “Forgive me, Medoret.”

“Did you think | would not forgive, my mother? As| feared | would never find you again—and when |
did, would find &l bonds severed, al hope gone?’” Medoret spread her hands. “But | am here, with you
at last, and till | honor you—and love you. Mother, | sing you asong, of new hope among
srangers—and, if the humans are very clever in their searches, the hope of Home. Will you not listen?’

“Eader to forget these humans,” her mother chided. “With your fever drug, we might have the key we
sought vainly among rusting data plates and the dust of centuries. Why won't you try to forget them?’ But
the protest was halfhearted, Medoret could see. Her heart expanded, sensing that the bond between
them il lived, though tattered by their mutud loss, in ahope asunlikely asa Twin returning to life againgt
al accounting.

“The drug might be the key—I told you that it doesn't cure. | was reinfected by the frostflowersthefirst
time | encountered them again. Isbare living enough to satisfy you?’

“For fifteen yearsbareliving isall I've desired—and saw its surety dip beyond my grasp again and
again.” Saryen studied Medoret for severad moments, then laughed softly. “| expected achild. | forgot the
years passing, in my stubbornness. But | am not disappointed, Medoret.”

“| am pleased, my mother.” Shefluttered her fingers gently a her mother, and saw that she amused
Saryen greatly with that gesture, that her mother knew exactly how and why she used it.

“This human you brought with you to the ship ... | have questions.”
“How much do you know?’

“Enough to guess at certain things. Why would you choose both worlds, when it means having less of
your own, perhaps risking itsloss forever?” Medoret saw her mother's perplexity.

“How much of your world would | have, my mother,” she answered gently, “ after al my yearsamong the
humans?’

“Have you mated with him?’

Medoret hestated and saw severity settleinto al the faces, especialy Badl's. “Ashumansdo,” she



acknowledged, knowing she had answered aready with her hesitation. “ On the way here, when al we
could see was our parting forever, the time that had grown too short. He till thinks the parting must be
forever; perhapsheisright.”

“But how could thisbe?’ Bael exclaimed. “How could you bond when humans are immuneto the
plague? If they have the biochemicasfor one, they must have the other.”

“| don't understand. | don't know how Varen find one another.” Her mother and Badl 1ooked at each
other in perplexity. “ After dl, | was achild.”

“Hmmmph,” Badl said. “Usudly thisinformation comesalittle earlier, but | admit the opportunity was
lacking. Varen sexud responseis keyed by sexud chemicds, with the affinity beginning in early
childhood. By the time the two reach maturity, the affinity awakenstheir sexudity and they bond. Does
this make sense?’

“Indeed.”
Bad scowled at her. “No chemicals?’

“Not that I'm aware of.” She saw Badl's struggle againg his prejudice. “ Have we met any other dien
peoples, Uncle?’ she asked.

“Only in stone. The Targethi destroyed them dl.”
“Thenwhy assumeadl diensfollow Varen physiology?
Badl scowled.

Her mother and Badl exchanged aglance. “Wewill discussthisissue further at alater time” Saryen said
firmly. “We gtill have the question of your ‘hope’ you would wishon us.” Shefrowned. “WeVaen aea
reclusive race, but still searchers; the Targethi tolerated no one, not even at adistance. All racesthat
encountered them died. We may regret trusting humansto be different.”

“That isarisk,” Medoret acknowledged. “But | have found kindness among them—much el se, but that |
can clam. And they fascinate themselves with the ruins the Targethi left—and seek you, though their
motives aren't unalloyed.”

“Andwhat isthetaint?’ Bael asked sharply.

“Preoccupation with their rank and studies, little more. Perhaps every people hasits own kind of
blindness.” She stared at Bagl until he shifted hisweight uncomfortably, though he conceded nothing quite
yet. “Mostly they control accessto answers. The Vision Serpent is not easily defeated, Mother. Perhaps
some Mdasoi still survive, and could tell the secret of their spores.”

“Don't you think we've thought that?” Saryen asked with asperity. “Why do you think we've searched
through the worlds?’

“ And the humans possess the vaults where you finally found some mention, out here on the edge of
Targethi space where the Targethi had just enough time to redlize their doom—and its source?’ Medoret
gpread her hands. “Isn't it obvious what you must do? Is this not what the Dream-Knowledge provoked
years ago when the humans entered Cebarai sysem and | waslost?’

Her mother scowled. “1 don't like that answer. | do not likethat | would abandon my own daughter,
whatever the reason.”



“Cometalk to Samta. See him asheis, and then decide.”

“If I seehim, | will see him through your eyestoo easily,” Saryen said resstantly. “1 know my
weaknesses too well.”

“Then that, too, is part of the dream, isit not?’

Her mother gestured noncommittaly. “Let him rest awhile, for heisinjured. Then | will talk to him.”
Saryen rose and crossed the space between them, then lifted Medoret from her own chair. Medoret
embraced her and pressed closg, dl time stopping for amoment in that contact so long awaited; they
stood together for along moment. Finaly her mother moved her away gently, then smiled. “ Come: see
our ship through my eyesfor atime, Daughter, and meet dl the people who loved you.”

“Yes,” Medoret said shyly as her mother embraced her again.
“Thenwedhdl.”

Two hourslater Medoret watched anxioudy as Rojar tended Samta, whose condition had worsened.
Samtas face was flushed and beaded with swest; he tossed his head feverishly, only partly conscious. “I
cannot give him too much of our painkillers,” the older woman said. “1 don't know the biochemistry—he
should not have been poisoned like this by the antiseptic.”

“Badl didn't give him much,” Medoret said.

“Perhgpsit had no effect, not enough to hedl the incipient infection. Our microbesfollow our proteins, not
his.” She looked a Medoret in distress, her heder's sympathy overbaancing her distaste for the dien.
Medoret turned to her mother and Bael, who watched from the doorway .

“I anworried for him,” Rojar told them. Her mother frowned.

“If thereis no contact with the humans, he may die, Mother.” Medoret glared at her uncle as he shrugged
hisindifference—only dightly, but enough to see. “And if you shrug once more, Uncle,” she said angrily,
“I will carry him out of this ship and back to Tikal and forget you al!”

“Medoret, heisnot of your kind,” Bagl remongtrated, obvioudy distressed by her anger.
“Such sentiments killed seven races, did it not?”

That angered Badl greetly. “We are not Targethi—we are not that kind of evil.”

“| suggest you tempt that evil by risking just oneinjured dien.”

“Enough,” her mother said quietly. Sheturned to Badl. “My brother, we have often disputed, and since
Sdd's death, you have wished too often to feel nothing; we have al been tempted to that, in the face of
pain and ending.” She swept her hand toward Samta. “Hereislife for Medoret; don't deny her what you
no longer wish.”

Badl crossed hisarmsand frowned at her. “Y our judgment is affected.”

To Medoret's surprise, her mother smiled in amusement. She glanced at Medoret. “1 sense my daughter
has often heard similar comments, have you not? | have read this Sieyes's papers on you with great
atention. So have you, Bael. She has a point about repeating patterns she has no reason to like.”

“Samta thought you might have intercepted information about me dl these years. How much do you
know?’ Medoret asked curioudly.



“Some, but not as much as | wanted. We intercepted ship-to-ground radio traffic whenever we could,
especialy their routine data transfer. Many of the reports about you were sent to Cebarai. We got more
by tapping directly into their computer when we landed on Tikal again afew years ago. Bagl himsdlf
crossed the jungle and lurked through the city, then left the Goddessicon for you—that was why you
ingsted on entering Tika, was it not, my brother, not for needs you claimed? And you pretend you no
longer care.”

“Heishuman,” Bad said resstantly, conceding nothing. “ And you're changing the subject.”

“Uncomfortably for you, | admit. And heisindeed human.” Saryen walked forward and bent over
Samta; she touched hisface curioudy, then fingered histhick black hair. “1 have wondered, my daughter,
if my obsession about retrieving you was a disease of the mind as rigorous as that which has afflicted my
body. All on the Ship have wondered, as| have wondered. Even the Dream-K nowledge can become
distorted, if the mind itsalf ismad.” She straightened and turned to Medoret. “ Perhaps we are both

“Dr. Seyeswould love to tend you, Mother.”

“Yes. we must discuss what to do about Dr. Sieyes. How much influence does he have with the Project?
Hisarticlesimply agreet ded.”

“Y ou sound like you intend —” Badl protested, then scowled as Saryen fluttered Serpent fingersat him.
“What isthe icon for such an opponent as Sieyesin your Maya dream world, Medoret?’
“An Underlord.”

“Ah. Need | comment further, Bael? And how much longer will you pose? It may be that Samtals body
can fight itsown infection, for he likely battles only his own microorganisms, but | will not teketherisk if
his condition worsens further. Contact must be made, if only to return him to his own physicians”

“I can go back,” Medoret said. “I know them.”
“With some proof, | think.” Saryen's gaze centered on Bael and she waited patiently.
“Y ou will do what you choose,” he growled.

“Inthiscase, | will not—unless you agree. We have Medoret with us, and somy godl is
accomplished—hbut the plague still exists on our Ship. Eventudly Rojar will exhaust her attempts at new
paliatives, eventualy, too many will weaken to care for the others. We have seen thisending sinceiit
began, have we not? Are we not on the edge aready? | would choose another ending, if we can. And if
the human dies,” she added, her glance shifting to Medoret, “shewill never forgive. | would not, and she
ismy blood.” She spread her hands. “ Once | chose againgt your firm will, saying your objection was no
more than the wish for nothingnessin your grief. Now | rue that choosing and return the honor to you.
Choosefor us, Badl.”

Badl looked at Samta as he lay feverishly on the smal bed, then quickly at Medoret. “Y ou mean this,
Saryen?’ he asked dowly.

13 YS”
“With the hope that once | have the choosing, | will consider different options. | know you, Saryen.”

Her mother smiled. “On every Ship, there must be an Underlord to check the Serpent's mad impulses. Is



that not so, my daughter?” Now her smile was for Medoret alone. “ Though we Varen have our own
iconswho fill such rolesfrom our myth that continualy evolves; | have read about some of your Maya
symbols, M edoret—the humans seemed obsessed with finding themselvesin thetruly dien, but | look
forward to hearing how you processed them through the inner mind. Truth liesin that changing; we
believe that—and find it so too often to think otherwise.”

“| bdieveinit.”

“I am pleased it survived your captivity; | had worried about it, for without the dreams, the essence of
what we areislost.” Shefaced her brother again. “Well, Bad?’

“Am | ajaguar to be caught neatly in your Hunt?” He thought amoment, scowling at them both. “All
right. But alow meto choose our emissary—Jdled.”

“Ah, Bagl,” her mother exclaimed, “you set too hard atask.”
“I didn't hear any conditions on your offer, Saryen.”

Her mother gestured wryly. “True. My daughter, when you make a noble gesture, be sure that you don't
leave an escape door in the corridor you want the other to walk. It's called prudence.”

“I don't understand what you mean,” Medoret said in perplexity, looking from one to the other. Among
the humans, certain subtleties ways escaped her, to her frustration; she suspected others had just zinged
by here. Her mother looked more amused than dismayed, as she seemed to pretend.

“Youll seeintime. Inform Jaed, then. Well move farther up the coast before we surface. Inthe
meantime, Rojar, do what you can to make Samta more comfortable.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Bad retreated backward afew steps as Saryen stepped out of the room, hisface inscrutable. “You are
an Underlord,” Saryen told him as she passed, but Medoret heard the affectionate amusement in her
voice, asif Badel had made a deft move. Somehow Badl's choice had pleased her mother, asif it had
mended something long divided between them—not that anyone bothered to explain how. She followed
her mother and Badl, wondering if sheld ever fed undien in either of her worlds.

“Jeled doesn't likeme,” she warned her mother.
“Mutudity isever abond,” her mother said complacently.

“He doesn't like the humans, either,” Medoret persisted. “What help will he beif hejust sneersand walks
away?’ Bad amiled grimly, no doubt wishing exactly that—though her mother smiled strangely again and
waved himto slence.

“I don't understand.” But neither would say another word, leaving her in her frustration. Did | expect
everything to change? she asked hersdf irritably. And she frowned a her mother dauntingly as Saryen
gave ordersto the Ship and the others moved quietly to do what their captain bade them to do.

Chapter Seventeen

Shortly after dawn, the Black Ship surfaced amile south of the city, within distant Sght of Tika's towers.
Medoret and Jaledl waded ashore and walked into the shelter of the trees, then watched the Ship
submerge again into the bay.



“I'm doing this only because Badl asks” heinformed her.
“Not because my mother asked?’
“Saryen'sdreamisdistorted,” he said dismissingly, waving his hand.

Hisyoung-old face settled into a hard severity that did not become him, and Medoret wondered how
much the other Varen had contended with Saryen in recent years about her choices, as Bagl had once
contended at a crux-point. But Bagl knew limitsto his own will, enough to concede for the sake of other
things, looking at the set lines of Jaled'sface, she redlized others might not. She sat down and crossed
her legs comfortably.

“Thenlet usst wherewe are.” She picked up atwig and toyed with it idly, then began drawing circlesin
the sand with it. Once God K had tried such agambit in a close place with an Underlord, and the ploy
disconcerted Jaled just as much.

“Sit?" he asked, bewildered.

“Samtawill die and the Black Ship will die, and we can dl blow to dust just likethe Targethi. Isthat what
you want?’

Her sarcasm angered him al over again, feeding an anger that had Smmered for years, she thought,
though the why and how she didn't understand. | want to understand, sherealized. | want to know how it
has been with them all these years.

“Y ou're as ditorted as your mother,” he said harshly, his displeasure in her drawing down his mouth into
ugliness. He glared at her in contempt and condemnation, asif she should know her own fault and grovel.
She set her own jaw and tried to temper her own stare into reasonabl eness, not entirely successful at it.
He was maddening, and she couldn't forget how easily he had tried to kill Samta, without question
before, without regret after. What was this man?

“Havel had achoiceinthat?’ shesaid camly. “Isthat how it ison the Black Ship, choosing aclosed
mind because it pleases you?’

“Y ou don't know how it'sbeen with us. Y ou weren't there.” Histone seemed to imply afault in that, asif
she had ddlied elsawhere in luxury while her own suffered. Maybe he saw it that way. She squinted up at
him, remembering that Jded was her own—and presently avery angry young man. Did anger rob Varen
of al sense and fairness? She frowned.

“Thentell me, Jded,” shesad.
“No.”

“Thenst”

“No.”

“Then tel mewhy my uncle's sending you pleased my mother. Bagl isan honorable man; it can't be only
the unfairness of abiased emissary.”

Jaled hesitated, obvioudy wishing afight and not getting much satisfaction from his object. What had he
expected her to do, if anything? More retorts and harsh words, like she had given him before? | was
wrong to do that, shetold hersdf candidly, wrong to cut him away so easily—as easily asheamed his
laser gun at Samta. Perhaps we are dike, she thought.



“Tell me” shesaid gently. “1 want to hear.”

Jaled sat down on the sand heavily and stared at the empty waves. “I don't want to tell you. What'sthe
point?’

She drew in asharp bresth, feding the pain he meant to inflict. “That | can see—but | want to listen,
Jaled. It seemsright that | do.” She hugged her knees and |ooked at the sea. “ Sometimesit's so hard to
know what isright. But | would liketo hear.”

There was along slence, broken only by the splash of the waves and the living sounds of the forest
behind them. “The worlds stopped when we caught the plague,” he said at last. “ Everything stopped.
Even the children sensed it, though the real understanding didn't come until we grew up. You and | were
among the last-born, the last children born whole. Destined for each other.”

“Dedined?’

He studied the woven fabric stretched taut on hisknees, plucking at aloose threed. “ The beginnings of
sexua affinity can be obvious between certain children—and it isthe years of association, aswe grow up
together, that makes the bond mature, physically and mentaly. Divide the children the Goddess willsto
be one and neither isever truly whole, even if they manage to bond to others. The bond attenuates,
ends.” Heturned hisfaceto her, hisexpression cold. “They forget,” he said, and again histone was an
accusation.

“Except indreams.” Shelooked away, unable to meet the bleakness of his gaze.

“Even indreams,” he corrected. “Y ou dream like a human—that's what they did to you. That's what you
allowed to happen.”

“Humans don't dream,” she responded softly. “Not aswe do. And who's to say where knowledge
comes, whatever theform?’

“Vison Serpents? Jaguars?’
“Or Médasoi—and a child remembered. Y ou are jed ous of Samta?’

“I'm jealous of everything.” He gestured angrily at the bay. “What kind of life have we had sinceyou
werelost? We could have gone to another Targethi world, where other Targethi like these had timeto
realize who had destroyed them, knew the source. We could have found the answers there—and find life
asit should be, adoorway to home. But your mother stayed here, dooming usal, waiting for you, the
celebrity child.” He glowered & her, his mouth drawn down in his displeasure. “How could you let him
—" He broke off abruptly and surged to hisfeet, then began to walk away blindly.

Medoret jumped up and caught at his arm, then dodged as he suddenly swung hisfist at her, exploding
into the violence he had barely controlled. I've felt that same violence, she remembered, when | wanted
tokill Dr. Sieyes. She dodged the blow and retreated as he moved toward her, then caught his hands as
he struck out again. They struggled, strength againgt strength, until he pulled her off balance and she
yielded ingtantly, falling on top of him as he crashed backward onto the sand. He cursed roughly in the
Ship language, but she caught his hands again and forced them down on either Side of his head, then sat
on his chest. He squirmed, trying to undo his disadvantage, but plague and despair had drained his
drength.

“Get off,” he ordered findly.

“It wasn't my fault, Jded. Wewere children.”



“Youran away.”

“Into the sunlight. What did | know of shadows?’

“You ran away.” Heturned his head and refused to ook at her.
“Jeled.”

Hisjaw muscles moved, but still hewould not ook at her. She smiled down at him. So much dike, so
very dike. She bent forward until her hair nearly brushed hisface.

“Jaguar Sun,” she said softly, “come run with me.”
“I'm not aJaguar.”

“Of course you are—and 0 is Samta, in my human self. But | am two selves, and | wish to choose both
worlds, Jaled, not one over the other—and | have wished for Xibabaall these years, more than you can
know, our Xibalba, the onelost to me and remembered only in dreams. | did not forget you, not
completely—I think | remembered you as the Jaguar. He was my beloved in my dreams, fierce and
tender, who danced with mein jungle glades.” Heturned hisface back to her, still unwilling. “Have you
ever waked ajungletrail? | have. Have you danced in atemple glade? | have, many times, with you, in
my dreams. And who says bonds are broken forever?’

“They are. It iswell known.”
“And so the Underlords win, just like that? And so you choose to forget me? Who now has the fault?’
“You loveahuman.”

“Yes—but | have two worlds.” She released one hand and touched hisface, feding the smoothness of
his skin with her sengtive fingers, then touched the fine strands of his hair and brought her hand to her
nose, smelling his scents, strange and familiar at the same time, forgotten and remembered. He stared up
at her, then tentatively lifted his hand toward her own face; she caught it fiercely, bringing its pam against
her mouth. Hisfingers explored her face and she shivered at his touch, then yielded backward as he sat
up. He confined her from moving farther and continued his explorations, then |et his hand drop
hepledy.

“Medoret...”

Shetouched hisface. “1 don't know what therulesare,” she said softly, “ but then that's nothing new for
me.” Shesmiled. “Arethererules?

“Therehaveto be,” he said firmly. “Otherwise the universe lacks order and meaning.”
“You sound like Badl,” sheretorted.

“That'san epithet?” But asmiletugged at his mouth.

“Comewak withmeon ajungletrail, Jded.”

“What about the humans?’

“They've had ten years—they can wait afew days. And wewon't go to them unlessyou are willing.” She
caught her breath in pain and looked involuntarily toward the bay. “ Samtawould understand.” Her mouth
quivered and she covered it with her hand.



“Y our mother won't let him die, Medoret,” Jaled said softly. “And Rojar isclever in her tending. If there
isacrigs, they'll let usknow.” Hetapped at the small device on hiscollar.

“Hmmph, | forgot about that. Is Badl listening to us now?’

“No. And he's probably ranting because | haven't turned it on yet.” He fingered the collar device until it
gaveadight click. “ Sir, Medoret and | are going to explore the jungle alittle before we go on, but sheis
worried about the human.”

Bad's voice sounded thin through the receptor, but hisirritation was unmistakable. “Where areyou?’ he
demanded.

“Still on the beach. | forgot to turn on the monitor.” Jaled smiled tightly at Medoret, awintry smile but
il asmilethat pleased her. “And I'll be forgetting again, to let you know. Signd us, plesse, if his
condition worsens.”

“Yes”
“I can trust you on that?” Medoret asked Bael anxioudy.
“Y ou doubt my word?’ Badl sounded outraged.
“Ishe dways so fierce?” Medoret asked Jaled.

“Usudly. Comeswith the bloodline. Hell tell you. Turning you off, sr.” He clicked the button, cutting
Bad off in midword, then looked at Medoret, his expression both bemused and resistant. “ Broken bonds
cannot be restored. Y ou could have accepted, as| have.”

“Haveyou?’
“I have dreamed of you,” he said quietly.

Sheleaned forward, bringing their faces close. “I am Lady Rainbow, and dways | have helped the
Jaguar in his game with the Underlords. Heis my beloved, my warrior, the demigod who cannot be
defeated when | am there with him. My dreamstold methis” Shetugged hard at his hair, rebuking him.
“And you doubted.”

He amiled, hisexpresson easing. “But what isthe Immortal without the Jeweled Goddess? How can he
help doubting when sheisn't there with him?’

“I am here now. Tell me where you have been, Jded, dl theseyears.”
“That would take awhile. And thereis ill the human.”

“Hisnameis SamtaMontes, not ‘the human.” And he's not going to disappear. Heisapart of me, and a
part | will not giveup.”

“I could make him disappear,” Jded warned, hiseyesglinting.

“No doubt you could. The Jaguar isafierce god, no doubt much like your Immorta. But would that win
you the Goddess?’

He scowled, thinking about it. “ But what good will it do, to pretend the years didn't happen?’ he asked,
unable to hide the anguish in hisvoice. Helooked away, flushing dightly. “What good?’



“I don't know.” She got to her feet and stretched out her hand. * Samtatold me onceit isenough to just
know theday, asit is. Y ou're not the only one who can grieve over endings, Jded.” He did not like the
comparison to anything human, she could see that, but he accepted her hand and stood up. It wasa

beginning.

They found a path into the jungle several hundred yards down the beach and walked in sllence for some
minutes, then began to talk. Shetold him about her life among the humans, trying to make him understand
the confusion, the bonds, the distresses. He told her about the years aboard the Black Ship, of her
mother's obsession in finding her daughter, of the anger and disputes and dangerousfevers. Shetold him
about lan and Hillary and Dr. Ruth, about her adventures with the Vision Serpent and the Jaguar; hetold
her his dream-adventures with a Glittering Scorpion and an Immorta. They watched the birds flying
overhead for atime, then moved prudently away from aloud crashing in the underbrush, then, asthe sun
s, lay together through the night in the shelter of ahollow tree. Shetold him then about Samtaand he
wasdlent.

At the dawn, she awoke to find him gone and searched for him worriedly, then met him on the path, his
armsladen with fruit and severa tubers.

“We can edt these,” he said, putting them down on the grass beside the path. “ The green oneisredly
good.”

“And what was| to think when | woke up and you were gone, Jaed?’ she asked with some asperity.
He had the grace to look abashed. “Wdl...”

“We haven't actudly settled anything yet,” she said, dtill irritated at his thoughtlessness. “What are you
waiting for?’

Hescowled. “1 want it al.”
“What if you can't haveit al? Will you have nothing?’

He sat down and took afolding blade from his pocket, then silently peeled one of the fruit. She thought
of walking away from him, thought of sitting down, and did neither. “Will you have patience with me,
Medoret?’ he asked quietly, bent over hisfruit. “It takes time to undo the single thought of years.” It was
thefirgt time he had spoken mildly, without resistance, through dl the hours they had talked.

“I'm not even sure| like you that much.”

“I'mnot sure likeyou, ether.” He looked up again and she saw the amusement in hisface, another
change. Well, she thought, Lady Rainbow adwayswas rather irresstible. He offered her the fruit, then
motioned at her to St down. “ Surely somebody hasto be blamed for this.”

“Y ou choose to blame the humans,” she accused as she arranged herself comfortably beside him.
“Or your mother.”
“Orme”

“Or mysdlf.” He began to ped another fruit. “Had | been asfascinating as | should, you wouldn't have
left.”

“That'snot fair, Jded. Wewere only children.”



“The Immortal was fascinating as a child. Even the fish paused to listen when hetalked.” He looked up at
aparrot that examined them closely from ahigh branch. “ And birds, too.”

“What did he say that was so fascinating?’
“No one knows.”

She clucked her tongue, exasperated at being so deftly led, and he chuckled, then stretched his shoulders
in an easy movement. “Thank you for doing this. It would have been easier for you to drag me off to the
humans”

“I told you I'm giving you that choice.”

“What if | chose you to come away with the Ship and leave the humans behind?’
“Including Samta?’

“Espedidly him.”

“Y ou want complete ownership, no friends, no loves but you? Y ou want me to be a fish fascinated by
your wonders?’

“Yes. All that gazing in adoration would be quite satisfying—but even an Immorta eventudly thinks of the
fish.” He concentrated on pedling the fruit, hispae hair glinting in the morning sun. “But will you walk with
me for another day or s0?’ he asked in alow voice, occupied again with hisfruit-peding. “In casethis
might be dl well have”

“I don't choose that thisbe al. A Moon Goddessis not so easily constrained.”
“The humans congtrained you for years, Goddess.”

“Nor does aMoon Goddess remember inconvenient redlity. Y ou risk that, you know: that they might
capture you and put you in their box, too.” He gestured hisindifference, and she suddenly wished that
indifference away, that Jaled might have hope again, real hopeinstead of his brave pretending. Did the
fever affect the spirit? Or had he seen despair too much of hislife to know its absence? What wasthis
man, so strangely part of hersdlf, yet divided from her? She had felt that division with lan, so many times.
“Without your help, Jaguar, the Underlords will win. Will you help?’

“Youredly believe al this? That Varen and humans can come together to something new? That blending
worldsisagood thing? And don't wave a Tikd like that. The Targethi never even saw achoice—they
just destroyed, probably inginctudly, certainly blindly.”

“Maybe afew saw achoice. Maybe somewhere among the glyphs a Targethi protested the choice. How
canwetdl until we haveread al of thewalls?’

“Let the humansread the wdls. I'd rather find the Measai, if they're dill dive.”
“And blend three worlds? Now who's odd?’

He pushed fruit pedls off hislegs and grimaced. “All theworlds are odd. Truth islost in the Goddess's
pool and tall empires sway to their destruction. Time stops.” He smiled at her. “What elseto do but to
wak as Lady Rainbow and the Immorta—for atime?’ He reached out his hand and tugged her closer,
then kissed her briefly. “I have missed you, Lady Rainbow.”

She blinked, not entirdly sure if she should have encouraged mattersto akiss, but he returned to his



peeling, asking nothing more. | fed so confused, she thought irritably, but since when haven't | felt
confused by nearly everything? What are the answers? She looked up at the canopy overhead, filled with
shifting leaf-shadows and congtant sound. Even in Xibalba, they eude me.

“I told Samta,” shesaid, “that | didn't know if | could give him what he wanted. | don't know if | can give
you what you want, Jaed. Maybe | can only giveto one of you, and that being caught between worlds
ends certain things. But maybe it aso creates new opportunity.”

“I'm not interested in becoming friendswith Samta, if that's your drift.”

“Not even because | am friendswith him, to seewhat | see, to please me? To turn your back on that part
of me? Do | then ignore parts of you as my revenge?’

He glowered a her. “Hmmph. It was easier to be angry, and know matters were set forever.” His
expresson softened, making him look younger, lessfierce. “Would you give him up, if | asked? Y ou
offered thet earlier.”

“Would you want me when haf my spirit islost into emptiness? Do you want me to be where you have
been dl these years?’

He sghed and idly tossed afruit pedl a anearby tree-trunk, then sat with his hands dangling loosdly in his
lap. “1 don't know,” he said dowly. “It shames methat | don't.”

“It's not easy to stand on abridge,” she said unhappily.

She watched the birds above their headsfor atime, listening to the forest. The soft wind brought her a
dozen scents she couldn't name, and bathed her with its silky caresses on her skin. She listened to the
distant crash of the surf, blending air and light and living thingsinto their slence. Do | attempt too much?
shewondered. Should | choose one over the other, as Jaled and Samta both wished &t her, each in their
own way? But by choosing, she would lose part of the Jaguar that blended them both. Shewas
consciousthat Jaled! watched her surreptitioudy, perhaps as caught in his own dilemmaas she was.

“Youlovelan?’ he asked suddenly, surprising her.

“Yes, | do.”

“And Hillary and Dr. Ruth?’

“Yes, eachin their ownway.”

“Dr. Sieyes?’ he asked impishly, looking very young when he teased.
“No. Areyou insane?’

“Wadll, then he certainly can't come dong.”

“Come where?’

“When we go to find the Mdasoi, of course. I'm a stubborn man, Medoret—you'll find that out, if you
don't know aready—hbut | would follow you into your two worlds. That was the jousting between Bagl
and Saryen on the ship, that | might choose such. In his choice of me asemissary, Badl findly risked a
new future instead of apast of torment; it has been many years since Bagl hoped for anything. He loved
Sada very much.” He handed her another pedled fruit, making asmal ceremony of it. “ There may be
pain: you may be partialy lost to us—and me. But | can chooseto believe in your dreaming, mad asit



is”
“What we find may be something different than either of our wishes.”

“Maybe, but perhaps our dream together could be what isreal, answers for both of us. Does this make
senseto you?’

Sheamiled. “To haf of me”
“I doubt if that problem will ever change very much.”
“You're probably right,” she agreed equably.

“Thenwhy do | think I'm afool? | don't want to be a brother to you; | want to be your lover and
husband. | want to undo the yearswe logt. | want Bagl to have hope again; | want the Homeworlds. |
want everything that's happened to be erased, gone. And | haven't entirely given up theideaof putting
your Samtainto the Hunt.”

“Would that make al the other things happen?’ she asked lightly.

“One can hope.” He stared at her levely with a Jaguar's stare, stubborn in his wishes—as she had been
subborn in so many things. Sheflipped her fingersat him and saw him smilein response. But wishes can
cometrue, she reminded herself, and death can be defeated, when you are agod.

They wandered north around the outskirts of the city during the next day, wary of possible detection by
the humans, then entered the city from the northern periphery and dept in an empty building during the
long night, surrounded by warm shadows. On the third day, Medoret headed cautioudy for the Star
Goddess vault, knowing Urban Map would be there. She preferred to find Seidd first: he had a crafty
mind about arranging good events. She circled wide to the east of the vault, hoping to hear the roar of
Seidel's ground car. Jaled accompanied her comfortably, looking curioudy at the glyphson thewalls,
though likely heliked the delay.

In the evening they risked acdl to the ship, and Rojar said Samtawas doing well, though till feverish
and confined to his sickbed. To her pleasure, JAed did not scowl and pull hisface into comments at the
news, giving her that courtesy. Finaly, impatient with their profitlesslurking around for Seidd, Medoret
asked Badl to send hisrobot to her for new ingtructions, then sent off the robot to find Seiddl.

They waited on the edge of the frostflower garden in the cool concealment of the trees, watching the
evening. A purr in the distance grew closer, then echoed in anearby street before the hurtling ground car
turned the corner. Seidel stopped with asqued of rubber and leaned an arm on the steering wheedl. He
took along moment to inspect Jaledl from top to bottom, then gave Medoret awide grin. “ They chased
you everywhere,” he commented.

“What'sthe officid academic opinion, George?’

“Likely you fdl into the sea”

“Inaway | did,” Medoret said impishly. “Thisis Jaled.” Thetwo men nodded cautioudy at each other.
“Where's Samta?’ Seidel asked. “He went with you, didn't he? | figured he did.”

“Heson the Black Ship.”

Seiddl scowled at that. “ As ahostage?”’



“No. He was wounded and couldn't travel, but the Ship says heisrecovering well. I'd like to see lan.
Could you bring him here, George?’

“He's being watched, something that's familiar to you, right? SoisDr. Ruth. It'd be hard to get them
away.” He shrugged and made aface.

“But not you?’
“Me?1'm no particular friend of yours, dien.” He grinned lazily.
She got to her feet and walked over to his ground car. “Whose orders that they be watched?’

“Layard, though the orders came directly from Ariadan. The Project isn't pleased, Medoret. Here they
had you al wrapped up, docile and obedient, and you run off, messing up the plan. Tsk.”

“Suits.” Sheglanced back at Jaled. “I won't risk two captive diens—much lessaship of them.” She
thought amoment, considering her options. Layard had dways been fair, agifted academic politician but
not as obsessed in it as some of the others. And he had the authority to make certain orders she needed
that 1an and Dr. Ruth didn't. After al her years among Ariadan's academics, she could divine afew rules
that probably applied. “Can you bring Layard here, George?’

“The Ship isagreeing to Contact?’ Saiddl asked eagerly.

“Not yet. Sorry.” Seide'sface fell in disappointment, and she curled her fingers over his hand, atouch
that surprised him. “Let's say it depends on abunch of things. Can you do it?” Seide looked down at her
hand, then smiled and gunned hisengine.

“You got it, kiddo. Back in half an hour.” She stepped back and Seiddl roared away down the Street, his
hair snapping in thewind he o easily crested. Maybe Varen dreams had an icon for Seidel, someone
they would easily recognize. He deserved an icon. She amiled.

“Another friend of yours?” Jaled asked, sounding disapproving. It isamazing, she thought as she turned
back to Jaled, how he could make an opinion out of anything so brief. She glared at him reprovingly.

“A friend of many. ThisLayard isthe chief of Tikal Project, the leader of the scientists. Hell have
authority to impose the ruleswe want.”

“But you said you don't know what the rules are.”
“Sowell improvise. Are you changing your mind?’

“No. Just standing my ground.” He got to hisfeet and walked over to her, then stood close, inhding
deeply of her scents. “Hmmm. Nice.” Heturned to look &t the frostflowers as they shimmered under the
trees. “They are beautiful,” he said with an admiring wonder. Jaed seemed determined to stay within the
boundaries of the day, she could see that.

“And deadly when you disturb them.”

“True. What type of mind would chooseto kill with beauty?’

“That which defends dl that isloved, | think. 1'd like to meet aVision Serpent in the waking world.”
“If theMedasoi survived.”

“If. We should go see”



“Yes. We should go see.” Heturned and smiled at her. “ Stop frowning at me, Medoret. What rules did
you havein mind?’

Hours later, Medoret waited on the beach before Tikal's seawadl with Hillary, watching the waveslift and
fal in the city's broad harbor. 1an and Dr. Ruth stood afew paces off, trying to carry on a conversation
with Jaledl; Medoret Sighed to herself as she heard Jaledl not cooperating, apparently proof evento Dr.
Ruth's charms. One step at atime, she thought, though till she sighed. Who is the Jaguar? she wondered,
watching him. Perhaps we define ourselves,

Three hundred yards behind them along the seawall, the Project had arrayed every cameraand detector
it had, each tended by acrew and hangers-on. Everyone on the Tika Project, excepting only afew
compulsive typeswho would not leave their experiments, had turned out to watch—Dbut at asuitable
distance. Layard had conceded that distance, as Bagl had conceded some smaller things—and so they
turned out to watch. She saw Dr. Sieyes sanding alone at the edge of agroup by thewall, his expresson
sour, and repressed the impulse to wave at him.

She looked around at 1an and Dr. Ruth and Hillary with aquiet joy: she had chosen the rules here,
choosing the humans who would meet the Varen. Jaled had persuaded Badl of their plan, and once her
uncle accepted the first step, she and Jaled had yielded to the details Badl insisted. 1t would never be
easy for the Varen to meet humans full-faced; in her choice of the Contact team, she could ease that
meeting as much as possible. And, if al went well, there might be more later—if al went well. She saw
the gpprehension in Hillary's face and linked an arm companionably with hers, then smiled at her
sober-faced friend.

“So what do you think of looking for people who know everything about plants, Hill 7’

“A preoccupation | could like, I think.” Hillary smiled at her, apained smile. “Thisis scary, Medoret, |
don't mind telling you. What if | screw it up, bouncing around like | do?1 just can't believe you chose me
for this”

“What's not to believe?’

“Medoret...” Hillary waved her hand helplesdy.

“I amtheVison Serpent,” Medoret said complacently. “ Serpents know thingslike that.”
“Oh, sure,” Hillary retorted, though the smile came more easily. “And I'm Lady Besdtie”

Far out in the bay, the Black Ship surfaced, shedding cascades of water off its deek metal. It hovered
above the water for along moment, then moved forward gracefully on baffled jetsto the shallows. She
heard the murmur of excitement from the humans by the seawadl, the click of cameras and the whirr of
machines. Now it begins, she thought, her heart lifting. Now it begins.

“Asamatter of fact, Hill, you're more right than you know.” She chuckled as Hillary tossed her head
impatiently.

Asthey waited, watching the Ship move steedily toward the shore, Medoret heard quite ditinctly,
chiming faint and distant on the air above the city, the voices of the frostflowers. Dream of us, child ...
they sang, asthey had sung to her years ago.

| do, she thought. For dreaming's sake.
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