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Chapter 1

IN THE DEPTHS of the asteroid Quevi Ltir, dl valued the shadows of tier and fdlway. Jahnd Alain
paused in the First Turning and looked behind her a the Faon emerging from the fallway leading
downward to the City. Her companions seemed strangein gray vacuum suitsinstead of their usua black
caped aals and pale bodysuits that mimicked the appearance of the dlien Avelle who owned Quevi Ltir.
In the light gravity of the asteroid, the human descendants of the French colony-ship Phalene moved with
an Avdlegracein the agteroid'slow gravity, with an Avelleliking for shadows. Ingtinctively, her
companions moved to the deegp shadows dong the walls, flowing past her in adouble stream on either
gde, rising toward the surface to battle at Avelle bidding. She floated in midcorridor, waiting for Sair
Rostand, her senior husband and kin-leader today in their kin-group, the Louve. She did not like the
choosing on thisday, for dl its necessty. Shedid not likeit a al.

She puzzled over her uneasiness. It was not the imminent danger of attacking the miin'sintruder ship now
hiding in acrater near the surface ruins—the Faon were brave enough and had fought in the City'stier
warswhen Lgja, the Principa of Songs, bid them. Nor could she deny the necessity: ascleverly as
Koyil, the Principa of Laws, had managed his machines, the surface defenses had not driven away the
miin from Quevi Ltir. Thisnext attack required guile and flexibility, the workings of atruly living mind, not
mechanica inflexibility. Nor could she deny the choosing of the Faon: her people owed agreat debt to
the Avelle and were better suited physicaly to attack and feint on the asteroid surface. Y et till she
distrusted.

She grimaced at her reflections, uneasy about uneasy truths she had rarely questioned, a complexity
typicaly Avdleinitsconvolutions. | value the safety of shadows, she thought, but shadows can dso
conceal dangers. What is Koyil's purpose in sending us? The Principa of Laws had opposed the rescue
of Phalene eighty years before, had remained adamant in that opposition. Aswell as she knew the
Avelle, she could not solve the puzzle today of the Principa's machinations—or, rather, suspected the
obvious. Could it be as smple as sending Faon to a daughter? She thought about that, frowning.



The Avdle of Quevi Ltir had more reason than most to guard their hidden City. The Songs of the City's
wallstold of an aging world long sinceleft behind, that first Home-Space of the first Brooding now faded
even inlong Avele memory, where other shadows like these had birthed aproud and virile race with a
strength that had carried them to the stars. There for millenniathe Avelle had warred with each other in
great Predator ships, an endless strike and counterstrike of craft and guile and naked force that expanded
the racia Home-Space from star to star in Carina star-cluster, aterritory held by al but disputed at every
point. Among the Predators, the great starship Quevi'ali had won preeminent placein the wars for
centuries—but even the great could suffer chance misfortune, odd disaster, atumbling from the heights.
Mortally wounded, Quevi‘ali had fled itsfour pursuersto the very edge of Carinacluster, losing them at
last among a scattered spray of suns.

In Rhesaa gar-system, a binding of twelve stars dominated by agreat blue-white ar, Quevi‘ali'sfour
kin-alliances, caled irutain Avelle speech, sought arefuge to repair their ship and to rebuild their
breeding numbers, not only for Quevi‘ali but for a daughter-ship; doubling their strength for the return to
the Predator wars. On alarge asteroid circling alesser companion of the blue-white star, Quevi'ali had
concealed itsdlf beneath naked rock and begun a great building of a subterranean City. For decades, then
centuries, the Avelle brooding grew steadily, the origina four irutafracturing into adozen new bondings,
each building its own greet tier of two hundred levels, expanding outward and downward into the rocky
depths, tempering their strength in tier warsfor territory and influence. Y et the Avelle of Quevi Ltir did
not rebuild their ship nor begin their daughter ship; instead, they lingered in their City past dl accounting,
until even the Avelle servant classes, conditioned by gene and rank never to question their superiors,
wondered why the Song of Returning seemed forgotten.

For five centuries Quevi'ali had lain in its subterranean cavern, adark hulk rarely visited. The Star
Leader, hereditary captain of Quevi‘ali and the Principal vested with the charge of its rebuilding, found
other reason in the City for other affairs, without explanation. Among the six Principas who ruled Quevi
Ltir, the Principals of Law and Song rose to new influence, supplanting the primacy of the Star Leader,
and contested with each other, deftly building shifting alliances with Mind and Battle and Science, never
trusting the other, growing crafty and wise asthey subordinated lesser kin-aliancesto their purposes. The
tier wars grew dangerous and more frequent as the Principal s contested, threatening extinguishment of
wholetiers and the ending of brood-lines, but till the Avelle did not rebuild their ships.

Then, in the fifth generation of the new Brooding, astranger human ship named Phalene had entered
Rhesaa system, itsfragile ship-world dying from radiation and meteor impact. For reasonsonly Lejja
knew, the Principal of Songs had ordered the Avelle upward and had rescued Phalene'shuman
aurvivors, taking the humansinto her own tier and giving them two levelsfor their own, and defying the
other Principasto challenge her choosing. The resulting tier war was ferocious but short-lived, and
terrifying to the shocked humans under Leja's protection; when Legjjaprevailed by narrow victory, the
thirty survivorsof Phalene swore kin-bonding to Lejjaand, at her bidding, adopted Avelle waysto keep
their place among the kin-alliances of Quevi Ltir, forgetting the human that differed, becoming the Avelle
that preserved life and brood, naming themsalves the iruta Faon.

Only inthe namesthey took for their kin-groups within their iruta, memories of Earth in rock and water,
star and wolf and owl, did the first Faon keep ahuman heritage. Asanew generation was born to the
Faon and as L gjas kindred grew accustomed to the humansin their midst, Lejja permitted certain
liberties based on practicdity. At her direction, Kiiri, the Science Leader, devised heavier gravity fields
for the Faon level s to ease Faon bone damage from the asteroid's low gravity; adjustments were madein
atmosphere and humidity and lighting to give the Faon aHome-Space more similar to their native world.
When limited parts of Avelle speech proved physicaly impossible for human articulation, Lejjapermitted
the Faon to resume their own language and encouraged her Avelleto learn francais. Asthethird Faon
generation was born, Lejja openly promised the Faon their own Song among the Avelle, and



championed them against the continued malice of Koyil, and protected them and gave the Faon her own
grength.

A fourth Faon generation had now begun, with new children in the Faon levels. Jahnel thought of her own
daughter, Luelle, now three, and her infant son, Didier, and worried for them. Lejawasvisbly aging and
her strength had begun to wane: was this bidding today the first failing of her protection? How totell ina
society where even the Avele could confuse themsel ves with their own subtleties?

Her father, Faon Leader Benoit Alain, had agreed to this, had agreed quickly. She distrusted that quick
agreement, doubting her father'sjudgment. They had contested, she and Benoit, al her life, but never on
essentias. Shetightened her hands on her dis-rifle and shook her head dightly, asif to shake avay the
doubts. When you are old and white-haired and maybe Faon Leader in your own right, she chided
hersdlf, then nose-wrinkle and sniff and flip your wing-flaps. anestling does not question hiselder. But il
she fdt uneasy. She watched more Faon emerge from the falway, wishing for Sair.

Jahnel nodded to friends of the Hiboux and Etoile asthey passed, touched hands briefly with Eduard and
Melinde, her co-hushand and Sister-wife, then watched them follow the others around the Turning to the
gathering-room beyond. Her vayaim, her marriage-group, risked four of its Sx adultstoday, an unlucky
chance of thelot; only teenaged Evan and pregnant Solveyaremained below in safety with the children.
The Avdle practice of multiple marriage gave strength to the Faon in adangerous City, though some
Avdleof Lgjastier fill complained, even after eighty years, that al Faon adults entered vaydim as
breeding adults, an oddness the Avele found unnatura. Three-quarters of adult Avelleremained in
servant class, nonbreeders ruled by vayaim kindred who repressed their inferiors sexuality with chemical
inhibition and conditioning, methods not readily available to the human Faon—nor wanted, though the
Faon did not voice that too proudly. But it was adifference easily concealed within the privacy of the
Faon's home-levels, atolerance Legja could permit the Faon and had permitted. Jahnel had grown up
with severd parents and the company of adozen siblings; it wasacomfort to her that Luelle and Didier
would not be wholly orphaned if she and Sair, and Eduard and Melinde, died today.

She quickly shied from the thought, not liking to think of her beloveds' deaths, not liking to think of her
children deprived of anyone. Uncomfortable beneath the dim centrd light of the corridor celling, she
moved upward to the shadow of the far corner of wall and ceiling, hovering there on the gentle push of
her belt jet. She stretched gracefully to ahorizontal position and cradled her dis-rifle across her arms,
face downward, watching for Sair.

How to tell? shewondered. | am Avelein mind and purpose, but even Avelle sometimes are confused
by their own inverts. Certainly | confuse mysdlf at times, dl by mysdlf. | am confused today. Sair would
tease meif he knew; perhaps | will tell him so that he might enjoy the teasing. She smiled. You arelate,
my beloved:; | will tease you about that if you delay much longer.

What was Koyil's purpose—and why had Legjjaagreed? Though generdly truthful when flatly

confronted, the Avelle Principals knew the value of partid truth and often warred with deceit and multiple
purposes. Even Kiiri, the Science Leader who knew the Faon better than most, had his secrets and
would not answer some questions put to him. Kiiri had sought out Jahnel since her childhood, attracted
by something in her he would not say, or perhaps merdly kin-bonding with Benoit'slikely her for its
possible future advantage to himsdlf. Kiiri never did anything without areason and his reasons were
aways Avele, turned on themsdves, pointing in a half-dozen directions, maybe tangible or intangible,
maybe deliberate or impulsive, sometimes bordering on no reason at dl. In her private thoughts, Jahnel
believed that not even Kiiri dways knew which waswhat. Would Kiiri know what Koyil intended? And
how could she provoke him into telling her what he knew? She considered ways to provoke Kiiri, smiling
dightly.



Thelast of the Faon passed her, moving toward the Downlift and its access to the asteroid surface.
Jahnel bit her lip, vagudly irritated at Sair and hislateness, then saw her husband rise into view, Rodolphe
Tardieu of the Etoile beside him. Rodolphe had the overdl leadership of the battle today with Sair ashis
second, supported by kin-leaders of the other three kin-groups. An older man with proven ability,

Rodol phe had a camness she trusted; she felt some of her tenson relax. Sair saw her and waved, then
murmured some words to Rodol phe. The older Faon moved past Jahnel, nodding to her politely, then
vanished around the turn.

“You didn't haveto wait,” Sair said, Jahnd smiled and moved to kiss him, but Sair quickly shied away,
“Niintuafollows” hewarned her.

Jahnel promptly increased the distance between them to several meters and turned to face the fallway
exit. The Avdledid not understand the Faon's habit of easy embracing, and themselves touched closdy
only in combat and mating. Blundering into an Avelle's body-fidld invited instant punishment, including
death if the rank difference was great. Faon children, like Avelle children, learned early about the dangers
of dash-attack; only later, when they understood the subtle rankings among the Avelle adults and had
gained the physicd agility to extract themsalves from bad mistakes, could they begin the play of
deliberate insult that Avelle rank-peers sometimes enjoyed in such invasions. But Niintua as Principa and
Battle Leader was beyond such friendly insult; even the other Principalstook care to not tempt his
ferocity.

Niintuarose gracefully into view, hisblack wing-flaps spread dightly as he ascended on the fdlway's
updraft, An Avedl€essize belied hisgracein low gravity: over three meterslong from asguarish
pallid-skinned head to the double flange tipping asegmented tail, Avellerode the air currents of the
fdlways by sculling with their large and intricately muscled wing-flaps, deft in their maneuvers, capable of
flashing speed. In the beginning, both races had had difficulty accepting the physica appearance of the
other, the Faon darmed by Avelle sze and threat-digplays, the Avelle struggling with attack instincts il
partidly linked to visud clues. Both had tried to adapt to the other. With two clawed hands, asmall
flexible lipped mouth, vestigia ears, and wideset dark eyes set centrdly in the face for bifocal vison, the
Avelevaguely shared afew human physical arrangements; the Faon had adopted dress and certain
posturesin flight to mimic the Avelle. Later, in thetier wars, the Faon had devised infrared gogglesto
lessen their visud disadvantage in Avelle lighting, and had fought with studded poisoned glovesto maich
the poison of Avelletaons and tail-tip; both racestook Kiiri's battle drugs to increase agility, reaction
time, and resistance to pain. The common defense of tier and Home-Space had kin-bound the Faon and
LejasAveleinwaysthe more deliberate change had not—but still the Faon would dwaysbe dienin
waysirreducible, even to the Avelle of their own tier. How much more so to an Avelle of another tier and
kin-aliance, who had chosen to bind himsdlf to Koyil and shared that Principd'sloathing of everything
Faon?

Niintuas deep-sat eyes flashed as he saw them, hisreflective retinas gleaming redly in the dimness of the
corridor lights. The Battle Leader hesitated in obvious distaste, his smal mouth drawn downward and
pinched, then glided forward, sculling with the flexible edges of his dark wing-flaps, two servant-guards
following him at arespectful distance. He flicked his segmented tail, flashed an edge of hiswing-flap, and
hovered motionlessin front of the two Faon, glaring at them. Jahnel and Sair returned the look
impassively, waiting on the Battle Leader'sintentions. After afew moments, Niintua drifted forward
toward them, wing-flaps dightly spread, pressuring them. Jahnel promptly edged forward hersdlf, pushing
back at him, for dl it was unwise. Shelifted her chin defiantly.

“Lejahas asked and we are here, Battle Leader,” she said. “ Give your orders.”

Niintuaflicked histail irritably, hisaverson to the Faon visiblein the tenseness of hisbody, his obvious



temptation to dash-attack. Behind him, his servants hesitated, watching their master for direction, their
tail-tips twitching nervoudy. For five decades, Niintuahad held hisrank as Battle Leader with unbridied
ferocity, acrudty unusuad even among Avelle, and had long alied himsdlf with the Principa of Laws,
becoming Koyil's cresture with little independent will. Jahne idly wondered if Niintuaenjoyed his
subjection, relying on the Principa of Lawsto control the violencein which Niintuareveled—and
wondered if Koyil found hisaly an uncomfortable burden. When snaring a great-claws, Jahnel reminded
hersdlf, thinking of the food anima common to both Avelle and Faon food tanks, wear gloves and extra

eyes.

Niintua gestured with aclawed hand. “ The Faon sent too few,” he said harshly in Avelle speech, omitting
any courteous greeting.

“Ah, you counted,” Sair retorted. Jahnd threw him aquieting glance. Sair detested Niintua, believing him
careless of Faon livesin thetier wars—or, like his master, bent upon Faon degaths.

“That has been discussed,” she said camly, “by &l the Principasand al Faon. The Faon will risk not
more than one-third of our breeding adultsin this new attack on the miin lander, but that forty we will
risk.” Sheraised her dis-rifle before her chest, sduting Niintuawithout mockery. “Command us, Béttle
Leader.”

Niintuaflicked histail and pointed a clawed hand at her. “Y ou will inform uswhat the miin do. Have you
swalowed the suva?’ he asked, referring to Kiiri's new battle drug.

She scowled at him. “Not yet. When we leave for the surface, | will takeit, aswill the otherswho take
suva today. Kiiri hastested it only twice and found it has a distance limitation—and it wears off quickly,
Battle Leader. Would you waste Kiiri's new ps-drug on stirring speechesin the Downlift?’

The Avdle choseto ignore her sarcasm. “ Still, you will inform us of what they do.” He moved forward
with purpose, and Jahnd and Sair quickly moved to the sides of the wide corridor, granting him the
passage he merited by hisrank. As Niintuas servants followed, the Faon drifted inward again, decreasing
the distance between them until they edged on the diens body-fields. The Avelle nearest Jahnel hissed at
her and flared hiswing-flapsin angry display.

“I am abreeding femae,” shetold him sharply. “Mind your courtesy.”

The servant-guard hesitated, then spat aword at her. She bared her teeth, confusing the Avele badly,
who lacked such gesture.

“Hardly,” she mocked. “But you leave your master unguarded. Do you so easily forget your duty?’

The servant flipped hiswing-flapsindignantly and soared onward, then flashed around the Turning after
Niintua
“Hmmm,” she said, wondering if shewould regret her provoking later. “ Niintua's servants grow bold.”

Sair took her elbow and drew her onward. “Niintua's kin-brood has dways been bold, with few
courtesesto us. It means nothing.”

“Y ou don't bdievethat, either,” she commented.

Sair shrugged. Dark-haired and dark-eyed, one year older than herself, Sair had alean strength she till
found irresistible even after four years of marriage. Though shetried not to show partiality for courtesy to
her other husbands fedlings, Jahnel could not deny the effects of Sair's glance, hissmile, theway he
moved. She wished suddenly that she and Sair were donein safety, for talk and unhurried lovemaking



through theidling hours, not abroad on this desperate idiocy—a stupid thought, perhaps, but athought
she kept. Thinking of Sair's caresses dways had value, shetold hersdlf; whatever the context.

He amiled a her, hisdark eyesintent. “We ared| dert, bdoved.” He moved off, heading for the Turning,
and shefollowed him, struggling again with her unessiness.

They turned the corner and joined the gathering in the large room beyond, the last chamber before the
vertical Downlift leading to the surface. Jahne took her place with Sair among the six Louve along one
wall, and saw the other kin-groups gather in their own places: Ruisseau and Hiboux, Roche and Etoile,
eight each. In room center, Niintuaturned dowly to look over the Faon in the gathered semicircle.

“You are Faon,” he declared in badly accented francais—perhaps courtesy, probably insult to Faon
comprehension of Avelle speech. Few of the Avelle outside Lgjastier had bothered to learn francais,
rardly used it even if they knew it. Niintua paused, flaring hiswing-flapsin emphasis. “ You areaniruta
within the City. Y ou owe the Avdle a debt for the rescue made of your ancestors. Y ou owe kin-loyalty
to thetier in which you reside. Y ou owe adebt to me, Principal and Béttle Leader.”

“Thisisknown,” Rodolphe said calmly from his place among the Etoile.

“Good. Do not forget it.” Niintua gestured more camly. “ The miin have landed another craft in acrater
beyond the surface rains. They erect machinesto counter my machines—"

“Our machines,” Sair murmured, earning himsdlf avicious glance.

“You will destroy their machines and their ship. Y ou will destroy the miin associated with the machines
and ship. You will exterminate al the intruders as the Principals command.”

“Asthey ask,” Rodolphe amended, “and the Faon, askin-dliance, offer.” He smiled grimly. “Niintua, we
arenot servant Avele at your beck and call. We are akin-dliance with full rights within the City,
however Law protests it—but Song protects us and today we will do thisthing for her sake.”

“Legjaissenile)” Niintua spat.

“Not yet. And sheis Principa of Songs, superior to Law in influence and power. We go againgt, the miin
for her, not for you.”

Niintuasweled in rage but managed to control himsdlf with an effort, violence flashing in hiseyes. Severd
of the Faon nearest him edged prudently away.

“Youwill go,” Niintua declared.

“Wewill go,” Rodolphe agreed. He raised his chin and glanced from group to group. “Faon, wetravel
by kin-group through the routes discussed this morning. The a phatalents, those on suva, will coordinate
our advance, and Jahnel of the Louve will provide what data she can about the miin. We attack
smultaneoudy from shadow, first what miin we see, then their machinesin general. Isthat agreed, Battle
Leader?’

Niintuaflicked awing-flap. “Agreed.”

“Suit up.” The Faon put on their heimets and checked their vacuum suits. Jahnd quickly swallowed the
tablet of suva, Kiiri's strange new drug that brought an inditinct knowledge of other minds, and saw the
other aphatalents make the same quick gesture. The other battle drugs, human-adapted substances from
thetier warsthat brought strength and stealth and speed, had been taken at breakfast by al. She turned
to her husband Eduard, the Louve's other dphataent that day.



“Remember, my love, what Kiiri said about the suval Sde-effects.”

“I remember.” He pointed afinger a her in mock sternness, drawing his eyebrowstogether. “You
remember, too, Jahnel, thisonce. Y ou forget dangers, atrait | wish Luelle hadn't inherited.”

“What? Would you have her soberly sedate like you, Eduard?’

“I merely make my mischief in other ways, wife,” Eduard replied with dignity. Short and stocky, blond
like hersdlf, and three years younger than her twenty-three, Eduard had a cheerfulness on al things that
Jahnd sometimes envied; it was Eduard's strength to be so and perhaps a better kind of willfulness than
her own. The combination in their daughter made safeguarding Luelle abusy task.

She heard Sair chuckle, and saw Mdlinde toss her head irritably, humorless as dways. Jahnd's youngest
sster had asour side her siblings had endured since Mdinde'sinfancy, and thetrait had not improved
with marriage. Jahnel spread her hands, looking at dl the Louve. “ Good faring, my own. Be careful: we
would grieveto lose any of you. Be brave and ruthless, quick m your movements, daring in your speed.”
She gestured the Avedle blessing, then fastened her helmet, breathing in the cool drynessfrom the suit'sair
tank.

As she fastened down the last connection, shefelt thefirst ripple of suval through her body, oddly
different from Kiiri's other drugs, and clamped her jaws againgt her dread of it. Thetrias of the new
battle drug had not been pleasant and had been based only on partia dosage; even Eduard and Jean-Luc
of the Etoile, who tolerated battle drugs well, had reported physical problemswith this new chemical.
Kiiri had long experimented on Faon with the Avelles battle drugs, coldly fascinated by the new
combinations that resulted as the Avelle enzymesinteracted with human biochemistry. For someyears
severd Faon adultswho fought frequently in the tier wars had reported strange menta sensationswhile
under battle drugs, ablurring of mind that disoriented and had caused two degths through the distraction.
Intrigued, Kiiri had investigated, located those most sensitive to the effect, then had defined histests and
sought others less poisoned among the younger Faon.

Only recently had Kiiri isolated the human enzyme he named suvd, achemica byproduct of the human
pituitary gland stressed by three of the minor battle-drugs. Faon bodies had built up resdues from other
battle-drugs, and these, too, played somerolein the suva chemistry. Among those particularly sengitive
to the pure drug, suva could create atelepathic link to certain other Faon, sometimes dong kinship lines,
sometimes not, and not away's predictably—»but often enough to be useful.

Of dl those tested, only Jahnel had sensed miin thoughtsinstead of Faon, afact that disturbed Jahnel
more than Kiiri suspected. She heard much less than the a pha talents who heard other Faon; she had to
struggle moreto listen and suffered worse afterward. To bind mentaly to Faon was easer; to bind to
miin hurt in ways Jahnel could not describe. Kiiri had professed himsdf unsurprised that Jahnel heard miin
but wouldn't say why, however she provoked him. When do the games stop, Kiiri? she thought irritably,
provoked hersdlf by the memory. When dl Songs end?

Shewaited as Sair checked their equipment by eye, carefully and one by one, then followed him with the
otherstoward the Downlift.

One by one, the Faon cycled through the atmosphere lock to the airlessfalway beyond. Above them
stretched adark emptiness it with dim watchtae lights at each level; beneath them the darkness
narrowed to asingle dark point in the depths. The Downlift, the only surface entrance to the City, was
two kilometers deep and paraleled the now-abandoned First Tier. Asthe Faon soared upward, the
meta walls gleamed in the dim light of the watchtalesflickering past, faintly marked with power leads,
paneled squares, the worn covers of antique control panels. At intervas, the boxy shapes of defender



robots stirred warningly, then stilled into immobility as the Faon's suit belts sent arecognition sgnd to
their silent dectronic chdlenge. Melinde turned her head nervoudy as arobot cannon tracked them
overlong asthey passed it; then it, too, abandoned the scan and returned to ready position, looking
upward. A cross-tunnel loomed itsinky blackness, concealing other defenders and traps.

Asthey passed through the lower reaches of the Downlift, the words of the Avelle Songs gleamed on the
smooth walls, fitted between the later-added defenses, inscribed in their loops and graceful whorlsinto
the metd, proclaiming the upper limits of the Home-Space, the place to be defended. The City the Avelle
had built in the depths gave them warmth and air, deep shadow for safety, and life-warm spaceto rear
their young and sing the Songs of life and star-home; gladly they had left behind the dangers of vacuum
and garlight on Quevi's bleak surface—and of other Predator shipsthat might rove too closeto the star
cluster's edge and discover Quevi‘ali's hiding space. How long since aliving being had passed upward
through this dark and silent space? Until the Avelle roseto Phalene, perhaps centuries, and likely not
snce

Jahnel saw signs of disrepair in some of the defender-modul es they passed: robot-canisters that did not
respond to their approach, aflickering arc-current of a short-circuit in a sensor-panel, scorch-marks
from system failures decades old. In al the centuries since Quevi‘ali had taken refuge in Quevi Ltir, no
Avélle Predator ship had entered Rhesaa system; it appeared not even Phalene's more recent intrusion
had reversed Avelle carel essness about the surface defenses. Pakal, the current Star Leader, was not the
only Principa who had grown indifferent to traditiona duties. Jahnel touched Sair's arm and pointed at
another scorched panel.

“I seeit,” he muttered. “If the other Principals knew how badly Koyil maintained these “ defenses...”

“No Avele comesinto the Downlift; not even we camethisfar in exploring the Firgt Tier. If the Downlift
isso poorly kept, what of the surface machines? How many mobile robots are till functiond? Did an
attack on the lander even occur, Sair?’

“Almogt certainly. Lgjawouldn't let usgo into this danger without demanding some kind of proof—and
Kiiri would see that Koyil's proof was proof, not fakery.”

“Youthink,” Jahnel said sourly.

Sair turned his head to look at her curioudy, hisdark eyes glinting through hisfaceplate. “Areyou
doubting everything, beloved? Even Kiiri?’ She saw the gleam of histeeth.

“I hatesuva,” she muitered. “I hate the touch of miin. I'm fedling it now—excuse my grumbles, love”
Melinde moved closer. “I'd like other grumbles excused sometimes, too, Jahnel.”

“Not now, Mdinde,” Jahnel said tiredly. Of late, her siter-wife had grown peevish, increasingly
infatuated with Sair in abride's sngle-minded sexudity and jealous of Jahnel's seniority. Somehow the
sevenyears differencein their ages seemed a gulf, temperament and grievances and unintended tiffsa
gulf, Jahnd's motherhood and Melinde's lack of it agulf, though Mdinde was till in her bride-year and
there was no shame yet in that. Adolescents, even married adolescents, can be trying, Jahnel
thought—especialy when they're married to you. “Not now,” she repested.

Melinde moved off, affronted. Jahnel sighed, I'm too young to be a senior wife, she thought. | don't have
thewisdom. Maybe Kiiri hasawisdom pill, shetold hersdf. Iswisdom chemica?

“I try to give her enough attention,” Sair murmured in frustration, watching Melinde soar upward.



“Shell grow out of it,” Jahnel said, though not bdieving it. “ She wanted so much to conceive your first
child, Sair, you know how badly. Solveyas pregnancy was a great disappointment, and now Evanis
jedlous of you, too, wishing Mdinde felt about him as she feds about you. If she did, we might have more
balance.” She frowned, worrying about a problem that had festered for weeks since Solveya's genetics
test, nothing truly seriousin the marriage—Meélinde had aways been pass onate about her wants—but
dill ... troublesome. * Phalene's custom was two-person marriage, not six or eight. Maybe we should go
back to two-people vayadim and forget Avele sensihilities”

“What anideal” he exclamed. “Besides, if wedid that, how could | bed three different women, al of it
properly? I'd hate to give that up. And how would | choose whom to keep?” She swiped ahand a him,
making him dodge. He laughed at her.

Heads turned toward them, and Jahnel saw afew disapproving glances, more others amused. She had
forgotten, sheredized ruefully, that the helmet radios broadcast even quiet conversation. The entire battle
group had heard; even Melinde had heard. If we lose the battle today, Jahnd thought defiantly, then I'll
begrim.

“Vaydim tiffson the edge of battle?’ anasd voice drawled. “ Aren't we rdaxed, Louve? Amazing.”

“Brood bond isdl-important, Roche,” Sair answered placidly, reciting an Avelle maxim everyone had
learned ininfancy. “ Alwaystopicd.”

“Louve are dwaysrelaxed,” Eduard added. “ Comeswith the bloodline.”

“And none of your business,” Mdinde said, ending it. She swooped back downward to Jahndl and
linked arms shyly. “I'm aproblem,” she murmured.

“A most beloved problem, yes.”

“I'm sorry, Jahnd. I'll try to do better.”

Jahnel squeezed Mdindesarm againg her ribs, smiling at her.

“I'm sorr-eee, Jahnel,” the nasal voice mocked over theradio circuit. “ Great claws!”

“Y ou want your air line yanked out, Philippe?’ Eduard asked heatedly. “Just keep it up and I'll oblige.”
“That's enough,” came Rodolphe's cdm voice. “Battle Master says shut up, everybody.”

Jahnd heard aripple of laughter over theradio circuit, then only the sound of soft breathing, multiplied
many times. Asthe uppermost Faon neared the top of the shaft, avoice ordered the invert. Thefirst rank
flipped neatly and turned into the wide doorway to the left, followed seconds later by the next ascending
group. The Louve camelast and joined the other defendersin the top of the Downlift. Jahnel looked
around curioudy at the pale metal walls and faded inscribed panels, at the side room with the shadow of
machines through a doorway, and at the shimmering energy curtain over the Porta. Dimly through the
curtain, she could see the blue-black glare of Quevi's sky, arock-strewn street between high walls, and
the huddled shadows of ruined buildings beyond. Never beforein her life had she seen Quevi's ky; she
gawked at the strangeness. Rodolphe moved into the side room, then gestured to Sair to join him. A few
moments later, the energy curtain vanished.

Rodolphe reemerged and raised his hand for attention. “By battle groups. Y ou've seen the map; you
know the gpproaches. Y ves, you remain here on guard; keep two of the Hiboux with you. All otherswill
keep radio silence until the attack.” He glanced around at the faces, his expression sober. “Our lives may
depend on that silence, Faon. The miin have clever machines of unknown capacity—our strengthistotal



surprise”

“Won't they expect anew attack?’ asked a Faon of the Ruisseau, ayounger man who swallowed
nervoudy.

“They've had time to grow used to the surface robots, perhaps to think themselves safe. Niintua gave us
the data from the surface machines, the same proof he offered Lejja” He shrugged. “Be prepared for
anything. Be swift and deadly.” Heads nodded. “For the Home-Space we defend.”

“For the Home-Space we defend,” a dozen voices echoed. Gracefully, the first group moved through the
Portd, darting into shadow aong the walls, heading outward. Rodol phe gestured to Jahnel.

“Remain with me and the Emile, Jahnd, if you will. I'll need what you hear of the miin. Do you sense
anythingyet?’

Jahnd watched Sair and Eduard leave with the rest of the Louve. The Etoilelingered, waiting for
Rodolphe. “Only vaguely. | don't think I'm within range.”

Rodol phe grunted noncommittaly, then sgnaled Etoile€'s advance. They passed through the Portd,
following the other kin-groupsinto the shadows.

Above them, the star Rhesaa spread glowing tendrils of luminescent blue-white gas across hdf the
horizon, dimming the array of its severd red and golden companions, muting shadows, touching al witha
faint bluish light that bore adeadly radiation only partly deflected by their vacuum suits. Jahnel stared for
severd moments at the wideness of the sky and the blazing magnificence of Rhessa-system's suns, then
hurried after the others. The surface ruins straggled across a square kilometer around the Downlift, some
walls broken into random patterns to better conceal the sentient order of regular angles from prying eyes
out-system. But the miin had found Quevi Lti—how? Against the glow of the sky, she glimpsed the
distant black shape of the orbiting miin ship, the temporary home-space of the miin in this remote star
system. What do they want? she wondered as she watched the speck move dowly acrossthe sky.

Why do they invade us? She sared a the shape, asif the looking could bring answers. How could one
gmall ship of stranger miin hopeto take dl of Quevi Ltir for itsown—and why eseisit here? To take
Home-Space from Quevi'ali's extensve Brooding, afierce stock that had held primary rank in the
Predator wars for amillennium? How could the miin think they could? It seemed not even miin could be
so stupid. It baffled her and worried her, the not-knowing.

Jahnel abruptly sensed the miin's strange shadows within her mind, growing steadily stronger asthe suva
penetrated more deeply into her brain—alien presences that thought and moved, planned and
determined. She wished Kiiri's psi-drug brought more than a knowledge of movement and vague intent,
wished she had certainty to protect the Faon in this battle. The miin did not think like Faon: she had
sensed that much in thetrials and knew it now for certain as thoughts not her own teased just benesth her
consciousness. She swallowed uneasily, didiking the dien touch.

She watched the speck move dowly acrossthe array of sars, lost it in the glare of the morning, then
glimpsed it once more as it swept downward and vanished behind the horizon. Why? she wondered.
Who are they? Her uneasinessreturned in full force, magnified by the suvd's pernicious influence on her
emotions. Shedid not likethis; shedid not likethisat dl.

Chapter 2
RODOLPHE SIGNALED THE ADVANCE. Jahnd followed the Etoile down the ruined street, hugging



the shadows of thewall. They moved quickly through the ruins, picking their way over broken stone,
dipping lightly from shadow to shadow, cautious of any miin observer that might have been waiting ahead
within the surface structures. Occasiondly they crossed the path of a surface robot on patrol,
single-mindedly following a deep track worn into the naked stone by centuries of ceasdessvigilance.
Near the edge of the ruins, Jahnel saw a dozen laser-blackened metal hulks, the miin had advanced this
far in pursuit of the machinesthat had destroyed their first lander. Perhgpsthey lingered still. Rodolphe
signaled more caution, leading his group into deep shadow on the very edge of the ruins. They waited
then, studying the terrain ahead. In other shadows, the other kin-groups aso studied that broken expanse
of stone and dust stretching to the tumbled rock of the crater lip. The starlight glared on whitish stone,
griking &t the eyes even through the protective faceplates. Jahnel squinted and felt her templesbegin to
pound with the glare of this place. Miin voices jibbered on the edges of her mind, taunting her with their
nonsense.

Rodol phe snapped off his radio and signed for Jahnd to do the same, then touched his helmet to hers.
“What do you hear, Jahnel?’

Jahnel closed her eyes obediently and listened, awkward in her fumbling toward those odd voices. She
turned in her crouch, trying to focusfirst on the edge of the ruins, seeking any miin that might stand guard.
She heard nothing to either sde, only ahead, astrong murmuring that beat upon her mind, odd thoughts
that occupied themselves with instrument boards, friendly contention asthey talked to each other, a
subtle dertness without fear. She heard the confidence of these miin with their machines, a bitter anger
about the first lander, the prick of strong grief in afew—and avague wish for revenge. And an odd lust
for Quevi Ltir—not aneed for territory, aneed she understood too well among the Avelle and her own
kindred, but something else. She puzzled about that, trying to amplify the unnatura sense given to her by
the suval, but the answer eluded her. What did the miin want? Even this close, she could not say.

Rodol phe touched her arm, recaling her attention. She bent to him and touched helmets. “| don't sense
any miin on guard in theruins, only ahead in the crater—but I'm not certain of that, Rodolphe. Using the
suvd islikefumbling in adark tunnd.”

“Do your best. So they have no guards out—odd.” In the City, absent guardsinvited immediate invasion
by an adjoining tier, amistake that rarely alowed repetition by the careless irutawho made it. Rodolphe
frowned, uneasy with that difference. “ Do they have devicesthat might hear our advance?”’

“Of what kind?’

“Hell if know. Am | amiin?’ Hesmiled dightly at hisown joke, hiseyes only inchesfrom her own. “Do
they?”

“I'll try.” She concentrated, trying to sort out the alien minds aheed, biting her lip in frustration asthey
merged and separated, like oil sheen on the surface of awater tank—single yet multiple, duding her. She
sghed. “I can't hear that. They are confident, angry about the earlier attack, busy with their affairs,
whatever those might be. | sense instruments, miin working together, an dertness—but they don't sense
us, not yet. | do know that.”

“All right.” Rodolphe turned to Etoile€'s dphatalent, Nathdie Jouvet, and gave her indructionsto passto
the other groups. Jahnel looked beyond him to Louve's position forty meters away, but could see nothing
in the blue-black shadows. All to the good: if she could not see her kindred, neither could the
miin—unless the miin had some strange machine that could penetrate shadow. She worried about that,
and stretched out again toward the miin, seeking the answer. In her concentration, she nearly missed
Rodol phe's chopping gesture, signaing the attack. She surged forward with the others, skimming over the
surface with the speed and grace only light gravity could lend, crossing the intervening plain withina



dozen breaths. The Etoile threw themselves down at the base of the crumbling talus beneath the crater
rim.

She heard the click of theradio circuit. “""So...” Rodolphe whispered.

Three dozen vacuum-suited bodies skimmed upward and found new positions behind the boulder ring
lining the rim. Jahnel did sidewaysto peer between two large rocks and steadied her dis-riflein the
crevice, aming it at the miin ship below, and waited for Rodol phe's next command. The intruder's lander
glinted under Rhesaa's glare, asquat shape of meta twenty meterslong, its splayed legs gripping the
rocky floor of the crater. A rung ladder extended downward from aclosed hatch. Aboveit, halfway up
the deek sdes of the ship, awide panel glowed in yelow shades, moving subtly asif miin were waking
back and forth behind it. She saw nothing moving outside the ship and waited with the others, memorizing
every part of thelander, her handstight on her rifle. A babble of voices drifted underneath her mind,
nonsense mostly, an occasiond sharp clear thought. All clear, chief, she heard suddenly, asif someone
hed spoken immediately beside her ear, then only the low murmuring.

Then amiin cameinto view from behind the ship, and her finger dmost squeezed the trigger in shocked
reflex. She heard severd audible gasps over the helmet circuit and knew that she, too, had made that
quick withdrawing of bresth. Two legs, two arms, human proportions, and, more subtly, a human way of
movement, a skilled adjustment to low gravity she had seen al her life among the Faon. Astounded, she
watched the space-suited figure reach up and pull on a projection above his head, testing something, then
walk lightly back around the ship, heading for the ladder. Human?

Sheturned to look at Rodolphe, but the older man was focused on that single figure. He bent over his
dis-rifle, aming carefully. “This should bring the othersout,” he said. “On dert, Feon.” Hisdis-rifleflared,
crumpling the miinin mid-stride. A puff of atmaosphere burst outward from the huddled shape, freezing
ingtantly into adowly expanding cloud of crystas. Within seconds, the hatch-door did open and another
miin appeared in thelock, holding something long and thinin hishands. A dis-bolt from Jahnel'sfar left
lashed out, throwing the second miin backward out of sight. The batch flashed shut an ingtant later.

“What the devil?” Rodolphe said in surprise.

“They aren't Avelle,” Jahnel reminded him, surprised that he expected an Avelle response, “No dash
ingtinct. It'sadifferent pattern.”

“Open generd fire,” Rodol phe commanded.
“They won't come out,” shetold him urgently. “We're too exposed, Rodol phe. Rodol phel”

Heignored her. “ Concentrate fire on thelander legs.” A turret on the lander swiveled toward their
position.

“Freincoming!” Jahnel cried out, as she sensed amind'sintention behind that machings movement. An
instant later, rock exploded around them, shattering into fragments. She clung to the ground, trying to
bury hersdlf in the smal crevice beneath her body, as acloud of dust drifted down on her. The lander's
wegpon spoke again, targeting to the left, then again and again, demolishing the edge of the crater with
mechanica precison. Jahnel did hastily backward down the talus, dragging her rifle with her, then looked
up to see Rodolphe's suit shredded, his body blown half apart. Another Etoile lay beside him, also dead,
and other bodieslay beyond along the crater lip, dive or dead, she couldn't tell.

“Sairl” she called, forcing down astab of fear that Sair lay among those too-<till bodies. “ Sair! Rodolphe
isdead!” She heard the panic in her own voice and struggled for self-control as the lander's machine
spoke again, showering her with dust. “ Sair!”



“Retreat, Faon,” Sair said, his urgent voice crackling over the radio band. “Back to the ruins. Now!"”

A new concussion rained down rock fragments dl around Jahnel and the surviving Etoile asthey
scrambled backward. Jahnel stumbled to one knee, then ran across the flat ground to the nearest building
and its shadows. She swerved instantly as another missile exploded directly ahead, skipping lightly out of
range of the rocketing stone. Another projectile exploded, blocking their way to the right.

“Etoilel” she caled, and ran to theleft, ducking another concussion of stone as she and the Etoile
escaped into a shadowed gap between two buildings. They darted from shadow to shadow down the
aleyway, trying to outrun the miin barrage. She heard a cry of pain as another bomb exploded only
meters behind them, then ahorrid gasping over theradio circuit as the Faon's vacuum suit collgpsed. She
responded instantly and bounced hard againgt ajutting stone, reversed negily in midair on the rebound,
then run back to the body writhing on the stone street. Another missile exploded far to the right, then
another to the left. As she threw herself down beside the injured Faon, two pain-startled eyes |ooked
dazedly at her through the fogged faceplate.

“Leave“me...”

“Shut up, Nathdie,” Jahnel said furioudly. She hurriedly dapped arepair sed onthelong gashin
Nathalie's suit leg, then moved her hands aside as Jean-L uc seded the rest of the gash from his own belt
kit.

“I can't “breathe...” Nathaie gasped, her face dusky with lack of oxygen. Her head lolled backward.

“Turn up your arflow, Nathaie.” When the woman did not respond, Jahnel shook her hard. “Nathalie!
Key your airflow!” Jahnel shook her again, rocking Nathalie's head ingde her helmet, then saw Nathaie
dazedly nudge the neck-ring control with her chin. “Good. On your feet, Faon. Help me with her,
Jean-Luc.”

Together they lifted Nathdie by her arms and half dragged her severd meters. Nathalie began to help
them, gaining strength with each stride, her breathing ragged with pain—but breathing. We forget how
precious breath can be, wein our City, Jahnel thought, and heard again the mutter of miin voices deep
benesth her mind. With aflush of anger, she hated those voices, that taint within her and within her world,
and wished death for the miin. Wewill kill you dl for this, she promised fiercdly. All. Asthey reached the
next street, the other Etoile closed around them and together they fled degper into the ruins, seeking
shadow to conceal and regroup.

Near an open square by the Downlift, Jean-L uc took Nathalie downward for tending in the First Turning;
four other wounded followed, supported by their kindred. Jahnel looked for Sair and found him with the
other kin-leadersin the alcove of asmall building on asde street off the square, where the thick stone
and metal wallswould block revealing radio transmissons as they debated. She dipped among them and
settled beside Sair. Her husband's face was flushed with anger as he faced Philippe Sarrat, kin-leader
today of the Roche battle group, aso an angry man. Neither Sair nor Philippe liked to lose, chafing even
at minor setbacksin the tier wars—and this quick reverse dready bordered on humiliation.

And what e sein this defeat? Jahnel wondered, looking out through the doorway at the blue shadows of
Quevi's deadly surface. What would Niintuado if they took him this news—and how would Koyil useit
againgt the Faon? She frowned.

“Niintuadidn't tell us about that ship weapon!” Philippe said hotly. “ Or the bombs!”

“Quiet!” Sair said. “That doesn't help now, Roche. The weapons are fact: accept them.” He grimaced.
“Rodol phe expected the miin to swarm out like Avele do, like they did thefirst time. But the miin



learned, changed their tactics. So will we.” Helooked around the faces. In the distance, the miin barrage
had stopped, an ominous forewarning of the enemy advance. “| want scouts forward,” Sair said. “One
from each kin-group, to watch for the miin. When they come deeper into the ruins, we can ambush them
from shadow.”

“If they enter theruins,” Philippe said. “Why should they?’

Sair smiled thinly. “ Because we are here. They pursued the robots to wreak their punishments—why not
lg?’

“And bring what other wegpons, Sair?’ Philippe demanded. Helifted hisdisrifle and shook it in
frustration. “Laser rifles againgt bombs and cannon—how can we expect to win abattle like that?’

“Maybe wewon't win,” Sair said calmly. “ That's dways a possible fortune of battle. Do you suggest we
return to Niintuaand not try further?’

“Of coursenot,” Philippe said with asniff.

“Then get congtructive. I'm angry, too. We have dead we could not retrieve—I don't like leaving them
for themiinto violate. | don't like thetactical Situation, the vacuum, the radiation. | don't like being forty
of usagaing aship full of miin, whilethe Avelleidle bdow.” He looked around the group bleskly. “ But
it'smore than our persona survival, my kin-brothers: what we do today counts on dl Faon. Don't
decaive yoursdlf. We agreed to fight—we must fight, to the last Faon if necessary.” Jahnel shifted
uncomfortably.

“"Sair...” she began.
“Do you hear themiin?’ heinterrupted, turning to her. She blinked, startled by his abruptness.

“Vagudly. Wait aminute.” She looked away toward the crater, asif her eyes could penetrate stone and
metal, bringing other sensationsto bind with the muttering voices beneath her mind. Anger, excitement:
they were coming now, cautioudly, heavily armed. She heard aburst of emotion as the leader reached the
crater rim and found a Faon body, then confusion and dismay among the miin as they gathered around
the body. “ Something's “happening...” she murmured. Two miin bent and carried the body back into the
crater, sumbling with the weight, while the others disputed.

“What?" Sair demanded. When she didn't answer immediately, he grabbed her arm too roughly and she
jerked away irritably. She glared a him.

“Sair,” she said with asperity, “forge ahead if you must, but leave me follow a my own pace. ‘ To thelast
Faon? Areyou crazy?’

Sair set hisjaw at her tone, hiseyes glinting angrily. “Don't start, Jahnel. For once, just once wheniit's
important, give some kin-obedience.”

“Pfui, beloved. Am | that bad? And when have | ever denied you kin-obedience—when it'simportant?
Y ou're thinking in too narrow a pattern, Sair—Avelle patterns, which ishow we got in this great-claws
deninthefirg place. Avdledieto thelast tier soldier—if you're servant-class—which is probably just
what Niintuaand Koyil are hoping well do. Siash these forty, then send up forty more Faon, dash them,
and “then...”

“All right,” he Sighed. “Y ou've made your point. No dying to the last Faon.”

“Thank you. The miin are now leaving the crater, by theway.”



Sair sent her asharp look that promised afew discussions later—if they had alater, she thought grimly.
Philippe tirred impatiently. “ Their “wegpons...”

“Which wedon't have,” Jean Tardieu of the Hiboux said, then quelled Philippe with alook. “Ligten, Sair:
we do have our dis-rifles and a detailed map of these ruins—and we have the surface robots. Do we
know about any other surface defenses? Surely Koyil has more than mobile robots. Where are our
cannon and bombs?’

“Niintua chose not to share details.” Sair hesitated, scowling. “Maybe he told Rodolphe, but | wasn't
thereif hedid. Our dis-rifleswere to be more than enough.”

“Typicd,” Jean snorted. “Blinkered Avellethinking. | think Jahne's right about what Niintuaredly hasin
mind.” He frowned, his brown eyes abstracted, then glanced at the Ruisseau and the Etoile. “I doubt if
the miin have explored asfar asthe Downlift or we'd have found signs of their tampering at the Portdl. So
they won't know these shadows and we do, another advantage. If we can ambush severd of them,
maybe circle back around to the “lander...”

“Agang bombs?’ Philippe asked increduloudly.

“Oh, stuff it, Philippe,” Jean said, obvioudy out of patience. “For once, just pitch in and stop squawking.”
Jean pushed him off balance, and Philippe went sprawling on the stone floor. Jahnel reached over and
yanked Philippe off balance again as he started for Jean.

“Gredt jittering claws, Philippe. Do you think with your mind or the battle drugs? Cam down.”
“Y ou—you—" Philippe spuitered.

“Cam down,” she repeated firmly. “Usedl that zeal on stalking the miin.” Philippe muttered at her, but
contented himsdf with aglare at Jean. Jean smiled nagtily and nearly sarted it al over again. Jahnel raised
her hands and chopped them down, ending it. “ That's enough, you two. Do we have your atention?
Ruisseau? Etoile? | suggest we try for some sort of victory today—do you agree, Sair, my kin-brothers?
But we won't win everything, not with this balance of wegpons.”

“We need equa wegpons,” Philippe muttered.

“Wewill get them,” Sair said firmly. “Out of Niintua's hide, if necessary. Arewe agreed?’ He looked
around at the faces, receiving their nods one by one. “ Then let us prepare. Alphatalents will coordinate,
and | expect datafrom you, Jahnel.”

“Youll getit.”

“Thank you,” he said ironicaly, and scowled a her fiercely. Definitey discussions, she thought, and
smiled back.

He grunted, unappeased. “Then to battle, Faon. Attack and feint.”

Two hours later, the miin had pushed the battle nearly to the Downlift, forcing the Faon to group
dangeroudy close among the tumbled ruins near the shaft. Jahnel could see a dozen Faon shapesin
nearby shadows, hidden behind stone and tortured metd. If the miin cast another of their destruction
bombs, a quarter of the City's defenders might fall. Yet till Sair would not retreat into the fallways.

Sheflinched as another cluster bomb exploded far to the right and reverberated through the stone
beneath her prone body. In the distance beyond the crumbling building that sheltered them, acloud of



pulverized rock shot upward in asmooth bell of dust, then drifted downward, scattering loosely onto
crumbling roofs and ancient walls. A second bomb fell on ruined stone farther to the right, sending
another concuss on shuddering through the ground. Dust drifted downward from the roof above them,
lazy inthelight gravity of Quevi Ltir, coating their vacuum suitswith a powdery mist. The miin fired their
bombsin scattered pattern now, no longer certain of the Faon positions and wary of hitting their own
forces advancing into the ruins. The Faon had harried the miin fiercely from sireet to street, shooting from
cover and then moving quickly away before the ship retdiated with anew barrage—but air tanks were
low and dl fatigued, the battle drugs fading. She saw Sair's frustration, sensed the rage among the
Faon—and il the bombs cametoo close.

“We must go down, Sair,” she whispered into her voice mike.

Sair'shemet turned toward her and she saw the flash of dert eyesthrough his blue-shadowed faceplate,
nearly lost in the glare of Rhesaa's morning. “Have they targeted the Downlift?’ he asked.

“"No ... not that. I'm losing contact in the afterhaze.” She swallowed uneasily, feding the first wave of
nausea as the suva faded from her system. Thistime the drug had faded sooner; it would hurt her more
afterward.

“WElIl push them back,” Sair said.

“Not today, Sair,” she said. “Ask the other kin-leadersif you must; we're too exposed in this position.
We must go down.”

“| agree.” Jean's strained voice sounded in their headphones. He turned and looked at them, hisown
frudtration written plainly on hisface. “We must go down, Sair,” he said.

Sair clenched his hand on his dis-rifle, then nodded a reluctant assent. She knew he had hoped for a
better victory today, if only to give the defenders areprieve before the next. Rodol phe might have hoped
for honors; Sair thought more narrowly of exhausted men and women, of the dangerous vacuum of the
surface that alowed no mistakes, of a surface battle that leached sirength from the Faon. It was his gift,
to think in such terms, one of the reasons she loved him. She heard the click of the al-group circuit.

“Into the Downlift, Faon. Regroup at the First Turning.”

A sigh of soft acknowledgments sounded in Jahndl's ear, then an echo asthe other kin-groups received
the order. Etoile, Hiboux, Roche, Ruisseau, her own Louve; of the thousands of kin-groupsin Quevi Ltir,
bound within their rankingsinto the great kin-aliancesthat ruled each of the City'sfourteen tiers, only five
tiny kin-groups were human, bound together into the kin-aliance Faon, an dien presence in the City. She
swallowed uncomfortably asthe suval nausea struck again, her head spinning with too much knowledge,
toollittle.

Sair moved to her acrossthe dide of crumbled stone and pressed her arm through the tough fabric of her
vacuum suit. “I'll help you, beloved.”

“Please.” She reached out to him, comforted by hisfamiliar touch.
“Canyou sense anything at al?’ he asked anxioudy.

Jahnel looked into Sair's dark eyes, the effect of the suva adding an uneasy hao to her vision, Hislean
body, enshrouded in the smooth dark gray of his vacuum suit, seemed bathed in a stretched light, more
than starlight. Beyond him, the others of the Louve vanished into adrug-induced haze. Her timewas
running out quickly now; aready the suvd threatened other hdlucinations. She swallowed again and tried



to concentrate.

“Four to theright,” she said, “near the Hiboux—two miin move forward toward Building Twenty-seven.”
She closed her eyes, reaching out again with her unnatura sense toward the enemy. “ Six il near the
lander-ship, guarding it. “ Three...” Her head sank forward on her arms as yet another wave of dizziness
swept over her. Demonic shapes gibbered at the edge of her mind, then reached toward her, displacing
Sair's comforting presence.

“Jahnel?’ Hisfingers pressed her arm, bringing her back.
“Two on theleft, waiting—the leader isthinking of bombing our sector. We must go down!”

“Wewill, beloved. Hold on now.” The gentlenessin Sair's voice comforted her, reminding of other times
long before the miin came to attack Quevi Ltir and Koyil worked his plots againgt the Faon. All had been
innocent then, especidly ayoung bride named Jahnel Plain. She sagged againgt him.

“Méelinde, hep mewith her.” Jahnel felt the dight vibration on stone as her sster-wife joined them, then
Melinde's touch on her other arm.

Together they helped Jahnd to her feet and moved toward the Downlift, their boots catching awkwardly
at the iron subsurface benegth the puff of soil. Other Faon gritted across the tumbled stone, keeping to
the black shadows of the airless surface. Already haf their force had vanished into the Downlift; others
followed, moving with the quick speed possible only in the light gravity of the asteroid's surface. Likea
stream of shadowed smoke, the Faon flowed back into the depths of Quevi Ltir.

Halfway to the Downlift, awarning lashed suddenly across Jahnd's mind as adistant miin stabbed &t a
control button. “Missileincoming!” she screamed, and turned automatically to ook upward. Sair dragged
at her roughly, forcing her to turn.

“Jump!” he shouted.

Melinde tightened her grip on Jahnd's other arm, and together they leaped madly for the Porta. Asthey
soared through the metd frame of the doorway into the safety of its shadows, ablazing light shattered the
darkness behind them. Hands grasped them quickly and pulled them aside, a scant second before a
concussion of pulverized stone rocketed through the open doorway. Jahnel heard a scream of agony that
abruptly ended.

“Down!” Sair ordered, “Carry theinjured with us” He turned, searching for Eduard among the nearby
Faon. “Is everyone here, Eduard?’ he asked.

Eduard paused amoment, his expression abstracted as he mentally called to the other alphatadents. A
sheen of sweat covered his broad face, visible through his faceplate, and Jahnel became aware of the
prickle of swest on her own skin. Eduard, too, had little time left under the drug. Then others would take
the burden, and then more, if the Principasinssted on sending new Faon to the surface ... But Kiiri had
not yet found another like Jahnel, one who heard miin instead of Faon. What will we do if he cannot? she
wondered. She closed her eyes, surrounded by strange miin thoughts only she could hesar, asthe miin
spoke strange nonsense to each other with great urgency, hiding anger, haf-sensed intention.

Go away, shetold them fiercely, hating them for their intruder'staint, and for the deaths they had made
among her kindred. Go away.

Already the miin ground forces—four, Six, eight miin—were scurrying toward the Downlift entrance,
wary of ambush, crafty and clever in their wegpons, intent on their intrusion into what was not theirs. The



miin leader in front hesitated, scanning the black shadows ahead, his hands aching with the tightness of his
grip on hisweapon, fear uppermost in hismind. Y es, fear us, she wished him. Fear us until your heart
flowsto water, your strength vanishesinto shadow. Take your taint away.

“We lost Marc Jouvet of Hiboux,” Eduard reported. Jahnel blinked and jerked back to here-and-now
away from miin whispers, like atether recoiling into its case. “ Genevieve says he disappeared during the
last skirmish. Unconscious, probably dead. She doesn't know which—her suva sengitivity islimited, even
among her own kin-group. The Hiboux couldn't reach Marc's position again.” He curled hisgloved
fingersinto afig, hisface anguished as he shared Genevieve's grief through their drug-induced contact.
Jahnel |ooked around distractedly, her head spinning as she automatically counted faces among the
Louve, anxiousfor her own loved ones. “ Stefan saysfour of the Ruisseau were blown to fragmentsin the
“bombardment...” Another pause, as Eduard linked with the other dphatdents and completed the gridy
taly. “Thosefive d <o, including Rodol phe; the Etoile brought in the bodies we could reach.”

“Very wel,” Sair said weerily. “ Raise the barrier.”

Jean dipped quickly into the shadowed acove nearby. An energy screen shimmered into existence
acrossthe doorway, visble only initsfaint distortion of the broken street beyond. They were safe ... for
NOW.

“At the First Turning, Battle Master?” Jean asked when he returned, hisface grim.

“If themiin comethat far and can find the Portd,” Sair said. “If they do and if they're smart, they
won't—we've shown them enough of the City defenses to make them think about it.” He glanced at the
energy screen, hisface stirained. “If we have to, we can destroy the Downlift. A few dis-rifleson
overload could doit.”

“They won't try,” Jahnel said with certainty, drawing on the last embers of her enhanced ps. Already she
could hear the baffled anger beyond the doorway, the hesitation asthe miin redized their prey had again
escaped. The miin il feared Quevi Ltir's subterranean mystery and would not try the Downlift, not yet.

With that |ast touch, her gift flickered and vanished, leaving her clammy-skinned and empty; she sagged
againg Mdinde and felt her Sster-wife take astronger grip on her suit belt.

“Jahnel needstending,” Meinde said worriedly.

“Take her to Kiiri,” Sair ordered. “And you, too, Eduard, dl the dphataents. We can't risk losing any of
you.”

“I'mdl right,” Eduard said, straightening hisdump.
“That aside, that's an order.”
“Yes, Sair.”

Melinde tugged on Jahnd's belt to get her moving. Jahnd felt Eduard's strong arm dip around her from
the other Sde as she limped to the Downlift, and turned her head to smile up a him, then thought better
of the effort when she saw aflash of darm crosshisface. “Do | look that bad, Eduard?’ she asked
ruefully.

“Not good, my love. | look the same, no doubt.” He scowled, dragging together his bushy eyebrows, as
if puzzled at the reason. He pressed her closer to him, and she fdt his chest rumble with alow chuckle.
“Maybeit'sold age,” he suggested lightly. We're too many years past twenty now, both of us. Another
year or two and well be doddering around the railways. Don't you agree, Melinde?’



“Definitdy.”
“Ah, youth,” Eduard said, and tweaked Melindesarm in aplayful caress.

Melinde shook him off irritably, tossing her head. “Cut it out, Eduard,” she said with aferocious scowl
that mixed unpleasantly with her sharp-angled face. If only I could blend them alittle, Jahne thought
fedingly, making one more serious, the other less so. Life might be easier. She sghed and closed her

eyes.

Eduard pressed her il closer to him, comforting her. Mdinde I eft off with her snit and intertwined her
arm with Eduard's across Jahndl's back, enclosing her sster-wife ill closer in amutua embrace. Jahnel
relaxed into the arms of her beloveds, supported by their strength against the aftershocks of the suvd.
Severa paces from the edge of the shaft, her feet dipped into along-trained rhythm with her companions
and al three smultaneoudy launched themselves over the wide shaft of thefdlway. The asteroid's light
gravity snatched at them, and they fdll into the blackness.

They fdl severa metersfeetfirst into the Downlift, tracked by the defense robots in their one-minded
attention. “Invert,” Jahnd ordered weakly, and the three jackknifed gracefully toward the depths, il
linked arm in arm. Melinde touched her belt-jet controls, increasing their rate of fall by ameter or so per
second. Jahndl took aragged bresth, her head pounding “Left “turn ... invert.”

Thethreelanded neatly on the landing of the First Turning, then cycled through the atmosphere lock.

Y ves Rostand, Sair's birth-brother, stood guard by the air lock, adis-rifle in the crook of hisarm; other
Faon clustered near the other end of the gathering room, waiting, severd too-till human forms at their
feet. A woman kndlt close by one of the dead, shoulders shaking as she clasped the limp hand in her
own. All looked exhausted, depleted by too many hours on the surface, the grief of too many kin-degths,
the waning strength of the battle drugs. Above them, the surface thundered as the miin vented their rage
on ruined stone.

“How many dead today, Eduard?’ Yves asked quietly.

Heads turned toward them, anxious for the answer, al knowing what even one desth meant to what truly
counted in Quevi Ltir. Eveninto their fourth generation, the Faon could not afford such losses from their
levels; the desthsin the surface battle, but aminor number in any skirmish between Aveletiers housing
thousands, had taken nearly ten percent of Faon adults. The Faon could not afford such losses, not and
expect to hold their Home-Space againgt the territorial pressure from nearby Avellelevels, for al the
Principa'sfavor and the friendships with the Avelle of her tier. In Quevi Ltir, anirutaheld itsterritory by
breeding numbers or perished.

“At the moment, twelve,” Eduard said grimly. “Two more may die from decompression injuries, four
othersfrom burns.” He scowled. “ Niintuawon't be pleased,” he muttered, and glanced beyond the
gathered Faon to the Turning.

Niintuadrifted into view in the far shadows of the Turning, his emotions gpparent only in the steedy
flicking of his segmented tail benesth hiswing-flaps. The Avelle Baitle Leader shivered in agitation ashe
advanced, menacing the Faon near him. Severd Faon shifted away, moving out of his attack-threat
range; in thismood, an Avelle had few controls over hisingtincts, and Niintuawas not known for wishing

ay.

“Why have you retreated?’ Niintuarasped, hisfrancais barely understandablein hisrage. “Return to the
surface—now!" He drifted closer, advancing on them, wing-flaps spreading in threet, reveding the palid
segmented body benesth.



Eduard faced him calmly. *“ Our position became too exposed,” hereplied in Avelle speech, adding the
aftergesture of necessity. Niintuaglared dl the more, further insulted by Eduard's choice of
language—though apparently anything would insult Niintuatoday. Eduard lifted his chin and defied him;
Jahnd felt Melinde start to edge backward and checked her.

“Hold,” she whispered. “Don't back away.”

“But he's showing attack-threat,” Melinde whispered back franticaly. “Thisis crazy. What is Eduard
trying to prove?’

“Stand dill, Melindel” Jahnel ingsted.

Niintua quivered in rage and seemed to puff himsdlf to twice hissize, histail flicking as he moved il
closer. Jahnel felt Eduard's body tense and tried to shake off her own fogs, tensing for flight—but she
knew they had aready let Niintua.come too close. As Niintua.came within afew bodylengths, shivering
with agitation, Yves camly raised hisdis-rifle and steadied it on hisforearm, centering Niintuain his
riflesght.

“Dothat, Béttle Leader,” he said softly, “and it'sthe last you do.”
Niintua hated abruptly, his pupilswidening in shock. “Y ou threaten a Principal 7’ he asked increduloudly.

“Y ou threaten the Louve?” Y ves countered. “ Jahnd iskin-sster to me; | claim brood-right. Y ou have no
causeto attack. Back off!”

“Brood-right,” Niintuaspat. “You?’ He made the question sound like an obscenity. His eyes shifted to
Jahnel. “ Reprimand your kinsman. | demand it!”

Jahnel set her jaw. “We are the Faon,” she declared proudly. “We are guest-brothers of Lejja, Principa
of Songs, and residein her tier. Protest to her, Battle Leader, and hear her answer yet again—and back
off.”

Niintuas jawsworked convulsively as he hesitated; then, in aflash, he doruptly flipped hiswing-flaps and
inverted backward, vanishing around the far turning. Everyone immediately tensed, wary of afeint for
quick return and dashing attack, but Niintua did not regppear. After afew moments, aFaon dipped to
the corner and looked, then signed reassurance.

Eduard blew out a breath. “Thanks, Yves,” he said. “I thought that was the end of us. Has he been
showing attack-threet al morning?’

Y ves shrugged. “What e seisnew? One of his servant-guards chased Lucien hdfway down the fallway
when she drifted too closey—let's say Niintuawasalittle dow in cdling him off.”

Méelindetossed her heed. “1 think if Niintuawantsthe right to an opinion,” she said, “let him fight on the
surface with the Faon. It'stime the Avele ventured their own bodies, aswell asours.” Jahnd heard an
angry murmur of agreement.

“Médinde” she murmured reprovingly.

“Wdll, it'strue!” Mdinde said hotly. “Why should we be the only warriors? What do we win? How long
until the Avdle use our losses as their excuse to drive us from our levels and take them for themsdaves?
How long do we really haveleft, Jahnel ?”’

“Later, Mdinde, please.” Jahnd pressed her sster-wifesarm warningly. Sound carried easly inthe



warm air of the fallways, and Avelle had acute hearing, better than human.

Melinde glared at her in battled anger. “ So what if the Avelle hear?‘ Later, later, Whenis'later, Jahnel?
When the Avelle have no more human bodies to send to the daughter?’

Mélinde's shrill voice jangled unpleasantly in Jahnel's ears. She closed her eyes and swayed against
Eduard, suddenly exhausted by the younger woman's emotions. Too close. “Let me recover, Mdinde,
and we will talk—thistime. | promise. “ An odd sensation shuddered up her body, asif her limbswere
writhing subtly benesth the skin, flashing pinpricks of hest into her fingers. Kiiri had warned her of the
progressive damage; soon the drug would kill brain tissue even beyond the Science Leader's capacity to

repair.

Would Kiiri regret her desth? she wondered groggily. The Avelefdt emotions differently than did
humans. Perhaps. Too close. She felt another wave of heat flow from her feet upward, weakening her.

“Help“me...” shesadfantly.

Melinde and Eduard caught her as she sagged. “I'm sorry, Jahndl,” Mdinde murmured in quick regret. “|
forget when| get angry.”

“Hold on, love,” Eduard said. “Philippe—you report to Sair what happened here with Niintua. I'm taking
Jahnel to Kiiri. All dphataentsto go bedow—Sair's order.”

Hewaited impatiently asfour others moved forward and joined them. Together the Faon passed around
the turning and approached the wide opening of the next fallway. At its edge, they hunched themselves
into another graceful descent, falling into the light and warmth of their adopted City. Jahnel tightened her
grip on Eduard, clinging to his sturdy strength, and felt him respond immediately, but lost her struggle
againg the chaosin her mind.

Betrayd ... degth ... theloss of everything: the demons gibbered in the distance, taunting her, walking with
miin bodies; laughing with miin voices. Who are they? she wondered weakly. What do they want here?
She moaned as her body began to shudder convulsively.

“Jehnd ?’

For amoment, Eduard's anxious voice nearly caled her back, but no—too close. Shefell helplessly into
unsafe shadows, defenseless againgt their terrors, lost in the darkness of her own mind.

Kiiri, hdp me.

Chapter 3

“JAHNEL!” The whispering voice wasinsstent, and Jahnel dowly returned to the here and now,
conscious of the press of apallet mattress against her back, amovement of cool air on her face, the
sounds of quiet movement nearby. She opened her eyes and looked into Kiiri's wideset pupils, the
depths blood-red like aflickering flame. The Avelle floated nearby, his broad fleshy wing-flaps wrapped
tightly across his body, shidding his soft abdomen. She looked at the broad naked head with its vestigial
ears, at the thin-lipped mouth nearly buried in the folds of hislower face, the flickering eyes, and tried to
assemble them into amemory.

Who?

Thedien stared a her dispassionately, watching her face. Then those flickering eyes, twin flames of



intelligence and acold curiogity, bound the image together for her. She knew that gaze.
“Andwho am 7?7’ he asked, responding to the shift in her expression.
“Kiiri.”

“Good.” The Science Leader stretched out athin, clawed arm from beneath his wing-flap and tapped the
portable monitor at her feet. He studied the reading on his machine, then snaked hisarm back into
concedment, drifting dightly asdein thelight gravity. He pushed himsdlf back casudly againgt the
bedframewith histail-tip. “Life readings nearly normd. Y ou recover—thistime.”

“Thank you, Kiiri. The others?’

“Others are not as poisoned—yet. Y ou have an innate sengitivity to suva, both gift and deficit. Iswhy
you can reach so fa—even to the miin.” Thethin lipstwitched, caught in some quirk of Avelle humor.

“Funny?’ shechdlenged him.

“Rudeto ak,” he said with asniff. Kiiri edged dowly down the bed, checking other underframe readouts
that measured skin temperature, blood flow, and muscle tension.

“I'm dill asking,” shesaid.

“Persgtent, you. Maybe indigestion, caused Kiiri'slipsto writhe.” Kiiri flicked his segmented tail irritably,
then curled it from view under his dark wing-flaps.

Sheignored the gesture. “Faker,” she accused. “Y ou only scramble your francais when you're hiding
something.” She alowed her own mouth to turn upward, mocking him. “ Faker,” she repested.

Kiiri shorted. “Am not.”
“Faker.”

Kiiri grimaced and gave in. He drifted back along the bed. “1 was thinking maybe we could sted some
miin to listen to the miin; would save using up the Faon so rashly.”

“Isitrash?’

“Very rash. But since when does the Battle L eader listen to the Science Leader?’

“Only when there are no battles.”

“Yes” Kiiri's eyesflickered amoment, aregret quickly conceaed. “Mdinde is unhappy?’
Jahnel sighed: so Niintuaor his guards had overheard. “ She doesn't understand.”
“Doyou?’

“No. But | trust in you, Kiiri.”

Kiiri seemed to shudder, and turned away. “Humans can befoolish,” he said gruffly.

“No morefoolish,” Jahnel countered, “than Avelle who lock themselvesinside a stone prison and sing
vanly of the Returning.”

Kiiri swelled himself and huffed. “What does a Faon know of the Greatest of Songs?’ But the protest



was hafhearted. He wrapped his wing-flaps more tightly around himself and idly rubbed onetip against
his ear, dowly rotating back to face her. A sdf-caming gesture, she thought, recognizing it from other
times. Or today maybe only an invert, who could tel? The Avelle delighted in misdirection.

“Y ou must spesk to Mdinde,” Kiiri said at lagt. “Niintuawill tell the Principa of Laws. Koyil will not
tolerate her anger.”

“Perhaps, Science Leader, you have heard of what | said to Niintua at the First Turning.”
The Avdles eyesflickered, confirming nothing. She made a gesture of minor defiance, tempting him.
“Let Koyil explain himsdlf to Mdinde and others. | will not.”

Kiiri tightened hiswing-flgps around his body, ignoring her challenge—or refusing it. Who could say? She
hadn't the mind now for deciphering Kiiri'sword games. She closed her eyesweerily.

“Y et you do not doubt?’ heinssted.
“"No ... not yet, Kiiri.”

“Stll, you must spesk to Melinde,” he perssted. “Y ou are asenior wife, influentiad among the Louve; she
will ligen.”

“Perhaps. The Faon are human, Kiiri, not Avelle—you of dl Avelle should know that. Kin-dominance
isn't bred into our genes, whatever heresy you think that and shudder to “admit.” Shelifted hersdf onto
one elbow and accused him. “ A convenient redlity: what is, isn't—by Avelle decison. We are Faon: you
wishusAvdle”

“I do not wish any such thing,” he said gruffly. “1 have never asked that. Y ou confuse your Principas.”
“Oh? Then why are you twitching?’

“I do not twitch,” Kiiri said loftily. “I'm aPrincipa of long tenure with four dozen kin-sons: twitching does
not fit my dignity.”

She made arude noise, then sank back on the mattress and studied hisflickering eyes, probing for the
hidden meaning that lay them. “What isdisturbing you, Kiiri?" she asked. “ Our differences? After dl this
time? Our kin-groupings are by convenience, Science Leader, aseasly rearranged as you cannot
rearrange your own. Y ou've never complained before, not you. What else disturbs you? That the Faon
choose to obey and to breed as they will?'Y ou know that will not change. We gave up our other customs
and took yours, learned the ways of Y our City as our way, but we will not change what we kept. Hasn't
Legjaalowed usthat Song for ageneration?’

Kiiri shrugged, then idly returned her earlier gesture, granting her arespect of sortsin theimplied equdity.
“So she said, but even aPrincipal of Songs can forget. Lejagrows old. New voices spesk in the inner
city, until Law may riseto congtrain even the Songs, especidly yours, Faon. The battle did not go well.”
Kiiri'seyesflickered.

“And Science? Will Science aso speak against the Faon?” Kiiri gestured gently. “1? What have | to say
about Law and Song? Few listen to me now, except to ask for more weagpons againgt the miin.” Hiseyes
flickered again. “Once they asked Science to understand a ship of strangers, to build ahome for them
among us as Song-decreed. Only Law disputed, keeping to the older ways. Be careful, Jahnd: change
can be swift, even among an ancient people.”



A clawed finger brushed her arm gently, in anear caress, quickly withdrawn. “ Rest there. In afew hours
| will return you to the Louve.” He drifted to the doorway and l€ft her.

The room was quiet and shadowed, her bed comfortable beneath her; in the next room, she heard alow
rumble of voices asKiiri ingtructed his servant, then the hiss of adoor and silence. She closed her eyes,
listening to her own heartbeat, conscious of the dow rise and fal of her chest as she breathed.

Sherested, Hill lightheaded from the suva aftereffects, and worried about what troubled Kiiri behind his
subtleties—and what he had meant to warn.

After an hour, Jahnel grew impatient with lying abed and determinedly got hersdlf up. Kiiri's servart,
Alavu, disputed, ingsting that shewait until his master returned. They had a brief argument as Jahnel put
on the hooded ad and bodysuit Eduard had left for her. In the end, she pushed Alavu gently aside and
then darted out of reach as he reacted to her physicd intrusion into his body-field. He made a hafhearted
attempt to catch her as she headed for the door; as she danced out of range to the far wall, he flipped her
an exasperated word with hiswing-tip. Jahnel promptly touched her bt jet and turned upside downin
Avelle mockery, then flipped a ruder word back.

He maneuvered toward her, eyes glinting.
“I'm going back to the Louve,” sheinformed him sternly. “ Tdl Kiiri | fed fine”

“The Science Leader told me to keep you here until he returned,” Alavu protested, and grabbed at her.
Again she darted out of range. Alavu puffed himsdlf in threet, for dl hislack of breeding rank to give such
discourtesy to a breeding femae, Faon or not. Jahnd lazily inverted afull circle, unimpressed, and saw
Alavu giveit up, though he till glared.

“Stuff it, kin-brother,” she said, and headed for the door. “Don't worry—Kiiri knows mewell enough not
to blame you.”

“I'm not your kin-brother,” he groused after her, twitching hiswing-flapsindignantly. “ Song perish the
thought.”

Jahnel laughed, and | ft the [ab. She quickly handed herself down the wall rungs of the connecting
corridor, dipping deftly to the exterior doorway and the tier's centrd falway beyond. Kiiri's science lab,
which occupied an entire level near Lgjas complex of administrative offices, brooding chambers, and
City-Net communications, opened onto the fallway only a dozen levels below the great Gate and the
broad common thoroughfare bisecting the City. Several meters from the doorway, she could hear the
muted roar of the thoroughfare traffic, abusy stream of commercia exchange and messengers protected
by custom from chalenge. Before launching into the fallway, she put out her head past the doorway
frame and prudently ingpected upward for approaching Avelle, then edged out on the level's entry
platform to look down. Although Lejja's iruta accepted the Faon after long acquaintance, even the Faon's
home Avelle sometimes jerked with the attack-threat impulse if approached too suddenly. In other
fdlways dsewherein the City, the Faon kept well away from other Avelle, and fled for their livesif they
inadvertently strayed too close. It was alesson of the railways and why Jahnel so relentlessy pursued her
small daughter, Luelle, when Luelle made another of her escapes from the Faon home-levels. the child
was too young to understand the danger. It would comein time, asit had come to Jahndl, but Luelle was
only three,

She positioned her boot on the doorway frame, then pushed off. A full bodylength from the level
platform, she inverted downward and cut in her belt jet. Shefell gracefully into the shadowed depths, her
arms dightly outspread to display her ad cape, her eyesflicking in dl directions at the grayish Avelle
formsaoft in the falway. As shefell, she looked downward into a shadowed depth of athousand



meters, flickering with the movements of Avdle busy with their own affairsamong their kindred. Thetier
descended ahundred levelsto the lower gate and the service tunnd s that ran the length of the downward
bank of tiers; beneath the common lower levels and their environmental supports, seded underlevels held
the massive nuclear reactor that supplied power to the City. In thelow illumination of the fallway, distant
Avdle resembled only shadowed blurs, sparked by an occasiond flash of the white underbelly, the dow
graceful movement of their dark wing-flaps.

Avellevison extended well into the infrared, and so even afalway fifty meters wide required discretion.
She inverted aquarter turn to glide farther around an ascending group of Avelle, then darted toward a
nearby doorway asthey suddenly veered in her direction. The guard Avelle within the doorway promptly
chdlenged her, histall flicking in anger.

“Intruder!” he shrilled, though he knew her by name. In her youth, she and Sair had often played
catch-a-tall with the nestlings of the guard's home-level. Tuan, long past his own youth and such frivolous
games, had watched the children's play in the falway, sour and irritable and unamused asonly an Avdlle
guard could be, but had tolerantly not intervened.

“No threat, Tuan,” shereassured him hagtily. “I'm leaving.”

She checked herself on an overhead fitting, pushed off hard, and shot out of the doorway again at an
angle benesth the approaching group. Shewaswell below them before they had time to react. Rude,
perhaps, but a discourtesy common to lesser-ranked Avelle in inconvenient fal patterns. She descended
onward, the levelsflickering past her as she accelerated. Hafway down thetier, sheflipped verticaly and
began to brake with her belt jet, then landed negtly on the wide apron of the uppermost Faon level. The
Faon on guard stirred, then relaxed as she recognized Jahndl.

“Greetings, Aunt Francoise,” Jahnd said, smiling. Francoise Alain, now in her fiftiesand Jahne'sfather's
oldest sibling, had shared in the raising of Faon Leader'swayward e dest child when an entire vayaim
had not sufficed to curb the girl's exploringsinto the tier; Jahnel regarded her with deep affection, liking
her tart speech and practicd attitudes. For Francoise, she would reconsider almost anything—though not
awaysto her aunt's preferred conclusion.

“Welcome, Jahnel.” Francoise moved aside in courtesy and saluted her, then peered concernedly into
Jahnel'sface. “How do you fed 7’

“Covered with spines.”

I'm sure of that.” Her aunt snorted. “Y ou've aways had that gray color. Matches your bodysuit just
fine”

Jahne spread her armsto puff her aal in threat, then pretended to lunge a her aunt. Francoise laughed
and caught her hands; they tussed briefly, then broke it off asthey both drifted over the doorway
threshold. Her aunt toed hersdlf back outside to her station. “I caught L uelle sneaking out this morning,”
she said casudly, “and paddled her for the gesture she gave mewhen | did—just like | paddied you
moretimesthan I'd liketo think of.”

“I remember.” Jahnel gestured an Aveleword at her, then blinked innocently. “Wasit that one?’

“No.” Francoise glowered.

“Then maybethis“one...”

“Jahnd, spare my old bones, please. All right: you're just fine. | believe you. Go insde and find Sair; he



wantsto talk to you.”
“I will. Thank you, Aunt.”

“Any time, dear.” Francoise sighed and shook her head, only half pretending her despair, then turned
back to watch the fallway.

Jahnel drifted forward across the threshold, then inverted feet-down as she passed over the farther
threshold of the entry, landing nearly asthe higher gravity field of the Faon levels grabbed &t her. She
pushed back her hood from her blond hair and gathered her cape around her, then walked down the
central halway of the upper leve, squinting againgt the brighter light as her eyes adjusted, sniffing
gppreciatively at the familiar human scents on the air, glad to be home. The miin could rage on the surface
with their bombs and destructions, but all here was still unchanged, safe. Strange that it could be so, she
thought, so unchanged—but it will Stay so, she promised fiercely.

She paced past the open doorways of the vayaim quarters on thislevel, mostly Etoile and Hiboux,
surrounded by the soft murmur of muffled voices, then the piercing shriek of achild. A young girl
rocketed out of anearby door, chased by ayounger boy, then three other children, their voices high with
excitement. Jahnd spread her aal and hissed at them in mock threst, then smiled asthey taunted her with
their laughter. They danced around her, shouting, then darted away as an adult appeared abruptly inthe
opposite door. He scowled at the children, then saw Jahnel and bowed respectfully; she returned the
courtesy and walked onward, sobered by the implicationsin that respect. Though Benoit had not
formally named Jahnd as his heir, she had lately received such respect from severa eder Faon, even
Benoit's own senior councilors. Her father had six children of his begetting for his choice and wasn't
bound to bloodlinesif he chose otherwise—yet she saw the assumption about his choosing in this recent
respect. Benoit himself refused to say, whether to deny Jahnel the affirmation or to keep astubborn
slence againgt elder pressures, she didn't know. She frowned, not knowing what she thought about either
reason, then shook it away.

| forgot to ask Kiiri about the wisdom pills, she reminded hersdlf lightly. Don't forget again. She walked
onward, her arms wrapped comfortably in her cape, relishing the sounds and tastes of home.

Forty metersfarther, the hdlway divided around alarge centra stairwell leading to the second Faon level
below. The Faon had asked for the accessway connecting the levels, though the Avelle had clicked and
bothered about the asking for reasons the Faon could only guess. Avelle kin-groups never shared levels,
even when joined within akin-aliance and its dozens of family connections up and down thetier. Iruta
even traded breeding females with other tiers as a practice of good genetics, but dl Avelle guarded their
levels, absorbing the subtleties of Home-Space and kin-rankings from the nest onward; even after eighty
years, the Faon had not identified all the permutations. But Lgjjahad consented to the stairwell, and Kiiri
had hel ped in the building, though even he shook his head wonderingly, probably pretending. She
clattered down the stairway to the central section on the second level that belonged to the Louve.

There, too, she heard amurmuring of voices, the play of children, the familiar sounds of home. She
nodded to a passing group of neighbor Louve, then turned into the open doorway of her vayaim's
home-space. She walked down the short corridor to the central common room and itsfour radiating
ha lwaysto her family's degping moms, nursery and storage rooms, and tank room. A large meta table
and chairs stood in room center, with other comfortable seating aong the walls; above along couch to
the left, environmental monitors flickered on awide wall pandl, bracketed by two of Solveya's abstract

paintings.
Luell€es pet fur-bird, Smart-Mouth, watched from acelling light bracket, its four black eyes gleaming
malevolently. As Jahnd stepped into the room, it squawked angrily and flashed its eye patches, then



hitched itsdlf indignantly out of sight behind the bracket. Avelle did not keep pets and thought fur-birds
merely atasty food anima among tastier others, but the first Faon had missed Earth animals and saw
another possibility inthe irascible crestures. Nearly every vayaim kept one of the animalsfor their
children.

“Smart-Mouth, you'll singe your fur up there,” Jahnd said. Muttering grumpily, Smart-Mouth caled her
vilefur-bird names and stayed put. “ Y ou slly thing.”

“Mama” Luelle barreled out of ahalway and threw hersdlf into Jahnel's arms, then gave her an daborate
smack of akiss. Jahnd ruffled her daughter's blond hair and set her on her feet, then bent down to bring
her faceto Ludlesown.

“Y ou went out into the fallway again, Ludle. How many timesdo | haveto tell “you...”
“Aunt Francoiseratted on me,” Luelle declared indignantly. “That'snot fair!”
“Of courseit'sfair. More eyes mean greater safety and—"

“—safety preservesthe Louve. | know that, Mother.” Luelerolled her blue eyes dramatically. Jahnel
repressed a sigh, remembering other conversations between Francoise and a very young Jahnel that had
proved asineffective. “""Ludle...”

Luelle set her jaw stubbornly, her eyes defiant. Jahnd regarded her small daughter ruefully. Do my eyes
look like that when I'm stubborn? she wondered. She felt anew empathy for her kindred.

“I'm glad you're back,” Ludletrilled happily, deftly switching tactics, and spread her aams wide for
another hug. “I missed you.” She gave Jahnel a second smacking kiss, then giggled. As Luelle danced
away, chortling, Jahnd swatted her lightly on her bottom and sighed.

“Yes, dear. | missed you, too. Where's Papa Sair?’
“Inthetank room, | think. Mama Solveyathrew up again,” she added brightly.
“YS, d%r.”

Luelle stopped and stared up at Smart-Mouth, her mouth dightly agape. Smart-Mouth gaped back, then
sneered. “ Shethrowsup alot,” Ludle commented, still watching her pet. “Won't Smart-Mouth get burnt
up there?’

“Probably.” Jahnd checked the City-Net monitor for any genera tier announcements and noted that
Lejahad recently summoned her father to her chamber level. Why? shewondered, worried at Leja's
caling apersona meeting out of its proper time.

“Why?" Ludlechimed.
Jahnd turned to face her daughter. “Why what?’

“Why does Mama Solveyathrow up?’ Luelle was fascinated by Solveyas condition, and repeatedly ran
her data back to zero so she could ask everything again.

“She'sgoing to have ababy, alittle brother, like Didier. I've told you thet, Luelle.”

“If | throw up, can | have ababy?’ Ludle puffed out her cheeks and squeezed her middle, trying to
belch.



“No, Ludle” Jahnd sad firmly. “Reverse your terms.”

“If I have ababy, | canthrow up,” Luelle recited obediently.
“Yes, dear.”

“Why doesn't Smart-Mouth careif he gets burnt?’

“Mystery of the universe, swestie” Shetore off a‘Net printout of the last severa hours messages, then
folded up the thin paper to look at later. “I doubt if even Smart-Mouth knows.”

Luelle swiveled to look up at Smart-Mouth, totally confused. " Smart-Mouth doesn't know? Redlly?
Why not?’

“Go ask your father;” Jahnd dodged. Eduard had an inventive mind and secretly despised Smart-Mouth;
the combination might provoke a colorful answer shed like to hear herself. Smart-Mouth swore at her as
she l&ft the common room.

Her daughter followed her partway down the halway, and Jahnel shooed her back to play with
Smart-Mouth or find Papa Eduard, whichever pleased her, then stepped into the low-cellinged tank
room. A dozen long food tanks on heavy pedestal s tinged the room, with the deeper tanks standing in
long rowsin room center, their occupants flashing silver-sded among the waterweed crop or cregping
cautioudy over gray bottom shingle. Sair was bent over an open tank on the near wall, his back to the
door. As she waked toward him, a great-claws paced her for severa stepsin the tank beside her, its
saky eyeswaving maevolently; sheflipped her fingersat it, and it darted away into aclump of
waterweed. Sair heard her step and turned, then pulled her againgt him and buried hisfacein her hair.
She put her arms around hiswaist and pressed close.

“Areyouwel?’ he murmured.
“I fedd much better, Sair. Luelle got loose.”

“So | heard,” he said resignedly. “Eduard never did dl that asaboy; | quite agree with him—why can't
shetake after him instead of you?’ He released her and smiled, then turned back to the tank and finished
his adjustments on the current-flow meter. “Niintuawants another Faon attack on the miin landership.”

“Do we get new wespons?’

“Y es, Benoit inssted and the Principals agreed. Were to assemble and draw lotsin afew hours. But not
you, Jahndl. Y ou stay here until the suva has completely worn off. | don't like your color, however aert
you'retrying to look right now.”

“I will gowiththe Louve”
“Beoved...”

Jahnel set her jaw. “The suval worst is padt. If thelot chooses, | will go with the Louve—and you, Sair. |
won' take suval, but | will bethere”

Sair sghed and turned to glare at her. “ Arguing with you never goes anywhere. When will | learn that? |
can be the voice of reason, and you gtill do what you want.”

“Of course,” sheretorted lightly. “What's the point of being senior wife? That'swhy, after dl, | talked
Papa Benait into letting us sart anew vayaim.” She fluffed her hair and grinned at him. “How else could



| be senior wife at twenty-three?’
“Listening to your senior husband at twenty-four, that's the point.”

Jahnel made arude sound at that, then pulled his head down for akissto distract him from his scowl. She
let thekisslinger. “That won't work, Jahndl,” he muttered, not very convincingly. So shekissed him again
and let her hands wander; after atime, so did his. She stepped back at last and laughed up at him.

“Loveyou, Sar.”

“Loveyou.” He suddenly tightened his embrace, dl lightnessgone. “If | loseyou, | don't know how Il
live, Jahndl,” he said in abroken voice.

“Please, Sair, don't.” She caressed hisface, her own fear catching at her throat, then flushed into hot
anger a the miin who risked such desolation to them both, who threatened the Faon and al they had won
of life and Home-Space and the bonding together. “Y ou will live, my beloved, as1 will liveif | lose
you—and you will revenge me.”

“Yes.” Hekissed her passionately, then abruptly released her and turned back to the tank, busying
himsdf with hisflow meter for afew moments. He unlatched adip wand from the wall. “Be careful,
Jahnd,” hesaid in alow voice, not looking &t her. “ Don't be stupid, please.”

“I won't. | promise you that.” She leaned back on the tank-edge and changed the subject, trying to speak
lightly, asif dl were norma, without such dangers that threastened them. “Tell me more about the Council
mesting.”

“Short and sweet, basicdlly, after Lgjas summonsto your father.”
“| saw that news on City-Net.”

“Right—nothing like broadcasting it to al thetier. Legjjademanded to know if we intended to defy
kin-obedience, her words. Y ou know how it bothersthe Avelle that we can.” Hisdark hair fell over his
forehead as he stirred the plantsin the tank with the dip wand, chasing the e usive water shrimp that hid
there; he flipped his hair back irritably. “I1t's not agreat time to remind her how dienwe are.”

“Isany time?’ she asked ironicdly. “What did Papa Benoit say?’

“What do you think? She didn't ask, Jahndl; she demanded. She gave him an ultimatum. If we refuse,
Koyil will invoke the Law and force Lgjjato gect the Faon from her tier: she made that very clear. We
don't know if she's been forced to that threat by Koyil or if she agreeswith it. Who can tell?’

“At least she had the grace to warn us.”

“And conveniently forgets the Song she promised,” Sair fretted. “ Something's going on among the
Principas, Jahndl, something we aren't catching.” He shrugged, and fiddled with the flow-meter did
again, then carried his bag of squirming shrimp to the next tank and lifted thelid. L gjja has dways used
us as awegpon in her influence wars with the Principas. Now Koyil'strying to outmaneuver her by usng
usagaing her. A nedt trap, worthy of Koyil: if we fight on the surface, more of our breeding adultsdie
and our levelsare put at risk; if werefuse, Lgjadrives usout and we get hunted al through the First Tier.
| suspect Legjjacould adjust easily to either outcome.” He dumped the bag of shrimp into the water and
gtirred briskly with the dip wand, scattering them into the weeds.

“Unlesswe drive the miin avay.”



“Yes, that, too.” Heturned to face her, scowling. “ Jahnel, you must talk to Melinde. | know she means
well, but she doesn't understand how her words have endangered us. Saying such things among the Faon
isonething; saying itin Avelle hearing is quite another, especialy now.”

“Sheisgrieving, Sair.”

Sair's eyesflashed angrily. “ Everybody grieves. Marc Jouvet was my best friend when we were
boys—he lived just up-level from my vayaim. God, the times we spent together—and now he's gone,
just like that, gone forever. Doesn't shethink | grieve?’

“I'll talk to her.” Jahnd paused, frowning. “Kiiri made a point of asking meto talk to Mdinde—I wonder
why?’

“Kiiri has his own reasons for doing things, too.”

“I trust him.”

“I respect that, beloved—I'm just worried. So isyour father and the other elders, more than you redize. |
thought our problem was surviving the battle with the miin; now | wonder who the red enemy might be.”

“Leja?’ Jahnd asked increduloudly.

“Freedom of breeding, freedom of obedience: that was the Song given to us. The Third Generation wrote
it on our walls, our Song granting usirutarightsto aly or to abstain, even with Lgja Since when does
onekin-dliance tell another to sacrificeitself for another's brood-right? Have any of thetiersever
demanded that of each other?’

Jahnd frowned. “1 hadn't thought of it that way. But Quevi Ltir isour home, too—and we owe adebt to
Lgja”

“True. Welve given fifteen deaths as our kin-debt for Phalene. And likely we would have fought again
without Lgjjas prompting—though it would make it easier for some Faon if afew Avelle helped next
time. Only now L gjja hasn't asked—she demands. Why?" He leaned back against the tank beside her,
his shoulders bent forward. “It's like watching shadows for the danger, not knowing which shadow
threatens death. And I'm afraid we won't know in time. “Jahnd...” Hisvoice broke again.

Shereached out for him, darmed. It was so unlike Sair to talk like this. Not Sair. He raightened and
gave her acrooked grin, hisface gray with fatigue. “I'mtired and | want you,” he said smply. Hetipped
his head to one side and studied her with aroguish interest he couldn't quite pull off. “How do you fed?’

“| dready told you that.”
“| forget what you said.”

“Sureyou do.” She reached out and took his hand, then tugged at him gently. “I can talk to Melinde
later.”

He detached her hand and moved away. “No, you should talk to her now,” he said contrarily, his scowl
back on hisface. “| hope she listensto you. Evan'stried, but she literaly turned her back on him—he's
quite hurt. Y ou know how he feels about Melinde.”

“I'll talk to Evan, too.” She sighed, and rubbed her forehead thoughtfully. “ Any suggestions?’
“I'vedready tried what | could think of.” Sair quirked hislipsinto arueful smile. “Meindesraging,



Evan'ssulking, I'm fretting, Luelle'sloose again—I bet you never thought of &l thiswhen you decided to
be senior wife”

“Actudly, | had my mind solely on catching you. A preemptive move: | overheard Sebastien asking Pgpa
Lucienfor you asjunior husband for their fourth wife, Raquelle; it would havefilled out their eight. | admit
| eavesdropped.”

“Raguelle? The redhead with the “big...”

“Mind your eyebrows, husband.”

“Yes, wife” He gave her adow amile, “Why didn't you ever tell me that before?’
“I didn't have the occasion,” she said with dignity.

“Oh, sure” He grinned. “Mdindéesin her degping room, | think, and Evan'swith Solveyain thekids
playroom. Y ou could talk to Solveya, too—she's afraid for us and still mad about throwing up. It's quite
agew.”

Jahnel hesitated, then pushed hersdf upright. “Well, I'll try. Doeswisdom comein apill?’
“What?" Sair looked confused.

“Never mind, love. I'll haveto get dong withwhat | have.” She kissed him quickly and left to find
Médinde.

Chapter 4

AT NIGHT-CY CLE THE Faon again regrouped in the First Turning. Jahnd had drawn thelot, but Sair
and Eduard had not, giving them areprieve to take the rest they needed, however they groused. In their
place, Evan, ayear younger than Mdinde, had eagerly joined Jahndl and Mdinde, overtly possessed with
romantic idess of battle and oversolicitous for both his senior wives, ingsting on inspecting their
vacuum-suit connections and trying to boss Melinde on this and that. Meinde ignored him completely,
and not gracioudy, and sought out Philippe of the Roche for muttered conversationsin the corner of the
gathering room. Jahnel watched her uneasily, wondering what brewed with Philippe, then took timeto
alow Evanto fussover her.

“Now, Jahnel,” Evan said officioudy, “you must be more careful thistime.” Hejiggled his eyebrows and
tried to copy Sair's authoritative scowl, not successfully. Only fifteen, Evan had a haf-finished look ashe
filled out his growth; likely he would stretch afew more centimeters by his twenties and overtop even
Sair. Theinterim awvkwardness with his adolescent body embarrassed him thoroughly, though he found it
hard to discuss, embarrassing himsdf dl over again by that. Evan set himself many goasin his eagerness
for maturity; one or two were actualy reasonable.

“Yes, dear,” she said. He set about checking her vac-suit connections again, and she brushed his hands
away. “I'm fine, Evan. Check your own.”

“Who knows?" Evan said pompoudy. “Y ou may be pregnant, and we must be cautious of that.”
“Evan, I'm not pregnant.”

“You're sure?’ Evan actudly looked dismayed. She squinted at him.



“Who's been talking to you?’ she demanded.

“""Well...” Evan squirmed. “Hell, Jahndl, we've been married for sx months now and Roger fathered a
child in only two after he got married and—"

“Bvan,” shesad patiently.
“Hell,” Evan muttered, and |ooked away toward Mdinde. “Is Mdinde pregnant?’
“Solveyais”

“I know that,” he said, exasperated. “But that was Sair, so she doesn't count. And Eduard has two, both
of them yours. Honestly, Jahndl!”

Jahnd laughed, and kissed him, then ruffled his brown hair. “ Take some time on afew things, Evan. But
welll work on it. How about that?’

“If youindgt,” hejoked, then smiled a her shyly, al hisheart in hislook. Over his shoulder, she caught
another sour scowl from Philippe as he overheard part of their talk; the man had the ears of a
brood-chamber femae. She scowled back at him, daring him to comment. She had never particularly
liked the Roche subleader, a sour-tempered man quick to bitter complaints about anything and
everything, and wondered again why Melinde had sought him out. She felt haf-inclined to go ask.

Why isit so easy to forget acoming battle? she wondered then, bemused by her own absorptionin
vaydim priorities. I'm more Avelle than | sometimesthink. Or perhgps much in love and much liking my
roles—senior wife and mother, Leader presumptive, Kiiri's student, Jahnd and Louve and Faon, all the
people | am. But now dl that isat risk: it'seaser to not think of that. She shook hersdlf briskly. Do think
of it, Jahnd; don't give the risk any edge with astupid in attention. She left Philippe and Melinde to their
muttered conferences and tried to focus on the here and now.

A few minutes |ater, the Faon assembled by kin-group and the Battle Master, an older woman from
Ruisseau, gave quick ingtructions, then led the Faon into the Downlift. As agreed, the Avelle had
provided better weapons, tools the Faon would adapt to their own tactics, The Etoile maneuvered the
awkward weight of two laser cannons salvaged from arobot station deep in the Downlift; the Hiboux
and Ruisseau carried explosives and coils of naked wire to add new deadliness to the broken streets of
the surface ruins, trapstripped by the miin themsalves and drawing miin fire while the Faon lay safely
hidden esawhere. Destruction of thislander would not bring full victory—the miin ship till orbited high
overhead, beyond their reach—but even Niintua had finally agreed to stepped objectives, for dl his
spleen about the earlier retredt.

Jahnel took adis-rifle from the cache near the surface portal, then waited with her kin-group as Jean
released the energy screen. To Louve and Roche lay the baiting with another dis-rifle attack, in the hope
the Faon could lure the miin into the ruins to the destruction awaiting them. With the lander emptied of
most of itsmiin, Etoile could then open fire with the cannon on the lander itsalf. So went the plan: if it
didn't work, she thought confidently, they would devise others. She heard a quick murmur of voices,
hoarse with suppressed emotions, then joined the other Faon as they flowed outward again onto the
surface, hiding quickly in shadows, Louve and Roche advancing slently toward the miin, the other
kin-groups scattering into sSide streetsto lay their traps.

Near the edge of the surface ruins, Jahnd edged prudently into the black shadow of anearby wall, wary
of the bluish light that glanced off broken stone. Once thiswas anarrow street on the edge of the Avelle
dwelings, an dley shidded by meta roofing. Half the meta plates had fallen into the rubble of
half-collgpsed walls, creating obstacles to the rocky plain beyond. She edged outward, choosing her



route among the debris, then relaxed back into shadow, waiting. The sound of her own breathing seemed
loud in the confines of her vacuum suit, subtly underlaid by the faint hum of her heat exchanger, the
thudding of her heart. She till felt the aftereffects of the suva despite Kiiri's counter-agent, asit tugged
her heartbeat into arandom thrum, stretched her vision in odd ways. She shook her head impatiently.

Sheturned in her shadowed space and looked backward, squinting through the glare. If she could not
see her kindred in the other shadows, neither could the miin. All for the good. She took confidencein
that, for dl it had not helped in thefirgt attack.

Againg the glow of the sky above the street, she saw the distant black shape of the orbiting invader ship
flashing downward toward the horizon, its orbit quickly accomplished. In afew hours, the ship would
appear again in the east, rising quickly against the ever-present blue haze. The miin had not yet struck
from the larger ship, but Niintua had spoken of other Avelle weaponsthat could touch that ship and bring
itsdestruction. Y et the Avelle had seemed uncomfortable in that confidence, would not explain why the
weapons had not been used. Why not? she wondered. She suspected areason beyond malice to the
Faon, something hidden among the Principa's, something to do with the extensve disrepair of the
Downlift. She gripped the stock of her dis-rifle moretightly.

Theword came quietly through her headphones, broadcast from atiny drone flashing skyward from the
Downlift, then vanishing as quickly behind the asteroid's horizon. Jahnd moved ingtantly, bounding lightly
across alighted space to the next shadow, then again, choosing her path efficiently, taking every
advantage a native to this asteroid might have over the invader.

Oh her fifth legp, Jahne reached a new wall-shadow and stopped, recoiling dightly from the stone until
her magnetic soles gripped the iron-rich surface. She maneuvered hersdlf quickly, again conceding hersdlf
within the safety of the shadows.

She heard aclick in her headphones as Melinde began the linkup. “ Jahnel, to your left,” she whispered.
To better concedl their gpproach, the Faon had modified the vac-suit radios to directiona beam,
eiminating any cardesssgnasin directions the miin might detect.

“Here,” she answered. Shelooked to the left and saw aglove wave briefly in the sunlight, then vanish
again into impenetrable shadow. “How far to the miin?’ she asked.

“A hundred meters,” the voice whispered. “More bodiesto daughter.”

“Clear your mind, Mdinde,” Jahnd reproved. “Don't give them the edge.” An hour of attempted
persuasion, often heated, had not changed Mdinde's opinions, though her sster-wife had ungracioudy
agreed to stop airing them in Avelle hearing.

“Thisissupid,” Melinde sad.
“Probably. But Home-Space asks the sacrifice.”
“It's till supid.” Meinde's voice was shill.

“Please clear your mind, Melinde; | don't want to lose you—none of usdo,” Jahnel turned right and
aigned her radio link with her other flank-mate.

“Evan, to your right,” she called softly.

“Here” Evan answered promptly, his high clear voice trembling with excitement. “How far to the miin?’



Evan asked.
“Just beyond the next block of buildings. Steady now, dear one. Continue linkup.”
“Yes, Jahnd.”

Evan's presence vanished as he turned his helmet out of line of sight, breaking the radio connection.
Méelinde, too, had withdrawn from link, perhaps staring backward across the blue-lit stone. Jahnel felt a
small prick of worry; mistakes happen during distraction, even in the relative safety of the fallways. A
small inattention, adistracted mind, and an Avelle might come too close and attack, raging at the strange
human shape. She bit her lip.

A slvery globe again shot skyward from the Downlift, quickly lost in the glare of the sky.
“"S0...” came the measured voice.

Jahnel turned and threw hersdlf into the sunlight. She ran lightly to the next shadow, then bounded over
the rocky wall. Ahead lay the pulverized stone and rubble of the crater lip, broken in severa placesby
the earlier barrage. Sheran forward in lightly bounding strides, in perfect balance, her breath evenly
paced. In her peripheral vison, enhanced by the cantilever mirrorsin her helmet, she saw the gray shapes
of other Faon, each running as easily as she, flowing over the rubble. Together, the line of Faon climbed
to the crater's edge and threw themsealves down behind the ring of broken stone.

Jahnel brought up her dis-rifle and lowered the telescopic sight, then charged the magazine with aquick
flip of her wrist. Beneath her on the crater floor, through a crevice between stones, she saw severd miin
intheir awvkward vacuum suits, tiny two-legged figures with bulbous heads clustered about agreet
machine. To one side stood the missile launcher, attended by a half-dozen other miin. They had grown
careless to show such exposure, odd in their choice of mistakes. Did they redlly believe the Faon could
be driven off so easily? She glanced | eft and saw Mdinde focus her rifle sight on the largest group, Jahnel
cradled her ownrifle against awedge of smal stone.

A dozen jagged lightnings exploded downward into the crater, each striking its target in mid-chest. Jahnel
quickly swung her beam to the right, dicing through the suit arm of another miin. A puff of white emptied
the suit of breeth and life; the miin staggered, clutching at hisarm, then fdll face forward into the feathery
pumice of the crater floor. A moment later, athird managed afew agonized steps beforeit, too,
collapsed. In aspace of seconds, the Faon had counted fifteen miin lives, repayment of the debt for their
own.

Secondswould be all they had.

In aconvulsive heave, Jahnd threw hersdf backward from the crater rim, bounced lightly on her back
down the rubble, inverted on the rebound, and landed on one knee. She had scarcely gathered her feet
for the next leap when the world exploded in the miin counterattack. She felt agiant's blow to her back,
thrusting her forward, then another as the miin again pounded the crater lip with their cluster bombs. She
tucked hersdf into aball and rolled with the concussion, then tried to run. The third salvo caught her
hafway to safety.

Helplessy, she wasllifted up and thrown againgt the rock face of acrumbling wall. “Luelle!” she shouted
and tried to cover her faceplate againgt the imminent collison. She smashed into the unyielding stone and
rebounded hard. Sherolled, skating across the rubble beneath the wall, then sprawled against a
projecting stone. Dazedly, she heard the hiss of escaping air from her broken suit, then felt a sudden



lancing pain in her arm where ajagged rock had scraped through the suit-fabric into her flesh. Above her,
Rhesaa burned down its blue haze and seemed to rush down upon her, crushing her into oblivion.

Nol

She heaved hersdf on her side and drew up her injured arm, fumbling at the suit-fabric with her other
hand in a desperate attempt to close the tear. Black spots danced before her eyes, merging into broader
bands of shadow nearer the wall. She tightened her hand on her injured arm and heard the steady hiss of
ar lessen, but not enough. Her vison grayed till further as anoxia drained the strength from her hand.

Not likethis, please, not likethis. “""Sair...” she moaned and clutched at the suit-tear moretightly.
Don't be stupid, Sair had asked. She should not have run so close to stone. Forgive me, Sair...

She logt time then, and came to herself insde meta walls. A miin stood leaning over her and reached for
the sedl of her suit helmet. She raised her handsto ward it off, then smack violently at it, driving it away.
It promptly hit her back hard, rocking her helmet hard. Shetwisted, but the miin caught her and flipped
her over easily and laid her on abench, then bound her hands with a cord, securing it to arailing above
the bench. As she struggled, it broke the sed on her helmet and pulled it off. She gasped involuntarily as
awash of blood-warm air swept over her face, then wiggled as the miin passed its hands over her body
and paused over her injured arm, probing painfully with itsfingers. It left her then, face down on the
bench.

Furioudy, Jahnel struggled against the cord. She heard the heavy tread of other miin walking beyond the
door, then arumbling noise, a clang, and minutes later a building roar. She struggled againgt her bonds
frantically asavibration built through the floor plates and the bench, a steady roaring that waxed in noise
and gtrength. Aninvisible hand pressed her down against the bench, stealing her bresth away again, and
shefought it for long minutes. Then nothing, and alightnessto her body beyond even the easy flight of the
fallways she had aways known.

She guessed too well the meaning of the clang, the roaring, the lightness to her body. She grimaced: she
had willed the intruder ship to leave, but not with her aboard. Easy now, Faon, shetold hersdf: control
your rage. She stopped pulling at the cord and tested its length with her fingers, then patiently worked
againg it to allow her to turn over and St half-upright on the bench, though the cord bit through her
glovesinto her wrists and tugged painfully at her injured arm. She explored further upward, trying to undo
the knot, her fingersclumsy in her gloves.

A miin drifted through the inner doorway, then touched lightly off the door-rim and floated toward her. It
checked itsdlf againgt the bench and reached up and pulled off its helmet, revedling its face—ayoung face
shaped like her own, dark hair clipped closeto his ears, heavy eyebrows now drawn into a scowl, two
black eyesthat looked at her speculatively, glinting with anger: human eyes!

She stared at the man'sface, aknot of cold anger coiling in her ssomach. She would have Koyil'sown
hide, that one, and mount it on her wall. Four days before, Koyil had broadcast what he clamed wasa
radio message from the intruder ship, an incomprehensible babbling by ablurred and nightmareimage
that pointed to itself and named itself “miin.” We should have guessed, she thought distractedly,
remembering the human shape of the miin at the lander. We should have guessed.

“Why are you attacking us?’ her captor said in francai's, strangely accented but understandable. Human
gpeech: the miin were human—and Koyil's tape fakery. Her head swam with the implications.

“Do you understland me?’ the miin repeated urgently.



She nodded reluctantly, wondering if she gave up an advantage in doing so. It seemed to relax the miin.
He snagged a hand through a nearby bracket and smiled at her encouragingly, asmile sheimmediately
distrusted.

“My nameis Gregory Augtin,” themiin sad. “What's your name?’

She tared at him coolly, her fingers easing up the cord to the knat. If she could get free, she could legp
on this Austin and—what? What could she do on amiin ship with its strange machines? Wdll, she could
crash it. She thought about that a moment, her fingers probing the knot, then put the tempting ideaaside
for awhile. Possble, but she preferred battle plansthat |eft hersalf dive—not essential, but preferable.

“Areyou hurt?” The miin gestured at her arm, where blood had seeped through the tear in the suit fabric.
A stupid miin to ask the obvious, she thought: she wondered if the others were more intelligent than this
one. Austin scowled again. “Why don't you answer me?’

Jahnd amiled, enjoying the miin'sirritation and knowing that her smileirritated him al the more. Adding to
it, she looked beyond him at the doorway and wondered how many other miin were Sitting in the rooms
beyond. Her fingers probed the knot again. The miin sighed, jerking her attention back to him.

“Wadll, bethat way then.” He poked his chest with hisfinger. “For your information, thisshipisPAS La
Novia based out of Buenos Aires and MarsPort—the PAS stands for Pan-American States, Earth. I'm
one of the ship'sjunior pilots on temporary assignment to Contact Team.” He looked at her expectantly.
She stared back, saying nothing. “Y ou are descended from Phalene, aren't you? We caught Phalene's
distresssgnd forty lights from here and followed it to this star system. We're here to take you home—do
you understand? Home to Earth. Why are you attacking us?’

“Y ou attacked usfirst,” Jahndl countered.

“Soyou can tak,” Augtin said sardonicdly. “Hooray. Do you want tending for that wound? I'm not
coming closer until you promiseto not fight.”

“Stay away,” shewarned him.

“Asyouwish,” he snapped. He crossed hisarms and glared at her. “What's going on down there,
anyway? Wetdl your diensweve cometo take you home, and they send you up to attack us. Why?’

“Told “them...” Jahnd swallowed painfully. Sair had thought something wasloose among the
Principas—and Kiiri must have known, perhaps even helped in faking Koyil's tape. She bowed her head
amoment, sick with the treechery.

But perhaps the miin lies, she thought desperately, though she recognized severa of hiswords from
Phalene's history tapes. Phalene had launched from aPPAS colony world a Mu Carinis. When PAS
had founded three new coloniesin Caring, it had grandly invited colonists from other nations of Earth to
immigrate to Carina, promising theimmigrants anew future on anew world—only to claim later
convenient excuse for the anti-foreigner laws that trapped non-L atinos into economic peonage of
discriminatory taxes and pay. After years of struggle, asmal group of French immigrants had scraped
together the money for Phalene, hoping for a better start on anon-Latino world in Centaurus, but finding
through near-disaster anew world they had never expected among the Avelle. Her world.

Shelifted her chin and denied him. “ And who should fight but the lesser irutawho owe akin-debt to the
Avele? The Avele Naa ailku commanded; it was our vaar to comply. Bid you do asthe Nadlaiku
command, miin: go away.”



“Iru—what did you say?”’
“Youinvadethe Tiraamu; it is not permitted.”
“"Tiraa... Youvelost me, woman. What's an iruta?’

Jahnel bent forward and pulled hard at her bonds. Austin lunged forward and pushed her back, pinning
her againgt thewall, bringing hisface inches from her own. “ Stop that. Y ou'll just hurt yourself more.” She
turned her head away, refusing to look at him, conscious of a sweet tangy odor from his skin, the faint
sourness of his breeth, the closeness of hisbody. If she only had her hands, he'd regret coming this

close.

Behind him, another miin appeared in the doorway and spoke, awoman, from her voice and dighter
body, though little else could be told in the baggy folds of her odd clothing. Austin backed away from
Jahnel, then replied to the other in words she didn't understand. The woman looked at Jahnel in distaste,
then quickly smoothed her expression into something she no doubt thought friendly.

“Thisis Elena Sanford,” Audtin told her. “ She has questions she wantsto ask you. “I'll trandate.”
“Tel Elena Sanford to invert hersdf.” Jahnd showed her tegth.

“""Uh...” Augtin ran ahand through hishair, obvioudy a aloss. The miin woman demanded something
and he spoke to her briefly, histone conciliatory. Jahnel doubted he trand ated anything about inverts.
The woman pointed at Jahndl's arm and spoke again. Jahnel looked back and forth between the two,
trying to catch the meaning in the gestures as they squawked at each other. The woman pointed again
and spoke more sharply to the man; she saw adow flush creep up Austin's neck and heard the tightness
in hisvoice as he answered. Findly, the woman tossed her chin and pulled hersdf back through the
doorway, her boots clanging against the rim as she pushed off.

“You like thiswoman?’ Jahnd asked swestly.
“Shut up.” Augtin glared & her.
“Why doesn't she spesk francais, too?’ Jahnel asked.

“Wrong continent, sweetheart. Our crew is Latino and Anglo, with Espanol and English as ship-officid. |
have the misfortune of being haf-French—that'swhy I'm stuck with you.” He glared at her. “Why are
you attacking us?’

“Isthat one of the things Elena Sanford wantsto know?’
“Not especialy—shes more interested in your Avelles gravity control. What's an iruta?’

Jahnel clamped her lipstight. Austin waited patiently, though she could see hisanger building. An angry
man could get careless, she reminded herself. An angry man turned his back at the wrong times, and
discovered his mistake too late. She considered that, too, and let him smmer. After afew minutes of their
dlent battle, the miin Elena Sanford returned, and she and Austin discussed Jahnd again with their
squawkings.

“Elenawill tend your arm,” Augtin told her.
“Advise her I'll take out her teeth as she does. Say it literd thistime, please.”

“Asyouwish.” Audtin told Sanford; she gave Jahnd an incredulous look, then left quickly. It amused



Jahndl immensdly.
“Areyou dwaysthistough?’ Augtin asked.

She saw that he, too, was amused, and that irritated her more than she expected. Faon jokes were not
shared with miin, especialy crafty black-eyed haf-French miin who thought apol ogies meant anything.

Shegavehim aleve stare. “Y ou killed fifteen Faon. When their blood has seeped through al of Quevi

Ltir, then | might consider you other than | do.” Shelooked away, her jaw set.

“I'm sorry,” the miin said awkwardly. “We didn't know who you were—not until it wastoo late. It wasa
mistake we deeply regret. Can't you understand that?”

Shesad nothing.

“Be gtubborn then,” he said irritably. “When we get to La Novia, youll talk, believe me.” Hewaited
another moment, asif he hoped she would relent, then shrugged and followed the other miin through the
doorway.

Jahnel |ooked around the small room, then tugged vainly at her bonds again. Her arm ached, and blood
gtill oozed from therip in the suit. She leaned forward and tried to inspect the wound, but winced asthe
cord dug into her wrigts; if she had torn an artery, she decided, she would have been dead dready. She
looked around the room again, studying the walls and strange angles, each component, each detail,
fighting her own despair. She was captive among the miin, logt in this strange place ... and the miin were
humen.

The Avelle have betrayed us, she thought in anguish. Kiiri ... Shefelt hot tearsfill her eyes. She shook
them away angrily.

Youll tak...
Well, the miin could hope for that. She smiled grimly.

After atime, Jahnel heard hissings and a building roar, then felt the lander surge forward to a gentle thud,
Sheimmediately felt weight again, and noted her displeasure a the samenessto the gravity Kiiri had
fashioned for the Faon. The first generation of Faon, those who had come with Phalene, had made a
Song about a place named Earth, but their children and their children's children, after waiting in courtesy
until the last of the first elders had died, had remade the Song. The Faon now sang of the railways, not
Earth, and had no wish for any other Song.

Or would they? Would the Faon return with the miin to Earth, abandoning al that they were? She thought
on that as she waited for the miin to regppear, guessing that Koyil had doubted the Faon answer,
however his skin must prickle at the wishing. Even aPrincipa of Laws understood the Songs and their
imperatives, for dl hisrivary with Songitsdf in hislust for Lejasinfluence. Y es, he had doubted that
easy solution, guessing that some Faon would refuse this ship's offer and remain awaterthorn in hisside.
A crafty Principa—great-claw feasting was too good for him. Melinde might have some useful idess
later, she thought. Shejust might.

She lifted her head as she heard footsteps, then watched warily as the miin Austin stepped through the
doorway and approached her, his suit helmet under one arm. Heraised his other hand and showed her a
dender meta object.

“We can do thisthe easy way or the hard way,” he announced. “We want you to walk out of the lander
up to the hospital. Y ou either agreeto do it peacefully, or I'll put you to deep and haul you like a sack.



Y ou undersiand me?’

She looked at his determined expression and alowed her shouldersto dump. 1 understand,” she
murmured abjectly.

He hestated asif he didn't trust her—apparently he had more brains than she had assumed—then
grunted. “Look mein the eyesand say that again.”

Jahnel looked up. “I understand,” she said clearly. He studied her face, then nodded and dipped the
object behind aflap in his clothing. She made a careful note of which one.

“Okay. But you make one wrong move and it'slights out. Understand?’

She nodded. He moved toward her, watching her carefully al the while, then bent over her to untie her
hands and quickly stepped back. She saw him tense, ready for anything, and so sat quietly, biding her
time.

“Get up, please. Follow me.”

He stepped toward the outer doorway, then waved the miin Sanford back as she appeared in the other
door. She squawked at him awhile; he finaly barked at her and she backed off. Jahnel caught an
intimation of their kin-ranking in her furious express on—though maybe the Sanford's mother had eaten
watergrass during pregnancy and permanently soured her daughter's disposition. If the miin had
watergrass. If the Sanford had amother.

“Thisway.”

Jahnd roseto her feet and picked up her helmet from the bench, then followed Austin into the corridor
beyond, consciousfirst of the woman treading closaly behind, then of the sound of other footsteps asthe
rest of the lander crew followed them. The corridor led to awide porthole and a glimpse of abroad
metal deck, then aromp leading outsde. More tentatively, Jahnel followed Austin down the ramp, trying
to take in the wideness of the room and the bewildering array of machines. The space was nearly aslarge
asthe Principas own Council Chamber, and obvioudy aroom and not arailway. Miin scurried dong
thefar wall in front of tall pandsflickering with lights; other miin hastened toward the lander, giving her a
wide berth as Augtin gestured at them. She noticed their clothing for the first time: strange tubes around
their legs, ashort aal around their chests, bound around the arms. And green, like waterweed. She
looked up and saw two small shipsin brackets on the walls above their heads, each tiny ship barely the
width of afalway, much smaler than the lander. Sheingtantly lusted for one of them—then looked back
a Augtin. A pilot, he had said, aword she hadn't quite understood as he used it, but she now guessed at
the miin meaning. He could fly one of those little ships. Augtin turned and looked at her warily; she
arranged her face in a pleasant expression.

“Bigplace” shesad, waving her arm expressively.
“The ship bay stretches haf the ship's core. Come dong.”

Jahnd followed him sedately across the metal floor to nearby wall, then watched with interest ashe
pushed a button on acontrol panel. An instant later, adoor parted, reveding asmal room within. The
hospital? And what would they do with her there? He motioned her to step inside. She did o, then
edged to the farther wall as he and Sanford crowded in after her. The woman gave her acool look as
their deeves brushed; Jahnel smiled pleasantly.

“Big place,” sherepeated, and saw Austin give her asharp look. He pushed a button on another control



panel and the doors closed, followed by a surge of acceleration upward. Shelooked around in aarm,
then quickly hid it before the miin noticed. “Biiiigg place,” she drawled.

“All right, dready,” Augtin said irritably. “It'sabig place. Bet your Avelle don't have anything likethis.”
Jahnd smiled. Hed find out.

The acceleration stopped and the doors opened. Austin motioned her out into the corridor beyond, then
followed her down the hallway. Small rooms opened up to either side, each with abed and odd
equipment; three rooms had miin in them, looking relaxed. Austin guided her around aturning and down
asgde corridor, then motioned her into aroom. She stepped inside and immediately sidled to theright as
she saw the two miin waiting for her. They sat on odd bencheswith four legs near along mattress
elevated on ametd frame; the miin she had seen earlier had reclined on such mattresses. The hospital,
obvioudy, though again the miin meaning didn't quite track with the Faon word; here it seemed to mean a
placeto be relaxed. Austin squawked at the two miin, histone respectful, and the younger one, the one
with the black hair and restless black eyes, squawked back; the Sanford walked in then and added her
irritable share.

Jahnel wished for proper gravity to show her opinion of them all, but doubted the miin would understand
arudeinvert if they saw one. Austin squawked some more at the older miin with the slvered hair and
long nose, then turned to Jahndl.

“Thisis Commander Boland. He wantsto ask you some questions.”
“The same questions as the Sanford?’

“Hisown questions. That other man is Lieutenant Rivera, hisfirg officer. Y ou can St down if you want.”
Jahnel sdled to the abutting wall opposite the miin, then leaned back comfortably, shifting her weight to
oneleg. “Or stand, if you must.” Austin turned back to Boland, who squawked severa words.

“What isyour name?’ Audtin trandated.
“Wdf”
“Wolf?" Helooked confused. “That's your name?’

“Wolf.” She paused reflectively. * Sometimes I'm Rock or Star or Owl. It depends on my ilaipaari and the
Nadaiku's concept of redity. In the Tiraamu,” she added helpfully.

“Concept “of...” Austin looked at her in bewilderment, then trandated hastily when Boland barked at
him. “The commander wants to know—uh, let's back up. What's an ilaipaari?’

“The currents of the apadi.”

Austin scowled, drawing down his dark eyebrows, and glared at her. “What's an apadi?’
“Thewill of the Nadlaiku.”

Boland started squawking again.

“Nadaku?’ Audtin asked, ignoring him.

Jahnel amiled. “Thevaar of the Tiraamu. Y our commander istaking to you, Audtin. Isit wiseto ignore
him?It'shardly vaar.”



Austin grunted, and turned to talk to the miin Boland. She saw Boland scowl, then glance a the miin
Rivera Rivera scowled, too, then scowled a Sanford, who scowled back, who then scowled at Jahnel.
Jahndl yawned eaborately, an invert of Faon design that even amiin would understand.

“I told him you're playing games,” Austin said angrily, hisblack eyesglinting. “I suggest you stop it.”
“Games?’

"What's your name?" Austin shouted.

“Wolf.”

Boland stood up with adisgusted look and gestured at Rivera, then stalked out. Sanford scurried after
him hadtily, leaving Jahnd and Austin aone. Jahne braced her hands againgt thewall behind her, waiting
for Ausgtin to make his mistake.

“Cute,” Austin growled. “Redlly cute.” He turned away toward the door, and she legpt for him.

Her momentum dammed his head into the wall by the door, stunning him. She quickly threw her arm
across histhroat and squeezed, then dragged him backward off balance. He half fell against her and
began to struggle, hisfingersdigging franticaly at her forearm as she throttled him. She tightened her
throat-hold, then took hiswegpon from his clothing and jabbed it in hisribs asawarning. When he
dumped limply againgt her, sheloosened her neck-hold dightly. Austin took agasping breath, then
another.

“Quiet,” she hissed in his ear, then tightened her arm again as he began to curse. He obeyed immediately.
Shelistened for any sound in the corridor and heard nothing—aside from the impact of Austin's head
againg the wall, her assault had been nearly noisdess. “Now,” she whispered to Austin “you will return
meto Quevi Ltir.’

“Where?
“Whereyou found me, miin.”
“Impossible,” he blurted out loud.

“Lower your voice, or I'll throttle you into oblivion. | don't careif the Tiraamu has oneless miin to pollute
it—but it would take me awhile to find another pilot. So you'll do.”

“Thereésno way, Wolf,” he protested, and pried a her arm again. “Well be seen.”
“Stop that and drop your hands. Think of away.”
“Youll never even get out of the hospital.”

“Think of that, too,” she threatened him. “Think of away.” While Austin thought, she listened again,
anxiousfor any approaching footsteps, “Do you have away?’ she whispered urgently.

“In that compartment by the bed. Clothing.”

“Comewith me.” She dragged him backward and probed at the latch, then pulled the contents out when
the door snapped open. Still keeping one arm across Austin's throat, she shook out the bundle, finding
tube pants and an aal like the miin in the ship bay had worn, She reached ingde, found another bundle
likethefirgt, and took it for Austin.



“To get dressed in that, you'll haveto release me,” Augtin said, adistinct triumph in hisvoice. He stiffened
as Jahnel jabbed his weapon againgt hisribs.

“And two secondsto kill you—which I will if | haveto. La Novia has more than one pilot, doesit not? |
can dwaysfind another. | suggest you behave, miin Audtin.”

“Y ou don't know how to use that wegpon.”
“It has one button and one lever. We can experiment—no?’
“Y ou wouldn't do that.”

“Test meand see. Likely my vayaim dready grievesfor me as one of the newly dead; | have nothing to
lose”

Austin thought it over and decided wisdly to believe her. Anintdligent miin. “Lisentome,” he said
earnestly. “ Y ou don't “understand...”

“Will you behave?’ She released her hold dightly, then stepped away from him and tossed the extra
bundle at hisfeet “Y ou dress, too.”

He turned toward her suddenly, then froze as she swung up the weapon and pointed it at his chest, one
finger cradling the lever, another poised over the button onitsside. It was obvioudy theright
combination; the miin eyed the weapon and swallowed unessily.

“Okay, okay,” he said, raising hishands. “Don't get excited.” Moving more dowly, he bent for the bundle
and tore open the plagtic, then reached for the zipper at histhroat. She watched him strip off his vacuum
suit and put on the tube pants, then the adl.

“Move over to thewall and lean your hands againg it, feet backed out,” she ordered. When he had
complied, she quickly stripped off her own vacuum suit and put on the other set of miin clothes. Then she
wrapped her suit and Augtin's around their helmetsinto abulky roll.

“Come,” shesad.

Heturned and faced her. “ Thiswon't work,” he said, fury in hisface.

“Makeit work, or I'll find another pilot;”

“Why won't—" he began. At her warning glare, he lowered hisvoice again. “Why won't you listen?’
“Take meto Quevi Ltir and maybe'll listen.”

“Youwill?

“Maybe”

He hesitated, studying her face. “Okay. Thisis crazy, but come on.”

He walked to the door and looked out in both directions, then signed to her to follow. Shewalked
quietly behind him, carrying their vacuum suits beneath her arm, the wegpon concealed benesth them,
dert for treachery. A pair of miin approached them; Austin gestured naturally and spoke a greeting, and
the miin passed without giving Jahnel a second glance. She smiled to herself—looking human had its
advantagesin this miin place—then scowled asit led to other thoughts she did not enjoy. At the next
turning, Austin dowed and checked ahead, then walked on toward the transport room at the end of the



hall, Jahnel padded behind him, trying to keep dert in al directionswhile focusng on Austin, watching the
tensenessin his shoulders, thefirst sign of any move againgt her. At the wall-doors, he pushed the
summons button, then stepped in as the doors opened. She dipped in behind him.

“Thiswas the easy part, Wolf. Now what am | supposed to do?’

“One of thoselittle shipsin the ship bay. On thewalls. Y ou will think of away.”
“A jitney? You'recrazy.”

“Doit, miin; find theway.”

The doors opened onto the ship bay, and Austin glanced at her, then headed for the little ships. She
followed behind him casudly across the long floor and watched as he poked at awall pandl. One of the
little ships did outward on ametal frame that projected, then descended gracefully to the bay floor.
Austin pushed another button and the frame receded; the little ship sank afew inchesto rest oniits
whedls. A door in the side whined open.

“Getin,” she ordered.

“I haveto program the launch sequencefirst,” Augtin said, glancing around nervoudy. Nobody of a
dozen miin waking about paid them any attention at dl. This Austin had good idess, it seemed, Jahnel
reflected. Sheintended him to continue having them.

“Doit,” shesad.

“All hell will break loose when wetaxi into the ship lock. Boland hasn't authorized any—"
“Y ou will explain to hissatisfaction.”

“God damn it, woman! Y ou can't do thigl”

She bared her teeth. “| dready am. Prepare the ship.” Sheraised her bundle and let him see the wegpon
beneath. “Then get in and take me back to Quevi Ltir. Or I will find another pilot who can. Don't think |
can't.” Austin muttered an oath and punched at the panel, then gestured her toward the little ship, “You
first,” she said. That earned her another muttered oath, but he continued to have good ideas and climbed
up the short ladder.

Inside, shefound asmall room with two strangely shaped benches, padded and nearly shoulder-high;
Austin strapped himsdlf into the bench on the left. She dipped around the far sde of the other bench and
sat down to fasten her own belts over the vacuum suitsin her [ap, then leveled the wespon at Augtin. He
reached for one of severa control levers on the pandl in front of him, then touched a button. The pand lit
up an array of lights; agray view-window aboveit flickered into life, showing an image of the ship bay.
Austin engaged other levers and shefdt alow vibration, then movement asthe jitney began to roll
forward. Asthey approached ablank wall at one end of the large room, adoor irised open. A voice
suddenly sounded in the air, barking some command; Jahnel looked around, startled, then spotted the
grilleto Audin'sleft.

“Do | answer that?’ he asked.
“Find theway, Audtin. Y our choice.”

Austin shrugged and touched another button, then spoke aoud and was answered asthe little ship rolled
smoothly forward. Austin began another sequence on his panel as Jahnd watched, the grille blatting more



incomprehensible words. Austin replied in asoothing tone, then tightened hishands on two leversasa
door ahead opened, revedling an array of stars and Rhesaa's blue haze. Jahndl tightened her grip onthe
wegpon, pressing hard with her fingers, her eyesflicking from the grille to Austin's face, watching him for
any treachery, hoping she would seeit for what it was while she could till act.

A roaring sounded behind them and the ship accel erated outward, surging over the threshold and falling
into open space. Thevoicein the grillewaslost in the roaring, then came abruptly back again as Austin
moved his hands smoothly over his panel. Autin tipped another lever, and the grille's noise stopped
aoruptly.

“Where do you want to land?’ he asked sardonicaly.
“Where you found me. At the crater.”

Austin shrugged, only the working of hisjaw muscles showing the fury hefdt. Thiswasaman, she
thought, who did not like compuls on—who thought kin-obedience, the vaar, was dways a choosing with
options. She studied his profile, noting the stubborn line of his nose, the angry set of hisjaw, the deftness
of his hands as he moved them over his controls. A miin with talents—and an anger she might use

further.

Sted amiin ... Kiiri had said. She smiled recklesdy.
“""Wolf..."
“Shut up.”

He seethed a her brusgueness, though he tried to hide it from her. Shelooked quickly out thelittle ship's
view-window, trying to reckon how long she must keep him off balance with that anger of his, not too
much into rashness, not too little into treachery, until the advantage became entirely hers. The Avelle
understood such balances, exquisitely well; the Faon had learned those balances from them long before
to survive, as she used it now.

Thelittle ship siwept downward, then skimmed across the rocky surface toward the ruined city on the
horizon. Jahnel moved her hands to rest on her knees, tensing as the ship touched down and rolled jerkily
over the rough surface, then eased to astop near the lander crater. When Austin turned to her and
opened his mouth to speak, she struck him with the weapon, connecting with asatisfying thud on his
head. Minutes later, she had the unconscious miin dressed in his vacuum suit and had repaired the
damage to her own vacuum suit. Sheleft thejitney at arun, dodging nimbly among the robotsrolling
inexorably toward the little ship, and headed for the Downlift, carrying her human booty with her.

Chapter 5

AUSTIN AWOKE WITH asplitting headache and for a panicked moment thought he was blind. He
thrust out a hand, groping againgt the sudden darkness, and saw the moving gray blur infront of hisface,
the shadows of fingers. He tentatively moved hisfingers and, to hisrelief, saw the shadows respond, then
let hishand fdl loosdly into hislap. Blearily, he turned his head to look around him, trying to match his
persond redlity to the gloom on every sde. The blackness spun for afew moments, then settled back
into perspective of acurving overhead, pitch darknessto either sde. Where was he?

He blinked and tried to remember, then laborioudy assembled fragments of the assault in sick bay and his
jitney flight downward. Hefdt alight pull of gravity, more than free-fdl, and laborioudy added it to his
data. Important, Greg, he thought groggily. Think. He noticed the familiar confines of hisvacuum suit, a



comforting weight. The current of warm air Sghed across hisface, dightly off true air-mix and bearing
undefinable odors—not unpleasant, but strange. He reached out again, touching nothing in the darkness,
then became aware of meta supporting hisback ashe hdf lay, haf sat againgt it. He turned his head full
to theright, trying to peer into the gloom, and saw grayer shadows in the distance, rounded somehow.
To theleft was only a deeper blackness. A tunnel? He couldn't tell.

Shadows ... He drifted away, his thoughts fragmenting into memories of other shadows.

He remembered the sunlit shadows on his mother's pale still face as she sat on their balcony in Caracas,
her fingers twisting unhappily in her |ap as hisfather tood looking out over the city, his back to them
both, his passionless voice risng and faling as he lectured her, oppressing her with hisdisgpprovd, his
pride, his unbending rectitude. That same brilliant Caracas sunlight had later dappled the carpet in his
father's sudy as he himsalf sood mutely listening to hisfather'sintended horror of boarding school and
forbidden contact with his mother, aforeigner who so little understood her duties aswife, who foolishly
thought she could frudtrate afather's rights to his son by leaving her husband.

At the school, his schoolmates had taunted him, calling him bastard and foreigner, mocking hisforeign
name and his mother's disgrace of divorce—Grégoire, Grégoire, they had chanted, whereisyour
mother? In a French brothel ? That's where divorced women go—is she there? What does she do there,
little Grégoire? And they had told him what she did, in graphic and obscene detail. And he had fought
them, an eight-year-old flailing out wildly against adozen older boys, and they had beaten him into
submission with their fists and their feet. More lectures, another shadow-patterned carpet, then a
summonsto hisfather, caling him away from important affairs a the ministry to learn of the disgrace to
his namein such afight with such fine boys from such digtinguished families of the highest socid circles of
Caracas. It isyour mother's blood, he had told his son contemptuoudly, a phrase Austin had never
forgiven, and had left him therein that awful school, coming rarely to vist, then not coming a all.

On his eighteenth birthday, thefirst day he became an adult and the first day hisfather could not undo
what his son choseto do, Austin visited alawyer to filethe lega papers obliterating hisfather's name
from hisown, never again Juan Grégoire Amaneda-Perez y Audtin, only Gregory Austin, the newest
pilot's candidate for PAS La Novia, the colony bureau's new deek survey ship. And he had told his
father in dry measured tones, in that study with the patterned carpet, what he had done and why he had
doneit and had watched hisfather'sface as he told him, then walked out.

He had heard later that his action had been a horrifying scanda for amonth and aday in Caracas socid
circles, then forgotten as easily as his mother had been forgotten years before. On ship, he kept silent
about hisbirth namesin asociety that revolved on birth names and heritage, and knew hisLatino
shipmates speculated behind his back about what had happened in Caracas to make him anameless
man. Hetold himsdlf it amused him and ignored their attemptsto ferret out the scandd, isolating himsdlf
too much during histhree years aboard ship, keeping even his Anglo friends at a careful distance.

Were the memories why he helped Wolf escape? he wondered. Wasit some tone in Boland'svoice,
sometilt to Riveras eyebrow, that old contempt for the outsider that permeated L atino assumptions?
They had looked at her with that unassailable condescension of the Latino mae, ajudgment further laden
by theinitia biopsy reports of the strange drugs found in the corpses. Drug daves, the rumor had swept
through the ship, subhuman, aien captives. Whispered eager storiesflying from Sick Bay to Command to
Pilot Quartersto Tech Basin, handsraised in horror, mouths made into Os, addlicious shudder of it al.
And Wolf had defied them, her chin lifted, playing her word games, her pridein every line of her dim

body.

Vive les Francais, he thought ruefully—though he hadn't thought of himself as French for years, or
known that his self-disownment so long before needed any coda. Surprise to you, Greg, old boy. He had



intended that defiance asafindity, the ending of it.

His head ill throbbed, scrambling histhoughts and making it hard to think. He felt another puff of warm
ar on hisface and puzzled about it amoment, then touched hisface, redizing another oddity. Where was
hishdmet?

He hunted vaguely beside him, then tried the other sde. Nothing. Had Wolf taken it? Why?

Hetook a deep breath and closed his eyes, willing hishead to clear. Think straight, Greg; take your
time.

Time: strange how time could foreshorten from the dozens of red-time yearsthat La Novia had crossed
in afew weeksto the bare seconds of inattention that cut life into death as box-shaped aien machines
rolled towed them. Strange how assumptions could turn upside down. For three weeks La Novia had
searched among the fringe stars of Carina cluster, tracking the wavering distress call that had brought the
survey ship so far into space, amessage with itstantaizing hint of diensthat had sent pictures, that
promised rescue for the crippled ship. Had Phalene's message not mentioned diens, La Novia would
not have come at dl, not thisfar in the unlikely chance of rescue: space disastersrarely left Survivorsto
find. It wasn't worth the risks—unless something el se beckoned.

For two hundred years, Earth had waited for First Contact with an dien race, ever sincethefirst
star-explorer ships had broken the light barrier and escaped Sol system. A primitive doglikeracein
Gemini had gtared at the human spacemen in blank wonderment; Earth archaeol ogists had stared as
dumbly at the long-dead ruins of amaster race in Ophiuchus. But nothing € se, not in the dozens of star
systemswithin Earth's reach—until now. And so La Novia had come deep into Carina, hunting for the
diensas much asfor the humanslost here—had come with dl the fatuous human presumptionsthat such
Contact would be welcomed.

We expected eagerness for Contact, he thought, the same wish for exchange, knowledge, exploration.
We were so sure, so sure of everything.

A migtake, Boland had decided after the robots destroyed the lander. An unfortunate preprogrammed
response. Just amistake, the Contact Team nodded, their chins jerking sagely up and down, deceiving
themsalves. It didn't matter that the diens till ignored the follow-up radio messages beamed at them,
didn't matter that no one down below had bothered to turn off the automatic defenses. Contact is
Contact. And s0 the second lander had waited confidently, expecting diensto come walking out of the
surface ruins any time, hands or flippers or claws extended in welcome. When new attackers had come,
moving lightning-swift through the shadows, striking with laser-fire and showing a sgpient intent beyond
the mere machine, it wasn't so easy to say “mistake.” The lander had defended itsdlf, then later found the
human bodiesin the wreckage of the counterattack. Mistake, right. Big mistake.

Maybe it was Riveras shrug, that condescending indifferent Latino shrug Austin had seen hundreds of
times before, that |ater made him turn his back, giving Wolf her chance. Maybeit wasalot of things.

My heed hurts, he thought irritably. Some Contact man, though no doubt Wolf thought her choice of
“contact” had suited perfectly. He fingered hisjaw and winced. I'm making contact, he had said to
Boland. Let me humor her alittle; I'll bring her back right away. Oh, sure. God, she had awicked punch.
He sat up straighter, thefogsfindly clearing from hismind.

She had taken hishdmet and itsradio. He fumbled hisfingers aong his belt to the emergency
transponder embedded in the fabric near the buckle and keyed it on. He preferred voice
communication—his Morse was damned rusty—but he had limited options, considering. Activated, the
transponder dia cast ahdo of ruddy light into the gloom in front of him, glinting on curves of shadowed



metd. Laborioudy, taking great care with abalky memory, he tapped out amessageto La Novia.
A-u-st-i-n-h-e-r-e. R-e-s-p-0-n-d-p-I-z. He waited afew moments, then tried again.

Midway through his repest, the trangponder dia winked briskly in response, lighting the gloom in front of
him with quick flashes. Austin concentrated on the flickering pattern, hisfinger poised over the
transponder B-o-I-a-n-d-h-e-r-e. W-h-e-r-e?

U-n-d-e-r-g-r-o-u-n-d, Austin replied. W-i-t-h-c-a-p-t-i-v-e, he added. Surely Wolf was somewhere
around here, he told himsdlf; it wasn't acomplete lie. O-r-d-e-r-s? he tapped.

R-e-t-u-r-n-s-h-i-p.
D-i-f-f-i-c-u-I-t.

Hewaited severa secondsfor areply, then shifted position uncomfortably. Boland must be having afit.
There goes your promoation, Greg, he told himsalf. There goes Elenaand her liking for ambitious men on
the up-and-up. There goes most of everything, though he might keep his pilot's ranking; Survey needed
good pilots. He told himself he hadn't wanted al the rest, anyway, not redly. H-a-v-e-l-o-c-at-i-o-n,
the commander sent at last. D-0-y-0-uU-r-e-g-u-i-r-e-r-e-s-c-u-e€?

Helooked around the narrow tunnel and imagined what lay above for any rescue team. La Novia may
have triangulated on his position, but that didn't solve the defenders between them. His ship had lost

enough people.
N-e-g-a-t-i-v-e, he sent. W-i-I-|-r-e-t-u-r-n-s-h-i-p-s-0-o-n-e-s-t.
R-e-t-u-r-n-b-y-s-e-v-e-n-t-e-e-n-h-u-n-d-r-e-d. W-i-t-h-c-a-p-t-i-v-e. B-o-1-a-n-d-o-u-t.

O-u-t. Thetransponder dia faded, and Austin turned it off. With captive. Not likely. He checked his
wristband. Two hours. Great. And he still had no ideawhere he was. He was about to explore down the
tunnd toward the light when he heard afaint scrabble and tensed, then shied involuntarily as a shadow
loomed suddenly in front of him.

“Ah, you are awake,” he heard Wolf say. “Good.”

Audtin tried to hitch himself up to asitting position and immediately thought better of it as histemples
throbbed. He called her arude name in French, hoping the dang had survived.

“And dert, too. That is good.” He heard her chuckle.
“Where arewe? he demanded.
“Inasdetunne below the Downlift, Y ou've been degping.”

“Go ahead, rubitin.” Hetried to St straighter again, then stifled another groan. “ That was hardly friendly,
Wolf—you sad wed tak.”

“We are talking—and who wantsto be friendly, miin?’

“My nameisAudtin,” he said mildly. “Greg to my friends. Why don't you cal me Greg?’ Maybe he could
cgjole her into taking him back to the jitney and salvage this mess. She just stared at him, shadow against
shadow. “Wherés my helmet?’

“Inasafe place. | will take you now to the Tiraamu.”



“Thewhat?’ he asked hopefully. He peered at her, but saw only shadows.
“The Home-Space. Come.”
“| don't want to go to the Home-Space. | want to go back to thejitney.”

“Thereisn't any jitney. The nindru meted it.” He saw the gleam of her teeth. “Quevi Ltir has excellent
nindru, as crafty asyou, miin—and longer-lived. Come.”

Hesghed. “What'sanindru?’ he asked, though he could guess from the context.

Y ou spesk French, Greg, Elena had said eagerly. Once we contact the colonists, you can beliaison for
the Contact Team, move up in rank; I've aready cleared it with Boland. Sure, Elena, he thought sourly.
Only the colonists don't speak French anymore, not redlly.

“Come.”

He looked at her speculatively. Maybeif he went with her to this Tiraamu, she would take him back to
the surface afterward, then let him climb aboard the lander that would be waiting for him. Maybe.

Shetugged impatiently on his deeve and pulled him toward her. He maneuvered awkwardly inthe
narrow tunnel, trying to get horizonta with hisfeet in theright direction, and hit his head on the calling.
“Quch!” He recoiled and bounced on the tunnd floor, then smashed his elbow into the other wall. Austin
gave out avivid oath, not French, and cradled his aching arm. Wolf clucked in exasperation and grabbed
his suit collar. She scooted him several meters down the tunnel, bumping his other elbow and his knee.

“Hey, dow down! Goddamn it! I'm not a sack of flour?’
“Hour?

Then abruptly they werein open air. Austin looked down into a dizzying depth and clutched at her as
they began to fal dowly inthe asteroid's light gravity. Wolf laughed and spread her |eft arm wide, then
swung aleg upward, spinning them effortlesdy heads-down. Thewallswhirled dizzily.

“That wasasaavi, aninvert,” shetold him.

“It certainly was,” he muttered, and held on to her belt, his other hand tight on her forearm. He didn't like
heights, for dl hispilot'straining; after dl, in aship you could pretend the view was just televison. They
fdl at alazy waking pace, the dim walsflickering past them. In the dim light from glow panels, Audtin
saw glimpses of metd pand covers, curious markings inscribed in uneven whorls, shadowed openings
onto blackness. Sapient construction, he noted absently—uwell, of course. Too sapient, he thought, as
something moved in a shadowed acove as they passed.

Ashis eyes adjusted further to the gloom, he saw abox-shaped canister in another alcove swive its
metd barrd asit tracked them ominoudly, then swivel back to point upward. M ore automatic defenses,
he guessed, like the robot lasers who had destroyed La Novia'sfirst lander. Quevi Ltir, asWolf cdledit,
was armed to the teeth. Why? More to the point, why didn't the robot fire? He craned his head
backward to peer at it.

Wolf touched her free hand to her belt and their speed quickened. He tightened hisgrip on her. It was
rather like flying, he decided afew minutes later—red flying, not in aship, but like birdsfly. He released
her forearm and tentatively pushed out his hand to the right, then hastily retracted it asthey veered | ft.

“If you'regoing to invert,” Wolf said camly, “be definite about it. Faint heart can leave you stranded in



midair, ripefor the dash.” Slash? he wondered. By what? He eyed a passing tunndl nervously. Then he
squawked as she suddenly jackknifed and spun them afull circle before checking them neetly
heads-down again.

“I've done free-fal acrobatics before, thank you,” he said with gritted teeth.
“Oh?’ she asked pointedly. They fell smoothly, still picking up speed.

“How far doesit go down?’ he asked curioudy. He still couldn't see bottom in the darkness below
them—this tunnd might be akilometer deep, maybe more. La Novia had picked up subterranean power
readings five kilometers square, though the experts had argued againgt any city that large. They hadn't
even thought about how deep. Maybe they should have.

He saw yet another robot track them, then desist, and wondered what kind of surprisesthese diens
redlly had, if they decided to use them. A sdlf-sustaining city over ahundred cubic kilometersin size?
How many dienslived in ahundred cubic kilometers? Thousands, certainly. Maybe tens of
thousands—and Wolf was taking him right into the middle of them. And something dashed if you didn't
watch out.

“How far?’ he asked hoarsdly.

“Asfar asit goes. But we will invert onto alanding place before then. Or sooner,” she added suddenly,
and veered them to theright, then pulled him quickly into an dcove. “Don't move.” She pushed him back
behind her and he bumped againgt arear wal only two meters from the opening. “ Quiet,” she whispered

urgently.

He thought to protest, then gawked as hisfirst Avelle flashed past the opening, ablurred image of dark
wings and white underbody three meters long, moving more gracefully than he had thought possible—and
fast, he redized the next moment as he noticed the scant second it had taken the large dlien to pass. Wolf
leaned forward to look out the opening, threw a quick glance upward, then grabbed hisarm. “ Comel
Before hereturnd”

She planted aboot on the opening rim and pushed off, pulling him behind her, then inverted in aflash,
wrapping her arm around hiswaist.

“Relax againgt me; don't resist.”
“Okay.”

Wolf touched her belt-jet control again, and they accelerated rapidly to aspeed fast enough to make him
squint againgt the rushing air, arrowing downward into the black depths. She looked behind them, then
inverted feet-firgt, hauling him around with her, and they dowed quickly. Another invert and they dipped
diagondly into another opening, falling severa meters before touching down on acrosswisewall. Wolf
waited for severa seconds, watching the opening of this new tunnel, then seemed to relax.

“What wasthat al about?’ he asked, suspected more games. “Aren't the aliens your friends?” He hadn't
seen Wolf worry about much of anything, especidly Gregory Austin. Why dl the caution?

“Niintuamust be inspecting your jitney personaly, what'sleft of it. | prefer to not havehim seemeina
miin'scompany.” She settled to her haunches, steadying hersdf againgt awall of their short pit. “Well
wait here awhile until I'm sure hesgone.”

“Niintua? Nindru?’



Sheturned toward him, adark shadow again in the gloom of the tunndl, and seemed to sigh. 1 thought
you spoke francais, Audtin.”

“I do—and you aren't, not always. Haf your words don't make sense to me. What's anindru?’
“An Aveleword. The machines on the surface and in the Downlift walls”
“How am | supposed to know Avelle words, Wolf?' he asked reasonably.

“Oh.” She laughed softly. It was a nice sound, he thought, when she didn't put an edgeonit. “What'sa
miin?’ she asked suddenly.

“A what?'
“You. Miin.”
“People, humans—more specificaly, males. Pronounced ‘men.” It'san Anglo word.”

“Men.” Sherepested the word curioudly. “Hmm. I'm human. Am | amiin, too?’ She sounded disturbed
by theidea

“What do you think you are?’

“Faon. | am Jahnd Alain of theilaipaari Louve, iruta Faon. We Faon are Nadlu of Lgjja, the Nadaiku of
Apadi.”

“I caught about two words of that, Wolf.”
“Wolf ismy ilaipaari,” she corrected him absently.
“God damnit!” he declared, totdly frustrated. “what's an ilaipaari?’ Thiswasludicrous.

“A kin-group,” Wolf trandated. “Y ou don't have kin-bonding?’ From her tone, she seemed to find the
idearather obscene.

“What's akin-group?’ he asked.
Shethrew up her hands. “"" Audtin...”

She stopped abruptly and lifted her head, hearing something he hadn't caught, then swiveled toward the
opening of the tunnel and spat aword. A moment later ashape bulked in the opening, dusty black on
pallid white with blazing red eyes. It spoke something to her in adegp rumbling voice, somethingin
whistles and grunts, Wolf immediately lunged upward &t it.

“Wolf!” he shouted in darm. Wolf collided hard with the Avelle, then broke free, asmall object in her
hand. She flipped backward and darted back into their tunnel; amoment later, ablinding flash lit the
abyss, followed by an echoing boom as the sound of the explosion bounce off metal walls. Charred
fragments of flesh exploded in dl directions, then dowly drifted downward in anausesting rain past the
tunnel opening. Austin heard awhining sound, then saw one of the robots—nindru, he corrected
himsdf—drift into Sght. The machine paused in front of their tunnel and inspected them, then flipped a
light and resumed its hunt e sawhere.

“Who wasthat?" Austin whispered. “ Niintua?’

“No, one of hissalas—his guards. Niintuawouldn't be that easily surprised. And that probe robot has the



entireincident in itsvid memory, too. Stay here.”

“I'm coming with you,” he objected forcefully.

“Y ou can't manage the falways, Audtin. Y ou're as clumsy asababy.”

“I'm not that clumsy, Wolf. So don't wait up for me. But I'm coming along.”

She stared at him a moment, then shrugged. “ Asyou wish.” She handed him the object she had taken
from thedien. “ Clip that to your belt. It wards off the nindru.”

“Thanks”

She edged out of the tunnel, then pushed off. Austin followed her more cautioudy, getting quickly behind
as she used whatever she had on her belt to accelerate. Forty meters beneath them, aboxy shape glinted
inthetdltaelights asit drifted Sdeways, its lightswinking off and on. Wolf approached it cautioudy,
dowing to practicaly nothing as she came within afew meters. Austin watched as she tentatively touched
it, then twisted alatch on its cover. The machine beeped urgently and swiveled toward her, then aoruptly
went dark. Wolf did the pand open, then touched something ingdeitsinnards, All threelazily fell
downward as shefinished disabling the machine.

“I'll be back,” she called up to him, then grasped the robot and arrowed sideways toward another of the
ubiquitoustunnel openings. Augtin waited, alittle anxioudy, and dowly fell thirty meters below the tunnel
she had selected. He tried flopping his arms but found that inverts did not stop hisdow fdl; findly he
managed to maneuver closer to the walls and caught at a bracket. He clung there, looking up and down
for other Avelle, though he hadn't the faintest ideawhat hewould do if one showed. Probably consent to
the dash—it was about his speed in this environment.

Oddto liveinthiskind of gravity. He smiled and pulled lightly on the bracket and bobbed upward, then
checked the movement. Well, you can handle that, Greg, he thought. He awkwardly swung himself
upside down, half floating, and clanged his boot on another bracket, recoiling a quarter-turn before he
could catch himself. Grestly daring, he crossed hiswrists and pulled sharply, dizzying himsalf with the
loop-the-loop that made the wall spin.

Thiswas something el se, he decided, ddighted.

On Luna, light gravity was more a menace than awonder, with descending ramps his particular hazard;
nor had he ever tried free-fall as an opportunity, for fun, not with asour-faced crew chief watching and
growling his safety regs. He tried another |oop-the-loop and stopped in midspin, haf embarrassed, as he
saw Wolf above him, watching him.

“Saavi,” he said. She grinned and descended lightly to hislevd.
“What'san iruta?’ he asked.
“A kin-dliance. Don't you have “kin-binding?’

“I don't know what kin-alliance meansto you, Wolf. | dso don't know why that Avelle threstened
you—or why you killed him.”

“1 didn't kill him—thenindru did.”

“Let'snot be dippery.”



She shrugged. “He was cardless—and he would have killed us both.”

“Why?

“You are an intruder. The Tiraamu must be defended. There are no exceptions.”

He studied her face. “ And thisis your Home-Space, too? |s that why your people attacked us?’
“Of course” Her eyes changed and glinted with anger.

“Not ‘of course,” he said patiently. “We're human, too. We're your kind. We heard Phalene's distress
sggna and tracked it to here. Our intentions are peaceful .”

"Phalene was wrecked eighty yearsago.” Shelooked him up and down, sudden distrust in her face.
“You don't look eighty yearsold, Austin.”

“We were along way from here, and space has different time flames.” That puzzled her. “We cameto
rescue you.”

“Fromwhat?’ sheretorted. “ So far I've done dl the rescuing, miin.” He saw her glance quickly upward
and down, checking.

“True,” he admitted. “ And some of the hazards you created, too—those hardly count. Why did you
knock me out?’

“Would you have come with me voluntarily?’
He hesitated. “ Probably not, Wolf.”

“So. My nameis Jahnd.”

“I thought your name was Wolf.”

“Wolf ismy ilaipaari, aword you do not understand. Y ou wonder why | killed the Avelle? If you don't
even know what akin-dlianceis, | don't dare let the Avelle find you. Home-Spaceis al they care about,
that and increasing their family brood. They don't know how aien you are, miin, not yet—and since you
are human, they may think we Faon have the sametaint.”

“Taint?" Audtin asked, confused.

“Come with me.” Shefloated downward to another tunnel, then looked cautioudy around yet again, up
and down, then gestured him to follow. He moved gingerly after her, awkward in the light gravity. She
dipped into the access gracefully, vanishing; he hesitated, then found himsdlf yanked ruddly into the
darkness beyond.

“Hey!” He shook her off and glared. “ Do the other robots have tapes of us?’ he asked worriedly.

“The Downlift nindru do not observe, only defend,” she answered absently. “ Niintua had a prowl! nindru
with him; it observes and remembers, sometimes thinks. And much hasgrown old in the First Tier: even
machines age and forget.” She floated to a stop and turned toward him, her expression intent. “We
approach an area of listeners now. | could take you through the Gate, but it is sure to be guarded—so
wewill go thisother way. The Avelle do not waste repair metal on unneeded machinery, but thisfallway
abuts Lgjastier, and we believe some of the wards are il active. Do not speak until | spesk to you.”

“All right.” He caught a her deeve. “Then let me ask now. Why did you bring me below? What are you



going to do with me?’

“Had | not brought you, the nindru would have destroyed you with your ship.” She stared a him a
moment, then shrugged again. “Whatever the fault, it isdone. The other | don't know; it isnot my
decison.” She pointed afinger at him. “Y ou will obey me.”

“Do | have any choice?’ he retorted.
“Hmmmph,” she said noncommittly. “Y ou think in strangdly restricted ways, miin. Come.”

Shetwigted gracefully in midair and pushed off the tunnd floor, then built an ongoing momentum by
handing hersdf, much like aswimmer, down the tunnedl. He copied her and followed more dowly; after
severd dozen meters, he started to get the hang of it. Swimming in air. He felt the lightness of his body,
her own grace possible within himsdlf, but hislimbs moved too avkwardly. He focused on the
movements of his hands, the straightness of his body, sculling himsef lightly dong the tunndl.

They reached a downward turning and descended hundreds of meters, confined within anarrow tube.
His shoulders began to ache with the cramped movements, and he gritted histeeth againgt the pain. A
short way further, Wolf suddenly inverted in front of him into aside tunnel bisecting the tube. Hetried to
dow himsdlf and nearly overshot the turning, then laborioudy tugged himsdf back, lined up carefully, and
pulled himsdlf into the new access. She had waited patiently for him. Beyond her silhouetted body, he
saw light again, anarrow circle of reddish light that seemed bright after the pitch darkness of the tunnel.

“Wait here” sheingructed.

Sheleft him aone, dipped gracefully down the tunnel toward the exit, and vanished from view. Augtin
waited, then looked upward. Y ou think in strangely restricted ways, she had said; maybe he should try it.
He could retrace hisway to that first tunnel, find his helmet, get back on the surface—he had award-off
device now. Boland would send alander to pick him up, could duplicate the ward-off deviceto give
them al protection. Austin could lead a survey party downward with what he knew, and force Contact.
Hewould bethe hero of it dl, dauntless Gregory Austin, Contact man extraordinaire.

He hesitated. So far La Novia had made one mistake after another, blundering around not knowing what
was going on, assuming thingsto fit its preferences, acting more out of itslust for alien contact than
caution for the colonists. And so had blindly killed Wolf's—Jahne's—people. Extreme territoridity: had
the Contact Team even considered that as afundamental? What was going on here? And if hewas
caught sneaking out by the Avelle, would that impact on the Faon? Jahnel had implied as much. Why
blame the Faon? Because they share the human taint?

Go on: bethe hero, hetold himsaf. Show her. Taketherisk.

He sighed and rubbed hisface, then sghed again. La Novia had made enough blunders, he wouldn't add
his share. He shrugged his shouldersinto acomfortable postion againgt the wall, settling himsdlf to wait.

Chapter 6

JAHNEL EMERGED FROM the cross-tunnd and propelled hersalf quickly down the narrow railway
fronting the outer wall of Lgjjastier. Their descent through the maze of the Firgt Tier had brought them to
within afew hundred meters of the Faon levels. In the early decades of Quevi Ltir, Quevi‘ali's
kin-alliances had lived together in the First Tier while they built separatetiersfor their brooding. The
Avdlehad built the First Tier asamaze of close spaces and multiple turnings, responding out of normal
pattern to the stress of irutain too close a proximity; it was not their pattern of first choice, and few



Avéle had bothered with the Firgt Tier afterward. To the Faon, the First Tier held endless
fascination—as welt as a prudent option againgt attack, should Lejja's Avelle deny their bonding and
invade the Faon levels. Later the Faon had used the portd to explore the dark tunnels and wards of the
Fird Tier, even venturing downward into the lower levelsthat ran the length of the City's seven
double-tiers. In either purpose, the Faon showed themselves dl too human; an Avelle had littleinterest in
gpaces outside his own tier and would never abandon his home-level once he held it, even upon the
destruction of hisbrood.

In her youth, Jahnel had loved the shadows of the First Tier, playing chase-and-dash games with her
companions through its bewildering complexity of tunnels and dark falways, wheedling her parentsfor
spare odds and ends to build a pretend Home-Space in some byway easily defended, creating in
miniature their own world of City and tier, Principad and soldier. Dozens of times, Jahnel had defended
her chosen tunnel from Sair's blinding attacks; dozens of times, she had led her kin-dliancein
counter-feint and stealthy advance. The children'stier wars often rivaled the noise and passion of theredl
wars el sawhere, bringing an occasional reproof from aFaon adult when the wars raged too closeto the
tier walls and gates, but otherwise the eldersindulged the play—if only to preserve adult peace and quiet
within thevaydim.

She had expected to see children playing in the tunnels nearest the portd, but heard nothing. This part of
theFirst Tier lay as quiet asthe rest; it troubled her. She looked upward, half expecting to see other
Avelle descending the falway, and wondered if Benoit had forbidden the children their usua play
because of other encounters deeper in the First Tier. Or was there another reason? She felt a sudden
sense of foreboding.

Until now, she had acted without forethought, determined to return to Quevi Ltir and to bring the proof of
the miin with her; only now, when she had time to think, did she redlize how this act would appear to the
Avdle, an act of immorality beyond Avelle thinking—and perhaps some Faon thinking, too. No matter
what information Austin could give, no matter any other purposeto his catching, intruders were not
tolerated in the Home-Space. To permit such intrusion risked loss of everything akin-aliance possessed;
that lesson governed Avellelife. Once Lejahad dared such arash choice againgt al sense, defying her
rivals with the rank and power of her numerous brooding, but the Faon lived by uneasy tolerance, weak
in numbers and resented by too many Avelle. Have you forgotten everything you knew? she wondered
desperately. What ever possessed you to do such athing?

She dowed her descent, trying to think coherently. But | couldn't just leave him for the robots, she
argued with hersdlf. Oh? And why not? He's only amiin—only the miin are human. Human like us. And
she gresatly suspected that Austin had aided her escape, for what reason she couldn't guess. Though he
moved awkwardly in the railways, she could recognize that asinexperience—his competence lay in other
areas, competence he had not used to stop her. Why did he help me? she wondered. Would you have
helped him if matters had been reversed? Candidly, she knew she would not, not for amiin, and
suspected that that difference was a human thing the Faon had lost. What € se had the Faon lost of their
human sdves?

Why had he helped her?

She stopped and hovered in the shadows edging the falways, cudgeling her brain, and felt half-tempted
to return and ask him. But asking would not solve her problem; she only now recognized its serious
implications. ldiot, she thought, angry at hersdalf. But what could she do now? If shetook Austin back to
the surface, how would helive? And if Niintua discovered him in Faon company on their way upward,
matters would be far worse—not even Lgjawould defend the Faon then, caught in the mord ambiguity
of condemning an action she had taken hersdf. Koyil would love that inverted advantage, she thought



sourly. Yet if sheleft Augtintoo long in the Firgt Tier, an Avelle might find him, especidly if hechoseto
wander—and she didn't entirely trust Augtin to stay put, not indefinitely. He had strength, and acertain
initiative, though why he refrained from acting confused her. But if shetook him into the Faon levels, as
she had intended ... what then?

She shook her head irritably. How do you arrange this for yourself, Jahnel? | am committed now, she
told hersdlf, and fdlt irritated all over again at her reluctance to face her kindred with such news. Her
family would be worried, thought her likely dead. She could not linger. She touched her belt jet and
hurried downward.

She saw the shadowed shape of the Faon guard in the portal before he saw her and dowed her descent,
then inverted in mid-tunnd, drifting downward into hisrange of sght. The guard jerked in darm and
raised his dis-rifle, then relaxed as he recognized her human shape. Then he saw her face,

“Yves,” she greeted him. Sair's birth-brother looked at her asif she had risen dive from adisintegration
vat. Well, perhaps she had, in asense.

“Jahnd!” He gawked amoment, then split hisface with awide incredulous grin. “You arewel?’
She caught a projecting tube and pulled hersdf level with him. “1 anwdll. Yves, | brought a—"
“You must see Sair right away,” Y vesinterrupted. “Weve been concerned for him. Come.”
“Not yet, Yves. I've brought a—"

Y ves turned and vanished into the shadowed opening, hurrying ahead to bear the news. News. She
floated in front of the access, chagrined. She supposed she was such news, for Yvesto lose dl courtesy
for her and to leave his guardpost unattended. And she brought bigger news, how Jahnel Alain had
brought an intruder into the Home-Space. Benoit would not enjoy this new dilemma brought him by his
daughter. | am anidiot, she thought.

She glanced upward into the shadows and hesitated. Austin would stay put for ashort time, at least, and
she saw nothing above or below. Thetier guard's attack had sobered him of any thought he had of
escape; she had seenit in his eyes, that fear that every Faon learned in childhood. Had he hel ped her
escape from his ship? For al his awkwardness, he had adapted well, better than she had expected. But
she mistrusted his passivity, mistrusted it badly.

Y ou just assume, Jahnel, she chided hersdlf. Y ou think you know what the miin are, what they
intend—like Melinde assumed she could say anything she wished in Avelle hearing. For an ingtant, Jahnel
felt another prick of deep apprehension. Had she imperiled al the Faon? And now that she had Augtin,
what should they do with him?

She reached out a hand and touched the rim-edge of the tunndl, then pulled hersdlf into its confineswith a
jerk. Consequences must be faced, the sooner the better. Y ou think you're so smart, shetold herself

angrily.

The portdl led to asmdl storeroom, then opened into the gathering room on the lower level. Here the
Faon met to discuss decisionsthat affected al of them, to watch City-Net broadcasts on the larger
monitor, and to meet for public celebrations and other cross-vaydim mesetings. Jahne drifted neatly over
the threshold of the gravity field and dropped feetfirst to the metal floor. She heard amurmur of voices
ahead and walked toward the lighted doorway ahead, finding a gathering of many Faon, mostly eders.
Two levels high and twenty meters square, the conference room could hold an extengve gathering,
though soon the Faon brooding would overflow the long ranks of chairs aong each wall. In the center of



the room stood awide table and three chairs for the Faon Leader and histwo councilors; awall screen
connected to the City's communication network dominated the rear wall. She saw Y vestaking to her
father and the two councilors at the center table, waving his hands excitedly, quite obliviousto the fact
that she hadn't immediately followed. She smiled dightly; that wasjust like Yves. She saw her father's
quick glance toward her, then his gesture to ayounger Etoile and quick ingtructions. The Etoile vanished
through the far door into theinner leve.

Wl past middie age, Benoit Alain had been Faon Leader for three decades, imperiousin his leadership
but undeniably committed to the benefit of the Faon. He and Jahnel had an uneasy relationship more
distant than she wished, for her willfulness offended her father. Indl hislife, Benoit had never taken
action without forethought and great ddliberation; he dtill grieved quietly for Jahnd's mother, blaming her
mother's own willfulnessfor her early degth in thetier wars; he saw in Jahnel the same defect. Even o,
he had indulged Jahnd in permitting her marriage to Sair, though he thought her too young and impulsive
to lead avaydim—and had told her so coldly. But he had permitted, and for that Jahnel till felt grateful
whatever their later quarrels, both private and public.

Shewaited in the doorway, looking at the faces she had known &l her life and relishing the fact that she
was home. Although sheloved the ease of the falways, something deeply physica was satisfied by the
weight, the air, the warmth of the Faon Home-Space, asif her ancestry remembered through the body
the onetime Home, remembered that she wasamiin. She wondered if the Faon would fed the disquiet in
that thought as she did, reminded again that they did not belong to Quevi Ltir, not in the degpest
essentids.

Then suddenly she wasin the midst of an enthusiastic welcome as others saw her in the doorway.
Francoise rushed over first and took her into afervent embrace. Others came, overwhelming her with
their talk and smiles as she was hugged again and again, words talked into her face, excitement bubbling.
She felt overwhelmed and looked beyond them for Sair and the others of her vaydim, knowing she
would fed a hometruly only when their arms embraced her, their words were spoken. Evan appeared
firgt, bounding through the conference-room doorway on hislimber legs, nearly knocking an Etoile elder
off hisfeet. Then Solveyaappeared, moving gracefully in her fourth month of pregnancy, her serene
young face dight. Eduard came next, carrying Ludle ... and then Sair.

Sair stopped in the far doorway and stared at her, his emotion naked in hisface. She shook off the
well-wishers, touched hands briefly with Evan and Solveya and Eduard, gave asmileto Luelle, akissto
Didier in Solveyas arms, then went to Sair. He took a shuddering breath and held her tightly, and she felt
him tremble against her.

“"Sair...” shewhigpered.

Histhroat moved but he didn't speak, only held her closdly. Findly he pushed her back and stood her in
front of him, his hands holding her shoulders.

“How?’ he asked, bewildered. “We saw the miin take you into their ship—but “how...” He looked her
up and down, asif he doubted her redlity.

“| forced one of the miin pilotsto bring me down—or perhaps he permitted it,” she added ruefully. “I've
gashed himinatunnd inthe First Tier.”

“A miin?Youdid what?" he asked increduloudly.

“What?” adeep voice echoed from behind her, heavy with shock and displeasure: She turned to face her
father.



“Themiin are humans” shetold him, raising her voice so dl could hear. “ They comefrom Earth, like
Phalene did. Y ou need to talk to this Austin, Papa, hear hiswords.”

“A miin?’ Her father scowled, his mouth drawn down in contempt. Contempt for her dso? she
wondered. Her anger flared instantly, reacting to his coldness.

"We may bemiin,” she chalenged him, looking swiftly around the faces near them. “ And, yes, | brought
him into the City rather than let the robotskill him. | could have given him up, but | “didn't.”

“Thisexplainswhy L&jahas demanded a council,” Benoit said sourly. “ She must know about thismiin.”
Heglared at her. “Don't you redize what you've done, Jahnel ?’

“Lgjacan't know,” Jahnd protested. 1 avoided the Avelle and brought Austin down through the far side
of theFirgt Tier. The Avdle cannot know.”

“Hmmph. We shall see.” Her father turned to Y ves. “Y ves, take two Faon and bring this Austin into our
levels. | don't want the chance of a probe robot sniffing around and finding him. Where did you leave
him, Jahnel? Will he cause any trouble?’

“In thefifth bend of Level Forty-two, farside. He seems cooperative, but he's not stupid. Approach him
eadly, Yves—do not darm him.”

Benoit glared again. “Who cares about miin senghbilities?”
“Heis human, Papa.”
“A miin—you bring amiin into the City.”

Benoait shrugged, dismissing her protest. “Well, theresno help for it. If | could, I'd put him down a
disrupter unit, but likely it wouldn't stop the crisis you've created. | told you L eja had demanded
conference. Sheiscoming here, Jahnd.”

Jahnd tightened her fingers on Sair's. “To Faon Home-Space?’

“Exactly. Let'scall it an object lesson on who redlly owns our home.” He pointed at the rank of Louve
chairs. “1 want you here, for whatever influence you have on Kiiri and his matching influence on Lgja
Y ves can bring in your miin and hide him. Move quickly, Y ves, Guard saysthe Avelle party is dready
descending thetier falway.”

Y ves nodded soberly and signed at Philippe and another Roche, then vanished back into the storeroom
and its access beyond. Jahnel exchanged a pained glance with Sair, then gathered Luelle into her arms,
hugging her tight. Jahnel moved toward the chairs dong the nearer wall and sat down in the middle row
beside Sair, Luelle on her 1ap. Solveya sat down on her other side, Evan beyond her. Baby Didier,
Jahnel's son, kicked his short legs on Solveya's knees and looked around placidly, thumb in his mouth,
fascinated by the bustle in the room, then smiled winningly at Jahndl as he saw her looking at him.
Another charmer, She thought, more of Eduard's charm than her own, and just now showing some
personality as he passed hisfirgt year, As Eduard joined them, Didier gurgled and reached for him;
Eduard raised him high, making him laugh, then sat down with him nearby. My beloveds, Jahnel thought
fondly, then suddenly noticed Mdinde's absence.

“WhereisMdinde?’ she asked Solveya.



“Where Mdlinde chooses to keep hersdlf.” Her junior wife's beautiful face settled into great severity.
“She hasleft the vayadim, Jahndl.”
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Solveyalooked distressed. “ She's been talking to certain of Hiboux and Roche—Philippe's at the middle
of that. God knows what they've said to each other in their huddlings. Last night she announced she was
moving into aHiboux vayaim and just left.”

“I went to talk to her,” Evan said, “but you know how she's been acting,” He looked down at his hands
in hislap, no doubt blaming himsdif.

“Shewon't listen,” Sair added, “ She never has—you share that with her, Jahnel.”
Jahnd drew in aquick breath of pain. “Not you, too, Sair.”
“Wdl, what do you expect?’ he began angrily.

Sair stopped abruptly as others caught the signal from the conference-room door and hurried toward
chairsin their ranks around the room. Benoit and two other elders seated themselves on the low bench
near room center. Evan and Solveyalleft quickly with the children, taking them to the safety of their
vayaim. At the end, about sixty Faon remained, al adultsand dl seniors. She saw aFaon acrossthe
room glance through the storeroom door, sign at someone within, then step through the doorway, firmly
shutting the door behind him. Y ves had not been quick enough. Shetwisted her handsin her lap
anxioudy, wondering what the Avellewould do if they found Augtin here, in the Feon levels. Y ou don't
think sometimes, shetold hersdf angrily. Y ou just don't think. She waited, too conscious of Sair's
disapproving silence, then felt the gravity change. Kiiri had cut the gravity controls, and L gjas party must
now bewithintheleve.

A few moments|ater, a Faon drifted through the inner doorway and straightened himsdlf to respectful
attention, then made way for the Avele that followed him. An Avelle senior guard, ahigh-caste of the
Principal’s own brooding, drifted easily through the doorway and looked over al assembled with a
haughty Stare.

“The Principa of Songs,” he announced in areedy voice, adding the aftergesture of commanded respect,
“ruler of thistier and of the Feon withiniit.”

Benoait rose. “We sdute the Principa of Songs,” hereplied in Avdle. “Wewe come her presence with
glad hearts. Please bid her enter.”

Paliticscan beinteresting initslies, great and small, Jahnel thought dispiritedly. She glanced at the
storeroom door, wondering if Y ves had kept Austin there or had had the good senseto return himinto
the shadows of First Tier. Avelle had akeen sense of smell and knew other things through their
electrogtatic senses. Did amiin radiate different fields than Faon? Now severa other Avelle
servant-guards appeared and advanced into the room in stately pace, their wing-tips sculling against the
air currents. Then at the center of their arc, Lgja entered.

She advanced dowly, her movements hesitant with age, then stopped severd meters behind the foremost
guard, her deep-set eyesfixed on Benoit and histwo companions at the center table. Behind her, Kiiri
and Lgjas daughter-heir, Nerup, took their positions, giving the Faon aunited front that menaced with
their subtleties of body language. Even Kiiri kept hiswing-flgpstight around his body, though his
expressionless gaze roved the room in casud ease. Benoit wasright, she feared: the Avelle knew
something.



Benoait rose gracefully and bowed. “ Greetings, Principa of Songs. Welcome to our Home-Space you
granted to us and ours long ago; the debt is known, the favor recognized in blessing.”

“Greetings,” Lgjasad digantly, her voice barely above awhisper. She gestured vagudly with a
thin-fingered hand, then seemed to lose attention.

The Avelle matriarch had crudlly aged in recent months, asif decades had been compressed into afew
scant yearsin their ravages on her body. The edges of her wing-flaps were whitened and scored by new
disease; her mouth hung open dightly, showing worn teeth and ascabrouslining at the gums. shewas
definitely in her fina decline. She seemed hesitant, soft, a shadow of the crafty Principa who had held her
rank and tier for more than two centuries against the worst that her rivals could plot againgt her. Jahnd's
throat tightened into aknot. To the girl Jahndl, Lejahad always seemed awonderful figure, aholder of
mysteries, abenign queen to al sheruled, a crafty and subtle matriarch who protected and blessed the
Faon. Now she saw aruin of al Lejahad been to her own and to Quevi Ltir, her death perhaps
hastened by the stresses of the miin intrusion and Koyil'simmediate grab for its advantages.

Few Principals enjoyed aleisurely old age, and their inevitable death could put al the City into
convulsion, disrupting wholetiers, throwing dl dliancesinto doubt. Lgjahersdf had risento Principd
rank in such disorder two centuries before, taking the honor from another kin-aliance and crushing the
defeated tier into subservience. Among the Principals, only the Star Leader wasimmune to such changes,
but s0 long had the Avdlelingered in their City that the Star Leader'skin-dliance had failled inits
brooding and lost the Principalship to akindred tier. Pakal'sline had held the Leadership for only two
generations, depleted in its authority by aweak successor and his son Paka's own indecision, thus
making new opportunity for Law and Song to rise to unusual prominence. Lgjja had bound Science to
hersdf by supporting her kinsman Kiiri into the succession; in due course, Koyil had elevated hisown
kinsman, Suuryan, to Principa of Mind, strengthening the dangerous dudity uncommon among Avelle
that had polarized Quevi'siruta behind itstwo great Principas.

In asociety bound firmly by hereditary rank, change camein arush of violent wrenching. Thetensions
among the Principals had worsened for decades, so firmly balanced that usua adjustments weretoo long
delayed. Phalene'sarrival had nearly undone the balance, threatening amajor convulsion that was but
narrowly avoided and only put off for atime. Kin-aliances died in such mgjor tier wars, their home-levels
quickly occupied by the victors. Jahnel glanced around the room, her senses heightened with greater
tenson. Not mine, she vowed, and curled her fingernailsinto her pams, pressing hard.

Benoit waited politely, then grew visbly uneasy as L gjas slence lengthened. The Principal stared over
his head vagudly, her mouth moving randomly from sideto side. Behind her, Nerup's gaze sharpened,
caculating. An heir-daughter had anarrow tunnel to keep what her predecessor had built; few caught
that dender chance. For an ingtant, Nerup's eyes met Jahnel's across the room. Jahned haf rosein the
intengty of that gaze, then abruptly remembered herself in embarrassment. She reseated hersdlf,
discomfited.

“Jahne?” Sair whispered.

“""Nothing.” Sheraised her eyes again and saw Nerup's gaze still upon her, asif shewilled Jahnel to do
something—hbut what?

They know something, her father had said. What do they know?

Then Lgjahdf started, and the vagueness of her gaze vanished in asharp flicker of her eyes. She looked
coolly over the assembly, her tail brushing the floor, her wing-flaps pulled tightly around her long body.
Her reddish eyes, deep-set in the shadows of their sockets, gleamed amost malevolently, ablend of



craftiness and raw power that Lejjaused to intimidate even her own. Benoit faced her calmly, uncowed.
His own arrogance served him well with the Faon's powerful Principal.

“| seethe Faon, kin-aliance within my tier,” Lgjasaid, her voice whispery but strong. “1 see the Faon
Council assembled, and representatives of the kin-groups bound with the name of Faon. | see a part of
meand mine.”

Her father subtly relaxed, the linesin hisface easing. 1 seethe Principa of Songs, kin-mother to usal.”
He bowed gracefully, acomplicated gesture in light gravity but smoothly done.

Lejaswing-flaps shivered, then loosened dightly as she, too, relaxed. Kiiri drifted forward to take up a
new station dightly behind and to her right; Nerup did not move, though her clever eyes watched
everything. After the formal greeting, severa others of Lejas councilors entered the room, arraying
themselvesin acounter-arc to the proud guards that divided Avelle from Faon. Lejasthin arm emerged
from concedl ment and gestured dightly to Kiiri.

“Greetingsto the Faon,” Kiiri said formaly. “I bring news—and inquiry. Two hours ago the surface
monitors detected aradio sgna to the miin ship from within the First Tier. An intruder has entered the
City,” heintoned. Jahnd pressed her hands together, knowing that Kiiri was carefully ignoring another
possibility—that the signa had been Faon talking to the miin. If Kiiri had shared Koyil'sfaking of La
Novia's message, he knew the miin were human and would consider counter-treachery. Kiiri dways
consdered everything. She watched hisface, not quite forgiving him if he knew, knowing she would be a
fool to forgive himif he confirmed he knew. And what else did you know, my clever and beloved
Principa? What else?

She saw Lgja's eyes sharpen as she studied the faces of the councilmen, but her gaze did not threaten
now. They know, Jahnel concluded as she watched the Avelle faces, bringing al she knew of alifetime of
knowing the diens—but they aren't sure what they know. Not even Kiiri—or does he? She watched
Kiiri'sface especidly closaly, careful to concea her own scrutiny under blandness.

The Science Leader flipped a clawed finger. “One of Niintuas guards went to investigate but has not
returned; we have searched for him briefly in the upper levels. We ask if you have seen him.”

“Inthe Fird Tier?” Benoit said, feigning confusion &t the question. “ The Principals know that the First
Tier islong-abandoned. Who goes there but probe robotsin their ceaseless vigilance?’

The question rested on the air for afew moments as Benoit gazed in dignified courtesy at the Avdle.
Jahnel could have sworn she caught aghost of approval in Lgjas eyes—the Principa ddighted in such
ambiguity, a statement that neither denied nor admitted, yet hinted a the wordt, a bland innocence.
Whed swithin whedls. The Avele were masters of subtlety, and the Faon their able students, especidly
Benoit Alain. She bent her head to hideaamile.

“That istrue,” Kiiri agreed solemnly, Jahnel rubbed her nose hurriedly to compose her face back to
solemnity. “ Still, we bring warning. Any intruder, if the miin have penetrated the City with aspy, must be
destroyed. The Home-Space will not beviolated.” Legjjanodded gravely—and in that acknowledgment
repromised her protection of the Faon. Jahnel saw her father stir uneasily, dl too conscious of the miin
hidden behind the storeroom door.

“I thank you,” Lejasaid in her whispery voice, “for the sacrifices you have made for our kin-alliance and
tier.”

Jahnel saw her father relax again as Lgja publicly restored to the Faon their rank of full kin-aliance
within thetier, not the subservient kin-group thrown to the sacrifice that she had threatened earlier. She



felt Sair shift beside her, reacting aso.

“When the miin come again to Quevi Ltir,” Legjjacontinued, “should they be so rash, four of our tier's
levels have volunteered help to you, Faon. May your battles bring victory.”

Benoit bowed gravely once again. “Victory,” he echoed.

Lejalooked around the room, even haf turned to look behind her into the hallway beyond. “It has been
many cyclessincel visited your levels, my Faon. Doesdl il please you?’

“We are content, Lgja.”

“Should you think of any need, however minor, inform the Science Leader and it shdl be crafted for
you.”

“Wethank you for your courtesy.”

Lejanodded, then signed to no onein particular. As she turned, the circle of Avelle foreshortened, some
proceeding her into the hallway, the guards last to leave. Jahnd's father sat down with agrunt, looking
exhaugted, then bent to talk privatdly with eder Arnaud. Severd minutes|ater, full gravity returned with a
sudden heaviness that seemed odd for amoment. A murmur broke out among the assembled Faon;
severa stood and stretched, then began gathering in groupsto discuss Lgjasvigt in low voices. Jahne
sat unmoving in her chair, then glanced & Sair.

“| don't believeit,” he muttered. “Not wholly.”

She reached for hishand, then pressed hisfingers. “ Security of position would be aboon right
now—though few Avele enjoy it themselves. Sheisill—did you see that? The mind-blank has begun.”

“But not severely.” Helooked at her and thought to say something else, then decided againgt it. “You are
dive” hesad smply. “We didn't know that for sure when Evan saw the miin take you.”

“Yes” She squeezed hishand again. “Well, it'sdone,” she said, answering the comment about Austin he
had not added. “Perhapsit will be theright choice.”

“Perhaps. We havelittle certainty today.” He stood and tugged her to her feet, then followed as Benoit
signaled to Jahnel acrossthe room.

“Yes, Papa?’

“Comewith me,” Benoit said curtly. “You, too, Sair.” Her father turned on hishedl and marched toward
the storeroom. Councilman Arnaud gathered up the third of Benoit's council, Celeste du Gard, and
joined them asthey stepped through the doorway. On alow bench on thefar wall, Austin sat lumpily,
looking rumpled with asmear of blood on his cheek. Philippe and Y ves sood on either side of him, a
dis-rifledung inthe crook of Philippesarm. As Jahnel appeared, Austin looked up at her hopefully.

“Thereyou are,” he declared.
“Shut up,” Philippe commanded. “Y ou will spesk when you're spoken to, miin.”
“My nameis Gregory Audtin,” Austin said mildly, hisvoice underlaid by subtle defiance.

Jahnel's father walked to within afew paces of Augtin and stared down at him, then ingpected him coolly
from bootsto disordered hair. He looked at Philippe. “He gave you trouble.”



“He said he wasn't surewho we were,” Philippe answered scornfully, “and so tried to escapeinto aside
tunnd. Hedidn't get far.” He touched the muzzle of hisrifleto Augtin's belt. “ The buckle apparently hasa
transponder.” Jahnd bit her lip in chagrin; she hadn't thought to look beyond the helmet. What had Austin
done?

Benoit swung toward Jahnel and stared at her amoment, but chose to say nothing. He confronted Austin
again, who had watched the exchange with dert eyes. “ Did you sgnd your ship?’
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“You fool!” Benoit exploded. “Y ou've endangered dl of ugl”

“I have sncefigured that out,” Austin said camly. “I didn't know at thetime; | do now. My ship doesn't
understand the Situation here, but they mean well, sir.”

“By killing Faon?’ Benoit's voice wasfrigid with contempt.

“We didn't know who you were,” Augtin shot back. “How could we? Did your Avdletdl you who we
were? Did they tell you they were talking to us while you were preparing for battle?” Jahnel saw severd
gartled looks among the Faon, but her father's expression did not change itsrigid displeasure. Austin
stared back at him a moment, then shrugged. “We asked the Avelle for contact with you. Y our ‘ contact’
wasn't what we intended, though obvioudy the Avelle liked it just fine. Both Sides have dead to grieve.”

“I am not concerned about your dead, “miin!”

“My nameis Gregory Audtin,” Augtin said defiantly. “Kill meif you wish. Go ahead, act like your
bloody-minded Avelle. I'll take comfort that you'll get yours.” He crossed hisarms across his chest and
glared.

“That hasn't been decided.” Benoit scowled, then turned to Celeste. “We can't risk keeping him in the
Firgt Tier, not with the Avelle searching. | want the access portal closed so it isn't discovered by
accident, if the probes come down-tier thisfar. Inthe“meantime...” He looked at Austin speculatively,
then turned to Jahndl.

“Sinceyou created this problem, daughter, you can watch over him until | decide what to do with him. |
wish to consult with the elders, examine dl sdes.” Jahnd studied hisface closaly, guessing that Benoit's
“examinaion” dready had alikdly conclusion. Of dl Faon, Benoit thought most like Avelle and had
deliberately chosen Avelle atitudes, Avelle choices, to better understand the Principa who protected the
Faon. The Faon had benefited from that prudence, she reminded hersdlf, “only...” | suggest,” Benoit said,
“you keep him away from others of your vayaim to spare them thetaint.”

“Tant?’ Jahnd asked acidly, stung by histone, though she knew she had thought the same word hersdlf.
“And since when do you govern my vaydim and its persond affairs?| am senior wife.”

“Then act like one,” her father snapped.

“Didn't you hear what Austin said? The Avelle have talked—"

“Hesamiin.” Her father turned on hished and stamped out as Jahnd stared after him increduloudly.
“Welcometo the Tiraamu,” Austin muttered.

Philippe promptly jabbed him in the ribs with hisrifle butt. * Shut up.”



“Do that again, Philippe,” Jahnd warned, “and I'll take it out of your hide.”

“That's enough, Jahnd,” Councilman Arnaud said, interrupting smoothly. “We must move him
immediately. Too many of usin theroom knew the miin wasin this storeroom, and | distrust the clever
eyesof Lgjasguards. Even too great astiliness or too long arefusal to ook in this direction would hold
meaning for them. They could insst on aprobe search, for dl Lgjas gracious expressions of trust.” He
made aface. “ Sair's and Jahnel's vayaim is as good a place as any—and | think Jahnedl has been pricked
enough to take the care.” Heraised an eyebrow.

“Audtin,” Jahne said, “if we bring you into the Faon Home-Space, in which you are now on the
periphery"—she gestured at the room—"will you give me your word you will not try escape and will
follow orders? Lives could bein the balanceif you don't. Otherwise you must be bound.”

He met her eyeswithout hesitation. 1 understand that. Yes, | will give my word.”
“Trust theword of amiin?’ Philippe protested.

“Quiet, Philippe,” Arnaud said firmly. He gestured at Austin's spacesuit. “ Get him out of that miin
gpacesuit and destroy it in the disrupter. Some of Kiiri's probes have molecule sifters and they might
track it here. Philippe, | want thisair anayzed and scoured just in case—do the fallway outsde the
portd, too, and back-trace the tunnels to where you found him.”

“Yes, Councilman.” Philippe turned and stamped out. Jahnd watched him leave, wondering what
Philippe was brewing with his group of rebe Faon. Knowing Melinde's opinions, she could guesswhat
the group shared in beliefs—though what the Roche leader would do with such opinions perplexed her.
Launch atier war againgt Lgja? Challenge Benoit and force him to step down? Or merely oppose any
suggestion for the pleasure of the danger? Philippe was capable of that; so was Mdinde. Her sster-wife
liked her jedlousies too much to give them up easily.

And | bring amiininto the City, she thought glumly, to add to my father's problems. Whatever their
disagreements, Benoit had the leadership and deserved her kin-obedience. It wasthe law of the City, the
way of things among the Faon; it iswhat they were as Faon.

But will he throw Ausgtin away? she worried, guessing that he might choose that in his anger and fear.

And if he does, does he throw away the Faon?

Chapter 7
JAHNEL SHOOK HERSELF out of her distraction and gestured to Audtin. “Come with me, Austin,”
shesaid curtly. He stood up with anervous glance a Philippesrifle, then walked forward siffly.
“Earth gravity here,” he commented, “Who makesit?’
“Feon gravity.” Sair said haughtily, correcting him. “Kiiri does. Take off your spacesuit.”
Austin hesitated asif to dispute, then began to comply. “What's a kiiri?” he asked as he unzipped.

“Who, miin, not what,” Sair said. He watched Austin strip off his suit, then looked curioudly at the tube
pants and strange adl . Philippe picked up the vacuum suit and left with it. “Good. So far you keep your
word, miin. You will comethisway, “beloved?’ Asthey waked through the conference room, severa
Faon turned to look curioudy a Austin, then talked quietly among themsel ves with more glances. Jahnel's
choice would be much discussed today. She tightened her lips, not liking the scrutiny.



“Hedidn't tdl mewhat akiiri—who—was,” Austin said to Jahnd.

“Hush, Audtin. Y ou walk aknife-edge—or don't you know that?’ She pushed him ahead of her toward
the centrd stairway, placing him between hersdf and Sair.

“I know it,” hesaid camly. “I choosetoignoreit. Who'sakiiri?’
“The Science Leader of the Avelle, aPrincipa of Quevi Ltir. He madethis place for us.”

“Gravity control,” Austin said, sounding awed. He looked around with interest as they walked aong the
second leve, asif hewere avigting Principa himsdlf, so casualy he ingpected. “Would you like to know
what afew think-tank professors back on Earth, not to talk of whole governments, would give for gravity
control?”

“ NO,”

Sair opened the door to their vayalim and vanished within, then waited for them in the common room. He
threw Jahndl an enigmatic glance, then pushed the call button on the centrd table. A mellow chime
echoed through the rooms. In afew moments, Evan appeared from one of the side hallways and stopped
short to goggle. “Themiin,” hesad.

“Themiin,” Sair answered tiredly. “We get the keegping of him.”

“All right, you two,” Jahnel said in exasperation, and put her hands on her hips. “Do we discuss this now
or later?’

Sair looked at her, amused. “Loveyou,” he drawled, then grinned at her. “He needs Faon clothes, Evan.
He's about Eduard's size—could you go get an ad from hisroom? Where's Solveya?’

“In the children's room.”

“Ask her to stay there for awhilewith the kids. And clear out the spare storeroom with the extra bed.
Well stash the miin there after he's decently clothed. Are you hungry, Austin?’

“Areyou?’ Austin countered. He stood where he had stopped by the inner portd, his eyeslooking
everything over. He focused on Sair. “What's your name? And what are you to Jahnel? And who was
that?’ He pointed at the hallway into which Evan had vanished. “ And who's Solveya?’ Heworked his
fingersinto figts, then uncurled them. Jahnel heard the strain in his voice and knew that Augtin's control
had frayed to aragged edge.

“Comesit down, Austin,” sheinvited, and pulled out achair, then did achair out for hersdlf.
“We're putting him in the storeroom,” Sair objected.

“Not right away. Didn't you ask if be was hungry?’

“Jahnel, he's not aguest to our Home-Space.”

“Oh?" Shesmiled up a Sair.

“Song Above, you'd play the hogt if the calling fell,” he sad irritably, flashing adisgruntled look at Austin.
“Isthat how you want it? A guest?”’

“Yes, Sair.” Shereached out ahand to him. “Please.”



Sair blew out a breath and studied her amoment, then turned to Austin. “Be segated, please. My nameis
Sair Rostand, senior husband of our vayaim. That other man was Evan, my co-husband; Solveyais
co-wife” He gestured Austin forward impatiently when the other still hesitated.

“Thank you,” Austin murmured, and sank down into the chair beside Jahndl. Sair vanished into the
kitchen and started afaint clatter. “ Co-wife?” Austin asked.

“We have six in our vayaim—that word means marriage-group.”

Augtin closed hiseyes wearily. “ Contact iswonderful, but it can get confusing. What'sa
marriage-group?’

Jahnel |eaned forward and cupped her chinin her hand. “Don't you know anything, Austin?’ she teased
him. Austin gtraightened and threw afew miin words a her, asking her if she knew what they were, but
the effort quickly faded. Helooked mortaly tired, pale beneath his curious brownness. Evan brought an
ad and supervised Austin's dressing of himsdlf, then bore away the tube pants and miin aal to the
disrupter. Augtin sat down again with agrunt.

“Will they ‘disrupt’ those, too?” Austin asked tiredly. He looked down and fingered the black cloth of his
ad.

“Yes. We can't risk foreign particles for the sniffers.”
“Sniffers?’
“Morenindru, Augtin.”

“Ah, yes—nindru. Always nindru.” He wiped at the blood on hisface with hisdeeve. “ Some nindru
aren't exactly mechanicd.”

“I'm sorry about thet,” she said. “Philippeiszedous.”

“There are other words to describe Philippe,” he growled, then smiled at her without restraint. The smile
transformed Austin's tanned face—strange that it should be so brown, she thought irrdlevantly. With the
amile, helooked far younger than she had assumed, hardly more than Eduard's age. His hands were lean
and square like the rest of him, capable handsfor al his awvkwardnessin the falways, he moved more
eadly infull gravity, natura to him. A miin he remained with hislack of vigilant eyestoward shadows, but
perhaps they shared more than her father would admit.

| was right to bring him into the Home-Space, she decided, whatever the risks. Her spiritsrose again, for
al the thought might be self-deception, more her wish than truth.

“Thank you for your courtesy,” Austin said. “| gppreciaeit.”
“Youredill amiin.”

He leaned back in his chair and stretched out hislegsalittle. “That | can't help,” he said complacently.
Sair returned with abowl of chilled great-claws and some greens, then brought water. He turned Augtin's
chin toward the light and inspected the cut over his eye, then left again.

Smart-Mouth flapped briskly into the room, as ever faultlesdy dert to any prospect of food, and landed
with athump on the tablein front of Austin. Thefur-bird took one look at itsfirst miin and squawked in
adam, then cursed a Audtin vividly. Austin started backward, nearly upending his chair.



“Shut up, you stupid thing.” Jahnd swiped ahand at Luelle's pet and missed, asusud, but distracted the
fur-bird from itsimminent attack on Austin. Smart-Mouth redeposited itsdf on the table and stared
insolently at Jahnel for amoment, daring her to do anything, anything at al, then dowly reached out a
taloned foot to snag one of Augtin's great-claws. With greet dignity, the fur-bird flapped off to the ceiling
light to dinein splendid isolation.

Jahndl sghed and rubbed her face. Maybe Luelle would consider trading her fur-bird for anice bowl of
water shrimp; it wouldn't hurt to try.

“Who wasthat?’ Augtin asked warily.
“A m.”

That seemed to amuse Augtin greetly, but heirritatingly kept his reasons for amusement to himself. He
pointed at the kitchen door. “And him? He's your husband?”

“Oneof three—heissenior.”

“Three husbands,” Augtin said reflectively, asif that were strangeto him.
“How many wives do you have?’ she asked.

“None.”

“None? Not even the Sanford?’

He studied her face with surprise. “How'd you guess that? Oh, never mind. Well, Elenaand | ... Not
officidly—she playsthefidd. | supposethat's an equivaent to a marriage-group of sorts, though | doubt
if Elenawould cdl it that.” He twisted his mouth. “It's not considered mora for awoman, not in aLatino
culture, but Elenas dways done what she wants—though some things are kept more discreetly than
others”

“Mord?’
“Not respectable.”
“What's not respectable about having severd lovers?’

“It'show Latino culture thinks about women. Men can play around—it's considered manly, expected
redly, but not women.”

Jahnd scowled. “Why not?”

“Women should be pure.” A ghost of asmile twitched a Austin's mouth as he watched her reaction.
“What's pure about not having lovers?’

“Itjugtis”

“Youtruly areamiin,” shesad disgustedly.

Now hewas laughing at her. “Don't you have religion? 'Y ou know, a God above and rules below. Order,
the rightness of conduct, the way people ought to be.”

“Wecdl that vaar.”



He sobered then. “Did you give up everything human to survive here, even right and wrong?’
“| don't understand.”

“Never mind. I'm not that convinced of Earth rectitude, either. Persona history.” He closed hiseyesand
dabbed at his cut again, then jJumped alittle as Sair reentered the room and approached him. “What do
you think they'll do with me—eventualy? Will | be disrupted, too?’

“That isapossihility,” Sair said bluntly. “The Council will decide.”

Austin looked up at him, then closed hiseyesagain. “ At the moment, | find it hard to care that much.”
Sair applied adressing to his cut; by the time he had finished, Augtin was nodding, nearly adeep.
“Miinhave staming,” Sair said, lifting an eyebrow.

“That comment wewill discuss, too,” Jahnd said firmly. She rose and together they led Audtin to the
gpare room. Evan joined them there, hisface carefully noncommitta. Austin lay down on the bed and
closed hiseyes, not caring that they watched him—and curioudy uninterested in his own danger. Strange,
she thought—but then I'm tired, too.

Sair drew Jahnel out of the room and closed the door.

“Keep an eye on him, Evan, will you?’ he asked. “Not overtly—down the hall aways. Well need to see
if the miin keeps hisword about following orders.” He took Jahndl's elbow and ushered her back to the
common room, then sat down across the table from her. He studied her face amoment, genuinely
perplexed—but not judging. Shefet aknot of tension uncoail, grateful to him for the trusting.

“Thank you, Sair,” she murmured.
“For what?’

“Never mind, beloved.” Shetoyed with the food left in Augtin's dish, then redlized she was hungry. She
stabbed afork into the greens.

“Jahnel, what is going on? Why did you bring amiin into the City? Don't you “redize...”

She laid down her fork and looked a him bleakly, redizing that her relief had come too soon. “| aready
heard this from Papa Benoit. Why can't anybody seeits hecessity, whatever therisk? The miin are
human, Sair. They've comefor Phalene—and the Avdle never told us anything about it.”

“If Audtinistdling thetruth.” Sair looked very skeptical.
“Why would helie?’

Sair'sface was troubled as he struggled with his own prejudices, a prejudice ingrained into the Faon by
the society of which they were apart. Outsiders were intruders to be fought, the Home-Space an
inviolable space where any intruson risked loss of al. The Avdle suffered smilar risks even within their
own society, had come from a culture that crested Predator shipsintent on expansion at any cost. All
their lives the Faon had been conscious of the Avelle above and below their levels, their existence
dependent upon the variable favor of the Principal. It was not easy to think in another pattern.

“I don't know,” Sair said. “Maybe he's not human—nhe just |ooks human.”

“Sair! How can he speak francais? He has to come from where Phalene came, from Earth.”



“I dont likeit.” He reached for her hand and squeezed her fingers. “ Don't set your heart on kegping him
safe, Jahndl. Don't think we depend on him. Y ou know how your father thinks, and too many of the Faon
lost kinfolk in the battleswith Augtin's ship.”

“Areyou so0 sure we don't depend on Austin and hisship?” Sair straightened and scowled, and Jahnel
grieved for the lingering division between them. He was not convinced; what else could she say to
convince him? Shelooked away, wondering why she felt so sure about this Austin. Had the suva warped
her loydties, made her favor these miin against reason? Perhaps it was that.

They heard footsteps in the exterior halway. Her aunt Francoise appeared in the doorway and
beckoned, her face as noncommitta as Evan's. All my life, Jahnd thought, | have been one with the
Faon. What has happened to me? She rose and walked dowly to Francoise.

“Yes, Aunt?’
Come with me. No, not you, Suit. Just Jahnd.”

Jahnel followed her aunt into the outer halway. “Go to the falway,” Francoise said. “Kiiri wantsto talk
to you, asked that it be kept quiet.”

“Doesn't my father know?’ Involuntarily, she looked toward the stairwell.

“Kiiri asked. | have done him the favor.” Francoise looked deeply uncomfortable, not certain where
loydtieslay, asif Jahnd's decison were ataint dowly spreading through the Faon. Y ou ways do what
you want, Sair had accused playfully. Had she that right when al might be at stake?

“Thank you, Aunt.”

Francoise turned and headed for the staircase and her guard station at the upper fallway, not waiting for
Jahnel to accompany her. Jahnel hesitated, then turned the other way, taking the shorter route down the
level to thelower platform. As she emerged onto the falway landing, she saw Kiiri floating above, waiting
for her. He drifted downward, hiswing-tips sculling gently.

“Comewithme” heinvited.
Jahnel hesitated, studying hisface, then drifted off the platform to hover beneath him.

“At my speed, please,” Kiiri rumbled, perhapsjoking to reassure her—he, too, studied faces. “No bt
jet antics”

“Asyouwish.”

They soared upward into the flow of traffic in the fallway. Asthey rose toward a group of ascending
Avdle, the other Avelle scattered respectfully before Kiiri's ascent, then she and Kiiri veered around a
descending transport. Then Kiiri nodded to atier guard accompanying a boxy-shaped robot—a sniffer,
Jahnel noted with alarm. Shelooked quickly at Kiiri.

“I' hopeyou hid himwell,” the Avelle murmured.
“Whao? Oh, never mind. How did you know?’

“Itisacurious human trait to revea knowledge best kept hidden—though you Faon can be subtle when
you choose. But not you, Jahndl. Y ou givetrust too easily.”

“It remains my word againgt yours,” Jahnel said, jousting with him. “Y ou can say we haveamiin; I'll say



wedon't. You are Principal, | am lesser-rank—if your lies are truth and mine falsehood, what does it
matter that you are believed over me? But Koyil would believe what he wants to believe, Science
Leeder, evenif | werePrincipa.”

“True. But you are fortunate, Jahne, that Niintua careslittle which Faon diein battle. | heard, because|
ask on such matters, that you were captured by the miin, perhaps dead.” He made avague gesture with a
clawed hand, though she sensed the degper emotion that he thought he concedled. “Then we Avelle
intercept amiin transmission within the First Tier, and | see you regppear among the Faon shortly
afterward. It isaprinciple of scientific inquiry that events have causes, that one thing can lead to another,
that amilar events have smilarity.”

“All true—though | don't think that's your reason for talking to me now.”
They rose more dowly, sculling through the air. “What ismy reason?’ he asked casudly.

“Don't you know?’" she asked impudently. “ That isan alarming thought.” Jahnel rose even with him and
sudied hisface again. “Y ou'vetold Nerup.”
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“Who else”?’

“No one. Nerup should know: Legjawill fail soon and Nerup must move quickly to protect our
kin-dlianceif we areto survive what Koyil will sart. But on thetdling, Jahnd, | didn't tell you about
Koyil's tampering with the miin ship's message. That might be considered treachery.”

“And | have countered by not telling you about the miin | don't have. We are even, Kiiri.”

“But you did tell me about—" He stopped and gave her alook. “Hmmph. Y ou did well coming down the
Firg Tier. A prudent action to map all the First Tier byways—when did the Faon accomplish that?”

“What?’

“Thet.”

“That what?’
“What ishisname?’
“Who?'

Heturned hishead to look at her irritably and she smiled at him, saying nothing. After amoment, he
grunted at her, his deep-set eyesflickering with his own amusement. “ The Faon are able students. You
improve.”

“And the Principals are subtle beyond reason. Where are we going?’ she demanded.

“Nowhere, anywhere, so long asit looks to have purpose. | want to know what the Faon intend to do
with that miin.”

“The Faon, assuming thereisamiin, haven't decided.”

“Thisdispleasesyou,” he decided, looking at her face. She said nothing. “If you had the choice, what
would you do with him?Would you take the offer and leave Quevi Ltir?’



“Wasthat the miin offer?’
“Would you?’

She reflected, knowing he wanted a considered answer. “1 am Faon and thisis my Home-Space.” she
sad dowly. “I ankin-sgter to the Avelle, and no, | would not leave. Why?" she chalenged him. “Do
youwish it?’

He sniffed, and flipped her agesture, “Think to yourself, Jahnel, why | even ask? Why have | cometo
you to ask such questions?’

“YouarelLgjasspy.”

“Legjadoesnt know. | told you | informed only Nerup. We both have narrow choices, Jahndl, skirting
the brink of an unending depth. If Koyil has an interest in the fate of particular Faon, which he might even
if his creature Niintua does not, he, too, can find an effect for a cause. Scientific thought isavailableto
any who seek it.”

“Perhgps hewill seek it.”
Kiiri shrugged. “He hasthe motive; you are dien.”

“So areyou, Kiiri of the Avelle; it depends on your point of view. What would you advise about the miin,
assuming we have one, ridiculous asthat ideamight be?’

“Am | aFaon, to make such decisions?’

Jahnel made arude sound. “Y ou are amaster of games, Kiiri, and I'm tired of talking to you. Take me
home.”

Kiiri chuckled in the low wheeze of Avellelaughter and made adow invert, then headed back down the
tier. Jahnd inverted and spread her adl, flying with him in the graceful swoop past the levels, the warm air
rushing againg her face,

Hel€ft her a the Faon landing. “ Take care, kin-sster,” he said in parting, and flashed upward, sculling
powerfully with hiswing-flaps. She watched him disgppear into the shadows of the falway, then turned
to Francoise.

“And?’ her aunt asked.
“He knows about Austin—but hewon't tell, not yet.”
Francoise looked shocked and glanced quickly upward. “Benoit should betold this.”

Jahnel took her aunt's elbow and pressed it, then looked levely in the other woman's eyes, “Y ou gave
Kiiri afavor; now give meone, Aunt. | will tell Papa Benoit.”

Francoise hesitated. Y ou promise?’

“Yes, | promise—but not thetiming.” She smiled ruefully. “If | am ever to be Faon Leader, Aunt, there
must be atime of training. No?’

Francoise sighed. “Y ou play a dangerous game, sister-daughter. | do not understand you—buit | believe
inyou.” She amiled. “Now, what | believe, | can't hazard, except it involves you and your rash behavior,
which should have killed you a dozen times over by now. Y our surviva shows a certain defiance of



redlity | think might be useful to the Faon.”
“Oh, Aunt. How would | live without your constant nagging?’

“I haven't aclue” Francoiseretorted lightly. “1 don't like it that the Avelle didn't tell usthe miin were
human. It's not proper to hide that kind of knowledge from kin-brothers, if we are such to Lejasown.”

“We are to Kiiri—and when has such a choice ever happened in Quevi Ltir until now? Perhapsthe
kin-laws don't quite apply.”

“Y ou excuse Kiiri too much, Jahndl,” Francoise warned.

“I trust him.” Jahnel smiled tightly. “Until our advantage lies e sewhere. Treachery can flow both ways
when thereis great need, even to one much beloved. Kiiri knowsthat; sodo|.” She kissed her aunt on
the cheek and was swept into avigorous hug.

“Becareful, Jahnd.”
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As Jahnd reentered her vayaim, she heard amurmur of voices within, Sair's baritone and Evan'slighter
voice. She stopped in the shadows of the entry hallway, her heart pounding. She heard contention and
looked down in despair. | don't wish to be separated from my beloveds on this. Is Austin worth it? Not
Austin asaperson, for dl hisclever talk and eager interest, his quiet acceptances, but hisbeing miin and
what advantage that gave the Faon, that might be worth it—or would it? She clenched her hands and
trod hard enough for her bootstep to echo in the halway. The voices beyond abruptly ceased.

Four pairs of eyeswatched her as she entered, al wary. She tightened her lips and stopped in the
doorway, hands on her hips. “1 can go out and comein again,” she said angrily. “Then we can do this
again. | canlook at you and you can look back, wondering who | am—and what | am. We could doit a
third time, too. Why not?’

“Jahne,” Sair began, then stopped. Evan looked distressed and glanced at Solveya.

“Y ou don't have to take that tone,” Solveyasaid dowly. Her dark eyesflashed. “We are afamily; no one
isexcluding you.”

1] Oh?’
“Wejust don't understand, Jahndl,” Evan said.

“That isobvious. | think | will go out—and not come back right away. When you've decided on your
common front, I'll be back.” She turned on her hed and stamped out, not knowing if she wanted one of
them to come after her or not. She blurred the issue by moving quickly up the airs and out of sight. On
the upper level, she hesitated, then heard her name called.

“Jehnd!”
She turned quickly toward her father's voice and tried to compose hersdlf, aware of theissues at stake.
“Yes?'" Shesaw him coming; Celeste walked at his side, her face troubled.

“We have reached adecision,” her father said, rather pompoudy—but then Papa Benoit had a tendency
toward pomposity, she thought, her respect warring with apprehension. It suited dedlingswith the Avelle
who ruled thistier, but it boded difficulty now. His eyes met hers and read the rebellion there. “We dare



not keep this Audtin; if the Avelle discover him, we canlosedl.”
“Or keegp dl by keeping him,” Jahnel declared.
“That isnot for you to decide, Daughter. | require kin-obedience.”

“Unquestioning kin-obedience? Asif | were aservant Avelle?’ She stared a him. “Who has spoken for
my viewpoint in this debate? Since when have we become Avellein even that?’

Benoit took her elbow and pressed it painfully, hisface only inches from hers. She could see hisanger
and fdt agiddy temptation to spin it higher, throwing al caution to the winds. She forced hersdf into
control, sensing grave error in that impulse. “ And how will we not keep him, Father?’

“The sniffers have dready been here” Cdeste said quietly. “When Kiiri finishes hisfiner andysis, who
knowswhat he will know?’

“Hedready—" she began.

“That's enough!” Benoit barked, and gave her arm arough shake. “Y ou will obey, Jahne—or risk the
consequences!” She stared a him again, not feinting thistime, unable to believe he meant it—but she
knew hedid.

“Y ou will un-keep me, too, Papa?’ she chalenged him, and flung herself away.

“Jahnd!” Celeste called after her as she threw hersdf down the stairwel. Jahnel swung around the lower
banister and leaned back against thewall, concedling herself in shadow. She heard their voices continue
above her.

“Never mind,” Benoit said. “ Jahndl isonly willful. She does not understand the risks.”

“One does not teach anestling by bending the spirit, Benoit.”

“Jehnd isnot anestling.”

“Exactly.”

“Take your mysteries elsewhere, Celeste. Y ou conceded my point. We dare not keep him.”

“Dare? Arewethen ruled by fear? Need or not, Benoit, | do not like murder of the helpless, even a
miin.”

Benoit made an exasperated noise and stamped off. A moment later, Jahnel heard Celeste's footsteps
retreat in the opposite direction, heading for her own vayaim among the Hiboux.

And thus we hover over an unending depth, she thought fiercely, knowing that Kiiri had the truth of that.
Even though Jahnd would not chooseto leave Quevi Ltir if she had the freedom of choosing, Austin
offered alink to La Novia, a possible escape for the Faon if the Avelle turned irrevocably against them.
Y et no one had even discussed that option, had even noticed it, athoroughly Avelle omission. The
Avdle never abandoned their home-space. Phalene's humans had doneit twice, once to leave Earth,
again to leave Mu Carinis—and could again if driven to it. Benoit iswrong to throw away that chance,
she decided reluctantly, but what can | do about it? Should | do anything?

Hewill kill Augtin, thinking he saves usdl. She hesitated, angry with her own uncertainty. What is
treachery? she thought in anguish. What is wisdom?What do | do?



Chapter 8

BLINDLY SHE PUSHED off thewall and made hersdlf walk dowly down the hdlway. A passng
Louve, abroad in the late evening on some errand, nodded pleasantly. “ Greetings, Jahndl,” he said
courteoudy.

“Good evening,” shereplied, returning the nod asif nothing were untoward, asif dl were norma. She
walked onward, not stopping to talk, and wandered down the long hallway between the Louve vayalim.
She passed her own doorway and hesitated, then firmly moved onward. She should return and make
amendsfor her anger; it wasn't right—but she could not. She passed the guard at the outer portd and
watched the fallway for atime, ignoring the guard's curiosity, then forced herself to make a pleasant
greeting, some brief conversation, playing arole shelittle felt. Never in her life had she been separated in
spirit from the Faon; never had she fdt at such odds. She could quarrd publicly with Benait, even
bitterly, but such division lay only between two, not between one and many. How many Faon agreed
with him, seeing only difference? He had not given her the chance to know.

She suspected her father for not putting the decision to a Council vote, as was custom in such profound
choice, and knew that that omission troubled Celeste. Celeste had |ed the Hiboux for nearly a generation,
respected beyond all senior women for her quiet thought, her insight into the heart. Jahnd's quarrelswith
Benoit had distressed Celeste greetly, for both she and the other councilor, Arnaud Jouvet of the Etoile,
favored Jahnd as heir and had let that opinion be known quietly among the Faon kin-groups, subtly
pressuring Benoit to do what he stubbornly refused to do. Among the Avelle, aparent's rank descended
to the eldest child, afact formally acknowledged after the child had lived to adulthood and survived his or
her first battle in thetier wars. Jahnel's grandmother, Phalene's captain, had led the Faon from their
peonage at Mu Carinathrough near-fatal disaster to Quevi Ltir; her eldest son, Benoit, had overseen the
trangition from human to Faon and till guarded it zedoudy.

But Benoit had waited past prudence to acknowledge his own choice, denying Jahnd the affirmation.
Why? Did his ddest daughter remind him too much of the beloved wife so recklessy dead inthetier
wars? Did he il grieve that much, for al he would deny such soft emotion, such weekness? Or did he
truly fear to make Jahnel Faon Leader, beieving that she might lead the Faon into fatal mistake?

Would she? Jahnd shuddered.
Havel?

Did she doubt her father only because of their quarrels? How could she know? And if she did not, who
could tdl her?

I'm so confused, she thought plaintively. What do | do?

Severd doorwaysinward, she entered a storeroom between two vayalim and waited insde the doorway
until her eyes adjusted to the darkness. Here the Faon kept weapons, extraenvironmental equipment,
medical supplies, ahost of other things available to al the Louve for their using. Along onewal, she saw
the rack of vacuum suits recently supplied by Kiiri for surface battles, an age ago. She walked over to the
rack and idly thumbed through the suits, found one that would fit Augtin, then chose another for hersdf.
Air canigters, chargesfor the ward-off belts, wegpons—Niintuas Avelle might swarm through the First
Tier now, refinding al the hidden places, looking for what she would have with her ... She chose
mechanically, not yet sureif her choosng had any purpose. Findly, the equipment in acarrysack at her
feet, she sat down on ameta lockbox and buried her face in her hands. | cannot, she thought. | cannot.

She sat unmoving for an agelesstime, until the hush in the corridor outside signaled deep night, though



shadows and light had arbitrary meaning in Quevi Ltir. Findly she stood, staring unseeing at the array of
shelves and stores across the room. Then, with aquick lunge, she seized the carrysack and lifted it to her
shoulder, then moved quickly before she could change her mind, givein to the doubts.

Her own vayaim was quiet and dark; she stole into the common room and paused in the darkness,
listening for the breath sounds of any who might be waiting. As her eyes adjusted to the greater darkness,
she saw a shadowed form dumped in achair. Sair. She heard the faint sound of asnore as he dept
uncomfortably, waiting for her. She watched the shadows of his body, her own bresth coming more
quickly, then stole past him into the corridor beyond.

As she keyed open the door to the storage room, she heard a startled movement ingde. “Hush!” she
whispered at Austin, then quickly shut the door behind her. She crossed the gap between themin two
quick strides and pressed his shoulder hard. “Quiet!”

“What's going on?’ he whispered.

“Doyou promise, Augtin?’ she said urgently. “Do you promise the chance? Will your ship withdraw, give
usaspaceto find anew balance?’

“Istheretrouble?’ he asked, sounding confused. Jahnd gave ashort bitter laugh and handed him one of
the vacuum suits.

“Dressinthis. | am taking you back to the surface—to talk to your ship, as you said you could, to make
them go away.”

He sat immobile, hisface agray blur in the dim tdlltae lighting of the room'’s baseboard. “I can't promise
you they will.”

“But the chancel” sheindsted a him.
“That, yes”

“Then come. And quietly—Sair degpsin the common room.” They both put on the vacuum suitsand
Jahnel helped him with the belt fastening and its ward-off device. At last she pulled an aal over his
shoulders and tightened the hood around his head, then re-dressed herself likewise. “Now, we go. And
your lifeliesin your slence, Augtin—believe me on that.”

“I believe you, Jahndl,” he answered, though she doubted he really understood. Men rarely believed in
imminent death until that instant when it came and dl wastoo late. Austin had that way about him, of
safety and confidence that Jahnel had once had, too, careless with chances.

“Come.”

She led him into the darkness of the corridor and past Sair, though the familiar sound of Sair's bresth,
known through treasured nights beside her as she lay drowsly awake, tugged hard a her. He might think
it betraya, that she did not wake him and tell, might cut himsdlf off from her, two loversdivided by agulf
she had created through her own fault. Sair, she thought, grieving. She pulled at Austin'sdeeve and led
him into the outer hallway, then stopped in the darkness.

“What's the matter?” Austin whispered after amoment.

“Wait here. I'll beright back.” Jahnel stepped back into the common room and approached Sair softly,
then touched his shoulder. Sair startled awvake violently and she quickly dipped her asamsaround him.



“It'sjust me,” she murmured.

“Oh.” Sair shook hishead groggily. “*"Jahndl...” he began, then saw the pack and the dis-rifle dung over
her shoulder.

“I'mtaking Audtin to the surface,” she said hurriedly. “ Benoit has decided to kill him. | must do this,
Sair—please understand.”

“I'll go dong with you.”

“No—please.” She put out a hand to stop him from getting up. “There are Avelle at the Gate and in the
Firgt Tier; if thisgoes poorly, | want you here to take care of our family. They shouldn't lose both of us,
not when we have achoice. Don't you agree?’

Sair bowed his head and sighed, then kissed the palm of her hand. She caressed hisface, then bent to
kisshim. “Please understand,” she whispered.

“I don't understand, not yet. But if | think more about it, maybe | can. I'll try. Take care, Jahnel!”

“I shdl. Good-bye, beloved.” She clung to him amoment longer, then hurried back to where Austin
waited. As she and Austin stepped into the lighted corridor, she murmured to him to walk normally, then
led him toward the falway entrance, recklessin her choices. Philippe or Y veswould know him at the
Firg Tier exit; shewould take the bold way, casting thefal asit would.

She guided him past the fallway guard, nodding pleasantly, seeing with aquick glance that Austin turned
his face away, concedling his features with the edge of hisaal hood. Perhaps the danger pricked finally at
him now, prompting that caution. “Weve been summoned by Kiiri,” she said casudly to the guard, a
Hiboux less dert than others. Chance dready turned itsfavor. “ Returning in an hour or two.”

The guard nodded and smiled, then looked beyond her a Austin. “Evening, Eduard.”

“Evening,” Augtin muttered indistinctly, not quite matching Eduard'slight timbre but close enough. Jahnd
pressed her belt-jet control and rose effortlessly upward. Several meters upward, Austin drew abreast of
her and she dipped her hand in his.

“Spread your other arm dightly for balance. Say nothing more.”

“lsn't it dangerousto go thisway?’ he protested.

“Danger ispart of living, miin,” she muttered irritably, and heard him chuckle low in histhroat.
“Y ou are something e se, Jahnel. What—I'm not sure.”

“Bequiet, you miin,” she said, exagperated with him. “1 will be quiet.”

They rose steadily upward, hands linked as she steadied his awkward balancing on the belt jet, then
gathered speed. Severd Avelle passed them, proceeding downward on alate-night errand; afew eyed
them without particular interest, disdainful of acknowledgment. Jahndl sensed adifferenceinthetier, the
wariness in posture and movement among the Avelle who saw Faon among them; Lejamight command
gill, but even servant Avelle thought privately on great affairs.

Jahnd rose with Austin a amoderate pace, not drifting so dowly that an Avelle guard might suspect
invason of hisleve, not hastening asif in flight from pursuit below. They soared upward, climbing
steadily, marked as Faon only by size and the lack of the fluidity that only an Avelle possessed in the



railways. Asthey approached the central Gate at the top of thetier and its access to the greet | ateral
fdlway bisecting the City, Jahnd squeezed Augtin's hand in warning, then led him through adow invert to
check their pace. She chose the next-to-center opening in the Gate, one not currently occupied by an
Avelle guard in these hours of quiet, and did through feet fird, then inverted ninety degrees and pulled
Austin after her, accelerating across the top of thetier.

She heard Austin gasp as he looked at the vista behind them. The City's primary fallway was four
hundred meterswide and tall, avast space that stretched for three kilometers across the tiers, narrowing
toasingle point in thefar distance. Both near and far, even at this hour, Avelle swarmed through the
falway, flying in grest phaanxes of ahundred or more, moving among the great transports that drifted
dowly up and down the fallway. Along the walls marched the words of the Great Songs shared by dl the
Avdle, whatever thar divisonsin other affairs, reminding them of the bonds between them. The rumbling
of distant machines echoed aong the fallway, underlaid by the rushing sound of the greet air currents.
Jahnel felt the air current catch them and spread her ad, borrowing its buoyancy.

Austin looked behind them again and swore under his breath in awe. “How far doesit go?’ he asked.

“The breadth of seventiers. Thisfalway dividesthe upper and lower halves of Quevi Ltir, owned by
none, shared by dl.”

“You couldfly ajitney in here,” he said, marveling.

She amiled. “ A few have. Have the point now, Austin? The Avedle built this place—and greater cities
elsawhere”

“Elendsfingerswould twitch, wanting it.”

“That iswhy the Avelle twitch, wanting her dead.”

“Redly dead? Or just gone?’

“Either,” Jahnel said, and shrugged indifferently. “Both serve the purpose.”

She kept close by the down wall, avoiding the occasional commerce traffic; none chalenged. Asthey
crossed the outer quarter of Legjjastier, the robot housings became more frequent, ancient guardians of
the accessto the First Tier and Lejas eyesfor surreptitious attack from an enemy that had never
come—until now. For two centuries, Lejjahad held preeminent place in the City because she kept such
guardians, regping the advantage of Kiiri's elevation to First among scientists to perfect her machines, as
Koyil used Niintuasferocity to intimidate the other tier leaders. Law against Song, arivary asancient as
the leadership of Quevi'ali itsdlf, Kiiri had said, perhaps as ancient as ancestral seas on some remote
world even the Avdlle little remembered. Asthey approached the portd to the First Tier, Jahnd drew
Austin into convenient shadow and made him wait behind her as she sudied the group of Avelle ahead.
She counted four, al armed with dis-rifles, high-caste by the arrogance of their posture, and probably
Niintua's own brood-kin, servants or not. They had the look of the Battle Leader.

Twenty meters nearer loomed the upper exit of the falway she had used earlier, the narrow access tunnel
dividing Firgt and Second Tiers. If matters went poorly, they could try to flee downward—but any detour
around the Gate by that way would be seen. Could she bluff? But for what reason would a Faon overtly
go into the Firgt Tier, something that would go unquestioned by a servant Avelle? She thought of a
reason, then smiled.

“Come,” she whispered. She drifted them through the pool of shadow benesth a projecting coating, then
casudly inverted into the narrow accessway, pulling Austin behind her. Forty meters down, she glided



into ablind tunnel, seeking its shadows. “Behind me,” she whispered. “ Say nothing to the Avdlle”

A few seconds later abulking shadow moved across the accesstunnd. “You!” the guard demanded in
badly spoken francais. “Why are you here?’

Jahnd pulled hersdf forward, pushing Austin back with a shove on his shoulder with her boot as hetried
to follow. She drifted dowly toward the guard, ddliberately coming close enough to brush his electrogtatic
fied. Heretreated dightly in distagte.

“Ward off,” hesaid harshly.
“I am Jahnd Alain of the Faon, abreeding femde. Y our affiliation?’

“I am Servant Pagudi of Fourth Tier.” Niintuas kin-aliance—she had guessed that right. She edged
forward gill more, watching the guard intently. Pagudi retreated till further, drifting into the middle of the
accessway. He regarded her with wary eyes. “Why come you here?’ he asked.

“Itismy time of season for breeding and | require privacy—have you not heard of this strange way of the
Feon?’

The Avele grunted and relaxed the tight cuff of hiswing-flaps. His eyesflickered redly in the gloom. “I
have heard—and of other things, Faon.”

“You are of Niintuas brood, are you not?’
“How do you know that?’ Pagudi huffed.

“Who dse hasthe guarding of the upper waysin these difficult times? Y ou have thelook of your
kingman, Servant Pagudi.” Pagudi puffed himsdlf alittle, thinking that acompliment; Jehnd left himto his
misperception. “Leave meto give my look,” she said coyly, “to new Faon of my brood.”

“Breeding does not need privacy,” Pagudi informed her pompoudy. The Avelebred in public view, the
breeding adults showing their primacy in that open privilege asther servants|ooked on wonderingly,
rarely taught anything about such mystery until infrequent fortune brought them to breeding rank in their
own right. It was not atradition the Faon had chosen to copy, and Jahnel used that difference now.

“Feon are strange in their ways,” Jahnel advised him loftily. We require privacy for necessary attention;
digtracted, mating may be unsuccessful.

Pagudi hesitated. “| am not versed in breeding matters.”

“With your look of your kinsman, perhapsthat will change,” she said in outrageous flattery. Not likely,
she thought: aFaon loosein the First Tier, and he just looks puzzled. Sherisked a glance upward, hoping
this servant's senior was not following to investigate the delay. She had to get rid of Pagudi quickly. She
wiggled her aamsin sinuous diplay and watched him gawk. “I fed ingtinct overcoming me. Will you not
grant me privacy?’

Pagudi flinched and gestured an embarrassed gpology. “Y our pardon, Faon. | leave immediately,” And
he did. Before he could report to his senior, Jahnd signed to Austin and soared with him down the
accessfalway to thefirst cross-way, then fled into the maze of the First Tier. Shetook awinding path,
sometimes falling dozens of meters downward, then dowly working back upward, heading for the outer
edge of thetier. Austin followed docildly, no doubt utterly lost in dl the turningsand twists. Findly, she
found arefugein awide access port and stopped to rest.



“Where arewe?’ he asked.

“IntheFirg Tier. A little further and | can take us straight up to the Downlift.”

Austin looked around elaborately. “ Privacy for breeding?’ So he had overheard. She scowled at him.
“Don't get ideas, miin,” she muttered.

Helaughed at her, histeeth showing whitein the gloom of thetunnel. “1 picked up the gist, though | didn't
caich dl thewords. Avelle have an interesting society. So do you.”

Shelooked at him. “ Are you mocking us?’ she demanded angrily. “ Since when do your rules of morality
govern us?’

He did astrange thing then, touching her face with the lightest of touches, then laying his pam softly ong
the curve of her cheek. She promptly moved backward, eyeing him warily. It occurred to her that Pagudi
might not be the only one ignorant of another's breeding customs. He dropped his hand and she heard
him expe hisbresthinasigh. “Y ou are beautiful,” he said, awistful tonein hisvoice. “No, I'm not
mocking, Jehnel. On La Novia, ‘privacy’ istaken to such extremes that everybody pretends * breeding’
happens hardly at dl. It's bad form to even discuss it—L atinos take their morality serioudy, especidly the
women, and Anglos have their own sidestepping. | find you arefreshing change.”

“That is strange, Austin, to pretend. Isthat what you meant by your words, a marveling?’

“Yes” He abruptly leaned forward and kissed her before she could react. “In case we don't have time
later.” Sheraised her fingersto her lips, surprised, and still suspected him of mocking.

“You aretoo bold,” shesad, hdf-angry a him.
“Jugt running out of time, my lovey.”
“I'm not your lovely, Augtin.”

“I know.” Helooked away. “I've been thinking about that, most regretfully.” Then he grinned at her
again.

“Youresuchamiin,” shesaid disgustedly.

“And youreaFaon,” heretorted. “Now that we have affirmed our basic identities, what exactly am |
supposed to tell La Novia?”

She settled back comfortably on her hedls. “To go away. Would they do that?’
“No, not permanently. If they did, that would mean your people would be stuck here.”
113 %?l

“Wall, yes, that. Ask for something less, too, just to give me an option. Boland is stubborn, amost as
stubborn asyou.”

She scowled at him, then thought amoment. “ Then retreat and stay away for atime, at least until Lgja
can regain the advantage she haslogt. Lejais Principa of Songs,” she explained, as he looked puzzled
by the name. “Welivein her tier; she protects us. Koyil isPrincipa of Lawsand is our enemy; he and
Lejahave contested for decades for control of the City. Do you understand now, Austin? Y our ship is
Koyil'swegpon againg Lgjja, and hewill useit like a great-claws snaring a shrimp, just as Lgjaonce



used our Phalene asaweapon againg him. It isafitting revenge hewon't resst. And, Augtin"—she
pointed at him—"pay attention when the Avelle say, asthey will the next time and the next, that they don't
want you here.”

“All right, | hear that. How long away?’
“Three dozen days, at least.”

“Won't you even consider returning with us?’ he urged suddenly. “What if the Avedleturn againg you?
What happensthen?’

She shrugged. “Return is an option—but Quevi Ltir isour home now. If you know anything about
Phalene, you know why weleft Mu Carinis”

“That Stuation's been eased.”

“Oh?" she asked skepticaly. He grimaced, confirming her suspicions about the bland reassurance. If she
were Latino, she'd not give up advantage so easily, ether, not with captive colonists dependent on PAS
trangport and adiscriminatory scale of fees. “Hasit changed?’

“But it'd be different now, Jahnd, | promise you. The Faon are the only humans who have solid contact
with the Avelle—’

“And their knowledge of their science—and their weaknessesiif they resst human intrusion. What
physicd law saysthe Avele owe Earth contact, Austin?’

He shrugged helplesdy. “I'm only thinking of you. I'm not Elena—I don't want your science. But if it'sthe
only choice, “Jahnél...”

She turned her shoulder to him, ending the discussion. “ Three dozen days, if you can. Give usthat and
perhaps,” she added reluctantly, “if all goes poorly, we might consider the other.”

He blew out abreath and paused to think. “1 might manage it. And when La Novia comes back, Jahndl,
can we meet again?’ He seemed strangely earnest, asif much lay in her answer. She wondered about his
life aboard his ship, to turn so easily to outsders, she suspected, amnong other things that his ship did not
have kin-bonding at al. Wasthat why the first Faon had so easily chosen to become Avelle? Or wasit
only the Latino habit of building barriers out of arrogance? She had seen the contempt in Riverasface as
he had looked at her. At least the Avelle were honest in their didlikes.

“I don't know,” shetold him truthfully. Shelooked away, “ My people don't approve of what | am doing,
Augtin—in fact, they do not know. Y our promiseisimportant in lesser ways, t00.”

“Will you get into trouble?” And then: “What wastheir alternative?’ he asked in an atered voice. He had
not believed in Benoait's threet, then, for al his defiance; he did now. It sobered him.

“Weare much Avelle, we Faon,” she answered obscurely. “Come, | will return you to the surface.”

Sheled him to thefar wall of the Firgt Tier and drew him upward aong the access fallway. Lack of care
showed here, too, with tarnished fittings and robot housings that had corroded into fixed place, their
dert-panes darkened. She detoured around alive monitor, not wishing to advertise their presence. As
they neared the upper levels, she hunted for another entrance into the First Turning, adifferent entrance
than the one, now probably guarded, that had brought them downward. They emerged into asubsidiary
fdlway that joined the primary falway only afew meters below the First Turning. She dowed, studying
the shadows above them. It would do, she decided.



Speed counted now. Shelinked her arm in Austin's and set her belt jet to full power. Still accelerating,
they approached the Firgt Turning and rocketed out of the circular shaft. She inverted quickly, dragging
Austin around with her, and collided feet first with the celling, angling for the recoil. She burst into the
farther room, prepared for anything that waited. The room was empty.

Kiiri's doing, perhaps, she thought, wondering what other games the Science Leader might be playing
with the Principas. By dl rights, Niintua should have stationed a guard here—he had many guardsto
spare.

“Suit up,” sheingructed Austin, then cycled them both through the air lock into the Downlift. Again they
soared upward, flashing past the empty access tunnds, darming the protectors but leaving them well
behind before they completed ward-off sequence. The movement of the robot canisterstippled aong the
wall, pacing them. Still striving for speed—the robots might signd, bringing the Avelle—she hurried him
to the exterior Portd to the surface.

Austin looked curioudy &t the control pandl for the energy shield, hisinterest obvious. Sheignored it as
she released the door shield and hurried him into the rubble of surface ruins, keeping to shadows under
the glaring sky. If Austin meant treachery, he now knew the entrance to the City and something of its
defenses. If Austin meant treachery ...

At the edge of the ruins, she stopped in apool of shadow and left Austin to skip forward to the
crater-edge. With asigh of relief, she saw the ship'slander again in low depression, lights blinking—these
miin were astubborn breed. Sheran back quickly to Austin. “The lander isthere. Give meyour belt. If
you run quickly, you can make it to the crater.”

“It would be easier to keep the device,” he countered, one hand protectively over the ward-off unit on
hisbelt.

“I givethe miin nothing of that kind, Austin. Y ou forget who you are.”
“Not that.” He unlatched the belt and handed it to her. “ Quickly, eh?’
She smiled grimly. “Asif your life depended onit.” He caught at her arm as she turned.

“Y ou're sure you don't want to go back to Earth?” he asked. “If you can get the Faon to the surface, we
can get you dl away from here, avay into safety. Theresawhole universe out there, Jahnel, new places
to choose as home and to build again. Isn't that an option?”’

"This ismy home-space,” she said stubbornly. “Itiswhat | hold and what | defend.”

“With dienswho kill you on the dightest excuse—or none at al? Alienswho betray you?’ Hetwisted his
mouth. “What kind of ‘home-space’ isthat, Jahnd?’

She smiled, knowing he did not understand. “When | was Sx yearsold,” she said musingly, “I was
chased hdf thelength of thetier by a servant-guard from the level acrossthe falway from ours. | had
spent al the morning signing insults at him, just to see what hed do—'weed-face’ was one of the milder
ones, as| remember. He could have caught mein afew wing-strokes, but he let me get away. The
Aveleindulgetheir children to excess, even young reprobates like me, for children are their future and
their being. What makes ahome-space, Austin? And islovethe lessbecauseit isfierce?’

He scowled, then shook his head, unconvinced. “Hmmph.”

Shetried again. “Y ou see only violence and denid, but you come from outside. The Avelle comefrom a
proud and violent brood, one that has honed itsdf with millenniaof conflict—but within, Augtin, within is



the kin-bonding. For eighty years we have learned that bonding, and have finally seen within to what they
protect so fiercdy. An Avdlewill dieto defend hisbrooding, will not yield a centimeter of
home-space—because he lovesfiercdy.” She shrugged. “ Of course, Avelle are dso maddening in their
subtleties, and not even the closest Avelle friend can be fully trusted—kin-bonding to hisirutaintervenes.
And they are dangerous—you areright in that. So? |s safety al-important?’

“Stupid degths, that's what ‘ s0.”
“The miin have made their own stupid deaths among us.”
“Touché, Faon.” Helooked away.

She touched hisdeeveto regain hisattention. “Y ou have seen little of usand even less of the Avelle.
Perhaps, if the Songs alow, you can see more later—if you still wish to understand. And perhaps you
cantdl meof your Earth; | will listen.” She smiled gently. “But | don't think your arguments convince
even yoursdf, however you protest. Y ou sensewhat is here, with practicaly no acquaintance at all.”

“I let you get away, you know.”
She amiled morewiddy, liking thismiin. “1 know. Good faring, Augtin.”
“Good-bye, Walf.”

She moved backward deeper into the shadows and watched him rise to hisfeet. He looked out across
the rock-strewn plain amoment. Then he was off, running a counterpattern across the rubble, bounding
awkwardly with al the speed that low gravity could lend him. Jahnel looked toward other shadow
pockets dong the face of the ruins, guessing that the robots waited there, hoping she was right about the
hesitating. To confuse the machines further, she shifted position severd metersaong thewal, then ran to
another pocket of shadow, digtracting them with her movement. Seconds might count for Austin in that
distraction. She looked out toward the crater and saw him leap over the rubble at itsrim, careless with
his suit on jagged rock,

He has a certain stupidity about risks, she thought—and so do |. She looked up at the star-strewn sky
with its deadly haze, then faded backward into other shadows, heading for the Down-lift.

Chapter 9

AUSTIN SKIDDED DOWN the broken rubble to the crater floor, then caught himsdlf againgt ajutting
rock when he nearly overbaanced onto hisface. Tricky, just like Luna, he reminded himself. He pushed
himsalf upward, cautious about recoiling too far in the light gravity, then moved at adower pace toward
the lander in crater-center. He didn't see any crewmen outside the ship, but he knew that Chief Paige
would have the exterior monitors on. He stopped twenty meters from the ship and waved, then fumbled
with the did on his helmet radio, without a clue asto the readings he was getting in the dial window about

frequency.
“Audtin here. Do you read?’
He shifted settings and repeated his hail, then gaveit up and tramped toward the exit ramp.

A spacesuited crewman promptly appeared in the lock, armed with alaser rifle. He waved it warningly.
Austin dowed and put both hands up; that earned him arifle cocked and pointed straight at his head.
Austin stopped short and glanced nervoudy over his shoulder a the crater-rim, haf expecting arow of
nasty little boxes perched on thelip, ready to blast him to powder.



“Damnit,” he muttered, and tried dialing helmet frequencies again. “ Audtin here. Put that damn thing
away, will you?’

“Greg!” avoice blatted in his earphones, high with surprise.
“Chief? It'sme. Let mein before more little robot friends show up. Please?’
“Let himin, Juarez.”

The crewman at the port lowered hisrifle, and Austin bounded forward, squeezing past him into the port.
Astheair cycled, he unlatched his helmet and breathed good Earth air. Theinner door opened with a
hiss, and Juarez gestured him in with hisrifle, hisdark eyes glinting through hisfaceplate.

Chief Paige waited for him in the lander main room, his hands on bulking hips, hislook aglare. The Chief
adways glared—likely he had glared at his mother from his cradle, permanently incensed with everything.
It made him agood chief, in the sour-minded tradition of al good drill sergeants.

“S0 you decided to show up,” Paige said in disgust. “Y ou're only about six hourslate. Boland'sfit to be
tied.” Helooked beyond Austin at the lock as Juarez stamped in behind him and keyed shut the lock.
“Wheresyour lady friend?’

“Givemeabreak, chief,” Audin sad. “Can | talk to Commander Boland?’
“If you don't have that woman with you, you don't want to talk to Boland, believe me.”

“Just set up thelink, chief. Niceto seeyou, Raoul.” Juarez grunted, his young face noncommittal. Austin
followed Paige into the control room; the chief tipped his chin toward achair.

“It'syour funerd.”

AsAugtin sat down in the chair, the radio crackled, then steedied into the contact hum. A few moments
later, thevideo link activated, filling the small screen above the radio set with revolving lines, thenthe
quick snap of apicture. Riverds aristocratic face |looked at him coolly.

“Audtin here,” Augtin said, rather unnecessarily. Rivera's expression did not change, his disapproval
apparent in hislack of expresson. “Can | talk to the commander?’ Riveraturned away from the screen
and called. Austin was conscious of Paige standing behind him, probably waiting to witness the feasting.
Hewaited, hisfingerstight on the chair arms, until Boland traded places with Rivera. Boland's Anglo face
showed even less emotion than Riveras. “ Austin reporting, Sr. I've got new data about—"

“Where have you been?’ Boland demanded, his voice a harsh bark.

“| wasdelayed,” Austin replied as curtly, histemper rising. God, they acted like he wasasmall boy who
had been off too long playing in mud puddles. He forced himsdf back into contral. “1 have important
information.” But Boland waan't listening.

“Wheresthe captive, Austin? Hmmmph, | thought not. Paige will bring you up; thereéve been new
developmentsand | need you here” Boland haf turned from the screen in dismissal.

“Sir!” Audtin's shout brought Boland's head quickly around. “ Sir, we haveto leave this star system. La
Novia's presenceis pressuring the alien society into violence, with the Faon right in the midst of it.”

Boland scowled. “Our mission isto make Contact.”

“Y ou're making contact, Sir, but not the kind we want. It has to be done a different way, and the first



thing we haveto do isleave—visbly, gpparently permanently, until things calm down here.”

Boland thought about it. Though abit of aright shirt, Boland had brains, enough to win acaptain'spost in
alLatino service. Austin counted on that.

“Isthat what the woman told you?’ the commander hedged, then |ooked to the Side at somebody el se.

“Yes, sr. Shetook me down into the City, then brought me back here to warn you. | don't think the
others agreed, but she brought me back. She says La Novia could persondly arrange the death of
everybody down there, just by hanging around. Isthat clear enough, Sr?” Audtin twined hisfingersin his
lap, pressing hard enough to be painful. If he saysno ... Austin didn't want to think about the
possbilities.

The commander turned away from the screen and muttered to somebody, then stepped dightly aside and
back to allow another face into screen-sight. “ Areyou all right?’ Elena asked, her face concerned more
than he expected.

“I'm fine. Tel him, Elena—weve got to withdraw.”

Elena shook her dark hair impatiently. “Y our data doesn't match up with ours, Greg. The aliens aren't
upset at dl. Ther leader hasinvited usinto the City.”

“What!”

“Asfar aswe can understand, that is,” she amended, making a pretty face. “ Pictures only tell us so much,
and our pidgin French—what we other crewmen can scrape together from some old high-school learning
here and there—isn't enough to be sure. That's why we need you up here. Apparently this Koyil speaks
fluent French.”

“Koyil?Wait aminute, Elena. Koyil hasinvited you into the City?’

“Yes. He says hell turn off the defenses so we can send a Contact party down.” Elenasthin facefilled
with enthusiasm. “ Greg, this culture is millenniaold—you wouldn't believe the technologicad marvels
weve seeninthediens transmissions. It could advance our science by centuries—gravity control, total
environment control, genetics, chemistry. And La Novia isthe Contact ship that startsit dl.”

“And Lejastier isthefirg tier off the Downlift,” Austin said, trying to keep calm. Careful, Greg: do it
right. “These diens carry territoridity to the outer limits. Do you know what will happen when your party
invadesthe City? It'll be open war, with Koyil pouncing on Lgjafrom the other Sde. Ligten, Elena—this
Koyil isthe palitica enemy of the Avelle Principal who protects the Faon. HE'susing you to start atier
war.”

Elenashook her head, smiling. “Nonsense. He's quite friendly, Greg.”
“I've been down therel” Austin shouted. “He'susing you!”

Elenaflared back at him ingantly. “ Oh, redly. Let metdl you something, Greg, about your precious
Faon and their Principa. She's endaved them with drugs—Koyil told us so. We found those drug traces
in the corpses, after al. And the captive's behavior just bears it out—obvioudy she's been conditioned to
return at any cost.”

“Endaved? They aren't endaved, Elena”

Boland's narrowed eyes shifted back and forth between them, but he said nothing.



“Y ou're such agreat authority?’ Elenajeered. “Did you talk to any Avelle down there?| thought not. We
have. How do we know you haven't been tampered with?’

“Good Chrigt. One moretime: the diens areterritoria, with attack ingtincts. Koyil isusing you.”
“Imprinted ingtincts don't survive sapience,” she said pompoudly.
“And where's your authority, Elena? How many dien races do you know, BioOfficer?’

“That'sirrdevant. Don't you see the opportunity here?’ Her pretty face again suffused with excitement as
shelofted off into lulu-land about “ possibilities.” Could somebody |ust for Contact, any Contact at
whatever price? Apparently Elena did—and had the influence to turn Boland. Austin looked quickly at
the commander standing behind her, seeing no encouragement but not yet a decision either way.

“Koyil isthe Feon'senemy,” Austin repeated desperately. “ He wants the Faon eliminated. And the best
way isexactly what he's encouraging. The pressureis building up, and the target isthe very colonists
we're supposed to rescue. Contact is secondary, we've got to get out of here—at least for awhile.”

“According to your Feon,” Elenasaid dismissingly.

“Who else would you bdieve?” Audtin asked angrily. “Koyil? Why believe an dien over humans? Hell,
Elena, if you want gravity control and the Avdles other tricks, get it from the Faon. They havethe
knowledge, too.”

“Unfortunately, you lost us aFaon to ask. | don't see her with you, so | assume she's permanently lost.”
“Sheambushed me,” Austin muttered.
“You let her go,”

Audtin didn't deny it. What wasthe point? It wasn't exactly true, but it wasn't exactly fase, either, and his
uneasy guilt about it would make any protests unconvincing.

“I'm reporting what | discovered,” he said sullenly. “My recommendation asliaison officer isto get La
Novia the hdl out of here”

“And my recommendation,” Elenasaid, giving him adisgusted look, “isto continue the Contact we have
made with the Avelle. Y our report isjust rumor; mineisfact,” Austin studied her arrogant expression and
wondered what he had ever liked in her. Lust for Contact, indeed—uwith anybody sacrificed.

Boland looked thoughtful, then nodded. “ Continue contact with Koyil, Officer Sanford; ask him about
Audin'sdata—"

“No!” Austin objected. “Don't do that!”

Boland scowled at the interruption. “ That's enough, Austin. When you've returned to the ship, prepare a
report. Boland out.”

Austin stared at the blank screen. Even if Boland countermanded that |ast order, Elenawould ask to
ingratiate hersalf with Koyil. Mr. Koyil, one of our crewmen has visited your lovely city and told us ...
And the Avelle would know. He had picked up enough from Benoit to see the fear—no, not fear, the
man was too salf-possessed for that. Dread, if the Avelle knew Jahnd had brought him into the City. He
guessed, probably accuratdly, why Jahnel had stolen him away.

Shesaved your life, hethought. And it'll come down on them without warning, afull-scaleinvasion by



miininto Lejastier. And who, exactly, just fancifully assuming, pick it out of theair, would Koyil say let
them in? Only one group in the City was human. He swiveled back and forth in his chair and sighed for
effect, then turned casudly toward Paige, “Well, it was worth ashot.” He shrugged. “Guess 'l ridein the
back with Juarez, chief. That okay?’

“Sure, Greg.” Paige gave him an odd look. “ Elena sure backed you up, didn't she? | thought you two had
athing for each other.”

Ausgtin made himself shrug. “ Sometimes.”
“Latinos,” Paige muttered. “ Loyal to thelast. Go buckle yoursdf in. Lift-off in two minutes.”

“Right.” Austin pulled himsalf out of the chair and drifted through the door to the rear compartment, then
casualy closed it behind him. Lift-off regs were useful. He snagged his helmet from the chair where he
hed left it, and Juarez eyed him curioudy as helifted it to put it on. Austin gave him alopsided grin. “Yo,
Raoul. Dropped something important beyond the crater-rim and Boland wantsit. Be back in asec.”

“Okay, Greg.” Juarez smiled faintly.

All those honest times, he told himsdlf as he cycled through the lock, true-blue and true-spoken, and it
pays off now. He jumped down the ladder, raising a puff of white dust, and bounded easily acrossthe
crater-floor and vaulted over the rim. He stopped and looked over the ruins, watching for movement,
then loped forward hastily. Without the ward-off device, he would have to stay dert.

“This could be your last dumb move, Greg old boy,” he whispered, then remembered and snapped off
his helmet radio with a curse. The last thing the Faon needed was aradio fix on their Downlift. Think,
Austin: use your brains now. He looked behind him for one last look &t the crater, then moved into the
ruins at abounding trot.

A hundred metersin, he saw movement ahead and darted into apool of shadow beside awall, then
pulled himself onto the top of the wall. Asaboxy shape rolled toward him down the rock-littered stre<t,
the blue light-haze glinting off its Sdes, he edged himsdlf over the narrow ledge of stone and hung half
down the other side, supported only by ahand and a boothed wedged into a crevice. Subnorma gravity
had its advantages, too, he reminded himsdlf. And you're going to die, Greg.

Hefelt asteady vibration through the wall asthe robot came closer; then it faded. After severad minutes,
he cautioudy raised himsdlf to look over the wall—and looked straight into the bore cannon of acanister
robot. He froze asit regarded him with asingle lensed eye. He saw did lightsflicker on its upper pand,
then awaxing light glow through acentrd seam, pdlidly ydlow in the harsh blue sarlight. Panicked, he
thought of throwing himsdf off thewall, running, but knew the thing would blast through the wall the
ingant he moved, asit had blasted through the metal walls of thefirgt lander, crisping everything insde.
Seconds passed in their silent standoff; then, to his amazement, the robot's interior glow faded. It
swiveled on its treads and moved off.

Asit rolled on down the ruined street, Ausgtin felt something touch hisfoot from behind and recoiled
violently. He squawked as he lost hisgrip on thewadl and fell, landing on something that shifted away
from beneath and then shoved him hard against thewall. Herolled away, trying to get to hisfeet on the
shifting gravel, then recognized Jahnd. She stood ameter away, glaring a him through her hemet
faceplate, alaser rifle dung in the crook of her ebow. He saw her lips move and raised his hand to his
helmet, then stopped, realizing he had jogged it off her frequency. Heraised afinger up in front of his
mouth, then jerked the thumb hard in the direction of the crater. She studied him, obvioudy confused,
then spoke again. Frantically, he tapped the heimet aerial and signed again urgently at the lander. She
stepped up to him and camly adjusted his neck controls. He heard aclick over hisradio circuit.



“Theradiosaredirectiona, Austin. Just don't talk while facing the crater.”
“Oh”
“But thank you for the warning. What did Boland say?’ She reached a hand to help him to hisfeet.

“Koyil'sinvited usinto Lejastier. HEs going to turn off al the defenses so we can comeright in. Genid
guy, huh?’

Jahnd'seyeswidened. “Miin invading thetier? With Koyil'shep?’
“Right.”
She looked shocked.

“And something e'se, maybe,” he added reluctantly, not liking to upset her further especialy when he
knew she had gone out on alimb for it. “Listen, you made it clear that bringing meinto Quevi Ltir was
somekind of mistake withthe Avelle.”

“With the Faon, too,” she said dryly.
“What will Koyil doif Elenatelshim about it?’
“She mustn't!”

“She might. I'm sorry. She's hipped on Contact. Shelll do anything to ingratiate herself with Avelle” He
shrugged. “Hell, shell think helll be pleased.”

“Oh, hewill, bdlieve me.” Jahnd'slipstightened in anger and she glared again a him, asif it were Audtin's
persond fault. Lumping himinwith dl the miin again, he thought in despair, intruder and outsider and
unperson. For awhile, he had thought Jahnel liked him. He sighed.

“Elenanever did listen to me much; she'stoo fixed on who'sin charge. And now Boland won't listen
ether, not when I've run off like this. HEll think I'm demented or something—or drugged.”

“Runoff?’

It distracted her from her glare. “Unauthorized departure. | lied.”
“And nearly got yoursdf crigped by anindru.”

“S0?" He stared at her.

“Go back to your ship, Austin,” she said wearily. “ Thank you for thewarning.” Shetook the other
ward-off device from her pocket and hesitated, then looked in the direction of thelander. “No, | cantt.
Youll haveto taketherisk again like before.”

“I'm not going back.”
Her head jerked back around in surprise.

“Ligten, I'm your only link to my ship. La Novia isn't listening now, but they might later.” Surethey will,
Greg, he thought—but he could always hope. “ Y ou don't have a surface-to-ship radio link—"right?’

“Niintua controls that—and he belongsto Koyil.” Shelooked around vaguely. “| suppose we could build
amobile transmitter and bring it to the surface, but the robots would hear it and bring the Avelle. But if



your Boland and Elenawontt listen to you, why should they listen to us?’

“True. Anyway,” he said earnestly, trying to persuade her, “I'm an asset to the Faon. Perhapsif you
argue enough at your seniors, they might see me that way, too.”

“Not likely. Faon are astubborn breed.”

I'm looking at a perfect example, he thought irritably. What awoman! “I'll taketherisk.”
“Papa Benoit wanted to disrupt you, Austin, tossyou in after your spacesuit. End of problem.”
“I know.”

“Hedtill could,” shethrestened.

“ g7

She threw up her hands. “I don't understand you at al. Go back to your ship. But onething, Austin: don't
include yoursdlf in the Downlift party. It will not survive”

“No. I'm not going back.”

She eyed him suspicioudy. “I know theseruins, al the escape routes. | could lose you in ten minutes and
let the robots take care of therest.”

“True,” hesad. “But you won't. You didn't before.”
“Onceisnot dways, miin.”

From beyond the edge of the city, the sky filled with asudden flash of light asthe lander ignited its
engines, an indant later, the smdl ship shot into the sky and vanished over the horizon, climbing swiftly.

“Shouldn't we be getting back?” Austin asked brightly.

She stared past him at the departing lander, then gave him arude word. He grinned at her, and she
looked like she could throttle him for it.

“If I bring you down “again...” She pointed afinger a him. “'Y ou ought to be disrupted, Audtin. Life
would be far smpler for meif you were. If you ingst on arranging it, come on.” Shetossed him the
ward-off device and stamped off. He hurried after her, nearly falling on hisface as hetried to attach the
ward-off without watching hisfeet, then just tried to keep her in sight. Asthey approached the Downlift,
shefindly dowed and et him catch up.

“ mean wdl, Jahnd.”

Sheglanced a him angrily. “1 know that—and | don't likeiit. It would be easier if you fit the prejudices,
acted truly likeamiin. Do meafavor, Austin: change.”

She preceded him into the Downlift and wised the energy barrier—Boland would give his eyeteeth for
the technology, Austin thought, then watched her curioudy as she twisted acollar band on her laser rifle.
Sheleaned therifle against awall, then hurried him down and through another sequence of turnsand
twigtsin the First Tier. They had descended about a kilometer when the tunnel walls suddenly trembled, a
long rolling murmur that ended with a palpable air concussion down the shaft. Thump! Austin caught at a
projecting section-rib and held on, wondering what the hell had happened, then redlized that Jahnd must
have blown up the Downlift.



“Weapon overload?’ he asked,

“Quiet?” Jahne pulled him onward and then whisked him aside from something he didn't quite see, then
began moving even more quickly, hurrying him aong, impatient with his awkwardness. He kept Slent,
trying to cooperate, knowing that her agreement was grudging, his presence not appreciated. Did you
expect her to cheer, Greg? he asked himsdf wryly. Hooraysfor amiin?

What wasit like to see dl outsiders asintruders, he wondered, ataint to be driven off? To have no
interest, none at al, in other people? Elenawas eager for that Contact, though her reasons run moreto
career-building and persona acclaim than agenuineinterest in the Other. Boland, too, had hisreasons, as
did most of everyone aboard La Novia. The dramaof rescue, the shining glory of First Contact—red
Contact for thefirst time ever—all of it forever associated with their ship, their crew, the beginning of a
bright future. Whenever historians spoke of that beginning, they would cite La Novia's name, perhaps
certain crew names, too, spoken with awe, respect, drama—the new Christopher Columbus and his La
Novia, their names taught to schoolchildren for centuriesto come like the children in centuries past.
Glory.

He saw Jahnel pause a another portal and gesture him to stop. He watched her cautioudly drift outward,
inverting gracefully like aporpoise in water. And would those historians mention the Faon, thet little
footnote of mistake and regret? The Faon, too, had a beginning—only we never pay attention to those
other beginnings, he thought, especiadly those we so carelesdy ended.

What do you want out of it, Greg? What's your glory?

He looked around the narrow confines of the tunnel and sniffed &t the strangely scented warm air that
blew across hisface. His body had alightness that wasintoxicating. He lifted an arm, moving it against
thear, seemingly bound only by the air, and that lightly; not the heaviness that dragged, the limitsthat
restricted. Thiswas an dien place, with Strange rules, acurious rightnessto itself. What do you want,
Greg?Isit even relevant what you want?

He recognized a certain acove then and knew they were close to where she had | eft him before, down
by the guarded back portal into the Faon levels.

“Wait here” shesad.

He caught at her boot. “I'd rather go with you. Last time | got assaulted by two heaviesin black
capes—not that you'd get that dlusion.” She made adismissive gesture, her face troubled and wan; he
pulled harder, bringing her back even with him. “I know I'm amiin; | know your people don't want me.
But if I'm to be of any useto the Faon, it doesn't help to stuff mein corners, like laundry to go out.”

“Laundry?’

“Well, skip that.” He spread his hands. “Let me be aperson, Jahnel, not an intruder to be explained
away and barely tolerated, not disrupter trash.”

“I never said you weren't a—"

“I know—and neither did your Papa Benoit; you didn't give him achance, and maybe he wouldn't have.
But I'm a man, not an object. La Novia is part of you, what the Faon are in the fundamentals. Y ou can
deny it and chase after the Avelle ways—maybe even you're right in the important parts—but | can't help
the Faon if you keep me asyour pet miin.”

“I never said that, either.” She scowled at him, her pretty face deeply troubled.



“Not that | wouldn't mind being your pet in certain ways,” he added, greetly daring. He smiled, but she
did not respond. He was suddenly aware again of the gulf between them, agulf of eighty yearsand a
human community pressured to adapt away from the human, breaking the linksto everything Earth
thought normal. Maybe she couldn't think of him as aman; maybe, to her, he would dwaysbe amiin,
nothing more. “Even if you don't understand,” he said, feding defeated, “dlow this, please.”

Her face was shadowed. “All right,” she said findly. “ Comewith me.”

Hefollowed her down the narrow tunnel and emerged into the narrow railway that ran down the outside
of the next tier. Jahnel looked down and gasped, then grabbed his cape and yanked him upward. They
shot up the Side of the falway at full belt speed; after adozen meters she yanked at him in arough invert
and hauled him into aside tunnel. Together they arrowed onward at reckless speed through the nearly
lightlesstunnd. Austin looked back and saw the tunnel opening suddenly masked, then fill with ablack
and gray shape, coming rapidly after them.

They crashed around the next turn, Jahnel getting more of the impact than he did, then accelerated again
into blackness, a pitch dark that Strained the eyes. He tightened his grip on her and closed his eyes,
concentrating on the tenseness of her muscles, hoping for asignd of the next wild invert. It came severd
meterslater, asmashing into meta and recoil in anew direction—and acceleration again. Half dazed by
the impact, Austin hung on, knowing he dared not lose hold, not now, not with an Avelle close behind.

An Avdlle by the Faon's secret doorway. What did it mean? He remembered back to that fragmentary
glimpse downward before she grabbed him, and remembered the portal had stood open, gaping, with no
Faon on guard—only the Avelle, who now pursued them relentlesdy.

Anather smashing turn, one that impacted full on hisebow. He ydped involuntarily and lost hisgrip on
her with that hand, his arm numbed and throbbing. She adjusted immediately, shifting her grip on hisbelt
to steady him. “Hold on, Austin,” she muttered.

“Leave meif you haveto.”

She swore. “Y ou don't know what that guard will do to you when he catches you, even not knowing
youreamiin.”

“Let'ssay | can make agood guess. Save yourself, Jahnd.”
“| save both of us. Shut up.”

She took the next corner at reduced speed, then accel erated again straight downward. Austin flexed his
hand, trying to get the fedling back, then winced at the agony shooting from shoulder to pam. They fell
downward at dizzying speed, faling straight, acceerating hard againg the air. When she felt the touch of
hisinjured hand on her arm, Jahnedl reached down and flicked on hisown belt jet. They immediately
veered right as Augtin's jet kicked in at an oblique angle. He hastily corrected, crowding as closely to her
as he could. The darkness was so complete he could see nothing benegth them. They fell, faster and
faster, plunging hundreds of metersinto the unknowable dark at full speed.

“Arewe going to hit anything?’ he said, trying to sound never-may-care. He doubted if he had brought
that off. Rocketing at thirty kicksinto pitch darknesswas hard to ignore. “Just for nerves sske.” He
heard her laugh softly.

“Thisfalway goesthree kilometers deep, Augtin. With a head start and both our belt jets pushing, we
can maybe out-distance the guard, then get enough time at the bottom to find ahide-hole.”



“An Avdleguard a your secret door, Jahnel.”

“Yes.” Her voice sounded very bleak, with an undercurrent of fear. He had never heard fear in her voice
before, not even a her most helpless. “Let's escape firsd—if we don't, whatever happened in my
Home-Space will beirrdlevant for both of us”

“True. How do we know when we're near the bottom?’

“Backpressure from the air currents—only we're going too fast to fed it.”

“Y ou're guessing, then.”

“Right.”

“Hdl on wheds, woman,” he said weakly. He closed his eyes and resgned himsdif.

Ten minuteslater, she cut power to both their belts and talked him patiently through adow invert to face
feet-downward; they decelerated rapidly. Austin looked-up, half expecting a gray-and-black shapeto
loom out of the darkness above them, pale clawed hands ready to snatch, then blinked as he recognized
aflicker of shadow in the blackness asthey fell past atunne opening. Light—not much, but some light.
Helooked down hadtily; straining to see what lay benesth them. “Light?’

We are nearing the lower levelsthat stretch beneath the City'stiers. Well turn soon.” Shelooked quickly
upward. “ Avelle seeinto the infrared farther than we do. Pull your cape over your head for ashield.
Show nothing to above.” She released him and flipped her cape upward, covering her head and arms.
He copied her awkwardly, faling paralel with her. “Y ou'll haveto do thisinvert yoursdf, Austin. When |
tell you, raise both feet quickly, tuck them as you spin, then push out hard on thewall that will be behind
you. Youll be pardld to atunnd; I'll take the portal immediately below. Thetunnelsjoin at an angle
severa dozen metersfrom the railway. Do you understand?’

143 YS,”

“Do not let your body show beyond the cape. Helll see where you've gone—and helll catch usthis
time”

“I understand.”
“""Counting ... one, two, three...”

He saw the circular shapes of access tunndls passing by them on thewall to the sde. “On six, Audtin.
Four, five, “sx!”

Austin whipped his boots, spun, and struck out frantically with hisfeet. Hisboots hit thewall hard and he
rebounded at wild speed, barely missing the metal edge of the tunnel opposite him. An ingant later, he
heard the reverberating clang of Jahnd's own invert behind him in thefalway. He pulled himsdlf hastily
down the tunnel, newly infected by the sense of pursuit, then found the junction. A few moments later,
sheloomed up in front of him. More light here, dmost enough to see her face. He looked down the
common tunnel and saw agray paeness suffusing thewalsat afar turning, reflecting metad on meta from
Some exterior source.

“Come,” Jahnd said grimly. “If we have luck, we will now see what has happened to the Faon.”

Chapter 10



AUSTIN FOLLOWED JAHNEL cautioudy toward the pae light. They emerged into alow-ceilinged
room more than ahundred meterslong and nearly aswide. The metd walls gleamed in the soft
illumination, shadowed into adozen shades of gray by the dim ceiling lights. Along the walstall machines
stood in long banks, some with lighted dia's, others dark. Between the machinesin room center avast
spiderweb of meta rods and dark oblong box-joints stretched from floor to celling; he heard afaint
humming from the structure. Jahnel moved dowly toward the spiderweb, her head turning from side to
sde as she watched empty doorways spaced dong the walls. She circled the spiderweb and vanished
into adoorway on the left.

The next room was hollowly empty and without features except for savera wide circular plates spaced at
regular intervas along the ceiling. As he passed beneath one of the plates, he felt acurrent of uprisng air,
cool and moist. Ventilators, perhaps. They must be beneath one of thetiers, with these rooms the basic
environmenta controls. He marveled at the complexity of the technology, trying to takeit dl in at once.
Jahnel proceeded cautioudy, watching al corners, and led him through the single door on the opposite
wall to anarrow upward falway. She rose on her belt jets ten meters above his head, then pulled hersalf
into aside portal. As Austin joined her, he saw avast expanse of open air above them surrounded by the
dim shadows of circular walls, and recognized the centrd railway of Jahnd's hometier.

Jahndl looked out and upward, then soared into the falway, not hurrying. As Austin followed, he saw an
Avdleturnin an access portd far acrossthe fallway and examine them leisurely. With the dark
wing-flaps wrapped tightly around its pallid body, its white-skinned head made odd contrast above, a
dark tulip shape against the dim light behind it. He saw aflash of red eyes asthe Avelle turned its head,
looking esewhere. Austin touched his belt jet and then spread his cape with hisarms, as Jahnd did.
Together they rose againg the air, mimicking the posture of the Avelle doft in the railway.

What would it be like, he mused, to take dl this as customary, the goodness of one's home, the beloved
spacesto hold forever and wanting no other? He had | eft Caracas as ayoung man in anger, never to
return, but itsimages often returned to him in his dream: the boulevards and parks, the white-stone
dreets, therise and fdl of gentle Latino voices, the brilliant sunlight. La Novia had not filled the void. No
sunlight here, he thought—! would missthe sunlight. He turned his head to look at another Avelle
lounging on a platform; the guard tirred as they rose past his guard-station, then relaxed and gestured a
casua greeting. Jahnd signed back, just as casudly, and Austin wondered if she had called him
weed-face once. He looked the part.

Islovethe lesser becauseit isfierce? she had asked. He curled hisfingersinto his pams, suddenly
wanting to be part of thiscity, this place, so deeply that it caught his breath.

Impossible, hetold himsdlf. Bered. You can't haveit. But still the wanting clutched a him. With an
effort, he shoved it away.

Asthey rose steadily past the levels, Avelle became more frequent, some flying in groups, others drifting
near the access portals and gesturing to each other. As he passed a group of three, he heard their rasping
speech, liquid vowe s that flowed together in an undulating pitch, punctuated by strange clicks and pops.
Asthe Avdle il ignored them both, he relaxed allittle more, but followed Jahnd's exact path up the
falway as she swerved gracefully around passing Avelle, giving each group awide berth. The strange
scents were stronger here, a strange perfume with musky overtones, not exactly pleasant yet not noxious,
the collective scent of the diens. Asthey passed onelevd, he caught awnhiff of vegetation and dank
water, then another scent, cloying, that he could not identify. Thewarm air Sighed against hisface and
hands, changing direction subtly as he and Jahnd dipped sdeways acrossthe falway, dowly weaving
their way upward.

Jahnel angled inward and inverted gracefully in front of aporta; as Austin caught up, he saw aFaonin



the alcove beside the port. The Faon gestured at Jahnel, then looked a Austin coolly, hisface
expressionless. “Benoit iswaiting for you,” he said to Jahnd, then looked away, ignoring Augtin
completely. They floated across the threshold; even though he was prepared, the gravity snatched at him
and nearly took him into atumble; he caught himsdlf with only adight stagger to the Sde, thentried to
cover it with aquick step forward, not entirely successfully.

“Not bad,” Jahnel said.
“Thanks”

“Not good, either,” shelectured him. “Y ou can betray yoursalf with too much awkwardness, Audtin; the
Avdleknow ustoo wdl, and we are born to this environment.”

“| understand.”

He saw aFaon stop ahead and stare, then rush away toward the central stairwell thirty meters ahead.
“We are announced,” Jahndl said sourly. “Let's get out of earshot of the portd in case Avdle drift by;
and welll wait for Benoit.”

She stalked along on her long legs for severa meters, then parked them both by adoor to one of the
living units—vaydim, he remembered, their word for both the family quarters and the marriage withiniit,
asif both territory and relationship were the same essence, an undivided fundamenta. Perhapsfor the
Faon it was, inthisdien place; certainly if explained why they had little interest in the rescue urged by La
Novia. Inthe Tiraamu, another word he remembered and perhaps only now began to understand,
nothing elseis needed, for al isheld. He watched Jahndl's profile, regretting what he had forced her to
risk, wishing he had understood, wishing...

You are amiin, he thought disgustedly, using the word the way she used it, and felt ashamed.

It took only afew minutesfor the senior Faon Benoit to come rattling up the stairway. On the top riser,
he stopped and stared at Jahnel, his seamed face flushed with displeasure. He walked forward, his anger
apparent in hisdtride.

“Where have you been?’ he demanded.

“Avelle guard our back porta, Father. | think Niintuas brood; they must have found the door when they
were searching the Firgt Tier.”

“We know about that. | plan to send aprotest to Lgjjaand have them removed. Our children have a
right toplay inthe First Tier.”

“Themiin shipistaking to Koyil,” she added in aflat voice. “Hesinvited themiin into our tie—hell even
turn off the defenses.” Benait jerked in surprise, his eyes widening and Jahnel went on. “Had | not taken
Augtin to the surface, we would not know that. And you would not know why Avelle guard our back
portal.”

Benoait's anger cleared abruptly and he shot Austin aquick glance of regppraisa. “Indeed,” he muttered.
He turned to another Faon nearby, ayoung woman with blond hair like Jahnel's and vivid blue eyes. She,
too, ingpected Austin coally, but without the animus, then gave Jahnd aquick gesture past Benoit.
Whatever it meant, it didn't improve Benoit's mood when he saw it. “We go down-level in an hour,
Nathdie,” he said gernly. “Inform the iruta—and ask Celeste and Arnaud to join us.”

“Yes, gr.” Nathalie hurried off.



Benoit looked Austin over. “If you took him back to the surface, why ishe here?” he asked, not friendly.

“He cdlshimsdf an asset, our onelink to the miin. Areyou in amood to listen thistime?’ She glared a
him.

“A miin,” he said disgustedly.

“A person,” she countered. Austin glanced at her in surprise, but she was focused on the older man.
Benoit sniffed and turned away.

“Perhaps. Come with me, both of you.”

He led them down the hallway. Austin followed, very conscious of being watched and resented by many
eyes. As Benoit stalked into the conference room, his cape flapping, Austin watched the older man's
back, then nearly collided into him as Benoit whirled to face them.

“What do you mean by ‘down-level,” Papa?’ Jahnel asked coolly. Papa? Austin looked back and forth
and suddenly saw the resemblance.

“The preparations have been in progress for hours,” Benoit answered. “Lgjahas received achalenge
from Koyil. Lgjahas received many such challenges, but under the circumstances, it was thought best to
prepare. With your news of Koyil'staking to the miin, it gives acontext. Thistime Koyil may indeed
invede our tier.”

“Aiming for the Faon,” Austin suggested, grestly daring.

Benoit ignored him loftily, then decided to notice him, after al. Austin couldn't decide which wasworse,
being noticed or not by this proud old man. “We're just the excuse, Audtin,” Benoit said. “An ableonein
Koyil'sdidike, but an excuse nonetheless. Koyil isLgjas chief rivd, asLaw dwaysisto Song. We can
serve our tier by mixing up the situation.” He looked away into the halway, then scowled at Jahnd. “I
dont likethis”

“Better to act now when we havetime,” she said, “than to wish we had acted when we don't.”
Benoit grunted. “True.” He grimaced.

A woman of middle yearswith slvering dark hair walked in from the halway, followed by a
brown-haired man about the same age. Both had an air of authority like Benoit's—and Jahnel's, he
redlized abruptly. He looked at her sharply, wondering what else he didn't know about her and these
Faon. The woman caught the last of Benoit's comment and took in Austin's presence with a sweeping
glance. “Nerup has strength,” she offered.

“Nerupisnot Principd, only sster-daughter, Celeste.”

“ She watches everything with those eyes of hers. In her youth, Lejjawaited for the right moment and
won; perhaps Nerup can, too, when Lejafinaly fails” Celeste smiled gently at Benoit. “Weve known
thiswould come, Benoit. Weve known along time; the miin ship, too, isan excuse.”

That gained Austin another irritated glance from the older man. Celeste chuckled low in her throat.

“Jahne hastheright of it, Benoit, for all your biasand history of willswith your daughter; | argued that
before and say it again. Y ou can't ignore the miin; they are here and aweapon that can serve severd
hands.” Sheturned to Augtin and studied his face amoment, then smiled without restraint. “Y ou may
regret coming to usagain, Augtin. It may cost you your life; Quevi Ltir allows few mistakes without



pendty. But you are here—and we will useyou.”

Austin bowed dightly. “Madame, | tried to convince La Novia to go away—at least for atime. They
didn't listen. | understand the stressiit's causing in your society, but our commander prefers our Contact
officer'senthusasm to my warning.”

“Does your commander often ignore prudent warning?’ Celeste asked, her voice carefully neutral.
“The drugs we found in Faon bodies create problemsin his belief.”

The woman's eyes were suddenly amused. “ The battle drugs? Y ou don't use them? But then, of course,
you don't. We seem to forget so easily where the line between Avelle and human lies. Thismust be dll
srangeto you, Austin.”

“Asmy world would be to you, madame.” He bowed again.

“No doubt,” she said without interest. “ Jahnd?’ Jahnel looked at her, her face strained. “ Go see Sair,
please. Y ou are stressing him with these sudden disappearances.”

“I doubt if Sair isinterested in seeing me right now,” Jahnd said in alow voice. “Or any other of my
own.”

“Y ou are senior wife; it isyour duty to mend the family—and Sair's duty, dso. Melindeis perhaps
incorrigible, my dear, but you are senior wife and have the duty. Y ou have alittle time before we leave
the levels. We will keep Austin here with us until then—if Sair agrees, and | expect you to have him
agree, your vaydim will have the kegping of him.”

Jahndl looked down, obvioudy distressed.
“I don't understand,” Austin said.

“Itisnot your affair, Augtin,” Benoit said abruptly. “Do not offer your help except whereit servesa
purpose.” A stubborn man, Austin thought, trying not to resent it. As stubborn as his daughter. Benoit
pointed a achair by the centrd table. “ Sit there for now and wait.”

Austin walked to the table and sat down, pulling his cape around him into neet folds. Adl, she had called
it, and protective camouflagein this place. It had asilky fed and moved heavily in the Earth-normal
gravity. He fingered the fabric, noting the heavy metalic threads that strengthened both woof and warp,
and remembered itslightnessin therailway. At adistance, except for size, a Faon would visudly
resemble one of the native diens—a purpose in that? Why had the Faon changed their humanity so
markedly to livein this place? Why did they have little interest—make that zero interest—in returning
home? Strange, something Boland would not understand even if he could be persuaded of it. It was all
too easy to put it on the drugs, call the Faon endaved and mind-bound, and take them out of this place
despite themsalves. He sneaked alook at the three Faon still talking by the entranceway, their stance
proud, their looksfierce. Saves? Not hardly. Boland would not find it easy to extract the Faon from their
City—or thisKoyil to drive them out of it.

Okay, Greg, he said to himsdlf, and interlaced hisfingersin hislap, then studied them intently. Y ou're
liaison officer to the Faon—sd f-gppointed, true, but contact nonetheless. What's the strategy? Do you
persuade the Faon to be rescued and help La Novia complete First Contact? Or hel p them keep their
placein the City, whatever the cost to La Novia? Elenawouldn't have a doubt about her answer, and he
guessed Boland wouldn't be far off her choice, either. A ship officer'sdecisionsran drictly to ship
interest, dways. Why are you even tempted to go the other way? With a pretty woman in the picture, his



shipmates would have as easy an answer asthe drugs. Isit that easy? God, she thought he was part of
the wals—worse, actudly. Giveit up, Greg. And she was married—very much married, in avery
different sense than the usua. Three hushands—amazing. He thought about certain deeping arrangements
it probably wasn't polite to think about and wondered if they did. What would La Novia's precious
Latino mordity think of that? They would think anything, even if it wasn't true, when they heard about
how the Faon crafted their marriages. Did they?

Cut it out, Greg, you loon. Think about strategy.
“Audin!”

Helooked up, dightly startled, and saw Sair in the outer doorway. The man beckoned a him curtly, his
dark eyebrows drawn down into ascowl: Austin felt hisface grow hot despite himself and abruptly
banished all of the pleasant speculations about Sair and Jahnel and the others. He stood up and walked
stiffly toward Sair, trying to get hisface into better order.

“Comewithme,” the other man said.

They lead you around like achild, Greg, he thought as he followed Sair back into the main corridor. Sair
stomped down the stairway, not looking back, his anger gpparent in his posture. To them you are achild,
worse actualy. And suddenly Austin did not want to be “worse, actudly,” with adifferent yearning, one
he had known before in adolescence, when yearnings had a poignancy rarely repeated in maturity. When
he was a boy, he had yearned to be part of the crowd of other boys, sharing in their laughter, their
confidences—had yearned for yearsto belong until that crowd of boys had findly beaten the hope out of
him, He had left it all behind, bitterly alone and content with it, he thought. He wanted ... what?

| never had abrother, he thought, looking at Sair. Shipmates, friends—but not abrother. Not in the
truest sense. Sair turned back to Austin at the doorway to Jahnd's—what was the word?>—vayaim.
Even ther marriage had an Avelle name.

“I don't likethis, miin,” Sair said furioudy.

“I know that. Y our pardon, Sair. | don't know your rank title, or I'd useit. Y our pardon for that, too.”
The apology seemed to startle the angry man in front of him. Sair sudied hisface amoment, his
expresson gtill displeased.

“I don't need gpologiesfrom you,” he said resstantly. Austin Sighed, and suddenly wished he could Sit
down again and study his hands. Something restful that required little of a culture-shocked pilot, he
looked away. Strategy, Greg. He couldn't think of asingleidea

“Y ou say nothing, miin,” Sair said.

“I figured that seemed best.” Austin hooked histhumbsin his belt and faced Sair more directly. “Will you
want my help in the preparations, or am | part of the baggage?’

“Y our choice”
“I'dliketo help.”

“All right.” Sair led the way into the vayadim. In the centra room, alarge pile of boxes and packslay
againg awadl, severd hundred pounds—but then they would be carried in light gravity in the fallways,
Audtin redlized. He saw a squat mechanica device, itsinterior glowing with apalid gleam, lighting a
spiderweb of delicate wires; beside it, another device he couldn't fathom. The boy Evan spotted him and
straightened from bending over the supplies, his expression promptly copying Sair's scowl. Jahnd's



husbands kept their united front; Jahnel must be a odds with al of them, and he knew it distressed her
greatly. He looked around for her, wishing she didn't have that burden, not because of him.

“What's he doing here?’ Evan asked angrily.
Sair waved him to silence and joined him by the piled supplies.

“Leavethe gravity field on until we're ready to exit the levels,” heingtructed. “Benoit wants gravity-up to
be smultaneous as we leave; well reintegrate the fields later when we find aholding space.” He bent
over the machine with the gleaming spiderweb and tapped adid, then straightened and looked over the
other supplies. Austin backed up and parked himsdlf by the wall, watching them both. Elenawould give
her eyeteeth to be where he was right now, to know what he had suspected: the Faon had aworking
knowledge of grav control. He curled hisfingersinto his pams, pressing hard enough to cause pain.

And he had let Jahnel get away. What had Boland really intended to do with her? Entice more of the
Faon to the surface, hoping to catch at least one with the grav-control specs? Bargain with the Avellefor
her return? Y ou give usthat and well give you her. Or maybe athreat of execution to up the stakes? The
Faon had attacked the lander twice and killed La Novia's crewmen, with Jahnel caught with alaser rifle
in her handsright after the second attack. As descendants of Phalene's personnd, the Faon were legally
il under PAS authority; surely Boland could find a PAS statute that fit. Deliberate murder. Riot and
mayhem. Wanton destruction of PAS property and personnel, with maice by stedth. Y ou give usgrav
control, or well kill her.

Ridiculous, hetold himsdlf. Boland wouldn't—but suddenly he wasn't sure. Boland could, with these
stakes. Elenawould, certainly: he knew al too well the ruthless streak in her ambitions, and Boland was
listening to Elena. With gravity control, Earth could leap athousand years with the technological
goplications of unified fied theory—the right theory, finally—that stated the fundamenta truth of
gpace-time; Elenawasright about that. Men would kill for such science, would sacrifice anything.

Y ou knew it, too, without knowing you knew. Y ou felt uneasy and helped her escape by not trying that
hard to stop her. And now you're down here with her, till trying to stop it. But how?

He saw Jahndl gppear from one of the radiating hallways, glance at him, then walk on to deposit her
parcel besidethe others. A little blond girl ran out after her, then flung hersdlf, laughing, on Jahnel to
swing from her ad, wrapping herself round about in it and dragging down on Jahnel. Jahndl turned swiftly
and caught her up, then turned her upside down to dangle.

“Luelle, youreapes,” she said, and laughed, then bounced the little girl lightly. Luelle caught a Jahnd's
cape again and buried her facein it. Jahnel extracted the girl and righted her, then kissed her soundly, her
face soft with affection. “ A pest,” shetold the child sternly, and set her down on her feet. “Go help
Mama Solveya pack your things, like | told you to.”

Thelittlegirl ran into the hdlway, vanishing like aminnow into the reeds, silver-quick and flashing. Jahnel
saw Austin watching her. “My daughter, Ludle,” she said.

“Sheisalovely child.”

Evan marched up to Austin and thrust apack into his hands, then released it before Austin had afull grip.
“You can carry this,” he announced. Austin's knees promptly buckled under the weight and he nearly
dropped the pack, then juggled it carefully into ashoulder carry, trying not to grunt with the effort it cost
him. “And other packs,” Evan said; staring at him. They were nearly of aheight, for dl Evan's
half-formed body. He had agawky strength and the same grace of the other Faon, even in Earth-normal
gravity—and afearsome stare.



“Glad to hdp,” Augtin said mildly. Evan snorted to himself and stalked back to Sair. Jahnd watched the
byplay, looking from Austin to Evan and back again, then scowled and turned away. Scowled a him? Or
at Evan?He walked over to the two Faon men, balancing hisload carefully. “Wheredo | carry it?’

“Just follow us,” Sair said, lifting one of the other packs, All the adultsin the room trooped out of the
vayaim and down the hallway. The corridor was crowded with people, al working in near silence. An
occasiona low command, the soft tramp of boots on the metal flooring, but atenseness, adeliberation to
thetransfer of possessionsthat Austin noticed and guessed he hardly understood. Down-level, Benoit
had said. What did that mean?

Hefollowed Evan's example and put the pack near thewadll in the large conference room. The available
gpaces werefilling up quickly as Faon camein and out of the room, piling the bundles high. A few were
tying line between the bundles, gathering them in long chains, with brightly colored markerstied to each
bag. Sair led the way out of the room and Austin followed, trying to keep his eyes on everything. A few
of the passing Faon recognized Austin—he could see the shock of resentment in their eyes—but most
hardly looked at him, so completely did the aa hep him tofit in. Didn't that show something about miin
and human? At the door to the vayaim, he touched Jahndl's elbow.

“What does ‘down-level’ mean, Jahne ?’
“We're evacuating our levels, going downward.”
“Oh,” he said, pretending he understood.
Shesmiled a him.

“All levelsbelow usin thistier are occupied by Avelle, Augtin. Either we take away levelsthat Lgjahas
given to other kin-groups, thereby violating her kin-bond with us, or we go down into the bowels of the
City and strike upward into another tier.” Shelooked beyond him at the solemn procession of Faon.
“Lgjahas been good to us and we remember our kin-bond. We will go downward and strike
esawhere”

“Sothey just let you walk in, those other Avelle?’ he asked ironicaly.

“No. Invasion of another irutals Home-Space is resisted to the death. When it istier againgt tier, an entire
irutacan die, thousands of deathsin the worst wars. The wars keep the baance in the City, weed out the
wesk.” She shrugged. “ Right now, were among the weak. Koyil won't expect usto leave our levelslike
this, it's not something an Avelle can do.”

She turned and preceded him into the vayalim and picked up another parcel off the stack of bundles.
Austin followed her and took the parcel she indicated.

“If you'll have war here or there,” he asked her, “why leave at dl?’

Shelooked at him bleakly. “When Koyil'skin-alliance comes, Austin, they will comein the
thousands—and L gjas kin-aliance will risein the thousands to defend. Thistier war has been brewing a
long time, probably longer than the Faon have even been here. Law and Song are abasic Avelle conflict;
their history usudly revolvesin the interplay—and the wars. Like Papa Benoit said, we're mostly an
excuse. But if we remove oursalves unexpectedly,” she said earnestly, “it may help Lejja; the unexpected
isawell-known wespon among the Avelle, adefter one for them than for us. Weretoo flexible to be
utterly surprised for long; they lack that flexibility. And it will save us. Inthe lower levels, we havea
chance at winning anew place dsawhere, at least until the conflict resolvesin our own tier: here, if Lgja
fals, we have only death. Do you understand now?’



“Y es. My ship doesn't know anything of this, you know.”

“They didn't ask.” Jahnel shrugged and turned away.

“That'shardly fair,” he argued. We were in the middie of it before we even knew who you were.”
“And your commander isn't listening now, either,” she said sharply.

“That'snot my fault.”

Sheturned back to him and lifted her eyesto hisface, then seemed to shake hersdf. “I'm sorry.”

Hefollowed her back into the corridor as she and the others continued the long transfer of everything the
Faon could take with them. At the last, Sair carefully packed the spiderweb device; astheinternd light
dimmed, Augtin felt the gravity lessen. Sair and Evan carried the device toward the doorway. “ Careful of
the threshold, Austin,” Sair said over hisshoulder. “The corridor isstill heavy.”

“Thank you.”

Findly al the Faon assembled in the conference room, some lined up in the corridor: over two hundred
adults and children, al dressed in the black hood and cape of the adl, al standing silently, their packs and
parcels gathered nestly along the wall near each group. Benoit climbed on the table and raised hisarms.
“Vayadim! Iruta-bond is divided here; look to your family if dl isthrestened. Descend as quickly asyou
can to the lower levels and assemblein the duct room.”

“The Avdleareoutsde,” aFaon man said.
“Wewill divert them. Wait until theword isgiven.”
Several Faon nodded.

“Audtin, Jahnel, comewith me,” Benoit ordered. Fedling very much under scrutiny, Austin followed
Jahnd through the smdl door opposite the porta beyond. Three Faon waited beside the portal, which
was now closed again. Benoit looked behind him to check that none of the assembled Faon werevisble
through the inner doorway, then nodded at one of the guards. “ Open the portal and let's see what we

The Faon worked amechanism in apand by the portal and it irised open onto darkness. Benoit stepped
forward, easing lightly over the gravity barrier, and drifted into the open space. He looked upward and
gestured, then nodded for Jahnel and Augtin to join him. “Ask thefirst group to come forward, no
burdensyet,” heinsgtructed the guard, then waited, floating easily in the falway, neatly inverted at adant
to watch whatever hovered overhead. Austin handed himsalf outside the door and moved aside, keeping
acautious hold on anearby projection. Above them, three Avele were dimly visible againgt the backlit
shadow, one high above them in the fallway. Another floated downward, gpproaching Benoit.

“My greetings, Niintua,” Benoit drawled. “Y ou stray far from your tier.”

“My affairsare not yoursto say, Benait,” the Avelle rumbled in understandable French. “ Since when do
the Faon have an exit porta into territory not their own?’

“Who ownsthe First Tier? None now. Who can complain?’

The Avelle easad closer, and Benoit casudly dropped his hand to hisbelt and dipped away, maintaining
their separation. Niintua stopped with agraceful turning of hiswing-flaps, hislarge eyesflickering redly in



the gloom.
“Still, I demand answer. Someone destroyed the Downlift—someone | suspect is you, Benoit.”

“Me? Was that what that was?’ Benoit snorted. “Why would | do such athing? We comeinto the First
Tier for enjoyment—and possibilities. Our population is expanding—perhapsin time the First Tier will be
agrand Faon kin-dliance, arival even to Lgjahersdf. Would that suit you, Battle Leader?”

Behind them, several Faon issued through the port and gathered beneath them, followed by others. More
Faon poured through the portd, dipping easly into formation beneath Benoit. The second Avelle drifted
Sdeways, closer to thefalway edge, shifting position. Austin watched him nervoudy as he came
downward toward them, wing-tips sculling, then saw Jahndl drift an equa distance to the sde and down
from Benoit, outpointing him. Austin remained wisely where he was, guessing he understood about half of
what was going on right then.

“Y our ambitions outstrip your brood,” Niintua sneered, retresting upward severd meters, then flaring his
widewing-flaps.

“Perhaps,” Benoit agreed equably. “But it isour right to try, isit not?’

Suddenly asmall dark shape darted out of the exit portd, followed by the child Luelle, moving as
gracefully asased. The fur-bird squawked asit saw the hovering Avelle and darted asde into asmall
recess. Then Luelle saw the hovering servant Avelle, too, and promptly headed for him, her hands
outspread in ddight. The guard flashed his wing-flaps as he saw the child soar toward him, hiseyes

glittering.
“Luellel No!” Jahnel cried out, her voice sharp with panic.

Thedien launched at the child, and Austin pushed hard off thewall with hisfeet, blundering awkwardly
between the Avelle and Luelle, swinging an arm wildly at L uelle to push her backward toward Jahnd.
The hand connected and swooped the little girl avay and down. Stranded by the invert of his swing,
Audtin floundered in midair and felt arush of warm air asthe Avelle pounced on him, seizing him with
powerful hands. He was overwhelmed by the sweet-odd smell of it, by the furious alien eyesinchesfrom
hisown, and struck out in terror, puny initsgrasp. “No!” he cried, asthe dien raised a clawed hand to
dash at histhroat. He struck the claw away desperatdly, deflecting it to his shoulder. He felt the burning
tear a hisskin asit penetrated muscle, opening awide gash. The Avelleraised his clawed hand again, to
dash downward at Austin's bowels.

Aningtant |ater, the Faon mobbed them. Austin saw a confusing blur of black-garbed bodies around him,
of hands pulling at him, striking at the Avellewho held him, of being wrenched free. He heard a shout,
and the Faon flung themsel ves backward, dragging Austin with them; alaser-blast gutted the Avelean
ingtant later, dicing through segmented skin, spilling anausesting mass of coiled gut, charred and burning
from the laser-blast. Asthe Faun pulled him rapidly back, Austin heard other laser-blasts and saw
Niintualiterdly disntegrate in midair. Two Faon launched themsdvesto chase the third Avdleracing
upward.

“""Down!” Benoit shouted. “ All Faon down to thelower levels.” Austin was pulled downward in his
group and struggled weakly as one Faon yanked too hard on hisinjured arm.

“Careful,” he muttered. The Faon looked at him—it was Sair, Austin redlized suddenly, histhoughts
strangdy duggish with shock—then glanced down a hisarm.

“Merciful Song,” Sair said. “Y ou were dashed.” He spoke to the others and they abruptly did sdeways



to thewadll, stopping there. Sair flipped back the edge of Austin's aal and peered at the wound, then
grabbed a package from a Faon who darted up. As he tore open the flap, he shot Austin afierce glance.
“Y ou have about three minutes before the poison killsyou if | don't do this” He extracted aknife from
the parcd. “Hold him.”

Audtin stared a the knife. “ Amputation?” he asked unsteadily.
Sair looked up quickly and smiled. “No, brother,” he said gently. “But prepare yoursdlf.”

Sair dashed down with the knife and laid Austin's shoulder open to the bone. Austin cried out in shock
and struggled wildly.

“Greg! Hold ill!” Sair shouted.

Gulping, Austin obeyed, his head throbbing with shock and pain. Blood gushed from his shoulder into a
viscous cloud; hewatched it numbly. Sair took a device from the parcel and tossed it to one of the Faon
holding Austin; the other quickly removed the cloud of blood with asuction device. As Sair began
packing the wound with a plastic-like gel, Augtin drifted away toward unconsciousness, his surroundings
expanding and contracting in dizzying waves, hisvision narrowing to asingle black tunnel. Tunnels: the
symptoms suited Quevi Ltir. He chuckled insandly at his own joke, then gavein to the darkness, safein
Faon arms.

Chapter 11

JAHNEL CAUGHT THE sobbing Ludleinto her arms and cuddled her. Acrossthe narrow fallway, the
Faon descent began in earnest, the mood turned grim with Niintuas desth. They were committed, even if
the Faon who pursued the other Avelle servant could catch him and stop him from bearing word to
Koyil. A flow of dark-suited bodies, nearly al laden with equipment, issued from the fallway porta,
fdling effortlesdy in the darkness and vanishing into the depths. Jahndl hovered above Sair, watching him
dress Austin's shoulder as she comforted Luelle. Sair checked Austin's pulse and shook him dightly, but
the man was obvioudy unconscious, from shock or Avelle poison or both—or perhaps dying. She bit her
lip in worry. Slash wounds were unpredictable, as much affected by the depth of the wound asthe
Avelesblood leve of atack chemicalswhen it dashed.

As shewatched, Luelle sniffled to a stop and then complained, which abruptly earned her Jahnel's angry
attention. She paddled Luelle, then caught her easily as shetried to squirm away; she shook her daughter
vigoroudy until thelittle girl's blue eyeswelled with new tears.

“I'm “sorreeee...” Ludlewaliled piercingly.
Jahnd took abreath and forced hersdlf into control of her own fear.

“How many times have | told you about the falways?’ she demanded angrily. “Y ou were nearly killed,
Ludle. Do you understand?’

“But Smart-Mouth got “away...”

“That Avellewould have made you dead, Luelle. Do you understand me?’ She gave her smal daughter
another shake.

Luelles eyes widened and the small mouth distorted in horror, working soundlessy toward aterrified
wall; Jahnel pulled her close and hugged her. “Darling, darling girl,” she murmured, “it'sdl right. Just be
more careful.” Luelle's shriek burst out next to Jahnel's ear.



“Ouch,” Jahnd muttered. Over Luelle's shoulder, she saw Francoise move quickly toward them. “What
happened, Aunt? How did Luelle get into the falway?’

“Solveyaturned her back and she was off, chasing that damned fur-bird of hers. | missed her by hdf a
meter assheran by. Ludle, you bad girl!” she said sernly. Ludlewailed anew.

“It'sdl right, Luelle,” Jahnel said, patting her. Shelooked upward quickly, hoping the noise did not
attract new Avelle before the Faon had escaped. Sound carried far in the fallways. “Cam down now;
that'smy girl.” Luelle's sobslessened and she tucked her face into the curve of Jahnel's neck, sniffling
hersdlf into hiccups.

“Smart-Mouth,” Ludlewhispered plaintively.

“I'll find Smart-Mouth,” Jahnd said, exchanging an amused look with her aunt. “Will you take her, Aunt?
Perhaps Luelle has the point now—at last.” She smiled at Francoise's unconvinced expression. “|
know—I had as pointed alesson severa times and remained as stupid. Too bad that Austin caught the
brunt.”

“Augtin?’ Francoise turned in surprise and saw the group bearing the unconscious Austin downward.
“Hewas dashed?”’

“Yes. | don't know how bad itis.” Jahnel lifted her chin. We have an obligation to Austin,” she said
Oefiantly.

Francoise smiled. “Y our vaydim will come around, Jahnel. Give them time. | was never in opposition,
only abstaining until | could think further.” She took Luelle from Jahnd and gave the child aquick hug.
“Come aong, little one, and stop your sniffles. They are not becoming to a Faon, however young.”

Francoise inverted gracefully and swooped downward, joining the stream of dark-suited Faon that il
flowed from the portal. Jahnel looked for her family and helped Eduard bring the last of her vayaim's
possessions, then found Smart-Mouth clinging to an overhang several meters up the falway; she caught
him deftly and wrapped the furious pet in afold of her ad, then soared back down to Eduard.

“Let'sgo,” Eduard said. Together they followed the last dozen of the Faon in the plunge downward.
Behind them, their Home-Space stood empty, perhaps abandoned forever. Who could know? she
thought, and wondered what new chance—if any—lay ahead. Once a human ship had taken the chance
among diensand earned anew place for themselves, now Phalene, what remained of her in her
children's children, took flight again. It would not be easy to win the next space.

Severd hundred meters deeper, she kissed Eduard and bid him look after Solveya and the children, then
cgjoled him to accept Smart-Mouth's custody. Eduard took the fur-bird gingerly and with distaste, an
emotion fully shared by hissmall captive. Smart-Mouth cursed vividly as Eduard tried to stuff it inasmall
bag, then bit him hard.

“Ouch! Y ou damnable thing! Why don't | just wring your neck?’

With arenewed effort, Smart-Mouth squirmed out of his grasp and bolted for freedom; Eduard swiped
out an arm and grabbed it, then stuffed it away quickly.

“Smart-Mouth was your idea, Jahnel,” he reminded her. “1've a better idea: fur-bird stew.”
“I'll votefor that—but | did promise Ludlle”

Eduard grunted and tied the bag on his bundle, then gave her aquick kiss. “ See you below.”



Jahnd accelerated past the flow of people to catch up with Sair. The Faon descended in an orderly
haste, speaking little, with even the children hushed into solemnity. She dowed abreast of the Faun
carrying Austin and looked anxioudy at Sair.

“I think helll bedl right,” Sair reassured her. “Thewound is bad but no seizures as yet—that's a good
sgn. There might not be any brain damage a dl.”

“Y ou moved quickly, Sair.” She entwined her arm in hisand let hersdf be pulled dong. He squeezed her
hand against hissSide and smiled at her, hisdark eyes dert.

“Loveyou, Jahnd. How's Ludle?’

“Didiressed, mosily about getting in trouble again. Many wails and dutiful sobs, but I'm afraid not much
more than that.”

“It took awhile for Francoise to teach you proper contrition, if | remember correctly.”

“For which | am forever marked, judging from how frequently that is mentioned—not aways, but enough
to notice.” She smiled as Sair chuckled. “1 remember afew scrapes of your own, boy Sair. We survived;
wewill survivethis”

Sar'ssmile faded. “Perhaps.”

“We will survive. | won't permit the dternative.” Shelifted her chin, posing for him, and eased some of
the worry from hisface.

“You won't permit,” hesaid ironicaly. “I've yet to see an Avelle deterred solely by a Faon'swishing.”
“| expect you to help, husband.”

“Oh, 1 will.” They both felt Augtin's body tremble, then jerk through amild convulsion. “Damn,” Sair
muttered. He tightened his grip on Austin and checked his pulse, then asked Y vesto find another dash
kit. His brother darted away toward a nearby group.

“Too much antidote can causeits own convulsions,” Jahned offered.
“1 know.”

Austin's body trembled again but stopped short of a second convulson. They waited anxioudy as they
fdl rapidly downward, but he did not convulse again. Y ves brought another dash kit, then left with the
othersto rgoin hisown vaydim. Armin arm, Sair and Jahnd bore Austin downward at an easy pace.
Augtin's paeface was dack, his eyes partly open and unseeing. Jahnd closed them, then laid her pam on
his cheek. “No fever yet.”

“Well ask Cdesteto look at him.” The councilwoman had a specid skill with Avelle wounds, agift she
had cultivated since aloss of abeloved in atier war two decades before.

“Hesaved Ludleslife)” shesad tentatively.

“Onimpulse, | saw. It says something about aman that he reectsingtinctively to protect the helpless,
even more that Austin hadn't a clue about what he was risking. Blundering into the path of an attacking
Avdle” He shook hishead wonderingly.

“Man?’ she asked pointedly.



“Miin. Pardon “me.”
“Oh, “Sair...” she began, but then saw the amusement in hiseyes.

“When we havetime, my love,” hesaid, “1 can listen to why you've acted asyou did. | admit | wasn't
listening before, o I'm not complaining about you flitting off—or blowing up the Downlift. That wasyou,
wasn't it? But I'm not conceding anything yet. This Situation istoo damned complicated with too many
unknowns—I want to think it over. Fair enough?’

“Fair enough.”

“I have the feding we get only one chance to get it right—only one pattern that we can fly safely. And |
don't know what it is—I don't think your father knows either.” He sighed. “I'm afraid it's the beginning of
the end, that events are in motion beyond our contral. I'm afraid for us.” Shetightened her hand on his
arm and did not reply, knowing that he knew she shared the dread.

They neared the bottom of the narrow shaft and followed the others through an air duct into the ventilator
room. Utilitarian and nearly empty, the lower levelswererarely visited except by Avelletechniciansand
then only with cause. The Avdlle preferred their machinery to be sdf-tending, like the defense robotsin
the First Tier. Most of the Faon had stopped in the machine room, waiting while a party went forward
into the next of the long rooms undernesth Lgjastier, exploring cautioudy. Then the group moved again,
passing quickly through five long rooms before descending into awide well, the short railway that led to
the second lower level immediately over the sealed underlevels.

They settled dong thewalsin family groups, their possessions piled among them. Jahnel touched fingers
with Solveya and took Didier from her, cradling the infant boy as her junior wife shifted some of the
parcelsinto better order. Didier kicked hisfeet wildly, larmed by alight gravity he had rarely
experienced, then put hisfist in hismouth to cry. Jahnd hushed him, then unbuttoned the top of her
bodysuit and let him suckle, rocking back and forth in acaming rhythm. Though she had weaned Didier
three months before, he till found occasiona comfort from her bresst.

Luelle sat near them by thewall, leaning back againgt Eduard and encircled by hisarms, she smiled
tentatively at Jahnel when she saw her mother looking. Jahndl winked at her, probably risking incalculable
damageto Luelles newborn caution, but her daughter's smile of immenserdlief justified the risk. Perhaps
Luelle had learned something this time—but would she and Didier have the years ahead to practice the
knowledge? Jahnel bowed her head over her suckling child, tickling the baby's feet to make him smile,
and tried to push away that jab of worry.

Celeste came to examine Austin, then conferred in low voices with Sair. Across the room, Jahnel saw
torment in Mdinde's face as she watched Jahnel and the baby; when she saw Jahnel looking back,
Méelinde quickly turned away and began talking animatedly to Philippe. Isit only that? Jahnel wondered
sadly—wanting what | have and you don't? Why can't you be patient, my own? Or do you wish o
intently, my little sister, that | be stripped of what | have to ease your jealousy? Hasit gone that far?

Camly, shetook Didier from her breast and wrapped him warmly in her aal. Wish what you will,
Melinde—it won't be that easy.

She saw Augtin's first movement with her periphera vision. He woke up dowly, dazed and obvioudy
confused, his eyes moving over the faces nearby, then the large room. He mumbled aquestion in his ship
language, then woke up enough to speak francais. “Where are we?’

“Inthelower levels” Sair told him. “Rest easy. Don't try to move too much.”



“Luele?” Audin started to St up and Sair firmly pushed him back.

“Sdfe. Liedill.”

Austin turned his head and saw Jahnel, then relaxed. She leaned toward him.
“Thank you, Audtin, for thelife of my daughter. | am grateful.”

It embarrassed him and he tried to amile, then twisted his mouth wryly. *Y oure welcome.” He thought
perhapsto say more, but findly turned hisface away. They al waited in sllence, thinking their private
thoughts, until her father came to room center and raised his hands. All heads turned toward him.

“Hiboux reports the lower levels ahead are empty,” he said. “It has been suggested that we find a place
of concealment for the children until we can take anew Home-Space in another level.”

A senior wife of the Hiboux objected. “1 would not want the children in any place of danger—we must
know we can keep the new levels before we shelter our children within them.”

Benoit nodded. “| agree.” Heindicated the room with a sweep of his hand. “But the lower levels are not
defendable. We need a place the Avelewill not look immediately; once they discover our absence; they
will search the lower levels. Suggestions?’

“We could retreat into the First Tier,” another elder offered.
“Or try the underlevels now,” yet another suggested. Benoit shook his head.

“TheFirg Tier isn't safe. We didn't catch the other guard, and likely Koyil will attack Lgjaimmediately
when he hears of Niintua's death. As our protector, Lejaisresponsible for our actions—Koyil will
demand satisfaction for the murder of another Principa.” He shot alook at Jahndl, asif shewere
responsible. Jahnel sghed—in away, she supposed she was.

“Do you suggest, Benoit,” Nathalie asked acidly, “that we should have alowed Niintua his guard's
unprovoked attack on Jahnel’s child?’ So it had been Nathdi€'s laser, among others, Jahnd thought,
grateful to her friend. “ Since when do we St passively and alow our children to be dashed?’

“The deed isdone,” Benoit said heavily. “We cannot recdl it now.”
“Evenif wecould,” Nathalie retorted, “why would we want to?’

Benoit tightened hislips, digpleased, but let it go. “ The underlevels are unknown to us; we don't know
anything about the environmenta conditions. They might even be maintained in vacuum.” He shrugged.
“We may beforced into that, but first we should try to establish ourselvesin atier. | see no other way to
protect the children.” He hdf turned, looking at severa specific faces. “ Are we agreed? Good.”

He counted off various groups, and Jahnd found hersaf and Eduard included in the advance party of a
haf-dozen Faon, including Jean and Marie from the Hiboux, Etienne Tardieu from Ruisseau, and
Nathdie Jouvet from Etoile; Nathdie pressed Jahnel's arm and smiled rather grimly. Nathaie had dways
been more serious than mogt; this crisis had settled the line of her mouth into firmness. The six Faon took
aportable drill with them and dipped forward through the succession of empty roomswith wide
ventilator ports on every ceiling, the occasiona environmental consolein midroom, then dowed asthey
reached the vicinity of the next central fallway. Eduard gestured at the others, and they clustered dong
onewall.

“What do we know of the next few tiers?’ Nathalie asked.



“Saramastier next to usisstrongly held,” Jean answered. “ They've dlied with the tier immediately
overhead and have some connection with Koyil himself, enough to trade afew breeding females. Or so
they've been boasting on the City-Net lately.”

Marie, one of Jean'sjunior wives, grimaced. “I've heard the neighbor has strength a so, with the
alowance of breeding adults cut back, even against caste lines, because of overcrowding. They'll war
soon againgt Sarama.”

Y oung Etienne looked thoughtful. “1 have some gossip, too,” he said tentatively.
“Whose?’ Nathalie asked sharply.

He shrugged. “Inai.” The old Avelle guard had falen in the habit of comfortable gossip, lessinclined than
the other guards nearby to keep to ingtincts. All of the Faon present had talked to him while on guard
duty over the years. Thinking of how she had once called him weed-face, Jahnel smiled.

“Hesfairly informed,” Eduard conceded, “Doesn't he have abrood-sister that joined Nerup's staff?’

“Thelast | heard,” Jean offered, “was that Nerup had granted her breeding rights this season. What's her
name?’

“Sochip or Socha or something likethat,” Etienne said. “ Anyway, Ina told me that that Kaali, thetier
leader three tiers over, haslost breeding strength; her kin-aliance considersitsdlf the unpolluted
descendants of thefirst Star Leader, for dl that Pakal resides elsewhere after the rank shifted to a
collateral line. They don't share breeding femaes.”

“Grest for inbreeding,” Eduard muttered. “A kin-aliance doesn't have enough variation to avoid
deformities; al the recessvesturn up.”

“Exactly. Inal saysthere are rumors of deformitiesin every brood now, alot of gtillbirths, with whole
levelsgoing dark. A kin-aliance can keep that a secret for along time, but the rumor's out now for Kaali.
One of the other kin-aliancesis bound to challenge her soon.”

“If it'strue,” Eduard said, then grinned walfishly. “Hey, here comes the kin-aliance. Who would have
thought it?’

“Right.” Etienne twisted his mouth. “Anyway, | heard that rumor; maybeit'strue.”

Jean shrugged. “We need avulnerable tier with empty levels we can appropriate without the Avelle
noticing; we can't dare take on an open invasion. They'd mob usin any instant.”

“Empty lower levels” Nathalie amended.

“And ripefor pressure from the nearby tiers,” Eduard warned. “We may not be the only irutatesting
Kadi's defenses.”

“Avelle dways evacuate the outer levels of their tier first,” Jean argued. “For this bank of tiers, that's
down-tier. Kaali would focus her population strength nearest the primary falway and the three nearest
tiers, or shewould just inviteinvason. Have you ever heard of atier war starting across the lower
levels?”

Nathdie scowled, then turned to Jahnd. “What do you think? Has Kiiri ever mentioned anything like
that?’



Jahnd frowned. “1 don't have anything express—it's something | never asked him. He's not interested
that much in tier warfare so long as L&ja kegps winning, thus preserving his freedom to do what he
likes—everything dseishisresearch or us.” She shrugged. “He hears things and remembers them, but he
uses other tools.”

Jean looked impatient. “We have to choose correctly. If we invade atier and are driven back out, the
other tierswill find out immediately and guard the lower accesses. We don't get a second chance at
this”

Jahnel gestured. “ Sair said that, too. We have to chooseright the first time.” She thought amoment, then
traded glances with the others.

“Kadi'stieritis,” Eduard announced after severa nodded. “Nathalie, you take point and keep to
shadows. Remember, all, to shield your face as much as you can with your hood to keep the infrared
down. We're looking for avacant level low in the tier. We sneak in and drill an access portd to the
falway between thetiers, then bring our people up to the portal and in.”

“If wefind avacant levd,” Nathdiesad.
“If,” Eduard agreed.

He gave them the Avelle gesture for good fortune, and they set off. Jahnel pushed off after Nathalie and
followed the younger woman through the succession of long empty rooms, every few hundred meters, a
Faon dipped up ashaft to check their progress aong thetiers. Each time, the Faon had to dip partway
into thetier falway to read the Song on the interior walls, but with care each managed to avoid
immediate interes.

Jahndl took point at the fifth stop and rose cautioudly into the centra fallway, cregping from projection to
projection for the shadows they lent. Far above her, she saw isolated words of the inscribed Song ringing
the fallway; some of the words, each severd meterstall, enclosed aleve access; others stood isolated,
sngle thoughts given specid emphasis by their placement. All her life Jahnel had grown up among the
Songs and had asked Kiiri to teach her their meanings, he had indulged her by explaining afew words,
but eventualy he had lost interest—or had thought better of explaining such mysteriesto achild who had
no reason to know. Other Avelle had been of smilar reluctance, but together the Faon had learned the
Songs, piece by piece from whatever Avellefelt genia enough to explain.

Sng of the Home-Space of Quevi'ali, sheread high above her. Thiswastheright tier. A tier that had
once hosted the Star L eader would not give up the rank-words merely because afailure of birthline had
sent the honor to another tier. Though Lejjaheld great precedence in the City as Principal of Song, the
Star Leader, the hereditary successor to Quevi'ali's captain, had once held superior rank. But Star
Leader Paka was not as crafty as Lejaand had lost some kind of advantage to her long ago—only the
Principals knew what. Jahnel floated in a degp shadow benegath ajutting tier-support, picking out other
words of the Song of the Ship. If Kadi kept to her disdain and continued abusing her brood-strength as
she was—if she was—whoever eventualy took away her tier would remove the words, such mgor rank
shifts could take decades to work themsalves out in the visible Songs of the City.

She hesitated, watching the several platforms above her. She saw nothing for two dozen levels up—no
guard, no activity at dl. Twenty meters beyond, at last, an Avelle guard stirred lazily into view, stretching
hiswing-flapswith acasua invert off the platform, then quickly retook his post. The Avelle acrossthe
fallway reacted, leaning into view as he studied his opposite, then relaxed. She could discern heavier
shadowsfar above of norma Aveletraffic in thefdlway, but activity lower in the tier was markedly
reduced. In Lgjastier, the constant to-and-fro extended from top to bottom leve: not here. Sherose



carefully to the lowest leve's platform and eased upward around the platform edge, then dipped over the
threshold into the darkness within. She floated just inside the leve portd, facing inward, dl sensesaert,
sniffing a the air. Theair smelled dusty, unused; she sensed nothing moving within the darkened level. But
then the lack of chalengeitsef at the portal showed it unoccupied.

The Song of the Faon might just get anew verse, she thought wryly, and explored afew metersfarther,
thinking wilder dreams of awholetier of Faon, aFaon voicein the City to be measured, to be courted.
A kin-dliance won such honors by deft play in thetier wars, Lgjjahad built her position in the City by
building upon earlier triumphs by her predecessors, only the immediate previous two holding Song-rank.
She retreated to the doorway and cautioudy dipped under the platform, then returned downward to the
waiting Faon. Eduard saw her discovery in her expression and relaxed visibly.

“Youdidn't believe,” she teased him.

“Of course not. Inai'srumor istrue, then. How far upisit dark?’

“At least adozen leves, with maybe gaps above that.”

“I wonder what the other kin-aliances would give to know what we know.”

“It was s0 easy to find out, though,” Jean said, confused. “Why don't the Avelle—well, of course.
Invading another tier hastoo many ingtinctua implications. They'd beimpelled to display. Look how
Niintua reacted when Benoit suggested our taking First Tier. Full threat-display.”

“Exactly,” Jahnd agreed. “Benoit will beinterested in this, | think. It's another unexpected difference, like
our abandoning our Home-Space. It makes us an unknown quaity—L gjawill love being given new
proof of that and weave it into her maneuvers.”

“Sneaksfor hire?’ Nathdie asked with agrin.

“Why not?’ Jean answered. “In Quevi Ltir, it would be quite useful. The Avelle would never think of it,
can't doit. Maybeit'stimeto try the opposite tack and remind the Avelle of our human advantages.”

“It would be different to be universadly wanted, | admit,” Eduard said. “Nathdie and Etienne, you go
back to Benoit and report. Well sart drilling the new portd into the other falway.” The two pushed off
and hurried away.

Eduard led the way into Kadli'stier, and the four Faon dipped unobserved into the vacant level Jahnel
had found. Eduard |eft Jean near the central portal to watch awhilefor any belated reaction from thetier.
The others drifted through the darkened corridor, noting the vacant vayalim gaping on each Sde. The
Avelle had stripped out the air converters and other environmental support equipment when they | ft,
leaving the level open to the centra falway to prevent deterioration. From the dust on the floor and every
surface, it was obvious the level had been abandoned for many years.

“Kadi won't have long, not with theselosses,” Jahne murmured, looking around at the empty space.
Although Kadi's misfortune had benefited the Faon, it fill grieved Jahnel to seeakin-aliancefail, solong
had the Faon been conscious of their own sheer edge into oblivion. The death of akin-alliance could
disturb the City for ageneration, however inevitably such death accompanied other growth. But flux gave
opportunity, shereminded hersdlf; if the Faon had learned nothing else from the Avele, it was that—and
they had learned to pounce on the opportunities. Did wetdll Lejawe wereleaving?’ she asked Eduard.

“No. But she checkson usdl the time—and | wouldn't put it past Kiiri to plant devicesin the machines
he'srepaired. Alavu serviced one of our gravity generatorslately; we left that one behind.” Eduard



glanced at her. “Why theface, love? Criticism of your precious Kiiri?’
“Heésnot my preciousKiiri.”

“Tell somebody esethat, Jahnd; | know better.”

“So0? Areyou complaining?’

“Hell, no.”

“I think the Avelle are affecting your mind, Eduard. Yesisno, and noisyes, “and...” He playfully lunged
at her and she dipped out of reach, then inverted to show her scorn. It seemed an age since she had so
mocked Kiiri's servant. Eduard took another swipe, missing her asthoroughly as Alavu had She
snickered at him.

“That's enough, Louve,” Jean drawled, coming up behind them. “Breeding activity at its proper time.”

Eduard promptly turned and swooped on him, making Jean dodge him into avayaim doorway. As
Eduard turned his back, Jean swooped out again and flipped Eduard through afull invert. Thetwo
crashed into the opposite wall, tusding. Findly Eduard pushed him away.

“Duty, friend.” His eyes danced with amusement, their common relief a finding a safe haven bringing
gmilestoal.

“Yes, duty,” Jean said. “Marie, my love, bring the drill. Well look for the best spot on theinner wall to
drill our hole.” The two moved onward and vanished into the darkened corridor ahead. Eduard and
Jahnel systematically searched the rest of the level, checking every room, then met again in the central
corridor.

“Whenthisistruly ours,” Eduard said, glancing around, “we will inscribe our Song on thewalls.
Appropriate, no?’

“Why not?’
“Would your miin understand why, | wonder?’
“He's not my miin, Eduard,” Jahnel pulled her eyebrows together and gave him a scowl.

“To the contrary—he is definitdly your miin, wife. Everybody knows it—but we've had timeto think
about it.” He shrugged and dlipped an arm around her waist, then kissed her. “I have, just to let you
know. | likethis Augtin, Song knowswhy. Maybe it's aging disease. Evan and Solveya till oppose,
though, and Mdinde, well—she does what she wills. Give ustime.”

“Solveya?’ Jahnd asked in surprise.
“Shethinkshim athreat.”

“Well, heis—so areyou, so am |. Everybody's athreat to somebody.” She caressed hisface. “But |
grievefor the divisons| caused—I wasin the middle of it before | even knew, no timeto think of it and
consult, to know for sure. I'm sorry, Eduard.”

Hewrinkled hisnose at her. “Few of us had time. But we have a breathing space now—if we can keep
it. It'1l work out. Y ou worry too much, Jahnel; goes with the bloodline.”

“Y ou worry too little, my Eduard. That goes with yours.”



“Suits.” Helooked around the darkened corridor. “Come, let's go quietly watch the front door. An open
portal makes me nervous.”

“We can't closeit, Eduard—the portd isvisible from above.”

“I know. So well keep watch until the Faon arrive. Come.”

Chapter 12

AT THE PORTAL, Jahnel and Eduard could hear afaint whine behind them as Jean began drilling
through the back wall, a sound not perceptible to any Avelle above. It was further reassurance, and they
kept the watch comfortably in the shadowed doorway of thelevel, careful to avoid quick movement that
might attract attention from any Avelle guard looking in the wrong direction at the wrong time. Asthe
minutes passed without any reection, they retreasted several metersinward, not wishing to invite discovery
with too much vigilance. Eduard playfully pulled her farther into thefirst vayaim on the left, then
pretended concern as he peered around the doorframe, looking out into the fallway. He wasincorrigible.

“Whatever are you doing, Eduard?’ she asked.

“Checking for Faon spies,” he said grandly, then swept her dramaticaly into hisarmsfor apassonate
kiss. After aminute or so, the kiss grew less playful. She threw her arms around his neck and pressed
him close, aroused by hisintengity. After awhile, he brokeit off.

“Tonight it'smy turn—promiseme,” hesad.
“I forget who waslast.”
“It was me. Thanks very much.” He scowled at her ferocioudy.

“I only meant that so much has happened, Eduard, that | smply haven't amind left to remember
unminded things like sex with you.”

“That'san apology?’ he growled, and checked in the corridor, looking left and right.
“I only meant that you take me beyond thinking, Eduard, with your skills”

“Hmmmph.” Hisblue eyestwinkled. “But you sill love Sair more. | know it, Jahndl; you can't protest
your way out of it.” He thumped his hand on his chest. “ Despair, desolation, what you do to me, Jahndl,
knowing sucha“thing...”

“And you love Solveyamore. | know it, Eduard, | just—"
Helunged toward her, and she flipped herself away, mocking him with agesture,

“Y oull have to move fagter than that to catch me,” shetold him airily, catching hismood. After so many
hours of tension and shocks, with miin above and Austin below and Koyil doft on the prowl, she relaxed
gratefully into playing with Eduard—and knew he knew it, and knew he had started it because he knew.

Eduard puffed his chest out, posing for her. “I'm content with the memory of thetime | have caught you,
Jahnd. Ludle and Didier are the proof.” He grinned fatuoudly.

“Each timeisanew adventure,” she admitted. That earned her an outright laugh, which she quickly
shushed.



He caught her hand and pulled her against him, smiling down into her face. “Have | ever told you how
much | like being married to you, Jahnd?’

“A few times, now and then. But you tell Solveyathat, too. | know it al too well.” They smiled a each
other contentedly.

“It would have been niceif the kids matched up the other way,” Eduard said. “If Ludlle were Sair's, and
Solveyas baby mine ... but | supposeit just givesusall the more reason to try again.”

“True, but Sair doesn't mind—neither do I. Are you worried it was resented?’
Eduard shrugged, probably bothered more than he would ever admit.

“You listen too closely to Mdinde,” Jahnel said. “The blend iswhy the vayaim hasits strength, Eduard,
don't you agree?’

“Spoken like atrue senior wife. Isit true the miin have only two-adult marriages?’

She shrugged. “I'm not sure what they have; Austin was too busy teasing me. He hinted the miin might
find us offensve in our arrangements—but who cares? | won't give up what we have, Eduard, whatever
the miin think. Now are you worrying about that, too?’

“Me?’ heboagted. “I never worry. But let's keep the Avelle from taking it away first. We can fight off the
miin later, | think.” He checked the corridor again, then stilled, his ear cocked toward the level'sinterior.
“I hear movement. Theirutamust be arriving. I'll go warn Papa Benoit that the centra porta is open.”

“All right.” Jahnel drifted out to station herself just indde the centra portd. Shefdt the current of warm
air, scented with dl thelife of the City, brush across her face, stronger now that Jean had pierced the
rearward wall. Faint noises came from the darkness behind her—amurmur of low voices, rustlings, a
clank of machinery striking awall, a shushing sound. Severd Faon loomed up beside her, her father
among them.

“Wdl done, Jahnel,” he muttered, asif he didiked giving the praise.
Jahnel tightened her lips. “If we can hold it, Papa.”

Benoit made awry face and turned to the man beside him. “I want a barrier erected across the corridor
just insgde the halway, enough to be conceded by darkness from casua inspection.” He toed the floor
benegath them, then tested it with astamp of hisfoot. “ And put agravity inductor underneath thisfloor. If
they are foolish enough to attempt entry, we will crush them with our grav fields. Y es, daughter,” he said
to her sharp look. “Gravity asawegpon. Kiiri gave us many weapons, perhaps knowing full well what he
did”

“You speek asif thiswere atier war, Papa. Faon gravity, sprung unawares, would kill an Avelle. |
thought we only wanted concealment.”

“Invasion of another tier isnot abenign act.”
“We are not Avelle, Papa Benoit.”
“Inthisingtance, we are Avdle”

She turned to face him squarely. “And if we face defest, what do you proposeto do?’ In theworst of
thetier wars, the Avelle on the edge of defeat took horrible measures, once even pocket atomics that



had threstened the whole City. Every kin-aliancein Quevi Ltir had reacted ingtantly, throwing tens of
thousands of Avdleinto the responsibletier and destroying itsinhabitants to the last nestling.

“What?’ she asked. Her father smiled thinly and turned away. She caught hisarm. “What?’

He shook her off. “When the order comes, daughter, you will obey as kin-law requires. Wewill not be
destroyed lightly.”

She watched him move off, darmed by the inexorable expression in hisface. Her father had aways been
gtern, sparing of affection, but not implacable. He reminds me of Koyil now, she thought sadly:
unforgiving and unswerving. Shelooked around the corridor, now filling with Faon asthey moved into the
vacant vayalim. A Home-Space or death trap? And death for whom?

| told mysdlf | would defend fiercely; why do | doubt what would be necessary? Am | not Avelle
enough?

Seeing Solveyawaving at her from a doorway, Jahnel nodded to the Faon who stepped to take her
guard-place, then joined her family. Augtin sat lumpily in acorner, till looking dazed and obvioudy in
pain from hisinjured shoulder. As shewalked in, helooked up, hisface lighting suddenly. He had beenin
Evan's and Solveya's care; she could understand his depression: both were scowling.

“Whereis Sair?’ she asked.

“With the Etoile,” Solveyaanswered, shaking back her hair. “ They're going to rig some air converters
after welve seded the level, then tap the water reservoirsto fill the tanks. We could bring preciouslittle
food, afew great-clawsin water bubbles, some plantings. How can that feed al of usfor long?” She
looked around helplesdy, her hands unconscioudy cradling her ssomach, then focused on Austin with
distaste.

“It'snot hisfault, Solveya.”

Her sster-wife's head jerked back. “ Oh? | wonder about you, senior wife, and your strange affection for
thismiin. What did hetell his ship when you took him to the surface? What is his ship telling Avedle?’

“And your solution?” Jahnel asked hotly, stung by Solveyastone. “His death? What would that solve?’

Solveya's beautiful face settled into stony immobility. “ Perhapsit might cure what iswrong here, Jahnel.”
She turned and moved away, putting distance between them. Jahnel thought to go after her, then gaveit
up for the moment and moved to Austin. Perhaps| will lose both junior wives, she thought. Melinde fears
the Avelle, Solveyafearsfor her unborn child—and both have theright in that. Thereis causefor fear.

“I'm sorry,” Austin muttered as she kndlt beside him. “I'm sorry she doesn't like me.”
“It's not you; it'sthe danger that threatens us. How's your shoulder?’
“I'vefet better. What isthis place?’

“Another tier. We are undiscovered for now; | fear it won't be for long. Even akin-alliance under
breeding stress still makesits patrols.”

“Comeagan?

“Never mind. Rest there. Y ou'll need atime to recuperate from the dash poison. Celeste's antidote
works dowly, but if you can wait it out, it works. If you fed faint or feverish, let usknow.”



“Okay.” He smiled dmost shyly. An odd shyness, she thought, looking down at him, fitting it with other
things she guessed about his ship people. Had Phalene's humans aso lived in such londiness? Or did
Austin live moreisolated than others? The Sanford apparently found the connecting, though Jehnd ill
didn't understand Austin's story about her, not completely.

“Where do you come from, Augtin? On Earth?’

“A place cdled Caracas, in South America. A Latino homeand. I'm half-Latino mysdf.” Audtin shifted
his shoulder dightly, then winced.

“Caracas?’ Jahnd rolled the word curioudy. “A harsh-sounding name for ahome-space.”
“But abeautiful place—gardens and white stone, wide streets, gentle-mannered people.”
“And you missit.”

“Not that much—not enough to go back.” He looked away from her to watch Luelle playing with
Smart-Mouth. Jahnd waited patiently, saying nothing, until he sighed and met her eyesagain. “I had an
argument with my father. My parents divorced when | was nine, and my father cut her off fromme. |
never saw her again. | heard later that she went back to France and eventualy emigrated to anew
colony-worldinVea”

“Cut you off? How could he do that?’

“Venezuelan law. Latino society hasrigid statutes about rights to children, adefinite order of thingsyou
break at your peril—and its culture doesn't encourage husbandsto forgive. My father never did. Neither
dol.” She saw the muscles shift dong hisjaw.

“This, too, ispart of mordity?’

Ausgtin smiled. “1 suppose s0.”

“And this Boland? He thinks in these patterns?’

“Boland is Anglo, but—sometimes. If nothing e se, the ship's command directives have asmilar dant.”
“Anglo?’

“From North America. Therésapolitica union, but La Novia comes from aLatino port and has mostly
Latino crewmen.”

Jahnd thought about that, wondering how “unions’ matched kin-alliances—if they did. Though she had
studied the First Generation's oral history tapes as agirl, the knowledge had seemed mostly irrdlevant to
aJahnel moreinterested in her latest “tier war” with Sair. She should have paid more atention, she
supposed, ahindsight that didn't bother her much. She was more interested in the persondlities aboard
La Novia. She saw Austin look at her curioudly, asif he wondered at her interest. She shook her head
irritably.

“You areLatino.”
“Half-Latino—and | don't admit that very often.” Hisjaw set stubbornly again, hisdark eyes glinting.
“But you won't admit the French, either?’

“Who wantsto be aforeigner? Especially among L atinos; they're a stubborn group about who's “what.”



He shrugged. “But then Phalene knew that, didn't they?’ He glanced bleskly around the room. “1've
made agreet trade. 1'd say amiinin Quevi Ltir isthe ultimate foreigner.”

“No more than we Faon would be among your ‘ unions.”

“It doesn't haveto bethat way,” he protested, then gaveit up. “Wadll, | can't argue it much. Boland and
Elenaare rather unmistakeable types.” He looked glum. “Won't you even think about it?”

Jahnel reached and touched hisface. “Hereiskin-bonding, Augtin. Hereisfamily. Don't judge too
quickly fromyour loneliness.” He looked startled, then quickly dropped hiseyesagain, adow flush
gpreading upward from his collar. What had she said to so disturb him? She shook her head in confusion,
not understanding him. “Rest,” shetold him. “All isa peace for the moment.”

“I let you escape,” he muttered.

“I know. And saved my child'slife. There was good in these things, whatever may happen after. | hope
your ‘feg’ isnot too onerous, Austin. Rest now.”

Sheglanced a Solveyaas her co-wife busied hersdf with settling Luelle and Didier. Issheright? she
wondered bleakly. Have | changed so very much that even now, when dl is at stake, | have doubts? She
moved over to Eduard and let him wrap hisarms around her, then leaned back against him to rest. Ashe
tickled her ear with hisfinger, she wished they could sted away into some nearby room and forget
everything for atime. Eduard kept up histickling, tempting her toward her wish; after afew minutes of his
ingsting, she sighed and turned to smile a him, then led him into the darkened halway to an inner room,
conscious for some reason that Augtin's eyes watched them leave.

Eduard looked around the bare deeping room, squinting into the shadows. She snapped on awall light.
“Where'sthe bed? | expect some comfort here,” he complained, making a show of peering around.
“Oh, Eduard.”

“I loveit whenyou say ‘Oh, Eduard’ that way. It reminds me that you're older than | am—acomfort in
itself to me, Jahnd. Well go through life with those three years between us, you ahead, mefollowing.”

“Thishasapoint?’ She wrapped her arms around hiswaist and laid her head on his shoulder.

“Not particularly. What are you going to do about Austin?’ Hetilted up her chin with afinger and kissed
her.

“Does that comment have apoint?’

“Not at dl.” He smiled, then sobered. “ Always and ever, Jahnd. | promised that; we al did. You
shouldn't worry so much.”

“Isthat why you were so indstent to lure me away—to take me from my worries?’

“"Wdll ... | have afew other reasons.” He kissed her again, then cupped her breast gently. “Love me,
Jahndl,” hewhispered urgently.

“Always and ever, my Eduard.”
He smiled and drew her downward to the floor.

Afterward, shelay contentedly against Eduard's bare chest, drowsing. When he began to snore softly,



she quietly disengaged herself and dressed, then left him to wander into the hallway. Two guards stood
inward and outward by the level porta's, with the Faon settled quietly into the vacant vaydim, family by
family, asif this space were proper to them. Asthe hours passed into nighttime, Jahndl sensed a
restlessness growing among her people. Many lay awake, gathering in smal groupsin and out of the
vaydim rooms, conscious of their condriction into slence and immobility. The Faon were accustomed to
freedom of movement—a safe home-space with familiar surroundings, but freedom to roam the wide
falways of thetier, even to explore surreptitioudy the empty shadows of the First Tier. Some of the
younger Faon grumbled among themsdvesin the darkness, quickly silenced by their ders, asdl settled
down to wait, not certain what they awaited.

After atime, Jahnel tiredly returned to her own vayaim. Solveyas palet was empty, she noticed.
Perhaps Sair had returned and the two had sought their own privacy for lovemaking. She thought to look
for them both, anxious for them, but instead sat down between Evan and the children. She leaned
forward to check Didier as he dept fitfully, still unhappy in the lighter gravity he had rarely experienced,
then settled back again with ayawn. | should deep, shetold herself, and tried to rest. As she drowsed,
Evan cried out in his deep and she touched his shoulder, caressing him; he quieted, escaping whatever
dream had oppressed him. Evan's nightmare disturbed Luelle; deepily, she climbed into her mother'slap.
Jahnel kissed her and rocked her gently until she dept.

Weadll dream fitfully, Jahnel thought sadly, oppressed by a sudden despair that throbbed dully in her
throat. La Novia had offered the Faon another place, aplace of safety, though few of the Faon would
wish areturn to the economic dependence and limited future that their grandparents had risked oblivion
to escape. How much worse to return to human space, odd in their alien ways, without resources save
those given in charity? On Mu Carinis, the Phalene colonists had secretly pooled their savings for nearly
twenty years, waiting patiently until they had enough to buy Phalene, hindered dways by L atino taxes,
colony surcharges, minimal pay, after-the-fact legidation, Latino arrogance. To go back to that? To be
paraded as oddities, then to be used to crack open Avelle society for the science Kiiri could give them?
For the Faon would be used; that promise wasimplicit in Austin's reluctant acknowledgments of La
Novia'sintentions. Rescue might have brought the ship to Quevi Ltir, but other matters now kept them,
too. She bowed her head and cradled Luelle more closdly.

Return would be safety for you, Luelle, whatever the price. In the Faon stubbornness, as much her own
as Benoait's, that option had been cut off. She herself had had anumber of years of full life aswife and
mother, lover and friend, but Evan was just beginning his adulthood, and the children might never know
theirs, alight extinguished, alife ended. How to face such choices? Did Benoit meet this horrible doubt in
every choice he madefor the Faon?

When | blew up the Downlift and cut off our accessto the surface, she redlized uncomfortably, | thought
only of countering Koyil. | thought like an Avelle, looking only to the immediate riposte, the quick dash. |
thought only of that and nothing e se—and destroyed afuture that might have saved us. | bound usto the
Avdle and forgot we are dso human.

And who pays, my Luedle?Who pays? My precious daughter, she thought, and rocked dowly back and
forth.

What iswisdom? How do we ever know?

Asthe next hour passed, Jahnel remained sitting on the pallet, nodding off in brief snatches, her head
snking forward, then catching upward with ajerk. | should deep, shetold hersdf again, but kept herself
awake, not knowing why. Stubbornness, she supposed, or an unwillingnessto dream. | do not want the
dreamsthis night would bring.



She heard soft footsteps approaching in the corridor outside, then a brief silence as the steps stopped
immediately outside the door. She looked up and waited, then heard the steps resume, entering her
vayaim. A shadowed form approached her. Her father sank down to big haunches beside her, hisarms
balanced on his knees, large hands hanging loosely. He looked older, with wider streaks of gray at his
temples, degpened lines around his mouth. He regarded her gently, arousing her interest merdly in that.

“PapaBenait,” shesaidinalow voice, gregting him.

Benoit sghed, and arranged himsdlf more comfortably by Sitting againg the adjoining wall, then stretched
out hislegsin front of him. “I've been thinking, daughter, of your words to me this afternoon—and the
consequencesyou fear. Tell me, Jahnel, why did you bring Audtin into the City?’

She hesitated, wondering what he wanted of her. “1 didn't want to leave him for Niintuas robots.”
“Heisonly amiin, one of thosewho havekilled our people.”

“Heishuman like we are, and I'm not quite sure whose fault that was—miin or Avelle. But you see only
miin—and behind that, Latino.”

“So? Have you forgotten why Phalene left Mu Carinis?’

She shrugged. “No. But perhaps you forget other things you should remember, my father. Yon are
leading usinto an ultimatum, an Avelle solution that has decimated wholetiers. | brought Austinto give us
flexibility.”

Her father consdered it. All Jahnd'slife he had pushed her away, denied her the acknowledgment ashis
heir. That he would come to her now, so mildly, without demands, without anger, showed more than
anything € se how much lay at risk—and how much Benoit Alain feared for the Faon. She warmed
toward him, putting aside their many quarresfor the sake of that gentleness.

“Can Audtin contact hisship?’ Benoit asked.

“Y ou disintegrated hisradio,” she pointed out, then relented. “Not that we dare send such asignal from
here. But hetried to tell them—they won't listen. They prefer Koyil'swinning ways.” She twisted her
mouth and focused on brushing Luell€'s hair back from her smal face.

“We could dwaysgive Augtin suva,” Benoit said.

“Without biotesting? And with his consent or without it? Papa, I'm fully acclimated to battle drugs and the
suval nearly killed me. Let's be more honest in how wekill him.”

Benoit shrugged. “It wasjust anidea,” he said, retreating, though she knew he had meant it more
serioudy than he now pretended. “It's hard to think in new patterns. | am second-generation,
daughter—our parents taught us surviva in this place—surviva by becoming Avelle. Perhaps you can be
different, restore a better balance.”

“Irrepressible human?’

He smiled dightly. “Tell methen, Faon, about flexibility. Tell mewhy the younger are restless, ill-content
towait here”

So he had sensed the restlessness and fdlt its challenge to hisjudgment. She bowed her head again,
wishing he had cometo her for other reasons, too, that there might findly be peace between them. She
sadly suspected that only the restlessness had brought him, aquestioning of his choicesthat disturbed, not



awishing for peace with his daughter, never that. She took a sharp breath of pain, then dtilled it. “We
can't wait hereforever,” she said softly.

“I agree. We will beinevitably discovered, if only by atier-by-tier search if the Principasfinaly league
againg us, if they do. Now dl isin flux, with kin-alliances maneuvering to their strongest positions. | have
decided we need something stronger—I can listen when | need to.”

“I've noticed that, Papa,” she said sourly.

He grunted noncommittally, too fatigued to argue about it. “1 want you to take our restless young and find
abetter place. And | want you to take Austin with you—for hisflex-i-bili-ty.” He drawled the words,
taunting her and not too kindly.

“What place?’ She stared at him.

“Y ou found this place; find us another.”

“The underlevel s? We don't know what's down there.”

“Exactly. Youwill find out.”

“Bresk the seals? | can't think of abetter way to flag our path for the Avelle”

“So find an inconspicuous corner to break the sedl's, something they won't notice. We know nothing
about the environment there—nor really why the Avelle don't go there. Hints, perhaps. 1've checked our
report tapes back to our first explorations outside the tier.” He shrugged, “ The Avelle let the defensesin
the First Tier deteriorate, too. Maybeit'sonly disinterest in other automatic machines.”

“Or maybe the underlevels are as radioactive asthe Avdle imply they are.”
“That'sapossbility.” He shrugged.

Jahndl looked down at Ludle. “When we went to the surface into danger, the Avelle sent us. Now you
send Faon into danger, too.” She leaned forward. “Papa, Avelle subtlety hasits charms, but Faon
kin-obedience asks more honesty. What do you redly want in the underlevel s?’

“Control of the City'sreactors,” he said flatly.

She gtared at him. “1 see—adll too well. Benoit Alain asatrue Principa? That kind of control would give
you therank, I'll hazard. But what virtue would that claim for us? Song istaken; soisLaw and Mind. We
have no ship and wekilled the Battle Leader. That doesn't leave much to take.”

“A aufficient Nametakestimeto show itself,” he said dismissingly.
“Hmmmph,” shesad.

“Kind-loydty without questionsis useful.”

“Not from me, Papa.”

He chuckled then, and she distrusted that sound as much as his pride.

“Give us other options, Jahnd. We cannot hide in shadows, careful of careless noise. We need aplaceto
stand, to defend—only then can we bargain in strength.”



“You will bargain.”
“Of course—but only with strength. Find usthat place.”
“All right,” shesad tiredly. “All right.”

“Good,” he said briskly, and she wondered why her father had little doubted her agreement. Was his
mildness dl pretense? Did only Jahnel have doubts?* Choose your party from whomever of the restless
you prefer. It istimefor the young to find theway.” Herose lightly to his feet and stood looking down at
her. “Y ou choose.” She watched him wak away, feding herself ensnared in plots asthoroughly as she
had been caught in Kiiri'sword gamesin thefalway.

Sheroseto her feet and lay Luelle down next to Evan, then left the common room to find Sair. He
answered her deepily as she called from the doorway, and then joined her in the corridor, pulling his
clothes around him. She explained Benoit's request.

“He asked you to take Austin?’ Sair asked, puzzled.
“Better he be found with us few than al the Faon, | guess. Who can tell? Will you come, too, beloved?’

“Yes” Sar shook himsdlf, trying to wake up completely, then quietly shut the door to the inner room
where Solveya till dept. “How about Jean and Nathaie? They have practical heads and good
experiencein skulking around.”

“Yes And Evan.”
“Evan?Hesonly fifteen.”

“And restless, Sair. That apparently isthe key to getting picked to swan off into radioactive zones. And
I'd like to take M dinde—she's been avoiding me and I'd like the chance to talk to her when she can't
eadly salk back to Philippe.”

“All right.” He sudied her for amoment. “What is disturbing you, Jahne? What else did Papa Benoit
say?’

“"Oh ... I don't know | keep waiting for Benoit to want a daughter someday, someone to trus—stupid
me, | suppose. Benoit will never willingly share power; he'slearned too well from the Principals.”

“Nonsense. Lgjjahas dways encouraged Nerup—thisis strictly Benoit's choice, what he does and what
he doesn't do.” He frowned a her. “Here | am now, defending the Avelle. Where did we lose our
balance?”

“Not you, too, Sair.”
They looked at each other plaintively, then chuckled at the sametime.
“Loveyou, Sar.”

He amiled. “Enough of that, wife,” he said briskly. “Let's straighten up, clear eyes, adsflared, Feon to the
dert”

“Right. You firg.”

He snorted at her. “ Some respect, please. But waich Melinde around Austin, Jahnd. Philippes still
arguing for solving Austin permanently—I've put afew spiesinto his group—asif disrupting Austin would



make his ship go away and make Koyil our friend.” He scowled. “ Philippe never has been noticed for
rationdity. | think the battle drugs have warped hisbrain.”

“Kiiri saysthe drugs are sefe. The Avdle have fine-tuned their chemicasfor millennia”

“For Avdle, not us. Our biochemistry may haveits amilarities, but there are differences, however subtle
Kiiri'sknowledge. | knew Philippe when he was younger—he didn't have this bloody-minded sdeto his
emotions back then. Watch him, Jahnel. He's not rational. Neither is Mdinde right now.”

“Mdinde has the excuse of being young, however you scowl at me—I will defend her. Neither she nor
Evan has ever fought in the tier wars. Violence a a distance lacks a certain impact. In any case, I'd like
to give them something to do instead of spinning in place while everybody waits.” She amiled. “See?| am
aPrincipd-in-waiting aready practicing my motiveswithin motives. Next vast ambition will begin to
corrode my bones. In time you won't know meat al.”

“Beloved,” he said gently, “corrode away, if youwill. But | will dways know you.”

Hefollowed her into the common room and bent to shake Evan awake, then sent him off to find Melinde.
Jahnel woke L udlle, then gathered Didier from his cradle and took them both to Eduard to watch. Once
again her vayaim sent too many of its six into danger, she thought—only now the six had becomefive.
All the Faon had noted Mdinde's change of company; if Jahnd let it go much longer, some might argue
that it was more her failing than Mdinde's.

| am senior wife, she reminded hersdlf. | have the responsibility to keep my family together. But it would
help if Melinde cooperated alittle. She stepped into the darkened room she had shared with Eduard and
roused him, then watched as Luelle cuddied in Eduard's arms and both fell adeep. She tucked the baby's
blankets around him, then straightened.

| wish for too many things, she thought, but still the world unravels asit would. Oh, Song, I'm tired. Every
musclein her body ached, adull throbbing that dragged at her. | should have dept better than | did; |
knew it.

She watched Eduard and the children deep peacefully, safe for now in this hidden place—but for how
long? When will it end? And how will it end?Why do | fed we are plummeting to the end | fear the mog,
the end of everything, the deaths of all | love, Faon and Avelle dike? She curled her handsinto fists.

Welovefiercely, she had told Austin, and the love is not lesser, she had said, because it isfierce. We
Avelle and Faon, together. If anything has meaning, it must be that—or dl islost. But how?

Am | human—or Avdle? Can't | be both? Must there be that choice?“ Jahndl?’ Eduard murmured
degpily. “What'sthe matter?’

“Go back to deep, beloved.” She bent to caress him, then left to join the others, not knowing where she
would find her answers, if answers even existed with al in doubt.

Chapter 13

AUSTIN AWOKE AS someone touched his shoulder. He stared upward into Sair'sface, till dazed
from dreams he had dready hdf forgotten. “What isit?’ he asked stupidly. Had the Avelle found them?

“We're going exploring again. Benoit wants you to come with us.”

“Benoit?| thought hedidn't like me.”



Sair looked amused. “ He doesn't. Welcome to Quevi Ltir and its convoluted rationales, Greg. And Papa
Benoait isonly an Avdle-in-training; the Principals have been masters of the game for decades. Come.”

He called me Greg, Austin noticed, with a pleasure that warned him. But he called me Greg before, he
remembered, right after | got dashed. And brother.

Sair looked down at him patiently, hisface shadowed by the darkness of the room.

“Areyou awake?’ he asked, prodding Austin's ribswith atoe. Austin obediently got to his feet, muscles
cramped from deeping on bare floor. He was used to softer mattresses. He walked around in acircle,
gretching hislegs. “1s Jahnel coming with us?” he asked casudly.

“Yes. Why do you ask?’ Sair'sdark eyes suddenly gleamed suspicioudy in the semidark of the room.
“Judt asking.”

Sair grunted and turned away. Audtin followed him, gliding more easily in thelow gravity. Hefdt hewas
getting used to light grav, though likely he would never have the grace of these people borntoit. He
caught himsalf on the edge of the doorway as Evan dipped by impatiently, then followed at hisown
sedate pace.

In the corridor outside the vayaim, he saw Sair, Jahnel, and Evan, and three Faon he couldn't name, a
dark-haired man, ablond woman, and a brunette teenaged girl. The girl gave him adisdainful look and
pointedly turned her back; the other Faon didn't bother to introduce themsalves, either. Sair gestured at
him and led them inward toward the portal the Faon had cut into thislevel. They passed quiet rooms and
some Faon deeping in corridors, ajumbled pile of parcels and equipment, then two Faon working quietly
under asmall lamp on a black-and-silver device Augtin couldn't recognize. In the smdl room immediately
before the portal, Sair hunted through another stack of parcels, then uncrated two laser riflesfrom a
container dongsde. Austin thought of asking where they were going, then decided it would make him
sound likeamiin. He wondered if Evan had asked when he awoke—if not-asking was some proof of
interior control or something. If you've modeled your society on abrood-oriented and territoria alien,
how does the human mix in?

He till fdlt odd from the poison in his shoulder, with the world seemingly stretched tight at odd angles.
His shoulder ached, but whatever anesthetic Sair had packed in the wound seemed to work; he could
moveit alittle and even hold something in hisright hand—alittle. Sair handed him aparcel, and he
automaticaly took it with hisright hand, then had to shift it quickly to his other hand. Jahnel noticed it and
gestured at him—something Avelle, probably, for the gesture meant nothing to him—then took her own
parcel and spread the shoulder straps. Austin looked down at his parcel and tried awkwardly to put it on
under hiscape. Sair cameto help him, then raised a hand for attention.

“I'll take the point. Keep dert for any Avelle that might observe us.”
“Andif they do,” the dark-haired Faon said, “ our reaction?’

“I'd rather not kill Avdleif we can avoid it. We aren't in our home-space and lack theright.” Sair
scowled, reconsdering. “ Thisthen: while we are closeto thislevel and the Avelle might discover al
through us, we pursue and destroy. In the lower levels, let them chase us. Agreed?’

The other Faon nodded. Austin felt confused and knew he showed his bewilderment. Sair's eyes shifted
to Audtin.

“A watch on Audtin, shared in rotation—for your safety, Augtin. Y ou are till awkward.”



“I've had awhole day to adjust,” Austin muttered. Sair shrugged, not interested in his complaints.

“Nathdie hasthe first watch on you.” Sair nodded toward the blond woman, who gave Austin a cool
look. | fed like abumpkin at asociety bal, Austin thought. The distaste, the wondering looks, the
amusement are exactly the same—and he knew the Faon wouldn't have the faintest idea of the accuracy
of thedlusion, either. Maybe someday Jahnd could tell him the Avelle equivaent; surely they had one.

“Let'sgo.” Jahnd and Sair glided smoothly through the portd and inverted gracefully, vanishing
downward. Keeping closeto Nathalie, Austin followed, not yet informed why he was going—or where.

The group fdl swiftly down the narrow fallway and flashed into the open, then darted down one of the
access tunnelsto the level below. Sair dowed and edged back upward, peering over the lip of the tunndl,
looking in both directions carefully, while the others floated beneath him. He pushed himsdlf downward
and inverted to join them. “No movement,” he said camly. Jahnel nodded, and they resumed their flight
downward, quickly transversing room after room. Austin did his best to keep up, though the speed of
therr flight gave him little opportunity to experiment with his belt controls. Findly Sair inverted around him
and took hisleft arm, pulling him adong.

Audtin's sense of direction wasal mixed up. He didn't know if they were retracing the Faon'sflight earlier
that day or proceeding farther dong under the tiers. He knew only that they went fast. After severd
hundred meters, Evan pointed to the right, and the group swerved toward a corner of yet another large
empty room. Set in the corner was ablack circle about ameter wide. Asthey cameup toit, Augtinfelt a
current of cool ar issuing fromit.

“We only know of two lower levels, and we've never comethisfar,” Nathaie commented. “Istherea
third open level under thisone? | thought the underlevels were sedled.”

“Sothe Avdletold us, Nathalie,” Sair replied. “1t would be like an Aveleto pretend to give information
inadvertently, just to misdirect. But | tend to believe they are sealed. There must be another level maybe
not complete, but the air current's coming from somewhere.” He leaned forward and |ooked down the
access portal. “Room for an Avelle to pass through, if he squeezed.”

“Let ussgueeze,” Nathdie said, her lips quirked upward. She drifted over the portd, inverted, and pulled
hard on the edge of the portal, arrowing hersalf downward. Jahnel followed, and Sair waved Austin
over.

“Doyour best, Greg, it'satight fit.”

Austin maneuvered awvkwardly to get hisfeet upward and then copied Nathdie's quick movement, He
shot forward into the darkness, then tried to pole himself aong with his uninjured arm as Jahnel had done
inthe Firg Tier tunnds. Several meters below him, he saw the gray circle of the other end. As he sank
through it, handstook him and pulled him aside. His head spun dizzily amoment.

“Careful, Augtin. Areyou dl right?” Jahnd asked. “You look pae”
“How can youtdl?’ he joked, peering at her through the gloom.

The dark-haired girl stared at him contemptuoudy. The expression made her look prematurely old,
arrogant, and sour; he bristled automaticaly, giving her glarefor glare. The gift sniffed. “1 don't even see
why you brought him aong,” she said to Jahndl.

“Benoait'sorders, Mdinde,” Jahnel said with an edgeto her voice. “Y ou do remember orders, don't
you?’



“Kegping himis stupid!”

“If the Faon decideto kill him,” Jahnel said coldly, “would you personaly take on the task? Taking and
killing are different things, Mdinde—and you haven't even fought in atier war.”

“I fought on the surface!”

“I know—Dbut redl battle is more than target-shooting from a distance. It means blood and pain,
destruction and loss. Philippe forgets that—or remembers and doesn't care.”

Thegirl lifted her chin. “1 happen to agree with him.”
“About what? Revenge at any cost?’

“It'sdl stupid! And s0 are you, Jahnd, whatever you think of yoursdf!” The girl flounced off angrily.
Jahnd let out her breathinasigh.

“My sgter-wife, our youngest,” she explained to Austin. “1 wish | had wiser ideas of how to dedl with
I’H_”

“She'svery angry,” Audin said tentetively.
“Many areangry.” She gestured to him and moved toward Sair. Austin followed dowly behind.

Abovethar heads, dim telltales spread shadowsin dim circles of light, not enough to illuminate far
corners. He looked around at the bare room, which was practically identica to the dozen they had
traversed. On onewall, adoorway gaped and he could sense another current of cold air flowing fromiit.
Sair followed the air current through the doorway into a second wide room, the other drifting after him.
Before them on thefar wall sood apair of huge meta doors nearly five meterstal, gleaming dimly inthe
ceiling lights. The metal seemed mottled somehow, as though melted into place, with odd variations of
composition in whorlsand incised edges. As he came closer, he saw theinscribing in the meta, and
remembered Smilar incised patternsin the walls of the falways.

“Do you know that word?’ Sair asked Jahnel, pointing at one of the block shapesin an upper corners.

“No, | don't. It lookslike*song' but it's shaped squarely, not round. Inflected—hmmm. How do you
inflect aprimary word?" She pointed to another word on the other pandl. “But there's* Star Leader.’
What would the Star |eader have to do with the underlevel s?’

“I don't see any door controls.”

“They might havewards,” Jahndl warned. “Persondly, 1'd cut through the wall, not doors that might have
sensors built in?”

“Hmmm. Evan, bring up that drill and let'stry atest hole over there” Sair glanced around and shrugged
off his pack; he was promptly copied by the others. “Unhook your pack, Austin. It has protective gear
ingde”

“Protective? Againg what?

Sair shrugged. “Radiation, maybe. The City's power generators are sited in the underlevels—beyond that
door. Maybe inert gases, maybe even partial vacuum. It's best to be prepared.” The others had pulled

thin-fabricked suits from their packs, the surface glinting with metal threads woven into the synthetic.
Audtin found asimilar bundleinsde hisown and unrolled it, reveding a close-fitting bodysuit with enough



gretch to fit and a breathing mask. With quick glances at the others for guidance and hampered by his
injured arm, he stripped off hisaal to the undersuit and pulled the new bodysuit over it, then refastened
the aal and connected the mask straps, pulling his hood tight over the edges of the mask.

“Thiskeeps out radiation?’ he asked, fingering the close weave of the shimmering suit.

“Airborne or contact particles,” Jahnel replied. “ The Avdle have hinted that the environment is
dangerous. Maybe.” She pulled acylindrical object out of her pack and tossed the empty bag toward the
far wall. It drifted loosdly, billowing dightly againg the air pressure, and finally sagged into thewall and
did downward. Austin tried to copy her but had lots of room to miss; his bag settled two metersto the
|eft.

“Retreat to thefar wall,” Sair ordered. “ Evan, you begin the drill-hole.”

The young man lifted along rifle-shape in his hands and waited for the others to move back, then ignited
thedrill. Thelaser shot out, lancing toward the blank wall, and struck, clinging incandescently in atiny
point of brilliant glare. Austin looked aside to watch with his peripherd vison but even then had to squint
againg the brilliant diamond glare of the laser. Thewall gradually changed color &t the point of impact,
becoming a cherry red and then melting dowly, aspreading trickle of glowing meta that traveled severd
centimeters and then froze into serpentine shapes. Sair drifted up and touched Evan'sarm.

“Yourethroughthewal,” hesad. “Hold up aminute.”

Sair moved cautioudy toward the glowing aperture, which was till fiery red at the edges, agap onto
emptinessin the middle. He held a device toward the aperture and edged forward, noting the readings.

“‘Jahnel,” Austin whispered. “Why am | here? What are we doing?’

Jahnd's eyes sparkled with amusement. “Y ou waited dl thistime to ask? Courage doesn't require such
restraint, Austin.”

“Wadll, | didn't know,” heretorted. “Why are we here?’

“Were exploring. These are the underleves, the lowest caverns of the City. The Avelle keep them walled
up, but we know the City's power plant lies within—perhaps that is the reason.” She noted Sair returning
to Evan for amuttered conference. “We have atemporary safety in our new level, Audtin, but it isnot a
secure one.”

“So Benoit wants to come down here?’

She made aface. “We probably can't maintain environment. We don't have the portable machinery, not
for two hundred of us. But it would be a place of refuge—if we can get toit.”

“| see”

Evan waswidening his beam, blasting at the wall above and around the initid penetration. Sair came
back to the group.

“Some airborne radiation, but dight,” he said. “Whatever the Avelle's reason for sedling the underlevels, it
isn't letha atmosphere. But it's cold, warm enough for machine graphite but not for us”

“How cold?’ Nathalie asked.

Sair shrugged. “Maybe ten over zero.”



“We can dress against that.”

“True.” Sair turned to watch with the others as Evan completed melting ahole just short of ameter
sguare, large enough for human entry but too small for the larger Avele. Smart, Austin thought, providing
the Avelle don't have another access. Evan turned off hisdrill and they waited for the meta to cool, then
passed one by one through the hole into the pitch darkness beyond.

“Lamps,” Nathdie said, and unlatched a pocket lamp from her belt, then snapped it on.

Thelight legpt outward and vanished, swalowed up by an immense distance. Austin had asense of a
vast space outward and down; sound echoed hollowly with strange reverberation. They picked their way
adong thewall, Nathdieslight preceding them, asteady current of cold air blowing againsgt them from
below. Jahnd and Sair added their own lights, but it did little to show the dimensions of the place. Austin
found hisown lampin his belt and pulled too hard with hisinjured arm, making himsdf wince, but got it
turned on. Surrounded by a sphere of yellowish light, the Faon explored dong thewall until they met a
corner and another wall at right angles, then explored in that direction.

“Porta coming up,” Sair muttered. At the edge of the lights, Austin saw arectangular black shape severa
meters ahead, unledged but open. The group halted several meters from the doorway while Nathdie
explored ahead, then called them. As Austin floated through the doorway, he saw her raise her lamp to
study apane onthewall just inside the door. She pointed mutely at a symbol by a double bank of raised
buttons. Sair looked, too, and there was amuttered discussion.

“Well,” Sair concluded, “if they have darms hooked into the systems here, welll haveto trip them. We
need light.”

Nathalie spread her fingers and pressed four of the mid-bank indicators at once, two above and two
below. A reddish light flared into the room, glancing off tal machine pandls, illuminating other doors
leading to inner rooms, each bracketed by more of thetall metal symbols the Faon had named Avelle
ongs.

They dl stayed by the doorway, heads turning as they examined the large room, smilar to those above
them in the lower levels, but equipped with different machines. On severd of theinstrument banks, red
and blue telltales glowed dimly, and Austin could sense a subtle palpation in the ar, now that they were
out of the strong air current of the central cavern. Jean pushed off and headed toward one of the doors
with other machines visible beyond. Sair gestured to Nathalie and Evan to move toward other doors,
then turned to Austin.

“Do any of theseinstruments seem familiar to you?’
“How could they?’ Austin asked in surprise.

Sair looked impatient. “Benoit sent you with us for whatever technical expertise you might have, which |
assume you have. We're familiar with Avelle technology, but not main power systems. So | ask again for

your input.”
Jahndl touched Sair'sarm.

“Yes, yes, | know.” Sair sudied Augtin's face amoment, his expression noncommittal. “However it came
about, you'rein thiswith us.”

“And not very welcome,” Austin said, too loudly. Mdinde gave him another of her dark glances.

“Wadll, of coursenot,” Sair said, frowning himsalf. “What did you expect?’



“Nothing, Sair. | expect nothing.” Austin looked past him at the instrument banks, then pushed off the
wall and drifted toward them. The bank reached to the ceiling, a pattern of lights and symbols, insrument
covers, and strange configurations. He turned and |ooked toward the other rooms, then headed for a
door not chosen by the others. Sair and Jahnel followed him curioudly.

Thisroom had shelving dong al the walls, with alitter of equipment, wires, and devices scattered at
random aong the shelves. A ceiling light threw sharp shadows downward, concealing the recesses. He
ran his eyes over the strange equipment in despair. They expect miracles, he thought; how am | supposed
to know anything about this stuff? Then on ahigh shdf he spotted afamiliar shgpe and immediately
swooped up to it, catching himself negtly on ashelf support. He lifted out what looked to be amicrowave
guide, anarrow metal tube with aglobular torus at itsmiddle, asmall power source at the base of the
tube. It had to be. He stopped himsdf from hastily peering down the tube-end—an excdlent way to
radiate hisbrains, he reminded himsdf, if the Avelle used a continuous source, He swung the guide
toward the devices, seeing if it affected any of the other machines.

“What isit?’ Jahndl asked.
“A microwave guide, | think. With apiece of lead to stagger the emissions, | could sgna with this”
“Signal whom?’ Sair asked suspicioudy.

"La Novia." Augtin eyed Sair. “Listen, our computers are geared to notice patterned
communication—hell, Earth has been looking for other intelligent life for decades. Put amicrowave
pattern-signa in her path, and the computers would ring every bell on Boland's board. Maybe held listen
thistime”

“Towhat?" Jahnel asked. “To go away? Not while Koyil istalking to him.”

“It'sworth another try. | can tell him the Situation down here, that the Faon have had to vacate their
Home-Space, that you are dl in danger.”

“Would he care?’ Jahnel asked pointedly.

“Probably not.” Audtin let the guide sag. “But it'sworth atry.”
“So send thesgnd, Audtin,” Jahnd said.

Sair made a convulsive move then thought better of his protest.

“WEell haveto get closer to the surface,” Jahnel went on. “1 assume your signal can't penetrate a
kilometer of rock.”

“True”
Sair stared at her. “Go up through atier? With every Avelein the City looking for us?’

She shrugged. “WEell have to find another “way.” She thumbed over her shoulder at the main door into
the cavern. “Why isthere such awind? How can a sedled cavern have such freshnessto the air? We
expected something depleted, heavy with radiation. I'd like to know where that ar current goes, if only to
make surethis placeisdefengble.”

“Beloved, Papa Benoit sent us here to reconnoiter.”

“Andwe are. Ligten, you stay here with the others and explore these rooms, like Benoit wanted. Austin



and | will follow the air current. Maybe it leads upward, closer to the surface. We need this chance,
Sar.”

Sair glanced a Audtin. “But he says he doesn't think it will work.”
“If we don't try, Austin won't have much chance to be wrong.”

Sair blew out abreeth. “ All right. Be careful, love.” Hetugged at her arm, bringing her to him to press her
close. Audtin looked away.

“Comeon, Augtin,” shesaid.
“Perhaps you could cal me Greg.”

Shelooked at him, her expression unreadable. “ Augtin will do.” She touched Sair's face, then inverted
gracefully and headed for the cavern. Austin spotted asmall square of metal and hefted it, then turned it
inthelight. It looked like lead; whatever it was, it had enough specific-gravity weight to block
microwaves—he hoped. He cradled the guide in the curve of hisinjured arm and tucked the plateinto his
belt, then followed her into the cone of light spilling into the cavern from the instrument room. Jahnel
dowed and hovered in midair, then turned toward the left until she faced away from the vigorous air
current. “That way,” she murmured.

She headed straight ahead across the gulf, following the current. Austin glanced back at the lighted
doorway asit receded, conscious of agreat depth below them. Ahead was only a brief cone of light
emitted by their belt lamps, then an empty blackness beyond. They steered by the steady wind at their
backs, following the air current across the vast cavern. Behind them, the lighted doorway of the power
room dwindled to atiny square, then a sharp point of light. Augtin tried to guess at the dimensions of the
cavern, awed. After fifteen minutes, they came abruptly upon another wall and awide porta onto more
darkness. Jahndl caught hersdf on thelip of the opening, nearly pulled into the tunnel by the rushing air.
She peered upward, hesitating.

“Givemeyour hand. | don't want usto get separated.” She grasped his hand firmly, then pulled them
Sdewaysto face the center of the tunndl. The air moved them forward, pushing & them, and they passed
over thelip of thetunnd. Jahnd balanced on the air, then touched her bdlt jet. They flew upward
cautioudly, trying to not outspeed their lamps.

They ascended steadily on asharp incline, the bore of the rock tunnd unvarying. Timelost meaning as
they rose, logt in the sameness of the walls, the darkness that enclosed them. After more than ahalf
kilometer, Austin guessed, the trangition came abruptly. One moment they were still entombed by the
tunnd walls, the next they had flashed by another portd lip into adimly lighted space, another cavern. He
gasped as he recognized the long and bulbous shape of an interstellar colony-ship, three hundred meters
from engine modules to prow. High on the metal hull gleamed aword he recognized, then aseries of
numbers.

"Phalene,” he breathed. Jahnel pulled them to a sudden stop, hovering as she Sared at the ship. Austin
pointed beyond it. A wide boxy shape, four timesthe Size of Phalene, stood beyond in the far reaches of
the cavern, ahulking shape of gleaming metd, crystalline connectors, and massve engines, Jahndl seemed
to shrink back, her expression filled with dread.

"Quevi'ali," shebreathed. “ Song preserve usl” She turned and would have darted back into the tunndl if
he hadn't checked her.

“Why?" he objected.



“The Songs,” she said obscurdly. “"Come.”

He yanked back hard, stdling them in midair. They sank dowly downward as shetried to pry hisfingers
off her arm.

“Audin! Will you pay attention?’

Then she stopped, staring past him over his shoulder. He twisted to look behind him and saw the looming
shape of an Avdledrifting toward them, sculling effortlesdy with the edges of itswing-flaps. Strangely,
Jahne made no attempt to flee. Austin took onelook at her cam face, gulped, and remained ill. The
Avdlerose gracefully, descending around a high arc, like araptor about to pounce. Jahnel turned dowly
in place, facing the Avelle asit gpproached il closer.

“Gretings, Kiiri,” shesaidinanormal voice. Austin released part of his death grip on her arm,
wondering if hewould ever understand this place. The Avell€'s reddish eyes shifted to Austin, measuring
him.

“Ah, thisisthe miin,” the Avelle rumbled in adeep voice, speaking French in an understandable but an
odd watery accent.
“In another lifehewas.”

“And inthis continued life,” Kiiri saidin areproving tone. “Let usnot warp redity.” The Avelle drifted
closer, then backed easily on the air with hisflexible wings, hovering in front of them. “He seemsto have
adapted well.”

“Faon came from the same stock as he has. Why should he not?’

“True” Kiiri actudly sniffed, and Austin suddenly had the menta image of a crotchety old gentleman
dressed in atuxedo and cape—or avampire with those eyes. The second thought was not an image that
consoled. Kiiri shifted his gaze to him again and twitched awing-flap. “ Perch him somewhere, please. |
want to talk to you.”

Jahnel tugged on Austin's deeve. “How about on Quevi‘ali? He can explore.”

“Mind your obscenities, Jahndl. | have every right to be here, considering | own Paka by knowing a
certain secret. Two of my persond attendants are guarding the other door, so your miin will be safe.
Hmmm. And leave the microwave device here, “miin.”

“What if hewantsto call La Novia?" Jahnd asked swestly.

“Who isthis?” Austin demanded.

Jahnel laughed. “ThisisKiiri, the Science Leader.”

Kiiri bowed gracefully in midair, and even Austin could detect the mild mockery in hisflickering eyes.

“Kiiri isone of the Principdswho rule Quevi Ltir, Augtin. Hisnameis Audtin, Kiiri; mind you be polite.
When Kiiri'sin an honest mood, which isn't dways, heisLgjasally and the chief protector of the
Faon—most of thetime. Why are you here?’ she shot at Kiiri.

“I set an infrared warning beam at the other end of the ship tunnel. It summoned me quite nicely; Why Il
explainto you aone. Perch him, Jahnd.”

“All right. Audtin, wait at thetunnd edge.” She pressed hisarm. “It'sdl right, redly.”



“If youresure”
“I'msure.”

Austin handed her the microwave guide and drifted gpart from her, then made awide detour around the
Avdle. Kiiri sculled himsdf to turn with him, definitdly amused. Amused? Why amused? Austin reached
the tunnel edge and caught the lip, then edged out of the airstream to avoid losing his position.
Uncertainly, he watched the Avelle soar away, leading Jahnel toward Quevi'ali. Shetakesrisks, he
thought, then redlized that the Avelle must have severa facesto the Faon—Jahnd had hinted a as much
before. All he had seen was Avdle in attack; was there a softer sde? He looked around the massive
cavern, amazed a the engineering of it. On the metal wall nearest him marched row after row of the
inscribed metd letters, each two meterstall, of what Jahnel had called Songs. Songsimplied
artistry—crestivity, gentleness, reflection. Were the Avelle that so?

| could live my wholelife here, he thought, and perhaps till not understand as much as hdf the
whole—but | would like to understand. | would like to know. He settled himself to wait petiently,
guessing that thiswaiting without explanation fit well herein thisplace. He set to learn it conscientioudly.

Chapter 14

JAHNEL FOLLOWED KIIRI down thefloor of the massive cavern, her thoughtsin aturmail. If the
Avele could so easily second-guess the Faon, al might be at risk. Perhaps even now Kadli'stier was
massing above their refuge, ready to swoop. Kiiri soared gracefully, spiraling down to the massive engine
pods of Quevi‘ali. He hovered and dlowed himsdlf to sink the last meter, then coiled histail into a
comfortable seat. Jahnel touched down lightly in front of him and wrapped her ad around hersdlf. She
glanced up curioudy, made dightly dizzy by the huge structure looming above. Kiiri watched her
benignly.

“How did you know | would come here?’ she asked suspicioudy, unable to concea her anxiety.
“No oneis currently stalking the Faon, wherever they are, if that concernsyou.”
“Y ou don't know where we are?’ She raised a sardonic eyebrow.

“Oh, | could guess.” Kiiri curved awing-flap idly. “Both Kadli and Serup have brood problems,
according to rumor availableto you. But neither matriarch suspects secret invasion, not yet.” Histhin lips
curved upward, mimicking ahuman smile. Whatever he intended withiit, it did not reassure Jahndl.

“What is your game, Kiiri?” she demanded.
“Onceyou trusted me.” Kiiri pretended disappointment.

“Claws, | ill trust you,” she said impatiently. “1 just don't know what you want. But | do know when
you're playing games.”

Kiiri flicked histail and looked amused. “ Always direct, my Jahnel. But you mistake me—you areright
about the games, but you're wrong thet | play them with you, Faon. Let metell you atae, kin-sigter.” He
gestured upward with aclawed hand toward the huge Avelle ship. “ Thisis Quevi‘ali, asyou know, the
most sacred focus of our existence. All our Songs center on this ship and our roving life. ItisAvelle
destiny to rove, to prey on other ships, to make our way in the universe as Predators, Snging new songs
of our exploits aswe achieve them. It gives us strength and purpose.”

“To dedtruction,” she summearized flatly.



“To achievement,” he amended gently. “Don't quibble. Sometimeswe are the prey of stronger
ships—and nothing hones arace better than pursuit by agreat enemy. And so Quevi‘ali sought this
refuge here. We had caught the worst of a skirmish with four other Predator ships and fled before them,
then went to ground here. In time, we would rebuild and birth a daughter-ship, giving us the strength of
two for atime. Theforce of an Avelle city-dlianceimmediately after resurgence cannot be withstood.
Those arethetimesthe Avelerisein strength and make themselves ashining terror.”

Jahnd snorted. “Like| said, destruction.”

“Competition.” Kiiri drifted to the Side, his eyes studying the smooth hull of the ship. “Let'savoid the
more pgorative words; | prefer the neutral but accurate terms, especialy from you. Theyoung are
adwaysemotiond.”

“But Quevi Ltir has enough kin-broodsto fill three shipslike that.”

“Exactly.” Kiiri swiveled back to her, hisred eyes glinting. “ Ah, the secret. Would you like asecret, little
Faon? A secret that you could sell to the miin, betraying usto their ship?’

“They aren't a Predator ship, Kiiri. They'rejust exploring, looking for us.”
“A shipisaship,” hesad dismissngly.

“Bigot.”

“Am I?What do the miin want here, truly?’ His eyes glittered dangeroudly.

“Gravity control.” That surprised him, she could see. “ Great Songs, Kiiri, they don't want Quevi
L tir—they want your science.”

“How could one not have gravity control and travel from star to sar?” he huffed.

“The miin managed. Y ou had our ship to study—you must know better than you're pretending. Can't
another species|ugt for something besides territory—and ‘ shining terror'?’

“Hmmm. | had assumed the enabler machines had been damaged.” He glanced at Phalene.
“Interesting.”

“I'd cdll it awhole new complexion. Why such surprise? If anybody knows how different we are, it's
you.”

“'We?" he asked, jumping on the word.

She looked back at him levelly. “We are human—you knew the miin were, too, and you didn't say. |
have a grievance with you, Science Leader.”

“Noted—and regretted.” The Science Leader did not seem too concerned, Jahnel thought, doing her
own nating.

“What's your dread secret?’ she asked.
Kiiri drifted afew metersaway, his attention on Phalene.
“rKiin.L

“"Oh ... your pardon, Jahnel. | was abstracted.”



“Y ou are many things; abstracted isn't one of them.”

“Little skeptic. Why can't you believe | am what | appear? Haven't | dways assisted the Faon? Y ou
called me‘protector’ before Augtin.”

“Asssted for your own reasons, some of which | know. Avelle never do anything gratuitoudy.”

“Of course not. That would beinane.” He smiled a her again, overtly amused. “L et me continue my tale,
then. On aPredator ship, the ship itself isacommon asset owned by al. Within this ship the kin-alliances,
for there are dways severa bloodlines to keep a genetic prudence, these iruta compete and push and
generally annoy one another—for the benefit of the race. But the ship itself istoo great aweapon for one
kin-alliance, too great a temptation when nothing but ship systemslie between arivd and the void.”

“S0 you gppoint acaptain, the Star Leader, and arrange the other Principal s about him to balance your
politics.”

“Correct. Other Principals may rise by political maneuver and personal force, as| did, but the Star
Leader'srank always descends by bloodline. Only the Star Leader has the passwords to the ship
systems, passing by ord tradition from father to child through the generations.”

Jahnel's eyes widened as she caught the dight emphasis. “Ord tradition?’

“Machines can be penetrated, their data abstracted by foul and devious means,” Kiiri said
matter-of-factly. “ There must be passwords, to protect dl from deviousintrusion.”

“And Pakal doesn't know the passwords.” She looked up quickly at Quevi'ali. “And you know he
doesn't. That's how you got the Principals voteto let us stay!”

“Please” Kiiri said mildly. “ Spare my ears with your shouting. But, yes, the previous Science Leader
discovered the Star Leader's negligence and created allittle oral tradition of hisown. Paka ismy
creature,” he said flatly, “I hold hislifein my claws; ready to squeeze.” He extended one hand and
spread his claws, his anger savage and abrupt. He trembled. “One word from me spread abroad and his
entire kin-dliance won't last an hour.” Kiiri controlled himself with an effort and rotated to face Quevi'ali,
ingpecting itsslver hull without hurry. “ Unfortunately, that doesn't help a certain essentid. Quevi'ali
remains closed to us, confining usto this prison of aworld.”

“But how can we help you? We don't know your passwords, either.”

“Y ou dwayswere quick of mind, leaping easily from fact to motive. How? | haven't the faintest of idess.
But yon are unpredictable and think in different patterns.” He regarded Quevi‘ali soberly. “Thetier wars
grow worse with each generation. We can drill new tiers, of course, but with each new kin-alliance, the
complexities grow. We aren't meant to stay in one place so long, Jahnel. We will tear ourselves gpart,
confined inthisplace” Helifted hischin, his gaze blesk on the Aveles beautiful ship. “I havetried
everything | can think of—so did my predecessor, with the terrified help of acertain Star Leader. But
random choice hasno logic. Sciencefails.” He crossed hisarms and let his head sag downward.

“Youve never told Koyil this?’
“HeisLaw. HEd bein the vanguard of the revengersraging into Peka'stier.”
“Heispractica.”

“Not that practicd. Hefindsin himsdf an aversion to Faon that eats at him; hedd never consider you a
solution. Even aPrincipa can be ruled more by emotion than logic. Both aretools, emotion is merely



more predictable and thus the weaker tool.”

“If you tell the miin, Kiiri, they will exploit you.”
“I amteling Faon, not miin.”

“But hdf the City ischasng us”

“Not yet. Lgjadeclared you had |eft her tier and displayed your empty levelsto one of Koyil'struce
guards. Since you were the excuse for theinvasion, Koyil had to withdraw. Being Principal of Laws can
haveits pinches; you haveto stay moral. A smart move by your father, totally unexpected, like most best
moves”

“Heknew it was smart.”

Kiiri glanced a her, amused again. “1 didn't like my father, either. He had your basic arrogant egg-mold
mentdity.” He stretched hiswing-flaps and coiled them around his body negtly.

“But they will chase.”

“Maybe. Koyil isthinking about it. Heisan able thinker.” Kiiri made arude gesture and dismissed him as
atopic. Hedrifted closer to Jahnel. “Little Faon, we have been friends, have we not?’

“We dill arefriends, despite afew of your lessinestimable moves.”

He chuckled, and flipped her arudeword. “1 am Avelle, | won't deny it. But | have alwaysfelt the Faon
were akey, abinding still conceded in shadows—and you are at graverisk, Faon.” He gestured & the
microwave guide. “1 wouldn't recommend that quite yet. Koyil controls the surface defenses, and the
robotswould pick up the signal and track it here, then downward to the underlevels. All isinflux right
now among the Principas: give Quevi Ltir contact between a Predator ship and akin-aliance that we
can't control and you will unite usingtantly againgt you.” He put out his clawed hand. Jahnel hesitated,
then handed him the guide.

“I have doubtsin giving you that,” she said.
“There are other toolsin the underlevels storeroom. Let your miin scrounge alittle more.”
She scowled at him. “He's not my miin.”

“Heisindubitably your miin. Tell Benait to find another use for your Faon unpredictability that confounds
even an Avdle and think of abetter move that uses the miin. Thiswas too obvious.”

“Any suggestions?’
“Am| aFaon?’ Hedrew himsdf up in mock offense. “ Song perish the thought.”
“That you aren't, | agree.”

She began to turn away, then was caught by his clawed hand. He pulled her closer, deep within his
body-field, an outlandish contact a Principa never permitted, and brushed her face with aclawed finger.
She stared into his eyes, Sartled, then abruptly threw her arms around his neck hugging him close.

“Good faring, Jahnel,” he rumbled into her ear.

“Good faring, my Kiiri.” She broke away and hurried toward Austin, not looking back. Austin looked his



guestions as she reached him, but she only tugged at his deeve, guiding him back into the tunnel access.
“Come, Augtin.” Her tone annoyed him, but she hadn't time to get enough control to think of miin
senshilities. She touched her bt jet and arrowed down the narrow tunnd, returning to the depths.

With Austin in tow, they reached the underlevels main cavern and jetted toward the point of light across
the abyss. Thelight spread into a smdll rectangle, then adoorway. Asthey came within ahundred
meters, she saw ahuman shadow silhouetted across the light. Jean raised his hand in greeting.

“Did you make contact?’ he asked.
Jahnel gave aquick look to Audtin. “Not with the ship. Whereis Sair?’

“Looking over the possibilities of rooms beyond this power room. We found severd half-levels, none
adapted to environment, of course, but more defendabl e than open space.” Hewaved irritably at the
abyss behind them. “Come.”

Jahnel and Austin followed him through the wide power room; Jean vanished into the middle doorway.
“Why did you give the Avelle the microwave guide?’ Austin asked her in alow voice.

“Not now, Audin.”

“How long am | supposed to just go along?’ he asked in obvious anger. “Isthat the way it is down here?
Just do it, no matter what you think. I haven't noticed you following those rules.”

She swiveled toward him, her own anger rising.

“Wdl?’ he asked. “Who do you think | an?’ He did not give her achance to answer. “ Just some sack
of potatoesto loft here and there? The ultimate dispensable? A tool ?"

“I acknowledge that you are angry,” she said to him, setting her face. “Even that you have cause. And,
yes, you are atool. Soam |. We aredl tools, Austin, even the Principals. Accept that fact.”

“Well, maybe | don't want to be atool anymore.”

She crossed her arms and stared at him. “How do you propose yoursdlf el sewhere?’
He stared back in frustration, then thumped his chest with aforefinger. “1 am aperson.”
“Of course.”

“You admit it?’

She shrugged, then softened toward him. “1 amin your debt for Ludle. Wemay al bein your debt if you
can help usfurther. Kiiri spoke of keys, and some keys lie in shadows. But temper tantrums—and | have
my own a inconvenient times—do not help. Please, Audtin: be patient with us.”

He thought about it, hisface a study of conflicted emotions. A proud man, in some ways as stubborn as
Méelinde, for dl his compliance with orders and unavoidable situations among the Faon. And, for
whatever reason, he cared for the Faon, had proved it by putting himsdf in risk of death for a Faon child.
Would Jahnel Alain, she wondered candidly, act the sameif the Stuation were reversed? Could | care so
eadly for outsiders with no kin-bond to me? Does that make him the better?

Heretical thought, to doubt kin-bond. Is he the better?

Austin shrugged at lagt, though his expression was gtill angry. She drifted closer to him and took his



deeve. “I am digtracted and thinking of too many things. Forgive me, Audtin.”

He looked nonplussed at her closeness, and she abruptly remembered his embracein the First
Tier—mockery, she had thought at the time, typica miin behavior that meant nothing. He saw her
expression change and flushed, then backed off hatily.

“Don't do me any favors, Jahnel,” he said harshly.

“You aredill angry.”

“That'sasurprise?’

“Not at dl. It would be gracious to accept my apology.”
“I don't fed gracious.”

She amiled at that, then laughed outright. Austin flushed again and looked truly furious, asif he might
grike her. But, then, no doubt they had tried him severely, this proud miin.

“We share acommon humanity, Augtin, that isclear,” shetold him gently. “Be a peace and one with us.”
She spread her handsin the Avelle gesture. “ Join our kin-bond and be Faon—until you must go away
again. And do forgive me, whatever your ungracious “fedings.” He eyed her suspicioudy and it made her
laugh again; it was exactly what Sair would do, had done. “Come, if you would.”

“When do | get answers?’ he asked resistantly.

“The price for kin-bond is kin-obedience—though we don't exact that price asrigoroudy asthe Avelle.
Undergtand us, Austin, through them. An Avelle never questions certain matters, never asks, never
yearns, never doubts; it is bred into his genes and congtantly reinforced by environment—and outright
compulsion. They are predators, but prey as agroup through their bonding, their force magnified a
thousand times in that bonding. It istheir strength—and their weakness. We are predators and borrow
their strength by copying what they are, but we are human, too—and no one knowsif our humanity isa
wesknessin thisplace.” She sobered, watching hisface. “Now comesthe crissto discover if this
weakness, my Austin, aweaknessthat will kill usal—or will save us. Do you still want your answers?’

He hestated. “ Eventudly, | would like my answers.”
“Eventudly you will havethem.”

“Thisisthe weirdest placel've ever seen.”

“I'll take that as acompliment. Come aong.”

They caught up with Jean and the othersin the short tier beyond the power room. Sair wrinkled his nose
at thelack of environmenta consoles, though the floor bore marks of equipment removed long before.
Likely Avelle had lived here while building the complex, then had returned to the warmth and spaces of
upper tiers. Or perhaps the rooms had another function, quite different from the uses the Faon would put
themto. “It'sill cold,” Sair said, looking around at the haf-lighted corridor.

“But defendable,” Nathdie said firmly.
“All right, Nathdie. Well tell PapaBenoit it's defendable.”

Nathalie smiled.



“And awegpon of strength,” Melinde muttered, glancing at the power pands. Jahnd suddenly doubted
her wisdom in bringing her sister-wife to carry such newsto Philippe, as she surdly would. Mdinde gave
her aleve stare, confirming her suspicion.

“Let usgo tell Benoit,” Jehnd said, with dight emphasis on the name, and looked straight & Melinde.
Méelinde smiled thinly, saying nothing. Control your irritation, Jahnel reminded hersdlf: patience. She
watched Mdinde glide gracefully out the porta, then speed toward the wall exit. Truth be told, Jahnel
thought, I'd like to give Mdinde agood shaking, hard enough to rattle her bones. It wouldn't help at dl
and likely make thingsworse, but how 1'd like to shake her hard.

Was | that arrogant, she wondered, when | was younger and knew better than anybody who said
differently? Probably—amost certainly. Papa Benoit had histridswith me. And | till think | know
better—only the risks are higher now, dangeroudy high. She fdt atingle of dread snaking up her spine, a
fear that her willfulness might bring unintended disaster to the Faon. Kin-obedience hasits reasons, she
told hersdlf, in an elder's need to temper the foolish young. And you are young, Jahnel. Remember that,
when your choices bear risk for more than yoursdlf. She shivered, then set out after Melinde.

They left Jean at the drill-hole as guard and retraced their route to Kadli'stier, cautiousfor any Avelle
observers. They saw no one and quickly dipped up the narrow fallway between thetiersto thewaiting
Faon. Celeste welcomed them warmly, then listened placidly to their news. 1 thank you for looking,
Jahnel, but we think the crisshas passed.” She smiled widely, dmost airy in her visiblerdlief. “Koyil has
sent us a City-Net summonsto aCouncil. All Quevi Ltir knows.”

“A Council!” Jahnd sad.

Ceegteonly smiled even wider. “Lgjadsoinvitesus.” Shewaved her hand happily. “ The currents must
have turned againgt Koyil. Song isagain triumphant!”

“DidKiiri joinintheinvitation, Celeste?’
“That wasn't mentioned.” She studied Jahnd'sface. “Y ou think that has significance, Jahnd?’

“I don't know,” Jahndl said uncertainly. “A Council? With what agenda?’ She could think of severa
topics Koyil might choose, none of them fitting Celeste's happy conclusion and most of them by Jahnd's
own arranging.

“Whatever he chooses. We can't refuse, child—that would be adirect chalenge to the Laws and Koyil
persondly. A minor kin-alliance does not refuse invitations from the Principas”

“Sometimesto their intense regret. Didn't Koyil abscond with part of aneighboring tier afew years ago
by cdling aparley?’

“He had akin-brood clam.”
“Koyil haskin-brood clamsal over the City,” she said sourly. “He lends hisfemaes everywhere.”

Celeste eyed her, obvioudy surprised by Jahnel's skepticism. Several Faon had drifted into the room to
ligten, seniors and juniors both, and Jahnd saw the same division in opinions. So did Celeste. Her mouth
tightened in displeasure and she quickly sent Nathaieto find Benoit. “Well, if you don't believe me,
Jahnel, you can discussit with your leader.”

“Asyou wish,” Jahnd responded, conceding nothing. And that, too, displeased Ceeste. The older
woman made an irritable gesture and turned away.



It fitstoo well what we wish to believe, Jahnd thought sadly, especialy what the seniors want so
desperately to believe—that Law ishonest, that customs are always observed, that our rightsin the City
aretruly protected. Benoit would pounce on that conclusion, finding his own affirmation as kin-leader in
trusting Avelle ways, in an easy return to normalcy. Perhaps seniors wish more for what they will, she
thought, trading the young's easy confidence in their own immortaity for other protections against pain
and the ultimate |oss.

But | am young and | no longer fed immorta—not while we lie within reach of Koyil'sclaws. If | wished,
sheredized, | could challenge Benoit now and force a division among us when he most needs our unity.
Andif Benoit isright and | amwrong ... | could be wrong. Perhapswishes aretrue.

She sat down on astack of parcels by the wall to wait and leaned back against the wall, then shifted her
feet so Sair could Sit againgt her. Austin hesitated, then took his own seat a short distance away, his eyes
flicking from her faceto Sair's. It was dl strange to him, she could tell: Song knows, it's becoming strange
to me. She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Sair, resting her chin on the top of Sair's head.
He relaxed back againgt her, offering the comfort of his presence, and she wished for privacy to ask his
advice. But too many eyeswatched her now as other Faon drifted in, others out, waiting aso. She
Sghed.

If | tell PapaBenoit about Paka, she thought, he may be tempted to useit at the Council. What better
accusation to fling a Koyil to counter accusations againgt the Faon? The ultimate negligence, therein
Avelle holding; al the Faon have done palesin comparison. Y es, he would useit. But Kiiri warned
againg exposing Pakal. Would Benoit heed that warning, know the intengity | saw in that warning? Will
he believe me? He didn't listen about Austin, isn't listening at dl. | doubt if he would listen to Kiiri's
warnings.

And what about Augtin? If | tell Papa Benoit about Austin's plan to contact his ship, will hetell Koyil thet,
thinking it some kind of advantage? Will he admit Austin's presence among us? Will hetdl, inhiswish to
please the Avdle after Koyil murmurs hisrolling assurances, none of them trustworthy? Benoit will play
the game by Avelle rules—and their roles put us in weakness, make us predictable. She fastened on that
thought.

Unpredictability, Kiiri said, that is our strength now. We are human, too—something we havetried to
forget and Benoit gill wishesto forget. An Avelle would tell such knowledge to a senior—kin-obedience
would demand it. What if you do not tell, Jahnel? What then? Isit arrogance to think of not telling?
Benoit would never forgive me if—when—he found out. Would Sair understand? Would anyone
understand?

Will | lose everything? For | fear to tell Benoit ether of thesethings.

| could chalenge him for the Leadership now, in this place, she thought, grestly tempted. And if the
seniors remain with him, denying me, | would divide the Faon into two parts, robbing one part of youth,
the other of experience. In Quevi Ltir, akin-alliance without baance invites unavoidable destruction.

Benoit strodein and shot aglance a Austin, then ignored him pointedly, That is getting old, Papa, she
thought. Disdain pricks only aslong asit affects the object—and Austin had aready learned to ignore
Benoit back. She watched Austin leaning casudly againgt his stack of parcels, his head turning to watch
others comein and out of the room, looking anywhere but at Benoit, and repressed asmile. You learn
quickly, my miin.

Benoait listened politely to Sair's report about the refuge in the underlevels, nodded at dl the important
points, even smiled in agpprova—~but his attention was not on it, she could seethat. Heradiated a



confidence that had made him abstracted, uninterested in options. He assumes L gjja has won; hetruly
believesthat the parley will give us safety again, that we have won. Oh, my father. How can you so easily
forget the dangers?

Shelet the moment for challenge pass, keeping her face down and meeting none of the eyesthat watched
her expectantly, some with dread, others with anticipation. She would not divide the Faon, not now.

Benoit gave brisk orders, then strode out of the room again, al confidence in himsdf, knowing he had the
right understanding of dl affairs. Do | look like that when I'm wrong? she wondered. How tiresome. If |
ever become Leader, | must remember to doubt myself occasiondly. She sat lumpily, no doubt looking
as sour as shefdt. Sair gtirred uncomfortably within her arms.

“I think we should go to the underlevels,” Jahnd said into hisear. “1 think Koyil means treachery—and
we could be trapped here, dl of us.”

“But Papa Benoit is so sure of himslf,” Sair murmured back, his eyes on the Faon that till shifted in and
out of the room, gill watching them. “How can we deny such exquisite certainty?’

“You, too?’
“Let'ssay you're contagious, my love.” Theideadid not comfort her.

Nathdiedrifted in, then severa others of the third generation, al juniors among the Faon. Silently, they
arranged themsalvesin front of Jahnel and Sair until more than twenty, Hiboux and Etoile, Roche and
Ruisseau and Louve together, sat looking at Jahnd. Philippe and Méelinde took a position in the back,
their expressions most challenging of al. Jahnel looked back defiantly.

“| senseagame adrift ontheair,” Nathdie said quietly. “And | wonder why Jahnel Alain of the Louve
has not told her kin-alliance what she knows.”

“I don't trust Koyil,” Jahnel admitted, meeting Nathdie's eyes. “But of knowledge | have nothing specific,
not about Koyil's parley.” Sheraised her hand, pam outward. “ Truth.”

“Then another matter?” Philippe demanded, pouncing on her wording.

“Y es. But different—and I'm not telling that, especialy not you, Philippe.” Jahnd tightened her lips. “Am
| Faon Leader, who must tell what | know? Take your demanding to the proper ears.”

“But thisismadness!” Philippe raged. “Benoit maststhe Avellel Helll kill usal!”

“I dso mast the Avelle,” she shot back, “though perhapsto alesser point. And Benoit may be right—and
heis Leader. Remember your kin-obedience, Philippe.”

“Y es, kin-obedience—right into the daughter!”

“And what's your aternative?’ she demanded. “Y ou're very loud in complaining, Philippe, but | don't
hear any solutions.”

“Weshould fight!” Médinde cried.

“With what? Two hundred Faon againgt ten thousand Avelle? We wouldn't last an hour. Grow up,
Méeinde”

With a chopping gesture of disgust, Philippe swept out of the room, Mdinde firmly in hiswake. Jahnel
ft Sair giffen asMdinde left and knew that he might not forgive this public rebuff. Melinde had chosen



her dlegiances, and Sair might not permit second thoughts, not after this. She sighed, grieving for her
sgter-wife. The divisons had dready begun, driven by fear she could not contral. It ruled her father into
believing wish-dreams, ruled Mdinde into other dreams of blood and destruction, even ruled
hersdf—into what? Trust againgt dl reason in acgoling miin and a scheming Principa. She bowed her
head in despair.

“Now that the children haveleft,” Nathdie said dryly into the silence, “it seemsto methat thisrefuge of
oursisan excdlent trap—should Koyil know wherewe are.”

“| doubt he knowsyet,” a Ruisseau argued.

“He may know soon,” Nathalie countered. “We are desperately exposed.”

“My ddersthink differently,” aHiboux said unhappily. “ They follow Benoit and his assurances.”
“What do you think, Jahndl, of your father's assurances?’ Nathdie pressed & her.

What does she want of me? Jahnel wondered, angry a theinsstence. “1 am kin-loya,” she protested.

“Y ou have the makings of a Principa—hasn't Kiiri cultivated you to that rank al your life? Don't wedll
know it, Jahnel? Why don't you?’

“That'sridiculous,” Jahnd said with ared anger. She lifted her chin and stared a them at al. “ Principa ?
What have | heard since | brought Austin into the City? Did any of you speak up when my father
doubted? | amirritated with you al, my Faon; | am a-rustle with wing-flgp shivers.”

Nathdie chuckled low in her throat, irritating Jahnel al over again. She stared at Nathdie, then at the
others, one by one, challenging, but saw only alevel gaze, awaiting. Shetook adeep breath. “All
right—you want my opinion. | think it'stimeweeft thistier.” She shifted her gaze to the Ruisseau,
chdlenging him particularly. “ And | think Koyil knows exactly where we are; he hears the same rumors
wedid.”

“Then we shdl certainly leave,” Nathaie said equably.

“Why areyou forcing this?” Jahnel asked, troubled. “ Benoit has been agood leader—he il is, whatever
my doubts.”

“I thank you for your support, daughter.”

Jahnd started and half rose to her feet. Her father stood in the doorway, his expression thunderous. He
looked around at the assembly of Faon, his mouth drawn down in fury. No doubt he saw another cabal
developing, far more dangerous than Philippe's angry declarations. What €l se had he heard from the
halway?Likdy dl of it.

“Return to your vayaim, Faon,” he said harshly, then stabbed afinger at Jahnd. "You, Jahnd, will
accompany meto the parley”

“No, Benoit!” Nathdie said. “ Sheisyour heir!”

“That's enough!” Benoit roared. “1 remind you what you are, Nathdie—and | have never named my heir.
Y ou presume too much.” He glared a them dl. “I demand kin-obediencein this—I demand it!”

“Demand?’ Nathdie asked acidly, then caught Jahnd's warning glance and backed off. Benait, too, saw
that prompt compliance and it infuriated him al the more.



Wewar with ourselves, Jahnel thought in despair. We make our own destruction. Her shoulders sagged.
Stop—thismust stop, and quickly, beforedl unravels. “1 will go, my beloveds.”

“Jahnel...” Sair sad in anguish.

“I' will go.” She disengaged herself from Sair and stood up, then moved to face her father. “Y ou ask for
obedience; | obey.”

Benoit harrumphed, only partly mollified, then whirled toward Nathdie. “ The Faon will remain here until
we return. Isthat understood, Etoile?’

Nathaie nodded coldly, her eyes glittering. Benoit moved away briskly toward the portal, not looking
back to seeif Jahnd followed. Jahnel dowly took her placein the parley party, her face tiff and
controlled. As Benoit conferred briefly by the falway porta with Celeste and Arnaud—he wastaking
both his councilors, she saw, more idiocy—Nathaie drifted up to her and calmly dipped avia of bettle
drugsinto Jahndl's hand.

“Y ou will find the Faon in the underlevels, Jahnd,” she murmured. “Return to us.”
Jahnel glanced at her father and thought to protest, then knew it would do little good. “1 will try.”

“Come,” Benoit sad, his strong voice ringing through the room. “We haven't much time.” Mutdy Jahne
followed him through the porta, the via clasped tightly in her hand.

Chapter 15

AUSTIN WATCHED JAHNEL leave with Benoit, wondering exactly what had just happened. The
Faon seemed to be in aferment, with much bustling and conversation. He backed up to awall to listen to
the conversations he could catch and puzzled over Benoit's decision. Wasn't Koyil the Faon's enemy? Or
were the Faon duty-bound in some way to walk into astupid risk? Jahnel thought it stupid—he could tell
that—but somehow Benoit had won by some Faon rule. He hadn't caught the Avelle word Jahnel had
used to Benoit. He knew many Avelle words now, though with afew he only guessed at the meaning. |
wish she had timeto tell me things, he thought, watching the faces. I'm alittle tired of getting parked.

Some of the Faon, mostly elders, seemed relaxed and at ease againgt al sense, though they said little
among themsalves. Philippe and two women moved from group to group, arguing, gesturing passonately.
Nathalie and Jean made their own circuit, drifting in and out of the room to other Faun gathered in the
hallway. Something is definitely going on, he thought. Will | ever understand this place?

Sair came through the doorway and looked around the room; his eyes met Austin's, and he wound his
way through the gathered Faon to Augtin's chosen vantage point. “Watching the ferment?” Sair asked in
alow voice, hisdark eyes unreadable. “So doweal.”

“Why did shego?’ Austin asked abruptly.

“An Avdlereason.” Sair sudied Austin's face for amoment, opened his mouth to speak, then turned
away abruptly as he blinked againgt sudden tears, his mouth twisting harshly. Austin reached out his hand
but stopped short of touching, then pulled it back. Who am | to offer comfort? he thought. | don't belong
to thisplace; | don't belong to him—or her.

“It was an honorable reason, I'm sure,” he offered awkwardly. “ One that fits this place—and one that fits
the Faon. | don't know what it was, but | believein Jahnd.” He shrugged. “I'm only amiin, Sair, but
perhaps my believing counts as something.”



Sair looked at him askance, then dragged together his self-control, quite raggedly; Austin hoped Sair felt
no embarrassment to be so vulnerable before amiin. He looked down quickly at his hands, not wanting
to add to Sair's burden.

Sair recdlled his attention by touching Austin's deeve, aquick touch barely felt and quickly gone. “ Thank
you, Greg,” hesaid quietly.

Austin looked up into Sair's face—and saw the acceptance there, asmile in the eyes, aquiet strength that
suddenly encompassed Austin within its protection. They were nearly the same age, but Sair'slifein
Quevi Ltir had given him more than Augtin'sjunior pilot's berth and itsirrelevancies, more than one
defiant act as ayouth that had cut instead of mended bonds. Y et Sair now offered. Austin looked his
surprise, startled by the sudden understanding between them. Sair's smile degpened at Austin's
expression.

“Inthisplace” he said musingly, “thereis no sunlight, only the lamps and the shadows between—and so
we find our sunlight in each other. Jahnd ismy sun.” He moved his shoulders dightly. “1 have other
kindred, of course, other beloveds, but “...ill...”

“I know; I've seen it between you. | envy you, more than you probably know.” Now it was Augtin's turn
to flush and look away. He heard Sair laugh low in histhroat.

“You envy me? You havedl the universeto explorein your greeat ship, your worlds. We live narrowly,
we Faon.”

Austin met hiseyes. “You think so?1 don't agree.”

“Indeed?’ Sair seemed to laugh more at himself thistime, then turned away. “ She said that you could
understand. She said—well, that's not important right now, | suppose. Rest herefor atime, kin-brother,
whilewewait.” Austin watched Sair move off, then vanish through the doorway. He doubted Sair would
rest, not until Jahnel returned safdly, if shedid.

He sat lumpily on his seat of parcels. Rest: St and wait, Sair had said. All Austin had done, it seemed,
was St or follow around, with his very presence arisk to the Faon, his ship an outright thregt that Koyil
used againgt them. He fretted, dissatisfied with himsdf. | don't like being amiin, he thought rebdlioudy.

Why had Jahnel given the microwave guide to that Avelle? He couldn't fathom why—nor had she
bothered to explain, as usua—»but probably she had an Avelle reason for that, too. Even so, he had to
talk to La Novia, get some of the pressure off the Faon. He had to convince Boland somehow. He got
to hisfeet and abump from a passing Faon nudged him to the I eft; he continued the movement, drifting
casudly toward the rearward portd, then eyed the guard on watch. The Faon stared back impassively,
his dark eyes gleaming in the shadows of the falway.

Impossible, Augtin told himself. The guy probably had fifteen eyes, and he had already seen Faon
reflexes. He dumped back against the wall, discouraged.

Severd minutes|ater, to hissurprise, anumber of younger Faon began drifting in hisdirection, laden with
parces and their children with them. He watched a group pass him and leave through the porta, right
past the guard. Austin promptly attached himself to the next group, keeping his hood pulled closely
around hisface. He floated down with the Faon group, wondering where they were going. How could he
explain thisto Jahnd? Hefdt haf-inclined to turn around and find Sair, but kept going down, keeping his
face concealed. The Faon, now a steedy stream from the porta above, drifted down the narrow falway,
bunched momentarily at the intersection with the lower leves, then dipped downward, retracing the path
the exploration party had taken earlier. They're evacuating to the underlevels, he redized. His nape



tingled & theimplications.
Who had decided this? Why didn't they wait for the parley? What is going on?

At the narrow portd into the underlevels, the Faon dipped one by oneinto the vast chamber beyond.
Without hurry, two Faun proceeded to drill awide portal on the other side of the sealed door to pass
through equipment. No one spoke, not even the children. Austin edged forward with the line and then
followed the Faon woman ahead of him through the portal. On the other side, he quickly sidedipped to
the left, moving deep into the shadows. As he edged backward, he watched the Faon go the other way,
seeking out the refuge by the power rooms. He hesitated, not sure at al of his next action. He had
thought to rummage in the storeroom for more communicator makings, but he would never get past the
inevitableinquiry, certainly never be permitted to leave the area. With awhispered curse, he turned and
plunged backward into the darkness, heading for the long tunnel he and Jahnel had taken before.

Fifteen minutes | ater, he dowed as he approached the end of the tunndl, then crept as quietly as he could,
using friction off one sideto propel himsalf dowly. He edged up to look cautioudy into the cavern,
studying the shadows, then lofted himself over the edge and sank dowly toward the floor a dozen meters
below, his eyes aert. Nothing moved in the chamber. In the far end of ship cavern, Quevi‘ali stood
glinting, but Austin's object was Phalene, if he could get ingde. Had the Avellerigged another “light
darm"?If they had, his goose was truly cooked.

Not much time, Greg, hetold himsdlf. Makeit count.

A singlelight shed someillumination into the cavern from the wide access portal set midway up thewall.
He could hear the humming of machines through the portal, though at adistance, like some gresat
highway. The air had awarm and silky touch, moving in asteady current from the doorway to cycle
through the ship cavern. He touched ground on the meta floor and moved dowly aong it, keeping an eye
on the porta above and anything that might await him in the shadowed corners. He passed machine
housings and thought nervoudy of mobile robots. Jahnel had shown an awed fear of the ships, but it
seemed more ataboo to her, not physical threat. Maybe: he watched shadows, anyway. But why had
shefeared this place? And what had that Avelletold her?

Helooked at Quevi'ali and its deek menace, the lofting stabilizers reminiscent of an Avdleinflight, the
squat power of its nose-tip weapons. A magnificent ship—aship that said even more about the Avelle
than their complicated City. Predator ship, she had said. Who were they, these dliens? He felt another
longing to know, to know them as Jahnd did. He doubted he would get the chance, not now. Both
Avdle and Faon aike would think his presence here atreachery to the Home-Space—and punish
ingantly.

He stopped in the shadow of a machine and took a deep breath. Y ou could go back; nobody knows
you're here—yet. He thought about that, then shrugged it off and moved on. It didn't matte—he would
give the Faon this, one extrachance, if he could. He approached Phalene'sair lock a an angle, using a
series of banked machines as cover, then paused behind the last hulking machine to study the thirty
meters ahead to Phalene's hull. He could see the hull damage from this vantage—qreet ripping scores
across the upper third, abadly wrecked engine module, atwisted spidernet of meteor screening. Hewas
surprised that the ship had managed to limp in-system with that kind of damage. Phalene hersdf told of
the Faon's beginnings—and how they had arisen from literd disaster. He circled cautioudly, trying to get
the ship between him and the doorway above hishead, dert and on histoes about being seen—if anyone
was hereto see

Near the ruined engine module, he saw the outline of the service hatch and headed toward it, crossing the
last dozen metersin aquick rush. He opened the control panel and peered at the did's, then checked



above and below again before risking aquick flash of hisbdt light. He studied the image of the
control-pand interior in hismemory, trying to match it to what he knew of ship systems. Different, but he
could recognize part of the pattern—some thingsin ship design didn't change much when they worked.
He cautioudy reached within, touching the buttonslightly, finding their arrangement and matching them to
the words he had recognized. He pushed one button hard and waited.

A narrow crack appeared dong one side of the service hatch, then widened with a squedling sound that
echoed through the dark cavern. Augtin shrank against the cool metal hull, his heart pounding as he
waited, half expecting a swooping shadow from above, talons outstretched. After several minutes, he
moved again and looked insde the narrow accessway, reaching upward into the darkness for the whed
and lever that should be there. He pulled himsdlf into the hatch, then rotated the lever and pushed. The
hatch sprang open, raining rust particlesinto his upturned face. He muttered a curse and brushed hiseyes
and mouth, then entered the ship, closing the inner hatch behind him.

Heturned on hisbdt light and found himself in acannibaized engine room. Cails, dissmboweled
machines, engine panels with covers stacked to the s de—someone had disassembled Phalene'sengines
amost down to the bolts. He picked hisway through the debris to the ladder across the room and
propdled himself quickly up the rungsto the next level. The comm gtation should be in Command,
traditiondly in the nose of the ship. He stayed on the ladder, risng through leve after level. Somelevels
had been tom gpart, otherslessinteresting left largely intact. Whatever damage Phalene had suffered in
her accident, someone—jprobably the Avelle—had completed the job of making her atotal wreck. To
be spaceworthy, she would need a complete refit, so much so that any Earth dockside chief would argue
garting anew from hull inward.

He reached the uppermost level and pulled himsdlf out of the ladder-well, touching down lightly. His heart
sank as he saw the ransacked condition of the room. Did the Faon even know that the Avelle had done
thisto their ship? Would they protest if they knew? Perhaps they had paid the Avelle with Phalene and
had given up any clamto it. Helooked around in the glare of hislamp, then noticed asingle burning light
far off to the left. He craned his head, trying to track on that greenish gleam. He picked hisway through
the debris, losing sight of it, then catching it again as he circled the middle control consoles. He reached a
narrow door open severa inches; beyond it, he saw atelltale burning on asmadl console. He put his
thumbsin his belt and studied that light, then ran his gaze around the edges of the doorway, looking for a
tripwire, anything that might spring this too-obvioustrap.

Trap? Or opportunity?

Kiiri, she had caled him, Science Leader. Likely he knew this ship from top to bottom. And she had
trusted him, enough to drop their plan without alook back, even giving Kiiri the microwave guide when
he asked. Why?

How in the devil did Kiiri know | would come here? he thought in frustration. And what did he expect me
to do? And what's smart—to do it or not?

He reached out a hand tentatively, then pulled it back and studied the doorway edges again. No help for
it—he had comethisfar. He put his hand on the edge of the metal barrier and eased it backward, giving
him room enough to enter. No eectric shock, no darm bells. The small light burned onward, beckoning.
He stepped into the small room and looked around. Barely two meterswide, it was obvioudy a
workstation—radio comm, he decided. What €l se?

How did Kiiri know?

He sat down at the console and put his belt lamp on the top ledge, then studied the array of didsand



buttons on the tilted panel. Recognizable French words, amp and frequency dids, everything, including a
smadl light over the power signa. He smiled grimly and sngpped atilt-lever with afinger. “Signd on,” he
muttered. “Radio Feon ontheair.”

He adjusted the frequency did to La Novia's main channel and heard a squawk of static, then spotted
the hand mike on its cord redl. The mike pulled out with awhirring sound.

“Audincdling La Novia. Comein, La Novia."

That committed him. Right now severd thousand Avedle, Augtin advised himsdlf, are rushing toward you,
laser robotsin the vanguard. The radio crackled badly with static as he pushed the receive button—dust
in the receiver, probably. Kiiri could use agood maintenance manud. “Cdling La Novia."

"La Novia here” the spesker blatted, making him jump. He hagtily dialed down the audio. “Who is
that?’ the voice demanded.

“Gregory Audtin. | want to talk to Commander Boland—right away. | don't have much time.”
“Hesadeep.”

“Wll, wake him up, you idiot! This City is about to explode into open war and maybe explode you, too.
Wake him up!”

He heard amutter and open tatic, then Elenas breathlessvoice. “ Greg? Areyou dl right?’

“I'mfine. Areyou il having nice chats with Koyil? Somehow | guess you're not. Jahnd blew up the
Downlift and the timing would beinteresting.” Her surprised silencewas dl the answer he needed. “|
thought so; Koyil is caling the Faon to a parley, so who needs you anymore? He's playing you for afoal,
Elena, usng usasaway to gtir up the City and rearrange afew things down here.”

“He said he wanted Contact!”

“I guessit's not againgt the law down here, ho-ho, to tell outrageous lies, especialy when you are the law.
Get it? Where's Boland?’

“Coming.”

“I probably don't have timeto wait. Y ou have to get La Novia out of this star system, Elena. Do you
understand? Y ou have to or everything down hereis going to explode. I'm not drugged, I'm not
conditioned, and I'm not wrong. The Avelle areterritorid predatorsto the nth degree—they live, edt,
breed, think territory. Just being up thereis pressuring them into hysteria, and Koyil isusing it againgt the
Faon. Get out of here.”

1] BlJt—”

“No buts” He jerked as he heard a clang far beneath him. “They're coming. Leave, Elenal Augtin out.”
He snapped off the mike and hastily powered down, extinguishing theradio link. Then hewas out of his
chair and out of the small room, circling the middle consoles. He heard more noises below, a scurrying
and asharp clang. He looked wildly around him and redized he had nowhere to go. Wdll, you knew it,
Greg. You knew it dl along. He backed up to the wall and looked vainly among the wreckage for a
length of iron, something heavy.

A dark shape shot up through the ladder-well opening and hovered in front of him, wing-flaps spread. It
hissed a him asit hovered, red eyes glinting, then drifted dowly forward. Austin dodged to theright asit



pounced, but it caught him easily. He straggled wildly, striking out at the huge dien, then froze asiit poised
ataloned hand directly over histhroat.

The Avelle said something Austin didn't understand, but the meaning of the words wasn't hard to guess.
He gtared at the taloned hand with horrified fascination, asif poison aready dripped from the claws. His
stare seemed to please the Avelle; he clucked to himself and tucked Austin closeto his hard side, then
flashed backward, arrowing down the ladder-well a dizzying speed. Within seconds, they had swept out
of the ship and climbed effortlesdy toward the cavern exit. Austin closed hiseyes helplesdy asthey
swept over the chamber threshold, narrowly missing the door-rim by a scant wing-tip, then looked again,
exhilarated despite histerror, asthe aien accelerated into the railway beyond. With great sweeps of its
wing-flaps, the Avelle soared into the City's principa falway, the inscribed wallsticketing by inablur.

So incredibly fast: Austin blinked against the rush of the blood-warm air, then craned to look ahead, only
to get his neck wrenched as his head was pushed back against the dien body. He inhaled the odd smell
of the Avdl€es skin, overwhelmed by it. The muscles of the segmented body moved smoothly, supporting
the rapid beat of the wing-flaps, an exquisite grace of movement he had never imagined possible. To fly
likethis To move like thiswithout aship! Haf suffocated by the Avellés grip, he panted for breeth,
hyperventilating. The Avelle noticed it and loosened his hold dightly, a solicitude Austin found
encouraging. But, then, if the Avdleintended to kill him, he would have doneit dready.

“Wherearewegoing?’ Audtin ventured, then flinched as the Avelle threatened him again with ataloned
claw. “Uh, never mind.”

The Avel€e's eyesflashed redly, but he withdrew the claw. They accelerated once again, soared at a
prudent distance around a group of Avele sculling placidly down the middle of the wide avenue, then
dashed through another group, parting it like a scythe through grain. Austin looked back at the scramble
left behind them, bemused. Hell, who needsflight rules? Hed hate to be atraffic cop in this place.

Asthey darted around another clump of Avelle, Augtin peered backward again, trying to see any obvious
reason why they were spared the scythe trestment. The Avelle squeezed Austin moretightly in response
to his movement, hard enough to make Austin'sribs creak. Austin squirmed in his grip, then poked at the
muscled chest. “Hey! Easeit up alittle”

The guard raised his claw. “ One more word, Faon,” he declared in rather decent French, “and I'll dash
you to shreds.” Hislarge eyesflashed again. “Y ou dishonor me with your Faon filth-talk. Speak Avelle
or don't speak at dl!”

“""But...” Asthedien'seyesflashed warningly, Austin shut up. Weed-face, he thought angrily. How can |
speak alanguage | don't even know? And since when is French an insult?

Hisirritation stopped abruptly. The guard had called him Faon. He looked down at hisad. Wdll, of
course: if it looks and talks like aFaon, it must be a... Maybe Elenahadn't told Koyil that Austin wasin
the City. Or maybe Koyil knew but had not told his guards. But maybe, in the chance, he could
somehow avoid hurting the Faon. Maybe.

The Avedlleturned abruptly, wrenching Austin after him in another wide swoop acrossthe falway,
accelerating even more. Wherever they were going, it would be over soon.

Jahnel followed her father and the others—his councilmen and two Hiboux guards—through the lower
levelsto Lejastier, then rose with them past the many familiar levels. Avelle gathered a each platform to
watch the Faon pass, but without friendly gesture. She saw the tension in their coiled bodies, the glitter of
their deep-set eyes. Shelet the others get dightly ahead and palmed a set of battle drugs into her mouth,
then casually closed the gap again. Celeste turned to look at her, then drifted downward to Jahndl's side.



“I am here, Councilor, as obedience demands.”
“But why do you doubt?’ Celeste's blue eyes were deeply troubled. “ Surely Koyil would “nat...”

“Because we wish it too much, Ceeste—and Koyil knows we would wish earnestly. Aslong aswe are
predictable, we play hisgame, not ours.”

Celeste |ooked thoughtful. “Yes, | do wish, very much.”

“Sodol.” Jahnel smiled gently at the older woman and touched her hand. “ Perhgps Benoit isright. Let
uswish for that, Celeste”

They passed through the high gate and turned into the principa falway of the City, making adately
progress between thetiers. The Principals Council Chamber was sited in neutral space at the base of the
fourth upward tier, athough Koyil owned that fourth tier through breeding bonds aswell asthetierson
ether Sde, one of them hisown birth-tier. Only custom ensured L gja's safety among such numbers when
she cameto Council; the other Principas had smilar disadvantage, but Koyil himsdlf had disadvantage as
keeper of thevery Lawsthat protected hisrivas. Of al the spacesin Quevi Ltir, the Principas Council
Chamber was truly neutral space. Benoit counted on that, Jahnel knew; she dso knew Koyil had aready
bent hislaws to maneuver against the Faon, afact her father choseto ignore. Shefelt the battle drugs
begin to course through her body, devating heartbeat and reaction time, sharpening vison, impelling her
to violence.

Strengthen me, O Songs, she prayed, for the sake of those | love.

They soared into the Fourth Tier and entered the Council Chamber, Benoit leading, the others arranged
by rank order. Jahndl hersdlf took last place between the guards, demanding nothing. As one, the Faon
drifted downward and bounced dightly asthey touched the floor, facing the Avelle gathered there.

A hundred Avelle ringed the room, wing-flaps wrapped tightly around their bodies, every eye upon the
Faon. Immediately before them on alow bench reclined the Principass, astightly controlled, as silent and
gtill, asthe others near the wall. Benoit took a step forward and gestured deep respect.

“The Faon have come,” he announced in aclear strong voice, “at the Principals bidding and in
kin-loyaty to Leja, Principa of Songs.” He bowed courteoudly to Legjjaat one end of the bench. “We
have cometo parley, to the easement of kin-alliance struggles, to the peace and order of dl things.” He
draightened and waited expectantly.

Jahnel had seen each of the Principas many times on the City-Net, but had never hersalf cometo
Council; even Benoit had been summoned only oncein twenty years. Next to Lgjato theleft reclined
Suuryan, Principa of Mind, gray-skinned from hislong-standing addiction to mind-enhancing chemicas;
beside him sat Koyil, vigorousin his maturity, maignant in his hatreds. To Koyil'sleft, Kiiri reclined lazily,
his eyes hooded, flanked by asmaller Avelle, Pakal, who blinked constantly. At the end of the bench,
Niintuas seet-flap remained empty, either aposition still unfilled or pointed reproof to the Faon, probably
both. All the Principas sat unmoving, saying nothing asthey stared at Benoit.

After adlence, Lgjadtirred weakly, her wing-flapsfalling open asif she lacked the strength to wrap
them about her; Jahnel saw her eydlids sag as her head drooped. Her visible decline pained Jahnel, asit
had before, only thistime the aertness did not return to that old frame, the eyes did not ignite. Lgja
shifted her body fretfully, then lgpsed back into immobility. Jahnel caught the glint of triumph, quickly
masked, in Koyil's clever eyes.



The pause lengthened to uncomfortable slence. Findly, Suuryan forcibly nudged Leja. Shesat up witha
gart, then rose gracefully, swaying only dightly. “1 see the Faon and welcome my kinsmen,” shesaidina
wavering voice. “1 am Léja, Principa of Songs, and | welcome their Song.” She sank back onto the
cushion, panting alittle. Benoit bowed again.

“I am Suuryam, Principa of Mind, and say not.”

Jahnel immediately sensed the wave of tension among the Avdleringing the hall. These were each
kin-leaders of rank and position in their own tiers, aweight of authority and knowledge, of craft and
strength, that supported the kin-aliances of the City, al Principasin the making. They know something,
she thought, scanning the room. Since when does Suuryam's dliance with Koyil cause adtir likethis?

Koyil rosein histurn. “1 am Koyil, Principa of Laws, and make chalenge.”

Kiiri rose before Koyil could even resume hisscat. “I am Kiiri, Science Leader,” he called out in avoice
that echoed throughout the chamber, “and | defend Lejjaand al the Faon.” He turned to Paka and
glared a him.

“The Star Leader ds0?7’ Pakal muttered.
“Also what, Pakal?” Koyil barked.

Pakal lifted his head and stared back at both Koyil and Kiiri. “ Also—only that.” He sent adefiant glare
at Kiiri. Kiiri dowly sat down, for once hisdismay apparent. Jahnd camly palmed her vid of battle drugs
to the Hiboux on her right.

“Beready,” shewhispered. He gave her astartled |ook, then arranged asmall cough seconds later. The
vial passed back to Jahnel and to the other Hiboux guard, then forward to Arnaud. Jahnel tightened her
lipsas Arnaud firmly pocketed the vid, stopping the exchange. That stubbornness may kill you,
Councilor, she thought, her own blood pounding in her earswith the urgency of the drugs. Soon—it
would come soon. “ Save Celeste—if you can,” she whispered to the Hiboux.

The answer was barely more than abreath. “Yes.”

Koyil rose dowly, hiswing-flaps pulled tightly againgt hisbody. With magnificent dignity, heturned to
face each part of the huge chamber, returning at last to face Benoait, “ The chalengeis unanswered,” he
intoned. “The Law requires—"

“Thevoteiseven!” Kiiri corrected sharply. “When the Principals are evenly divided, Law cannot act;
you must preserve what is.”

“I seeonly five Principals,” Koyil said silkily. “How can our vote be even?’

Kiiri flipped awing-tip with aword rarely offered to aPrincipa, especidly the Principal of Laws.
“Quibble asyou will, Koyil. Pakal refusesto vote—and that divides us evenly, two againgt two. You
cannot act.”

“The Faon murdered Niintua, the Battle L eader!”
“His guard attacked one of their nestlings—the defense was judtified. Y ou cannot act!”
“The Feon failed to drive away the miin!”

“So haveyou,” Kiiri retorted. “Why are the greater surface weaponsinoperative, Koyil? Look to your



own failingsfirst before you judge others. Y ou cannot act!”
“Can | not?’ Koyil sneered. “Bring in the prisoner!”

A tier guard swooped in through the doorway and dropped Austin unceremonioudy from severa
wing-heights up. Austin sprawled on the floor, unhurt, then clambered uneasily to hisfeet. Jahnd saw
Benoait's head turn toward him, hisface utterly stricken. Claim him as Faon, Father, shewished him
urgently. Deny heismiin. Play the game asit should be played!

“Andwhoisthis?’ Koyil drawled, hiseyes glinting. He advanced on Austin, who had the good senseto
not cringe away. “Dressed in Faon clothes, yet talking to the invaders of our Home-Space from
Phalene—your Ship, Faon.”

“Asyou havetaked to miin, Koyil!” Benoit declared angrily. Jahnd closed her eyes, appalled.
Predictable—it was predictable. Y ou have studied uswell, Koyil, especidly my father.

Koyil drew himsdlf up in outrage, hiswing-flapsflaring. “1?1 talk to intruders. Y ou insult the Law? You
are intruder!” Hisfinger jabbed out, not at Austin, but at Benoit. “Intruder! | summon the Law to defend
us! | summon thetiersto defend us! Even now Kadli has discovered invadersin her tier, aninvason
without cause, without “law...” Shouts drowned out Koyil's denunciations asthe Avdleringing thewalls
reacted, somein support, some in contention, awild confusion as kin-leaders | eft their proper places and
surged forward into the room.

"Now!" Jahne cried and launched herself at Ausgtin, dragging him after her as she flung hersdf past
Koyil. For agtartled moment, the Avelle did nothing, giving her just enough time to escape out the
Chamber doorway, the two Hiboux and Celeste close on her hedls. Flying in aclose phaanx, the four
Faon soared into the main fallway and accel erated to reckless speed, missing startled Avelle by inches.
She heard acry behind them and dared to look back, then groaned as she saw Benoit and Arnaud
floundering in midair, struck asde by the Avelle pouring out of the Council Chamber. Other Avelle
mobbed them ingtantly, tearing the two Faon to ribbons.

“No!” Jahnel cried out, and heard acry of dismay from Celeste.
“Benoait!” The older woman dowed, though she could do nothing for those logt.

“Comeon!” Jahnd called tightly, and grabbed at Celeste's deeve, impelling her onward. “We go down
the next fallway at full belt speed. Better to hit wal than suffer that. Hold on, Austin. Faon, invert!”

They made arapid turn down avertica falway and fell, accelerating faster and faster, the walsflickering
past in adizzying pattern. The battle drugs erased anguish, erased fear, impelling Jahnel to their
imperative of violence. She hurtled down the fallway, her hands curved into talons to attack any who
blocked her way, the other Faon closely behind her. Benegath them, aerted by the harsh cries of their
pursuers, the Avellein the fallway scattered out of their path.

“Yasaaaaa,” Jahnd screamed, adding her battle cry to the Avelle's confusion, her companions screaming
with her. A tier guard launched at them and missed, then another nearly caught Celeste. The older
woman struck out as she flashed by the Avelle, raking the guard's face with her fingernails, then flipped
hersdf aside neetly. Together, the Hiboux closely behind, Ceeste and Jahnel plunged down the rest of
thefalway, inverting in aflash to brake at the last ingtant, and emerged into the lower levelsinto the midst
of apitched Avelle battle. Jahnd swerved, then dashed into the whirl of darting, struggling bodies. Behind
them, Koyil's pursuers crashed into the midst of it, attacked instantly by every Avelle within reach.

Jahnd dodged among the fighting Avelle, her bresth coming raggedly. Austin held on for deer life,



knowing it was hislife, therr lives, trying avkwardly to guess her next invert and not unbalance her asshe
twisted and turned. “Hold on, Augtin!” An Avelle lunged a them from above, hissing, hiswing-flaps
spread. Jahnd darted aside, nearly colliding with Celeste, then snatched at the older woman, pulling her
out of range of adashing claw.

“We can't makeit, Jahnd” Cedleste cried.

“Wemugt! Thisway!” They surged off in another direction, only to dodge again seconds later. Behind
them, one of the Hiboux was caught and disemboweled with asingle blow. He screamed, athin agonized
cry, then spun away downward.

“Let mego. Saveyoursdlf!” Augtinyelled a Jahnd over thedin.

“Shut up!” she shouted back. They plunged through an access portal to the level below, reckless of any
traffic coming upward, and fled sdeways through the successon of large rooms. A murmuring ahead
warned them of another pitched battle before the sealed doors to the underlevels. Jahnel kept on
speeding ahead, heading Straight for it, her two companions a her hedls.

“Arrow down,” she cdled adoud. “ Crash-fied |eft and down.”

“Right with you,” the Hiboux cried back. “ Counting to “invert ... one, two, three...” Ahead, Jahnel saw a
square doorway with bulking shadows within, flashing acrossthe limited view, black on white. Jahnel
accelerated till more. “""'Four ... fivel”

They flashed through the doorway and inverted as one, hitting an Avelle mid-body at nearly thirty kicks
with their booted feet. The Avelle screamed and spun away, crashing into severd others. With the recoil,
the Faon flipped themsalves aside as another Avelle lunged at them and collided with an Avelleon
intercept course. The room turned into chaos as every Avelle responded by attacking whatever moved
beside them. Jahnel fended one off by flipping her ad capeinto itsface and dodged across the room
toward the port.

A laser cracked through the air, burning Avelle flesh, then cracking again, clearing a path through the
flashing, screaming bodies. Jahnel swooped toward the portal; as she dipped through the narrow hole, a
shadow ahead dodged aside, clearing the way. One, two, three—all through, and Eduard sprang back
into place to shoot hislaser-boltsinto the room beyond. Jahnel soared outward into the wide cavern and
switched off her belt jet, coasting outward a hundred metersinto open air.

“Welcome, Audtin,” she said, panting, “to Quevi Ltir. That wasatier war.”
“Thank you for saving me—again.”

“I owed you the debt of Ludl€eslife,” shesad smply. Sherotated in place, fill drifting outward, to see
her companions. Celeste was cradling her arm gingerly, but the dash looked minor; the other Hiboux
seemed untouched. Jahnel released Austin and spread her arms wide; quickly Celeste and the Hiboux
embraced her, dl amazed to be dive. Several other Faon came out from their positions by the cavern
walls, surrounding them.

“PapaBenait?” Mdinde asked tightly.

“Welogt him, Melinde,” Jahnd answered and saw tears spring into Melinde's eyes. They looked at each
other in anguish, for one moment bonded again. “Arnaud, too.”

“I grievefor them, too,” Philippe said harshly, hisdark eyesflashing. “Wewill be revenged!”



Jahndl closed her eyeswearily, too winded to dedl with Philippe now; her heart pounded frantically asthe
battle drugs still stressed her system. She took three sharp breaths and relaxed loosdly, following bettle
drill, drifting as she rested. Philippe began to blat again, and Cedeste shut him up with asingle vivid word.

“I'mtired of you, Philippe,” she said contemptuoudly. “ Take yoursdf away.”

Philippe gave Celeste anasty smile and swerved away toward the power room. Jahnel watched him go
for amoment, then dismissed him with ashrug. She caught at Mdinde'sarm as her sster-wife made to
follow him.

“What happened here, Mdinde?’

Melinde's mouth twisted uglily. “Kaali'stier guards attacked as we crossed the lower levels; you were
right, Jahnd—Koyil knew exactly where we were. The noise brought down soldiers from the next tier
and started awar. Some of our vayaim were cut off and trapped in thetier.”

“How many did welose?’ Celeste asked quietly.

“Who knows? Sair is counting now.” Melinde made a short chopping gesture, her narrow face distorted
as her grief changed to ablinding rage. “ The Avelle must pay. They will pay for this—promise me,
Jahnd”

“Promise mel” When Jahnd said nothing, she darted away, plunging after Philippe.
Celeste shook her head. “I'll talk to her, Jahnel.

“If youwould, Cdeste,” Jahnd said heavily. “Thank you. Lately | haven't found much to offer her, at
least nothing that makes adifference.” She signed at Celeste and other Faon, bidding them toward the
lighted safety of the power room, then watched them move off.

“I believeinyou,” Augtin said quietly from behind her. “Whatever you chooseto do, | believe, Jahnd.”

Sheturned to him, surprised. He regarded her soberly, his brown face further shadowed by the
darkness, aquestion in hiseyes. Impulsvey, she reached to touch him in thanks and found hersdf pulled
againgt him roughly, hislips on herswith astrange urgency. For an ingtant she thought of resisting, then
relaxed againgt him, surrendering to his embrace for along moment. Then he pushed her away from him,
looking elsewhere.

“I'msorry,” he muttered.

“For what?’

Helooked surprised in hisown turn. “Y ou're amarried woman, Jahnel.”
“Overmarried, as you have commented,” she said drolly.

“But—oh, hdl, | don't understand this place at dl. Aren't you offended?’
“Not intheleast.”

“Would Sair be offended?’ he asked then, quite uncomfortably. A dow flush crept upward from his
collar lineashevisbly squirmed.



Austin worried about the oddest things, she thought, amused; she couldn't resist teasing. “1 don't know.
Why don't you ask him?”’

Stark horror crossed Austin's brown face, making her laugh outright. He scowled, then pulled himself up
into dignity, posing for her. “I'll skip that for awhile, thank you.”

“I'm not offended, Audtin,” she reassured him.

“Wadll, “uh ... good.” He laughed then, too, probably at himsdf. It had anice sound, she thought, liking
this miin more than she had ever expected. She touched hisdeeve.

“Thank you for your loydty—and the compliment. Did you tak to your ship agan?’

“Yes, but | don't know what they'll do. That Avelle guard showed up too fast.” He gestured awkwardly.
“I'm sorry | messed things up at the Council by getting caught. I'm sorry about your father.”

She sighed, and gestured her thanks. “Koyil had his counters neatly arranged; | suspect you were only an
unexpected boon. One way or another, it would have ended asit did.” She grimaced. “It was
predictable.”

She looked away from him toward the cavern wall, then turned to the lighted portal of the power room.
Benoit had bid her find this place, then had gone to the Council thinking it unneeded, believing in the
paitern he had lived dl hislife. Now wewill never have peace with each other, she thought sadly, grieving
for him; now hewill never know if hewasright or wrong in withholding his naming of me. Weran out of
time

Eduard had sedled the accessway, and he and other Faon on guard now slowly dispersed dong the
cavern wall, watching for any new drilling by the furious Avelle beyond. Their holding might not last for
long, but for the moment it brought akind of safety. How long can we hold this place, here at the end of
things? she wondered.

Austin shuddered in the cold darkness, caught by the chill. She touched hishand. “Come,” shesaid. “Itis
cold and grows colder.” Together they moved across the abyss toward the lighted doorway.

Wewill do our best, Father, she promised silently. Perhaps you wouldn't approve of what | do; perhaps
you wereright al along about me—but | will try, too, for the sake of al you loved, dl that | love dtill.

Chapter 16

JAHNEL LOOKED FIRST for Sair, worried about dl her family. She found him inside an inner room,
supervising the assembly of ahearing unit. He turned as she neared him and swept her into an embrace.

“How many did welose?’ she asked.

“Eighteen, including three children. None from our vayaim, though Evan has abad dash. Kadi'stier
guards saw us crossing the falway and attacked; Evan went back to help and got into the midgt of it.”

“Wheres Mdinde?’
“With Philippe,” he said sourly. “Where else?’
“Be patient with her, Sair—please.”

Sair shrugged tiredly. “I'll try—though it's getting harder the more she emotes.” He looked around the



small room and at the Faon busy &t the hearing unit. “Well, we're here now. We can hold off the Avelle
at the sedled doorways for awhile, but they'll eventualy come across the gulf from the ship tunnd. We
can't survive along sege—we don't have enough food with us.”

“How long a“dege?’

“Several days maybe. Asde from the tunnel to the ship cavern, there are no other door into this power
complex and we can hold the main door indefinitely—until we run out of food or they try atomics.”

“Thiscloseto thereactor? The Avdle aren't supid, Sair.”

“True.” He shrugged again. “Where's your father? Hell need to be informed.” He saw her expression
and sghed. “ Soit'strue. Melinde is demanding vengeance, she's not the only one. Jean has figured out
the symbols for the power banks, knows what connects to what. Philippe wants to shut down power to
Koyil'stier, maybe others.”

“Jahnel twisted her mouth. “We don't dare. If we take violent action of any significance, the Avdlewill
respond in force. Thetiers have eight thousand guards to throw at us through the ship-cavern tunnel.”

“They wouldn't empty thetiers,” he protested.

“If we present morta threat? Without power, the ventilators won't work, the heaters won't work. Y ou've
got atmaosphere imba ance within an hour, cooling within two. Severa hours of that and the brood
Chambers could have fifty percent mortdity. Y ou know how fragile newborn Avelle can be, especialy
with inbred bloodlines. Of coursethey'll attack. They're Avelle, Sair. They prefer to die rather than be
defeated, especidly with their broods at risk.”

He grunted, “1 hadn't appreciated that. Y our Austin is contagious; 1've begun to think too much likea
human.”

“Hée'snot my Austin.”
“Actudly, | rather like him,” Sair said absently. “ So what do you suggest, my love and Principa ?’
“I'mnot Principd, either,” she said tiredly.

“Oh?" He smiled at her. “Nathdie thinks otherwise; so do other kin-leaders. Y ou can't avoid it, Jahndl.
Even with the loud talk among our firebrands, the voteisrather obvious. Y ou're Benait's obvious heir,
despite his prideful refusdls, that's one point. More importantly, you're Kiiri's protégée—we need alink
tothe Avele, like Benoit had with Leja. Y ou brought Austin into the City against opposition; you
ordered the right retreats, Wisdom in retrospect isamark of aPrincipa.”

She made arude sound. He ignored it, intent on making his point. “So you need aplan.” He looked a
her expectantly.

“Plan?’ Shelooked back at him, then tried to cudgel her tired brains. Finding no help in hisface, she

looked beyond him through the doorway at the tall power panels, the groups of Faon gathered in the
corners—and saw their covert attention on hersaf and Sair. He'sright, she redlized. They will look to
me. Shefdt asudden panic. “Help methink, Sair. What is the essence of a Principa ?’

“Treachery for advantage.”

“Be congtructive, please, One Principa’s treachery is another's deft move; it's aquestion of point of view.
What isthe essence?’



He thought amoment. “ Applied strength—at the right time.”
“Right. And what is our strength as Faon?’
“Holding those power panels.”

She shook her head. “ The power pands are neutrd, both strength and disaster, depending on how we
use them. We, as Faon and human, what is our strength? We are not predictable, Sair. Kiiri told methat;
Austin has proved it—humans can think in different patterns. We can do thingsthe Avelle would never
expect.” She glanced around for Austin and saw him lingering by one of the power pandss, looking rather
forlorn. “That was Lgjas strength, acting outside the usual pattern and then springing her trap with the
surprise. She rescued Phalene and used it; when we abandoned our tiers, she used that. Nerup would
respond the same, | think.”

“Y ou logt me somewherein there.”

Jahnel took a deep breath, then set her jaw. “I want to meet with the kin-leaders—no, everyone,
including thefirebrands. And Austin, too. In thiswe cannot be Avelle and merely gather to hear a
Leader's decison; we must al decidewhen al lives hang in the balance. Can you arrange that?’

“Of course.”
Shelaid her palm on Irisface, then smiled as he turned his head to kissit.
“I'll go find the kin-leaders,” he said.

He moved away quickly and signed to Jean and Nathdie. After afew hurried words, the three divided
and disappeared into separate doorways. Jahnel drifted acrossthe room to Austin. He brightened dightly
as she came up to him, then resumed hisworried frown.

“Thisisnot agood tactica dtuation,” he said. “Though perhaps I'm looking at it wrong again.”
“Inthiscase, youreright.” Sheturnedtolook at thetall panels. “Do you know machineslike this?’
“Reactor pile?’

“And power systems. Some wish to shut down power to afew sampletiers.”

“Your Avdlewouldnt like that.”

“Right again, more than you know. If we asked, Austin, could you overload these pandls, likel
overloaded the dis-rifle?’

“Y ou mean blow up the City?” He dtared at her, eyeswidening.
“Yes—if | asked.”
“I could.” Hefrowned. “I'm not sure | would—if you asked.”

“Believe me, if we ask, overload might be the preferable choice. When we passed down through the tier
war, most of the Avelle were focused on each other astheir kin-alliances collided unexpectedly. Down
here they would all focus only on us. And after they had torn usto pieces, they would return aboveto
their tiers, resumetheir lives, and erase usfrom their Songs. Koyil will eventudly repair hisdistance
machines and blast La Novia out of our skies, and there will be peace. A fine god, worthy of afew
hundred servant lives.” She shrugged.



“That's obscene!”

“Not in Aveleterms, Audtin. Kiiri saysthe rea Predator wars, the oneswith ships, are far worse—and
these Avedle are descended from that stock. It istheir strength, that ferocity, that one-mindedness. Once
you understand that need and see beyond it, you see what they preserve with it. When we humans have
maintained atechnological civilization for twenty thousand years, perhaps then we can comment and
make judgments. No?’

“Humans have other options. Better ones.”
“Different ones, not necessarily better.” He scowled.
“Areyou redly going to blow us up? How can you kill ten thousand beings just for revenge?’

“Ah, now you worry about the Avele. No, Austin, | won't—not while | have the choosing. | don't wish
to punish Quevi Ltir—I'm not that Avelle. But | needed to know if you could make an overload: the
Avdleare good a discerning truth in us, especidly the Principds. In this City, knowing truth sometimes
meansliving awhilelonger.”

Faon were emerging steadily from the inner rooms and arranging themselves by kin-group, murmuring
among themselves. Jahnel saw Melinde among the Louve, talking earnestly to the senior husband of
another vaydim, Evan by her sde. Solveya brought in Didier, accompanied by Luelle and Aunt
Francoise. Her aunt kissed Luelle and settled her beside Solveya, then Ieft to join her own vaydim. My
bel oveds, she thought, watching them all. What iswisdom? The last Feon issued from the inner

doorways, joining with afew others returning from guard duty on the cavern wall. Jahne drifted down the
tall pane complex to the center of it, then balanced lightly asthe asteroid's gravity pulled her dowly to the
room floor. When al eyeslooked at her expectantly, she raised her hand for attention, remembering with
apang her father's own gesture.

“Faon, | present a choice to be made. Will you hear?’

To theleft near the rear, Jahnd saw Melinde join Philippe and his cohort, their anger visiblein their faces.
All of that group stood gpart from their kin-groups, not caring if Etoile or Hiboux or Louve; this crisis had
brought other divisionsin other families. When we have time—if we have time, she thought, looking a
Mélinde—perhaps we can mend our bonds. She waited until the room fell completely silent.

“I am Jahnd Alain of the Louve. You al know that the Faon Leader is dead, killed at Koyil's Council
when the Avdle betrayed us. Others have died thisday. We have a choice, Faon: an attempt &t life, or a
means of sure degth. That isthe shape of it. Will you hear?”’

“Who are you to spesk for the Faon?’ Philippe caled out, hisvoice harsh. “Benoit never named you
heir, Jahnel.”

“Who areyou,” she shot back, “to stand apart from your kin-group? Who are those who stand with you,
denying kin-bond?’ Shelooked away from him to other faces. “He never named me heir, my
kindred—but we have no time for orderly changes. Change is upon us, like an attack from the heights.
So | speak for mysdlf, Jahnel of the Louve, and ask you to listen.”

She stopped and waited for any other challenges. The room was silent, every eye upon her. Jahnel took
adeep breath and began.

“| ang a Song of the Faon, my kindred. Eighty years ago Phalene cameto Quevi Ltir, rescued againgt all
reason by aPrincipal for reasons of her own. To us she gave Home-Space; to us she gave her strength



and protected us from malice that wished our desths. Human we were; Faon we became. But now, my
bel oveds, we must remember we were human. In that is our strength.” She took another breath and
squared her shoulders. “1f we were Avelle, we would choose as Avelle choose: on the brink of defegt, to
lash out and destroy this City asit destroys us. We control the City's reactors; we have the means, |
know that has been discussed,” She shot alook at Philippe and Melinde. “But | argue for another way: a
human way. To destroy Quevi Ltir, we destroy Lejja, our Mother. To destroy Quevi Ltir, we destroy her
Avdlekin-aliance, our Avelle brothers. We destroy to no purpose except our revenge—and | say we,
as human and Faon, can not do such an evil.”

“Sowe camly alow our own destruction?’ Jean asked from the Hiboux, his face flushing.

Jahnd smiled. “No. We do another thing, something both human and Avelle. We play as Principasplay,
and use our human unpredictability asaweapon.” She raised her hand to till amurmur of confusion.

“Y ou've learned from Kiiri too well,” Jean grumped. “Y ou speak in riddles.”

Jahnd grinned at him. “Let usbond again, Faon, to Legjastier. Let us put oursavesin Nerup's hands as
aweapon, aknife she must wield carefully lest it bite her, too. Let us threaten destruction and use the
doubt to trouble Koyil.”

“Nerup?’ Nathalie asked, her eyes thoughtful.

“I want to be Faon,” Jahnel said. “1 want aplacein this City with the Avelle, a place of kinship and
shadows, of warmth and safety. We should talk to Nerup.” Sheraised her hand again as amurmuring
spread through the room. “ And | have another weapon, one given me by Kiiri. We have often wondered
why the Avelle have lingered too long in Quevi Ltir. They have no choice. Paka'skin-line haslost the
word knowledge to enter Quevi'ali." She dropped her hand. “Kiiri asked usto help.”

“How can we help?’ Philippe cdled out. “ And why should we, for dl your idiot talk of bonding? What
has bonding brought us? Exilein thisfrigid tomb! Over fifty deeths! | say shut down power to thetiers”

“Lgjas, too?" Jahnd asked hotly.

“Why not?” Philippe crossed hisarms and stared at her. Jahnd flipped her hand, dismissing his rudeness.
“Ther nestlings would befirst to die—would you strikefirgt at children, Philippe? Why not blow the
reactors and be done with it honestly?’ That created a murmuring. Scanning quickly over the faces,
Jahnel saw that Philippe had not yet won over the Faon, for dl histaking, but he had swayed more than
she had expected. We fed the pressure even more keenly in these last depths, she thought, and now
respond as Avele respond—with asingle violent option of mutua destruction. Ingtinctively, she shied
from that answer. Sheraised her hand for silence.

“Y our choicewill remain availablefor atime,” Jahnd said heavily. “Let ustry thisother first. Augtin has
the knowledge to explode the reactors, we the knowledge of its markings to guide his destruction. But let
ustalk to Nerup firgt.”

She stepped back formally and spread her hands, giving the Faon the decision. “ Ten minutes, my
kindred, to decide among yourselves. We will vote by kin-group, as dways.”

She watched Philippe open his mouth to protest, then shrug and turn sullenly to his companions. There
was a brief discussion; then, one by one, his group drifted apart, back to their kin-bondings. Vaar, the
kin-law, hasits uses, Jahnd thought, watching Melinde return to the Louve. Evan promptly went up to
Méinde and embraced her, agesture Meinde partly ressted. We have the same stubbornness, too,
Jahnd thought sadly, and turned away. Austin was watching her, his dark eyesintensdy interested.



“Do you aso have comment, Austin?’
He crossed hisarms. “When are you going to cal me Greg?’

She eyed him amoment. “Greg.” His entire face relaxed into a pleased smile; she hadn't redlized it meant
that much to him. Strange—but not so strange, she supposed. The world seemed turned on its earsright
NOW.

“Thank you,” he said.

She shook her head, amused. “Y ou've had a hard time among us. Chased up and down the fallways,
nearly tossed in the disruptor, dash-attacked, dragged through atier war—now we may blow you up
with therest of us”

“I had my chanceto get out.” He looked away at the groups of Faon, then shrugged defiantly. “1 don't
regret the choice. | hope you don't regret yours.”

“Well, if it works,” she said sourly, “1 get to be Faon Leader.”
Hisdark eyesglinted. “Y ou dready are Faon Leader.”
“Hmmph. Among Avelle such rank ishighly desired. I'm not sureif | want it.”

Jahnel waited patiently as the kin-groups conferred, watching the faces. When the talk had quieted and
al eyesreturned to her, she entwined her fingersin front of her and faced them. “Louve,” she said
quigly.

“We choose with Jahnel of the Louve,” Sair's voice rang ouit.
“Etoile”

“With the other option in reserve, we agree.”

“Hiboux.”

“With the other option not in reserve,” Jean said forcefully, “we also agree.” Jean gave the Etoilea
fearsome glare, which was promptly returned. Jahnel sighed. We could talk until thewallsfal down, she
thought, and till Hiboux will glare & Etoile.

“Roche”

“We agree,” said aRoche elder. Philippe stalked away angrily to afar corner of the room.

“Ruisseau.”

“Abgain.” A derisve murmur rolled through the room.

“Comeon, Ruisseau,” an Etoile called, “ Get into the fallway or out of it. Do you follow Jahnel or not?’

The Ruisseau elder looked confused. “Isthat what we're voting on? | “thought...” The others derison
turned into outright laughter, and he stopped to glower, then glanced around at hiskin-group. “ Jahnel is
Faon Leader,” he said firmly. “On that we agree—but we are evenly divided on the other, and Ruisseau
gtill abstains on the choice. Go tak to Nerup, Jahnel, since that isthe greater will of the Faon. Then let us



“Very wel,” Jahnd said. “We brought saverad communicators with us, have we found afeeder lineinto
the City-Net?’

“No outright connection,” Jean said, “but we can tap into amonitor system and ask the computer to
route it upward.”

“Thendoit.”

Five minutes later, Jahnel stepped into the small systems room off one of the corridors and watched Jean
complete the fina programming. “ Direct into Nerup's chamber,” he said, and stepped back, gesturing
grandly at the jury-rigged device. Jahnd positioned hersdlf in front of the communicator screen, then
waved two Faon out of the monitor's vision. She took a breath and organized her mind. One chanceto
enter usin the game, she thought. Make it count.

Y ou improve, Kiiri had told her. But she had never expected the burden to come so soon.
“Send the accesssignal,” she said. “Let's hope shesdone.”

The communicator screen cameto lifein ascramble pattern, then steadied into muted grays. The
shadows shifted, then became clearer, suddenly Jahnel saw into asmall chamber of Avelledesign. Ona
comfortable couch in room center, Nerup turned her head dowly and looked coolly at her monitor
screen, her eyesflickering.

Jahndl, she murmured.
“Nerup,” Jahnel replied, deliberating omitting titles. “How fares our kin-mother?’

Nerup coiled her tall out of sight beneath her wing-flaps, then gestured noncommittaly. “Lejadid not
survive the Council meeting. There are many in my tier that blame Faon for that death. And now Koyil's
tier warriors besiege our gate, asthey will besiege yours, Faon.” She shook her wing-flaps and rose,
displaying her dim body for amoment, then wrapping hersdlf tightly. “All isending.”

“Song, | bring new weapons.”

“I am not Song,” Nerup spat, “any more than you are Faon Leader.” She drifted toward the monitor
screen, her wing-flaps outspread in threat.

“Do you live within such narrow walls, Nerup? We are the Faon, your kin-brothers, and we control the
power systems of this City.”

“Not for long.” Nerup's deep-set eyesflickered with sharpened interest.

“Long enough,” Jahnd said casudly. “My miin is deft with machines, my Feon familiar with Avele
congtructions. We have more than enough time to do what we could do. Tell Koyil s0.”

Nerup consdered, her clever eyesfocused on Jahne'simagein her monitor. “In dl the City's history,
such athreat has no match,” she mused aoud, “and extreme threat invites stark response. Koyil's
reaction predictable: he controlsfive tiers, more than enough to overwhelm your position eveniif |
withhold. When akin-dliance dared to use pocket atomicsin thetier wars, dl the City combined to
destroy it.”

“I have apocket atomic that giveslittle opportunity for that, no?’
“Would you, Faon?’ Nerup asked, bemused. “ Truly?’



“Tell me, Song, which answer serves you best: to doubt and bear that truthfulnessto Koyil's ears, or to
know and seem unpersuaded?’

Nerup flicked awing-tip. “I withdraw the question. Why don't you cal Koyil yoursdf?’

“Koyil hasatwitch when it comes to Faon—and since when should ajunior bear a Principa's message?’
Jahnel raised one hand and gestured kin-obedience. “Bear my message, Song. Use my weapon.”

Nerup regarded her amoment, her face unreadable. 1 shall consider it.” Then sheraised aclawed hand
and returned the respect, accepting what Jahnel had gestured. “When thistier war has ended, Faon,
return to my Home-Space and dwell with us.”

Jahnel bowed. “Our respect, Song.”
“My respect, kin-sister.” Nerup stretched out an arm and blanked her screen.

Sair drifted through the doorway from the corridor and dipped hisarm around Jahne'swaist. “Well
played, beloved.”

“Maybe.” Sheturned and kissed him. “We shall see. How are things in the power room?’

“Redtless. Philippeisbusy talking again, and Mdinde's gone back to hisgroup,” He scowled. “If she
doesn't watch it, we may divorce her before she divorces us. Even Evan's angry at her now.”

“Wdll, well see” she hedged. “Matters aren't usud right now.”

“Vaydim loydty isacongtant, Jahnd, whatever matters gpply.” Sair looked severe. Jahnd felt ajab of
pain for her Sster, seeing his expression. Shetook his hand and pressed it, then turned away.

“How isEvan?’ she asked.

“Not comfortable, but tended. HE's watching over Solveya and the kids. Eduard's come in from guard
duty on thewall. Not even he'sfinding much to joke about.”

“True”
Sair sudied her face. “Do you think it will work?”

“Your guessisasgood as mine, Sair. We're walking the edge of an abyss, and only the Avelle can say
how they'll react. Coming from Nerup, the threat may be less provocative. Maybe. Do we have guards
on the ship-cavern tunnd?’

“Etoile took care of that—not that afew Faon blocking the tunndl will do any good.”
Jahnel bit her lip. “Maybe we can barricadeit.”

“With what? We have some laser toals, but that tunnd istwenty meterswide. Where do we find the
spare metd ?’

“Rip out thewdls”

Sair chuckled. “I'll talk to Nathdie; shelll enjoy leading the destruction. Any suggestions about which
wals?

“Wall, never mind. A laser cannon would turn any barricade into vapor, anyway.” She scowled. “This



placeisnot defensible, not in atier war.”

“Still, I'll talk to Nathdie.” He shrugged. “We're back to our problem of inadequate wespons again.” He
gestured at the door toward the power room. “ The weagpon we have istoo big, not exactly aproblem |
expected. What e se do we have? Maybe something humanly unpredictable?’” He smiled at her.

“I will dwaysloveyou, Sair,” she said suddenly. “1 only wish Luelle had been given an opportunity to
grow up.”

“We haven't logt yet, Jahnd,” he said lightly.

“Maybe.” Shedrifted over to the communication monitor and diaded randomly through afew channdls.
The Avdleingtructor still droned on, asif nothing were amiss. The City continued, asthe Principas
disputed, as guards tested nearby tiers, as females cuddled their nestlings, as dways, And the Faon? The
Faon abided; preserving their placein an uncertain City. She set the monitor to receive and settled herself
towait.

Chapter 17

THE WAIT CONSUMED along hour. Faon came and went, finding unconvincing reasonsto look into
the side room and to raise an eyebrow at Jahnel; Sair chased them off, then left to check on Philippe's
mutterings. Gradually, the kin-leaders assembled in the corridor, out of sight of the monitor, and joined
Jahnd in thewaiting. Etoile brought news of their erection of aflimsy barricade across the ship tunnd,

and of an Avelle scout they had dispatched violently as he fled upward; Jahnel worried, wishing they had
determined hiskin-dliancefir for any clueto Koyil's maneuverings. A dight touch on the balance scales,
poorly applied, could undo what dender advantage the Faon had. Ruisseau reported to the kin-leaders
on supplies, Roche, highly irritated, suggested that Philippe be put on guard duty to shut him up. Hiboux
concurred, then started its own argument with Etoile. The tension grew, making everyone quarrelsome.
Jahnd waited, becoming more convinced with each passing minute that her gamble had failed.

She looked up quickly asthe carrier sgna chimed on the City-Net monitor; the screen lit into bands of
shadow, then steadied into a picture of the Principals Council Chamber. She moved forward, her heart
pounding, and faced the Principals of Quevi Ltir. A new Avelle had taken Niintua's place, one shedid
not recognize—but she had no doubt of the new Battle Leader's dlegiance, not after Song's recent
reverses. At the other end of the bench, Nerup reclined impassively, her tier still strong enough to allow
her to take Lgja's place without significant dispute. Koyil glared at Jahnd from the center of the
Principals bench.

“l amtheLaw,” he announced. “ Give up the underleves, Faon.”
Jahnel's tension eased dightly—it was not outright attack, not yet.

“Look to Song for that decision, Koyil,” she said with deliberate arrogance. * Or vote among yourselves,
asyouwill.”

Koyil pounced on the offer immediately. "We shdl vote.”
Jahnel stopped him with agesture. “I clam right of speech.”
“Then attend this Council in person,” Koyil sad, “asthelaw requires.”

Jahnel smiled ironicaly and gestured vast amusement. “ After the murder of our prior Leader? After your
treachery to akin-alliance of Quevi Ltir? Hasyour brain grown diseased, Law?’



“Insolencel” the new Béttle Leader declared. Koyil shut him up with afiercelook, and Jahnel felt anew
wave of confidence. Or was Koyil only stalling as histier soldiers poured into the ship cavern to the
assault? Balance, she reminded hersalf, mine to keep and Koyil'sto disturb.

“I dam kin-right and call on the Principalsto hear me,” she declared in astrong voice. “Why werewe
not informed that the miin were human?’ she challenged. By denying me that knowledge, you forced me
to bring amiin into the Home-Space to preserve my brood. When were we given proper wegpons to
repd the miin invasion? By neglecting the surface wegpons, you permitted the miin superior advantage
and caused unneeded deaths among my Faon. Why were we denied our right of Home-Space and
forced to flee our levels and hide in the depths? For what cause? When have the Faon ever denied
kin-allegiance? When have the Faon ever played treachery to our Principa? Since when do the principals
of Quevi Ltir move againgt aminor kin-aliance without cause?”’

“Cause? Y ou have amiin with you!”

“That happened afterward and you know it, Koyil. Do the Principals know you have spoken to the miin
ship with words of welcome, with fawning good will, keeping them here to stressthe kin-aliances? Do
the Principa s know you invited the miin into the City, an obscenity prevented only by my destruction of
the Downlift? Yes, | destroyed it—to save the City from your treacheries, Koyil.”

The startled glance a Koyil from the Star Leader and even Koyil's new Battle Leader showed she had
struck home. At Koyil'sleft, Kiiri folded hiswing-flapsin satisfaction, like ateacher nodding gpprova to
his student, then nearly ruined it with atriumphant glance at Koyil. She prepared another dash, distracting
the Principas quickly.

“Or do you lust after the miin ship, Koyil?" she asked. That brought confusion to al—and panic to
Peka's eyes. Kiiri gestured dightly to warn her off. She obeyed instantly, wondering if shelost everything
by trusting that guidance, Y ou trust Kiiri too much, Faon had warned her. She threw dl into the balance,
“We are the Faon, kin-alliance with Nerup'stier. We submit to Nerup, the Song of Quevi Ltir. Vote.”
She heard adtir behind her among the listening kin-leaders, aquickly stifled protest.

Koyil eyed her distrustfully. “And your threat to explode the reactors?’

“What threat?’ Jahnel pretended surprise, then a sober reflection asif the ideawas newborn to her.
“Since when does akin-alliance of Quevi Ltir propose such obscenity? All brood-flagsin the City would
be harmed.” She thumped her chest. “Never have the Faon considered such evil.”

Koyil snorted, not believing aword of it. Good, she thought.

“Tier soldiersin the ship tunnel,” avoice whispered urgently from the corridor. She acknowledged the
warning with adight movement of her hand.

“Indeed,” Koyil said unpleasantly. “A vote, then.” One by one the Principas spoke, as before, Song and
Mind and Science and Battle, until the choice cameto Paka. The Star Leader looked uncomfortable, his
eyesdarting from Kiiri to Koyil, then fixing on Jahnd with open hatred. When he said nothing, Koyil
turned to him.

“Star Leader!” he prompted.
Paka started violently, then rose with dignity. “May the Faon livein peace among us,” he spat.
“What!” Koyil shouted.

Nerup stepped in smoothly. “ The vote is three and three: the Principals are undecided.” Sherose



gracefully. “When the vote is even, the Songs decree that mercy rules, that matters return to asthey
were.” Her eyesfocused on Jahnd. “ Return to my tier, Faon, and be welcome.”

“Nol’” Koyil shouted. “I challenge!”
Nerup turned to face him, icy with disdain. “Thenitiswar.”
“Asyouwish,” Koyil said menacingly.

“I have had an idea proposed to me,” Jahnel said, bresking their tableau. “Themore | think of it, the
morel likeit.” She smiled grimly as every eyein the Council Chamber turned to her. “If the kin-aliances
are to destroy each other, let Faon do the favor of quick death. Why delay the agony? Y ou have ten
minutes. Prepare yourselves.” She leaned forward and snapped off the monitor.

A babble broke out behind her as the Faon kin-leaders reacted. She turned to face them, her jaw set.
“Isthat abluff?’ a Roche asked, hiseyeswide. “I thought you “said...”

“I don't know,” she said. “Have those tier soldiers attacked the barrier?”

“Not yet. If they do, they'll get anasty surprise.”

Jahnel stared blankly at him amoment, then understood him. “Benoit's gravity weapon.”

“Benoit had good ideas.” The man stared at her defiantly, and Jahnel knew control might dip from her far
too easily. The disminded ferocity of the tier warswould grip Faon as easily as Avelle, here a the end of
things. Behind him she saw Philippe's eager face, dready tinged with aflush of triumph. She saw the
ferocious demand in his eyes and wondered if he had been fool enough to take battle drugs on top of it.
For fear of that, she changed tactics, countering her opponent before he even knew the game had
engaged.

“I want to see Audtin,” shesad firmly. “Bring him.”
Austin arrived afew minutes later, his brown face an open question.
“We may havelost our gamble,” shetold Austin. “ Areyou prepared to do what | bid you to do?’

Austin looked wildly around, asif he sought escape from the horror she imposed on him. His shoulders
sagged. “| protest, Jahnel. You “cant...”

“Yes, Jahnd!” Philippe cried. “Kill them dl!”

Jahnel ignored hisoutburst, al her attention focused on Austin and the kin-leaders gathered around
them.

“Qur choice narrows,” she said. “Would you prefer death by dash—prefer that death for our children, al
our beloveds? Y our ship brought this down on us, Austin. Don't you think it'sfitting that you bring the
solution?’

“Don't you?" she pressed at him, but still he resisted. “If you would be one with us, miin, choose our
obedience.”

“Benoit asked that kind of obedience,” he spat at her, his brown face flushing darker with hisanger.



“And | obeyed him,” sheflung back. “Do you obey, Austin? Are you Faon enough to obey?’

“|—what kind of person are you?’ Ausdtin cried out. "La Novia may want to loot their science, but she
won't destroy them. What kind of ‘fiercelove' isthat, Jahndl? 1 would never do that, you said.” He
waved hisarm at the power room, al around them. * Everything they've built here, everything they are, a
sentient people—to kill ten thousand people! And you think that means you don't lose?” Hisvoicewasa

cry of anguish.

“Do you obey, Austin?’ she asked softly, her attention on the shocked faces of the kin-leaders behind
him, on other facesin the other room who had overheard.

“No, | won't help you,” he declared with frigid contempt.

She nodded. “ Then we mugt certainly stop the Avelein the ship tunnel, my kindred.” She spread her
hands. “ Austin will not help. Let us prepare for what we can do to defend our own.”

She dismissed the Faon with anod, then caught Austin's deeve as he also turned away. “ Greg, wait.”
He shook her off angrily. “Leave medone!”

She sighed and let him go after the others. When the side room was empty except for herself and Sair,
shedlowed hersdf to sag againgt thewall.

“Jean says he'straced the reactor leads to an exposed flux,” Sair commented. “If we pulse agravity field
undernesth the coupling, we could blow the reactors ourselves.”

“| expected as much.” Sheturned away. “He spoke well, didn't he?” she said softly. “ Sometimes we
need to be reminded we Faon are human, even herein thisalien place.”

“Y ou mean you never “intended...” He frowned, disturbed. “ That was rather rough hauling around, even
for amiin, Jahndl. Y ou play at Principa with adeft hand.”

| told you to watch for the corrosion,” she said unhappily. “I had to distract Philippeto give ustime,
beloved, make him think only Austin could explode the reactor. If Philippe knew we had the knowledge,
he could not be controlled.”

Sair reached for her and drew her close, his breath warm upon her cheek. “It was necessary, | think.”
“Perhaps. | hope Greg will forgive me.”

Sair sighed and shook his head.

Through the doorway, Jahnel heard amurmuring, then the sound of laser-fire. “It has begun.”

Jahnd and Sair watched from the portd into the vast cavern. In the distance, laser-firelit up the
darkness, showing the first of a horde of flashing winged bodies descending down the tunnd. Asthe
Avelle crossed over the tunnel threshold, the Faon gravity fields snatched a them, crushing them to metd,
breaking bones, exploding organs, folding the segmented bodiesinto asickening tangle that tipped dowly
into the abyss, faling into the darkness. With cries of dismay, the Avdlein front tried to turn back, only
to be forced into the fields by the press of other bodies descending fast behind them. Jahnel held onto
Sair, horrified, as the daughter began. The Faon had chosen their weapon better than any had expected.

The Faon by the tunndl-mouth retreated into open space, their laser rifles suddenly irrdlevant asthe
Aveleinthetunnd panicked, turning on each other to dash and destroy, tearing each other gpart even as



gravity crushed them into degth asthey fdl into thefields. Dozens of Avelle, mad with the violence, threw
themsdvesinto the fields, dragging others with them, and till thetier soldiers pressed from above,
rushing downward. It was madness, it was daughter—it was degth.

Severd of the Faon threw away their dis-rifles and fled back across the abyss toward the power room,
weeping. Meinde flung hersdlf into Jahne'sarms, sobbing wildly. “1 saw Inai!” she cried. “Our own tier
guards! Crushed! Oh, Jahnel, it was horrible!”

“Koyil would put our tier guardsin front,” Jahnel muttered grimly. “But grav fields can't hesitate, can't
have second thoughts—he expected to use our love againgt us.” Melinde buried her facein the curve of
Jahnd's neck, clinging tightly as she was racked with sobs. Jahnel held her closdly and kissed her hair,
comforting her. She was S0 very young, so young to face the redlities of desth. “Turn off thefields,” she
sad quietly.

“The soldiers are till coming down the tunndl, Jahnel,” Sair warned.
“Turn off thefields,” she repeated firmly. “Weve made our point.”

The order was carried across the cavern. As the Faon shut down the fields, afew Avelle lunged forward
into empty space and were scissored gpart by laser-fire, but the others—hesitated. Jahnel felt her tension
relax dmost like a sudden pain; Even Avelle can be affected, she thought, and turned to anew
pattern—when we are unpredictable. Even Avdle.

“Leavethisplacel” Nathdlie shouted at thetier soldiers, her voice echoing in the darkness. “Leave or we
ghdl crushyoudl!”

Jahnel waited until she saw the first movement backward among the Avelle to retreat, watched afew
moments more to make sure, then gave Melinde into Sair'sarms. “ Take care of Melinde, beloved. I'll be
in the monitor room,” she said, trying not to hope too much, not yet.

“Well comewithyou,” Sair said.

“Yes,” Mdinde declared, wiping the tears off her young face with her deeve. “I want to hear.” She
smiled raggedly at Jahndl, a crooked anguished smile that expected rebuff. “1 want to hear, Jahnd.”

“Then come, sster-wife,” Jehnd said gently. *"Wewill listen together.”

The comm screen lit twenty minuteslater, then steadied to show Nerup lounging easily on her chamber
couch, her deep-set eyesflickering.

“Thereisatruce,” the Principa said smply.
“And are we the item bartered away, Song?’

Nerup gestured friendly admonishment, nearly equa to equal. “ After dl you've doneto set it up, Faon
Leader? Why didn't you carry out your threat againgt the City? Or will you still?”

“Y ou doubt that?’

“Do not joust with me, Jahnel,” Nerup said. “Y ou offered kin-obedience. Since when does amother
sacrifice her kin-brood to strangers?” She turned away from the monitor and spoke to someone esein
her chamber. “Bring Kiiri. Perhgps shell beieve him, since she doesn't believe me.”

“Kiiri isthere?’ Jahnd asked.



“Of course he's here. Heis part of my tier, asare you. | thought we agreed on that.”
Jahnd crossed her arms and allowed hersdlf to look skeptical.

Nerup chuckled. “In the end, my Jahnel, aPrincipa of Laws cannot bend the laws he protects.” She
gestured wryly. “The vote was even; your defense of the ship tunnel added to itslegdity. And the miin
ship has withdrawn beyond detection—that helped greatly. Isthat what your miin asked them to do?’

“Hesnat my miin.”
Nerup ignored her protest. “ Baance has returned, with Law and Song in matched contention.”
“But not victory.”

Nerup shrugged. “Even it were, kin-sigter, no victory lastsfor long among Avelle—but there can be a
Space of peace, atimefor quiet living, the care of nestlings, and asharing of kinship. Shareit with us.”

“You believe her?’ Philippe asked sarcasticaly from behind her.
Nerup scowled, her eyes glinting. “Who speaks?’

“The vote was even closer than you think, Nerup,” Jahnel said frankly. “But | want an escort of your
kindred to take us through the lower levelsto our tie—and only your tier soldiersto guard thisplacein
our stead.”

“Granted—but the second must be temporary. The protocols have aready begun between the irutato
resed the underlevels. This wegpon we must deny even oursalves—the Avelle are ever prudent.” Only
then did Nerup's good humor show itself in her open satisfaction of atriumph, an ending of threat. The
Principa of Songswas greatly pleased—and had cause for it, Jahnel supposed. She rubbed her face
tiredly.

“Y our answer, Faon,” Nerup prompted. Kiiri moved into view behind her, hisfaceimpassive.

“Let me consult with my kin-leadersfor abrief time. My greetings, Kiiri. Our respect, Song.” She
blanked the screen and sighed.

Had she hoped for victory? She couldn't remember. But a space of peace was enough.
“Andthat'sdl? Just like that?” Melinde asked acidly from behind her.

Jahnd whirled abruptly, startling her sster into a step backward. “ To have life again?’ she asked coldly.
“To avoid the death of everyone? And you think that's not enough?"

n Bth—”

“Y es, dways but. Have a care, Melinde. Sometimes stubbornness can lose you the ones you love, lose
them beyond retrieving. Y ou're on the edge now, for al my excusesfor you to Sair and Eduard. My
bel oved, when you choose to be willful, be sureit'sworth what you risk. Be sureyou're right.”

Melinde's eyesfilled with tears. “ And were you sure—all thetime—that you wereright?” she asked
brokenly.

Jahnel smiled. “Not at dl. And that'sthe fear of it—that you might be wrong and lose everything worth
having.” She leaned forward, intense. “Don't you understand, Melinde? Now theréstime for children, for
afuture—timewe amost lost forever.” She spread her hands. “Now therestime for everything.”



Méelinde hesitated, then looked at Sair. “"Time ... and you weren't sure.”
13 No.”

Melinde smiled then, her tearsrolling down her cheeks. Jahnel spread her arms and Meinde cameto her,
then went shyly toward Sair.

“Sheisyoung,” Jahnel told him firmly as he hestated.

“I hear you, O Principal,” he muttered, then made himsdf smile at Melinde. “Let's hope by the next criss,
Méelinde, youre alittle older.”

“Oh, Sair!”

“We can talk about it,” he said, more gently, and kissed her. “All you haveto doislisten. That'sdl | ask,
al weask.” Mdinde clung to him, and Sair looked at Jahnel as he held her, hisdark eyesdight.

Philippe made arude sound, and Jahnel forestalled any comment with afierce Sare. “ Take yourself
away, Roche. Mend your own bondings.”

Philippe bowed mockingly. “Oh, yes, Principad. Anything you say, O “Principa.” He turned and moved
off, hisbody iff with indignation.

“Perfection in peace would be nice,” Jahnd said resignedly. “No doubt, intime, I'll wish asfirmly for
unthinking obedience as Papa Benoit.”

Sair chuckled. “What a dread thought. Mdinde will help us avoid that. won't you, Melinde?’
“Definitdy!” Melinde declared.

Jahnel sghed. “ Spare me awhile, if you would, beloveds. | need arest.” And she smiled asthey laughed
at her.

Epilogue
IN THE FAON LEVELS, Jahnel sought out Austin as he continued to avoid her. Shefindly found himin
acorner room of the vaydim, watching Luelle play with Smart-Mouth.

“See, Mama?’ Ludlle cried as she saw Jahndl in the doorway. “ Smart-Mouth can do flips.”

“Mosgt unwillingly, | think. Will you take Smart-Mouth into the common room, Ludlle? | want to talk to
Papa Greg.”

Augtin's head jerked around &t the name she gave him. He quickly looked away again, amuscle jerking
inhisjaw. Shesat downin front of him, arranging hersalf comfortably.

| seeyou,” shesad. “That isan Avelle greeting, pronounced alai seertan in their gpeech, neutra but
lacking in threat. When friendlinessisintended, one adds this gesture.” She raised her hand and signed at
him.

“| don't fed friendly,” he muttered. “Leave me done.”

“Ah, amiin greeting that we Faon still share. Y ou are angry at me for pressing you about the reactor.”



“Let'sjust say | realized you aren't what | thought you were.” He refused to look at her and studied his
brown handsin hislap. A stubborn miin. Stubbornness must be bred into the human brood, she decided.
It occurs so frequently.

“But what was the object of my demand?’ she asked softly. “Doubt of you? Do you redly think after my
speeches, that | wished what | threatened? Perhaps | needed a hard reminder to my Faon about that
choice. Perhaps| needed adistraction from the threats al around us, time for my gambit to work itself
among the Principas. We know Avelle machines, Austin—Philippe would not have needed you, afact
he never redlized.” She smiled. “He believed my certainty in looking to you. Unthinking obedience hasits
uses, even among Faon.”

Austin looked up at her and scowled. “Y ou dways did have clever words,” he accused.
“I anmuch Avdleinthat.”

He grumped and thought about it. Jahnel waited anxioudy for his answer, then sighed as he looked up
again, hisface cleared of its sullenness.

“Sometimesit's nice to be clued in before instead of after,” he said.
“I agree. But | can't dways promise | will.”
He shrugged, accepting it.

“Kiiri says La Novia hasreturned,” Jahnel said. “They're sending Sgnasat usagain, though your ship
lurks on the fringes at amost prudent distance; apparently even miin can listen to sense. The messages
are surprisingly meek. Kiiri saysthe Sanford wantsto talk to you.”

“WI,.'y?l
“Am | amiin to understand her purposes?’

Austin scowled and pointedly shifted his seat turn his shoulder to her. He studied hishandsin hislap,
refusing to look at her. “ Games.”

Jahndl leaned forward and touched hisdeeve. “Play,” she corrected. “ Theres adifference. A feint and
counterfeint, adaliance, atesting of wit—it'svery Avelle. They cannot embrace casudly; they cannot
vigit one another easily—nbut they, too, find ameansfor playful affection.”

Augtin shook hishead in bewilderment. “I can't keep up with this”
“You canlearn.”
His eyes met herswith sudden intensity, then shied away again.

“La Novia will need aliaison down here, Greg, atrade for Nathalie—she's volunteered to go educate
Boland on attitudes.”

Austin grinned wolfishly at that, asif he enjoyed theidea. Likely he did, very much so.
“I'imagine shéll do quitewell,” he commented.

“Y ou've wanted to learn more of us, to understand us. Here isthe opportunity. I'll have time now, we dl
will, to give you your answers, if you sill wish to ask.”



Helooked up &t her, his dark eyesthoughtful in hisbrown face. “I'd like that.”

“Thenitissettled.” She unwound her legs and stood up, then reached out her hand to help himto his
feet. “Thistime, my miin, contact must be on Faon terms, for we are the bonding between human and
Avele. Do you think you can convince your ship of that?’

He amiled broadly. “I'll try.”
“ Solveya needs some help with dinner,” she suggested.

He bowed to her, making a ceremony, of it though he gill smiled, and Ieft the room, his shoulders square.
Austin, too, wasyoung. Do | fed old? she thought. Not redlly.

Jahnd sat down again with asigh, then twined her fingersin her lap. Well, Papa Benoit, she mused, |
have tended everyone and made the peace among my kindred, Faon and Avelle and miin. It may not last,
but for now we have kept what isours. And | feel peace with you, Papa, because | understand now
what you protected when you were L eader.

Jahnel looked around at the small room, knowing her beloveds were safe in their Home-Space, the place
they defended, the life they had re-won. We should add afew new words to the Song on our walls, she
thought. Words about miin and the stranger ship that came for us—and found the unpredictable. And
later there may be other words to add, words both human and Avelle that blended as the Faon. She
smiled.

What iswisdom?*“To lovefiercely,” she whispered to the empty room, knowing she had theright of it.

Visit www.ereads.com for information on additional titles by this and other authors.



