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Two Tales of Korval

Adventuresin the Liaden Universe #1

Sharon Lee and Steve Miller

To Cut An Edge
ASAGREED, hewaslost.

Hewas, in fact, agood deal more lost than he wanted to be. It took him several secondsto redlize that
the continent overhead was not the one he' d secretly studied for—followed quickly by the redization that
it was not even the world he' d expected.

He' d crammed for oceanic Taanar, aplanet quite close to the studies he' d been urged to make by his
elders. Thisworld was ...?

What world wasit, after al?

Determining fal-rate overrode curiogity for this present. He located a magnetic pole and arranged to have
the ship orient thus, then began a preliminary scan of—well, of wherever it was—as he dowed rotation
smoothly and watched the screens.

Air good. Water probably drinkable. Gravity abit heavier than the training planet: within ten percent of
Liaden gravity. Preiminary scan established that this could be any of three or four hundred worlds.

His ship wasmoving in, asit must. It had been dropped by an orbiting mothership, acarefully timed burst
of retroskilling its orbital speed. If he worked very hard and was very careful, he could keep the tiny
craft in orbit, but that meant immediate expulsion, no apped, unless he could demonstrate equipment


_Toc62705825
_Toc62705826
_Toc62705827
_Toc62705828
_Toc62705829
_Toc62705830
_Toc62705831
_Toc62705832
_Toc62705833
_Toc62705834
_Toc62705835

falure..

Instead, he nursed the gtrictly limited fuel supply by using only attitude jets, and hurried the computer a
littleto give him potentia range.

Three hours before he hit serious atmosphere. after that, depending on his piloting skills and local weather
conditions, he might bein the air for an hour. The world below would turn one and ahdf times before he
landed. He wondered what Dariawould have thought—

And quashed the thought immediately. Dariawas dead, killed in the drop from the mothership, victim of a
freakish solar storm. It had been stupid of them to be so involved, of course. Stupid and beautiful.

Dariawas months dead now, and Va Con yos Phelium would be a scout. Not partnered, asthey’d
promised so hastily, protected againgt al unnamed and unbelieved disasters by the strength of each
other’sarms. Not partnered. But a Scout, nonethel ess.

After he passed the test.

He considered the readouts. There were cities down there, yet not so closaly huddled that there weren't
plenty of placesto land aquick, dender craft. Hisingructions: achieve planetfal; learn the language,
customs, life-forms; survive for six standard months and sound Recall. Thiswas not thefind test, after dl,
merdly the preiminary. Passthis, then the true Solo and, behold! Scout. Simplicity itsdlf.

He shook his head and began the second scan. Optimism, he chided himself half-serioudy, isnot a
urvivd trait.

* * %

HE SET DOWN in the foothills above an amber valley where fields and possible houseslined aplacid
river.

Grounded, heinitiated thefind pre-scan, whistling indifferently. Hisinstrument of choice wasthe
omnichora. A portable—gift from hisfostermother on the recent occasion of his seventeenth Name
Day—was packed away with the rest of hisgear.

It was remarkable the’ chorawasthere at al. Test tradition was that a cadet carried no tech-gear during
prelims, except for that equipment found in astandard kit. However, those who had him under their eyes
understood that to deprive Va Con yos Phelium of the means of making hismusic for aperiod of six
months, Standard, would be an act of wanton inhumanity. It had been debated hotly within the council of
ingtructors, had he but known it. He knew only the end—that the’ chora was aboard the test ship; and
that hisimmediate superior took care to comment that music was communicetion, too.

Sighing, Va Con studied the results of the scan: ar abit light on oxygen, but not enough to present
problems. Microbes—nothing to worry him there. Scout inoculations are thorough. Soil samples showed
levels of copper, iron; a shade too much sulfur. Ho harmful radiations. In fact, it was going to be rather
dimoutsde.

Hull temp read orange: too hot for exit.

He stretched in the pilot’ s chair and released the web of shock straps. Asking the rationboard for acup
of hot tea, he stood sipping, trying to damp the surge of excitement that threatened, now he wasredly
here.

Wherever it was.



He grinned suddenly. What did it matter? It was a Scout’ stask to discover such things, after dl! This
was what he had been trained for. More fool he, cramming for aworld lightyears distant, when he could
have been—could have been deeping.

Resigting the urgeto tell the temperature display precisely what he thought of itsarbitrary limitations, he
bent down, opened the crew locker and brought out two bundles.

Thefirst was his’ chora, wrapped in oiled yelow silk. Hisfingers caressed it through the fabric as he set it
adde.

The second bundle was wrapped in black lesther and clanked when he hefted it. He settled back on the
floor and twisted the clasps, pulling out abroad belt, aso of black leather, hung about with objects.

A Scout must wear acomplete belt kit at al times.

Helooked at the heavy thing with deep resentment. Complete? If he cameto requireloca currency, he
need only open a hardware concession. Oh, some of them made sense: pellet gun, machete, rope. But a
flaregun? Pitons? Surely, if there were mountainsto climb, one would know in sufficient time to prepare
onesdf?

Ahwell, regulations are regulations. And if any of the severd things he judged useless were not on his
belt, should a proctor turn up, he would flunk on the ingtant.

Sighing, he began the kit-check.

Pdlet gun: OK.

Haregun: OK.

Machete: what can go wrong with amachete? OK.

Stick-knife... He smiled and flipped it open to reved the strong, dainty blade. The stick-knife was
pleasing. He found knivesin generd pleasing, and had studied their congtruction during his so-caled
sparetime, even attempting to craft afew. The most successful of these was aplain stedl throwing blade,
which, of course, was not with him at the moment. The stick-knife was not for throwing, but for surprise
and efficiency in close, desperate situations. He flicked hiswrigt, vanishing blade into hilt.

Stick-knife: OK.

A Scout’ s bdt-kit is comprehensive. By thetime Va Con finished his check the orange temperature light
had gone out.

* * %

DAY SEVEN.

He rose and tidied the ship while drinking amug of tea; checked the monitors; buckled on hiskit and
went out.

It was dim, like aday threstening downpours on his own bright world, and sultry. A breeze blowing from
the south brought amedley of unfamiliar odorswith it. He sniffed appreciatively and paused to pick an
old reed from the Side of the path.

Six days had seen many accomplishments. His eyes had adjusted to the lower light level, even ashis
body rhythms had reached an acceptable compromise with the overriding song of the world. Sensors had



been set out and calibration programs begun. The log was up-to-date.
Hisfailurelay in contacting the people.

Hot that there weren’t people. On the contrary, there were at least two hundred individuasliving in the
valey a the end of this path, though the count was necessarily gpproximate. He found it difficult to
differentiate at distance between one large-shelled person and another. Given variation in shell size,
person size, decoration and harness, individuaity would eventually come through; but it would be adow
process. Worse, he had yet to find one single person who would speak with him—or even acknowledge
his presence.

He dtried al the approaches he' d been taught—and severa he d invented on the spur of the
moment—angling for any response at al.

And had been roundly ignored.

Y esterday, he had boldly stepped in front of agroup of three, bowed low, as he had seen those
amall-shelled or shell-less bow when addressing those more magnificent than themsalves.

The group split and detoured around him, unhurriedly, but with determination.

The path wound around an outcropping of rock and doped toward the caves and vdley floor. Va Con
stopped to survey his prospects, idly twirling the reed.

Acrossthevalley, people were about what he now perceived astheir daily business. Four individuals
werein thefields aong theriver, working among the growing things with long-handled tools vaguely
reminiscent of hoes. Toward the center, acluster of eight? ten? large personswere engaged in acertain
choreographed activity, which could have been dancing, game-playing or military drill, acrosstheriver,
large greenish shagpes moved among the hulking rounded stones—dwel ling places, so he thought: The
town itsdlf.

Just downhill from him now, though somewhat distant from the caverns and convenient to aniceflat rock,
wasavery largeindividua with sgpphire glinting randomly from thetilework of its shell. With it were four
small people, shell-less, and bumbling in away that shouted children to him. Thelargest was scarcely
taller than hewas.

It is dangerous to approach the young of an isolate and perhaps xenophobic people—or, indeed, of any
people. But Va Con’s observationsindicated that he could easily outrun the adult, should it attempt an
attack, and children are often curious...

So thinking, he walked down into the valley and sat atop the flat rock.

The guardian glanced hisway, but turned its back, making no moveto herd the smaller ones away.
Encouraged, he crossed hislegs and settled in to watch.

They were definitely children. They played tag, fell on each other, crowed loudly and shouted shrill,
unintelligible taunts. Entertaining, but not particularly productive. The guardian till ignored him, and he
nurtured asmdll flame of optimism as he fdt in the belt for the sick-knife.

Best to put waiting to work, he thought, quoting one of hisuncle sfavorite phrases. Sowly, atention
mostly on the schoolroom party, he began to fashion the reed into aflute.

It wasthefirgt time he' d attempted such a thing, though he had read how it might be done, and he did not
giveit primary concentration. This may have accounted for the woefully off-key sound that emerged



when hefindly brought the fluteto hislipsand blew.

Hewinced, and blew again; moving hisfingers over the holesto produce aripple of ragged sound. His
fourth attempt yielded something that could charitably have been called atune, and he glanced up to see
how the nursery was taking the diversion.

The guardian stood yet with its back to him, watching as three of the babies enjoyed arough-and-tumble
of wonderful ineptitude.

The fourth waslooking at him.

Va Con brought the reed up and blew again, trying for the smpleline of arhyming game from hisown
childhood. The child took a step forward, away from its quarreling kin, toward therock. Va Con
repeated the rhyming song and began a hopel ess rendition of thefirst ballad he had learned on the’ chora.

Fortunately, the baby was not critical. Va Con abandoned the attempt to wring structured music from his
instrument and instead created ripples of notes, interlocking them asit occurred to him; playing with the
sound.

The baby wasright in front of him.

Helet the music fade dowly; raised his head and |ooked into enormous golden eyes, pupils cat-dit black;
let hislips curveinto the dightest of smiles, and waited.

“D’neschopita,” announced the child, extending athree-fingered hand.

“D’neschopita,” repeated the Scout, copying inflection and pitch. He extended his own hand,
many-fingered asit was.

A hand larger than either swooped out of nowhere, snatching the child from imminent contact, sparing for
his abductor one withering glare from eyesthe size of dinner plates. It dragged the protesting infant away,
holding forth in aloud and extremely displeased voice.

Nurse, Va Con decided, shoulders drooping. Don’t touch that, hetrandated fredly, giving his
imaginaionrein, you don’t know whereit’s been! It could be sick! Whatever it is. And look how
SOFT itis! Probably dimy, too. Yuck.

Heraised the flute and blew a bleat of raucous wet sound.

The big one spun, moving rather more rapidly observed in others of her race, dropping the baby’ s hand
andraisng her ams.

Va Con grinned at her. “ D’ neschopita,” he said.

She hesitated; lowered her arms dowly—and spun again, reclaming her charge roughly and driving the
other three before, toward the safety of the center valey.

“TO CONCLUDE,” intoned the Speaker for the Trader Clan, “White Marsh feds that the Knife Clan of
Middle River owesin the form of information regarding routes of star-trade. This, because the Knife Clan
neglected to locate the being known as Silver Mark Sweeney and ddliver the knife he commissioned,
thereby denying the Trader Clan itsfee of information, for sending this business hither.”

Therewas sllence asthe T’ car digested the whole of the Trader Clan’s message. Out of the silence,
Eldest Speaker’ s dead-leaf voice: “Will you make answer, T’ carais?’



The person so addressed stood away from the bench and inclined his head to the Eldersin respect.

“It grievesme,” he began, “that the Trader clan of White Marsh would come beforethe T’ car entire,
citing wrongs, before they came to the Knife Clan and requested facts. However, it is done, and answer
ghall be made.

“Itisfact that the Trader Clan brought Silver Mark Sweeney to the Knife Clan, from which he
commissioned a blade appropriate to his size, We accepted the task, seeded the cavern and encouraged
not one, but many knives of asize and shape that would be fitting to beings of Silver Mark Sweeney’s
order. In the fullness of time, the blades were ready and the Knife Clan caused amessage to be sent as
ingtructed by Slver Mark Sweeney, sating this.

“Hedid not cometo clam hisknife.”

“It was the respons bility of the Knife Clan to search—" began the Trader Clan’ s Spesker, with
lamentable haste.

The T’ caraisraised ahand, reminding that it was histime now to speak, and continued in the midst of the
new slence.

“The Knife Clan searched. And, when it was found that our manner of search is not efficient among the
stars, we employed a skilled tracker of the clans of Men to perform thistask for us.” He paused to
congder how best to proceed. The Elders, wise beyond saying, were old. They did not dways recdl that
to those yet mobile, changewes. ...

“Y ou must remember,” he said diplomatically, “how short-lived are the members of the Clans of Men.
Where | engaged oneto search, his heir reported failure to me, as hisfather had grown too feeble to
travel. It wasthe belief of these trackers—and a so myself—that while we encouraged and refined the
blade, Silver Mark Sweeney achieved s essdllataand died.

“Thus, | commanded that the family of Silver Mark Sweeney be found, that the blade might be placed
into the hands of hiskin. Time passed, and when the first tracker’ sheir came to me again, heleaned
heavily upon hisown heir...”

The T caraissghed gudtily.

“It seemsthat Silver Mark Sweeney was both kinless and clanless, asis not uncommon among that
family of the Clans of Men named ‘ Terran’.” He paused; signed summation.

“And so0 the knifeis unddivered and the Trader Clan is bereft of itsfee. It isto be considered that the
Knife clan had aso consderable investment in this venture. Thereis an entire room filled with blades
refined, awaiting only handles and sheathes, dl too smdl for our use”

Heinclined his head to the Elders. “ Thus does the Knife Clan answer.”

Therewas alarge quiet while the Elders conferred slently, after the manner of thevery old. intime,
Eldest Speaker’ s voice was heard.

“It is seen that the Trader clan has come beforethe full T car to Sateits concerns and to give notice of
intention to make forma complaint, should there be no baance forthcoming from the Knife Clan.

“It isseen further that the Knife Clan erred in failing to teach the Trader Clan its attempt at solution.

“Thus, it isthe decison and will of the T" car that the T’ carais of the Knife Clan go to the T’ carais of the



Trader Clan and speak as egg-kin, seeking to resolve dl equitably. If thisisnot done, then shal the T’ car
make disposal.” She paused, and dl awaited her further words.

“It puzzlesthe T' car that the Knife Clan so hastily encouraged an entire cavern of bladesfit only for those
of the Clans of Men. However, there has been no complaint made of this, and no judgment is made.

“The matter in this phase isended. All may go.”

* % %

HE WOKE SOBBING, the echo of hiscry gill shuddering the metal walls.

“Daria Darig, untrue!”

But it wastrue.

Painfully, he pulled ar into laboring lungs, tilled the sobs and straightened from his cramped coil of grief.

Loca midnight, by the chronometer on the board. He did out of bed; dressed deliberately; buckled the
kit on and moved to the door. At the threshold, he bethought himself, turned back to the rationboard and
withdrew severd bars of concentrated food, which he stuffed into his pouch. Hiseyefdl on theflute he'd
made that afternoon and he picked that up, too, thrusting it into his belt as he went out into the night.

There were people doroad in the valey: farming, drilling and in genera about their business under thewan
light of thetwo pinkish moons asif it were full daylight.

Va Con paused to stare out over al thisactivity and findly proceeded, shrugging.

The path deserted him at the base of the hill and he paused once more, this time because he heard the
sound of large persons approaching, talking among themselves.

He hid in the shadow of a sundered boulder and let them go by: agroup of three, well-shelled and
carrying large objects—containers of some sort, he thought.

They entered the caverns purposefully, the boom of their voices echoing back.
After amoment, Va Con followed.

THE BROODMOTHER STOOD away from the bench in the waiting chamber and inclined her head as
he approached. “T’ carais. A word with you?’ Not now, he thought, still rankling from Eldest spesker’s
criticiam. Hasty, am |?when al with eyes must see that the Clans of Men will give us profit,
perspective—He became aware of the Broodmother still standing, head bent in respect; and put irritation
asde. “Of course. Come within.” He sat upon the bench of office and indicated that she should sit, as
wall.

At least—" She paused, marshaling words. “It isthat—thing, T' carais. The Reports of thisone had
reached him from other sources, al annoyed.

But this, in her agitation, she did not do, merely standing and gazing mutely up at him. “What concerns
you?’ he asked in some puzzlement. Whatever failings she possessed, nervousness was not counted
among them, “ Arethe egglings unwel | ?”

“They arewdll, T’ carais. Little, black—soft—thing...”

He signed undergtanding.



“lt—the T'carais amp...”

This could not continue. “Please tell the tale clearly, Broodmother. Do you say thet the T’ carais amp is
endangered?’

“I do!” she cried, knotting her fingers together. “It—the soft thing—came out of the hillstoday and sat
upon the stone at the base of the L’ apelekafied, ashort distance from the egglings and I, and seemed
busy with something or another in its—its hands.” She paused to collect hersdlf.

“Then, it began to make noises—horrible noises, T’ carals, high-pitched and whining—just asthe three
youngest began afight among themsdlves, which | of course had to attend to ...”

“Of course, “ he agreed, since this seemed required.

“When | looked around, the T’ carais amp was—was &t the rock, holding out hislittle hand. And
that—thing held out its hand and was going to—going to touch him!” Again shetook atimeto return to

composure.
“| snatched him away, T’ carais, and was hurrying back to the otherswhen—it hissed a me, T’ caraigl”

Thiswas new. “Hissed at you? By al descriptions, thisis but amember of the Clans of Men. | do not
recdl having heard one of thisfamily hiss...”

“Wll, perhapsit was not itsdlf that hissed. It was—holding areed, T carais, and | believethat it
somehow caused the reed to hiss at me. When | turned to protect the T’ carais amp, it bared its teeth and
sad ‘D’ neschopital””

Thiswas gpparently the awful whole, for she unknotted her fingers and stood with head bowed, awaiting
hisjudgment.

It bared itsteeth and cried ‘ Pretty’ ? Odd and odder.

The T’ carais had traveled much and judged most of the members of the Clans of Men harmless, if hasty.
Their music had a certain charm, their actions atouch of madness bordering on art. Certainly there
seemed to be no lagting harmin thisone.

“I judge,” he said, using the formal intonation, “thisindividua to be rude and inconsderate, yet not
dangerous. If it frequentsthe area on the edge of the L’ apelekafield, then take the egglings e sewhere for
their outings. | will investigate it mysdlf, to ensureit isnot of that family called Y xtrang, though its behavior
has not been consstent with the nature of thet line. If it isnot, then we must merely tolerateit for ashdl or
two. It will soon be gone.”

He gentled hisvoice, “It isnot worth troubling yourself over, Broodmother, | promiseyou,” and signed
digmisAl.
With this she had to be content. She had asked and the T’ carais had judged. Better she had dain the soft

thing this daylight and endured words of reprisal than this—this empty assurance that something so
repulsive was no danger to the children.

Unconvinced, she made obeisance and | eft the hearing chamber.

HE DID NOT understand how he cameto be lost. The cavern was dark; but his ears were as sharp as
his sense of direction. Those he followed made no pretense of sedth. There should have been no
difficulty.



And yet there had. His guides were alittle distance ahead, rounding a corner. Moments later, he rounded
the same corner—or, as he thought now, not the same corner—and found himself doneinadark his
eyes were unequi pped to penetrate.

He stopped, eyes half-closed in the blackness, listening.
Silence, in which his bresth rasped.

His nose reported the dry, musky scent characteristic of shelled people, but not with an immediacy that
encouraged him to believe any stood near.

Wl and good. He pulled the lantern from his belt and thumbed the beam to low, careful of any
dark-seeing eyesthat might, in spite of his certainty, be watching.

He stood in a pocket of stone, high-roofed and smooth. It was well that he had stopped where he had:
another half-dozen of his short strides would have run him nose-first into the endwal.

The wrong corner, indeed. He pivoted on ahed, playing the beam over the floor, but the dustless stone
showed no tracks.

Wedl, there at least was the bend in the corridor. Best turnabout and walk out...

HE WALKED FOR twenty minutes by hisinner clock, fully twice the time he had walked in behind his
guides. Stopping, he played hislight around the room in which he stood. It was so vast a place that the
mid-beam did not even nibble a the dark aong what he imagined must be the walls. The floor was
littered with boul ders and smitten columns of stone.

He spun dowly in place, running the beam about the room. Thisis absurd, he thought. | don’t get lost.

Still, he had to admit that he did seem to be lost. It was clear that he would succeed only in becoming
more logt if he continued on hisguiddessway.

Itispossible, hetold himsdlf kindly, that you have done something just abit foolish.
He sighed and pushed the hair off hisforehead.

People did comeinto the caverns, though it was true that he did not know the schedule of these
vigitations. Food and water he had—even fresh water, he amended, ears catching asilvering cascade in
the dark to hisright—and the torch would provide light for months. The wait would no doubt be tedious,
but hardly life-threatening, and if he got bored he could use hisfishline and markers to map the caverns.

Shrugging philosophicaly, Va Con sat down and waited to be found.

THE DUTIES OF aT’ carais are myriad; the duties of the senior-most Edger many. Happily, severd
overlapped, so that avisit to the caverns was both present joy and remembered bliss.

He crossed the threshold into First Upper Way, noting that three of his kin—Handler, Selector and
Lader—had passed thisway but recently.

Around their scents, and as recent, was the odor of something vaguely spicy and somewhat—furry? The
T’ carais puzzled as he went on. It waslike and yet unlike a scent he knew, though not one usudly found
within the caverns.



An oddity. No doubt all would come clear intime.

Scent told him that his kinsmen had turned down the Second-Full Corridor. They were beginning the
harvest of the Lower Ninth Room, then. Good. The T’ carais had great plansfor that particular crop.

Heturned into Third New Way and shortly into Fifth Cavern but One.

The newest crop was good, he noted, well pleased. Only fourteen had been encouraged beyond the
strength of the crysta to endure. If only half of those remaining harkened to his own tutelage, it would be
asuperior harvest, indeed. Seeder had done well. Nurturer had excelled hersalf. He would commend
them.

It was then that he heard the sound.
And what asound! Thready and fulsome by turns. abrading. Fascinating.

Music, the T’ carais understood after amoment. Though of what sort he could not have said, sinceit bore
little resemblance to any he had heard in al hislong life.

But whatever kind of musicit was, it was absolutely forbidden within the caverns.

With one more glance at the precious, fragile blades, the T’ carais went in search of the sound.

* * %

ITS SOURCE WASin the Seventh Old Storeroom, Sitting in aglowing pool of energy, many-fingered
hands holding something to its mouth.

The T’ carais stopped in horror, mentaly assessng the damage of so much energy on the infant blades,
two levelsabove. Then heredlized that part of what he beheld was merely harmlessradiant energy. The
force generated by the musician, while more substantia than one would expect from so smadl abeing,
waswdl below the danger level.

He approached the intruder.

Who glanced up, dropped its hands and rolled to its feet with amazing suppleness, whereupon it
performed the bow of youngling to elder and straightened, awaiting his pleasure.

An eggling, thought the T’ caral's, astounded.

Of dl who had complained, none had said that the intruder was but an eggling. He remembered, then, the
disconcertment this particular eggling had caused members of the Knife Clan, not to mention unleashing
harmful energiesin the vicinity of growing blades, and stiffened his soul. Withholding any indication of
regard for his petitioner, he gudied it a hisleisure.

It was somewhat smaler than those of the Clans of Men he had previoudy known, and ridiculoudy thin.
Also, it had no fur on itslower face, though a profusion upon its head, dark brown in color. It was
dressed in garments of black leather over another long-deeved garment of some softer stuff: garb worn
by many men, especialy those that traveled between stars. Around this one’ s middle was awide belt,
hung with aconfusion of objects.

The T’ carais returned his attention to the face, seeing that it was smdl; looking asif one of hiskin had
taken anugget of soft golden ore and used aknife to plane off five quick, angular lines, finishing the work
by setting two crystas of the most vivid green possible well back among them, shadowed by long lashes



and guarded by straight, dark brows.

The T’ carais deigned to speak. “Egglings are not permitted here,” he said sternly, and in Terran, so there
should be no migtaking his meaning.

One of those straight brows twitched out of line with its brother, as the master of them both looked down
at itself, and then back up.

“| am sure that to one of your own magnificence,” it said softly, and with alilt to the wordsthat fell oddly
on the ear, “it must gppear that | have not yet achieved adulthood. However, | must ingst that | am not

an—eggling—but aman grown.”

An absurd eggling. But not one of those called Terran, by testimony of the way he spoke that family’s
tongue. The T’ carais took thought.

“What isyour Clan?’ heinquired, thistime in the tongue called Trade, which was easier to form.
“Korvd,” returned the other, obediently following into that language. “ And your own?’

And an impudent one. Then the T’ carais recollected that, in his consternation, he had presumed to teke a
member of another Clan to task for misconduct—eggling or adult. And. to do this without proper
introduction was afar greater impudence than he had now been offered.

“l ancdled,” hesaid augterely, “in the short form used by the Clans of Men on those things called visas:
Eleventh Shell Fifth Hatched Knife Clan of Middle River’s Spring Spawn of Farmer Greentrees of the
Spearmakers Den: The Edger. Among those of men | have met,” he added, “1 am known as Edger.”

The smal one bowed, acknowledging, the T’ carais supposed, the greatness of the name.

“I am cdled, inthelongest form thusfar available: Va Con yos Phelium Scout.” He glanced up, both
brows out of true. “ Among those of men | dedl with, | am known asVa Con.”

The T’ caraiswas charmed. Merdly an eggling, after al—he recollected again the damage the creature
had done the peace and harmony of the Clan and strengthened his soul once more.

“This” hesad sternly, ddliberately neglecting the name he had been given, “isthe place of the Knife Clan
of Middle River. Egglings and adults of other clans are not permitted here, save by specid invitation, and
with amember of the Clan. Y ou are trespassing. Further, you have endangered the blades by the
energies unleashed in playing your eggling music. Y ou are fortunate, indeed, that you choseto dothisina
section of the cavernsthat isat rest, for you might have ruined an entire crop, had you chosento play ina
room that was seeded.

“I am angry that you are here, but because | see you areignorant, | will raise no complaint to the T’ car.
Now begone.” Hefolded hisarms over hisarmored chest and glared at the little cresture.

Who sighed, and glanced down at the reed in his hand. He seemed markedly uncowed by Edger’s
avowed anger, and did not smell of fear. When heraised hisface he was amiling, as men cdl it, though

very dightly.

“I an sorry,” he said dowly, “about the music. It isanew instrument for meand | am afraid | did
mis-craft it. | did not know the playing was of such poor quality that it would ruin acrop of blades.” He
paused, vivid eyesintent. The T" carais kept his countenance unyielding, and said nothing.

“Wherel amfrom,” continued Va Con yos Phdlium Scout, “knives are made of iron and sted and light.



| have made afew of thefirst two mysdf, though | am anovice. It would interest me gregtly to learn how
your knives are formed.”

“Y ou might have had the privilege,” the T’ carais said with deliberate crudty, “but you choseto cast it
away from you and enter without permission.”

“And how was| to ask permission,” wondered the impudent one, “when thereis no person | have found
inthe valey who will spesk to me?’

“Foolish eggling! Do you expect persons of consequence to speak to one to whom they have not been
introduced?’

The smal onetook timeto consider this, eyeson arock at hisfeet. He looked up.
“Youare”

Had he been capable of it, the T’ carais would have gaped. Asit was, he merely moved hishead from
sdeto sde, dowly, before speaking with great care. “ Thisisadifferent matter. Y our noise endangered
theblades. | am T’ carais. Of course | must speak, that | might command you to cease.”

“Ah,” said the other. “| understand.”

Edger thought that perhaps he did and was not comforted. Sternly, he said, “1 have ordered you to
begone.”

“Yes” Va Con agreed readily, “and | would like to comply. But | am logt. It' s stupid of me, but my
sense of direction seemsto have gotten misplaced, and | can’t find my way out.” He danted bright eyes
upward. “1 did try.”

Absurd that abeing so frail should have so much lifeiniit.
“Very well,” saidthe T’ carais fiffly, “I shdl escort you to the cavern door.”

“Thank you,” said the other with abow. “1 am grateful for your kindness.” He bent to retrieve the lantern
and graightened, face thoughtful.

“I have just considered...Will it be dangerous for the blades to encounter light? If so, | must ask if | might
hold to your harness aswe go. My eyes are too poor to see here...”

Edger was touched, both by the eggling’ s care and the grace with which he accepted his limitation.

“You may keep your light at that level,” he said gruffly. “ The bladeswill not suffer fromit.” Heturned,
heading back the way he had come. “Follow.”

In keeping with hisjudgment, the T’ caraisled his charge by aroute that avoided the growing rooms, and
in due time they reached the cavern mouth.

Outside, he turned, meaning to leave wordless, aswas proper.
“Edger,” cdled the smal one, who appeared to have no shame.
Reuctant, the T’ carais turned back. “I hear.”

He had clipped the lantern onto his belt and stood now, hands out, palms turned up. “Y ou have been
very kind and it’ struethat | am grateful. In spite of this, | fed | must ask for yet another kindness.” He



took abreath and plunged hastily on. “Would you please introduce me to some of your Clan members?|
have cometo learn about you—your language and your ways—and it would be much easier if someone
would spesk with me...”

Was he ascholar, then? The T’ carais was uncertain of theword “ scout.”

“What you ask may be possible,” he conceded. “1 will consider it. However, adecision will not be made
thismoons' phase, for | leave tomorrow moontime for avisit to another Clan.” He paused.

“Perhapsit would be wisest for you to go someplace dse. Or, if you must stay here, to avoid the
egglings Y ou frighten them.”

Once again that ironic glance down at his soft sdif, the straight look into Edger’ sface.

“I think that, beside yoursdlf, the egglings are the only people | have seen here who are not frightened of
rre”

This eggling was out of reason perceptive. Edger turned away, speaking the wellwish.
“K’mentopak, eggling. Be you well.”
“K’mentopak, T'carais,” camethe soft reply. “My thanksto you.”

VAL CON STRETCHED taut in the pilot’s chair and relaxed, abruptly boneless. The log was once
more up-to-date.

He consdered the T carais, grinning asit occurred to him to wonder if that person thought him Terran.
There were those of that long, burly race who would not be best pleased by that. Though, to befair, the
genera configuration was the same, and perhaps, from aheight of nearly ninefeet, a seven-foot person
and afive-foot one are both merely small.

Knives. Growing knives? They had passed nothing that looked to his untutored eyesto be blades
a-growing on their way out of the cavern last night. Of course, Edger had said he might not, as
punishment. Possibly, the T’ carais had chosen aroute that bypassed such wonders.

But growing? And sensitive to—energies—created by music, but not the everyday radiant variety?
What sort of energy, he wondered, nourishes a sense of direction?

A sensdess question, certainly: A sense of direction was nothing but itself.

Or wasit?

He snapped to hisfeet; moved to the center of the ship.

Planetary north, he told himself; turned on hished, pointing.

Eadt. asmaller turn.

South...

West...

Home, standing tall, arm raised, finger indicating that areain the Fourth Quadrant where turned the planet
Liad.



Sense of direction back on duty, Sir.

And where had it been last night? He lowered hisarm dowly. Music, but not light. A man lost, who never
misses the way. Blades growing out of ancient rock...

A sense of direction isalow-level psychic phenomenon.
Musc?
Not psychic—askill anyone might learn, subject to the physics of the universe...

Two dridesto the storage locker and the ’ chorawithin, still shrouded in yellow silk. He set it on thetable
and pulled the cloth away, exposing its smooth newness.

Thiswas an expensive portable, far superior to the one he had owned formerly. He had lately had neither
heart nor joy to play, but now he flipped the power on; hands flickering over the stops, setting values and
intensties

Lightly, fingersjoking, he played the line of the rhyming gamethat had so charmed the eggling; drifted into
the ballad that had defeated him upon the reed.

Gods, what abeautiful instrument.
What sort of energy ismusic?

Helet hisfingers dow; flipped off the power. Eyes gill on the’ chora, helifted the kit and belted it around
hiswast. Hefting the keyboard by its strap, he arranged it across his back—like ashell, he thought,
half-amiling.

Heleft the ship, whistling.

* % %

SOUNDLESS, HE SLIPPED out of the vegetation at the path’ s end, blinked and nearly laughed. To his
right, three egglings, running hard from amuch larger individud . And waking toward him with infant
nonchalance, his acquaintance of the previous afternoon.

“Good morning, youngling,” he greeted it in soft Trade. “Will your nurse be angry with me again?’
“D’neschopita,” the eggling told him, with emphasis. “ T’ carais amp b’ lenarkanarak’ ab.”

He lifted an eyebrow and walked forward. “ Say you s0?” he murmured, keeping his voice smooth.
“Wadl, sheisyour kin and I must bow to your judgment in the matter.”

At this, the eggling burst into astorm of volubility, emphasized by meaningful blinks of the huge eyes. Vd
Con shook his head. Too much, too fast, lacking structure... Perhaps. He pulled on the’ chora strap;
brought the keyboard across his chest; flipped on the power.

The eggling paused for breath, eyes glowing. Va Con moved hisfingers over keys, manipulated
stops—playing back the rhythm and sound of the child’ s speaking, wondering what would happen...

A much larger sound interrupted the experiment. He looked up to see the nurse gpproaching, arms
upraised for astrike.

The’chora Indinctively, he bent forward, shieding the instrument with his body; tensing his shouldersto



takethe blow...

Which did not fall. Instead, she stood over him and |oosed an ear-ringing tirade, no doubt listing hisfaults
and probable bad habits, annotated, cautioudy, he turned his head and looked at her out of the corner of
aneye.

The abuse cut off in mid-annotation. Thin chest-armor heaving, she grabbed the eggling by thearm and
dragged him away.

Va Con graightened dowly, watching them go. Nurse wasin no mood for nonsensg, it seemed. She
jerked hard on the youngster’ sarm when he tried to hang back, roaring something the man felt must be
unsuitable for delicate young ears. The youngling bleated and was borne away.

Bully, Va Con apostrophized her, just wait until he’ s grown.

Then reaction hit and he collgpsed cross-legged to the ground, hugging the’ chora and shaking.

* % %

“T'CARAIS, | MUST insst—" the Broodmother’ s words proceeded her, reaching Edger as he walked
with hisbrother Handler. He turned ponderoudly to face her.

“What isit you must ing<t, Broodmother?’

“That hideous thing must be dain—or banished—or—or—It isdangerous, T’ carais—rabid! | cannat, in
my duty as Broodmother—"

Edger lifted ahand and she subsided, though not willingly.
“Thereis new behavior? something other than we spoke of past noontime?’

“T’carals, | used your counsel and moved the egglingsto the other side of the L’ apelekafield for this
suntime. All waswell, | thought, until I looked about—it was back! and done with the T’ carais amp!
Spesking with him!” She stopped amoment, clearly agitated. “| ran to them, T’ carais, and | confess that
my hand wasraised to grikeit...”

Strike him? The T’ carais recdled the man’ s absurd frailness. One blow from an outraged Broodmother
would shatter him beyond hope of repair. Hetasted air.

“Yet you did not.”

“I did not, * she agreed. “For it looked up at my approach, bowed down and stayed thus, very meekly,
while | berated it.” She gathered her courage together. “It isevil, T’ carais. A danger to the egglingsand
to the clan. It must be destroyed.”

“No,” saidthe T’ caraisfirmly; and his brother Handler looked at him consideringly. “ Thisisa sentient
being, Broodmother. Ignorant, yes. Y oung, aso. But not maicious. The Knife Clan does not kill
wantonly. | go now to speak with him, explaining your preference that he stay agpart from the egglings.
Though,” he added, fixing her with an eye, “it istrue that one hungersfor children, when oneisfar from
clan and kin.” He gestured brusquely. She bowed and went.

Edger turned to his brother. “Will you come? If you areto judgein my place while | am absent, it iswell
you know al whom your words enclose.”

Handler inclined his head. “I was about to beg the honor, Brother.”



* * %

THE MUSIC LED them to his seat under the clemktos tree. Halfway acrossthe valley it reached them,
full of such force and structure—such power—that the T’ carai's gave Slent thanks that the man had not
chosen to use thisinstrument within the caverns.

He had been toying, past moontime, thought Edger. Indeed, what € se might one do with music coaxed
from adead stick?

But this—thiswas in sophigticated earnest. He had not lied when he claimed maturity for himself...

The man glanced up asthey approached, fingers dowing, stopping on the keys. He set the instrument
aside, rolled gracefully to hisfeet and bowed low.
“T'caras”

Edger inclined his head. “Va Con yos Phelium Scout. | thank you for the gift of music you fredly give our
land.” He paused. Surely, he was not mistaken?“Why did you not say your whole name to me, when last
we spoke?’

The dark brows pulled together. “ Forgive me. | meant no insult. It is possible that | do not know
my—whole name.” Hetipped hishead. “I would be pleased to learn it from you.”

Handler blinked. Did the cresture ask the T’ carais to name it? Impudence.

But his brother took no offense. He merely raised ahand in the gesture that asked grace and told it, “|
will think on this. | also consider that which you asked of me last speaking. These thingswait upon my
return.”

“I understand,” said the small one, folding his hands before him.

“I hear,” then said the T’ carais sternly, “that you have again come near the egglings, thus offending the
Broodmother. It was my command that you refrain from these things, what say you?’

Handler blinked again. His brother would judge the thing asif it were a Clan member?

It isathinking being, he told himsdf, laborioudy tracing the thought of aT’ carais. It has attached itself to
the Clan, whatever its dien reason for doing so. Should it thus be dain? Or heard?

The small onesighed. “I tried to obey you, T’ carais. | came here because, in dl former days, the egglings
and their Broodmother kept to the other side of thisfield. It was accident that | came into the midst of
them. And when the tallest eggling came to me and spoke, | thought it would be—rude—if | refused to
answer aswell as| might...”

The T caraiswaited.

Va Con shrugged. “ Asfor irritating the Broodmother—T’ carai's, | must admit that she hasirritated me,
Twice she denied thiseggling and | thejoy of acquaintanceship. If she had hisbest interest in her heart,
she would not teach him fear of what is unknown, but encourage his curiosity and interest!”

An opinionated egg-man. And not aword to say that he had been threatened. Did he not know? Or
count it too amdl athing to mention?

“I hear your answer, and find it holds some merit. | see how this accidental meeting has occurred. The
fault ismine and | will make amends. The Broodmoather and the egglingswill return to their place near the



L’ apeekafidd. You will not go there”
The small one bowed. “I hear you, T’ carais.”

“Seethat you obey me,” Edger said, with asperity. “ Broodmothers are not lightly angered. Thisonefeds
you are athreat and adanger. Annoy her further and she may strike you, thus grestly curtailing the span
of your years.” He studied the unconcerned green eyes. “ Do you understand me, Va Con yos Phelium
Scout?’

“Yes, Edger. | understand you.” Hetipped hishead. “The T’ carais has further orders?’

An exhadion likeasmal tornado. “ A question: Y ou named your Clan Korval. | am not familiar with this
line of the clans of Men. | think you are not Y xtrang—"

Va Con tipped hishead back, uttering that sound men call laughter. Glancing up, he raised ahand to
push dark fur from bright eyes.

“Not Yxtrang,” he murmured. “Nor Terran, though—" He paused. Trade did not hold an adequate
word, S0 he settled at last for: “she-who-raised-meis. | am Liaden.”

“Ah,” said Edger. “I have met Liadensin the past, though not so many as| have Terrans. It iswell. Were
you Y xtrang, you would not be allowed to remain.”

Oh, no? thought Vd Con. A race that thinks it might order mighty Yxtrang and have it regarded
more than mere senseless noise? Interesting.

“Now,” continued Edger, “1 have said to you that | will be away for atime. This,” he gestured; Handler
stood forward, inclining hishead, “ismy brother, the T’ caraisiana ab. He speaks with my voicein all
thingswhilel am gone. Though you are not of the Knife Clan, you infringe on our territory, and must be
remembered in judgment. aso, your kil in music interests me—| make astudy of the music of Men, for
the joy of my spirit. Y ou may continue your studies, excepting only that you will refrain from studying the
egglings and that you are banned from the caverns. If any offer you insult or harm, you must say to them:
‘T’ caraisiand ab € amokenatek’ . This meansthat you are to be heard and judged by the T’ caraisiand ab.
Areyou ableto say to thewords| havetold you?’

“T’ caraisand ab € amokenatek,” murmured the man, the properly-spoken phrase sounding odd in so
soft avoice. He turned to Handler and bowed. “ T’ caraisiana ab, | am happy to meet you.”

Handler blinked for athird time, consdered asa T’ carais might, and inclined his head. “1 am happy to
mest you, Va Con yos Phdium Scout. Please do nothing to endanger yoursdf while the eldest of my
brothersisaway.”

Va Congrinned. “I’ll do my best.”

* % %

THE SCHEDULE SPECIFIED six ecologica surveys of the area.

Hetook the last sighting from the hill over the valey, made the notation and stashed paper and stylusin
his pouch, stupid thing. They’ d made sure he’ d learned the tedious, mechanical waysto insurereturnto a
garting point. Thiswasthefirgt time he' d been grateful for the training. There had been no further
abandonments by hisdirectiona sense, but once burned, twice shy, as hisfostermother would say. He
would rather not be cut off from the ship in the middie of awilderness smply because he couldn’t at this
present tell hishead from hisfeet.



Stretching, he looked out over the valey—and looked again, more sharply.

A large figure was moving across the open area, using atall something to walk with. Va Con leaned
against a boulder to watch.

Thetall something abruptly became alance; point gathering the wan light of the moonsand dispersingitin
glittering ribbons. The figure was Edger, no doubt beginning hisjourney.

Va Con shifted, took two steps down the path to the valley—and stopped. The T’ carais had businessto
be about, even ashedid. Let be, hetold himsdf sternly.

Y et he stood there, watching until the other reached the edge of the valey and the night hid that large
person from feeble eyes.

“Safejourney, Edger,” he murmured in Low Liaden, as one might to afriend. Then he turned sharply,
snatched up the directionfinder and moved back down thetrail toward the Scout ship. Timefor res, if he
wanted an early start in the morning.

* * %

IT IS A SENTIENT being; one that obeysthewords of the T carais. If itisin need, it hastheright to
ad.

Thus had Handler reasoned before starting this smal expedition. The man had not been seen for days,
and though its absence took tension from the Clan it also added tension.

Handler was nervous. It was difficult to think with the thoughts of a T’ carai's, enclosing both
Broodmothers and men. On hisway to the hill path, he stopped to speak with the Broodmother.

“I giveyou good sun,” he said politely.

“Asl giveyou good sun, T'caraisana ab,” she responded, taking the T’ carais amp by thearm and
indicating that he should make his bow.

Thiswas done and Handler murmured all things appropriate. Then, “Y our pardon, Broodmother, for
speaking of asubject | know isdistasteful to you. But—the small, soft being... Have you seen i—him
recently?’

“No,” she snapped, “nor have | any wish to. It isto be hoped the horrible thing has gone away.”
“D’neschopita,” said the T’ carais amp sorrowfully. “Kanarak’ ab.”

The Broodmother was not best pleased by these sentiments. Handler left her trying to interest the
T’ carals amp inagame of ¢’ smerlgparek with hisyounger kin.

* * %

HANDLER WALKED AROUND thelittle ship—congtructed, after the manner of the Clans of Men,
from soft metal, rather than molded of durable rock. After acomplete circuit, he tested the air.

Thelingering hint of the human’s spice-furry scent was days old, direction teased by the winds. He came
closer to the ship, but the stink of metal masked any other scent that might have been there.

Finaly, he lifted a hand and brought it down—gently—on the hull, making it to ring. He waited atime and
repeeted this, before circling the ship again.



If Va Conyos Phelium Scout wereinside, he wasignoring Handler’ s summons.

Weéll, then, thought Handler, al beings require space gpart. Perhaps thisis the human’ stime of quietude
and meditation...

He backed away, not quite convinced, but unsure of what else, with propriety, might be done.
It must be for my brother to decide whether we will open the ship of another clan.

An unsatisfactory solution, but he could think of none better. After atime, he left the quiet clearing and
the stinking lump of metal and returned to his house.

* % %

THE THIRD MOON wasrisen; thefirst waning, when asmal, swift figure left the safety of the
dwelling-places and crossed the L’ gpelekafield, unerringly striking the hill path.

Thiswasthe way hisfriend came. The path hisunclethe T’ caraigana ab had taken only last suntime.

With the echo of the wonderful sounds the soft one made in his head, the T’ carais amp ran down the
path, coming in time to the clearing and the ship.

He bardy paused, only sniffing the air to find hisfriend' s scent. The ship heignored—it wasfar too small,
even if it were possible that someone would livein something that smelled so. Hisfriend’ s home must be
further on.

S0 he continued—south, with but an occasiona wishful hint of his soft friend—and sunrise found him well
away from the place of the Knife Clan.

* * %

IN SPITE OF the yellow flowers, Va Con made camp in the clearing on the bluff. It was agood place,
protected and spacious, with apool of icy water off to one Sde, away from the flowers.

He gtared at these, hand twitching toward the machete in his belt.
They redly are quite beatiful, he offered diffidently; and it istrue that Dariawould have loved them.

Will you spend your life destroying everything Dariamight have loved? If so, best start with yourself and
let the innocent universe be.

He pushed the hair from his eyes with asigh and turned away, automaticaly choosing aplaceto build his
fire. Kneding, he began to cut ashalow pit, carefully thinking of nothing at all.

Tomorrow, he reminded himsalf sometime later, as he went in search of rocksto linethe pit, it' sdown
the hill and into the flatlands.

Depending on how long it took to find away around or through the bog he would be back at the ship
tomorrow night or mid-morning the day after.

He spied aflat stone and bent to retrieve it—
“Arraaw!”

Va Con dropped into a crouch, stone forgotten. He stayed utterly till, listening to the echoes of the roar.



Nothing he had yet encountered could have produced that noise. Besides Edger’ s people, the indigenous
lifewas small, skittish and, for the most part, silent. Even the handful of birds were near voiceless—

Wil, he' d been wrong before. And he had the direction of the racket pegged now. He edged toward the
bluff, wormed flat among the yellow flowers and peered down.

Dragons?

Closng hiseyes, he cdled up the memory of Clan Korva'ssgil: thefull-lesfed treg, itsfaithful winged
guardian—Opened his eyes and looked again.

Dragons.
Three of them. All noisy. Hewinced in protest of this excess of sound and peered closer.

Supper was the point of contention. At least, Va Con supposed that the till lump in the center of the
group had been intended as someone’ sdinner.

The smdler suddenly moved on the largest, swinging its paw, leading with itsteeth. The largest turned a
negligent armored shoulder to the attack, Sivung his own paw across the attacker’ s soft throat; used his
teeth to thoughtful advantage.

The crunch was quite audible to the man on the bluff, and the littlest dragon dumped and lay ill beside
itslate intended dinner. The largest gathered the disputed item into itsjaws and waded off into the bog
land, second largest following docilely.

Va Con dropped his chin onto hisfolded arms. No fire tonight. Perhaps, too, acamp in the rocks
ingtead of the clearing.

Well, at least they don't breathe fire. | think. No wings. And they aren’t very fadt...

But they wereright in the middle of his projected route home. Tomorrow was going to be an interesting
day.

* % %

RAIN WOKE HIM before dawn. Shivering in the warm air, he rose and cleaned up the campsite. He
pulled out abar of concentrate to eat as he walked and |eft, heading for the flatlands.

Working with his menta map and sense of direction, he plotted aroute that would take him in along loop
around the bogs. It would add half to awhole day to hisjourney, but that was acceptable, if it insured
that he did not become a snack for an eighteen-foot dragon.

When he hit open ground, he stretched his short legs, hoping that the detour was safer than the origina
route. He was acutely aware of the lack of data concerning dragonish habits.

For al he knew, the things hunted right up to the valey of the Knife Clan. Into the valley; what did he
know? Maybe there were virgin sacrifices. Maybe dragons sat on the Council of Clans. If therewasa
Council of Clans. Maybe dragons were pets of Edger’ s people. Maybe Edger’ s people were—

“AAARRRAAW!”
O, damn.

He pivoted dowly on ahed, looking for it. To the east, south, west—clear to the shadowy horizon.



Immediately north, hisview was cut off by ajumble of rose and grey rock.
“AAAARRRRAAAAWWW!”

Of course. So, then, another detour. He didn’t redlly have to be back at the ship for another five months
or so—

“P elektekabal “ screamed a voice from beyond the rock.
va Conran.

Hetore around the rockpile and skidded to a hdlt, spraying grave. Directly before him, asqualling
egaling, frozen mere feet from the safety of arock-niche. Furthe—on treacherous sand—Edger, lance
couched and ready, facing the dragon.

In dragons, eighteen feet issmdll.

Va Con dove forward, hitting the eggling with asurprisingly hard shoulder. The squaling cut out aboruptly
asthe baby sprawled half into the niche. He skittered in the rest of the way to avoid his soft friend, who
threw aknapsack at him, ydling, “ Stay there!” had he but known.

The rock-niche was comforting, calling up thoughts of home. He made himself as small aspossble and
dayed very 4ill.

Va Con ran forward, yanking gun from belt; dropped to one knee and fired. The pellet whistled
harmlesdy off an armorplate Sde. The dragon did not even turn its head.

It swung at Edger with along-taloned clav—uwithdrawn rapidly asthe lance legpt to mest it.

Va Con returned the gun to itsloop—worse than usdless, not even adiversion, for Edger to moveinto
the throat.

He ran, making awide detour, fishing the machete from hiskit. Thetail was hdf aslong asthe dragon
itself, wickedly armed with VVa Con-high spikes.

He brought the machete down. Hard.
The dragon screamed. Encouraged, he swung hisweapon again.
And again.

On the eighth blow, the blade shattered and the dragon screamed—close. He looked up, saw the
descending jaws, double-toothed and gaping—

Reflex hurled the usdess handle into the descending maw, asreflex snapped him into a backward
somersault, away from certain desth.

Teeth clicked as herolled awvay and Edger cried out, “ A’jliatal”—the rest of hiswords eaten by another
dragonish dhriek.

Va Con sngpped tall, whirling back—
Edger was down.

Dodging whipped tail, ducking a sweeping paw, Va Con reached the T’ carais, set his hands againgt the



place where shell met shoulder—and pushed.

He was not strong enough. Edger tipped, tried to get hisfeet under him, holding to hislance—and the
dragon was turning back, paw raised in agesture the man had seen from its bogland kin.

It meant death, that gesture. It would sweep Edger over, exposing the softer shell acrosshischest... Vd
Con stepped back, hands dropping from horny shoulders, staring upward as fingers groped in his belt—

Touched—and had it out without fumble. The safety clicked off asthe paw swept down, taonsfird,
toward the struggling Edger.

Va Con fired the flaregun into the towering face, his cry echoing the beast’ s as the blue-white flash
blinded both.

* % %

IT ISNOT difficult to digpatch a blinded dragon. One walks up to whereit stands clawing at itsruined
eyes and one cuts the soft throat. It isan act of mercy.

Sentient beings are not allowed this mercy, unlessthey ask for it very specifically.

Edger hunkered down before the man called Va Con yos Phelium Scout, in the fullest form thusfar
available. The smallness of him as he rocked back and forth, arms folded across his face, touched the
siritwithice.

“Tdl mewhat | may dotoadyou,” he begged, feding ignorant as an eggling.

The smal one gave ashuddering sigh. “ Y ou arewell? It is dead?’

How vdiant abeing wasthis! “Yes, brother,” Edger assured him, “A’jliataisdead. | am uninjured, asis
thisfoolish eggling, my heir.” He paused, then asked again. “But you—tell mewhat | may do. You are
damaged...”

Anather sigh, less profound. “ Only temporary. | think. Thelight was so bright...”
Truth. Edger had been turned away, shielded by his shell, yet the flash had stabbed his eyes.

Va Con dropped his protecting arms and raised his head. The bright eyes were squinted amost shut,
and there was moisture running from them, but it gppeared that they functioned.

“I'll bedl right,” he said dowly. “It may take alittle time for meto be able to see—properly.” Hetook a
breath, moving his head from sideto side. “1 am sorry to troubleyou, T’ carais...”

Edger was conscious of atightening of hisspirit, in pride. “ Thereis no trouble, brother, ask what you
mg.t-”
“I was returning to my ship,” Va Con explained, “when | happened upon you. If you could guide me...”

He shook his head, turning his many-fingered hands up, pam out. “I am sorry to trouble you,” he said
again, “but it may take my eyes some daysto—to hed...”

“Thereisno trouble,” Edger assured him again, “Are you strong enough to travel immediately? Shdl |
carry you—I will be careful,” he added, conscious of how easily one might crush abeing assmal asthis
new brother.

Va Consmiled wanly. “I canwalk,” he said, “though | may need to hold onto—something—and be



guided...”

“It shal bedone,” declared the T’ carais, rising to full height. Gingerly, he extended ahand to the small
person on the ground.

In amoment, that person also put forth ahand, curling many fingers about Edger’ sfew, and dlowed
himsdlf to be helped to hisfedt.

* % %

THEY REACHED HIS new brother’ svessdl in the near dark of the third moon. Edger led, leaning upon
hislance; the T’ carais amp and VVa Con followed, hand-in-hand. The eggling wore the man’ s knapsack
on hisback like a soft |eather shell.

Voices caried on the night air: two, raised in disharmony. Edger straightened and lengthened his stride,
entering the clearing asa T’ carais should.

The Broodmother cut off in mid-lament; bowed as deeply as she was able. His brother inclined his head,
reading the wearinessin him, but saying nothing, aswas his gentle way.

Edger stopped, motioning those behind to come forward.
Hand-in-hand, they did so; stopped before T’ caraisiana ab and Broodmother, waiting.
The Broodmother looked up and resumed her outcry.

“You seewhat | havetold you! It made off with the T’ carais amp, the evil thing!” She turned to Edger,
every line of her pleading justice. “Will you not day it, T’ carais? Y ou have seen with your eyes how
evil—’

“SILENCE!” bellowed Edger and the Broodmother subsided, blinking rapidly. Handler looked from his
brother to the smal intruder to the T’ carais amp.

Edger gestured and Handler brought his head up, listening, that he might later recal precisdly.

“Letit beknown,” the T’ carais began, regaly, and in the tongue known as Trade, “that thisman Va Con
yos Phelium Scout hasthis day saved the lives of both the T’ carais of the Knife Clan and the
T’ carais amp, placing hislifeinto peril to do so, when he might have run and been safe.

“ Armed with a blade of mere metdl he came againgt A’jliata, suffering pain and possible permanent
damagein the service of T’ caraisand Clan.

“Let it further be known,” Edger continued, “that this person shdl comeinto the clan asmy brother,
which he has earned. His name in present fullness shall be stated at the ceremony of adoption.”

He fixed the bewildered Broodmother with his eye, dropping into the only speech she understood. “This
person is honored by me, as hewill be honored by the clan, for bravery and service. Know that he one
dew theddest A’|liata, thereby preserving theline of the T’ carais of the Knife Clan. | will hear no further
words againgt him. Do you understand what | have said?’

She lowered her head. “| understand you, T’ carais.”

“Itisgood. Now, take the T’ carais amp and atend him. Later you shall tell me how he cameto bein
danger!”



The Broodmother came forward, hand extended for her charge, who set up asqual and clung to his soft
friend.

Vd Con shifted away, prying clutching fingersfrom hisarm. * Gently, child,” he murmured in Trade,
“you’ll bregk me...”

The Broodmother added afew quick words of her own on the subject and the T’ carais amp was borne
away. Edger looked at his brother Handler.

“Find you our brother Selector and choose aworthy blade from the Room of Men.”
Handler inclined his head; turned to the man.

“I am proud to have gained so vaiant abrother, Va Con yos Phelium Scout, “ he said formally. Then he,
too, went away.

Va Con turned to Edger, brow up. “I do not understand, T’ carais. Y ou dew—A’jliata—not I. Why
honor me?’

Edger blinked. “I hurried what you had contrived. A blind cregsturein the wild isaready dead. | but
showed it the mercy one accords aworthy foe. Y ou gaveit death with your light.” He dumped, leaning
on thelance: it was not necessary to feign tirelessness with this, his brother.

“Will you gather the objects of your name and subsistence, Brother? It is past time that we were home,
and | understand men to require sometime of deeping every moontime.”

Va Con stood for along time, as men measure such things, squinting up at the T’ carais. Then he smiled
and turned toward the ship.

“I will not belong.”
“So beit,” said Edger, settling to wait. He considered the T’ car and sighed gustily.

“Aali, and they caled me hasty anon!”

A Day at the Races

THE SKY WAS nearly Terran blue overhead, shading to a more proper Liaden green toward planetary
east. Shadows were beginning their long evening stretch across the lawns, from the topiary maze to the
house.

Up the drive came adender young man in the leather vest and leggings of aspaceworker. Despite the
peremptory summons from his sster, he had walked from Solcintra spaceport, enjoying the taste of
neturd ar.

He paused by the cumbersome landau parked messily acrossthe drive. The crest of his aunt, the Right
Noble Lady Kareen yos Phelium, Patron of the Solcintra Poetry Society, Founder of the Leagueto
Preserve the Purity of the Tongue, and Chairperson Emeritus of the Embassy of Form, glittered inthe
fading light.

Scout Captain Va Con yos Phelium sighed. Perhapsit was not too late to turn about, catch the evening
shuttle to Chonsdta City, and thus avoid any contact with hisfather’ s sister, a course he had pursued
whenever possible throughout his childhood and hafling years.



He sighed again. No, he decided, better to attend to the business at once and have done.
Thus virtuoudy armed, he continued up the drive and let himsdlf into the house.

Standing inasmall sdehdl, helistened, marking the sound of two voices. Thefirgt was unmistakably
Aunt Kareen, the measured tones of the High Tongue ringing in bell-like purity. The answering voice was
lower in pitch and inflection: hisfostersster, Novayos Gaan.

Va Con sighed for yet athird time and dipped silently down the hall to the large parlor. He bowed to his
aunt and kissed his pade sgter lightly on the cheek.

“Summoned, | obey,” he murmured in her ear. Then, turning, “Will you drink, Aunt?1 seeyou are
unrefreshed.”

“Thank you,” said that lady austerdly, “but no. | am unable to take acrumb of sustenance; nor even a
thimbleful of wine”

Va Con blinked and darted alook at his sister, who avoided his eyes. No enlightenment from that
quarter. He moved silently to achair near his aunt. Perching on the carved arm, he shook his head.

“That sounds very bad, | must say. Have you consulted a physician?’

The Right Noble sniffed. “I am quite well—physically. Thank you, my Lord. Y our concern warms my

Score onefor Aunt Kareen. Va Con hastily schooled hisface to that expression of distant interest
considered proper when speaking with other members of Society.

“Forgive me, Aunt; | meant no disrespect. The difficulty isthat | have only recently returned to Liad. My
sster’ smessage met me at Scout Headquarters, and | obeyed her ingtructionsimmediately. Y ou will
understand that this|eft me no timeto discover the nature of your trouble.

“I am ready to hear,” he concluded, most properly, “and fed certain that al may quickly be resolved.”

“That isvery good, then,” said Aunt Kareen, greatly mollified. “It grieves me that the cause of my distress
isthe First spegker, your—kinsman—Shan yos Gdan. | am aware of the regard in which you hold him,
my Lord; and on aminor matter | would not, of course, approach you. However, this caseis such that |
am certain it is no lessthan one’ sduty to bring it to the attention of yourself, who will lead Korva next as
Dem.” Her eyes sharpened. “If you will ever bestir yoursdlf to take the Ring, of course.”

Va Con resisted the temptation to ook at Nova again. with effort, he maintained the proper expression,
though one eyebrow did dip upward, just alittle.

“Has Shan dighted you, Aunt? It does not seem like him. Heis very conscientiousin hisduty as
Firg-Speaker-in-Trugt. It istrue that his manner is not quite—polished—but his heart is good and—"

“Heisan outrageous rantipole and a disgrace to the Clan!” snapped his aunt. She took abosom-lifting
breath and dabbed at her Temples with an orange silk kerchief.

“Forgive me. It was not my intention to speak thus of akinsman you hold so dear, though | am certain
my fedlingson Lord yos Galan' s past—adventures—have not escaped notice.”

“I am,” said Va Con dryly, “aware of your antipathy for my brother. Y ou are obvioudy agitated. | make
alowance.” Heremoved his eyesto the Clan sign above thefireplace: Korva’ s Dragon hovering



protectively over the Tree.

Helooked back at the Right Noble, both brows up.

“Y ou have not yet informed me what my brother has done to offend you—this—time, Aunt.”
She drew hersdlf up. “Heis—racing!”

Her nephew achieved anew peak of sdlf-discipline and contrived not to laugh.

“Ishe? Racing what, | wonder?’

“Skimmers,” said Nova unexpectedly, frowning dightly when he turned to face her. “ A new thing off the
Terrantracks...” She 9ghed. “They are dangerous, Va Con. Stick and throttle—no electronics, no
sofeties”

“Ah.” He consdered it; smiled at her. “But he’ snot likely to hurt himsdlf, ishe? He' s quite an excellent
pilot.”

“Whether or not he does himsdf sometrifling injury is not the essence,” announced Lady Kareen.
“Condder the scandd, my Lord! The First Speaker of Clan Korva—racing, like acommon—*words
faled her.

“Rilot? Individua ? Rantipole?’ He caught Nova s Terran-style headshake and alowed the spurt of anger
to subside.

“Aunt Kareen,” he began again, more smoothly. “1 ask you to consider what you say. Consder what has
made Korval great—" He pointed to the device above the mantle. “* Flaran Cha'ment’i: | Dare’. My
brother carrieson an illustrious tradition—"

“Your cousin,” she snapped, “does not care a broken cantrafor tradition! Y ou speak of his concern for
duty. | say it iswonderful we are not already the laughingstock we are doomed to become, unlessyou,
my Lord, very soon take your place at the head of this Clan and—"

“Isit so bad athing,” Va Con overrode gently, “to laugh? Better to laugh—even be laughed at—and
continue to strive, rather than run away...”

“Korva doesnot run away!”

“No?’ Hetipped his head. “And yet my father—your brother—abdicated his position, |eft the Clan—ran
away. Shan would far rather give over the duties of First Speaker. It would better suit him to return to
the Passage and the trade route. But in fact heis First Speaker at this present, and thus remains upon
Liad, taking what harmless amusement he may to ease histime here.” Va Con rested his eyes, bright
green and very angry, on hisaunt’ s.

“Shan does not run away,” he concluded quietly.

“I see” said the old lady, with brittle calm. “1 infer that you will not spesk with him. Therefore, snce
someone must spesk to him, | shall dispatch your near-cousin, Pat Rin to—"

Va Con held up adender hand. “1 did not say that | would not speak with Shan, Aunt. Do not trouble
my kingman, your son.”

For along moment they stared, old eyes measuring young. Lady Kareen rose.



“Very well, my Lord. | thank you for your condescension. No—do not trouble yourselves. No one need
show meout.”

She bent her head briefly to the room at large and swept out. Novawent after, grimly intent upon
courtesy.

Returning to the parlor saverd minutes|ater, she found Va Con douched in ahearth chair, legs thrust
out, winecup held loosdly in hisleft hand. He appeared to be studying the toes of his boots.

Nova sat on the edge of the chair acrossfrom him.

“I gpologizefor caling you home so summarily, brother, but thetruthis| wasat wit'send...”
He glanced up, eyes till very bright, and pushed the dark hair from hisforehead.

“How long has she been at you?’

Novasighed. “ She' s been here every day for the past three months, demanding that * something be done
about Shan.” She shook her head. “ Then she began threatening to send Pat Rin to bring him away—and
you know that would never do, Vd Con...”

“Pat Rin would say something pompous and Shan would ignore him,” Va Con murmured. “ So of course
Pat Rin would become more pointed in order to ensure that his thick-headed kinsman had the right of

things—’
“And Shan would bloody hisnose,” finished Nova

“Imagineme, | imploreyou,” said Va Con, rediscovering hiswine and spping, “fining the First Speaker
his quartershare for engaging in figticuffs with another Clan member.”

Novafrowned. “But you would not—unless... Do you mean to be Delm now, brother?’

He shook hishead. “1 most certainly would be able—my privilege and duty, as Delm-to-Be. The
referenceis Penlim’s Protocol, very dusty reading. Best you check it though, sister, since the trusteeship
fdlsnext toyou.” Aneyebrow did upward. “How long do you think Shan can hold out?’

She st her lipsprimly. “1 will go before the council of clans as First-Speaker-in-Trust at the end of the
month and Shan will be free to return to the Passage.”

Va Con nodded. “None too soon, en? And then skimmer racing may dide away into the past.” He
tipped his head.

“Thereismore, perhaps? Y ou are ill distressed.”

“Itisasmdl thing...” Shelooked at him worriedly. “Y esterday sherailed at mefor nearly two
hours—she even missed a session of the Poetry society!” She sighed. “it isthe Terran blood, you see,
that makes Shan so wild and threatens to disgrace Korval forever.”

“Itisfantadtic, isit not,” said Va Con “that my aunt holds such opinions? After al, she was offered the
Trusteeship when my father abdicated—and refused it, even as she refused to care for hisson, leaving al
to yos Galan. At thismoment she could be First Speaker.”

“Gods forefend,” breathed Nova, bringing fingersto lipstoo late.
Va Conlaughed. “So | think, aswell.” Helifted an eyebrow. “ She doeswell for one unable to take



sugtenance.”
“Ah, you haven't spoken to her cook.”

“Nor havel any wishto do s0.” He was on hisfeet, moving with Scout silence across the short distance
that separated them. Bending, he kissed her cheek.

“I'll speak with Shan, since| have said it. will you tell methe location of the racing park?’

* * %

THE WIND SCREAMED and the skimmer bucked and dithered. Shan fed it more power, leaned right
to correct the dide, kicked the throttle to the top and was over the finish line in aburst of breathless
speed. He dewed in ahdf-arc for the joy of it and dashed the power, gliding to ahalt by the
timer-tower.

“Twelve minutes, forty-two seconds,” the mechanica voice informed him.

“Damn,” said Shan, heading sedately for the garage. Two minutesto shave at the very least, or he might
aswdll leave Araceli home on Trilsday and watch the race from the stands.

Most skimmers carried acrew of two; he’ d been foolish to think he could run singleton. He needed
another pilot for second—and where was he to come up with onein so short atime? Worse, how to find
timefor proper training?

“Damn,” said Shan again, yanking off the goggled helmet and dropping it to the floor. He locked the
board and jumped out.

Perched on the fence directly opposite was a young gallant: fine white shirt and soft dark trousers; a
pilot’sleather jacket thrown negligently acrossthe fence at hisside. He held aglass of winein his hand.

Shan gretched hislong legs, grinning in welcome.

“Wadl, thisisasurprise,” hesaid in Terran. “How long have you been here?’

“I saw your run,” Va Con replied in the same tongue. “Wine?’

“Thanks.” Shan said and sighed. “1 didn’t know you were aracing enthusast.”

“I heard there was something new,” Vd Con said. “ A pilot likesto keep abreadt...”

“Always niceto learn, “agreed Shan. “ And an education can be had in the oddest places. Staying at the
spaceport, areyou, Va Con?’

Theyounger man lifted an eyebrow. “Do | pry into your affairs?’

“Well, now, that’swhat’s odd. Normally you don’t. But here | am, where | have taken care not to
announce mysdalf, out of respect for our more proper relations; and now here you are—"

“For which | should be thanked,” Va Con interrupted. “ Aunt Kareen is quite upset. She was on the
brink of sending Pat Rin to fetch you home, and was persuaded to alow meto comeinstead. My aunt,”
he added earnestly, “thinks you an outrageous rantipole.”

Shan snorted. “1’d rather be arantipole than a pompous ass.”



“Yes,” soothed Va Con, “1 know you would.”

“Cultivating an edge, brother?’

“Itisasoto berecdled,” said Vd Con dampingly, “that we are but cousins.”
“Dear me!” Shan cried. 1 apprehend that Kareen was in the throes of aMood!”

He sipped, sketched abow. “Forgive the sermon, denubia. Better you than Pat Rin, whatever news.” He
laughed. “Gods, only imagine the scene! And you would have had to fine me, too! Or | would have had
to fine me—and very angry I’d have been at myself.” Heraised hisglass. “Brother, | salute you: you've
saved me arare chewing out!”

“No lessthan my fraternd duty.”

“But you didn't come dl thisway,” pursued Shan, “just to report Kareen’ sopinion of me?1f so, a
wagted journey.”

“My aunt’s hedth isin decline from worry over the scandd,” Va Con said. “ Fear of the damage you do
Korvd'’sreputation will allow her to neither eat nor drink. One understands the cure for her pitiful
condition isfor you to come home and behave yoursdlf. She' s been a Novafor weeks—with variations
upon the theme...”

“She' swhat? At my sister? In my house? By what right? She' snot yos Gaan.”
“For the good of the Clan,” Va Con said, lipstwitching.

“Bah, what nonsense!” cried Shan, and fell sllent, Spping. After atime helooked up, white brows drawn
over light eyes. “And what does our sister say? or you, for that matter? It seems |’ ve heard too much of
what Kareen thinks and nothing at dl of what Novaand Vd Con think.”

“Nova has given me a double-cantrato lay upon the race Trilsday—this—Shan yos Galan to take any of
the four highest honors.”

“Did she?’ Shan grinned like aboy. “We || make ahuman being out of her yet, Va con. And you?’

“I?7” Helifted abrow. “I'd like aridein your skimmer, please, brother.”

* % %

WORDS SCROLLED across the screen set into the table. Nova read and sighed, breakfast forgotten
before her.

“ Araceli,” the race report continued, “piloted and co-manned by Shan yos Galan and Va Con

yos Phelium, Clan Korvd, earned digtinction by turning in the dowest finishing time on the day. Neither
team member isaprofessond racer and the time-loss taken when anerf from first-placing Tolanda sent
Araceli off the course was never regained. It isto the amateur team’s credit that Araceli remained
upright during the mishap and, due to abit of quick readjustment by the secondman, able to return to the
course...”

“It' sthat stupid braking system,” Va Con said over her head. “ All very well to have no eectronics
onship, but why the brakes must be the most primitive of hand-turned ventsisamystery.”

Hisvoice was edged with wry irritation. Novaturned her head, but he was at the buffet, clattering covers
and pouring tea.



“How’ syour arm?’ she asked.

He glanced over his shoulder, smiling. “Better a bruise than tumbling out of control. And not bad enough
to bother with the’ doc.” He gathered up cup and plate and sat down across from her. “it’s an odd thing,
Nova—the craft is so light that my hand on the ground was sufficient pivot-point. If there wereamore
efficient way of braking... Asit’ sarranged now, the pilot may either steer or brake. And he may not
brake quickly.”

Sheglanced up a him. “Whereis Shan, by theway?’
“At the park, seeing to Araceli’s packing. He plansto race a the Little Festiva.”
“Hedoes?’ Dismay sounded clearly in her voice.

Va Con lifted abrow. “No faith, denubia? It' s not is very good. If we could only resolve the
braking—Ah—

Novafollowed his gaze out the window and stifled a groan as she saw the too-familiar shape of Lady
Kareen's landau cometo rest acrossthe drive.

“Does my aunt read tine racing papers, do you think?' VVa Con asked, eyes glinting mischief over therim
of hiscup.

“Now, brother, have pity! Don’'t make her any worse.”
“A bad little craft—and Shan no! Before breakfagt?’

He rounded his eyes, face etched in surprise. “Why, Lady Noval Asif my aunt were ever other than
perfectly ddightful!”

“vd Con—"
“The Right Noble Lady Kareen yos Phelium,” announced the housebot from the doorway.
“Good morning, Aunt,” Va Con, the Low Tongue al good cheer. “Will you take breskfast with us?

“Thank you,” said the Right Noble, “but no.” The bell-tones of the High Tongue were gdlid. “ And you,
my Lord, might best wish to spesk with mein the study. What | haveto say isscarcely fit for a
breakfast-table conversation.”

“I'm atremble,” said her nephew. “But | fear you will have asmdl wait, Aunt, if you must havethe
study. I am exceedingly hungry and fed 1 should finish my med before embarking upon an exhaustive
interview.” He picked up histongs to readdress breakfast.

There was apause, growing painfully longer. A glance from beneath shdltering lashes showed Nova that
Lady Kareen' sface wasrigid with anger. Va Con was proceeding with hismedl.

“Very wdl,” said Lady Kareen presently. “if you will haveit s0.” She moved to the nearest chair and
stood, eyes on her nephew’ s bent head.

Horrified, Novasaw Va Con glance up, frown and raise his hand to the hovering robot.
“Jeeves, pray hold my aunt’schair for her.”
“Certainly, Captain.” The’bot glided forward and did the chair smoothly from its place.



“Your Ladyship.”
There was amoment’ s hesitation before she sat. Jeevesretired to a corner.

Va Con smiled. “Now then—ah, but first: Areyou certain you won't take something, Aunt? Tea?
Morning-wine?’

“Nothing, | thank you.” She glared a him. “Must you spesk in that manner?’

He blinked. “in what—oh, in the Low Tongue! | do beg pardon, ma am. | was spesking with my sster
just now and it quite dipped my mind that | must use the High Tongue at this present, in deferenceto

company.”
Novabit her lip.

“Of yesterday’ sfiasco,” the old lady said after amoment, “thereisnothing to say. That you failed to bring
your cousin away from the racing-track before he had made afool of himsalf and his Clan does not
aurprise. Heisastenacious as heis misguided. It grieves methat his hold over you, the heir and hope of
Korval, is such that you were persuaded to lend your countenance to the spectacle. It isto be hoped that
you will soon see the unsavory influence Shan yos Gaan exercises over you and will distance yourself
from him.” She paused to glare at both of them. * On that head, no more.”

“Ah.” Vd Con rose and refilled his cup. When he sat again, both brows were well up.
“Y ou have something to say on another head?’

The Right Noble pressed her lipstogether. “it is perhaps not a subject you would care to discussin the
presence of your cousin.”

“Youintrigueme.” He glanced a Nova, green eyes dancing.
He turned back to his aunt. “ Speak on; we listen eagerly.”

“Very well,” said the old lady again, eyeing Nova dubioudy, and drew hersdf taut. “It has cometo my
earsthat my nephew Va Con yos Phelium has been seen in acommon tavern near the docksin
Chonsdtacity. Has, indeed, been seen walking late and early about town wearing spaceleathers...” Lady
Kareen fatered under her nephew’ s steady gaze and had recourse to her kerchief.

Novasipped tea.

“Spaceleathers,” Va Con repeated gently. “ And what should one wear, | wonder, when visiting common
taverns?’

Hisaunt bristled. “ Spacel eether isvery well for working in space. No doubt it servesyou admirably in
your Scouting duties. But when upon Liad, one must dress according to one' s station. In the evening, one
must always wear acloak.” She took a deep breeth. “ That the Delm-to-be should be so ill-mannered—"

But Va Conwasn't listening.

“Cloak,” he murmured. “Of courseacloak...” He cameto hisfeet, made hisbow and was dl but running
past Nova s chair; hisfingers barely brushing her cheek.

“Aunt, | thank you—your ingruction is superlative. Pray forgive my hastiness—Jeeved” hecried ashe
passed from the room. “Bring your caculator! | must have anew cloak!”



The robot charged after in athunder of wheedls, orange head-ball flaring. “My caculator is ever at hand,
Captain.”

Nova sat saring at the empty doorway. “A cloak? Oh, no...”

“But why not?’ asked Lady Kareen, obvioudy gratified that her words had at last produced an effect.
“What harm can it do him to have anew cloak?’ Sheleaned forward to pat Nova s hand. “Pray tell him
to condder it my gift to him, cousin; he must have the cloakmaker send the receipt to me.” She smiled.
“After dl, aninterest in one' s appearanceisabeginning! I'll dedl with theracing later.”

* * %

SHAN SLAMMED THE skimmer’ s bonnet, frowning. He' d gotten severa offers from mechanicsto
enhance his engines beyond match regulations. He d told them al no—afair race and afair win, that was
what he wanted.

And now herewas Va Con, ingsting that Araceli be brought home for private testing. And if Va Con
waswilling to tempt fate in such ways...

“Practice? Practice how?’” he d demanded when he got the younger man’ s call. “We need to be on the
course to practice, youngling. Practicing on flat grassisn't going to do us any good.”

“No, but it will. I think. Please, brother, bring her home. If it putsyou out of pocket, I’ll pay the
shipping.”

So here was Shan, cooling his hed's on the stream bank, and Va Con uncharacterigtically late—
A flash of bright color caught the corner of hiseye. He tracked it—and froze, saring.

“Good evening, brother!” called Va Con cheerfully.

“What in moon’ shonor isthat?’

“This” announced the younger man, pulling himsdlf stiffly erect and moving his shoulders so the orange
micro-slk shimmered, “isthe next fashion.”

“I'mterrified,” Shan said, carefully circling him. “But you' re probably right. It just might be ugly enough.”
He shook his head in repulsed wonder. *Y ou look like a pumpkin.”

“Oh, no, do you think so? The cloakmaker will be distressed; he was extremely proud of thework.” Va
Con grinned. “I have ageniusfor design.”

“what you have ageniusfor isfor driving memad! Do you mean to say you actualy designed this
mongtrosity? Why? Y ou hate cloaks! You'll never wear it. Unlessit’ syour idea of ajoke on Society?
Everyonewill rush out to have acloak like Korval’ s—and you' | have agrand time laughing up your
deeve. Ddightful. Except you'll be off-world for most of the timethis new fashion of yoursistherage. I'll
haveto look at the stupid things every time | go out for the next—"

Vd Conwaslaughing.

Shan regarded him sourly. “OK; | bit, did 1?7 Explain. Include,” he added after amoment, “why it had to
be orange.”

“Ah, you see, orange doesn't suit everyone. But with my lovely dark hair and pure golden skin tone...”



“Stop.” Shan took abreath. “Va Con, you' re my brother and | love you. Don’'t make mekill you.”

“Orangeismy aunt’ sfavorite color,” murmured the other. “I thought, since she so kindly bearsthe
expense...”

“l see,” Shan said, “paid good money to hide you, has she? so it’ sorange and you' || be hidden for
everyoneto see. Now: Why isit at al?’

“So that we will wintherace at the Little Festival.”
Shan blinked. *Y es? Could you be more specific, please?’

“Certainly.” Vd Con linked their arms and gently turned his brother back toward the trees. “1f you will
only wak with meto the skimmer and have the goodnessto givemearide...”

* * %

THEIR SISTERS comfortably established in the stands, Shan and Va Con walked leisurdly toward the
qudifying fidld. To thel€ft, the jewel-colored pleasure pavilions rippled in the flower-scented breeze. To
theright, Te lesha Lake reflected the colors of the afternoon sky. Already there were people abroad with
love-garlandsin their hands.

“Well,” said Shan, “at least we' ve managed to get everyone out of Kareen' sway today. Is she
checkmated, do you think, brother? Or will she pull rank on you?’

“Shehasnoneto pull.”
Shan opened his mouth—closed it, as memory rose:

The boy Shan, entering the house by a side door and almost falling over his small cousin Val Con,
unexpectedly sitting on the cool stone floor, clutching a martyred orange cat in his arms.

Shan sat on the floor next to the child, extended a hand and ruffled the dark hair.
‘Hello, denubia, what' re you doing here?’

A long pause curing which Val Con studied him out of solemn green eyes. Then, with the terrible
succinctness of the very young: ‘ Aunt Kareen doesn’t want me.’

“Shan.” Va Con'svoice, here and now.

“Yes?' But even as he asked, he saw them; the Lady leaning on the arm of her elegant escort. “ Aaaah,
damn. Have they seen us?’

“Hello, kinsmen!” cdled Pat Rin across the Festiva’ s babble.
“Why must he dways remind me of that?’
“Gently, brother,” murmured VVa Con. “Only think of the expense; weigh it againg satisfaction gained...”

“Y oumakeit sound so smple...” he began; then Lady Kareen and her son were with them and he
chopped it off to make his bow.

Va Con aso bowed, graceful and brief. “ Aunt. Cousin.”
“Nephew,” she said icily and paused to draw a deep bregth. Into this dight



gap—unexpectedly—stepped Pat Rin.

“What an extraordinary cloak, young cousin. And worn at such an odd hour. Unless you wish to
establish a—point—of somekind?’

Va Con conddered him, eyebrow askance. “1 wish to establish anew fashion in cloaks, kinsman. What
better place to introduce it than the Little Festival, where hours are for atime banished?’

“Oh, very good!” said Pat Rin admiringly. “Y ou have the touch of apoet, cousin.” He gently disengaged
his mother’ shand and ignored her glare ashe circled VA Con thoughtfully.

After afew circuits, he shrugged. “ Thereisagrain of something there, | alow. It might be possible to
adapt it quite successfully. What do you cdl it?

“A skimmer,” sand Va Con gently.
“Indeed? Don't you find that perhaps a bit—vulgar?’

“Ah, but you see, | find myself to be avulgar person. Which | bdieve isthe topic my aunt wishesto
address. Let usdlow her room, kinsman.” He turned his eyesto the outraged Lady. “Aunt? Y ou have
something to say?’

It took her amoment to find her voice. “I will speak with you in private, Sir.”

Va Coninclined hishead. “Lady, | regret. | am here. If you wish to speak—and since you camein
search of me—you must perforce speak here.”

Pet Rin's eyes sharpened with speculation and he stepped back to his mother’ sside.
The Right Noble stared at her nephew. A moment stretched to two... neared three...
She moved her eyesfird.

“very wdll, gr. if youwish dl theworld to heer it...”

“If your topic causes you shame, madam, pray do not speak, but wait. Call on me at home and we will
discuss the matter privatdly.” Va Con'svoice was unremittingly gentle. Shan winced and swept aquick
glance around the gathering crowd.

Lady Kareen moistened her lips. “That Lord yos Galan is so lost to propriety asto continueto race
skimmersin the face of defeat and ridicule, | can readily believe. That you, of the Line and blood of one
of the oldest and most respected of the Clans, should, after receiving the instruction of the eldest of your
Line, persst in thisscanda isinsupportable. Why should you race skimmers, sir? In al the generations
sncethe Clans cameto Liad no one of Korval has ever raced skimmers!”

“And before Cantrayos Phelium and Tor An yos Galan landed the colony ship on thisworld, no one of
Korval had donethat, either,” Va Con said. Suddenly, his eyes were sharp; his voice ice-edged.

“Y our argument, Lady, falsshort.”
The Right Noble pulled herself up. Pat Rin gasped. Shan bit histongue.

“Astheddest of Lineyos Phdium,” Lady Kareen stated formally, “I forbid you to race—this evening,
tomorrow, or at any timein thefuture. Do | make mysdf plain, Sr?’



A pause, very brief. Then, in the highest possible didect; that used to address strangers or those barely
acknowledged as kin: “Y ou long ago declined the right to so command.” And added, in avoice so cold
Shan barely recognized it asVa Con's, “Madam, | repeat: Y our argument falls short. Y ou are of the
Line by name and blood, but never by authority.”

Incredibly, she opened her mouth to speak further—or perhaps she only gasped with shock. Whatever
sheintended, it was forestalled as Pat Rin stepped forward, sweeping a bow just this Side of too deep
toward them both.

“indeed,” he murmured quickly, “we are grateful for thisvauableingruction.” He backed gracefully to his
mother’ sside; placed her hand upon hisarm.

“A good evening to you both, kinsmen. My kindest regardsto your ssters.”

Gently, he turned the Right Noble and guided her through the scattering onlookers.
Shan looked at hisyounger brother, standing stiff and hard-faced in his absurd cloak.
“Areyou Baanced now, Va Con?’ he asked softly.

Some of the stiffness fled and he turned, mouth wry.

“I think s0,” he murmured; and added, “yes.”

* ok %

THE STANDS WERE packed and Nova stretched her legs carefully.

Next to her, Anthoraand her fairlove were engaged in picking out acquai ntances in the crowd—against
al Festival propriety, of course. Novasighed and leaned over.

“May | offer either of you wine?’

“Both,” said Anthoragaily, she smiled a her companion, who was clearly besotted dready. “I'll have
red, please.”

“And |, canary, Lady. Thanking you...”

Anthoragripped Nova s hand. “Two more,” shewhispered urgently. “isit red and red? Pat Rin and
Lady Kareen are here.”

“What?’ Novaturned, immediately locating the exquisite Pat Rin, paingtakingly conducting his mother
acrossthetiers.

“Damn,” Novamuttered and Anthoralaughed.

Pat Rin’ s bow, delivered moments later, was an intriguing concoction of restraint, kinship and tentative
coolness.

“cousins,” hesaid formaly. “A good day to you both. My honored mother wishesto view the race and
wondersif she might presume to the extent of begging two seets.”

What was this? Novasmiled gracioudy and inclined her head.

“Please do git, both. Thereiswine. Y ou prefer red, | think, kinsman? Cousin?’



This was acknowledged with cool thanks; seats were taken. Lady Kareen leaned to Nova

“Will you have the goodness, Cousin, to point out Korva’ s craft when it appears? One wishesto keep it
inone seye”

“Yes, certainly.” Novasipped wineto cover her confusion. “Y ou know, of course, Cousin, that thereis
no possbility of halting the race—or of withdrawing Korva’ sentry, assuming it has quaified?”

“Of course,” said Lady Kareen placidly. “1 have seen my nephew and his brother. My error has been
shownme,” her lips twitched, “with meticul ous correctness, one seeks to behave with propriety.” She
spped. “What isthe name of the craft, please, Cousin?’

“ Araceli. It should be quite easy to mark. My youngest brother wears his cloak.”

“Mogt proper,” said Lady Kareen and turned to say aword to her son.

* % %

VAL CON PULLED on gloves as he surveyed the competition. Each craft hovered over its assigned
colored ovd; from the standsiit looked as if eighteen frictionless pucks sat upon eighteen glassdisks. The
dightest gust of breeze could push a craft off-center, as might the carelesslean of a copilot, though once
underway the powerful force of the airblasts would nullify al but the strongest wind.

The razzing from the other crews subsided into grumbling and catcalls, though Va con had had abad few
minutesjust as Araceli took its place. Tolanda’'s Terran pilot gave vent to an exquisite wolfwhistle while
her Liaden partner called out reprovingly.

“Come now, Captain, you needn’t give up aseasly asthat! Y ou’ ve paid the entrance fee; why not try to
race?’

Kelti had taken up the assault then: “That orange could blind somebody!”
And so on.

Throughit dl Shan sat slent inthe pilot’ sdot; and Araceli done of the eighteen craft Sayed precisely
centered above her disk of color.

The starting cannon boomed, masking the whir and whine of the skimmers' starting blasts, wind whipped
Va Con'’sface as heleaned back into hisniche, clinging to the molded handgrips. At Shan’snod, he
shifted left and Aracdli veered sharply: now they were in the second row and building speed.

Acrossthe course, skimmers were setting up for the first sickle-shaped curve, and Araceli’ s position on
the outside was bad. Unexpectedly, speed helped them through the first bunch-up at the base of the turn;
they did away half-a-second before the craft to their |eft lost control and broadsided the skimmer
immediately behind.

A short sraight and then—the hill.
Most of the field was dowing; pilots gauging the approach, waiting for the exact moment to gun the jets.

Out on thefar sde, running at a completely absurd angle, Aracdli charged forward, upward—halfway
up, in fact—and began to rotate.

Shan hit thejets, Araceli climbed; rotation unchecked. Va Con, ducking to givethe pilot aclear view as
they proceeded backwards, grinned at the confusion behind.



Severd pilots, misreading Araceli’ s rotation as unwanted spin in their own craft, corrected disastroudly,
dipping sSdeways—and downward.

Araceli gained ground, rotating gently to face forward again as the hill was crested—four placesup inthe
running; only seven craft ahead.

But on the short straight the superior speed of the newer skimmers showed and Araceli dropped to
tenth.

“Amateurd” howled Scant’s pilot asthat craft passed them. “ Get off the courseif you can’t drive!”

Shan waved politely and threw aquick grin at Va Con, motionlessin the copilot’s seet, cloak tucked
carefully around him.

Shan nodded a heartbest later and Va Con threw hisweight to the right as the craft spun sdewaysto
descend the hill, setting up for the second curve. There was abunch-up at the bottom and severd
skimmersovershot into afield of grain, releasng astorm of slvery pollen.

Va Con shifted to theleft and Aracdli skidded around, taking the corner raggedly, but in the running as
they came into the second longest Sraight.

“Now!” yelled Shan.

Va Con knocked twice on the thin meta skin and curled himself into atight bal behind hislarger brother;
ducking his head insde the silk of the cloak to create a smooth-backed fairing.

They neither gained nor lost on the Straight and Va Con stayed hunched over. A gonefedingin his
stomach warned him and he was ingtantly up, sitting far back; trying not to look at the ramp ahead, or at
the gap they must jump.

The ramp edge was crossed and he lunged forward, grabbing for the kink at the base of the rollbar—

They went up with acraft dightly to their right and in front; another just behind. Va Con caught aglimpse
of that one and winced: they’ d entered the ramp wrong and the sharp front of the skimmer wastoo high.
Not only did they lose time asthe air flow caught the broad base, but dmost flipped as the back sank.

Shan gunned the jets as Araceli made the receiving ramp. The shock of it, rather than conscious thought,
brought Va Con back into running position.

Araceli wasthe second of three skimmers approaching together, making abid to take the next corner
sharply and enter the weaving tree-lined “tunnd”.

Shan nearly missed the proper moment for reversd of the jets; kicked them and leaned to fight rotation
asVa Con jerked hard to the right, sending them into the tunnel between the two challengers.

Out of thetrees and into the longest Sraight, with the start/finish line at its center; and the advantage of
the other craft showed again, asthree caught Aracdli beforethe line and one after, until thefrantic
braking for the corner broke the flow and reshuffled the field.

By thefifth lap severa skimmerswere out of the race. Oneflipped at the ramp, both crew members il
strapped in. Shan had the measure of the course, but Araceli was|osing precious seconds each lap.
Tolanda, in bright blue, was running a conservative third behind the two contendersfor the lead.

Araceli was a steady eighth and there was no hope of catching the leaders on speed.



Out of the tunnel, they managed to pass a careless Kelti and got agood start on the long straightaway .
Shan’svoice carried back over the rush of air.

“Now, Va Con!”

* % %

PAT RIN WAS annoyed. Worse, he was bored. Races were not among his favorite amusements and to
be forced to st and watch such arace when one might be ribbonfasted or—Well, and here they came

again.

Hedutifully kept his eyes on the black skimmer with the bright-orange copilot asit rushed past the
gands, seventh in the field—gaining perhaps half-a-length on the number six pogtion. Va Conwas
hunched down in back, using his cloak as afairing—not too bad anotion, Pat Rin admitted, grudgingly.

Aracdli passed number sx and was gaining on the leaders, who were sarting to bunch up into the
braking zone for the curve. Pat Rin tensed. Korval’ s entry was hurtling on—deeper and deeper into the
braking zone! Madness to take the corner at that speed—He cameto hisfeet, Nova beside him,
Anthora hanging on her arm, as a burst of orange exploded from the back of Araceli, which could only
beVa Con, jumping—

The crowd’ s groan turned to a cheer, under which Pat Rin heard Anthora s voice, repeating urgently,
“He sdl right, agter. They’re both dl right. Sit down.

They're—"

Pet Rin sat dowly, staring at Va Con, who was standing like an orange balloon in the back of the
skimmer, his astonishing cloak hauling the craft’ s speed down from the absurd to the reasonable.

And entering the sickle-curve Korva was fourth, gpproaching third.

* % %

TOLANDA'’S PILOT glanced back, disbelief on her face; shouted to her teammate and fishtailed for the
nerf—theintentiona glancing collison which would push the upstarts off the course.

Va Con snapped haf-erect, cloak billowing over one arm, air-braking and tipping Araceli and
Tolanda wasfourth, fighting rotation. Shan waslaughing.

Thehill loomed. Va Con ducked into his cocoon to preserve speed; snapped out at the crest, catching
an over-the-shoulder grin from Shan. They charged downhill neck-and-neck with Tolanda; and left them
in the dust asthe Terran began braking for the corner.

Again Vd Con stood, gripping the rollbar tightly; again the cloak went from abright orange stream to an
inflated airfail.

Agan Araceli picked up ground on the leaders.
Criesof “Foul! Foul!” hit them asthey whipped past the pits.

Their opponents, faced with acommon enemy, charged harder down the long straights, took more risks,
tried—with some success—to emulate Korva’ s airbrake, using shirtsand vests. But Araceli wasaclear
second, Tolanda third and the former second, fourth.

Thelead changed hands severd times on the tenth lap.



“Two morelgpstowinit!” Shanydled.

Va Con nearly groaned. His arms ached; he was swesty; his hands within the gloves were raw; hislegs
throbbed with strain. Two laps—an eternity!

They crossed the sart/finish line, lapping severad dower racers, and came even with the first place craft
just before the braking zone.

Va Con legpt for the bar and blinked: the other skimmer was still even with them, trying to take the
coming corner at exactly the proper angle.

Execution fell short. The other craft shivered; started to spin—Araceli was past, taking the lead by two
skimmer-lengths.

They held that minor lead through the eleventh Iap, but the second place craft was showing its speed and
inching closer.

Korva threw everything into the turns, dove alittle further into the corners, waited alittle longer on the
sraights. Va Con concentrated on the pattern of his movements, grooved in after this hard hour, and
ignored the achein hisarms and legs.

They skidded into the tree tunnel nearly two full lengths ahead—Shan ydled, but the words were ripped
away by the rushing wind, and Va Con saw the green skimmer charging them from inside the corner, a
would-be human airbrake frantically trying to regain control.

Shan choked thejets, trying to throw Araceli clear of the charge, fighting spin and time was too short—
Va Con legpt to the bar, aamswide: “Left, Shan! Left!”

Araceli snapped left asVa Con's cloak ballooned and the green skimmer missed them by a hair, the
pilot struggling with the stick, trying to avoid the second place craft, just coming into the curve...

They were through; out into the straight, and Va Con folded himsdlf into afairing for the last time.
Araceli roared as Shan opened the throttle for the long run and Va con swesated insde the cloak,
hearing sounds—sounds of many people, shouting; and, closer, the sound of another skimmer, gaining; a
shout from Shan as they dewed sideways and—

“Wewon! Brother, wewon!” Shan was pulling the cloak back from Va Con’shead, grinning hugdly. “It
worked!”

“Of courseit worked,” said Va Con, somewhat crosdly, asthey began the victory lap, and sighed. Shan
was steering one handed and waving at the crowd aswildly asthey waved a Aracdi. Va Con’'sarms
felt too heavy to wave a anyone.

“Shan?’ He called above theroar.

“Y es, my blueblood?”’

“WE re not going to make ahabit of this, are we?’
Shan laughed. “No, denubia. Why push the luck?’

* % %

THE WINNER’S CIRCLE was crowded. Va Con and Shan managed to squeeze to their ssters’ side;



each accepting aglass of wineand akiss.

The Right Noble Lady Kareen yos Phelium approached and bowed to Shan—the bow of Clanmember
to First Speaker.

“Well raced, my Lord,” she said, quite audibly. “Y ou and your brother are acredit to the Clan.”
Shan blinked, inclined his head, murmuring acivil, “Thank you, Lady Kareen.”

The old lady was bowing to Va Con now: Clanmember to Delm.

“You are precipitate, Aunt,” he chided softly.

“I think not,” she returned. “A ring does not make a Delm. Y ou are Korval, whether you judge yourself
ready or no. Y ou will do asyou deem wise and necessary. For the Clan. It isasit should be.”

“Ah.” He amiled. “Let us have peace between usthen, Lady.”
“Of course,” said the Right Noble. “How ese?’

Anthora sfarlove leaned over, whispering in her ear. Shelaughed softly and linked her armin his; waving
at her eldest brother asthey moved off toward the pleasure-tents.

Shan raised hisglassin saute; lowered it to drink—snapped hiseyesto Va Con’sface as hefdt the
younger man sart.

“if thefamily will excuse me,” Va Con murmured, sketching abow toward dl. “I am reminded of a
previous gppointment.” He was gone, dipping through the crowd like an orange wraith.

Shan, watching from histal vantage, saw alady start forward—ablur of dark hair and bright eyes; hand
outstretched in welcome. Va Con'sarm did around her waist and he began to turn her toward the
pleasure-tents—then his cloak swirled suddenly wide, hiding both from Shan’sview.

He glanced down to find Nova seyeson him.

“The reason Lady Kareen heard of Va Con frequenting atavern in spaceleathers?’ she murmured. “Is
he courting abarmaid, brother?’

He sipped. “ She seemsavery nice barmaid.”
He sighed and tried to break her gaze, without success.
“All right,” he said grumpily. “I’ll talk to him.” Heraised hisglass. “Later.”
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Wherethe Goddess Sends

TIME AGO ONE went out from Circle, sent by the Mother’s Own Word. The one was called
Moonhawk, and she knew neither the face nor the name of what she went seeking.

The course of Seeking wound through the land and through the seasons and brought Moonhawk
to a place that stank of Evil.

It istold that she hesitated at the edge of this place and thought she would not go in. Thisisthe
first of the things told here which must without fail be said: Moonhawk thought she would not go
in.

At the moment of thinking so she heard the voice of the Goddess, and the words were ‘ Enter,
thou.’

Obedient, Moonhawk went forward.

The second thing that must without fail be said is this. Moonhawk was afraid.

“THAT'SMINE.”
Luteflashed agrin sdeways and upward, chidingly.

“Apologies, Noble lady. The bag ismine. It contains the necessities of my trade. The repository of
magics, you might say. Dangerous in untutored hands.” He gripped the disputed item and straightened,
gmiling with urbane Idiocy.

“Y ou will understand my reluctance to place so beauteous alady asyoursdlf in the dightest peril.”

The lady took a bresth that brought the principas of her beauty into high display, and thrust out her lower
lip.

“It smine”

“Noble—"

“Shesad,” thewalking mountain a her Sdeinterrupted, “that the bag’ s hers, tricksman. Areyou calling
Lady Drudeealiar?’

Lute sghed inwardly. Theintervention of the mountain was as unwelcome asit wasinevitable. Hemade a
mental note to curse himsdlf roundly for visiting this Goddess-blasted place at dl, and smiled more
widdy.

“It would give me nothing but joy to surrender my bag into the care of the Noble Lady if | did not know
that it containsinstruments of dread magic. Even now, | might placeit in her hands safely, for | should be
here to hold her protected. But think, sir, what if | were to leave the bag with the very Noble Lady and
withdraw mysdlf and my protection over the boundary of your ddightful village, aswedl know | must.
What then?’ He affected a shudder. “1 cannot complete the thought.”

It was doubtful that the mountain had ever completed athought in hislife. Thelady was morefacile.

“Y ou say only you can keep me safe from these dangers?’



“I say it, Noble, and it is veriest truth.”

She frowned, then smiled with pretty mdice. “Why, then, itissmple! Since the bag is mine—and only
you may control it—you must be mine, too!”

She laughed and clapped her hands.
“Take himto the pit, Arto. And leave the bag here.”

* * %

MOONHAWK CAME INTO the place of darkness and she was afraid. Still, she held her head high
and made her step firm, as befits a Witch-in-Circle, and gazed upon those that crept out from between
the thatch-bald hovelswith calm eyes and compassion.

“Goddess give you good even,” she said softly to the one who ventured nearest, though the taste of its
emotions sickened her. Terror lanced the creature and it scuttled back to itsfellows. The boldest lifted a
hand, showing rock.

Moonhawk stopped, anger heating fear. “For shame! Isthishow you treat atraveler, most blessed of the
Mother! | claim trave-right, and mean you no harm.”

“Travel-right?” That wasthe boldest, rock yet steady. “Y ou claim trave-right in Relzda?’
“If thisbe Relzda, then | do.”

The rock-bearer laughed like another woman’ sweeping. “If you claim trave-right, you must go to Lady
Drudee. | can show theway.’

Moonhawk bowed her head. “It isakindness, sister. My thanks.”
“No kindness. Y our cloak isfine.” With no further words, she scrabbled between two lean-together huts.
Ligening in vain for the Goddess, M oonhawk followed.

Lady Drudae sat upon awooden throne in the center of adrafty hall. Thefloor was dirt and the wall-rugs
threadbare. Smoky oil-lamps gave uncertain light. There was a musk of rotting wood.

“Comeforward.” Petulance rather than command. Moonhawk and her guide obeyed.
“Wdl?’

“This one claimstravel-right, Noble Lady,” gabbled the bold one, not so bold now. “I brought her. Her
cloak, Noble Lady. My bounty, my—"

“Shut your horrid mouth!”

The rock-bearer did s0, bending until her unkempt hair brushed the dirt floor. Moonhawk stood forward,
sharpening her eyesin the gloom.

The woman on the throne was beautiful: red-gold hair above aface the uninitiated would claim for the
Goddess. The robe of doubtful crimson revealed her breasts, in the manner of Circle robes. But thisone
was not of Circle.

At the woman' s side a man—nhulking and muscle-gripped—stood stoic. There was agash below one



eye and apurpling bruisedong theline of hisjaw.
“Wadl,” said thewoman again. “ Travel-right, isit? Y ou are bold.”
“I amin need,” Moonhawk replied levelly. “Night comes and | ask the boon of aroof.”

“Doyou?But thisisahard land from which to scratch aliving,, traveler. We havelittle to give. Eventhe
favor of aplace to degp must be balanced by a vauable of your own.”

Moonhawk bowed her head. “I will work for the House with gladness. | Sing the Teaching Tales, give
news, hed...”

Lady Drudae was laughing. “Hear her, Arto? She can sing! She does not fear |abor!” The laughter
stopped. “Y ou misunderstand, traveler. The boon of aroof demands the balance of
a—persona—favor.” A snap of shapdly fingers. “Artol”

The man’sduggish facelit and hislust was athrust of jagged ice.
For asecond time Moonhawk feared, and stepped back, gathering her mantle close.
“I do not choose to give that gift,” she said, flinging the words like stonesto stop him.

He laughed then, low and idiot, and she knew he would heed no words of hers. She retreated, thinking of
the door and of the way to the boundary lintels; and the voice of the Mother was thunder within her:
“Stay, thou! Do not turn away!”

The man lunged forward, snatching her cloak. Whirling, sheleft it in hishand and stood ' round to face
him, clad intravelers breech and shirt.

Hethrew the cloak aside and the creature who had guided her here scrambled forward in the dirt,
wadding the cloth againgt her. The man lunged again.

Moonhawk danced away, but his hand had touched her arm. Thrusting away fear, she stood Straight,
and, staring into hisdull, exultant eyes, reached out, asthosein Circle may—

His cry was hoarse with terror and he bent double, hands gripping his privates. “1t burns! Noble
Lady—aid me!”

Moonhawk stepped around him. “Be gtill and you will have no pain. Seek to harm me and you will burn.”
She withdrew her attention from the man and laid it upon Lady Drudae.

“| am charged by the Mother’ sword to cometo this place. | require—"

It was here that the Goddess in Her wisdom withdrew Her hand from about the person of Her daughter
and alowed awell-aimed rock to fell her from behind.

* % %

THE EY ES WERE open and of indeterminate hue; the face was blank, whether by intent or by nature it
was not yet possible to know.

L ute nodded pleasantly and smiled.

“How lovely to see you wake! Allow meto offer congratulations. The mountain has only recently
stopped wailing, fromwhich | surmise that your am is superior to my own. Well-played! | wish I’d been



thereto seeit. Sound isuseful, but | sometimesfind it abit confusing when not aided by sight. Don't
you?’

The eyesblinked once, dowly.
“Who areyou?’

“A thousand apologies, Stranger Lady! | am Lute, Magter of prestidigitation, illusion, and deght-of-hand.
No doubt you’ ve heard of me.”

The eyes closed. Lute sighed and settled back againgt the dirt wall.

“Isit alittleincongruous,” the woman wondered eventudly, “for aMagter of magicsto be stting at the
bottom of ahole with his shirt torn and blood on his chin?’

Lute considered her shuttered face. “A minor reversal of fortunes. Only let melay my hand upon my bag
and neither this nor any other hole may contain me!”

“Oh.” The eyeswere open again. “Whereisit? Y our bag.”
He pointed upward with aflourish. “Lady Drudae hasit in her tender keeping.”
“| see” Shetwisted her angular self gracelesdy and sat up. “ Y ou're an optimist.”

“A pragmatist,” he corrected gently. “But enough of me! What of yoursalf? What are you hight? Whither
are you bound? How came you here? How will you go away?’

Sheraised her hands, feding in the thick, unraveling knot of her hair. “Moonhawk. Where the Goddess
sends me. Upon my two feet. The same.” Her hair became a cascade, obscuring gaunt features.

“Moonhawk.” He chewed hislip. “Thisisno good place for aname out of Circle. Call yourself
otherwisg, if you'll take my advice—unless you' ve come to convert the heathen?”

She laughed, a pleasing sound in the dankness of the pit. “Hardly.” She ran pae strands through combing
fingers. “Y ou are devout?’

“I was raised to the Way and have traveled a good dedl—Have you been to Huntress City? The
lamps—harnessed lightnings, | wastold, from the shipsthat brought our foremothers here.” Hewaved a
hand upward, indicating the greasy shadows of ail light. “ Far different, this”

“There aren’t many placesto compare with the glory of Huntress,” she said softly. “1 would liketo vist
someday—Goddess willing. Thelast news| had was that Huntress Circle was collecting everything that
might be from the Ships and placing al within awarded treasurehouse.”

“So? All the more reason, then, for one of the Circleto vist Lady Drudae. She possesses amost
interesting artifact.”

He waited, gauging the moment. She was slent, combing her hair.
“You areincurious.”

Sheglanced up. “1 am gtting in the mud at the bottom of a hole with akitchen magician for my
companion and avillage of depravity above. My head hurts. My cloak isgone. I'm hungry. And cold. |
See no way out of the present coil and noreasonto beinitat al.”



“Ask your Goddess, if you lack reasons.” He had not intended hisvoice to be so sharp. “I’'mtold She
has a plenitude.”

“She does not Speak.”
Lute shifted and carefully extended hislegs.

“If my bag were here, we might dine on cheese and bread and fresh milk,” he said musingly. “I would
share my cloak and mix you atincture | learned in the Wilderwood that is efficaciousin the soothing of
headaches.” He sighed. “Rot those lamps—it’ s getting dark. | hate to talk to someone | can't see”

Moonhawk raised her head, tracing the flicker of Power to the man—and out of him; flowing to the
dicky floor.

A smdl blue flame appeared in the mud between them; faded, flickered, steadied. The man Lute settled
back, sighing as one who has expended much effort.

“Light at least, Lady. | apologizethat it does not give heet. If | had my bag...” Helet the sentence go,
peering upward for amoment before settling harder against the fabric of the pit, hope as thin as the wan
bluelight.

“Please, my nameis Moonhawk—and | thank you for the gift. Y ou should conserve your strength.”

“My grength will return soon enough. They won't come for metonight, | think. More likely tomorrow
mid-morning—after Lady Drudaeisangry.”

* * %
“OPEN IT! “ She augmented the order with aringing dap acrossthe man’s ear.
“Lady, | cannot! It does not—thereis no—I see nothing—"

“Openitor fry! “ Thistime she amed her blow at the bag, knuckles sharp, asif she struck theidiot’s
smpering face.

“Lady, Itisnot possble! “ pled Kat. “ Perhaps the trickster told the aye—"

Clink!

They froze; turned as one to stare at the bag sitting, inviolate, on the high wooden table.
Besideit lay asolitary token of the type used to count score In gambling games.

“Wheredid it come from?’ wondered Kat.

“Thebag...”
“Lady, the bag isnot open!”

‘Where dsewould it comefrom?’ she cried. “Do you have such athing? Do 1?1t must come from the
bag!” She snatched at the clasp, swore; lifted the whole with fury’ s strength and dammed it upon the
table. “Open, damn you!”

The bag sat, shuttered and uncowed.

Lovely shoulders drooping, Lady Drudae turned away.



Hingplinkbinkplunk!

She spun. Rolling unhurriedly down the dope of the table, four bright pottery marbles: red, blue, green,
yellow. Lady Drudae stared them to the edge of the table and watched them fall, one by one, to the dirt
floor.

“Fetch themagician.”
* * %
MOONHAWK SAT AT the bottom of the pit and listened.

Lady Drudag’ s voice she heard most—strident and scolding, then threatening. Less often camethe
undistinguished bass rumble of aman’s speaking. Least often, she heard Lute' s clear, trained voice. He
spoke very few words for one who seemed to like them so well. Most of the words he spoke meant
‘No'.

“Y ou will open that bag now,” Lady Drudae stormed. “If you do not, Kat will break your fingers.”

“If he does so, Lady, heed my warning! Run away from here asfast as you may. For the bag becomesits
own master if | have no handsto lay uponit. Listen! And believe.”

Very nearly did Moonhawk in her pit believe, though straining Witch-sense brought no taste of power,
other than the gall of evil.

“S0...” hissed Lady Drudae. “Kat!”

A moment’ sincredulous silence was followed by aman’s hoarse scream.

They threw him down from the edge.

Moonhawk broke hisfal with her body and he rolled away, coiled around his ruined hand, sobbing.
“Lute.” Shetouched him and he shuddered, sob catching on a gasp.

Witch-sense questing, she found amangled chord of clarity within histerror, caught it and wound it round
with cam, feeding comfort in ariverflow until he let her touch the pain and shareit.

“Lute. | am Hedler.” Shedid not force trugt; did not stint on what she gave.
Sowly, the coiled body unbound. He flopped to his back, eyes stabbing hers.

“Good. Now it ismy turnto give agift... | must touchit. Lute, | am Heder. Through me flowsthe love of
our Mother. Through me flows Her strength—to you, Her son...”

She held the mangled member now; felt and knew utter destruction: the tiny bones ground and shattered
and hopeless. Around them, the highly trained muscles mourned.

Moonhawk took breeth, drawing in strength, and crossed over into that gray space from which al
Hedling takes place.

The man benesth her hand screamed; she exerted the will necessary to quiet him. The Inner Eyes saw
bone shards reform, fit together, settle into the cradle of tissue, sed into wholeness—into hedth.

She let breath escape; removed will and hand and sat back, face dripping sweat, body shuddering.



“In Her Nameit isdone.”

L ute caught her with two good hands as she toppled sideways, and laid her gently down, head pillowed
on histhigh.

* % %

MOONHAWK BLINKED IN the gash of sunlight and tried not to bresthe through her nose. The one
caled Kat held her arms twisted behind her back and he stank like last week’ s daughter.

Lute' s hands hung free. He faced Lady Drudae over adull blue tube and smiled asif theterror in him
was no more redl than dreams.

“Y ou know wheét thisis?” The Lady asked him, voice unnaturdly cam.

Lute bowed hishead. “I do. | beg leave to remind the most gracious and noble Lady that, fried, | am of
no useto her.”

“How isyour hand mended? It was broken beyond praying for—Kat?’
“It was, Noble Lady,” hisvoice boomed over Moonhawk’ s head. “Y ou know me!”

Lady Drudae nodded, eyesflicking to Moonhawk. “Y ou. How comes the magician’s hand to be
whole?’

Moonhawk met the mad blue eyes steedily. “1 Hedled him.”

“S0.” The eyeswidened. Shelifted the tube. “ Do you know whét thisis?’
“No.”

“Then | will show you.” Her voicerose. “Arto! Bring the nemrill!”

The Lady backed away, tube lowering. The mountain shadowed the door arch, abundle of fur swinging
fromahugefid.

“Throw it in and stand away!”

The bundle hit the dirt floor, rolled into a puddle of sunlight and came up spitting, fangs showing, tail fat
with fury, claws at reedly.

This nemrill was none such asthey had at Temple, pleased with the world and themselves. The ferocity of
this creature startled the Hedler; itsfear pierced her.

Lady Drudae laughed, pointed the tube and pressed the thumb-stud.

Therewas azag of lightning; atink of ozone. The nemrill was encased in animbus of flame, shriekingin
mortal agony. Moonhawk reached within; saw L ute start forward while the Lady |aughed and—jpop!

The nemrill wasgone.

The gtink of scorched fur and frying flesh reached M oonhawk and she gagged, sagging shamefully in her
captor’ sgrip. Lute turned to her; was halted by a shake of the tube.

“Now, magician, listen closely. Open the bag—or shefries. Y ou see?’



Helaid ahand on the bag; withdrew it. “It isalong process, Noble Lady; and fraught with peril. | have
not eaten in some time—asimple oversight, no doubt! My strength is not sufficient to thetask. If | err,

wemay dl fry!”
“I marvel you carry so dangerous athing with you.”
“It iswise to keep the danger you know best to hand, Lady.”

Hesitation that Moonhawk tasted as her own, even as her powers faded. Food... She separated her
need, hurled it into the madwoman with the last of her strength.

“Very well. Arto—bring food for the magician. Kat—tie her.”

Lute carried the bad bread and doubtful cheeseto her, ignoring the tube though his nerves shrieked. He
halved the meager portion and raised a cheese-hit to her lips. “Eat.”

“Look, Kat!” Lady Drudae shrilled. “ The magician iskind! He shares hismed with agtranger! Orisshe
not astranger? A night in the pit together, with no other entertainment—and she would not have Arto!”

Moonhawk fdt the flare of hisfury, held hiseyeswith hers. “My thanksto you, brother.” Shoulders
aching with the strain of the rope, she took the cheese and ate.

Hefed her the bread and gave her adrink of pure, icy water. Then he ate, taking much longer than he
might. She had the sense that he was gauging something, counting...

The Lady shifted irritably, fingers tightening on the tube. L ute offered more water; had another sip for
himsdf and turned.

Sheread no hopein him.
“Now, if the Lady and her bodyguardian will sand well away...”

“Stand away! You can't go—" Arto’s bellow spun Kat and the Lady around. Lute faded two light steps
toward the bag, hope scalding.

Through the arch aragamuffin crowd jostled, pushing bulky Arto beforeit like jetsam in afloodtide.
“Noble Lady! Seewhat we bring! Bounty for al!”

“Enough!” The tube pointed unwavering at the center of the crowd. Voices halted and the tangle
rearranged itsalf, becoming four of the village surrounding two who were manifestly not.

The man struggled against the rope that pinned hisarmsto his sdes. The woman stood wary and dertin
her bonds, dark eyesflashing.

“He has coins, Noble Lady!” cried one from the village. “ And fine clothes! We followed and captured!
We demand bounty!”

“Y ou demand?’ The tube had one target now and the blue eyes held only madness. The one who had
spoken sparked fear and flung himsdlf belly down on the dirt.

“Forgive me, Noble Lady. | spoke hatily.”

“Count your wretched life as bounty.” The tube averted its stare with reluctance. “ And the rest of youl
Il decide your bounty—if any! Go! Now.”



They abased themsalves and went, Arto following. Kat came and stood behind the captives, grinning.

“Coins?’ wondered Lady Drudae, eyeing them. “Fine clothing? And not so bad looking awoman, eh,
Ka? We'll give her to Arto, to atone for the one who wouldn't have him.”

The man froze, horror pouring out of him. The woman's head went up.
“I am well content with the man | have. We are travelers and sacred. In Her Name you must release us.”

Lady Drudae laughed. “Oh, well said! In Her name, release us. Oh, yes! Arto!”

MREEEEEEEEEEEEEFEFEEEEEEEE!

A noiseloud enough to stun the mind burst into the room: al save one were startled.

Now there was arush of wind filling Moonhawk’ s head as the room telescoped away, becoming tiny,
tinier... Thiswas the whole of the Power, as she' d tasted it but twice before: The Mother Herself was
looking through Moonhawk’ s eyes. Before the room was gone entirely from her human sight, she looked
for Lute and saw him at the table, one hand on the magic bag, and one hand perhapsinit...

* % %

THE GODDESS DID pour Hersdf into the earthly form of Her daughter Moonhawk. Rising up, She
snapped the puny bonds of hemp.

With aglance, She caused the ropesto fal from the two captives and cried out in aVoice like the Wind
That Scattered The Stars:

“Away! Takethy man and go!”

Thewoman caught the man’ s hand. For amoment he resisted, thinking he might stay and fight. Then
sense prevailed and he turned with hiswoman and they ran like wise rabbits away from that screeching
place.

The murderer Kat Sarted after, hands grabbing. Before his eyes the Mother flung images of past evil and
hefell to the ground upon his knees, tears running his cheeks. Lute aided the Mother, striking with a
mallet that unguarded head.

Lightning came at Her asthe tyrant woman added screams to the din and the M other laughed, for
Lightning is Her Consort and will not harm Her. She raised a hand to the stream and deflected it upward,
to and through the rotting roof.

Then the Goddess reached out once more, and put before Lady Drudae' s eyes another image, so that
she dropped the death-tube.

A hand fell upon Her Person. A voice dinned in Her ears. The Goddess |ooked about, well pleased with
Her work, and returned the body to Her daughter.

* % %
“MOONHAWK! Moonhawk!”

She blinked at Lute, stared at the falen Kat, at the Lady, back to the far wall, fist jammed into her
mouth, eyesfixed with rigid horror on something she done saw.



“Moonhawk!” A shake that snapped her head on her neck.
“What?’
“Theroof’ safire! Goddess blast you—run!”

Run. She fumbled at the body’ s controls and began a shambling trot toward the door, the path she must
take through the village to the northern edge unfolding before the Inner Eyes. Lute was right. She must
run—

The door was abruptly blocked. Arto. Moonhawk breathed a prayer to the Mother and did not dow.

The mountain fell back and let her by. He was gtill standing with his hands empty at his Sdeswhen Lute
passed amoment later, hands and bag ablaze with strange incandescent light.

Running was easier now. More natural . She added speed, weaving between the thatchless hovels,
following necessity, obliviousto the shadows, vaguely curious of the light that had kept pace and then
was gone...

She broke out of the village into a clearing ringed with rock—an ancient corral, perhaps—the carved
shapes of boundary markers towered, just beyond.

She raced across the opening, eyes on the markers, necessity urging her on. Her foot struck a hidden
rock and she hurtled forward, catching hersalf on her hands, rolling up—and freezing.

Encircling her, not mere rock, but a crowd of rag-tag creatures. She saw aflash of dark blue—her cloak.
And the woman who wore it held a stone.

All of them held stones.

She reached within, but her powers were gone to ash. She reached without and touched nothing but
hatred. Necessity burned in her. Fear turned her legsto jelly.

The one who wore her cloak drew back her arm, grinning. Moonhawk braced hersdif.

“Makeway!” cried avoice and the human wall broke asathin man in atorn shirt burst through, bagin
hand. He dammed to a hdt and spun in awide circle, rounds flashing from his hands.

“Gold! Gold for dl!”

“Gold!” The crowd fell asone, scrabbling in the knotted grass.

Lute grabbed her arm and pulled her with him, nearly jerking her arm from its socket.
Thevillagers were il grubbing for the coins when the two of them passed the boundary stones.

* * %

“OF ALL THE STUPID—Why run thisway? The eastern boundary was closer—and easier going
beyond. Or am | to believe you camein thisway?’

“No,” said Moonhawk absently. “I camein by the eastern way. Here.”

“Herewhat?’ he demanded, but she was going away from him like adeep-waker. Curang under his
breath, he followed.



In amoment he heard the voices of the recent prisoners.

“North for abit, then,” the winded traveler was saying. “We |l turn south beyond the hills. There stime
for ashort detour, isn't there, Maria?

The woman' s doubt was pal pable. She hunched in her cloak, dark eyestired now, not flashing.
Moonhawk stepped around the rock that sheltered them, the magician trailing.

“Go due north,” she said, voice deep with Foretdlling. “ At the end of saven day’ swalking you will come
to atown by awideriver. The name of the town is Caetha. When your daughter is born, take her to
Circlethere. They will Know her.”

She sagged suddenly and felt Lute' s hand beneath her elbow as she smiled. “ The Goddess Herself
intervened for you, ster. Bejoyful.”

* % %

LATER THAT EVENING, Moonhawk fed twigsto afire while Lute grumbled over the state of his
property.

“Isyour bag redly worth so much?’

“Somuch?’ He dared at her in dishdief. “My dear Master, may herest in the arms of the Goddess
forever, taught that amagician’ sreceptacleishislife” He stood, bag in hand. “1t' shisprop.” A sharp
shake and legs appeared. Lute st it firmly on the ground.

“Hi smeansaf living.” Bright scarves dazzled in thefirdight.

“Hissafe” Coinsglittered and clinked.

“Hiswatchman.” A moment of that hideous noise that had started the escape!
“Hislightning. “ A quick flash of pyrotechnic light danced about his hands.
“And hisrestaurant.” A tin arced across the fire and she caught it, laughing.
“Hardly fresh milk!”

“Fresher than we had elsewise,” he retorted, and cameto Sit near her, letting the bag stand, “where do
you go now?’

“Where the Goddess sends me.”

He nodded and moved hislong hands. A wooden top spun in one pam. He played with it, dancing it
over hisfingers, vanishing it from the right hand to appear in the left. Moonhawk laughed in wonder.

“How are you doing that?’
He glanced up with agrin. “Magic.” The grin grew speculative. “Would you liketo learn?’
“May |7’

“Y ou seem to have a certain gptitude. And | need an gpprentice. Been putting it off far too long. Since
we both go where the wind blows us, there’ s no need for us not to go together, isthere?’



“No,” said Moonhawk, “thereisn’'t.”

“Good,” he said and vanished the top. Standing, he went to the bag. “We should, though, head more or
lesstoward Huntress City.”

HWMI
Heturned and thefirdight glinted off the dull blue barrel.

“I took thisfrom the Noble Lady’shal. It seemsto me such athing belongs with others of itskind, under
the careful eyes of those who know their dangers, rather than loose in the poor, haf-wild world.”

“Will | have learned magic by the time we reach Huntress City?” Moonhawk wondered and Lute
laughed as the weapon disappeared into the depths of his bag.

“It depends on how apt a pupil you are.”

* * %

THUSDID MOONHAWK and Lute meet and decide to travel together across the world, thiswith the
blessing of the Goddess, our Mother.

Thefirg taleends here.

A Spell for the L ost

THE WIND WAS out of the southwest, carrying the acrid odor of baking rock. The sun was out of the
same quarter, and backlit the magician in the weed-choked square, casting spears of light into the eyes of
hisaudience.

Moonhawk, the magician’ straveling companion for this month or so, sat on the cistern wall, face turned
aside the sun-spears, and watched each gesture with care.

It wasto be arope trick now. L ute showed the crowd the length of common brown cord, called alad
from the audience to test its strength and, findly, tie it snugly into aloop and hold it high above his head.

Lute held up the circle of steel and waved it under the rope-holder’ snose. Thelad called out that it was
only asaddle-ring.

Moonhawk leaned alittle forward where she perched on the wall, opening hersdlf to nuance, as she had
been taught in Circle. The ring-and-rope trick dways baffled her, though she had seen it fifty timesin the
past month. Perhgpsthistime—

“And now,” Luteintoned, voice thinned only dightly by thewind, “by the grace of the dements of hemp
and iron, by the impermanence of the things we aim to touch and hold, by thewind and by the
sun—Ho!” He made aforceful gesture of throwing—and reached forward in nearly the same instant to
steady the village lad who had staggered, |etting the rope loop sag.

Thelad got his feet under him and shouted a oud, holding the rope up, so the crowd could see the loop,
unbroken, with the saddle ring threaded neetly as a pendant, spinning lightly in the wind.

Therewere then as always several from the crowd who must need test rope, knot and ring, al under the
magician’ stolerant eye.

Moonhawk settled back on her wall, amost un-witch-like curse on her tongue. Befatched again,



Goddess take the man! Well, she would smply ask him theway of it. But it galled her to need to do so.

The crowd had demondtrated to its own satisfaction that rope and ring were inextricable. Lute had the
meating back and untied the knot, with awell-worn patter praising the skill of the knot-tier and the efficacy
of the knot. He did the ring free, hung the rope over one shoulder, frowned at the ring and with agesture
vanished it. The audience roared, men stamping their feet and women clapping their pamstogether, and
L ute announced the show was over.

“But if youwill, friends, abit of something for the work expended—acoin, an egg, aloaf, a sup of
ade—for, asgreat asmagic is, not even the greatest magician can conjure himsaf amed ...”

It was agiving crowd. By the time its disparate portions had wended home, five eggs, anew loaf, and a
quarter-sausage had come to rest on Lute' stattered yellow prop cloth.

“And if agreat magician cannot conjure himsalf amedl, doesit follow that he may not conjure amed for
another?” Moonhawk asked, stepping forward and bending to retrieve the three nesting wooden cups.

Lute looked up, mischief glinting in hisdark eyes, gaunt face stern.

“The ways of the Craft Magic are not for the student toridicule,” he said austerely. “ Y ou will learn these
mysteriesin the proper order and with the proper respect. Unitil then, you will keep acivil tonguein your
head, Madam.”

He sounded so like old Laurel, the Witch who had the training of the child Moonhawk, that the
adult—woman and Witch in her own right—laughed aoud. Lute grinned, and waved a graceful hand at
the accumulated bounty.

“Beddes, we' ve conjured enough for afine dinner and abit left aside to bresk our fast. And—" A
flourish, asnatch and he held out a quarter-moon, brittle with age. “A cointo tradefor deat theinn. I'm
told thisvillage boastsan inn.”

Moonhawk glanced about her, frowning as much againgt theill-kept square as against the sun. “1t does?’

“Thereyou go again!” Lute cried, dipping the cups from her hand and placing them carefully in hisbag. “I
can't recall thelast time | spoke to so disrespectful awoman.”

“No doubt my early training isto blame,” Moonhawk returned. “ And the fact that oneisused to city
comfort!”

“No doubt,” Lute agreed, with mortifying sincerity. He finished the various fastenings and straightened,
gripping the bag’ s handle and giving it asharp shake. The legs retracted with a sngg—mechanica magic,
this, not deight-of-hand. He gestured, showing her the dusty square and rag-tag huts.

“Look about you wdll. For theworld ismore nearly like thisthan it islike Dyan City. Thelot of common
folk is hard work and short lives, relieved—and the Goddess smiles—by love, and by children, and by
an occasond diverson such asmysdif.”

He dropped his hand, and in the fading light looked abruptly tired. “ For the most part, the Goddess
blesses those more, who live nearest the Temples.”

Moonhawk kept still. She knew the correct response—knew that every teaching she had ever received
told her she put her immorta self a danger, traveling with such aone.

Y et, hisvoice reverberated with Truth, and Witch-sense showed her his sincerity. She sighed. The man



sowed disquiet like gladiola seeds. And yet—

“Magter Magician!” The woman'’ s voice was breathless with hurry; she hersalf somewhat better dressed
than most of the crowd had been, though her hair was coming unbraided and dust lay thick upon her. She
rushed up to Lute and caught his hand in both of hers; Moonhawk marked how well he controlled the
ingtinct to snatch the precious member away.

“Lady,” he said, respectfully, bowing his head, and taking the opportunity to dip his hand free. “How
may | serveyou?’

“My daughter,” she began, and lay her hand against her breast. “Oh, thank the Mother you are here! My
daughter said that you would not aid me, but | pray—Indeed, how could you not? It is the responsibility
of power to aid the powerless!”

“So | have dways been taught,” Lute said carefully, while Moonhawk opened herself to the other
woman's saf and scanned each nuance of emoation.

Disgtress, she found, but no disorder such as madness might generate. She glanced at Lute and saw he
had reached the same conclusion.

“Before aid can be bestowed, we must be aware of the nature of the problem,” he told the woman
gently.

“Yes, certainly!” she cried, and gave abreathlesslittle laugh, though Moonhawk detected no joy in the
sound.

“Itismy daughter,” she said again. “ Three days together she has been gone. Her sster would haveit that
sheisonly about some madcap scheme and will return when it occursto her, but sheis not like that!
Wild she may be, and heedless of manner, but her heart is good. To worry me so—and she must know
that | would worry! No, | cannot believe her so cruel. She must have falen aside of danger—she may
even now be lying in some rock-catch, broken-legged and hoarse from calling... “ Her voice fatered and
L ute stepped expertly into the small silence.

“Lady, | am distressed to hear of your trouble. But surely thisisamatter for those of the village, who are
familiar with the country roundabout and who will know where best to search.”

“They have searched,” she said, suddenly listless. “ They say—they say she must only have gone off with
alover and will return, in aday or Sx. They say, no one could stay hidden so long, from dl the
wilder-wise.” She bent her head. “They say, unless sheisdead.”

“Goddessforefend,” murmured L ute devoutly. Moonhawk danted him adicing look, which he disarmed
merdly by refusing to meet her eyes. He kept a grave face turned toward the woman. “But this
other—that she is gone with alover to celebrate the Goddess' best joy—isthat not possible?’

“With her own betrothed stting at my hearth, wringing his hands and wondering what is come of her?|
say again. Master Magician, sheisnot acrud girl.”

“Ah.” Lute did glance a Moonhawk then, eyes explicitly neutra, then looked back at the grieving
mother. “What isit you think | may do for you, Lady?’

“Find her!” she cried, and made asif to clutch hishand again, amove he adroitly avoided. “Y ou have
magic... power... the sight... In the name of the Goddess, Master Magician! In the name of she who bore
you! My child must be found. My child—" She gasped, bent her head and struck her breast three times,
dowly, with ashaking fid.



Lute cleared histhroat. “Alas,” he said, face and voice betraying nothing but the utmost sincerity, and
perhaps a shade of sorrow. “Thereis magic and thereismagic. | have no ability to find what islost—"

“But | have,” Moonhawk said abruptly, and lay her hand briefly upon the woman’ s heed, feding the
warmth of the unraveling hair benegth her pam. “ Peace onyou, Sigter,” she said “in traditiona
benediction. Shetook her hand away and met the woman' sincredul ous stare with firm coolness.

“Y ou are—Sing thanks to the Goddess! Y ou are of the Circle?” The woman’s eyes shone with tears,
with transcendent hope. “A priestess?’

“I am Moonhawk,” she said augterdly. “Witch, Hedler and Seer. | may find that whichislog, by the
grace of our Lady.” She glanced aside, saw Lute watching her intently; returned her gaze to the woman.
“There are certain items| require, in order to search most efficiently.”

“Certainly!” Thewoman cried. “ Certainly—and you shdl have them! Y ou shal come—both of you shall
comel—to my house, sup with us, deep, you may haveal | have. Only find her, Lady Moonhawk! Find
my child”

“I shdl try,” said Moonhawk and felt asudden chill.

* * %

THEWOMAN’'SNAME was Aster and her house was alarge one, set just above the village, with two
goats In the front yard and a hen house in back. Taelberry twined up an arbor by the door, the heavy
purple blossoms silking the air with fragrance.

“Hereweare,” said Aster, leading them to the flower-hung porch and working the latch, “Lady
Moonhawk, Master L ute—please be welcome in my home.”

“Peace on this house,” Moonhawk returned in proper ritud.

“Joy to dl who live here,” Lute said sweetly, bowing his head in respect before stepping over the
threshold.

Moonhawk followed, then the hogt, into a kitchen smelling of new bread and warm spices. By the hearth
stood adim and well-made young man, dgjectedly stirring the stew pot. From another portion of the
room hurried agirl: brown hair neatly done into aknot at her neck, surdy hands drying themselves
briskly on a clean white gpron.

“What' sthis?’ she cried, her eyefull of two tal, ragged strangers; then she spied Adter. “Mother? You
sad nothing of guests—"

“I said | was goneto fetch the magician from the village, if he was dtill there and looked kindly on my
case” sad Ader sharply. “Asit happens, he did, but could do nothing for me. However, histraveling
companion has kil in finding whet islost and she has consented to help.”

“Traveling—?" Again, those quick brown eyes counted L ute and Moonhawk, flashed back to the older
woman' sface. “You bring usapair of gypsesto guest?’

“Evennot, graciouslady!” cried Lute. “For gypses have theforesight to bring their houses with them,
where| am so dimwitted asto have no house at al!”

“And so we ask travel-grace,” added Moonhawk, in her deep, leve voice, “from charitable homes dong
theway.”



The boy at the cauldron laughed once, a sharp-edged sound carrying more scorn than merriment.
“Bested, Senna,” he called out. “Make welcome before they eat you dive.”

“Wrong aso, young ar,” Lute said dulcetly. “For what person of dignity will stay in ahouse where
welcomeisnot agift?’

“Asitishere” cried Adter, bustling forward, “most sncerdy! Sennal Cedar! Y our manners want
brushing! Bow to Lady Moonhawk, Witch of Dyan Temple, and to Master L ute the magician! Lady,
Master—my eldest daughter, Senna; and—and Cedar, who is betrothed to my youngest—to Tadl...”
She caught her breath hard, then straightened and clapped her hands together.

“Quickly now, children! Senna, show the Lady and Master to the guesting room. Cedar, take hot water
tofill the basins. Give them houserabes, Senna; and put their thingsto wash. | will be dong in amoment
with wine and abit of cheese, to help you through till dinner...”

So directed, the two young things obeyed with startling will, and it was not too long before Lute was
reclining shameesdy among amountain of pillows, wineglassin hand, dressed in ahouserobe of rich
vermilionwooal.

“Much better than eggs,” he announced with satisfaction, and took a deep draught of wine.

Moonhawk |ooked over from the table at which she was combing her hair and paused, comb arrested.
L ute glanced up, eyebrow quirking. “Yes?’

She recovered hersdlf, finished the stroke and began another. “It is only that you look very nearly
respectable, dressed s0.”

His eyes gleamed and he brought his glass up to drink.

“Who ishe, Zinna?’ demanded a girlish fa setto from across the room. “What do you mean who? That
handsome fellow in the red gown, of course! Do you suppose he' s awed thy merchant? Perhaps a
noblewoman’ sson...”

Moonhawk laughed, conquering the urge to turn and stare at the girl she knew was not there, put the
comb down, picked up her glass and moved over to the pillows. “I didn’t say handsome,” she protested.
“| said respectable.”

“My hopes dashed,” he sighed, face reflecting unsurpassed sorrow. He assayed the glass, danted his
eyesat her face. “Perhaps 'l have atry for the eldest daughter. Thiswill be hers someday, after dl, and
with afew manners|’m certain she’' d be quite tolerable.”

“A mannerly woman isvery important, “ Moonhawk agreed with false gravity and heinclined his heed.
“Present company excluded, certainly.”

She froze on the edge of hurling the contents of her glassinto his gaunt brown face; sighed and shook her
head.

“Always one step before me, Master Lute,” she said, with equally false softness.

Hetasted hiswine. “Hardly that. At the most, half-a-step ahead and half-a-step to aside.” He leaned
forward suddenly; surprisingly extended ahand. “Come, cry friends! | swear | hadn’t meant it to sting so
sharply!”



Carefully, she put her hand in his, felt hisfingers exert brief, warm pressure and then withdraw, leaving
something light and cool in her palm. She cupped her hand and turned it over, revealing atagl-blossom.

“Named for the berry that givesthe good wine,” murmured Lute. “Heedless, but not cruel. And the elder
gger’'sashrew.”

Moonhawk glanced up. “Y ou think sheleft with forethought—and intent?’

He shrugged. “Perhaps they argued—the shrew and the heedless one—or perhapslove svell was
somehow shredded and she saw that dull young fellow for the boor heis”

“Quick judgments, Magter Lute,” she chided him. “Y ou were with them for lessthan aquarter-glass.”

“It'smy businessto make quick judgments,” he said, unperturbed. “Magic must be good for something,
after all.” Hewaved ahand at the hourglass, now three-quarters done. “We shall soon have the
opportunity to make less hurried gppraisals. And then you will do your magic.”

“Then | will ask the assstance of the Goddess in the pursuit of truth,” Moonhawk corrected austerely,
and hesighed.

* % %

“I WILL REQUIRE anew candle,” Moonhawk told Aster; “alength of string or thin rope and something
that belongs to Tael—preferably something she often had about her.”

“Atonce” said Agter, face glowing with the half-sick hope that had filled her al through the medl, so that
she pushed her food around the bowl and shredded the good, warm bread into untasted crumbs. She
turned to her eldest, who was hovering with Cedar by thefire. “ Senna. Bring Lady Moonhawk what she
requires.”

“Yes, mother,” the girl said quickly enough, though her mouth was turned down with ill temper. She
bustled out and returned with anew candle in awooden holder, a cord of fine white wooal, a bright blue
cloak and astring of pierced beads. She placed them, one by careful one, on the table, saw
Moonhawk’ s eye on the cloak and faltered, ablush warming her cheeks.

“I know somefed it is sacrilege, Lady Moonhawk, for one of the world to wear Circle blue. But Tael
loved the color. She spun the thread, wove the cloth, dyed it in taglberry juice, fashioned the cloak—all
with her own hands. Being so, | thought it might aid you. This...” her fingers caressed the beaded
necklace.

“Ismy troth gift to her,” Cedar finished harshly, and laughed, “which she hardly wore.”
“Stll,” sad Adter, “it must have meant agreet ded! Perhgpsfear of losng it—"

“Yes, of coursel” hesaid bitterly. “But the truth is that she would rather wear that length of lesther and
that stupid bit of wood—" He caught himsdlf, folded hislips and made an awkward bow. “Y our pardon,
housemother; my concern and grief make me short of temper.”

“| seethat it does,” Adter replied, “but in just afew moments, Lady Moonhawk will find her and—"

“I also require, “ Moonhawk interrupted, “quiet. Y ou may repair to the parlor. | will cal assoon asl
have found what thereisto find.” She looked hard at Agter. “Remember, thislieswith the Goddess, not
with mere morta hope.”



The older woman bowed her head, hand rising to touch her breest. “We abide by the will of the
Goddess,” she said devoutly. She beckoned the others with a sweep of her hand. “Come.”

Moonhawk bent to arrange the items upon the table: Candle to the north, string coiled before her, one
end tied securely about the trothing gift. The cloak she considered for along moment before laying it
about her own shoulders and twisting the brooch closed.

“Youmay leave ds0,” she said, without turning her head to look at L ute, leaning silent againgt the mantle.
“Ungracious, Lady Moonhawk!” he returned. “Y ou watch my magic, after dl. Fair tradeisfar trade.”

Shedid look at him then, for the fine voice carried an undercurrent of what—had it not been Lute—she
would have identified asworry. “1 have done thisbefore” she said, wishing it didn’t sound quite so tart.

“It savery smple spdl.”

“Nothing can gowrong,” he agreed pleasantly, then brought afingertip to hislips. “But herel am
babbling when you require silence! Forgive me, Lady.” He sank soundlessly to the bench and folded his
handsin hislap. “ Silent asthe dead, you find me. My master insisted upon the same condition when he
wasworking, so neither of usisnovice a our task.”

Far more distracting to argue with him than to acquiesce; which she did with atip of the head. She then
ignored him, closing her eyes and offering the prayers that would ready her for the work.

L ute bent forward on his bench, foreboding like achill handful of onein hisbelly.

Moonhawk’ s breathing deepened; the lines smoothed out of her face, leaving it at once childlike and
distantly crudl. Sheraised her left hand, eyes ill closed, pointed afinger and lit the candle. Shelowered
the hand, laid it on the cail of twine and pulled in the necklace, holding it in her right hand.

She opened her eyes.

“By the grace, with the aid and in the Name of the Mother, | reach out to the one called Tadl.” witha
smooth flip of thewrigt, she hurled the necklace far across the kitchen, paying out the twine until the
beads hit the stone flooring with arustling clink.

“With thewill of Shewho s, | cdl Tadl to me” Moonhawk intoned, and began, dowly, to pull inthe
cord.

It cameeedly at firgt, diding over the stones with a haf-audible murmur. But midway to the table the
cord faltered in its smooth passage through Moonhawk’ s fingers, picked up—and fatered again.

Lute craned forward, gravel-dread goneto icein his gut, saw the necklace move jerkily into the circle of
light cast by the candle—and stop adtogether.

The Witch continued to work the cord, taking up the dack, then tightening the drag, until it stretched taut
againg the necklace, which moved no more, but lay asif welded to the floor.

Helooked back, saw Moonhawk’ s eyes closed and swesat on her face, the cord taut as alute-string
between her hand and the troth-gift, quivering and giving off afaint, smoky luminescence.

Theicein hisbely sent ashaft lancing upward into his chest and he came off the bench in asilent rush,
meaning to shake her, to pull away the cord, even to shout—

The beads shifted againgt the floor with a sound like sobbing, and, obedient at |ast, hurtled through the air



to land with a clatter upon the table top, haf-an-inch from the Witch’ slong hand.

Lute froze, staring at her face, willing her to open her eyes, to shake her hair back, extinguish the candle
and put aside the blue cloak; to mock him, even, for histerrors—She sat, still and silent as death. Beside
her, the candle flame flickered, and went out.

Finaly, he moved; relit the candle and set it so thelight fell full on her face. It was then he saw that she
was crying.

“Moonhawk?’ A cracking whisper; much unlike his usua manner. He reached forth ahand and touched
her, lightly, on the shoulder. “ M oonhawk.”

She gasped and hurled back in her chair, lifting awarding hand, eyes wide now, and bright with terror.
“Moonhawk!” He caught the uplifted hand, and nearly gasped himsdf at the coldness of her flesh.

“Ah!” She cried and bent her head, making no effort to take her hand from his. Her breathing shuddered.
“Gone,” she mourned. “All gone. Goodbye sun. Goodbye flowers. Goodbye love. Hello dark. Mother?
Mother! Whereis she? Why isthere no rest, no sweet embrace and welcome home?’

“Moonhawk!” He held tight to her, cupped her chinin hisfree hand-sacrilege, and worth a stoning, to
touch the sacred body of a priestess without her aye—and forced her head up. Wide, unseeing eyes
dared into his.

“Moonhawk deeps,” she said, ill in that young, grief-sodden voice. “ Tagl wascaled and Tadl is
here—and here will remain until right isdone. “ She put her hand up and gripped hiswrist in cold,
ice-cold, degth-cold fingers.

“Ave.lge rr]e.n

* * %

THEY WERE GATHERED in abright-lit parlor two steps down the hall from the kitchen: Mother,
daughter and son-to-be, al with abit of work to hand. The boy was mending a harness—competently,
L ute noted with surprise; the shrew was setting tiny, precise stitchesinto ashirt. Aster sat with her work
held lightly in her right hand, needle poised in her left—but she was not stitching. Her eyes dwelled
dreamily upon the candle flame and she seemed lost to her surroundings.

Nonetheless, it was she who looked up as L ute paused outside the room, and she who rose to greet him.
“Madter Lute. |sthere—has Lady Moonhawk found my child?’

He smiled, and bowed with professional grace, trying not to think of the mourning wraith he had left inthe
guesting-chamber, tucked among the pillows.

“The Lady Moonhawk,” he intoned, “has wrought avery powerful spell. Y our daughter hasindeed been
located and—Goddess willing—will be home tomorrow morning.”

Joy lit Aster’ sface. She clapped her hands and looked to where her eldest till sat, calmly stitching.
“Senna, have you no ears? Did you not hear Master L ute say that your sister will be home tomorrow?’

She glanced up, brown eyes hard as pebbles. “And did | not say she would be home when she had done
with whatever madcap scheme she was chasing?’ She bent her gaze once more to her stitching.



“Y ou would believe that someill had come of her. 11l never comesto thelikes of Tagl, who laughs a
everything.” She made aparticularly violent jab at the fabric with her needle before concluding,
half-whigpered, “ As shewill belaughing &t dl of us, tomorrow.”

“Senna—" her mother began, shock blighting the joy on her face.

“Tomorrow?’ That wasthe boy, rigid as a carving on the stool, harnessforgotten in hishands. “If she's
close enough to be here tomorrow, why don't we go and fetch her tonight?” He turned wild, glittering
eyeson Agter. “You' d do better not to let your hopes rise, housemother! What do we know of this Lady
Moonhawk, in truth? what word have we, except her own, that sheis Circle-trained? Does she cometo
us properly clad—no! She comeslike aragged gypsy fortune-teller, bearing company with a—"

“Cedar!” Agter commanded. “Hold your tongue!”

“Yes, do,” said Senna, bending to put her work into the basket. She stood and glanced from her mother
to the boy. “Morning will be here soon enough, and then we can al judge the truth of the foretelling.” She
yawned, covering her mouth with work-scarred fingers.

“I, for one, believe the lady, by whatever means she gained her knowledge,” she concluded. “And now |
am going to bed, the better to speed morning aong. Mother?’

“Yes” sad Ager distractedly, and turned to lay her mending haphazardly on the chair. “A good notion.”
She straightened and held out ahand. “Master Lute, thank you for your serviceto us. | will just step
down the hall, Senna, and give thanksto Lady Moonhawk, also, and then—"

“Lady Moonhawk,” Lute interposed smoothly, “was exhausted with the working of magic and has since
retired. Doubtless there will be atime for speaking together, tomorrow.”

“Doubtless” said Senna, sarcastically. She put a surprisingly solicitous hand under Aster’ selbow. “ Come
to bed, Mother. Good-night, Cedar. Master Lute.”

“Dream swestly,” Lute wished, and bowed them out of the room. He turned in time to see Cedar come
to hisfeet, harness falling unnoticed to the floor. He shambled forward, and started badly when Lute
touched hisarm.

“I seeyou' reaswide awake as| am,” the magician said, smiling into the bewildered young eyes. “Do the
grace of walking with me. A touch of evening air and abit of exercise are doubtless just what we both
require.” Theboy smply stared. Lute smiled more widely, took afirmer grip on the arm and pulled him,
unresisting, toward the kitchen and the door.

“Come,” hesaid softly. “I'll tell you astory whilewewalk.”

* % %

THE MOON WAS high, limning the countryside in silver, and the stars hung pure and unflickering just
out of Lute' slongest reach. He looked around with genuine pleasure.

“What adelightful scene! What ddlightful country, certainly, once one climbs out of thevillage. | thought
of settling here this afternoon.”

“But your mistress has no mind to rest,” Cedar said, with atouch of hisformer acidity.

“Y ou mistake me, child. I am my own man. And the Lady Moonhawk isindeed aWitch out of Circle,
properly attired or not. We happen to travel in the same direction. When either of us chooses adifferent



way, why, then we shdl part company.”

Cedar unlatched the gate and they stepped through onto the track. Once more L ute looked about him.
“Truly ddightful! Whet direction shdl wewak?’

Hope flickered in the boy’ sface, clearly discernible in the moonlight. He turned east, toward the village.
“Thisway,” hesaid eagerly.

L ute extended a hand, caught the boy’ sarm and turned him firmly west. “1’ ve afancy for thisway,
mysdlf. Come, wak with me.”

Hope died in that ingtant; the boy’ s shoulders sagged and something in his face crumbled—»but he stayed
stubbornly rooted, resisting the gentle tug of Lute’s hand.

“Come,” Lute repeated. He gestured with his free hand and plucked asilver bit from the sarry air.
Taking the boy’ sredstlessfingers, he turned pam up and placed the money there, closing thefingers
firmly.

“Herenow,” hesaid. “Y ou’ ve agreed to guide me—and taken my coin to sedl the bargain. Let uswalk
thisway.” He pulled more sharply on the arm, and thistime Cedar went with him, walking silently on
rock-hard path, with Lute kegping pace beside.

They had gonefor some little distance, sllent, but for the magician’ s now-and-again comments on the
surrounding country, or the stars, or the breeze, when Cedar glanced over.

“What isthe story?’
“Y our pardon?’
“The story,” the boy repeated impatiently. “Y ou said you would tell me aswe walked.”

“Ah,” said Lute softly. “The story.” He went another few steps along the path, glancing upward asif to
ask the moon for guidance. “The story, “ hesaid again, ““isthis.”

“Not very long ago—nor very distant—there walked on a path very like this one a young woman and her
betrothed. It was adewy morning, or abrilliant afternoon—though doubtfully evening, for she did not
wesar her cloak againg the chill and it was not the moon’ stime of fullness—the path would have been too
dark.

“So they went, these two, and as they went, they talked. Alas, the talk turned from pleasantries and
flirtationsto distressful, hurtful subjects. Thelover accused the girl of being unfaithful to him, cried out that
she refused to wear histroth-gift; that she refused, perhaps, to fix the date of their find vowing. He
demanded to know the name of hisrival; demanded to know by what right she—awoman grown and
migtress of her own life—by what right she continued to wear the necklace she had dways worn—the
one he had not given her.

“He demanded these things, petulant, and sheignored him—ran alittle ahead or to the Sde or exclaimed
over aflower.

“Goaded, he said other things, ugly things, striving to be hateful, to hurt her, asachild will try to wound
the adult who has disciplined him.” Lute paused, glanced back at the boy, who had stopped on the
Slvery path and was staring ahead, handsfisted at hissdes.

“Cedar?’ he said softly. “Isthat how it was?’



“Shelaughed at me!” the boy cried out. “Laughed! But | swear by the Mother—I never meant to kill
I’H! ”

“But you did kill her,” Lute said, il soft.

“It wasan accident!” Cedar hdf-raised hisfists, anguish twisting hisface. “ She laughed and then
she—she said that she was sorry, that of course she wouldn't wear my gift, that she had never—had
never considered me alife-partner—" Hisvoice caught, asif on asob. “ She said that she saw she had
been wrong, that she had tried to be kind to me, until | outgrew my—my—" He brought his hands down,
gl fisted, to rest tautly againgt histhighs.

“I hit her,” he said, and bent his head.
“Oneblow killed her?” Lute wondered, soft as thought. “Or were there more than one?’

“One!’ Cedar wailed. “Only one, as the Goddess knows my soul. But she fell—I heard her head hit the
rock and then shedidn’t get up... | knelt beside her and tried to—tried to lift her head—" He swallowed
hard. “Theblood...” He looked up and L ute marked the tears that dyed his cheeks silver in the
moonlight.

“Thereis a—aspring-cave not far avay. | carried her there; piled rocks around her so that the
animds...” He swallowed again.

“It was early morning. After—that evening, | went to Mother Aster’ sfarm, asking for Tagl. Shewasn't
there. | waited—and I’ ve been waiting. Soon, they would have given her up! Sennawould have decided
that Tael smply didn’t wish to be found. Aster would have mourned—and taken up more good worksin
the village—and forgotten. Soon, there would have been—would have been peace. But you had to come
and that M other-blasted woman—how did she know?’ he screamed suddenly, lunging forward and
swinging afigt, randomly, it seemed to Lute, who merely stepped aside and let the rush go past him.

The boy whipped around, admirably quick, though gill ashade uncautious, and braked so strongly he
went down on aknee, loose stones clattering across the path.

“Wisdom, boy,” Lute said, no longer soft; and plucked asilver diver from the air. He made amagical
pass and showed the kneeling youth a quick successon: diver, diletto, dagger, nothing. Sliver, diletto,
dagger...

Cedar licked hislips

“Congderilluson,” Lute directed. “Congder redlity. Y ou hold the coin | gave you still within your figt.
Which of theseisred, Master Cedar? Will you gamble your lifethat | only jugglear?’ Heran the
sequence again, and again, using the rhythm of the movesto add force to hiswords.

“The Lady Moonhawk isaWitch. She called Tael and come Tadl did, demanding what right remains
her—proper buria, benediction—truth. Our duty tonight isto have her home, laid out and decent for her
mother to see a dawnlight. Y our duty then isto tell the truth—for justice and peace—and your own
savation.” He vanished the dagger for the last time and stood staring into the boy’ s eyes.

“Peace never camefrom lies, child. And hearts do not forget so quickly.” He gestured. “Get up.”
Cedar did, asif the gesture lifted him, and L ute nodded. “ Show me the place.”

“All right,” said Cedar and turned westward once more on the path, Lute walking just behind.



* * %

ITWASMANY hourslater that L ute went into the laundry, stripped off the fine red robe with al its
gtains and tears and washed, scrubbing himsdf from hair to toenails, rinsing and then scrubbing again.
When he was done, he combed his hair and braided it, dug the silver knife from the deeve of the
discarded robe and used it to scrape the stubble from his cheeks.

Lagtly he dressed in his own clothes, damp though they were, and stood, shivering, thinking about the
night’ swork.

Mercifully, the spring-cave had been cool, and the season not yet high summer. Sadly, something had
been at one of the hands, and there was, after dl, the blood, and the other generd nastiness attendant
upon days-dead bodies. Her face—her face had been untouched, except for the bruise splashed across
the right cheek.

Inlife, she had been beautiful.
L ute shuddered.

They had laid her in the parlor, across two benches pushed together, draped with an old quill they had
found near the wood box. They had crossed her hands over her breast—whole one over chewed—and
combed her hair until it fell in gleaming waves straight back from her faceto the floor.

Her eyes had aready been closed.

“Blue,” Cedar had said distractedly, touching her hair, her face, her folded hands. “ Blue as tadl-flowers,
her eyes. Y ou would have loved her, Master Lute, if you had seen her—as shewas.”

L ute shuddered again, whether in pity or revulson he did not know.

The boy had declined to wash or deep, saying it was not so long until dawn and if he wasto see Mother
Agter and tell her the whole, he might aswell be there when she came down.

“Besdes” he said softly, eyes on the dead girl’ sface. “ She's home now. It would be graceless, to let her
inthenight done.”

Pity locked Lute stongue. Leaving the reminder of three abandoned nights unspoken, he had goneto
wash.

Washed, and in somewhat better control of himsdlf, he quit the laundry and went to the guesting-room,
dread 'round his heart likeice.

* * %

“MOONHAWK?" In the candle-glow he saw her, reclined among the pillows, wrapped in the blue
cloak that she had not alowed him to remove. Her face was smooth, distant, childlike. Her breathing
went in and out with regularity. He could not tell if her state wastrance or deep.

Sighing, aching in every joint, he sat on the pillows opposite, set the candle carefully aside and prepared
himsef to wait.

A scream wakened him.

Adter wasthefirst he saw as he rushed into the parlor. Aster with her fist shoved against her mouth and
her face white as her dead daughter’s. Then he saw Senna, wide-eyed and staring, but not at Tael—at



something, it seemed, upon the floor. At something which, now that he noted it, Aster stared aswll.
Foreboding flared, too late, and he stepped into the room, looked over Aster’ s shoulder—

He had used aleather-hook; it lay by hisright hand. The dash it had made across histhroat was
ragged—and very deep.

Hiseyeswere il open.

“No!” Luteflung forward, went to his knees by the pooled blood, extended a usaless hand—and pulled
it back, clenched.

“Y oung fool! There was no need, no need.” Thetearswere hot, they fell into the pooling red.

A hand touched his shoulder; warm fingers gripped him. Behind him he heard Agter shift and clear her
throat.

“Cedar was so undone by my—by Tadl’ s death that he killed himsdlf. His love was such—"
“No,” whispered Lute, and—

“No,” said Moonhawk, as she gently kneaded his shoulder. “Cedar killed your daughter,
housemother—unintended, but he was the instrument of her death. We have the story, if you will hear it.
And wewill stay and help you bury them, with every proper rite, if you will have our hep.”

* % %

“| STILL DON'T understand why hedid it,” said Lute, playing ablue counter over hisknuckles,
disappearing it and re-gppearing ayelow, ared, the blue again, and, in addition, agreen.

Moonhawk fed more twigs to the cook fire and glanced up at the starry sky. “Guiilt,” she said softly, “and
pain—hedid love her, | think. In hisway. But hisway wastoo sober for her—the heedless one,
remember? The one who laughed at everyone.” Thefireflared and she ducked prudently back, keeping
the blue cloak tightly around her.

“It happened so quickly—Ilike abad dream. To see her again... to know her dead...” She sighed. “May
the Mother pity him.”

Lute glanced at her sharply. “And yoursdf?1 find you wholly mistress of your own soul and not sharing it
with some heedless, teasing beauty?”

She laughed and tossed her hair back over her shoulders. “My own self and no other,” she said softly.
“Poor Magter Lute. But while we were together, | did—dream.” She glanced down, in asort of maidenly
shynessforeign to her usual manner. “I was never afree woman, you know. In the Circle, thereis—duty.
Some of Tael’s memories were—interesting. | shal have think on them morefully, as Sster Laurel would
havesad.”

“Morefully,” Lute echoed and shook his head, vanishing dl four counters. “Well, teke some advice and
stick to my sort of magic in the future. Less dangerous. More lucrative.”

Moonhawk laughed and pulled the pan from thefire. “ Eggs, Magter Lute?’

So ends the second tale of Lute and Moonhawk.



Moonphase

THE WOOD BENCH was cool benesth her bare buttocks, the stone cold under her bare toes. No hest
came from the empty fireplace, nor light from the empty oil lamps and candeldbra. Despite the season the
barred windows high in the walls were open.

She needn’t seethe walls, canted inward as they rose, to understand the meaning of the word prisoner,
though it was aword unsaid by the Sisters and the Mother hersdif.

“Y ou will be assigned more appropriate duties after you recant, Mendoza,” they’ d told her, aready
sripping away the dignity of the name that had come to her unbidden the first time she'd bled.

Mendoza, they called her now. More properly, Priscilla Delacroix y Mendoza. And what of Moonhawk?

She sighed, felt her dry skin shiver, and went to lessons of Intent to remove her concentration from the
discomfort and center it on the redlity.

The redlity she found was motion and what it meant. The breeze was motion—

Within the light breeze that chilled her bare breasts were odors of the evening: dinner smellsfrom the
dining hal for the Maidens-in-Training, the hint of expensve herbs burned by wealthy supplicants down
on Mother’s Row, the occasiond acrid touch of metal and smoke from the foundry on the edge of the
bay downriver.

It dl meant that the wind was from the west, and the night would be colder than last, and that in the
morning they would take her to the Mother s Chamber to say a confession she would not make.

“You will recant,” had said the Mother; “Y ou will admit that you never heard Moonhawk calling, that
you' ve dways stolen your power from others, and that you were wrong to do so. Y ou will be assigned
to more appropriate duties, and given aName-in-Keeping.”

In the meantime they had |eft her here to meditate, for three days and nights, having left her only the
earrings given her by adead grandmother, witches knowing better than to trifle with agift of handwrought
slver.

What they had taken! They’ d taken amulets of power, bracelets of strength, stonesthat concentrated
will. Then they’ d subjected her to spdls of unmaking, to other thefts...

To think that they’ d feared her so much! If only she had the bracel ets, even now—

She shivered. Even now she needed food. She needed drink. She needed M oonhawk as never before
and Moonhawk had been forced away from her by the Council.

A tear came, and quickly sheregretted it. No water here, no food. They wanted aweak and beaten,
near-nameless Maiden, not Moonhawk-in-training. Every tear wasin their favor.

Now the breeze brought something el se: the distant hum of voices, and now more, and then the City’s
templeswere dl heard, each chanting Tenth Chant.

Priscillafelt her throat seek the words and was surprised by it—she' d sung no chant since she' d been
thrown here. She closed clamped her mouth on the words, and then relented. Tenth Chant Wardsday
was Moonhawk’ s Chant.

She began then, low and quiet, eyesraised in the darkness. But dl was not dark: high up wasthe silver



glow of moonlight on the cold slonewalls.

Priscillahad held the origind of the chant in her own handsin the Library when she’ d been permitted the
boon of study of her namesake. She covered thetrail of history entire: Moonhawk had hel ped build the
world shelived in, had helped creste the chants, had designed spells, had defined powers—M oonhawk
had been there over and over when the Temple needed help. Priscillahad caressed the pages of those
chants, had seen that the words were penned by two hands, not one—and she’ d never gotten an answer
to that question of why the other hand was a masculine hand. Sister Dwelvadenied it, as she denied so
much.

Sster Dwedvarefused to discuss the notation on the side of the chant, in that second hand:

“Here satruth, for the survivor bold, awaystake slver, rather than gold, it' slessthe weight and more
eesly sold!”

NONSENSE, even arrogant—
Y et the front of the page was purity itself, words and feding so perfectly meshed... she sang harder.

Asthe chant came stronger to her throat she saw that page again in the moonspot, felt she caressed the
words and paper yet again—

“It was Lute, my dear,” camethevoicein her head. “It was L ute who made me write that one down.
Lute who knew the vaue of slver and saved methrough it. It was L ute you looked for, al unknowing,
when they trapped you—aiiieee, girl; they have never let me a Lute again in dl these centuries! And what
shall we do for you now that they’ d make you lie or have you stoned for truth?”

Priscillanever broke chant but she grasped her left wrigt frantically, knowing the while that Moonhawk’ s
bracel ets had been torn away by magic and force—she' d first heard M oonhawk speak to her when
she' d grasped the bracel et at Blood-test and had never been without it again until now—

“Look on the moon, youngster. It carries silver and its path is a bracelet about the planet. Y ou have
worked hard for me and it has cost you. Think on me...”

Outsde, the chanting faded away. But Priscilla’ s eyes saw the moon gleam and she continued the chant,
felt hersalf growing warmer.

“You'll need energy, tomorrow, too. Y ou' Il not be soned if | have my way of it. If only you could touch
the moonlight...”

There was anew sound as the city quieted after Tenth Chant. The bars and taverns were closed now,
except at the space port’ sforeign zone; the houses were darkening, but there was a new sound—a
sound of birds maybe, or rats!

It was not good to dwell on rats. Priscillaknew this. But Moonhawk’ s voice had told her to think on
Moonhawk...

Thelast time she' d been truly filled with Moonhawk’ s vision and force she' d killed awoman and stunned
another senseless. She' d | eft her post at the Temple and traveled—without permission—to the seedy bar
where a Sintian man was about to give stolen Temple secrets over to an outworlder. And when she'd
recovered the secrets, she' d let the surviving outworlders, mere spaceship crew—and the thief
himsdf—go.

And she' d given her word—M oonhawk’ s word—that they be safe. The single death had been



atonement enough, for the dead woman had been the cause of the theft in thefirst place.

But Circle had wanted more: they’ d wanted a show of power. They’ d intended to turn the thief or thieves
over to the crowds for a proper stoning, to quel the cyclic complaints that the Temple ran far too much
of Sntian life.

Show of power? Instead now they would show power by sending her to be stoned for heresy if she
refused to recant, or send her to the Temple of Release to be night comfort to the men and women
who'd lost their spousesif shedid.

“Palitics, young one, politics. Y ou did well for one unused to that level of command. Our whole order is
based on proper use of intuition and the balance of life: but since the first coven was consecrated there' s
always been that other—the greed of power, of persona importance. They’ d not believe that | would let
the starship people go, but what had they done? Accessories, accidental asthey were. And the man?
what good stoning him when the true trouble lay dead—aye, 0 you used alittle too much force? It was
at my behest, and the woman was dead before she arrived—that wasin her eyes. But you hadn’t time to
see that—they’ ve trained you for ceremoniesingtead of duty! If only they’d train you properly, let you
find your love... evenif itisn't Lute. | looked for him there, with your eyes, but heisnot yet seen. They
sng my praisesand let meloose with virgins... they ater history for convenience and forget the
truth—that | was sent on Quest to get me out of Circle because | demand Balancein my dedlings and
expect the same of others. The whole thing was palitics, thistime, and | had no time to warn you, that's
al”

“But what of the Temple property! Temple secrets! It wasimportant!”
The words sounded hollowly throughout the big room.

“Temple secretsl” mocked the voicein her head. “ Samples of what they cal the ‘ catalyst molecul€’ is
what, in exchangefor trading rights. They think it can make a Witch out of one without power. Old
secrets pulled from the ship records they hide. Ah, they won't learn. Politics! Y ou—we—did right to
stop the theft, but then we should have fixed all of the problem. | swear that’ swhy they haven't given me
asmart girl to choose—until you—for three hundred years!”

“Given! Don't you choose?’

“I won't discussit with you now. Later, if there’ saway. We must get you strengthened! Y ou must touch
the moonlight!”

Priscillastood then, knowing it was useless. She was dender—scrawny said some, until they saw her
standing with Moonhawk’ s aspect upon her—and fairly tall. But the moonlight was till ahalf-dozen or
more elbow lengths over her head, and the dant of the wails made it impossible for her to climb that high.

She tried standing on the bench that was her bed, and that was too short, aswell. And if she leaned the
bench againg thewadl|?

Shetried it, willing tired muscles to push the heavy wood into place near the wall, and then tried to lean
it—no. Logic showed it could not work: the bench would wedge itsdlf in and there was no way she could
stand on the end of it then....

She pushed the bench over; it fell with acrash, the low backpiece splintering noisily.

She stood in the darkness, naked and exhausted, sweat cooling rapidly on her body. She began to shiver
and with it came an inner blackness so tota—



“I havefailed you, Moonhawk! | am too wesk, too—" There was no sound, within or without. Whatever
the watchers heard or thought was as hidden from her as Moonhawk.

“They will stone me, then, that’ sdl, and the circle will continue. Moonhawk can choose a better vesse
and dl will bewel with theworld.”

She said that and the words came back her and then struck her full force. She' d seen stonings twice and
had been sickened by them; but now, to have the crowd after her?

There was no panic. She would hang hersdf, that’ sal. She could use the empty lampholder to tie her
hair to, tieit around her neck aswell, and then jump from the bench and—

“Will you kill Moonhawk?" came the question.
“Never! Moonhawk lives!”

“Precisaly. Moonhawk lives. | may withdraw from time to time, and be subject to meddlings, but | live.
Lute livestoo, though they deny it. For that matter, Priscilla Delacroix y Mendozalives. | swear that if
you ever in life attempt an unreasonable suicide again | will abandon you forever! They’ ve pretty well got
me walled out, you know, but then they’ ve got a couple dozen full strength Sistersworking on this. Don't
fight them with your magic, child: they must believeit' sal mine! Now, if you can use your heed—’

In the darkness Priscillamoved, tripped on the splintered backrest as she looked at the light on the wall.
The moon was nearly to the zenith—the touch of silver light might move down the wall another handspan
or two bui...

“Lady Moonhawk, guide me!” said the girl, but she was dready moving. She pushed the bench toward
the spot of moonlight on thewall carefully. Then she hurried, bare feet soundless on the cold stone, to the
backrest.

It was heavy, but it was long enough. She climbed onto the bench. It swayed dightly, but would surely
hold. Then she ruthlesdy twisted the ends of her hair into aquick braid, and pulled the braid into the
cracked wood at the end of the backrest.

She swayed and missed the spot thefirst try, and the next—each time wincing asthe end of the
impromptu polefdl away from itstarget, straining hair roots unmercifully.

Thethird time she came close, but her braid fell from the pole. Her arms were cramped and the back of
her neck ached. She was swesting and shivering at once as she tugged her hair into the splinters.
Somehow it was the other sde of that chantpage she saw...”less the weight, more easily sold.”

“I'mcrazy,” shesad. “They'reright. I'm crazy—"

But the fourth time did it. The wide end of the stick landed in the midst of the patch of moonlight and she
twisted it in her handsto expose the braid to the silver light.

Nothing happened. She' d expected—
Well, what had she expected, she wondered. Power? Escape? Wings?

Shewaited. The stick leaned againgt the wall, taking some of itsweight off her arms. Shedidn’t fed as
tired as she expected, but—

“Patience. It seemsthey’ Il kill you if we're not careful, and you' re far too good to be killed over palitics.



I’'m afraid thisround’ s going to be adraw. So call on the moon for what you really need now, and hurry!
But never recant. They can take your power only if you givein!”

Priscillastood, arms over head, staring a her hair in the slver light. Then she began chanting, the properly
measured chant of Moonhawk’ s own words.

The vision she saw was not of the Moon, nor of freedom, but of aman. Not smply any man, though—a
man gaunt of face; with fingers so strong they’ d crush rock to powder, fingers so gentle they’ d caress
and tease a breast for hours...

Lute! sheredlized. Lute the Magician. She'd read of him, both good and bad; in the public schools he
wasalegend, and in Temple training he was example: she’ d read the tracts explaining away hismagic

and showing a novitiate how to see through the deight-of-hands he' d performed... the more recent books
had him as an amiable charlatan, persuaded of the Goddess through Moonhawk’ s True Power. They'd
been loverd

The thought burned her: she been taught a Moonhawk strong and pure, celibate. But Moonhawk had
hed alover—

She' d touched hiswords, too, then! And could power but go to power? Surely Moonhawk’ s lover—
“Lute,” she caled out loud then, “Lute! Lend me your power! Lute, by the Goddess—"

She heard anoise and returned to her chant, her demand still echoing up the walls toward the open
windows—

They came quickly: dozens of them, including the entire Inner Circle. They came brandishing open-flamed
torches and with silver and stone headdresses. They camewith 11 of the 14 living Names among them,
and with spell-proof outworld rope they pulled her from her perch, bruising her breasts and legs. They
chanted back, and with two Sisters on each arm and three on each leg they held her face down on the
stone floor to stop her voice, and they took the finest of knives and dashed at her hair, cutting and
hacking at it till it fell everywhere around her.

“How dare you!” screamed one of the Inner Circle when the hacking was done. “How dareyou! To cal
on acharlatan within the Goddess own hold? What use can some mere mae trickster be to you, fool ?
Heresy inthe Templeitsdf! In the morning you will recant!”

“No!” shouted the girl, bruising her lips on the floor. “Not while Moonhawk lives! While Moonhawk
lives, so does Lute, and heisaName!”

“Y ou will be stoned for that!” said another of the Circle, tracing starsin the air, and then patternsthat
glowed bright red. “ False Moonhawk! Recant, give up your magic, or it will be taken!”

Within her, the voice, distant, cool. “ These foolsforget the wdll they drink from—Never recant! If they
take my Name you have yours, Priscilla, never forget! When they take Sintid sblessing you'll be as
invisgbleto them... Weareangry, Priscillal”

Within, Priscillafelt heat, and the nearest to her shrank away from the power there.
“I'll not recant!”
Another voice, perhapsthe Mother hersef, said quietly, “Let it begin then—"

The woman holding her left arm began to twist it, and nearby a sword rattled.



From where shelay she could see her dark hair scattered about the floor, and feet, and the glitter of
high-level magics on everything. Her cheek hurt.

“1 was dways concerned of this one—" said someone as she was kicked.
She managed to see the woman who spoke: an older woman, politically secure—

“Will you stone Moonhawk, IgnelaRalay Duedes? Y ou whose names are so Renata Dulavier
Francottaand—"

“Stop!” said the woman, using the power of Command, the same command that Moonhawk and Priscilla
hed killed awoman with. * Stop!”

“—Sylvette Anna Ringwald? It is't required. Moonhawk iswalking away from your ken for now,
leaving your necessity behind for this generation. Remember that sheisin every Temple, and will know
how you ded!”

They besat her then, with rods of meta and gems, and each touch was an agony, asif her soul were being
drained, and they twisted her arms and spoke Commands and Spells.

When they twisted her arm again she screamed, and when they twisted further, she screamed again,
caling out for Moonhawk and L ute. For amoment she fdt asif Lute were at the door, drawing svord—

“No!” cametheword in Priscilla s head. “He can’t stand against so many Namesyet! He gtirs, though,
girl—hedtird | must find him—live your life. Y ou will not beforgot!”

Within Priscillathere was asigh, and arelaxation of will: Moonhawk could not save her, Lute would not
save her. And Moonhawk was elsewhere now.

A jubilant cry sprang from aclose-eyed woman in the back of the room: “Gone, sgters, thefalse
Moonhawk isgonel”

* % %

THEY LEFT HER &fter awhile, in the darkness, having exhausted an amazing amount of magica energy
on her. They took with them the wooden bench, and they burnt her hair whereit lay, that she' d not have
influence over any holder of it, should her false magic return.

She lay naked on the stones, and cried. She was going to die now, or very soon, and badly. The bruises
and scrapes ached at her soul. What had she gotten in thislife? What right had any of them—all she'd
redlly wanted wasto live agood life, in Balance, to honor the Goddess, to live well. What could she do
now—The noises she' d heard before came closer now. Rats? Bats? There was aclatter. And another.
The sound of wings. More clatter. Something fell on her thigh, jerking her sharply awake. She reached—

And found athing about the Sze of her thumb, dimpled and light... afrena nut! As she cast around she
found more; therewas arain of them now. She' d wanted food, and here was food, of a sort. If she could
just have enough strength to face them once more—There was alouder flutter, and akeening. A large
bird swooped past her heed, settled in on the stone floor. She could hear it walking, could almost make
out itsforminthe night.

The bird’ s head bobbed and it dropped an offering—aharvest plum. Asit jumped into the air she saw its
markingsin the distant light: ahawk it was...

* * %



IN THE MORNING PriscillaDeacroix y Mendoza was declared dead by her mother, in open court. It
wasaminor thing. Being acivil matter its transmisson to the world was delayed by a more important
announcement.

This more important announcement went first to the rest of the Nameswho Lived, who meditated upon it
for some hours before declaring officidly to the Temple that M oonhawk was dead. Thenceto the
underlings went the news: those who would take the message to other Templesin the City, with the true
and proper story: young Moonhawk had turned back the theft of all that was Holy and returned to the
Templeakey to Baance: in so doing her mission for the Mother in thislife wasfulfilled, and she had
returned to thefold.

* * %

In the Temple basement alone guard stared down at the prisoner along time before nudging her awake
with hisfoot. He' d considered—but no, not in the Temple, and not with that damn bird staring down at
him from the empty lamp holder.

“Get up, you,” hesaid, kicking at her alittle harder. “ Get out!” He threw her arough and ragged shift, a
castaway from the alms box.

“If you an't out by next chant you' re up for trespassing in the Temple! Can't trust any of you Nameless.”

Shewasfull of painsand aches, but overriding that was an emptiness that was like adrug that dulled her
senses. Thingsweren't as sharp; she could not summon warmth—

Priscillareached out, unwillingly accepting the new because the past was totally gone; she put the shift on,
and stood dowly. She was cold, but here was alittle bit of food, and—

The man was staring pointedly at her breasts. She put her head high, felt the ache in the back of her neck,
suddenly fedling the weight of hiswords.

Nameless. Dead. A nothing—No longer Moonhawk. No right to be bare-breasted in public. No right to
cal the Goddess Mother...

Awkwardly, unnaturally, she buttoned the shift across her bruised and chafed breasts, felt itshem rub on
the raw bruises on her thighs.

There was an explosion of wings behind her, and the bird that had been poised there flew out the door
and to the | ft.

“Out, damn you!” snapped the guard. “L ook at this mess we gotta clean up! By the Goddess' good foot,
get out!”

Numbly, she gathered together afew more of the nuts. Food. A little bit of food.
The man pushed at her roughly.
“Get out! You're not wanted. Y ou're dead!”

She ran then, ran out the door and to the I eft, ignoring the open door to the right that led upramp into the
beggars courtyard.

“I"'mnot,” shesaid to thewadll as she climbed the sairs, “1’ m not dead.”

She stopped at the door to MaidenHall, waiting for the tingle of acceptance at the crosshoard in the



sone floor—
Therewas none.

There was nothing. No quiet gong sounding the advent of aMaiden, no warning brangle of alarm bells,
no roar of tarfire from the pot over the door.

Nothing.
She stepped through, then and touched the naming stone with a bare foot.

Nothing again. Moonhawk’ s name was not intoned by the four guard coyotes, long-frozen by spell. nor
did they raise hackles and charge. She wasthere, Nameless.

Moonhawk’ s words came back to her: too much training had gone before for her to continue without
some ceremony.

“Priscilla” she said meekly.
Again nothing happened. No repetition, no echo, no—She redlized then shewas athief in Temple!

She ran with trepidation, furtively, until she found the locker that had been hers briefly but that had aways
been Moonhawk'’s.

To stop athief one useslocks. So had the wise women of Sintiadone, and the sight of that silver-bright
lock sent shivers of fear and indignation through Priscilla. what could she do now? She' d certainly starve,
unableto get a what should be hers. And how dare they assume she stoop to steding—

Incongruoudly, she laughed, and it was atrue laugh despite everything, onethat took in dl theironies—
She felt the sound of added laughter, distantly heard within her avoice new and thrilling—amae voice!

“Y ou've achanceto survive then, haven’'t you? It isn't dways easy, but girl, Look! 1t'sonly asilver lock,
al curled about with magic signsthat’ d burn the hands off any bdiever till shackled to their cow-eyed
vison—'

Priscillarecoiled at that description—felt the distant voice pause—

“—~Can't argue with you now, dammit. She needs help for thistrick of hersand [—Priscilla, get apin or
anal.”

Thevoicefdt different, even more distant—but Priscillatook one of Delanawho-was-Oatflower’s
favorite stainless sted pinsfrom her unkempt locker top and found hersdlf in front of Moonhawk’s
locker, lock held precisdly thus—

Her hands pulled on the lock expertly asthe pin searched within; she felt her muscles respond to minute
ridgesthe pin struck, felt her wrist twist thisway while the other hand pulled that way and the pin
dammed home and—

Twang!
“Done. Luck be with you girl, ' cause we can’t go beyond the door with you. Never givein!”

Priscillapulled the lock off the clasp and hurriedly began stuffing the locker contentsinto a cloth sack:
shoes, abdt, work trousers, afew old copper and duminum coins—



She left to the Temple and its minions the costly clothes, the makeups, the gold armbands and necklets,
sgnsof power, while happily grabbing up the tight-wrapped soya bar she' d left negligently behind the
week before. She covered her newly-shorn head with an old blue kerchief that had been a dusting rag for
Moonhawk’ s ceremonies. What else?

Her gazefdl again to the bright—wrought things, eyesfull of the greed of necessty. Dare she?

An odd song tickled at the back of her head, though she couldn’t catch the words. Still—\When she
moved on she held her right hand tight to seven silver bracelets.

She turned toward the door, found she still held the silver lock in her left hand, under the twisted top of
the cloth bag. Her impulse wasto tossit away—Silver! Shelooked a the magic symbols, shrugged her
shoulders, and dropped the lock into the bag.

“Good girl!” came distant approva. “ Silver travelswell! Go asfar asyou can!”

She hobbled out as best she could then, the grief chants of the Temple covering the sound of her ungainly
escape.

Across Sintiathe Priestesses waited for the proper hour, and then covered the carved Templefigures of
Moonhawk in green cloth, sgnifying her return to the Goddess, thistime.

No one dares mention that the eyesin the statues continued to glow, despite the funereal announcement.
No one dares mention to the Inmost Circle that Moonhawk till lives.

So ends the 55th tale of L ute and M oonhawk.

About ThisBook
East Window, Maine November 18, 1998

OUR NOVELS Agent of Change, Conflict of Honors, and Carpe Diem, haven't been on the SF
best-sdler ligt, but they have reached avery persistent group of readers, many of them on the Internet.

When we got on the ' net ourselves, our readers let themsalves be known.
“When,” they asked “will there be something dsein the Liaden Universe?

Thisyear, likelast, lacksaLiaden nove. Next year, in February 1999, comes our novel Plan B from
MeishaMerlin. Still, our reeders have asked for something for this holiday season, something Liaden. We
hear you, and read our email. Hence, Fellow Travelers.

In 1995 we brought you Two Tales of Korval, stories written as we were defining the Liaden Universe.
To Cut an Edge and A Day at the Races both dedt with recent Korvad family history.

Thefirst two stories here dso were part of our defining of the Liaden Universe, but these are set
centuries before the core novels. These stories, Where the Goddess Sends and A Spell for the Lost
ded with therole of magic in aworld where technology is dowly being rediscovered. The third story—
Moonphase—was origindly not written for publication, but for our own understanding of Priscilla
Mendoza, an active character in the later books But a story once written takes on itsown life and
necessity, and this story, too, is here.

Thanksto you, the Liaden Universe kegps growing.



—Sharon Lee & Steve Miller

Duty Bound

Adventuresin the Liaden Universe #3

Sharon Lee and Steve Miller

Pilot of Korval

Dutiful Passage en route to Venture. Standard Y ear 1339

MASTER PILOT VEN’DUCCI sighed and folded his hands on the practice board. By these signs, Er
Thom knew himsdlf to be in desperate draits.

“I had heard from captain yos Gaan,” the master said quietly, “that you had achieved aleve of Kill
equal to that of a second class pilot. Perhaps | misunderstood?’

Er Thom inclined his head respectfully. “In fact, g, | have achieved my second classlicense.”
The Master’ s eyebrows rose, asif in astonishment. “Have you, indeed? Show it, of your kindness.”

Now hewasin for it in truth. A short series of keystrokes from the board a which they sat, and Master
ven' Ducci could transform the treasured second classlicense into a mere third class—or into no license
at dl. such was the power of amagter pilot.

Stll, it would reflect poorly on his melant’ i—and on themelant’i of the Captain his mother—if he were
seen to either flinch or heditate in the face of this order. Er Thom neither flinched nor hesitated, but pulled
the card from itsdot in the practice board and held it out to hisingtructor in fingersthat were, amazingly,

steadly.

Magter ven' Ducci received the license gravely and subjected it to aleisurdly, frowning study, asif he had
never seen such athing before. Er Thom folded his handsforcibly in hislap and set histongue between
histeeth, lest he be tempted to blurt out any of the defenses of his own skill that wererising in histhroat.

Halflings defended before they were attacked, and he, Er Thom yos Galan, was not ahafling. Hewasa
pilot of Korva. Specifically, he was a second class pilot of Korvd, the licensefairly earned on the same
day that Daav his foster-brother, boon comrade and fiercest competitor, received his provisional
second class.

Master ven' Ducci finished hisingpection and laid the license on the edge of the board.

“How cameyou by this?” Er Thom took a careful bresth, and met the man’ s eyes with what he hoped
wasgrave cam.

“I cameby it at SolcintraPilot' s Hal, on Banim-Seconday in the first reeummaof the current year.” He
had more than one cause to remember the day well, though very nearly afull sandard Y ear had passed.
Er Thom licked hislips, hands stringently folded upon hisknee.

“Tegting that day established me as a second class pilot. Master Hopanik signed the license herself.”



“Tedting that day’,” Master ven’ Ducci repested. “Yes, | see”

Er Thom fdt hisface heat, hisfingerstightening convulsvely. He would be calm, hetold himsdf sternly.
Hewould.

Magter ven' Ducci picked up Er Thom' slicense and held it in his pdm asif weighing it for merit.

“It issometimesthe case,” he said, in the mode of instructor to student, “that the exhilaration of the test
itself will cdl forth heightened response from a candidate. The results of such testings are not invalid so
much asmideading. It may well be, young Sir, that your proper rating at thistimeis second class
provisond. It iscertainly true that your results at these boards, over the time we have been working
together, fals sgnificantly short of the results oneis accustomed to receive from solid second class
pilots”

Er Thom bit histongue, refusing to beg. If hewas afailure, if helogt hislicense this moment and spent the
rest of hislife baancing cargo holds, he was yet the son of Chi yos Phelium—of Petrellayos Galan. He
would not shamehisLine,

“S0.” Master ven' Ducci glanced at the license and did it into the pocket of hisvest. Er Thom's ssomach
twisted, but he sat till, and, gods willing, showed no distress.

“I will consider the proper course to chart from this circumstance,” the master pilot said. “ Attend me here
tomorrow at the usud hour.”

“Yes, Magter.” Somehow, Er Thom managed to stand, to make his bow and walk, calmly, from the inner
bridge.

He was scheduled for dinner this hour, and his mother the Captain had made it plain during hisfirst few
days sarvicethat she rated moody, salf-indulgent boyswho skipped medsjust dightly lower than Port
panhandlerstoo lazy to apply themsalvesto ajob.

Er Thom swallowed and deliberately turned his back on the hall that would eventudly lead him to the
cafeteria. He could not possibly eat. He swallowed again, blinking back tears.

Hislicense. He has a second class pilot! The tests had not beenin error! if only—

If only he could spesk to Daav! If only hisfoster mother, Daav’ s true-mother and twin sister to Er
Thom's mother the captain—if only Chi yos Phelium were here. But, of course, shewasn't. He had
neither seen nor spoken with her since the day he had won the license.

He had aways known that his true-mother would one day claim him to serve on Dutiful Passage and
learn hislife-roles of captain and trader, just as he had always known that Daav would someday leave
home to attend scout Academy. He had smply been caught ... unprepared... when “one day” became
“thisday,” and he was suddenly swept into his mother’ s orbit, away from everything that was usua and
comforting; hisone cold joy the new licensein his pocket, which proved him apilot of Korva.

It was no inconsiderable thing to be apilot of Korval. Indeed, he had learned that it was no small thing to
be cabin boy on the clan’ sflagship, true-son and heir of Captain and master Trader Y os Gaan. The child
of generations of space-goers, Er Thom had adjusted easily to his duties and to ship-life. He had

adjusted less easily to the absence of hisfoster-brother, who had been within hisarm’ sreach for the sum
of both their lives. Er Thom’ s earliest memory was of gazing into his brother’ sface, watching the black
eyeswatch himin return.

“Good shift to you, young Sr.”



Er Thom gasped, jolted out of his misery by the quiet greeting, and hastily bowed—junior to senior—to
Mechanic Firg class Bor Gen pin' Ethil.

“Sr, good shift.”

The mechanic consdered him out of wide gray eyes. “ Oneremarksthat it isthe dinner hour,” he said
delicatdly.

Er Thom gritted his teeth and bowed again. “ One al'so marksthe hour,” he said, politely. “However,
there is—abook—in on€' s quarters...”

“Ah, but of course.” A smile showed briefly. “ A cabin boy must dways be a study, en?’
“Just s0,” Er Thom said and bowed athird time as the other passed by.

Legs nonetoo steady, Er Thom went on, and very shortly thereafter laid his pam againgt the plate set
into the door of his cabin.

Hefdt the scan crackle across his skin, then the door did open. He al but jumped through, the lights
coming up to show astark little cubicle made smdler by the built-in folding desk, which was extended to
itsfullest, and overladen with books, readers, and clipboards. The dender bed was tucked under the
lockersin which the rest of his clothing and possessions were stowed, the bed itself occupied by along,
thin figure dressed in adark long deeved shirt, vest and leggings of black space leather, booted feet
crossed at the ankle, hands crossed over his belt.

Er Thom stared, not quite daring to believe the rather solid evidence before him.
“Daav?’ he bresthed.

The black eyes opened, the dark head moved on the pillow, and the familiar, beloved smile infused the
sharp-featured face with beauity.

“Hullo, denubia,” he said, swinging hislong legs over the edge of the bed and sitting up. “What'samiss?’
Er Thom stared, the skin of hispam il tickling with the after-effect of the scan.
“How,” he demanded, rather faintly, “did you get here?’

“Oh, theré snothing to that[* Daav told him. “I can show you thetrick, if you like.” Hetipped hisdark
head, mischief glinting. “ Own that you' re glad to see me, besst, or | shall beinconsolable.”

“Yes, very likely,” Er Thom retorted reflexively, then laughed and threw hisarmswide. “In truth, | was
just wishing for you extremdly,”

“Well, there sa proper welcome!” Daav rose and flung himsdlf into the embrace with awill. For a
moment, they clung, cheek to cheek, arms each about the other. Er Thom stepped back first.

“But, truly, Daav, how did you get here?’

“To the Passage you mean?’ He moved hisshoulders. 1 cast mysdlf at the feet of an elder scout, who
was bound for this quadrant.” Mischief glinted again. “ Surely you don't think | walked?’

“But, the Academy...” Er Thom gasped, suddenly struck with athought dmost too horrible to
contemplate. “Y ou haven' t—they never rusticated, you?’



“Rusticated me?’ Daav |ooked properly outraged, which of course proved nothing. “ Certainly they did
not rusticate me! Of al the notions! | suppose you' ve never heard of term break?

“Term...” Er Thom blinked, counting the relummabackward, and sighed. “I never thought of it,” he
confessed. “But, surely, our mother...”

“Save her leave, saving only that | find my own way out and back and that | arrive early to my first class
at break-end.” Suddenly, Daav stretched, and put ahand on hislean middle. “What' s the nearest hour
for amedl, brother?1’m not hafway hungry.”

Well, and that was no surprise. Er Thom sighed and tried to look stern.

“Asit happens, I'm scheduled for dinner this hour. Perhaps | can convince the cook to give you afew
dry crackers and a glass of water.”

“A feast!” Daav proclamed galy, and did hisarm through Er Thom'’s, turning them both toward the
door. “Come, let ustest your powers of persuasion!”

* * %

“TOOK YOUR LICENSE? Daav stared, soup spoon hafway to his mouth. It was his second plate of
soup. Thefirst had vanished with an aacrity unusud even by Daav’ s sandards, and Er Thom suspected
that the elder Scout had not been over-generous with rations. “Pray, what profit comes of taking your
license?”

Er Thom moved his shoulders and looked down at his plate. He had made some inroadsinto hisown
meal—at |least he would not be called to book for neglecting his duty to stay hedthy.

“Master ven' Ducci fedls my proper rating is provisona second,” hetold hisplate. “One... understands...
him to believe that the—the strain of carrying afull second dlassis... interfering... with on€ s studies.”

“Rot,” Daav said comprehensively. “Does he think you' re to finish at second class? We're both for
measter, darling—unless you believe our mother will alow us anything less?’

“No, of coursenot,” Er Thom replied. Chi yos Phelium had never held shy of telling her sons exactly
what she expected them to accomplish on behdf of clan and kin, and neither Er Thom nor Daav could
conceive of falling her.

Daav had another sip of soup. “Doyou fly live?’

“Live?" Er Thom blinked. “I fly the dummy board on theinner bridge.”

“A second class pilot, practicing at adummy board?’ Daav demanded. “What nonsense!”
“Oh, | supposeyou practicelivel” Er Thom retorted, stung.

“Of coursel do,” his brother answered, with asurprising lack of heat. “It’ srequired.”

“Infact,” he said after swalowing the last bit of soup, “I sat second board to the elder scout on thetrip
out. | don't doubt but I’ll make the same trade with another pilot for theride back.” Helifted his
eyebrows, from which Er Thom deduced that he had alowed his astonishment to show.

“Surely you can't think that the ever-amiable Lieutenant tel’ Iquin would lift extramass where there was
no profit to hersaf?’



“As| have not had the pleasure of the Lieutenant’ s acquaintance—" Er Thom began, and broke off asa
shadow fell across the table between them.

“S0,” said Captain Petrellayos Gaan, and there was ahard shinein her blue eyesthat Er Thom had
learned meant the entire opposite of his foster-mother’ stwinkle. “Nephew, well | had abeam from your
mother my sister, desiring me to expect you. When did you think you would come and register your
presence with the Captain?’ Sheinclined her head, in mock courtesy. “ Or perhaps you believe the ship
will feed you for free?”

“Aunt Petrella, my mother sends her love,” Daav said with acalm Er Thom envied. “| regret thet the
desireto see my brother caused me to delay making my bow to the Captain.” He smiled one of his
sudden, transforming smiles. “And | surely never expected the ship to guest me. | am able and willing to

work my passage.”
“Yourelieveme,” Er Thom'smother said punctilioudy. “And your passageis—7?’
“I have ten Standard Days for the ship,” Daav said. “At Venture | will barter for alift back to Liad.”

“And your mother agreesto this.” Sheraised ahand. “No, do not speak. | have her beam. My sister
assures me that she reposes faith in both your abilities and in your oath to be early to the first class of the
new term. The matter is outside my authority. Within my authority, however ...” She frowned down at
them both.

“Er Thomisnot at liberty. He has his studies and his assigned duties, which do not disappear because
you have chosen to appear.”

Daav inclined hishead. “Nor am | &t liberty, aswe have both agreed that | shall work my passage.”
Petrella slipsbent in her pale amile. “So we have. At what work are you able, nephew?’

“I might be of some smdll serviceto the cargo magter,” Daav said. “I might also be put to usein the
mechanics bay or at clerical.” He picked up hismug and had a sip of tea before danting a quick, black
glance a Er Thom and looking back to the Captain. “1 can help my brother with his piloting.”

Er Thomfelt ajolt. Daav tutor him at piloting? Now, there was turnabout! He felt aglare building, then
remembered that Master ven’ Ducci held hislicense hostage and subsided, eyes stinging. Happily, neither
his brother nor his mother seemed to have noticed his near display.

“Oh?" Petrellasaid, with the ironic courtesy that characterized so much of her discourse with her son.
“Last | had heard, you held asecond class provisond.”

“I now hold afirgt classprovisond,” Daav said, with aremarkable lack of preening. “ Of course, one
requiresflight time.”

“Which onegains” Er Thom murmured, suddenly enlightened, “by sitting second board to Scout pilotsin
trade for transport.”

Petrellafrowned down at him. “Master ven’ Ducci has spoken to me,” she began,

“Masgter ven' Ducci,” Daav interrupted, against best hedlth, “isan idiot. Come, aunt! Who ties a second
classto adummy board?’

Both of her eyebrows rose and Er Thom held his breath, waiting for one of her blistering scoldsto fdll
upon Daav’ s heedless head.



“So, we agree again,” Petrellamurmured, and there was something less of irony and somewhat more of
courtesy in her voice. “Y ou will be pleased to learn then, both of you, that Master ven’ Ducci has been
Instructed to use the Captain’ s Shuttle for future piloting lessons, beginning tomorrow. | will seeto it that
your schedules coincide for that lesson, and then—we shdll see.” Shefixed Daav in her eye. “If | hear
aught of mayhem from the master pilot, you will find yourself early indeed for first class, young Daav. Do
| make mysdf sufficiently plain?’

Respectfully, heinclined his head, but Er Thom saw his eyes dancing in mischief. “ Aunt, you do.”

“Itiswdl,” shesghed. “ Apply to thefirst mate for quarters and ship-garb—your brother will show you
theway. Y our work schedule will be on your screen tomorrow at first hour; pray do not betardy.” Her
gaze shifted. “My son...”

Er Thom raised hisfaceto hers.
“Mother?’

Her lips bent once morein her dight smile, and she reached into her belt, withdrawing aflat rectangle. Er
Thom’ s hand legpt out, fingers questing, and his mother’ s smile, strangely, deepened.

“Not apilot,” she murmured, perhapsto hersdlf. “What nonsense.” She put the license into his hand and
inclined her head.

“Beworthy of it, child of Korva.”

* % %

HE SAT SECOND board to Daav, Master ven’ Ducci apoised, silent presence in the jJump-seet &t their
backs.

“Systems check,” Daav murmured, hands moving with precison across hisboard. Er Thom followed his
brother’ slead, hands steady and careful, waking that portion of the piloting board which wasthe
respongbility of the co-pilot. Screenslit, toggles glowed, maincomp beeped. The comm unit likewise
beeped as information began to flow in from Dutiful Passage. Er Thom fielded the data, trandated it,
replied and received yet more data.

“The ship wishes us gone, brother,” he said, scarcely noting that he spoke. “We are cleared to leave
immediately, if that isthe pilot’ s pleasure”

“Nothing more,” Daav answered, and threw him agrin. “We have acourse, | see, locked to navcomp,”
Er Thom looked—atwo hour run?—then his brother’ s voice drew him back to hisimmediate duty.
“Pray request Dutiful Passage to open the bay door.”

Er Thom flipped the toggle that opened the voice line. “ Captain’ s Shuttle ready for departure. Request
bay door open.”

“Bay door open,” affirmed the cool voice of the pilot on duty at the starship’s main board. “ Good lift,
rjlots”

Screen One showed the bay door iris; Daav laughed, dapped the toggle, and the shuttle rolled free.

* % %



“MUCH IMPROVED,” Master ven' Ducci said, nearly three hours later, asthey stood once again in the
bay corridor. He bowed, very dightly. “1 am encouraged, Pilot yos Galan.”

Er Thom returned the bow. The lift had been afine and bewildering thing. The smulations he had been
flying were meticuloudy crafted, but live flight—live flight was different He was till a-tingle with energy,
his thoughts as sharp asfabled clutch crysta, sanding tall in an exhilaration that persisted despite the full
knowledge of having severa times bungled hisboard.

“Y ou will both attend me here tomorrow at the same hour,” the master pilot said, and with another dight
bow strode away down the hall. Er Thom stared after him, frowning.

“Trouble, darling?’ Daav wasfair glittering himsdlf, black eyeswidein hisnarrow face.

Er Thom drew a ddliberate breath, trying to quiet the exuberant pounding of his heart. “ Say, rather,
puzzlement. | botched things rather badly at the phase-change and yet he makes no mention of it. Had |
made an error one-twelfth as grievous on the practice board, he would not have held shy of apprizing
me, never fear it! Y e, today, with three ham-witted errorsto my taly, heis‘much encouraged'!”

“Perhaps he meansto seeif you repesat the errors tomorrow?’

“Repeat them tomorrow?” Er Thom stared. “I should never had made them today! I” ve been working
phase equationsin my head since Master Robir showed us the forms, when we were eight.”

“Learning curve,” Daav said, linking hisarm in Er Thom'’ sand beginning to strall down the hdl inthe
magter pilot’swake. “1 trembleto tell you how badly I’ ve bungled my math at piloting, we weretraining
on ding landings, you see, and | transposed my vectors.”

Er Thom laughed. “Tell me you camein upside down!”

“But of course| camein upside down,” Daav said amiably. “And hung upside down inthe ding, like
seven sorts of fool, while Master deal Cort used my Situation to lesson the rest of the class on the need to
thoroughly check one' s equations.” He sighed and looked briefly mournful, then dropped Er Thom'sarm
withagrin.

“Enough telling tales out of piloting class!” he said gaily. 1t will no doubt astonish you to learn that | am
ravenous. If we hurry, | can wheedle an apple out of the cook before reporting to the cargo master for
duty, catch me.”

Hewas gone, running full speed down the hall.
Er Thom bit back anewly acquired curse and hurtled after.

* % %

IT WASWELL into Fourth Shift and both of them should have been long abed. Insteed, they werein
the control room at the heart of the Passage. Er Thom was sitting first board. There was no second.
Daav was leaving for school on the morrow. He sat, hands folded on hislap, in what would have been
the jump-seat in asmaler ship—a passenger on this, their last flight together.

Er Thom' s hands moved across the board with swift surety, no wasted motion, no false moves. Hisface
was intent and his shouldersjust ahbit rigid, but that was expectable, the sm hewas flying being
somewhat in advance of hisskill leve.

The screen flashed afamiliar pattern—Daav’ s own particular nemess, asit happened—and he leaned



forward, watching as Er Thom adroitly—one might say, casualy—fed in the proper course for an avoid,
and the s multaneous adjustment to ship’s pressure. Quietly, Daav sighed, leaned back in his chair—and
jerked forward the next moment as the screen flared and Er Thom's elegant choreography degenerated

into anear random dap at the Jump button, which was entirely wrong and too late besides.

Using the exercise he had been taught by the scouts, Daav released the tension in his muscles, then put
his hand on his brother’ s shoulder.

“A good run, darling. Don’t repine.”

Er Thom looked up, blue eyesflashing afrustration of his own ineptitude that Daav understood al too
well.

“It can’t quite be agood run, canit,” he snapped, “when the ship is destroyed around one?’
“Well—no,” Daav admitted. “ On the other face, you flew further than | haveyet tofly.”
“Truly?" Er Thom looked so startled that Daav laughed.

“Yes, truly, you lout! Remember me, the ten-thumbed junior brother?’

“All too well, thank you!” Er Thom replied with agratifying flash of brotherly scorn. He sobered amost
immediately. “Y ou have changed, you know. Evenin so short atime. I—do you findit at dl ... odd or, or
... lonely, to, to—" He floundered.

“Dol find it disquieting to be away from al that was usud in my life, and made to stand singleton before
the world, when | have no memory but of being half of the whole we two made between us?” Daav said
in aserious and quite adult voice. Er Thom took a breath and met bleak black eyes straightly.

“Yes” said Daav, “I do.”

“Sodol,” Er Thom murmured, relieved, in an odd way, that at least this much had not changed—that he
found his brother and himself a one on this matter of importance to them both. “One's ... mother...
assures onethat these fedings will pass. Do you think—"

The door to the control room opened and Petrellayos Gaan strode within.

“Of course| would find you both here,” she snapped, but Er Thom thought her face was—not
entiredy—displeased.

“Good shift, Aunt Petrella,” Daav said palitdly. “Er Thom has just been having arun at the generd-flight
megterssm.”

Petrella s eyebrowsrose. “ Oh, indeed? And how did hefare, | wonder?’

“Poorly enough.” Er Thom spun his chair to face her. “My ship was destroyed two-point-eight minutes
intotheflight.”

Agtonishingly, his mother grinned. “No, do you say so? Wdll | recall that dicey bit of action! Forty-four
times, | lost my ship exactly there. The forty-fifth—well, say | survived another minute.”

“And1,” Daav said mournfully, “am doomed to forever lose my wings a two-point-three.”

“There?” Er Thom turned to Sare at him. “But that was amere nothing!”



“So you say!”
“No, but, Daav, al one need do—"

Hisbrother raised ahand. “Y es, yes, | saw you. Perhaps my wretched fingerswill have learned their
lesson, now I’ ve seen it can be done.” He looked up to Petrella, awry grin on hisface. “Fifty-two
times”

She smiled back. “1 will hear that you' ve mastered the whole tape soon enough.”
Daav inclined hishead. “Y our certainty gives me courage. Aunt Petrella”

“Now, that, neither of you lacks.” She paused, her sharp blue eyes flashing from Er Thom back to Daav.
“Weraise Venture within the hour, nephew, and tomorrow isthe appointed day of your departure. Exert
yoursdlf to comfort one who was ever acknowledged as the timid twin: Are your arrangementsin order
and satisfactory to yourself? Better—would your mother my sister express her satisfaction with your
arangements?’

Daav raised hishand. “ Sheand | discussed the schemein detail before | had her aye. Scout Academy
provided alist of pilotswho might be receptive to dlowing afirgt class provisiona to gain flight time as
their second—alist Mother studied with some interest before declaring that it would do.”

“S0.” Petrellainclined her head, and glanced again to Er Thom.

“I wonder, my son, if you might not do the captain the honor of ferrying scout candidate yos Phelium to
the planet surface tomorrow. | would expect you to stay by him until he has satisfactorily made his
contacts, attend to the few small errands you will find listed on your duty screen, and return the Captain’s
Shuttle to the ship.”

Er Thom’ s breath caught.

“I’'mto pilot the Captain’ s Shuttle d one? Mother—"

Shetipped her head, and he thought he detected the beginning of atwinklein her stern blue eyes.
“Surely that isatask well within the skill of asecond class pilot?’

Hesmiled. “Yes, captain. Itis”

“Good, that is settled, then.” She turned. At the door, shelooked over her shoulder at them. “The hour
has perhaps escaped your notice, pilots. | mention—as elder kin and as a master pilot—that flight is
much more enjoyable when oneis avake at the board.” Sheinclined her head—* Sleep well’—and was

gone.

* % %

DAAV WALKED UPto the duty counter, which looked for al the worldslike any counter in any hiring
hall one cared to name. Had Er Thom not read the sign as he followed Daav into this place, he would
have supposed himsdlf in an office of the Pilot’ s Guild, rather than the sector headquarters of the Liaden
Scouts.

The man behind the counter glanced up from his book, and registered Daav with one quick Scout glance.
The glance lingered amoment on Er Thom, asif the Scout found the gppearanceinto hishal of ahafling
in Trader clothes somewhat puzzling.



Daav laid hislicense on the counter. “ One seeks Scout Rod Ern pel’ Arot.”

“S0?" The Scout appeared amused. “If oneis so ill-advised asto seek Scout pel’ Arot on Trilsday, then
one must be prepared to seek him at the Spinning Whed.”

Daav inclined hishead. “1 shdl do so. May oneinquire the direction of the Spinning Whed?’
The scout’ s amusement was amost papable.
“Down on the blue median, handy to Terraport.” He moved his shoulders and picked his book up.

“I aminformed,” Daav said, which his brother considered nothing more nor lessthan prevarication,
pocketed hislicense and turned away, Er Thom trailing a respectful two paces behind.

Back on the walkway, Daav paused, face thoughtful. Er Thom looked up the street, down the street, but
gpied nothing remotely resembling elther ablue median or a Terraport.

“Singularly unhelpful, that duty clerk,” he grumbled. His brother looked a him, surpriseon his
sharp-featured face.

“No, do you say s0?’ He, too, looked up and down the busy thoroughfare. “Now, | think hetold us
everything we needed to know, if only we gpply—ah.” He moved forward, stepping off the curb, angling
through traffic asif the rushing groundcars were mere figments. Er Thom gasped, then ran after, eyeson
his brother’ s narrow, space-leathered back.

He caught up on the far side of the street, where Daav had paused before a public display-map of
Venture Port and near environs.

“Down on the blue median,” Daav murmured, “and handy to Terraport.” He frowned at theflat display,
then reached out and pushed the power-up button.

The display flickered and rolled; colors flashed; flat shapes expanded into three dimensions. The bright
pictographs of written Trade appeared last, putting namesto this or that building or wayfare.

Daav laughed.

“Hereweare,” he sad, leaning forward and laying his hand wide over ablock limned in eectric blue.
“The blue median, or I'll eat my leathers.”

Er Thom leaned forward, squinting &t the pictograph identifying ared-lined block just the north of Daav’s
blue. “Terran Mercantile Association,” he read, and Daav laughed again.

“Terrgport.” Heturned hisgrin on Er Thom. “Now, what was so difficult about that?’

“Hemight have said ‘ near the Terran Trade Hall,”” Er Thom pointed out, struggling to keep hislips
graight and hisface serious.

“Wadl,” said Daav, with afind, caculating stare at the map, “he might have done so. But then hewould
not have been ascout.” He moved his shoulders, and sent adiffident black glanceto Er Thom. “Y ou
have errands to complete for Aunt Petrella, | know, and the blue median does ook to be somewhat off
your course, shal we part here?’

Er Thom gtared. “I am charged foremost with seeing you safely to the end of your arrangements. You
heard her say it.” He paused, as another, unwel come thought intruded. He bit hislip. “Unless you do not
wish mewithyou...”



Daav blinked. “What nonsenseisthis? of course| want you by mel” Heleaned forward, catching Er
Thom’'sarm in abrother’ swarm grip. “Why elsedid | come all theway from Liad to see you?’

“Ah.” Er Thom glanced asde, blinking, then looked back to his brother and smiled. “Why arewe arguing
with each other on a public street, then? Let uslocate Scout pel’ Arot and get you berthed.”

“Very well.” Daav glanced 'round, then pointed toward the east. “ Thisway, | believe.”

* % %

THE SPINNING WHEEL wasfound to be at the end of a short side-way off the main thoroughfare,
just half-a-block from the Terran Trade Hall. The Trade pictograph on the corner street sign read
“Blueway cul-de-sac 12.” Below that, aboard bearing the hand-painted Terran words “ Avenue of
Dreams’ had been nailed to the post. Daav dipped down the dender way, Er Thom at hisside.

A thick-shouldered Terran mae sat on astool beside the door to the casino, watching them with interest.
Hewaved his hand as they approached the door.

“Holdit”

Asone, they checked, exchanging aglance. It was Daav who moved a step toward the doorman and
inclined his head—proper, asit was Daav’ s errand they were come upon.

“Yes? hesad.

The man frowned and jerked histhumb at the casno’ sdoor. “ This here’ sagambling hal. No kids
alowed, by order of the portmaster.”

“I undergtand,” Daav said in hisdow, careful Terran. “May one know theloca definition of “‘kid' ?

“Huh.” The doorkeeper showed histeeth. It was perhaps, Er Thom thought, asmile. “A ‘kid’ is
somebody who don't hold alicense or aguild-card.” The teeth showed again. “ So, maybe you got a
pilot’slicense?’

“Indeed.” Daav went forward another step, reaching into his pocket. Er Thom moved, too, and put a
hand on his brother’ sarm, hating him just outside the range of the man’s Terran-long reach.

The doorkeeper saw the gesture, and laughed—a rusty sound no more cordia than hissmile. “Y our
buddy thinks 1’ m a chicken-hawk.”

“But of course you are no such thing,” Daav answered calmly and held hislicense up for the man to see.
The hostile humor faded from the doorkeeper’ sface. “First class pilot? How old are you?’

Daav lifted an eyebrow, hisface set in haughty linesthat reminded Er Thom forcibly of their mother. “Is
my age significant? Asyou see, | hold avadid license. The portmaster’ sword is met.”

“You got that,” the man admitted after amoment, and turned arather more respectful gaze on Er Thom.
“OK, dall. You got afirst class card, too?’

“I donot.” He showed hislicense, gripping it asfirmly as he might with thetips of hisfingers. The
doorman sighed.

“Second class. How old are you?' He held up hisbig hand. “It don’t make no difference to whether you



can go in—your friend’ sgot that pat. Cdl it curiosity. | don’t peg Liaden agestoo good, but I'm damned
if either one of you looks more n twelve standards.”

Er Thom dipped his card back into its pocket, glanced at Daav and |ooked back to the doorman.
“I have fourteen Standard Y ears,” he said courteoudly.

“And|,” said Daav. “ Good day to you.” He moved toward the door, Er Thom &t his shoulder, and the
doorman let them go.

Inside at last, they paused, blinking at the muddle of noise, lights and people. The spinning whed was one
large, high-cellinged room; perhaps at some former timeit had been awarehouse. The games of chance
were strung out across the thickly carpeted floor, each surrounded by atangle of playersin modes of
dressfrom dock worker coveralsto full eveningwear. People were aso in motion, drifting between this
table and that; still more were busy with the gambling machineslining the back wall.

In the very center of the room was alighted golden wheel reaching nearly to the ceiling—the device that
gavethe casno its name. And the cluster of people around that table was equal, Er Thom thought, to the
entire crew roster of the Dutiful Passage.

Er Thom'’ s heart sank. How were they to find one man—one man whom neither had seen before—in this
crush? He glanced at his brother’ sface and was curioudy dismayed to find that even Daav looked
daunted.

Er Thom bit hislip. “Perhapsthere isamessage board?’ he suggested, almost certain that there was not.
“Or apaging sysem?’

“Perhgps...” Daav murmured, almost inaudible over thedin. “1 wonder...”

“Y ou kidslooking for somebody?’” The woman who asked it was Terran, tal and willowy; egantina
red shimmersilk dress. Her hair was yellow—very nearly the same shade as Er Thom' s—her eyesa
piercing dark brown.

“Infact, weare,” Daav said, making hisbow asvisgtor to host. “We were sent here to find Rod Ern
pe’ Arot.”

For amoment, the woman hesitated, and Er Thom was about to despair. Abruptly, her face cleared, and
she snapped her fingers.

“Isthe week haf-gone dready?’ Thiswas apparently arhetorica question, since she rushed on without
giving either of them opportunity to answer. “The Scout, right?1 didn’t see him comein, but it' shisday,
and he hasn't missed one since I’ ve been hostess. HE' |l be upstairsin the card rooms.” She cocked a
cogent eye. “Y ou know what he looks like?’

Daav smiled at her. “LikeaLiaden?’

The woman laughed. “ Sharp, areyou? Yes, likeaLiaden. A brown-haired Liaden, going gray, with three
fingersmissng off hisleft hand.”

Daav bowed. “I am grateful .”

“You rewecome,” she said cheerfully and pointed across the crowded, noisy room. “You'll find the lift
over inthefar corner, there. See where there' sabreak in the line of bandits?’



“Yes” sad Daav, politely, Er Thom thought, if without perfect truth.

The woman nodded. “ Have agood time—and hope the Scout’ swinning today.” She swept off, the red
dress swishing againgt the carpet.

“Well,” said Daav. Er Thom turned to meet hisbrother’ samused eyes. “ Still gamefor the adventure,
darling?’

“How could | beg off now?” Er Thom asked. “I’'m al agog to meet this Scout of yours. Especidly if he's
winning.”

“Oh, | don’'t know,” Daav said, moving dowly out onto the main floor. “1t might prove moreinformative
to discover him at aloss”

Frowning, Er Thom followed.

It was rather like wading through a particularly sticky river, crossing that room. Lights flashed beneath the
surface of atable where the dice struck, drawing the eye. Horns blared, uncomfortably loud, announcing
awinner at a second table, and claiming the attention of al within earshot. The giant golden whed inthe
center of the room clack-clack-clacked asit revolved, lightsflickering dong its edge, the wager marksa
bright smear reminiscent of the attenuating light one might glimpse in the second screen in the ingtant
before one' s ship entered Jump.

Er Thom paused, captivated by the effect. Gradualy, the great wheedl dowed, its attendant noises
spiraling downward into subdued clack, clack, clacks, the wager marks discernable asindividua symbols
once more. Released, Er Thom’s eye fdll upon the throng of bettors pressed up against the whed’ stable,
and caught sight of afamiliar badge on the deeve of ajacket. He followed the deeve up and discovered
the face of Mechanic First Class Bor Gen pin’ Ethil, thralled with anticipation, gray eyes pinned to the
progress of thewhed, which clack... clack... clack...CLACKed to a halt, the lights around its edges
flickering likeacaselot of lightning bolts.

“Yéelow Eleven!” someone called out—possibly the keeper of the machine, but Er Thom was watching
Mechanic pin' Ethil, and saw hisface change from bespelled to horrified.

“Housewind” cdled the keeper, and Mechanic pin’ Ethil’ s shoulders sagged within his crew jacket, then
firmed. Almost stedthily, he reached into his pocket.

Er Thom went a step forward—and found his arm grabbed.

“Thereyou are!” Daav snapped, bearing him along in hiswake with embarrassing ease. “Here| thought
you' d been taken by child-sted ers between one step and the next, when al that had happened was that
you dlowed yoursdlf to be caught like arabbit in alight by that thing!”

“I didn’t—" Er Thom began ahot denid, then swallowed it. After dl, it had been the lightsthat had
pulled him to ahdt. He had only seen Mechanic pin’ Ethil after.

Daav pulled him onward, past the rest of the tables and the row of mechanicaswith their attendant
players, sraight on to the lift-bank. He punched the summons, keeping afirm grip on Er Thom’sarm.

“Youmay,” Er Thom said, with what dignity he could mugter. “Release me.”

“And have you wander off like a kitten after a butterfly and land in some sort of horrid scrape?” his
brother inquired. “1 think not.”



He was saved from having to answer this not altogether unjust assertion by the arriva of thelift. They
stepped inside together, Daav punched the button for the next floor above and released Er Thom' sarm.

“Mind you, stay by me,” he snarled, which redly was too much.
Er Thom spun to baance snap with snarl—and stopped.

Daav’ sfacewas pale, hislips pressed into athin line, hisbrows drawn tightly together—signs Er Thom
recognized all too well. His anger melted and he touched his brother on the deeve

“I hadn’'t meant to frighten you, darling,” he said softly. “1 swear | won't stray from your right hand.”

Daav sighed and glanced away, then looked back and assayed aamile. “Very well, then.” Thelift doors
did open, showing a swestly lit room paneled and carpeted in the first style of elegance, the tables placed
with an eyeto discretion and art.

Most of the tables were empty. Daav squared his shoulders and left the lift, walking sturdily toward the
table where three Terransin loca forma wear played piket with agrizzled man in scout legthers.

Three paces short of the table, at aposition equa with the scout’ s left shoulder, Daav stopped. Er Thom
stood at his side, and recruited himsdlf to wait.

They were fortunate that the round had nearly been done. When it was, the Scout excused himself to his
companions, pushed back his chair and stared them both up and down.

“I expect you' re the Dragon cub,” he said at |ast, and none too courteoudly.

Out of the Sde of hiseye, Er Thom saw Daav’ sface go entirely bland, in an expression at once unfamiliar
and chilling, before he bowed to the scout—junior to senior—the timing coolly precise.

“Daav yos Phelium Clan Korva,” he said, in the High Tongue’ s mode of introduction. “Do | address
Scout Pilot Rod Ern pd’ Arot?’

The Scout inclined his head. “Y ou do. | hear you want aride back home. Why choose me?’

“One singructor had recommended you as a pilot from whom anovice might learn much,” Daav
returned, his voice colder, perhaps, than even the High Tongue required.

The Scout cocked his head in what Er Thom read as mock interest. “Now, here' s a puzzle. Who teaches
you piloting? Boy.”

Daav drew adeep bregth. “I have the honor of receiving instruction from Master dea Cort.”

Both grizzled browsllifted, and the scout inclined his head thistime with something nearer respect. “Wall.
And dea Cort sendsyou to me.” Heflicked aglance at Er Thom’ sface, then looked back to Daav.

“Baggage?”
“Oné€' s brother, sent as Captain’ s escort.”

“Wantsto make certain you'rein good hands?’ His glance thistime was longer; and he spoke directly to
Er Thom.

“Wdll, Trader? Ishein good hands?’



Er Thom frowned, then bowed briefly. “ Sir. | hear that my Delm has seen your name on the list provided
by Master Pilot dea Cort, which she then approved. How, then, shal your care of my brother be other
than excellent?’

The Scout stared, absolutely till, then gave ashout of laughter and dapped his two-fingered hand on the
card table.

“Dragonsdice early, | learn! Well said.” He looked back to Daav.

“These gentles and mysdlf have some businessto conclude. | will find you in an hour at the main eatery,
belowstairs. They serve atolerable nuncheon. Tell them you' re on the Scout’ sticket.”

Daav bowed, and Er Thom did, too. “One hour, in the main restaurant,” Daav murmured, but the Scout
had already turned away, and was reaching for the cards.

* % %

THEY PAUSED ON thethreshold of the casino’ s restaurant and embraced without speaking. Daav
raised ahand asthey let the hug go, and ran hisfingers, feather-light, down Er Thom's cheek.

“Keep you safe, denubia,” he said, light-voiced, asif he did not stand on the edge of parting from his
brother—his second salf—twice in one scant lifetime, and grinned with more courage than mischief.
“Beware of idiots seeking to chain you to adummy board.”

Er Thom smiled, matching Daav’ s courage, then exceeded it, by taking one step back and raising his
hand. “ Keep safe, Daav,” he murmured, and spun, perhaps too quickly, on his hed and strode off, done,
across the clattering busyness of the casino.

Daav watched him go—a dender, yellow-haired boy in trading clothes and well-made boots, the deeve
of hisjacket bearing Korva’ s venerable Tree-and-Dragon—until helost him among thetall crowd of
gamesters. He bit hislip, then, and blinked hard atime or two to clear his eyes, then went into the
restaurant and asked for atable overlooking the floor.

* % %

SHOULDERS STRINGENTLY level, Er Thom went across the noisy room. He looked neither |eft nor
right—and most especially he did not look back, being wise enough to know that hisfragile seemliness
would never withstand the sight of Daav standing &t the entrance to the restaurant, watching him safely
out the door.

Clack ... clack ... clack—as before, the sound drew the ear asingdioudy astheflaring lights pulled the
eye. Er Thom dlowed himsdf aglanceto the left and up, observing the Whed asit clack ... clack ...
clacked to the end of its course and was till, dark, but for asingle wager-mark.

“Blue Seven!” cdled the croupier, and flourished hiswand across the betting table, collecting thelosing
wagersin asingle, precise sweep.

Er Thom discovered that he had stopped waking and frowned, remembering the formidable list of
errands he had yet to accomplish in the high town for his parent. He put one foot forward, but hiseye
had been caught, precisaly as before, by the Tree-and-Dragon sigil on the deeve of Mechanic Bor Gen
pin’ Ethil’ s jacket. As he watched, the man reached into his pocket and pulled out a coin, his shoulders
rounded asif he stood under some unbearable weight.

Hesitating, Er Thom tried to reckon the time that had passed since he had first passed the Whed and its



cluster of avid players, and then shook himself, crosdy. What businesswasit of his, how a crewman on
leave choseto amuse himself?

Bor Gen pin’ Ethil placed his coin on the table, hisfingers hovering near, asif he might a any moment
snaich it away.

Er Thom frowned again, liking that round-shouldered pose of misery lesswith every heartbeat. He had
been severd times over the last months assigned to the repair bays, and more than once to Mechanic
pin’ Ethil himsdlf. A gentle, sweet-natured man, Bor Gen pin'’ Ethil, skilled in hiswork and an able teacher,
besides. The man who stood with his neck bent at the base of the whed was as unlike Mechanic pin’ Ethil
as—as Chi yos Phdlium was unlike her twin.

Er Thom hestated, and in that moment the croupier extended his glowing wand to the Whed. Thick
scarlet sparksflared wetly and the whed began to spin, picking up speed until the rimlights were but a
foggy smear againgt thefar indigo celling.

Alone among the crowd at the table, Bor Gen pin’ Ethil did not gaze, entranced, upward into the
seductive flare of light. He looked down, staring, or so Er Thom fancied, at the place where he had set
hiscoin.

Er Thom bit hislip. Clearly, something was wrong, and the mechanic was a crewman. His crewman, if it
cameto that; he being the yos Galan present.

Mechanic pin’ Ethil isill, he decided. In such case, his duty as crew-mate and as yos Galan was plain. He
moved a step toward the man who stood, staring bleakly down at the table.

Clack ... cack ... clack. The Whed cameto rest, rim-lights darkening.

The crowd ' round the table sighed as one, saving only Bor Gen pin’ Ethil, staring, steadfadt, at his coin.
“Yelow Eleven!” cdled the man with thewand. “ The House wing!”

Bor Gen pin’ Ethil picked his coin up and turned away from the table.

Thething was done so deftly that it took Er Thom, with his attention close upon the man, amoment to
understand what he had seen. Alas, the croupier’ s wand was more observant.

It began to glow a steady and unalarming amber. The croupier raised it high over his head at the same
time directing a courteous. “Y our pardon, sir. A word with you, please,” a Mechanic pin’ Ethil’ s back.

The mechanic did not heed the gentle summons, but moved steadily away from the table. Heart in mouth,
Er Thom plunged forward, certain now that something was earnestly amiss. Even he, the rawest of
haflings, knew that awager once placed upon the table was sacrosanct. The House had won with
Y dlow Eleven. Mechanic pin’ Ethil’ s coin, covering Green Eight, wasforfeit, by al the rules of honor and

of play.

He needn’t have hurried. The crowd parted for two tall Terransin forma wear. One reached down and
gripped Bor Gen pin’ Ethil’sarm, holding him still. The second went to the table, carrying another wand
to the croupier.

“Mafunction?’ she asked, taking the amber-lit wand with arueful amile. “Ah, well. A spin on the House
for everyone.”

The croupier bowed and bent, reaching into histray for coinsto put into the questing hands of the



players. Er Thom turned away in timeto see the other Terran urging Mechanic pin’ Ethil forward.

The mechanic balked and twisted, trying to break the Terran’ s grip. Hefailed, which could not have been
unexpected, and sent a swift, panicked glance about him. Er Thom legpt forward, the man’seye fell upon
him, and hisface closed, becoming the calm, courteous face of an elder crewman. Ddliberately, he turned
back to the man who held him and inclined his head.

“Hold!” Er Thom had reached the mechanic’ s side and stared up into the face of the man who held him,
and spokein rgpid Trade. “Release him. We will comewith you willingly.”

“Certainly, | will,” ssid Mechanic pin’ Ethil. He drew adeep bregth, looked camly into Er Thom'’ sface,
and murmured quickly in Liaden, elder crew to younger. “Halfling, thisis not yours. So now, you should
not bein this place.”

“These personswill want Balance, will they not?” Er Thom snapped, asif he spoke to Daav, rather than
an dder. “Who e sefrom your crewmatesis here to support you?’

“No one, gods be praised,” the other returned. He paused before inclining his head. *Y our actions do
you honor, but you must believe me—you want none of this.”

“What' sthe hold-up?’ The female Terran was with them, the glowing amber wand cradled in her arm.
She glanced over to her mate. “Who' sthe kid?’

“I am Er Thomyos Gdan,” he answered, in hisdow, careful Terran. “Thisman,” he used hischinto
point a Mechanic pin’ Ethil, “isof my crew.”

“Heis, ishe?’ Shelooked briefly amused, then shook her head and turned on her hedl. “ People are
garing,” she said over her shoulder to the man who held Mechanic pin’ Ethil’sarm. * Bring them both.”

“Right.” The man walked after her. Perforce, Mechanic pin’ Ethil waked with him, Er Thom keeping
pace on his opposite Side.

Cadmly, the man never loosing hisgrip on Mechanic pin’ Ethil’ sarm, they walked through the throng of
gaily dressed people. Er Thom searched the faces in the crowd, but saw no one he recognized.
Apparently of dl the Passage s off-shift crew, only Bor Gen pin’ Ethil found the spinning whed! to his
taste.

They passed aknot of Liadensin formal evening wesr, the ladies jewel-toned dresses echoed in the
gemstones worn by their escorts. A flicker of black moved at the edge of Er Thom's eye and he turned
his head to track it, thinking Daav, thinking—but there was no thin, fox-faced boy in scout leather staring
at him from the depths of the crowd. Only heedless strangers, intent upon their own pleasure.

Back toward the bandits and the lift bank they went, then turned sharply to the left, went down a short
hallway and entered an office, where a last Mechanic pin’ Ethil was released by his escort.

Standing beside his crewman, Er Thom heard the door dide closed behind them, looked upon the stern
faces of those who awaited them, and wished that he had taken Mechanic pin’ Ethil’ s hint and run.

The next moment, he was ashamed of himsdf. Run, and leave a crewmate alone to Balance with
strangers? Far better to have amate a one' ssidein such awise. Though it would, Er Thom alowed,
possibly have been more comfort to Mechanic pin’ Ethil, had the mate who stood at his side been Petrella
yos Gaan hersdf.

Their femae escort laid the amber wand on the desk before the sternest face of dl, murmuring



respectfully. “ Here sthe evidence, Mr. Straudman.”

Mr. Straudman neither acknowledged her nor glanced down at the wand. Instead, he stared at Mechanic
pin’ Ethil, hiseyescoldin hispaeface.

“Steding, Liaden?’ he asked, his Trade flat and rapid. “We don't like to have people steding from us.”

“I undergtand,” said Mechanic pin’' Ethil, inacam, if dightly breathlessvoice. “ The error ismineand | will
endeavor to repair it.”

“Don’t trouble yourself,” the man behind the desk said. “We know just what to do with thieves.” He
smiled somewhat, and Er Thom felt his hands curl into fists. He took a breath and moved forward one
step. The man who had escorted them here grabbed hisarm.

“ aopln

Er Thom inclined hishead. “Very wel.” Hewaited until he was released, then forced himself to meet the
cold eyes of the man behind the desk.

“I am Er Thom yos Gaan Clan Korva. Thisman isamember of the crew of Dutiful Passage. The ship
will pay whatever fineis consdered just and then we will leave. It isnot yours to punish this man, though
itis... acknowledged ... that Baanceis owed.”

Besde him and one step behind, he thought he heard Mechanic pin’ Ethil groan.

The man behind the desk blinked, once, He looked to the woman who had carried the wand.
“Dutiful Passage? And Clan Korva?’

“Yes, Mr. Straudman.”

Mr. Straudman was seen to smile again, ahabit Er Thom wished he would give over, and leaned
forward, amost companionably.

“And your nameisyos Gdan, isit? Well, well.” Helooked around at the others, some of whom looked
less pleased than he—or so Er Thom thought.

“It seemsto me we have a profit on the evening,” Mr. Straudman said, and pointed his cold eyesa Bor
Gen pin’ Ethil. “Maybe we ought to pay you acommission, grease-ape.”

Mechanic pin’ Ethil sighed. “Come, sir. Would you dice with the Dragon?’
“Not inamonth of bank days,” the Terran replied immediately. But thisisn't dice. Thisisasmplesde.”
Helooked at Er Thom. “How much do you think captain yos Galan will pay to get you back?’

Er Thom stared, thinking that it was just like his mother’ s humor, and hisfoster mother’ s, too—to declare
hersdf well-pleased to be shut of anirritable, irritating boy, and wish the cold-eyed man joy of him.

And perhaps that was the key.
He moved his shoulders, and showed empty, apologetic hands to man behind the desk.
“One has abrother, gr. | fear you would find the price not to your liking.”

The cold-eyed man frowned, and leaned back suddenly in hischair, asif Er Thom had made a



particularly clever move in counterchance. Er Thom held his bregth, wondering what the man saw.

“So you'reworthless, are you?” Straudman said eventualy. “Why don’t we just call Captain yos Gaan
and make sure that’ sthe case before | do anything rash?’

“Because,” sad abland voice behind Er Thom, “you will but irritate the good Captain, friend Straudman,
and bring her eye upon the Juntavas. A poor businessall around.”

The man behind the desk frowned, his cold gaze legping beyond Er Thom's shoulder. “The kid saysthey
won't buy him back.”

“Hetdlsyou nothing but the truth.” Scout Pilot Rod Ern Arot strolled into Er Thom' s view, then went
past him to lean againgt wall by Straudman’ s desk. “His brother isthe one you want, if you intend to
profit by sdlling dragon-cubsto the Dragon. Thison€e sthe extra.”

“So, now what?' said the man behind the desk, for al theworlds asif the Scout were atrusted advisor.

The Scout moved his shoulders againgt thewal. “Whileit istrue you are unlikely to profit by sdlling this
boy back to yos Gaan, itisaso likely that the presumption of offering him will gain you her attention.”
He sngpped upright. “Let them go.”

Straudman frowned. “Both of them?’

“A firg dlass mechanic is something the yos Galan will miss,” the Scout sad smply.

For amoment, there was silence, then Straudman nodded and waved a hand &t the room in generdl.
“Get them out of here.”

“I'll take them,” said Scout pel’ Arot. “It'stime | was back at station.” He moved forward, beckoning to
Er Thom with histwo-fingered hand. “ After me, cub, And try not to trip over your own feet.” Which, Er
Thom thought, was redlly uncalled for. Though it was nothing compared to what Daav had to say to him,
some few minutes |ater, at the head of the Avenue of Dreams.

* % %

PETRELLA YOS GALAN sighed gently, and folded her hands atop her desk. In the chair facing her
acrossthe desk, Er Thom recruited himsdlf to await her judgment, the echoes of Daav’ s thundering scold
dill ringinginhisears.

In the right hands, silence and stillness were potent tools, as he well knew, hisfoster mother being past
master of both. Whether his true-mother shared that mastery he did not know—though he expected that
he was about to learn.

His mother closed her eyes, sighed once more, and opened them.

“Since your cha leket has exercised duty of kin and spoken to you frankly on the subject of endangering
yos Gaan' s heir by choosing to confront the Juntavas planetary adminigirator in hisvery office, we
needn’t discusstheat further.” She paused beforeinclining her head courteoudly.

“I will say, first, that your ingtincts do you honor. Y our reported assessment of Mechanic pin’ Ethil’s
sate—that he was unwell—has been verified by the ship’shedler. | am assured that the compulsion to
continue play once one has begun, to the cost even of one' smelant’i, may easily belifted by the Master
hedlersat SolcintraGuildhal. Accordingly, Mechanic pin’ Ethil will be sent homefor Hedling.” She



glanced down at her folded hands, then back to hisface.

“1 will, of course, writeto his Delm. It would honor me, if the crewmate who offered him carein his
disability would assst mein composing thisletter.”

Er Thom blinked. He? Almogt, he thought he heard Daav, laughing insde hishead: Y esyou, idiot, who
dse

Hadtily, heinclined his head. “I would be honored to assst, ma am.”
“Good.” Another pause, another long moment’ s study of her folded hands.

“All honor to you, also, that you chose to lend Mechanic pin’ Ethil your support.” She raised one hand,
though Er Thom had said nothing. “1 know that you have said that there was no choice open to you in
this; that your duty was plain, asthe mechanic’ s crewmate and as the sole representative of Korval
present. However, it must be recdled that you are but ahafling, and it was perhaps not ... quite ... wise
of you to go unarmed into an unknown and possibly dangerous situation.” She smiled, faintly. “I had said
we would not repeat the course flown by your cha leket. Forgive me, that there must be some overlapin
approach.”

Er Thom inclined hishead. “ Daav was plain with me, malam; I'm anidiot child, unfit to beleft done”

Improbably, her smile deepened. “ Ah. Well, perhaps our approaches do not overlap so very much, then.
| would say to you that those of the Juntavas are at best chancy and at worst deadly. Korval hasan ...
arrangement ... with the Juntavas, dating back many years—the appropriate citations from the Diaries will
be on your screen at the beginning of your next on-shift. Please read them and be prepared to discuss
them with me over Prime meal.” She did not wait for his seated bow of obedience, but swept on.

“For the purpose of this conversation, let us say that the agreement between Korva and the Juntavasis
one of mutua avoidance. The Juntavas does not touch Korval ships. Korval does not interfere with
Juntavas business. Matters have stood thisway, as | have said, for many years.” Shefrowned over his
head, asif she saw something on the opposite wall of her office that displeased her, Sghed, and
continued.

“The meat of the matter isthat, despite thislong-standing agreement, despite the fact that the Scouts
keep watch—the Juntavas is not asafe host. That the gentleman you ... spoketo ... would have killed
you out of hand is, perhaps, unlikely. For Mechanic pin’ Ethil ...” She moved her shoulders. “Mechanic
pin’ Ethil isnot of Korva, though he serves on aKorva ship. The Juntavasis clever enough to use that
digtinction to advantage.”

His horror must have shown on hisface, for his mother gave him another of her faint smiles before asking.
“Tell me, my son, what would you have doneif any of the armed personsin that office had decided to kill
Mechanic pin’ Ethil?’

Er Thom stared. Visonsfluttered through his head, too rapid to scan, and finaly helifted hishandsin
exagperation. “1—something. | am apilot of Korva. | would have done—something.”

A smdl pause.

“Ah, yes” hismother said softly. “Thereisalong history of doing ... something ... among the pilots of
Korva.” Sheamiled a him and in that instant |ooked the very image of her twin. “1 believe we had best
accelerate your defense ingtruction, pilot.”

“Yes, maam.” Heinclined his head.



“Hah.” She considered him out of abruptly serious blue eyes, once again unmistakably his true-mother. “I
would offer—as elder kin, you know—that we have dl of usbid farewell to the comforts and the
companions of childhood in order to learn our life-trades and begin to shape adult melant’i. | would say
that—here is one who recalls the day she watched her sister walk into Scout Academy without her, and
who later that same day was shown her quarters onboard the old Dutiful Passage. | assure you that the
achein one s heart does ease, with time, and with the necessities of daily duty.” She raised her hand
dilling hisgtart of denidl.

“| do not say that you will ceaseto love, my child. | merely say—you will become an adult.” She smiled
once more, sweet as Daav. “With luck.”

Er Thom grinned, then inclined hishead. “1 thank you, for theinstruction of elder kin.”

“S0.” She glanced aside at the clock on her desk. “It istime and past time for you to be abed. Cometo
me at Prime, and mind you have those entries read.”

“Y es, mother.” He stood, made his bow and moved toward the door.
Hewas nearly to the door when he heard her speak his name.

“Ma am?’ Heturned to find her standing behind her desk, dowly, she bowed the bow of honored
esteem—

“Seep youwdl, pilot of Korva.”

Breath’s Duty
Degado, Leafydae Place. Standard Y ear 1393

IN HISYOUTH, fishing had bored the professor even more thoroughly than lessons in manners, though
he had more than once made the excuse of fishing ameans to escape the overly-watchful eyesof his
elders, over fine, he had come to enjoy the sport, most especialy on Delgado, where the local game fish
ate spiny nettles and hence could be hooked and released with no damage to themselves.

It was an eccentricity his neighbors, his mistress, and his colleagues had come to accept—and to expect.
Periodicaly, the professor would set off for the lake region and return, rejuvenated, laden with tales of
the onesthat had gotten away and on-scale holograms of the ones that had not.

So it was thismorning that he parted comfortably from his mistress, tarrying to share a near-perfect cup
of localy-grown coffee with her—the search for the perfect cup and the perfect moment being among
her chiefest joys—and with his pack of lures, dangles, weights and rods set off for the up-country lakes.

The car was his other eccentricity—allowed however grudgingly by the collegiate board of trustees, who
were, after dl, redists. The work of Professor Jen Sar Kiladi was known throughout the cluster and
students flocked to him, thus increasing the school’ streasury and its satus.

The car was roundly considered ayoung person’s car. While fagt, it was neither shiny nor new; an import
that required expensive replacements and aregimen of constant repairs. Its passenger section had room
enough for him, occasiondly for hismistress, or for his fishing equipment and light camping gear, Not
even the board of trustees doubted his ability to driveit, for he ran in the top class of the local

moto-cross club and indulged now and then in time-and-place road rallies, where he held an enviable



record, indeed.

The local gendarmesliked him: He was both polite and sharp, and had severa times assisted in collecting
drunk drivers before they could harm someone.

His mistress was amiling from her window. He looked up and waved merrily, precisely asdways, then
sighed as he opened the car door.

For amoment he sat, absorbing the commonplaces of the day. He adjusted the mirrors, which needed no
adjustment, and by habit pushed the trimester. The sun’ sfirst rays danted through the windshield,
endowing hissingle ring with an ingtant of slvery fire. He rubbed the worn siver knot absently.

Then, he ran through the Rainbow pattern, for dertness.

The car rumbled to life at atouch of the switch, startling the birds napping in the tree across the street. He
pulled out dowly, nodded to the beat cop he passed on the side street, then chose the back road,
unmonitored at this hour on an off-week.

He accelerated, exceeding the speed limit in the first few seconds, and checked his mental map. Not
long. Not long at all.

* % %

HE GRIMACED AS he got out of the car—he' d forgotten to break the drive and now his back ached,
just abit. He d driven past hisfavorite fishing ground, perhaps faster there than €l sewhere, for there was
alureto doing nothing at dl, to huddling inside the carefully congtructed persona, to forgetting, well, truly,
and for dl time, exactly who hewas.

Theairfidd wasfilled to capacity; mostly local craft—fan-powered—aong with afew of theflashy
commuter jets the high-born brought in for their fishing trips.

Onthe far Sde of the tarmac was ahandful of space faring ships, including seven or eight that seemed
under constant repair. Among them, painted amotley green-brown, half-hidden with sham repair-plates
and externd piping, was aship displaying the garish nameplate L’il Orbit. The professor went to the
control room to check in, carrying his cane, which he very nearly needed after the run in the cramped car.

“Might actudly lift today!” hetold the bleary-eyed counterman with entirely false good cheer.

Asaways, the man smiled and wished him luck. L’il Orbit hadn’t flown in the ten years he' d been on the
morning shift, though the little man came by pretty regular to work and rework the ship’ sinsides. But,
who knew? The ship might actudly lift one day. Stranger things had happened. And given that, today was
asgood aday asany other.

Outside the office, the professor paused, aman no longer young, shorter than the usua run of Terran,
with soft, scholar’ s hands and level shoulders beneath his holiday jacket, staring across the field to where
the starships huddled. A teacher with a hobby, that wasll.

An equation rose from his back brain, pure as crystal, irrevocable as blood. Another rose, another—and
yet another.

He knew the names of stars and planets and way stations light years away from this place. Hishands
knew key combinations not to be found on university computers; his eyes knew patterns that
ground-huggers might only dream of.



“RFilot.” He heard her whisper plainly; felt her breath againgt his ear. He knew better than to turn his head.
“RFilot,” Adlianasaid again, and hdf-againg his own will he smiled and murmured, “Filot.”

Asapilot mugt, he crossed thefield to tend his ship. He barely paused during the walk-around, carefully
detaching the fake pipe fittings and connections that had marred the beauty of the linesand hidden
features best not noticed by prying eyes. The hardest thing was schooling himself to do a proper pilot’s
walk-around after so many years of cursory play-acting.

L’il Orbit wasaClass A Jumpship, tidy and comfortable, with room for the pilot and co-pilat, if any,
plus cargo, or a paying passenger. He dropped automatically into the co-pilot’ s chair, did the ship key
into itsdot in the dark board, and watched the screen glow to life.

“Huh?’ Bluelettersformed Terran words againgt the white ground. “Who' sthere?’

He reached to the keyboard. “Get to work!”

“Nothing to do,” the ship protested.

“You'rejust lazy,” the man replied.

“Oh,am[?’ L’il Orhit returned hotly. “I suppose you know all about lazy!”

Despite having written and sealed this very script long years ago, the man grinned at the ship’s audacity.
“Tell meyour name,” hetyped.

“Fird, tell meyours.”

“Professor Jen Sar Kiladi.”

“Oho, the schoolteacher! Y ou don’t happen to know the name of ardiable pilot, do you, professor?’

For an ingtant, he sat frozen, hands poised over the keyboard. Then, dowly, letter by letter, he typed,
“Daav yos Phdium.”

The ship seemed to sigh then; afan or two came on, arday clicked loudly.

The screen cleared; the irreverent chatter replaced by an image of Tree-and-Dragon, which faded to a
black screen, against which the Liaden letters stood stark.

“Ride the Luck, Solcintra, Liad. Aelliana Caylon, pilot-owner, Daav yos Phelium co-pilot, co-owner.
There are messagesin queue.”

There were? Daav frowned. Er Thom? his heart whispered, and he caught his bresth. Dozens of years
snce he had heard his brother’ svoice! The hand he extended to the play button was not entirely steady.

It wasn't Er Thom, after dll.

It was Clonak ter’ Meulen, his oldest friend, and most trusted, who' d been part of his team when he had
been scout captain and in command such things. The date of receipt was recent, well within the Standard
year, in fact within the Standard Month...

“I’'m sending this message to the quiet places and the bounce points, on the silent band,” Clonak said, his
voice unwontedly serious. I'm betting it's Adliana s ship you' re with, but | never could predict you with



certainty...

“Bad times, old friend. Firgt, you must know that Er Thom and Anne are both gone. Nova's
Korvd-pernard'i...” Daav thumbed the pause button, staring at the board in blank disbelief.

Er Thom and Anne were gone? His brother, his second sdlf, was dead? Anne—joyful, intdligent,
gracious Anne—dead? It wasn't possible. They were safe on Liad—where his own lifemate had been
shat, killed in SolcintraMain Port, deliberately placing hersalf between the fragging pedllet and himsdif ...
Daav squeezed his eyes shut, banishing the horrific vison of Adllianadying, then reached out and cued
the recording.

“...Korvd-pernard’i. The name of the problem isthe Department the Interior; their purposeisto eat the
Scouts. Among other things. One of those it swallowed isyour heir, and | don't hide from you that there
was hope he' d give them indigestion, which he seemsto have done, actudly, though not—but who can
predict a Scout Commander? Short form isthat he' s gone missing, and there’ s been the very hell of ahue
and cry—and another problem.

“ShadiaNe Zame may have discovered hislocation—but the Department’ s on the usud
bands—monitoring us. Listen to Scout Net, but for the gods sweet love don’t attempt to useit!

“Shadia’ sduein any timeand I'll send afollow-up when she gets here. Y ou'd scarcely know the place,
with dl the changes snce your training.

“If you' ve got earsfor any of us, captain, now iswhen we need you to hear.” There was apause, asif
Clonak wasfor once at alossfor words, then:

“Bewel, old friend, if you'veheard meat dl...”

It ended.

Daav stared for amoment, then punched the button for the next message.

There was no next message. Days had gone by and Clonak had not followed up.
Daav shifted in his sedt, thinking.

Desperate and under the shadow of a pursuing enemy, Clonak had found him. And Clonak had not
followed up. Suddenly, it wasimperative that Daav be somewhere else.

Heflicked forward to the microphone.

“ThisisL’il Orbit, ground. | think I’ ve got the problem fixed now. I’m going to be checking out the
whole system in afew minutes, If | get ago, I’ll need you to move meto ahotpad.”

“Hot damn, L’il Orbit, way to go!” The counterman sounded startled, but genuinely pleased. “I'll get
Bugle over there with the tractor in just acouple!”

“Thank you, ground,” Daav said gravely, dready reaching for the keyboard.
“Hello,” hetyped.
“Go,” said maincomp.

“Complete run: Hight readiness.”



“Working.”

So many years. His brother and sister dead. His son in trouble. The son he wasn't going to be concerned
with after dl. And somehow the Juntavas was mixed around it.

Scout commander. Daav Sghed, scouts were legendary for the trouble they found. The trouble that might
attend a Scout Commander did not bear thinking upon.

The ship beeped; lightslong dark came green. He touched button after button, longingly. Lovingly.
He could do it. He could.
He had l€eft al those battles behind.

“Ground,” he said into the mike, the Terran words feding absurdly widein histhroat, “thisbird’'sina
hurry to try her wings. Everything' sgreen!”

“Gotcha. We'll get you over to the hotpad in afew minutes. Bugl€ sjust got the tractor out of the shed.”
Daav laughed then, and laughed again.

It felt good, just the idea of being in space. Maybe he could talk to some of the pilots he' d been listening
to for so long—He grimaced; his back had grabbed.

Right. Easy doesit.

And then, recalling the circumstances, he reached to the keyboard once more.

“Hello,” hetyped, “wesapons check.”

“I’'M NOT A COMBAT pilat, either, Shadia. | think we did aswell as might expected!”
The gesturein emphasiswasal but logt in the dimness of the emergency lighting.

“I swear to you, Clonak—they’ ve murdered my ship and if they haven't killed me I’ m going to take them
gpart piece by piece, and if they havekilled meI’ll haunt every last one of themto...”

The muffled voice went suddenly away and the mustached man raised his hand to signdl the separation.
The woman shrugged and braced her legs harder againgt the ship’ sinterior, bringing her Momson cloak
back in contact with his asthey sat Sde by side on the decking behind the control seats, using the
leverage of their legsto hold them in place in the zero-g.

“We bested them,” the man insisted. “We did, Shadia—since the fact that we re somewhere argues that
thelr shipisn't anywhere.”

Therewas asnort of sortsfrom within the transparent cloak. “I’m familiar with that equation—my
ingtructor learned it from the Caylon hersdf! But what could they have been thinking to bring adestroyer
againgt aship likely to Jump? Y ou don’t have to be a Caylon to know that’s...”

Her gesture broke the contact again and the near vacuum of the ship’ sinterior refused to carry her
words.

Shadialeaned back more firmly againgt Clonak’ s shoulder, the dight crinkle sounding from the cloak not



quite hiding hissigh, nor the crinkling from his cloak.
She glanced at him and saw him shaking his heed, Terran-style.

“Next shift, Shadia, recal us both to put on a headset. As ddlightful as these contraptions are, I'd like us
to be ableto converse asif weweren't haflingsin the first throes of puppy-heart.”

She laughed gently, then quite serioudy asked, “ So you think we' || have anext shift, at leest? No oneon
our trall?’

He sighed, thistime turning to look her full in the face.

“Shadia, my love, | doubt not that al is confusion at Nev' Lorn, The bat is out of the bag, asthey say, and
| suspect the invaders have found themsalves surprised and disadvantaged.”

He nodded into the dimness, eyes now seeing the Situation they’ d left behind so suddenly when the
Department of Interior attacked them.

“The ship most likdly to have followed was closing stupidly when last we saw it—closing into your fire as
well asthe sphere of the Jump effect of the hysteresis of our maneuvers. They would have been with us
within moments, | think, if they had come through with us.”

Clonak gestured as expansively asthe Cloak alowed.

“Now—wheat can | say?we ve come out of Jump dive, if we re gentle and lucky the ship may get us
somewhere useful. Perhaps we' || even be able to walk about uncloaked ere long; with hard work and
sweat much ispossible. You will remember to tell people that you’ ve seen me sweat and do hard work
when thisisover, won't you, Shadia? When our present Stuation is resolved—then we will consider the
best Balance we might bring against these murderers.”

He sighed visibly, used the hand-sign for “back to work,” with aquick undernote of “ swest, swest,
SN%.”

She smiled and signded “work, work, work” back at him.

Clonak gretched then, unceremonioudly lifting himsdf off the floor and away from Shadia. Steedying his
feet againg the celling of the vessal he brought hisface near hers and touched left arm to left arm through
the cloaks.

“Shadia, | must give you one more rather difficult set of orders, I'm afraid. | know my orders haven't
done much good for you latdly, but | pray you indulge me once more.”

With his other hand he used the Scout hand-talk, Signifying alife-or-deeth situation.
She nodded toward his hand and he closed his eyes a moment.

“If you find that, against chance, we are brought again into the orbit of the Department of the Interior, if
they verge on capturing us—you must shoot mein the head.”

Heflicked an ankle, floated accurately to the floor again, belying the cultivated image of old fool, and he
looked into her startled, wide eyes.

“Just dead isn't good enough, Shadia; they’ I have medics and docs. Do you understand? There must be
no chance that they can question me. They cannot know what | know, and they cannot know who else
might know it.”



Clonak tugged gently on her elbow, and she uncurled to stand beside him, stretching hersalf and near
meatching hisheight.

His hand-talk made the motion demanding assent; she responded in query, hisin denid... and he leaned
toward her until cloakstouched again.

“I know, Shadia, neither of uswere raised to be combat pilots. It isthrust upon us both as Scouts and as
pilots. My mdant’i isexceedingly clear inthis. | cantell you only onething right now—and little enoughiit
isto Balance my order, | know.”

Her hand signaled query again and hisflicked the repested ripple that normaly would signify ahumorous
“dl right, dl right, dreedy...”

“What | know,” he said into his cloak and through the double crinkly life-skinsto her ears, “isthe name
of the pilot they are afraid of. And having made this one pilot their enemy, they now must be the enemy of
usdl.”

* % %

THE MATH WAS easy enough, if not quite exact, There were adozen Momson Cloaks per canister;
each of thetwo ingtalled canisters had eleven |eft. There were two replacement canisters, and a backup.
The emergency kit built into each of the conning seatsheld apair of individua Cloaks, aswell, out of an
origind eight eightsto start there were now five dozen and two to go.

Mathisardentlessdiscipline: It took Shadiadown the rest of the path dmost automatically. Each Cloak
was designed to last an average sized Terran just over 24 hours—Momson Cloaks were, after all,
standard issue devices on cruise ships plying the crowded space of the Terran home system—but they
were conservatively rated at 30 hours by the Scouts.

Perhaps 40 standard days then, Shadia thought, if usage was equal and none of the units bad, if...

She saw theflutter of ahand at the edge of her vision as Clonak signaled for attention; he leaned forward
and they touched shoulders as he spoke:

“Not asbad asdl that, Shadia—we ve got some ship stores too, and the spacesuits themsalves, if need
be, and there might be away to...” She glanced at him sharply and he pointed toward her right hand.

“I'm not awizard, child. Y ou were counting out loud.”

Shadiarolled her eyes. It wastrue. She' d been waiting for the battery powered gyroscope in the auxiliary
sar-field scope to stabilize with haf her mind and with the other haf she' d been doing math on her hand.

She bowed carefully amid asea-noise of crinkling. “Thank you for your notice,” she said formdly, while
her free hand chuckled out the sgn for “Why me?’

Hisreply infinger-talk, aso with the underlying ripple of achuckle, was smply “Breeth’ sduty.” He
pulled away, arough-trimmed wire conduit clutched carefully through the transparent Momson Cloak,
and floated toward the open overhead pandl, Shadia likewise turned back to her task in progress.

The ship’stiny forward viewports were automaticaly sealed by Jump run-up; they were blind unlessthey
could get power back to those motors or use the auxiliary scope to see straight away from the ship.

And now the star-field scope was stable enough to run: Despite Clonak’ s protestations, he' d managed to
perform wizard' swork on the back-up electrical system and the device was ready to operate. It was not



what one might hope to be using to determine one' s position after an interrupted Jump-run, but she'd
used lessintraining.

As she bent to the scope she Sighed a breath—and then another. Breath’ s Duty, indeed. Every child on
Liad was made by stern Delm or fond grandfather to memorize the passage, which had come virtudly
unchanged through countless revisions of the code, unbidden, portions came to her now, recdled in the
awkward rhythms of childish Sngsong.

“Breath’ sduty isto breathe for the clan asthe clan dlows, Breath’ s duty isto breathe the body whole,
Breath’ sduty isto plan for the clan’ sincrease, Breath’ sduty isto keep the Baancetold, Breath’sduty is
to...”

Carefully, she adjusted the star-field scope. To be useful, she needed to recognize any of the severa
dozen common Guides—her usud choice was the brilliant blue-white Quarter main giganova—or find a
gtar within disc-view. Disc-view, of course, was optimum. With the auxiliary scope even abasic scan
could take aday.

“Breath’ s duty isto keep the Balance told,” she muttered, and noted the gyroscope’ s base setting. There
were alot of degrees of space to cover, and time moved on.

* % %

ITWASL'IL ORBIT and not Ride The Luck that docked at Delgado’ s smdlest generd-flight orbiting
docks; and Professor Jen Sar Kiladi it was who made a series of transfers to and from accounts long
held in reserve. The shuttle trip to the larger commercia center, aswell asthe various library connections
and downloads, were made by a student invented some years before by the professor; and the tools
purchased at the local pawn establishment were paid for, in cash, by aman with abrash Aus-Terran
accent and super-thin gloves.

“I'm hereto fix your nerligig,” thelittle man told the morning guy behind the bar.

“Isit broke?’ the bartender wondered. The device sat in its place, motionless—but it was dways
motionless at thistime of the day, local ordinance requiring the solemn six Hours of Dawn to match that
of the spiritud city Quernaon the planet below.

“Repair order!” sad the man, vagudy Aus, waving aflimsy intheair and lugging hiskit with him. “I'm
good, I'm expensive, and I'm on my night differentid.”

He looked like one of those semi-retired types; just the kind of guy who'd know how to keep an antique
nerligig running.

The bartender shrugged, waved the man and histools toward the ailing equipment, and poured alega
drink into one glass and its twin into another then gave them both to the customer at the end of the bar.

“Hey, asked for one drink—tight?’
“Solemn six, bud! can't sell youse that much in one glassthistime of the day...”

The repairman shook his head, set up histools, adroitly removed the wachmal og and the bornduggle
from the nerligig, and waited patiently for the boss.

The boss was a heavyset Terran, and he traveled today with three guards. He came in looking tired and
his guards swept by, checking out the patrons, glancing at the bartender, reconnoitering the restrooms...



It was the boss who saw the nerligig guy, professionally polishing one of the inner gimbag joints.
“What’' s going on here?’ he demanded.

The guy glanced at him out of serious dark eyes. “Time to do scheduled maintenance.”

The boss grimaced, but gave the correct reply.

“I don’t need nothing fancy today.”

“Dallar’ sgreener when you do,” said the man, polishing away.

“’At'sawful old.”

The repairman |ooked up, eyes steady—

“I only come out a night, you know.”

The boss looked at the bartender, sighed, and watched his guards stand importantly around the bar for a
moment.

“Y ou cost me some help today,” he said findly, turning back to the nerligig guy.
The man shrugged.

“Good help ishard to find. Better you know before there salifeinit.”

The boss sighed again, and waved the repair guy toward his office.

“C'mon back.”

The office was sparely appointed; aworking place and not a showplace. Daav took a supple leather
chair for himsdf, nodding at its agreeability. The boss sat in hisown chair, rubbed hisface with his|eft
hand and gestured at hisvisitor with hisright.

“What' syour pleasure?’
Daav opened his hands dightly with a half-shrug.

“Information. About that message...” The message that shouted the name of Va Con yos Pheliumto all
with earsto hear, near-space and far. The message that had shaken him out of his professoria Balancing
and brought him into the office of a Juntavas, seeking news.

The boss pinched the bridge of his nose and nodded.

“Yeah, | figure every quiet hand in the universe will want to know about that. | think it' sthe first timethe
damned ‘ danger tree’ wasreally used...”

Daav sat quietly, watching the man’ stired face. No effort to hide how he felt—Daav’ sgreeting, asold as
it was, was one recognized by Juntavas on many worlds. The short form was. Help this person, he hasa
right to it. The person in question might be aretired sector boss, an assassin on the way to or from a
run—or the whole charade could smply be atest of loyalty.

“What do you need to know?’ asked the boss. “What' stheam?’

“Everything you know. | am, let us say, aspecidist in people. | can hidethem and | can find them. As



may be required. I’ [l need the background as deep asit goes.”
The boss man gave asnort.

“| bet you can hide’ em. Standing in my own front room with awhole bag of equipment like you own the
place and my guards probably can't tell methe color of your hair or what kind of shoesyou wear. Damn
smooth....” He shook his head in admiration, sighed, and went on, looking straight at Daav.

“Wherewe are isthat there' s been—a change of adminigtration. Some of thisisofficia and some's
not...”

Daav looked on with polite interest, no change on hisface.

The boss nodded. “Right. He was asking for it if anyone was, but anyhow, politics asde, we have a
Chairman Pro Tem right now, seeing how the Chairman was knifed in his own office by a Clutch turtle.”

Daav leaned forward a bit, cocking his head to one side in respectful query.

“Metoo! Not what somebody’ d expect. A bomb maybe, poison, even just aquiet step-down’ cause
somebody had the best of him after all—but no. A pair of Clutch turtleswaltzed into his office, had an
argument with him, and took him out.”

The man’s gaze had strayed to his desktop; he looked up, frowning.

“The officid thing is—straight from Chair Pro Tem!—that there was a busted dedl, resulting from a
misunderstanding, and that the former Chairman had made the mistake of thresteninga T’ caraiswith a
shdl-buster.”

“With the result that, in defense of hisor her superior, aminion used aknife,” Daav murmured into the
short Slence.

The boss |ooked impressed, but Daav continued. “ Perhaps better for al concerned: Mot turtles would
merely have bitten hishead off, or crushed hisspine...”

The boss blanched, but waved a hand and went on.

“Y eah, well, could have been. Unofficid newsisthat thisturtle crew had cometo vist twice; got
themsalves locked into the Chairman’ s office and cut their way out through the blast wall with aknife
after busting about a thousand gems, and then he had the nerveto try afast one. Apparently these turtles
arethe knife clan or something—famous. And by the time the blood’ s cleaned up, the Chairman Pro
Ternfinds out thefussisal about two people.”

“That would be the individuas mentioned in the whisper for al worlds...” Daav suggested.
The boss smiled wanly.

“Yes, that' sthem. The turtles—thisis officid!—claim them to be ‘ abrother and sster of the
Spearmaker’ s Den’” who must be returned unharmed or self-declared free and safe.”

Daav looked into the celling, momentarily lost in thought. When he looked back, the boss was reaching
into adesk drawer for a candy.

“What, may | ask, isthe or?’
The boss|ooked grim.



“Theor isthat if they don’t turn up safe the Juntavas will be wiped out, starting at thetop. Thisisa
promise”

Daav leaned forward, raised his hand to his chin and rubbed it thoughtfully.

“Thisis” hesad after amoment, “avery, very serious problem. No one has ever heard of aclutch turtle
lying, certainly no one has ever heard of aclutch turtle or clan breaking a promise. Even | might not be
ableto hidewdl enough if the Clutch knew me for an enemy.”

The boss snorted again, gpparently swalowing his candy whole.

“Right. And so what | have going on, starting about the time you walk out the front door here, isa
block-by-block search of every Juntavas holding on Delgado, looking for two of the damnedest
trouble-makers you' ve ever heard of.”

Daav, very interested, waved his hand, asking for moreinformation.

“Yeah, OK. OneisaFirst-In Scout Commander! Good, right? Get in the face of somebody who can
talk clutch to the clutch and just happens to have saved one from adragon. Y ou know, anobody, a
pushover. Then the other one is a Merc-turned-bodyguard, lived through Klamath and got on—and
offl—Cloud.”

Daav let out alow whistle. “Do you know how many people lived through Klamath?”

The boss shrugged, tapped hisdesk. “That' s probably in my notes. | got more notes than you can stuff in
agarbage can aready about this.” He broke, searched his desktop, pulled up aflimsy image-flat, and
flipped it, casudly and quite accuratdly, to the man in the chair.

Daav listened with half-an-ear as the boss went on—the while eyes measured the photos of his son and
his son’s companion.

“Getting off Klamath earnsyou alifetime ‘I’ m tough’ badge or something. But—thisis where we come
in—these two started afirefight, in broad daylight, | guess—between the loca Juntavas and the city
policein Econsey, back there on Lufkit, just to cover their getaway after they robbed the boyfriend of the
loca boss daughter. Then, they managed to get off-planet while the place was under tota lock-down,
with everybody from the chief of planetary police down to the nightclub bouncer looking for them, and
make ale surely departure from Prime Station in a Clutch spaceship.”

Daav continued to look interested, dowly shaking his head as he listened, il taking in the no-nonsense,
rather ordinary appearance of both of the missing. A master mercenary who had survived Klamath might
be just the person to balance a scout commander, he thought.

“Story gets muddled about here,” the boss was continuing, “but somehow the local capo managed to
grab them. Then he gets the news he can’'t do anything to them. So he setsthem off in aspaceship that’s
been in some kind of afight and can’t go nowhere. Word comes down to make sure these two areredly
in one piece and to hold " em, pending the Chairman Pro Tem'’ s persond visit. He goes back...”

Daav didn't haveto fake the laugh.

“What could he have been thinking?’ he asked. “To leave a—what wasit, First-In Scout
Commander?—in a spaceship and expect it not to go away?’

The boss was nodding now and gestured with the piece of candy in hisleft hand.



“You got it. Exactly how it was. They were gone, the ship was gone and ain’t nobody heard nothing
about any of "em since. So now | got to check Delgado and...”

Daav rased apam.

“Please,” hesaid gently. “Y ou mustn’'t be overly concerned. Y ou'll want to do standard checkson
passenger lists and such; but the people you are hunting are not likely to hide out on Delgado. Even if
they’ ve been here, do you think a hardened merc and aFirst-In Scout are going to set themselves up as
shopkeepers or bean-farmers?’

Before the boss could answer Daav stood, demanding a suppleness from his body he did not fedl.

“I'll need the name of the new chairman, copies of whatever transmissonsyou may have, details of the
former location of the missing ship—dupes of your images, aswell—and I'll be on my way. Also, | have
some thingsfor you...” He waved toward the back wall of the office and the bar beyond.

“Firg, thetaler of your security guards stole severd of your bartender’ stips, and was helping hersdlf to
the packaged snacks. That can’t be good for your business.”

The boss snorted. “ Just color them gone. Hey, you're good at what you do—»but that don’t mean they
shouldn’t have seen you!”

Daav nodded agreeably. “ Also, you'll want to get an explosives expert in here. There sasmall package |
disconnected and took out of the nerligig—it looks like it might have been connected about six or seven
dozen years ago. It may no longer be dangerous, or it may be unstable. In any case, as| am sureyou
understand, | hesitate to take it with me.”

The boss rubbed his forehead and nodded.
“We Il dupeyour info for you—andin themeantime I’ll call in aspecidist.”

“Thank you,” said Daav and went back to the bar to put histools away, al the while amazed that a
phrase learned so long ago and so far away was till potent enough to make a Juntava jump.

* * %

CABIN PRESSURE WAS at one-tenth normal, which should have been counted as good; it signified
that Clonak’ swork was paying off.

Alas, Shadiadid not much fed like cheering. She sat lightly webbed to the command chair, patiently
doing hours of work by hand and eye that an online computer might do in ablink.

Clonak had |eft her to the recognition search while he worked on what he called * housekeeping.”
Housekeeping entailed using asmdl bubble-bottle to find the worst of the leaks and then sedl them with
the quick-patch git.

Asfor her work, so far she had only three possibles and one probable. Dust in the outer fringes of the
Nev' Lorn cluster made some of the IDs difficult and she’' d not yet found a near opague patch or two that
might dso help her...

“Shadia?’
The sound reached her, distorted and distant.

Clonak stood behind her, dmost an arm’ slength away, beckoning her toward a portable monitor



hooked to atest-kit. With his other hand he seemed to be fighting a control.
Indeed, the air pressure was building ever so dightly.

Noting her spot, shelocked the star-field scope; by the time she got to him he was using both hands on
the control. He yelled at her again through the sack-like Cloak; she could barely hear him.

“Please tdl mewhat you see. I'm not sure thiswill work for long!”

What she saw, besides Clonak wrestling with awire-filled metal tube, was devagtation. The grainy
monitor was showing her what would normally be her Screen Five, ingpection view.

“Therear portsde airfoilsare gone,” sheydled, schooling her voice to the give the information as
dispassionately as possble. “ Thereisdamageinto the hull; | can see anozzle—likely it' s one of thewing
nitrogen thrugters, ill attached to ahose—moving asif it islesking.”

Clonak shrugged, did something else with his shoulder, and the image shifted a bit toward the body of the
ghip.

Shadiablinked, disoriented. The ship didn’t have a—oh.
“Theventrd foil has been blown forward and twisted—shredded. The...”

The image went blank as Clonak’ s hands dipped on the tube; the Cloak vibrated with the buzz of his
curse,

Shadia continued describing what she had seen.

“There sno sgn of any working airfoil components. There are indications of other structurd damage. |
can't tell you about the in-system engines—the view was blocked by the ventra fin.”

Clonak sat down hard.

“That view was blocked by the ventra? Might be something left to work with if we can get some more
power going...” Hislast few words were lost as he stared at the blank screen.

“Clonak, | have afeding that the ship is—bent.” Shadiabent close and said it again, thistime touching
Cloaks shoulder to shoulder.

“Wadl,” he sghed. “ That explainswhy we can’t budge the hatch.”

They both were sllent for amoment; Shadiawas glad for the dim comfort offered by touching someone
else, even through the plastic.

The ship’s spine had taken some of the hegt of the attack and the ship was out of true. The rear
compartment—including the autodoc, the deeping acove, and about 60 percent of the food, was
accessble only if they could force the hatch againgt the bend of the ship.

“We haveto assume,” Clonak said suddenly, “that we' re not airworthy past the hatch; obvioudy we
won't want to be trying any kind of atmospheric descent if we have a choice—Might be missing some
hull, too.”

He straightened a bit, leaned in to her and said, “Look again. I'll seeif | can force thisto scan the other
sSde!”



Her fingers answered yes, and Clonak began twisting the cable yet again. The image reappeared and
then siwvung suddenly, showing an oddly unflawed stretch of ship’s hull and beyond it the fluted shapes of
severd nozzles poking out from the blast skirts.

Beyond that was abrightness; three points of light; reddish, bluish, whitish. A local three star cluster—
“TheTrio!” she said, but then there was another light, making her blink
“Stop!” sheyelled, the noise over loud in her ears.

Clonak let go and the image went away. Shadia stood staring at the blank screen, seeing the stars asthey
had been.

“We'redill in-system,” she said, putting her arm againgt his. “If the Trio and Nev’ Lorn Primary arelined
up...”

“WEe re somewhat north of the ecliptic,” Clonak concluded, “with Nev’ Lorn headquarters safely on the
other sdeof thesun.”

* * %

THE IMAGE OF his sorn—and of his son’s partner—Iay on the pilot’ s seat along with the rest of the
information provided by the Juntavas. Daav tried to imagine the boy—a pilot of the first water, no doulbt;
a Scout able to command the respect of a Clutch chieftain, who held the loyaty—and perhaps the
love—of the very Hero of Klamath...

Hisimagination failed him, despite the recording furnished by the Juntavas boss.

The boy’ svoice wasfirm, quiet and respectful; the information he gave regarding the last known location
of hisvessd only dightly lessuseful than astar map. The voice of Miri Robertson was aso firm; unafraid,
despite the message she' d clearly imparted: All isnot asit seems here.

Y et, despite theimage, the recording, and the records, hisimagination failed him. Somehow, he thought
he had given over the concept of helr, of blood-child. Certainly, he should have been well-schooled by
his sojourn on the highly civilized world of Delgado, where thelength of dl liaisonswere governed by the
woman and where the decision to have or not to have a child was one the father might routinely be
unaware of—witness his mistress' s daughter, now blessedly off-planet and in pursuit of her own life.

Daav picked up the flimsy, staring at the comely golden face and the vivid green eyes. A Korval face,
certain enough, yet—there was something el se. With a pang, he understood a portion of it: the boy,
whoever he was, and however he had gotten into the scrape announced to the universe a large, was a
breathing portion of Adlliana. Daav projected her face, her hands, her voice at the image of their son, but
that did no better for him—what he saw was Adliana

The boy was only aboy to him, for al they shared genesand kin.

Daav sghed and laid the picture back on the pilot’s chair. Whoever the boy was, elder kin should surdly
have taught him to stay away from the Juntavas. He should have been given the Diary entriesto read. Er
Thom knew—uwho better? Er Thom should have—but Er Thom was gone.

And in the end the duty had not been done, the tale had not been told, and here was the resuilt. Briefly he
wondered what other duties he' d left undone...

He' d haveto find Clonak. Clonak had later news. Clonak would know what needed done, now.



He sighed then, rewebbed himself, scanned the boards, checked the coords he aready keyed in from
some recess of hismind, and punched the Jump button.

* % %

THEY’D SLEPT FITFULLY intheunnaturdly slent craft, each Stting ahaf-watch in a Scout’ s Nap.
What noises were, were confined to the Momson Cloaks and their wearers. The Cloaks had a tendency
to crinkle when one moved, and though the upper shoulder placement of the air-pack made wonderful
sense when standing, it required some adjustment to degp semi-curled in the command chairsin order
not to disturb the airflow.

The wake-up medswere cold trail-packs, laborioudy introduced into the Cloaks through the ingenious
triple pocket system, a sort of see-through plastic airlock. Since the Cloaks were basically plastic bags
with afew rudimentary *“hand spots’ the process was awkward, even for two people.

Fird the trail-packs were located and then held in place with lightweight clamps. Then the outer pocket
was opened, with one person pulling lightly on the outer tab and the one insde the Cloak grasping the
sdewall of the pocket firmly and pulling back. The pocket walls separated, and the resultant bulge had a
lip-like sedl that was pressed until it opened. Thetrail-pack went into the newly opened pocket, and the
outsde was resealed.

The second pocket had aseal a what Shadia thought of as the bottom; by bunching the pocket up from
insde it could be made to open, and the trail-pack was moved into that part of the pocket, and that seal
to the outside pocket pressed tightly; now there were two seal's between vacuum and food. The inner
sedl, finaly, was opened—puffing up the part of the pocket with the trail-pack in it—and findlly the food
was safely indde the Cloak.

Crumbs being a potentia problem, the food bars were handled gingerly and the water squeezed carefully
fromitsbulb.

While she ate, Shadia chewed on the problem of their exact location, with regard to Nev'Lorn
' quarters—and potential rescue.

While knowing that they’ d not |eft the Nev' Lorn system was definitely useful, the camera-monitor wasn't
thetool for finding out where they were or, more importantly, where they were headed. It wasimpossible
to guess how much of their intringc velocity and flight energy might have been transferred to the attacking
destroyer, and they had nearly as much chance of being in atight, highly dliptica orbit asthey didin
being on the outward leg of ahyperbolic orbit that would throw them out of the system, never to return.

Thus, shortly after breaking her fast, Shadia realigned the gyroscope for the auxiliary instruments and
changed her search pattern with the star-field scope. Now that she knew which end was up her job had
gonefrom that of ahopeful pastime to an immediately useful necessity. What they might do about where
they were was another matter.

On the other side of the chamber, Clonak busied himsdlf with another semi-disassembled piece of
hardware, periodically professing himsalf or any number of other objects, deities, and people damned,
stupid, absurd, or useless.

That she could hear these footnotes to progress clearly proved that the pressure in the ship was dowly
rigng, in part aresult of the action of the layered osmotic membranes that made up much of structure of
the Momson Cloak. The finely tuned membranes purposefully released certain amounts of carbon
dioxide and hydrogen while retaining some moisture; heavier users might complain of the suit “ doshing”
asthe moisture reservoirsfilled. Far from breathable, the external atmosphere made the Cloaks alittle



easier to move around in.

The increased pressure aso made Shadia aware of an occasiond twittering sound she couldn’t place.
Twice she glanced up to Clonak, hard at work but doing nothing that |ooked to make such anoise.

Thethird time she looked up, Clonak had also raised his head. He caught Shadia s eye and smiled
ruefully.

“Not rodents, Shadia, with littlerat feet. More likely we have micro-sand, scrubbing the hull downto a
fine polish. This system has afine collection of unfinished planetsto choose from, I'm afraid.”

“Though actudly,” he continued, “that’ snot al bad. If the wrong people are looking for uswe' re better
off here than an hour off Nev’ Lorn.”

“ Should we use the monitor to—"

“I’vethought of that, but redly, the best use of resources isto continue with what we re doing. | may yet
get acomputer up and running and you may yet find us a safe harbor.”

There were severa distinct pings and another scrabble of dust on the hull then and Shadia bent back to
her charting with awill.

* % %

DAAV WOKE WITH agart, certain someone had called his name. About him the ship purred aquiet
purr of circulators and the twin boards were green at every mark. The Jump-clock showed he had
enough time for breakfast and exercise before he arrived back in norma space. No matter what might
befdl, he' d be better prepared if he kept now to routine.

He' d been to three systems so far without touching ground at any. lzviet, Natterling, and Chantor were
al minor trade ports, portsthat usualy sported asmal training contingent of Scouts making use of the

nearby space.

At lzviet aship afew years out of mode coming from aport rarely heard from was barely gossip, ill
he' d had the ship comein as L’il Orbit, maintaining his professorship aswell. The cycle was off—there
were no scouts training nearr the spectacular multi-mooned and multi-ringed gas giant Cruchov.
Natterling' s usud band of ecologigs-in-training were out of session; the wondrous planet Stal with its
surface outcroppings of pure timonium had no company. By the time he' d hit Chantor he'd had alot of
newsto digest, but there were no cadets practicing basic single-ship in that place, as he had.

Among the news chattered most widdly were the rumors attending the Juntavas and their danger-tree
broadcast. Somefelt it wastrap, aimed at netting the Juntavas. Others explored news-pits and libraries
and invented great empires of intrigue: one of these Sated that the missing man now ruled asystem asa
Juntavas boss; another said the merc hero had bagged hersdlf arich one; yet another swore the pair of
them had turned pirate and were staging raids against the Scouts.

What was missing in al three places was the back-net chat he would have found in an ingtant in the old
days. In the places he would normdly have found Scouts he found nothing but notes, signs, recordings:
on temporary assgnment, on vacation, will return, in emergency please contact—Worse, at Chantor’'s
orbiting waystation Number 9, in an otherwise dusty maildrop he' d maintained since histraining days,
was atriple-sealed note with al the earmarks of ademand for payment from avery testy correspondent.
The return address meant nothing to him but the message had chilled him to the very bone.

“Plan B isNow in Effect,” it said in neat, handwritten, Liaden characters.



No sgnature. He recognized the handwriting, familiar to him from hisformer life, when he had been Dem
Korva and this man had taken hand-notes of his orders. Ded gauss. Hefdt ardief so intense that tears
roseto hiseyes. Ded gauss was dive. Or had been. He blinked and |ooked again at the note. The date
was not as recent as Clonak’ s news.

Plan B: Korvd wasin grave danger. He drew abreath and felt Adliana tir, take note, and finaly murmur
inhisear: “Whatever has happened? Surdly the Juntavas have not caused this?’

Theintership chatter had been tense with other rumors; civil wars, Y xtrang invasions, missing spaceships,
Juntavas walking openly in midportsin daylight.

Daav had debated dedtinations. Lytaxin—world of asolid aly. Liad itself was surely to be avoided with
Pan B in effect!

He sat to board, findly, and having thought Lytaxin, hisfingers unhesitatingly tapped in another code. This
was a destination only for scouts and the adventuresome curious, there was no trade there, nor ever had
been. Wdll.

“Wdl,” Adlianaaffirmed, and he gave the shipitsoffice.

Now, with an hour yet to Jump-end, Daav hesitated before switching his call signals. No need to give
away al his secrets, even to Scouts. He set the timer and moved back to begin his exercises. Ride the
Luck would cal him beforethey arrived a Nev’' Lorn.

* % %

SHADIA REACHED TO the canister overhead, pulling the red knob that was both handle and face
mask. Obligingly the canister gave up its package, the plate descending to shoulder height. Grasping the
disk carefully she twisted the red handle. It turned properly in her hand and theinitid three minutes of air
began flowing from the mask as the Cloak began taking shape. She pushed it toward the floor, stepped
into the tube, and asit inflated by her head, she grabbed the blue handle and pulled. That closed the
Cloak over her head and with atwist of vapor from the heat sedl she was now inside the new Cloak
whilewearing theold.

Now she reached for the blade on her belt and carefully pierced the diminished Cloak, and writhing
awkwardly, stepped out of it, perhaps spicing her language a bit to help, and then abit more as the old
Cloak tangled on her ankle and | eft her Sitting in mid-air. With exasperation she used afew more choice
words, asked a couple of pungent questions of the universe at large and cut abit more with the knife. In
another moment, the old Cloak was amere wrinkle of plastic and adisk, which she handed it through the
pockets of the new Cloak with relief.

She suffed it into the waste bin, which wasfilling rapidly, and surveyed the work area, redizing as she
did that she hardly registered the more minor sounds of the space dust on the hulll.

Over inthe corner, Clonak ter’ Meulen, supervisor of Pilots, was tampering with a scout issue spacesuiit,
breaking thereby atruly impressve number of regulations. He had replaced his Cloak nearly astandard
hour before and now sat immersed in carefully deconstructing the suit, with an eye toward keeping the
electronicsintact.

More or |ess conversationdly—the atmosphere in the ship having gotten up to near 20 per cent of
norma—he bellowed insgde his Cloak.

“Shadia, | hadn’t redlized you' d spent so much time around Low Port...”



She dmost laughed and did manage to snort.
“Doubtless, | hurt your ears...”

“Wadl, at least you' ve hurt my fedings”
Shelooked a him quizzicaly.

Clonak glanced away from hiswork, moving his hand insde the Cloak to pull out abit of paper towel
and mop his brow before continuing.

“I clearly heard you ask whose, ahhh.... whose idea the Cloaks were. Very nearly they are mine!”
Shadia blinked.
“Areyou Momson, then?’

“Me, Momson? Not abit of that, at al.” Clonak continued, till busily taking the suit gpart. “Momsonis
some legendary Terran inventor, | gather. No, but the Cloaks—they’ ve only been on Scout shipsfor
about 25 years. But then, | guess you could blame Daav yos Phelium, too, for having the bad judgement
to need a Cloak when he didn’'t have one...”

“But | thought the namepl ate says that some Terran foundation gave usthe money to dart ingalation....”

“Right you are. The Richard A. Davis Portmaster Aid Foundation. But I'm afraid that’ s my fault. They
have awonderful archive—at least equa to the open Scout collections—and | was looking for quick
solutions. Headquarters was dready moving meinto this pilot support track I’ ve ended up in, you see,
and desl Cort himsdf set me on them.”

“When it turned out that we didn’t need anything al that esoteric, redly, the research librarian was
pleased to hand me over to the so-cdled Implementation Office and they had me walking around in one
of these thingsinsde aday. | brought a dozen dozen back for testing and barely ardummaafter | had
posted off my thank-you note, Headquarters sent me off on a secret mission—to pick up ashipload of
these things, complete with dispenser canigters.”

“Secret misson?’ Shadiasnorted. “ They didn’'t want other Scouts to know you were getting dl the plush
flights?’

Clonak chuckled briefly a hiswork.

“Actudly, it wasfar more sinigter than that. There saways afaction in the Council of Clansthat wantsto
shut funding for the Scouts off, or reduceit. Some of them don’t want us doing anything that might benefit
Terrans, or they want usto charge for our work, or be turned into pet courier pilotsfor the High Houses.
The ideathat we might somehow bein debt to a Terran foundation had to be kept super mum,”

Shadia heard the crinkle of the Momson Cloak about her as she shook her head Terran-style and then
flipped the hand signa roughly trandating as“ stupidly assessing the Situation, them, as dogs might.”

One-handed Clonak replied with “ Affirm that twice.”

Before Shadia could turn back to her work Clonak stretched himsdlf, permitting his legsto float higher
than his head, and held up aseries of eectronic moduleslinked by tiny flat cables. At the end of the
cableswere severd tiny power units.

“Shadia, what you see hereisthework of agenius.”



“Of course,” she said politely.

Clonak ignored her. “It’ stoo bad that | nearly destroyed it getting It out of the suit. | can see severd
more modifications I’ [| need to make, and then a box-lot of paperwork once we are joyfully returned to
Headquarters....”

Shadiasighed. “What isit?”

“A working transceiver set, of course! What else could it be? Now al we need to do is decide what we
might safely say, on what frequency, and how often, for the right people to hear and fetch us away from

thislovely idyll of shared pleasure.” He moved ashoulder and hisfeet sank deckward. “I believe we will
need your location report by the end of the shift, and since I’ m essentially done with this|’m available to
act asyour clerk.”

* * %

RIDE THE LUCK brokeinto normal space and reported that al waswell. Three breaths after, the
position report center screen was replaced by atile of larms and warnings as the meteor shields went up
anotch and the Scout’ s private hailing frequency was crowded by messages and fragments:

“...and Jumped out before | could cross-hair him; he definitely took out dea Ladd!”
“... was destroyed. Have adequate munitions to continue search pattern...”
Daav’ s hands touched the switcheswhich armed Ride the Luck, brought the scans online...

“... have returned fire and am hit. Breath’ s duty—notify my clan of our enemy—I have three hours of air,
heavy pursuit and no Jump left. Tell Grenadal forgive the counterchance debts. Notify my clan of
Badanceduethes...”

Scans showed debrisin orbits that should have been clean, and warnaways at Nev' Lorn itsalf.

Into a battle had come Ride the Luck, Tree-and-Dragon broadcasting on dl 1D ports. No way to tell
immediately how old some of the incoming messages might be—

Daav thumbed a switch. “Daav yos Phelium, Scout Reserve Captain, co-pilot of packet boat Ride the
Luck, requesting berthing information or assgnment. Repest...”

Before he was finished the second iteration he heard acry of “Korva!” over the open line, and, fainter,
“The Caylon’sship!”

The chatter built and by then Ride the Luck had catal oged a dozen objects of note, including two closing
tangentialy.

On commercid frequency—responding to the ID no doubt—came:

“Freighter Luck, you areto stand by for boarding by the Department of the Interior; you are under our
weapons! Repeat—"

On the Scout frequency: “ Luck, Courier 12 here, | have you on my scans. I'm at bresth’ sduty, pilot! |
have one savo ft before I’ m gone, Get away and tell clan Kiathe name of their enemy...”

KiawasaKorval trading partner.

Ride the Luck’ sranging computer showed the two potentia targets and attendant radio frequencies,



Daav touched the guidestick and clicked thered circle over one of them. The circle faded to yellow.
Stll nothing from Nev' Lorn base.

“Give me my commission, dammit! Areyou adeep!” Daav’ sfinger danced over the board: now he had
the ship that had broadcast the duty message identified, and the one that had ordered him to stand by for
boarding.

Again the commercid frequency—" Freighter Luck, you are under arrest by the Department of The
Interior. Y ou are to agree to boarding or we will openfire.”

Asif to punctuate their demand, the Department’ s ship fired abeam at courier 12, raking the little vessl
from slemto stern. And, findly:

“Ride the Luck, thisisNev’ Lorn headquarters, captain yos Phelium, you are on roster for berth 56A.
You areauthorized to aid and assgt in transit...”

“I have conflicting orders,” Daav spoke into the mike, both channels open.
The circle on the ranging computer showed orange now.

“This system isunder direct supervision of the Department of the Interior,” came back the message rather
quickly—they were closing fast. “Nev’ Lorn Headquarters has been dishanded and is outlawed. Y our
decison or wefire, pilot!”

Nev’'Lorn, five light seconds more distant, sent again; “ Captain you have aberth waiting...”

“Department,” Daav said quietly into the mike, “1 am taking your orders under advisement. Y ou have the
rangeonme, I’'m afraid.”

Theimage of Courier 12 seemed to blossom then, asthe pilot launched hisremaining missiles at the
oncoming Department ship. Eight or ten scattered, began maneuvering.

Thetarget circlewent dull red.
“Department, please advise best course?” Daav demanded.

That ship, busily lashing out with particle beams at the oncoming missiles, did not reply. The Satic of
those blasts would have torn the transmission out the ether in any case.

Thetarget circle grew aflashing green ring around a bright red center.

With asigh, scout captain Daav yos Phelium clutched the guide-stick and punched the fire button. And
again. And again. And again and again until Ride the Luck complained about overload and the expanding
gases were far too thin to contain survivors.

* % %

EVEN CLONAK’S GENIAL optimism wasn't sufficient to approve of the ration Situation by thetime
end of shift had come and gone six times, postponed by the smplefact that they still had been unableto
achieve complete orbita dements. Between observations and calculations they’ d managed to get the test
circuit liveto the in-system engines and they’ d determined that at least adozen thruster pairswere
operable. They might actualy be able to go somewhere—if only they knew whereto point.

Thanksto the Cloaksthe air supply was good for another 30 days. Food was another matter, since most



of it wasin storage lockers—if they Hill existed—in the sedled portion of the ship. They were stretching
theinterva between medsalittle longer each time. At full rationsthey had food for six days; at their
current rate they had fourteen.

* * %

“YOU HAPPENED BY at afortunate time, Captain,” Acting Scout Commander Sg' Radiawas saying
to him. “Not only did you rid us of the last of that infestation, but improved morale merely by appearing,
Tree-and-Dragon shouting from your name-points, hard on the heels of rumorsthat Korva is...
vanished.”

Daav gave her agrave smile. “Korva’sluck. May we al walk wary.”

She was awoman of about his own age, he estimated, though he did not know her. Obvioudy, though,
she had heard tales of Korval’ sluck, for sheinclined her head formally and murmured, “May it rest

peaceful.”
“How did this come to pass? An open attack on a scout base by Liadens?’

Scout Commander turned in her chair and pulled a stack of hard-copy messages from under ajar full of
firegems

“Someof itishere,” she said, handing him the stack. She seemed about to speak further, but the comm
buzzed then; aHeaer had been found for the Kia pilot Daav had rescued from the courier boat.

He gave his attention to the messagesin hishand. Sowly, a picture built of suspicious activity, followed
by conflicting orders and commands from Scout Headquarters and the Council of Clans, muddied by
people going missing and a strange epidemic of Scouts being requisitioned—uwith the assistance of some
faction or another within the council itsef—for the mysterious Department of the Interior. Amiditdl, a
familiar name surfaced.

The commander finished her call and Daav held out the page.

“Y ou may blame Clonak ter’ Meulen on my fortuitous arriva—he having sent for me. May | seehim? His
busnesswas urgent, | gather.”

She looked away from hisface, then handed him another, much smaller, stack of pages. He took them
and began leafing through, listening as she murmured. “ The Department of the Interior had him targeted.
He went down to meet a Scout just in from the garbage run—Shadia Ne Zame. That’ swhen the battle
began. They fired on her shipand...”

Daav looked up, face bland. Commander sig’' Radiashrugged, Terran-style.

“The Department had awarship in-system—say destroyer class. They claimed it was atraining vessdl.
They went after Ne zame' s ship, fired on her. By then, we were fighting here as well—open firefights and
hand-to-hand between us and the Department people herefor training.” She showed him empty pams.
“Ne€ zame' s ship was hit at least once, returned fire, got somelicksin. The Department’ s ship was
closng when she Jumped.”

Daav closed hiseyes.

“The only wreckage we have isfrom the destroyer,” the commander continued. “ There' s one piece that
might be from a Scout ship—hbut there was other action in that section, and we can't be certain. The
destroyer was more than split open—it was shredded—no survivors. If it hadn’t been, Nev’ Lorn would



have been in the hands of the Department of the Interior in truth, when you camein.”

Daav opened his eyes. “No word? No infrared beacons? Nothing odd on the off-channels? Clonak
is—resourceful. If they went into Little Jump...”

Her eyeslit. *Yes, we thought of that. Late, you understand, but we' ve had tasksin queue ahead. In any
case, the chief astrogator gave usthis.” She turned the monitor on her desk around to face him, touched
abutton, and a series of familiar equations built, altered by severd factors.

Daav blinked—and again, asthe numbers did out of focus. Asif from adistance, he heard hisown voice
ask, courteoudly, “ Of your kindness, may | use the keyboard? Thank you.”

Then his hands were on the keyboard. The equation on the screen—changed—in ways both subtle and
definitive. He heard hisvoice again, lecturing:

“The equations are only as good as the assumptions, of course. However, the basic math is sound. This
factor herewill have been much higher, for example, if weaponswere being fired—missilesunderway in
particular would have dtered the mass-ba ance of the system dynamically—

The equations danced in his head and on the screen, apart from, but accessible to himsdlf. Moments
later, when the acting commander played back the records she had of the encounter, Daav felt an
unworldly eation, and watched again as his hands flew aong the keypad, € ucidating a second, more
potent, equation.

That done, there was apause. He heard Adllianasigh into hisear and found that his body was his own
once more.

He looked up from the monitor to meet the scout commander’ s astonished eyes. She looked away from
him, to the construct on the screen, then back to hisface.

“Areyou,” she began. Daav raised hishand.

“Pilot Caylon finds thisavery worthy project, commander. Y ou will understand that Clonak is her
comrade, aswell.” He sighed and |ooked at the screen. The equation was—compelling, the sort of thing
apilot could make use of. He pointed.

“Y our astrogator isto be commended. Asyou see, we have severa congruencies here. Thisonein
particular, which relies on the orbits assumed by the destroyer’ s fragments, gives us a probability cloud

The hands on the keyboard were his own thistime, the schematic he built from his own store of
knowledge.

“Very nearly we have two search bands,” he murmured; “one south and one north of the ecliptic, which
of course are expanding as we speak. Clonak...Clonak isavery stubborn man.” He glanced up, meeting
the commander’ s speculative eyes.

“If thereis someone you may dispatch to the south, 1 will search north of the ecliptic.” He smiled, wryly.
“We may yet retrieve your Scouts from holiday.”

* % %

“Areyou ready, Clonak?’



“| am, Shadia”

“Y our authorizetion?
“Theshipisyours”
“Asyou say.”

They’ d managed to turn the ship and dign it. The ideawas smple. They were going to fire what
in-system engines they had to decrease the Size of their orbit and bring it closer to the more traveled ways
of the system. Thefirgt time they’ d tried, nothing happened, and Clonak had spent another two days
tracing wires as Shadiarefined the orbit-numbers.

The other necessity was manning the radio, making certain that ship kept an antenna-side to the primary.
They were on around-the-clock talk-and-listen, and would be until—

One of the more raspy bits of space debrisin sometime distracted them; it sounded amost asif it were
rolling aong the sde of the hull. There was a ping then, and ancther.

“If we'rein cloud of debris—"

“It doesn’t sound too bad,” Clonak was saying untruthfully, just asafull-sized clank rang the hull. Then
came more of the scratching sound, dmost asif the hull were being sandpapered or—

“Wadll,” Clonak said softly, and then, again. “Well.” He moved to the battery-powered monitor and
waved hishand at the other scout. “Come dong, Shadia. Let’s have alook!”

They crowded round the battery-powered monitor and Clonak once more turned it on and twisted the
wiring until aconnection was made.

The view was dtered strangely with amotley green-brown object...
Belatedly, Shadia grabbed for the gimmicked suit radio and turned it on—

“Please prepare to abandon ship. Thisis Daav yos Phelium and Ride the Luck. If Scout ter’ Meulenis
aboard, it would be kind in him to answer—ong slifemate is concerned for his hedth.”

Thehull rang, then, asif Ride the Luck had smacked them proper.

“Breath’ sduty, but you' ve the luck,” Daav yos Phdlium continued conversationdly. “The hull istwisted
into the engine back here... If | do not receive within the next two Standard Minutes an answer of some
sort from the resident pilots, | shall have no choice but to force the hatch. Mark. Don't disappoint me, |
beg. Y ou can have no idea of how often I’ ve dreamed of forcing open the hatch of a—"

Here, the pilot’'s mannerly voice was drowned out by Clonak hammering the hull with one of his
discarded pieces of piping.

It was Shadiawho thumbed the microphone on the makeshift radio and spoke: “We re here, Filot.
Thank you.”
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TheWine of Memory

“WELL, HERE'S AN improvement,” the magician said to his gpprentice, watching her walk the red
wooden counter across the backs of her fingers. The counter reversed itself, returned along the thin,
ringlessfingersto the end of the hand, over the sde, to be deftly caught by that same hand before it had
fdlenaninch.

Moonhawk looked up with agrin, as proud of mastering this minor bit of hand-skill as she had ever been
of learning any of the true-spellstaught in Temple. It had taken days of dmost constant practice to teach
her muscles the rhythm required to move the counter smoothly across her own skin. It was the sort of
thing one might do while walking, which was Lute s stated reason for teaching her thiskill first. They had
been walking for two days.

“I do believe you are ready to learn something alittle more difficult,” the magician said now, and looked
around him.

The road was empty. The road—the track, realy, Moonhawk thought—had been empty for two days.
Of dl the people on Sintia, only Lute and Moonhawk found the village of Karn adestination of interest.

“Theseasonisearly,” Lute murmured, seeming, as he so often did, to be reading her very thoughts.
“When summer is high, thisroad will be crowded with folk who have businessin Karn.”

“It will?" Moonhawk frowned after her Temple lessons, recaling the long tales of provinces and products
she and the rest of the Maidens had been obliged to memorize. Karn had certainly not been on any of
thoseligs.

She sighed and looked up. L ute was watching her with that particular expression that meant he was
receiving the Goddess' s own pleasure from her ignorance, which he would not, of course, enlighten until
she asked him.

“Vey wedl,” shesaid crosdy. “Whatever comes out of Karn, Master L ute, that the world should walk
for daysto haveit?’

“Wine, of course,” he answered, setting his bag down in the road with aflourish. “ The best winein al the
world that is allowed to those not in Temple.”

She blinked. “Wine? But wine comes from Mandnd and Barbary...”

“From Astong and Veyru,” Lutefinished. “Fine vineyards, every one. But the Temples are thirsty. Or
greedy. Or both. No drop of wine from those four provinces escapes to acommon glass. That wine
comesfrom Karn.”



Almost she frowned again, for it was not his place to pass judgement on the Temples—and by extension
the witcheswho served the Goddess there. But she remembered another lesson from her daysasa
Maidenin Temple. Thewine cellars at Dyan Temple were large and an accurate inventory of vintage and
barrel very closeto the heart of Merlot, the Temple steward. Inventory was considered the sort of
practical, useful work most needed by Maidens who were, perhaps, just abit prideful of their magics.
There had been one season when Moonhawk had spent agood ded of timein thewine cdlars, inventory
list to hand.

“Attend me now,” Lute said, tossing his cloak behind his shoulders.
Moonhawk moved afew steps closer, her irritation forgotten.

“Perhaps you think you have mastered the counter, but the counter may yet be the wiser, en?” He smiled,
but Moonhawk didn't see. All her attention—and al her witch sense—was focused on hislong, clever
hands.

“Now we enter the realm of magic, indeed. | am about to reved to you the method for making a counter
disappear.” He extended his empty right hand, frowned and flexed the fingers.

“Hirgt, naturaly enough, one must make a counter appear.” And there, held lightly between hisfirst and
second fingers was a bright green counter. How it had come there, Lute and his skill knew. Certainly,
Moonhawk did not, having neither seen the movement that would have retrieved a cleverly hidden
counter nor felt the surge of power that would have been necessary to create a counter. Or theillusion of
one.

Lute extended his hand. “Please verify that thisisindeed acommon wooden counter, such as might be
found in any gaming house on Sintia”

Shetook the disk, felt the smoothness of the paint, the rough edge of wood where the caress of many
fingers had worn the paint away. Noilluson, this. She handed it back.

“I find it acommon wooden counter,” she said, for she must aso practice the e oquence of his speech,
which served, 0 he said, to divert the atention of an audience and give amagician valuable secondsin
which to work. “ Such as might be found in any gaming house on the planet.”

“Excdlent,” he said, recaiving the token on his calused pam.

“A common counter.” Hetossed it lightly into the air, caught it on the back of hishand and walked it
negligently acrosshisfingers.

“Behaving commonly.” Heflipped his hand, caught the counter between thumb and forefinger and held it
high.
“Now, behold its uncommon attribute.”

Moonhawk gtifled acurse: There was nothing between the magician’ s thumb and forefinger but sunshine
and cool spring air.

Lute lowered his hand and smiled. “ Another |esson that may be practiced as one walks. Though we
haven't far to walk now. Tonight, we shdll eat one of Veverain's splendid dinners, sample somewhat of
last year’ s vintage and deep wrapped in soft, sweet-smelling blankets.”

Moonhawk stared from him to the red wooden counter in her hand.



“I’'mto practice? Pray what am | to practice, Master Lute? | saw neither pass nor Witch power.”

Lute smiled. “Y ou saw that it was possible.” He bent and retrieved hisbag. “Come. Veverain's
hospitdity tugs my heart onward.”

* % %

THE TRACK CURVED ’'round agrove of dyantrees, and therewas Karn, tidily laid out dong two main
streets and amarketplace. To the east of the village lay the fields; to the west, the winter livestock pens.
Behind the village rose a hill, showing terrace upon terrace of leafless brown vines.

There were folk about on the streets, and Lute' s stride lengthened. Moonhawk stretched her own long
legsto keep the pace, the red counter forgotten for the moment in the pocket of her cloak.

“Ho, Magter Lute!” A stocky man in aleather gpron raised ahand. “ Spring ishere at last!”

“And not amoment too soon,” Lute agreed with asmile, crossing the street to where the man stood in
the tavern’s doorway, Moonhawk a step behind him. “How came the village through the winter?’

The man looked sober. “We lost afew to the cold—oldsters or infants, al. The rest of us came through
well enough. Except for—" The man’ s face changed, and M oonhawk caught the edge of his distress
agang her Witch sense,

“You're bound for Veverain's?’ he asked, distress sharpening.

“Of course | am bound for Veverain'sl Am | afool, to pass by the best food, the snuggest bed and the
most gracious hostessin the village?”

“Not afool,” the man returned quietly, “only short of news.”

Lute went entirely <till. Moonhawk, danting aglance at hisface, saw his mouth tighten, black eyes
abruptly intense.

“Our Lady of the Snows hastaken Veverain?’ he asked, matching the other’ s quiet tone.

The man moved his hand—describing hel plessness. “Not—That isto say—Veverain. Ah, Goddess take
me for amuddlemouth!” He lifted ahand and ran hisfingersthrough histhinning hair.

“It was Rowan went out to feed the stock one morning in the thick of winter, and when he didn’'t come
back for the noon med, Veverain went out to find him.” He paused to draw a deep, noisy breath. “He'd
never gotten to the pens. A tree limb—heavy, you understand, with the ice—had come down and
crushed him dead.”

Lute closed his eyes. Moonhawk raised her hand and traced the sign of Passing inthe air.
“May he be warm, in the Garden of the Goddess.”

The tavern-keeper looked at her, startled. Lute opened his eyes, hands describing one of his elegant
gestures, calling attention to her asif she were arare gemstone.

“Behold, one' s gpprenticel” he said, but Moonhawk thought his voi ce sounded strained. “ Moonhawk,
hereisthe excdlent Oreli, proprietor of the justly renowned tavern, Vain Disguise.”

Oreli graightened from hislean to make a somewhat inexpert bow. When he straightened, his eyeswere
rounder than ever.



13 Lay.”
Moonhawk inclined her head. “Keeper Ordli. Blessings upon you.”
He swallowed, but before he could make answer, L ute was speaking again.

“When did thistragedy occur, Friend Oreli? Y ou give meto believe the houseis closed. IsVeverain yet
inmourning?’

“Mourning,” the other man repeated and half-laughed, though the sound was as sad as any Moonhawk
had ever heard. “Y ou might say mourning.” He sighed, spreading his hands, palm up, for them both to
see.

“Rowan died just past of mid-winter. Veverain ... Veverain shut the house up, excepting only the room
they had shared. She turned us away, those of uswho were her friends, or Rowan’ s—turned us away,
shunned our company and our aid. And she just Stsin that house by hersdf, Master Lute. Sitsthere
adoneinthe dark. Her aster’ s man tends the animals; her niecetilled the kitchen garden and put in the
early vegetables. They say they never see her; that she will not even open the door to kin—and you
know, you know, Master Lutel—that Rowan would never have wanted such athing!”

“A convivid man, Rowan,” Lute murmured. “He and Veverain were wdl-matched in that.”

“Isshedill dive?” Moonhawk asked, somewhat impatiently. “Her kin say that they never see her, that
shewill not open the door. How are they certain that she has not been Cadlled, or that she has not taken
someinjury?’

“We see the hearth smoke,” Ordi said. “We—the care basket iseft full by the door in the morning.
Some mornings, the basket and the food is il there. Often enough, the basket isempty. Sheisdive, that
we do know. Alive, but dead to life.”

Moonhawk frowned. “ She has been taking care baskets since Solstice?’

Oreli raised ahand. “A long time, | know. The baskets usudly are not sent so long. Forgive me, Lady,
but you are astranger here; you do not know how it was ... how Veverain cared for usal. When our
daughter wasill, we had some of Veverain's baskets—hot soup, fresh bread, tiny whedls of her special
cheese—you remember Veverain's cheeses, eh, Master Lute?’

“With fondness and anticipation,” Lute replied, somewhat absently. He glanced at the sky. “ The day
growsold,” he murmured.

Abruptly, he bowed to the tavern-keeper, cloak swirling.

“Friend Ordli, keep you well. | hopeto visit your fine establishment once or twice during our stay.
Immediatdy, however, the duty of friendship calls. | to Veverain, to offer what aid | might.”

“You must try, of course,” Ordi said. “When she turnsyou away, remember that the Disguise servesa
hearty supper. And that Mother Duneper will gladly house you and your apprentice.”

Luteinclined hishead. “1 will remember. But, first, let usbe certain that Veveran will refuseus” He
turned, cloak billowing, and strode off down the street down the street at such a pace that Moonhawk
had to run afew stepsto catch him.

* % %



VEVERAIN’'SHOUSE was a the bottom of the village; along, sprawling place, enclosed by a neat
fence, shaded in summer by two well-grown dyantrees. Thetrees, like their kin a the bend in the track,
showed a pae green fuzzing along their limbs; at the roots of each was a scattering of bark and dead
branches—winter’ stoll. When the dyantrees cameto leaf, then it would be spring, indeed.

L ute pushed open the whitewashed gate and went up the graveled pathway, Moonhawk on his hedls.
The yard they passed through seemed neglected, ragged; asif those who had care of it had not come
forth with rakes and barrows to clear away the wrack of winter and make the land ready for spring.

There were some indications that neglect was not the yard’ s usua state; Moonhawk spied mounds which
surely must be flower-beds under drifts of dead |eaves, more leaves haf-concedling a bird-pool, rocks
set here and there with what might prove to be art, once the debris was cleared away.

Gravel crunching under his boots, L ute strode on, to Moonhawk’ s eye unobservant. Hewas dso silent,
which rare gate spoke to her more e oquently of hisworry than any grandiose phrase.

The path curved’round the side of the house, and here were the neat rows of the kitchen garden put in
by the niece, ablanket over the more tender seedlings, to shield them from the cold of the coming night.

A few steps more, and the path ended at a single granite step up to aroofed wooden porch. A
black-and-white cat sat tidily on the porch, companioning abasket covered with a blue checked cloth.
L ute paused on tine step, bent and offered hisfinger to the cat in greeting.

“Tween, old friend. | hopel find you well?’

The cat gracioudy touched his nose to the offered fingertip, then rose, stretched with languid
thoroughness, and yawned.

“Tween?” Moonhawk asked quietly. Often, over the months of their travel together, she had deplored
the magician’ s overfondnessfor words; yet, confronted now with a Lute who walked slent, she
perversely wished to have her light-tongued comrade of the road returned.

Lute glanced at her, black eyes hooded. “1t was Rowan' s joke, see you. The cat isneither al black,
which would easly alow of it being named Newmoon; nor al white, which leads one rather inescapably
to Snowfall. Indeed, as Rowan would have it, the cat lands precisaly between two appropriate and
time-honored cat names—an act of deliberate willfulness, so Rowan swore—and thus became Tween.”
Helooked down at the cat, who was stropping against the care basket.

“Rowan loved ajoke—the more complex the jest, the louder he laughed.”

He shook himsdlf, then, and mounted the porch, stooping to pick up the basket. The cat followed him to
the door, tail high. Lute put hishand on the latch, pushed...

“Locked.”
“Surely you expected that,” Moonhawk murmured and L ute Sighed.

“A man may hear ill news and yet still hopethat it isuntrue. Optimistic cregtures, men. | did not hopeto
find Rowan dive, but ...” He let the rest drift off, raised his hard and brought sharp knuckles againgt the
wood, then drifted back a step, head tipped inquisitively to one side. The cat settled beside him and
began to groom.

At respectful intervals, Lute leaned forward to knock twice, then three times. The door remained closed.



“Well, then.” He set the care basket down, dipped his bag from its carry-strap and shook it. Three
spindly legs appeared, holding the bag at a convenient height. Moonhawk watched closely while he
opened the clasp and put hishand inside: Lute' s magic bag held such a diverse and numerous collection
of objectsthat she had lately formed the theory that it was not one bag, but three, attached in some
rotating, hand-magical manner undetectable to her Witch senses.

“What are you going to do?’ she asked. “Bresk the lock?’

Helooked at her. “Break the lock on the house of one of my oldest friends? Am | abarbarian, Lady
Moonhawk? If things were otherwise, it might have been necessary to resort to lockpicks, but | assure
you that my skill is such that the lock would have suffered noiill.”

She blinked. “L ockpicks? Another hand-magic?’

“A very powerful magic,” Lute said solemnly, and withdrew his hard from the bag, briefly displaying a
confusing array of oddly contorted wires. “ By means of these objects, amagician may learn the shape
and secret of astrange lock and impe it to open.”

“It sounds like thieves magic to me, Master Lute.”

“Pah! Asif athief could be so skilled! But no matter, we need not resort to lockpicksfor this” He
replaced the muddle of wiresin his bag.

“No?" said Moonhawk, eyebrows rising. “How then will you open the door? Sing?’

“Sing? Perhapsthey sing locks at Temple. | have asuperior method.” He snapped his bag shut and hung
it back on the strap.

“Whichis?’
“A key.” Hedisplayed it; arough iron thing haf the length of his hand.
“A key,” sherepeated. “And how came you by that?”’

“Veverain gaveit me. And Rowan gave meleaveto useit, if by chance | should arrive during daylight
and find the door locked.” He gestured, showing her the lowering sun. “Itis, | see, till daylight. | find the
door—alasl—islocked. Bring the basket.”

He stepped up to the door, key at ready. Moonhawk bent and picked up the care basket, settling it over
her arm. A sharp snap sounded, L ute pushed the door open and stepped into the house beyond, the cat
walking a hisknee.

With a deep sense of foreboding, Moonhawk followed.

“VEVERAIN?' LUTE SVOICE lacked itsusud ringing vitdity, asif the room’s dimness was heavy
enough to muffle sound. “Veveran, it' sLute!”

Moonhawk stood by the door, letting her eyes adjust; dowly, she picked out atable, benches, the
hulking mass of a cold cookstove.

“Let usshed somelight on the Situation,” Lute said. A blot of darknessin the kitchen’ stwilight, he moved
surely across the room. There was aclatter as he did back the lock bars and threw the shutterswide,
admitting the day’ slast glimmer of sun.



Details sprang into being. Dusty pots hung negtly above the cold stove; spice bundles dangled from the
low eaves; pottery was stacked, orderly and cobwebbed, on whitewashed shelves. The table was
dyanwood, scrubbed white; the work surfaces were tiled, the glaze dull with dust.

“Well.” Face grim, Lute shed cloak and bag, and dropped them on the table. Crossing the room, he
pulled alamp from its shelf and carried it and a pottery jug to awork table,

Moonhawk walked dowly forward. Despite the light from the windows, the room seemed—foggy. It
was also cold—hone-chilling, heart-stopping cold. She wondered that L ute had put aside his cloak.

She set the care basket on the table and pulled her own cloak tighter about her. Lute had filled the lamp
and was trimming the wick with hisslver knife. Moonhawk shivered, and recalled the neat stack of
wood on the porch, hard by the door.

“I'll sart the stove,” she said to Lute' s back. He looked ' round abstractedly.
“Yes. Thank you.”
“No,” said another voice, from the back of the room. “I will thank you both to leave.”

Moonhawk spun. Lute camly finished with thewick and lit it with asnap of hisfingers, before he, too,
turned to face his hostess,

“Veveran, havel changed so much inoneyear’ stravel? It' sLute.”

“Perhaps you have not changed,” the woman in the faded houserobe said, with alack of emotion that
raised the fine hairs along the back of Moonhawk’ s neck, “but al else has. Rowan is dead.”

“Yes. | met Ordi inthe High Street.” Lute went forward, hands outstretched. “1 loved him, too,
Veveran.”

She stared a him, stonily, and neither moved to meet him, nor lifted her handsto receive his. Lute
stopped, hands dowly dropping to his Sides.

“Leaveme,” thewoman said again, and it seemed to Moonhawk that her voice carried an edge thistime,
asif her stoniness covered an emotion too wild to be confined for long.

Perhaps L ute heard it, too, or perhaps his skill brought him more subtle information. In any wise, hedid
not leave, but stood, hands spread wide, and voice aggrieved.

“Leave? Without even acup of teato warm me? Y ou yourself said that | should never want for at least
that of you. The thought of taking acup of teaa your table has been dl that has made the last day’s
walking bearablel”

“Have you not understood?’ And the untamed grief was plain to the ear, now. “| say to you that Rowan
isdead!”

“Rowanisdead,” Lute repeated gently. “Heisbeyond the comforts of teaand the love of friends. We,
however—" He gestured ' round the room, asmple encircling, devoid of stage flourish, and Moonhawk
was absurdly relieved to find hersdf included—" are not.”

There was along moment of silence.

“Tea,” Veverain said, and her voice was stone once more. “Very well.”



“I'll start the stove,” Moonhawk said for the second time, and went out to fetch an armload of wood.

When she came back to the kitchen, some minutes later, Veverain wasin Lute' sarms, sobbing
desperatdy againgt hischest.

* % %

MOONHAWK IT WASwho madeteain Veveran'skitchen that evening, and served it, slently, to the
two who faced each other across the table. She carried her own mug to awall-bench and sat, quietly
watching and ligening.

“I cannot,” the woman was saying to Lute, “I must not forget. —Rowan—we swore that neither would
ever forget the other, no matter what €l se the future might destroy.”

“Yes” Lute murmured, “but surely Rowan would not have wanted this—that you lock yoursdf away
from kin, take from your neighbors’ kitchens and give nothing—not even thanksl—in return. Rowan was
never so mean.”

“Hewasnot,” Veverain agreed, her fingerstwisting ' round themselves. * Rowan was generous.”

“Asyou are. Come, Veverain, you must stop this. Open your house again to your well-wishers. Tend the
garden your niece has started for you, clear the flowerbeds and rake the gravel. Soon enough, the vines
will need you, too. It will not be the same asif Rowan worked at your sde, but—I promisel—these
familiar thingswill soothe you. Intime, you will—"

“Intimel will forget!” Veverain interrupted violently. “No! | will not forget! Every day, | read his
journds. Every day, | Stin hisplacein our room and | recall our days together. Everything, everything... |
must not forget a syllable, the timbre of hisvoice, the lines of hisface—"

“Veverain!” Lute reached for her hands, but they fluttered away from capture.

“Y ou do not understand!” Her voice was shrill with agony. “Before you first cameto ustherewasin this
village awoman called Redfern, her man—Vdix—and their babe. That summer, therewasanillnessin
the village—many died, among them Redfern’s man and babe, she grieved and would speak to no one,
though she accomplished dl her usual business. Inthefdl, she shut up her house and went to her sster in
another village. Two yearslater, she returned to us, with anew babe and a man she had taken in her
sger’svillage” Veverain'sfluttering hands lighted on the cooling mug. Automatically, sheraised it to her
lipsand drank.

“| saw Redfern in the street,” she continued, somewhat less shrill. “We spoke of her babe, and of how
things had changed in the village in the years she had been gone from us. | mentioned Veix, and
she—she stared at me, asif | gpoke of astranger. She had forgotten him, Master Lute! It chilled meto
the heart, and | vowed | would never so dishonor my love.”

“Veverain, thisis not the way to honor Rowan.” Moonhawk had never heard the magician’ svoice so
tender.

Veverain turned her face away. “ Y ou have had your tea,” she said, hardly. “ There are housesin the high
villagewho will be happy to guest you.”

Moonhawk saw Lute s shoulderstense, asif he had taken ablow. He sat silent for along moment, until
the woman across from him noticed either the absence of hisvoice or the presence of himself, and
reluctantly turned her face againto his.



“ Lute—”

Heraised ahand, interrupting her. “How,” he said and there was an e ectric undercurrent in his voice that
Moonhawk did not entirely like. “How if you were shown away to return to life at the sametimeyou
honor your vow to remember?’

There was hesitation, and Moonhawk saw, for just aingtant, the woman Veverain had been—vibrant,
strong and constant—through the diminished, grief-wracked creature who sat across from Lute.

“Can you work such amagic?’ she asked.

“Perhaps one of uscan,” Lute replied and stood. “ Excuse me amoment, Housemother. | must consult
with my apprentice.”

* % %

“FORGET?’ LUTE REPEATED. “Buit it isthe possihility of forgetting that isterrifying her out of all
sensel”

“Nonetheless” Moonhawk said, with rather more patience than shefdt, “ Forgetfulnessisadl | haveto
offer. | know of no spell or blessing that will insure memory. | only know how to remove such pain as
this, which is become a threat to a good and decent woman'slife, she suffers much, and | may ease
her—will ease her, if shewishesit. But | think she will choose instead to honor her vow.” She hesitated,
caught by arare feding of inadequacy. “1 am sorry, Master Lute.”

“Sorry mends no breakage,” L ute snapped. Moonhawk felt a sharp retort rise to her tongue and
managed, just, to keep it behind her teeth. After al, she reminded hersdlf, Lute, too, had taken
losses—not only Rowan, but Veverain, was gone beyond him.

“Y our pardon, Lady Moonhawk,” his voice was forma, without the edge of irony that often
accompanied hisuse of her title. “That wasill-said of me. | find the Goddess entirely too greedy, that she
must aways cal the best so soon. How aretherest of usto find the way to grace, when our Rowans are
snatched away before their teaching isdone?’ He sighed. “But that is matter between myself and the
Goddess, not between you and 1.”

Moonhawk inclined her head, accepting hisapology. “Itis...” she sand formaly, and bit down on the last
word before it escaped, silently cursing hersdlf for fool.

“Forgotten,” Lutefinished the phrase, tiredly, and looked past her, up into the starry sky. “ There must be
something,” he murmured, and then said nothing more for several minutes, his eyes on the clear glitter of
gars, for dl theworld asif he had entered trance.

Finaly, he shook himsdlf, much as aWitch might do when leaving trance, to re-acquaint hersdf with the
physica body. He brought his eyes down to her face.

“I must try,” he said, soberly. “ Rowan would want meto try.” He extended a hand and touched her
lightly on the deeve. “Y ou are aWitch and have the ear of the Goddess. Now would be agood timeto

pray.”

* % %

VEVERAIN SAT AT the table where they had |eft her, hands tucked around the empty tea cup,
shoulders dumped. Her eyeswere closed, her cheeks shining with tearsin the lamplight.



Seeing her thus, Lute paused, and Moonhawk saw him bring his hands up and move themin one of his
more grandiose gestures, plucking abright silk scarf from empty air. Another pass and the scarf was
gone. Lute took a bregth.

“Thereis something that may be attempted,” he announced, and it was the Master Magician' sfull
performance voice now. “If you are willing to turn your hand to magic.”

Veverain opened her eyes, looking up a him. “Magic?’

“A very old and fragile magic,” Lute assured her solemnly. “ It was taught me by my master, who had it
from his, who had it from his, who had it from the Mother of Huntress City Temple hersalf. From Whose
Hand the lady received the pell, we need not ask. But!” He raised his hand, commanding attention. “ For
thismagic, asfor any great magic, thereisaprice. Areyou willing to pay?’

Veverain gared into hisface. “1 am,” she said, shockingly quiet.

“Thenletit begin!” Lute s hands carved the air in the same e oquent gesture that had lately summoned the
scarf. Stepping forward, he placed an object on the table: asmall, extremely supple leather pouch.
Moonhawk had seen thousandslikeit in her life—a common spell-bag, made to be suspended from the
neck by aribbon, or aleather cord.

“Into thisbag,” heintoned, “will be placed five items evocative of Rowan. No lessthan five, no more
than five.” He stepped back and looked sternly into Veverain' sface. “Y ou will choosethefive”

“Five?’ she protested. “Rowan was multitudes! Five—"
“Five, anumber beloved of the Goddess. No more, no less.” Lute was implacable. “Choose.”

Veverain pushed hersdlf to her feet, her eyeswide. “How long?’ she whispered. “How long do | haveto
choose?’

“Five minutes to choose five items. Listen to your heart and your choices will betrue.”

For amoment, Moonhawk thought the other woman would refuse, would crumple back onto the bench,
hide her face in her hands and wail. But Veverain had been woven of tougher cord than that. She swayed
amoment, but made a good recover, chin up and showing aflash, perhaps, of the woman she had been.

“Very wdl,” shesadto Lute. “Await me here.” She swept from the room asif her faded houserobe
were grand with embroidery and the stone floor not thick with dust.

When she was gone, L ute looked up at the beam with its dangling bunches of herbs, reached up and
snapped off asingle sprig. It was no sooner in hishand than it vanished, where, Moonhawk could not
hazard a guess.

That done, he went over to the table, pulled out the bench and sat, his handsflat on the table, apparently
content to await Veverain' sreturnin silence.

Moonhawk drifted over to the wall bench and settled in to watch.

* % %

“HERE,” VEVERAIN SAID, and placed them, one by one, on the table before her: acurl of
russet-colored hair, a scrap of paper, agray and green stone, atwig.

“Thatisfour,” Lute said, chidingly.



“I have not done,” she answered and raised her hands to her neck, drawing arawhide cord up over her
head. Something silver flashed in the lamplight; flashed again as she had it off the cord and placed by the
others.

“Hispromise-ring,” she said quietly. “And that isfive, Magter Lute”

“Andthat isfive,” he agreed, hands till pam-flat againgt the table-top, in an attitude both quiescent and
entirdly un-L ute-like.

“What will you do now?’ Veveraininquired. Lute raised his eyebrows.

“You misunderstand; itisnot | who will do, but you. If you expect that you will sit there and be donetto,
pray disabuse yoursdlf of the notion.”

“But,” she stared at him, distress growing, “I am no Witch. | have no schooling, no talent. How am | to
build aspell?” Moonhawk could only applaud the housemother’ s good sense. By her own certain
reckoning, it required some number of yearsto become proficient in spell-craft.

Lute, however, was unworried on this point.

“Have not said that | have the way of it from my master and all the way back to shewho first received
the gift of the Goddess? | am hereto guide you. But it is you who must actualy perform the task, or the
gpdl will have no power.”

“I will—put these thingsin that bag?’ Veverain asked. “That isdl?

“Not quitedl. Each item must receiveits charge. The best techniqueisto pick up asingleitem, holditin
your hand and recal—in words or in thought—the connection between Rowan and the object. In this
manner, the spell will build, piece by piece, each piece interlocked with and informed by the others.”

Which was as apt adescription of spell structure as she had ever heard, thought Moonhawk. But
Veverain had no glimmer of Witch-sense about her and the tiny flickerings of talent she sometimes caught
from Lute were not nearly sufficient to build and bind the spell he described.

Evenif such aspell were possble.

At thetable, Veverain glanced down among her choices, and put forth ahand. Moonhawk leaned
forward, witch-sense questing, shivering as she encountered the raging gray torrent of Veverain'sgrief.

Veverain' s hand descended, taking up the bright lock of hair.

“ThisisRowan'shair,” she sad tentatively, and Moonhawk felt—something—stir against her
witch-sense. “When we had kept household less than ayear, he was chosen by the Master of the Vineto
work aseason a Veyru, in exchange of which we received avineman of Veyru. The Magter of the Vine
came with a deegation and petitioned my permission for Rowan—asif | would have denied him such an
opportunity! We had been together so short atime, and Veyru isno small journey—I joked that | would
not recognize him when he returned. In answer, he cut off this curl and told methat | should always know
him, by theflamethat lived in hishair.”

Carefully, she put thelock into the smdl leather bag. Lute said nothing, Sitting till as a statue of himsdif.
Veverain chose the gray and green rock.

“When Rowan left home for that season in Veyru he bore with him this stone from our land, so that,



wherever he was, he would aways be home.”

The stonejoined the lock of hair in the bag and there was definitely something a-building now.
Moonhawk could see two thick lines of flame, intersecting a aright angle, hanging just above Veverain's
head. She held her breath, staring, and Veverain picked up the scrap of paper.

“Thewinter after Rowan returned from Veyru was a bitter one. We spent the days in the window, a
book between us, while| taught him his|etters. He learned to read—and writel—quickly, nor, once he
had the skills, did herest. He read every book in the village, and came back from the vineyards one
evening to tell me that he had determined to write abook on the lore of the vine, so that the young
vinemen would have a constant teacher and the old a check to their memories. He wrote that book, and
others, and kept hisjournals. More, he passed his skillsto other men of the village, who have taught their
sons, so Karn need not forget the cure for avine blight encountered in my mother’ stime.” She hesitated,
fingers caressing the scrap.

“This paper bears his sgnature—the very first time he sgned hisname.”

Lingeringly, the scrap of paper went into the bag and Moonhawk very nearly gasped. Thethird interlock
was abar of flame asthick as her arm, burning a pure, luminous white.

Carefully, Veverain picked up the scrap of wood.
“Thisisapiece from our vines on the hill. Rowan loved the vines, the grapes, thewine.”

A fourth bar of firejoined the first three, blazing. Stretching her Witch-sense, Moonhawk found the other
woman' sgrief sgnificantly calmer, lessgray, melting, like heavy fog, in the brightness of the spell she
built.

For the last time, Veverain reached to the table, and picked up the scarred silver band.

“ThisisRowan’s promise-ring,” she said, so quietly Moonhawk had to strain to hear. “He woreit every
day for twenty-five years. If anything on this earth will remember Rowan, thiswill.”

Thefifth bar of fire was so bright, Moonhawk’ s Witch-sense shied fromit, dazzled. So, the thing was
built, and a powerful spell it was, too. But it wanted binding and it wanted binding now, before the heat
of it caught the timbers of the house.

At thetable, Lute moved. Hisright hand rose, the fingersflickered, and there between finger and thumb
was the twig he had broken from the herb bundle.

“Rosemary, Queen of Memory,” he intoned, solemn asa prayer, “keep Rowan close” He placed the
gprig in the bag. Reaching out, he took up the rawhide cord on which Veverain had worn Rowan’ sring,
and began to tie the spell-bag shut.

“Inlove, memory; inlife, love.” His hands moved more complexly now, creating two eaborate knots,
and hdf of athird. Sternly, he looked at the woman across from him.

“Oncethisbag is sealed with the third knot, the spell is made. Once made, it cannot be unmade.” He
extended the bag, the find knot incomplete, the spell burning, dangeroudy bright, above the woman's
head.

Veverain took the cord in her two hands, and with infinite care made the final knot complete.

“Sedled with my heart, that | never forget,” she said, and pulled the cord tight.



Above her head, invisbleto al but the staring Witch, the flaming barswheded, blurred and vanished,
leaving behind, for those who could hear such things, the definitive snap of aspdl sturdy-built and bound.

“Stand,” Lute said, doing so himsdlf. Veverain rose and he set the bag on its rawhide cord about her
neck. “Wesr it. And never forget.”

From the floor, aflash of white-and-black ascended, landing light-footed on the table. Tween the cat
bumped againgt the housemother’ sarm, tail held joyoudy aoft. Veverain amiled.

* % %

“HAVE YOU MASTERED the counter yet?’ the magician asked his apprentice asthey waked toward
the high village in the morning. Behind them, their hostess was ready engaged with broom and dust rag,
the windows flung open to receive the day.

“You know | haven't!” his apprentice retorted, hotly. “If you must know, Master Lute, | don’t think you
ever made that counter disappear in thefirst place—you merely entranced meinto believing you had
done s0!”

“Ah, very good!” Lute said unexpectedly. “Y ou have learned a basic truth of our trade: People make
their own magic.”

Moonhawk fatered, thinking of what had gone forth last night. “Master Lute, the spell you made last
night for Veveran...”

“Anillugtrative case,” he said, refusing to meet her eyes.

“No,” shesad, and put ahand on hisarm, stopping him. Determined, she waited until he met her eyes,
though she did not compel him do so—indeed, she was not certain that she could compel him to do so,
Witch though she was.

The black eyes were on hers.

“I wanted you to know—the spell you made for Veverain was true. | saw it building; | saw itsbinding.”
Shetook abresth. “It waswell done, Master Lute.”

“S0.” He dghed, then shrugged. “But that does not change the origina premise—people do maketheir
own magic, just as many see only what they wish to see. Now, about the disappearing counter....” He
flipped his cloak behind his shoulders and showed her his hands.

“If you wish to make counters appear and disappear, you would do well to supply yourself with severa
of the same color and hide them about your person. I, for instance, keep severa green counters behind
my belt—" A flourish, in the grand style, and there they were—four green counters held between the
fingersof hisleft hand.

“Your belt!” protested Moonhawk. “Y ou never—"

“| ds0,” Luteinterrupted, implacable, “keep severa behind my collar.” Another grand flourish and there
were four more—yellow thistime—between the fingers of hisright hand.

“Mager Lute—"

“And when you are done with them, why, it' sasmple thing to put them away.” A shake of both hands
and the counters were gone.



Moonhawk drew a deep breath.

“Of course,” said Lute, “it is often wise to keep a counter or two e sewhere than upon one's person.
Likethe onel store behind your ear.”

“Behind my ear!” she cried, but there was Lute’ s hand, brushing past her cheek, and then regppearing,
triumphantly displaying ared counter.

Moonhawk sighed.
“Madter Lute?’

“Yes, Lady Moonhawk?’

“Y ou're adreadful master.”

“Andyou,” Lute sad, turning toward the village, “are an impertinent gpprentice. It isagood thing, don't
you think, that we are so very well matched?’

Certain Symmetry

THE MORNING OF the sixth and fina day of Little Festiva dawned in pastel perfection, promising
another pellucid day of pleasure for festival-goers.

Pat Rin yos Phelium, Clan Korval, afathful five-day attendee, had failed through press of pleasureto
greet the dawn from the near Sde—and likewise failed of observing it from the far Sde, as he was most
soundly adleep, and remained so for some hours beyond.

When he did rise and betake himsdf to his study, he found the day’ sletters and packets piled negtly to
hand, the screen displaying his preferred news service, and a pot of tea gently steaming next to a
porcelain cup.

Pat Rin poured for himsdlf and settled into his chair, rapidly scanning the news summary.

Theresaults of yesterday’ s Skimmer races at Little Festiva were, inevitably, top news. It could not be
otherwise, with both the thodelm of yos Gaan and the nadedlm of Korva entire in participation.

Pet Rin sighed, gently, and sipped histea. One’ s mother was annoyed, however courteously she had
accepted on€ s cousin’ singruction in the matter. He sipped again, savoring the blend, and allowed his
gaze to wander from the screen for amoment.

On€' s cousin had proven ... unanticipated. One encountered an edge—and a precision of cut—which
had not been noted before cousin Va Con’ s departure for the Scouts. 1t might be that scout training had
produced this surprising ateration in the unassuming—even shy—hadfling Pat Rin recdled. Or, asone's
mother contended, it might smply bethat Va Con was coming into his own, that geneswould tell, and
by the godsit had seemed for along and telling moment asiif her brother Daav himsdlf had stood before
her.

Will.

Pet Rin had some more tea, and set the cup aside. He would need to acquaint himself with this new
iteration of Va Con. No doubt this skimmer race victory would bring to him any number of gentle
inquiriesastothe ... availability ... of the nadelm. He made a note to spesk—unofficidly, of coursel—to
cousin Novaregarding Va Con’s current standing with regard to the marriage mart. In the meanwhile, his



own bus ness beckoned.

He brought his attention once more to the news screen, noted that severa of his more minor investments
were performing with gratifying efficiency; read with bored interest the listing of contract-marriages
negotiated and consummated; learned of abrawl in mid-Port between the crews of a Terran freighter and
aLiaden tug; scanned the list of performances, contests and displays scheduled for this, the last day of
Fegtival, and—blinked.

Fal Den ter’ Antod Clan Imta had died.

Pet Rin called for more information and quickly learned that Fal Den’ skin had published asuicideto the
council of clansand had declined, aswastheir right, to provide particulars. Business partners and alies of
Clan Imta were advised that the Clan wasin full mourning; that the viewing box and pleasure tents held
by Imtal would be closed for the remainder of the season, and that those who had been engaged in
Bdancing accountswith Fa Den should soon find themselves satisfied.

Pat Rin closed hiseyes.

He could not name himsdlf aclosefriend of Fal Den ter’ Antod, but he had certainly known the man, and
had placed a certain value upon him. Neither agreat beauty nor agresat intellect, Fal Den possessed
charm and an engaging forthrightness of manner that made him an agreeable and even welcome
companion. Hisfaultsincluded abelief in the forthrightness of others and arather thin skin, yet despite
these he capably managed both an impeccable meant’i and the not-inconsderable interests of hisfamily
on the Port. To believe that Fal Den was dead, and by his own hand...

Pat Rin opened his eyes, reached out and touched the discreet pearly button set into his desk.

Fal Den dead. He had seen him only three days past, on the arm of Hia Cyn yo' Tonin, which was
deplorable of course, and had Fal Den been the sibling Pat Rin did not possess, he would have been
moved to whisper aword in hisear...

The door to his office did open and the excdlent pel’ Tolian, his general man, stepped within and bowed.
“Good day, Lord Pat Rin.”

“Alas, | must disagree” Pet Rin returned. “I find it thusfar asingularly distressing day.”

“Perhaps matterswill improve, asthe hours move on,” Mr. pd’ Tolian suggested.

“Perhapsthey will. Certainly, it is possble. In the meantime, however, | must request you to procure a
mourning basket and have it ddlivered to the House of Imtd. | will write the card mysdlf.”

“Very good, sir.” The man bowed. “ Shal you wish to partake of amed?”’

“A light nuncheon. And aglass of thejade.”

“Very good, sr,” Mr. pe’ Tolian said again and went away, the door diding silently shut behind him.
Pat Rin sat with his eyes closed for perhaps the count of twelve, then turned to ded with hismail.

There werefour |etters and two packets. Two letters were solicitations of funding for ventures so
wonderfully risky that to describe them as* speculative’” wasto overreach the facts by severd magnitudes
of wishful thinking. Such |etters originated with the same sort of person who thought it ... fitting ... to invite
him—as multi-season champion at pistol and short arms at Teydor’ s—to join hunting parties on distant



outworlds where he might dog through underbrush for days and fire mini-cannons at blameless creatures
while enjoying the company of those to whom nothing was more pleasurable.... He dropped both
solicitationsinto therecycler.

Next was an invitation from Eyan yo’' Lannato make one of her house party, proposed for the middle of
next relumma. That was good—sufficient time to have the tailor produce something new and appropriate,
perhapsinvolving the yo' Lanna colors. The sudden fashion of declaring a party within hoursor even
minutes—the “ express’ mode, asit was called—made it difficult for one to plan ahead even asit made
judging the party’s.... desirability ... al but impossible.

Eyan’ s parties, however, were often amusing, correct without being stifling, and awaysinformative. Pat
Rin reached into the right hand drawer of the desk, pulled out astiff ivory card with Korva's
Tree-and-Dragon embossed on the front, opened it and wrote the appropriate graceful acceptance. He
did the card into an envel ope, penned the direction with his own hand, affixed one of Korvd’s postage
coupons, and placed it in the carved wooden tray that served as his outbox.

The fourth letter was from hisfoster father, Luken bel’ Tarda, begging the pleasure of his company that
evening for aprivate dinner at Ongit's.

Pat Rin smiled. Theinvitation to Ongit' swas ajoke, by which Luken meant to convey that Pat Rin was
arearsin vigts. In which complaint, he thought, glancing at the caendar, Luken was entirely justified.

He pulled out asheet of paper bearing only his name, wrote that he would be pleased to dine with his
fogter father this very evening and begged his pardon for being alight-minded flutter-about-town. He
sgned himsalf “Y our affectionate son,” sealed, directed, ssamped, and placed the completed billet in the
wooden tray.

The door of his study opened to admit Mr. pe’ Tolian, bearing the requested light nuncheon and glass.
This, he digposed upon the small table to Pat Rin' sleft, then picked up the completed mail and,
cat-footed, departed.

Pat Rin turned his attention to the first of the two packets. The postage was Aragon’s. He had shared
severd delightful and adventurous Festival hours with adaughter of the House only yesterday. Asthe
adventure had been at thelady’ sinitiative, Pat Rin assumed the packet to contain a Fairing—agift of
gratitude. He broke the sedl, unfolded the box, shook out the silken garment enclosed—and very nearly
groaned.

He had expected Shan and Va Con’s escapade to result in arash of monstrosities aping Va Con's
innovative cloak, the so-called “skimmer” he' d used to such astonishing effect in yesterday’ sraces. He
had smply not expected the fashion to have taken so quickly.

Aragon’ sthird daughter had sent him askimmer—blue, where Va Con'sorigind had been warning light
orange—which modification was not, Pat Rin thought, as pleasing as one must have assuredly assumed
that it would be. The name of the tailor wasimpeccable—in fact, his mother’ s own tallor—and the
materia flawless. Nor did it seem at dl unlikely that the silk had been chosen to precisaly match the color
of hisearring, of which thelady had been most fond. Ah, youth.

He sighed and folded the wretched thing onto his keyboard, and turned back to the opened box. There
was no note, which was proper, and told him that Aragon’ s daughter had breeding, if not taste.

He picked up the second packet, frowned at Imtal’ s postal mark, broke the seal, and for the second fine
inahour found himsdlf at Point Non Plus.



For the packet contained aleather book no larger than Pat Rin's hand, stamped with the Sigil of Clan
Imtal. Foreknowing, he opened the volume to the first page and verified that what he held wasindeed Fal
Den ter’ Antod’ s personal debt-book.

Therewas no note, as of course there would not be, the Code being explicit upon this point. By the act
of sending this book, Fal Den had chosen the executor of hiswill. He, Pat Rin yos Phdlium, wasto tend
al accountsleft unBaanced at the time of Fal Den’ s death, paying justly where the fault had been Fa
Den's; collecting fully where the debt was owed. No light task, this, nor deniable.

And he had precisely thirty-six hoursin which to completeit, assuming that al debts were on-plangt,
which seemed likdly.

Hedid not read past the first page. Not yet. With the patience of atrue gambler he closed the book and
settled back into hischair.

Firgt, something to eat, and some wine. His day would no doubt befull.

* % %

IN ANOTHER PART of the city of Solcintra, a second late-risng young gentleman rang for his
morning-wine and likewise sat down to review hisletters and the news.

His correspondence was sparse—two pieces only. The first was a terse page from his man of business,
noting receipt into hislordship’s portfolio of asubstantia gift of stocks and other assets.

The second note was scarcely lessterse, and its subject remarkably similar. Betea sen’ Equawished to
know when the consideration she had earned would be forthcoming. Happily the young gentleman had
lately expended some thought upon just this subject, and knew precisaly how to answer her.

From the bottom drawer in his desk, he withdrew a blank sheet of thin paper, of the sort provided to the
guests of Mid-Port hotels. On it, he scrawled afew lineswith his off-hand, not forgetting to omit his
name, nor the sixth-cantra required to hold the reservation, sedled it and did it into his pocket.

That done, he sipped his wine and perused the news.

His preferred service concerned itsdlf not at al with Port news, so he lacked the account of the
disagreement between the Terran and Liaden crews, nor was hislatest investment, which had done very
well indeed, of the sort to make the board at the Exchange.

Fd Den ter’ Antod' s suicide, though—that news he did take in common with the other tardy young
gentleman. He, too, blinked upon encountering the unexpected headline, for he had lately been a painsto
become intimate with Fal Den and would not have wagered upon finding him thus week-willed. In point
of fact, he had erred in precisely the opposite direction.

The young gentleman sighed sharply, vexed; the note he had written to Betea sen’ Equa absurdly heavy in
his deeve-pocket. He drank off therest of hiswine and sat in his chair, hands folded benesth his chin,
garing sghtlesdy a the news screen.

L ong minutes passed, with the gentleman sunk deep in histhoughts. Eventudly, he blinked, and sighed a
second time, considerably less vexed, and owned that his plans might go forward, unimpeded. The lack
of Fa Den was—naturdly!'—ablow, but life, after dl, went on.

Just so.



Satisfied in his reasoning, the young gentleman cleared the news screen, and filed away the letter from his
man of business.

The note from Betea sen’ Equa he carried over to the recycler. Reaching into insde pocket he withdrew
one of hisspecia sort of cigarillo, and sucked on it twiceto light it. He puffed for amoment or two,
tagting of the invigorating smoke, until the central embers cameto red. Then he touched thetip of the
cigarillo gently to one edge of the paper and held it gingerly by the opposite corner, when the quick
flameslicked toward hisfingertips, he dropped the thing into the unit, which extinguished the flames and
proceeded to process the carbon.

He puffed again, the sweet smoke rising to join that of the paper and disguiseits odor. The cigarillo
followed in afew moments; ashesto ashes, to further muddie any trail.

Sdisfied with hismorning’ swork, the young gentleman I eft hisrooms, lightfooted and whistling.

* % %

“THAT' SPREPOSTEROUS.” The man who said so was some years Pat Rin's elder; atea merchant
who owned a comfortable establishment in the High Port. Neither Shan nor Shan’ sfather, Er Thom
yos Galan—meadgter traders, both—had been strangersin this place, and Bed War tel’ Pyton welcomed
Pet Rin in the names of hiscousins.

“Alas,” Pat Rin said gently, and bowed.
Master tel’ Pyton had recourse to his teacup.

“By hisown hand? Forgive me, sir, but that’s powerful hard to accommodeate, for the Fal Den ter’ Antod
| knew was no such fool.”

“| understand your perplexity,” Pat Rin murmured. “Indeed, | shareit. And yet it istruly said that we
cannot know the necessities of another’ s secret heart.”

“True,” said the magter. “Very true.” He sighed, gudtily. “ So, doubtlessyou' vefdlen heir to Fa Den's
debt-book, by which circumstance we find him once again to fail of foolishness. Pray name the price of
my transgression.” Hetipped his head, gpparently consdering this. “1 suppose it must have been my
transgression, though I’ Il own there’ snothing in my book under Fal Den’ s name. However, I’ll bow to
hisjudgment, for he was nice—very nice—in his measurements.”

Pat Rin inclined his head and brought the book from hisinner pocket. Carefully, he opened to the proper
page—an early entry—and read out the recorded circumstances.

“Inthe fourth relumma of the year called Tofset, | misspoke in consultation with Master TeaMerchant
Bed War td’ Pyton. This misinformation was the direct cause of the master ordering far too many tins of
Morning Sunrise tea, which purchase greetly reduced the profits of hisbusiness. Thisfault ismine, and
shall be Baanced a my earliest opportunity.”

Madgter tel’ Pyton blinked.

“Areyou certain—I| mean no disrespect!—that this isthe matter that lies between mysdlf and Fal Den?
For I'll tdll you, the incident wastrivia when it happened—the teawas Stasis sedled for one matter, and
for another your cousin Er Thom was trading on port at the time and placed the overbought handily, to
his own profit and to mine.”

“Thisentry isthe only time that your name gppears within the debt-book,” Pat Rin said delicately.



“Perhapsthere is another matter ...?”

“Not abit of it,” the teamerchant said sturdily. Abruptly, he bowed, deep and excruciatingly proper. “Fa
Den leaves mein perfect harmony, Sr, saving only in the matter of hisdeath itsdf, which chestsmeof a
friend and avaued colleague. Pray tell hisdelm so, on my behdf, and write‘paid’ to the debt as
recorded.”

Pat Rin aso bowed, closing the battered little book and dipping it away. “I will do so, sr,” he said, and
added the phrase the Code demanded of those who held this particular desth-duty: “Baance has been
served—and preserved.”

* % %

THE SECOND Y OUNG gentleman of leisure spent hisday profitably in the City, meeting with certain of
his busi ness associates, of whom every one was ddlighted to learn of the increase in the young
gentleman’ s estate. He was pleased to learn, a a certain, of courseimpeccable, clerica servicethat his
invitations had been digpatched in accordance with hisvery explicit indructions. Later in the day, he
dined with friends, after which he accompanied them to an exclusive club astheir guest, where hisluck
held at cards and he lost only avery little at dice.

* % %

“AND HOW DID you find Little Festival this year, boy-dear? A tedious bore, or agrand adventure?’
Luken refilled their glasses from a bottle of Ongit’s superlative red.

Pet Rin tipped his head, considering. From anyone else, the question might have been intended as abarb.
From on€e sfogter father, it surely sprang from afilid interest in himself—and gave one pause. Luken

bel’ Tardawas not agreat intellect, but hismelant’i was spotless, and he possessed a sweet, sure subtlety
that Pat Rin found he treasured more deeply as the years passed. It behooved one, dways, to give
serious condderation to Luken' s questions.

So: “I found Little Festival to be ... largely agreeable,” Pat Rin said, dowly. “Though | will own to some
moments where one’ s mind wandered from the pure pursuit of pleasure to matters of business. And of
course, some hits were nothing short of terrifying.” He picked up hisglassand swirled thewine, idly,
eyes on the movement of the dark red liquid. “ Of course, you' ve heard of Shan and Va Con'svictory at
the skimmer fidd?’

Luken grinned. “From the newspaper and from your mother, too. She predictsawastrd lifetime for both,
snking ever further from Code and kin.” He spped hiswine. “No fear there, | think. Young Va Contells
me he' s no intention of continuing aong the line of skimmers—too wearing by haf! And Shan has put the
craft up for sale, now that his point’s been taken.”

Hedid not say, as one' s mother would assuredly have done, * No doubt with his eye already upon some
other mad enterprise’

“You ve seen Va Con, then?’ Thiswasinteresting; had the young cousin left the wiles of Festiva to do
family duty?

“Oh, aye, he was by thismorning. We shared a bite of breakfast and a catch-up.” Luken sipped.

Last seen, Va Con had been engaged to attend a piece of business that must assuredly have kept him
until very latein the evening, if Pat Rin had read the set of the lady’ sface a-right. To have arisen from the
double exertions of the race and the pleasure tents early enough to share breakfast with dawn-rising



Luken—well. Surely, the young cousin became a paragon.

“He'sagood lad,” Luken said comfortably. “ The Scouts agree with him, which was the samewith his
father.”

“One' smother swears him the spit of her brother.”

“Does she, now?" Luken paused, doubtless considering the issue from al sides, and finally moved ahand
innegation. “1 won't say thereisn’'t an edge here and there—especidly upon an ascent to the boughs,
you know—but | do believe Er Thom has achieved other than afacamile of Daav. No disrespect meant
to your mother, dear.”

Pet Rin amiled. “Certainly not.”

The service door opened at that juncture, admitting their waiter, bearing deserts. By the time these were
accommodated, and the finishing wine poured, Luken had introduced the subject of Pat Rin's current
projects.

Hesghed. “Alas, I" ve been named an instrument of Balance.”

Luken looked at him, glass arrested half-way to hislips. “1 wonder that you took the timeto dine with
me. Y ou could have set another day, boy-dear. Thirty-six hoursislittle enough to right al the wrongs that
might be madein alifetime”

“Happily, I’'m set to Balance the life of ameticulous man,” Pat Rin said. “ There were only four
outstanding debts, and I’ ve managed to lay three today.” Heinclined his head, saf-mocking. “Behold
me, indugtrious”

“| dlow that to betolerably industrious,” Luken said, apparently quite serious. “Mogt likely you' ll siop on
your way home this evening and put paid to the last.”

“Would that | werethat fortunate. The fourth islikely to be the end of my own meant’i, if you will have
it”

“Asknotty asthat?’ Luken put hisglassaside. “Y ou might honorably consult an elder of your Clan. |
happen to be an elder of your Clan, in case you had forgot it.”

“Yes, very likely. Inthe meanwhile, I’ ve no idea how knotty the thing may be, the notation being
somewhat ... murky. Y ou might say | should smply throw mysalf upon the honor of the debt-partner,
which | might do, had | one idea of who she may be.”

“Surely you' ve checked the Book of Clans—ah!” Luken caught himself up. “Perhapsthelady is Terran,
boy-dear. You Il want the Census.”

“The lady’ s name appearsto be Liaden,” Pet Rin said, “though | do have arequest in to Terran Census,
S0 every wager is covered.” He pulled Fal Den’s debt book from his deeve pocket and flipped to the

page.

“Betea sen’ Equaisthe person for whom—" He glanced up a a dight sound from Luken, who seemed to
have lost color. “Father?’

“For whom do you Balance?’ Luken asked, and his tone was much cooler than Pat Rin was wont to
hear from hisfoster father.



“For Fa Den ter’ Antod, Clan Imtal, found dead by his own hand |ast evening. The book arrived in this
morning’smail.”

“Hah.” Luken relaxed vishly. “1 had read that. Bad business. And he notes a Balance with sen’ Equa?
Boy-dear, | must ask if you are certain of the notation.”

Wordlesdy, Pet Rin handed him the debt-book.

For severd heartbeats, L uken frowned down at the note, then sighed, closed the book and handed it
back.

“Betea sen’ Equa, certain enough, though how one of Imtal came to—there, it’s none of mine. And
distressed | am to find it one of yours, lad.”

“| gpprehend that you are familiar with the lady—or at the least, the lady’ skin.”

“Oh, | know who they are— there was a time when everyone knew who they were, though | seethat’s
no longer the case. They had used to be Terran—I recdl being told that the family nameisancient
Terran—Seneca. They set up in Port, and carried on just asif they were sill on any Terran world you
like—which meant they married oddly, mostly of Terrans, you see, and took no care to establish their
Clan”

“Whichiswhy | don't find them in the Book of Clans.”

“Nor in Terran Census, either.” Luken sighed. “In anywise, boy-dear, if it's sen’ Equayou warnt, it'sto
Low Port you'll go.”

“Ah, will 1?7 How ddlightful.” Pat Rin dipped Fa Den's debt book into his deeve and absently took up his
wineglass. “1 wonder what tradeit isthat Family sen’ Equafollows?’

Luken moved his shoulders. “Why, they began in mechanica and eectronicsrepair, with asdein the
gaming business. The repair work led them to vending machines, you see, and an exclusive contract with
ded Linea. Then, when ded Lineaincepted that tedious scanda and got ruined by way of it, sen’' Equa
sued for such holdings as remained—in payment of their contract. | was mysdlf involved as atrustee of
the dissolution, and saw the paperwork. Sen’ equareceived only the most meager of settlements—well,
they had no one to spesk for them. So, unlessthey have moved far forward—or backward—sen’ Equa
owns propertiesin Mid-Port and in Low-Port, in the form of severa smal gambling houses.”

“Oh,” Pat Rin said, and very nearly smiled. “Do they?’

* % %

SHE HAD READ the letter thrice, more darmed each time. A party, here, at House of Chance? Worse,
aparty composed, or so he would have her understand, entirely of those who made High Port—aye, and

the city beyond it—their home? All very well and good to bring in one or three a atime, filling the private
rooms, to her profit. But, aparty of threeto four dozen lord-and-ladyships? It was....

.. frightening.

Betea sen’ Equawas not awoman of fragile nerve, nor was hers an imaginative nature. Y et this latest
letter from Hia Cyn—this proposed—engaged—event—felt wrong. Gods mercy that her grandmother
was dead, and Betea did not have to go before her with such feeble misgivingsin her heart.

“Hitch your fortune to the High Port,” that redoubtable old |ady had been wont to say, “and the cantra



will flow into your pocket.”

Which had doubtless been truein the old days, when her grandmother, with the assistance of various
patrons, added three houses to the sen’ Equa holdings—one in High Port itself.

Grandmother’ swisdom had likewise served Beteda s mother, who had added another Mid-Port house to
the chain before adrunken quarrel with her latest patron left her dead.

After that came Betea' s aunt, who decreed that sen’ Equa had no need of patrons; that sen’ Equa houses
would henceforth pay for themsalves, with no dependence on those who sat high.

It had been aworthy dream, Betea thought so even now. But her aunt in her grief over theloss of her
sster had reckoned without worldly redlities. Sen’ equa had no standing among the Clan-bound, nor ever
had. Oh, they paid taxes, in return of which they were guaranteed the protections and services of the
Port. But they had no social standing, and no one was obliged to either sdll, or treat with them at fair
cost.

Or pay adeath-price, for kin who were murdered.

It had been fair market prices and rent that the names of the wealthy patrons had purchased for
sen’ Equa, and by the time her aunt redlized that, the house in High Port had fatered and was closed.

Her aunt then did what no other of their family had done—she I eft the Port and went into the city, to
gpply for aName from the Council of Clans.

But to become aName, there must be a Name willing to sponsor the applicant to the Council. A patron,
in fact—and Betea s aunt would have none of patrons.

S0, now it was Betea and two houses left—their starting place in Low Port, where uncle Tawm ruled,
and the House of Chance in the Terran section of Mid-Port. Terrans scarce cared what your name
was—or if you had aname at al, so long as your cantrawas good. They sold to Betea asthey would to
any other business on the street—yYyes, and came by in the evening or ahead of their morning shifts, to
wager abit on the whed, perhaps, or buy into agame of cards.

She' d been doing well enough, or so shetold hersalf now, and had no need to return to the patron
model. Only that the loss of those two housesin her aunt’ stime and another on her aunt’ s death—had
eaten a Betea and made her dream, too, dream of the days when sen’ Equa held five houses and there
wastak of building asixth...

Betea sighed, dropped the letter to her desk for the fourth time, dipped the sixth-piece into her pocket,
and, restless, went down the ramp into the main room, to see how the play went on.

Which ishow she came to be there when he walked in the door: High Port, sure enough, with his pretty
brown hair and a blue gemstone in one ear; dressed in a sober, expensive jacket and shiny boots. She
saw the hint of the pistol beneath the jacket and approved his good sense, even as she went forward to
intercept him.

“May | assst you, lordship?’ sheinquired, coming up on him from the right, her hands plainly in sight, out
of respect for the pistol.

Vevet brown eyes considered her at some length, and then heinclined hisheed, very dightly.

“Do you know, perhaps you can?’ he said, and his voice was pleasant on the ear. “1 am looking for
Beteasen' Equa”



Her ssomach clenched, but she put the silly start of fear aside and bowed deeply, which the high ones
cared about.

“You havefound her,” shesaid. “How may | assst you?’

“I am here on amatter of Balance,” the pretty man told her, “which stands between yoursdlf and Fal Den
ter’ Antod.”

Beteafdt the blood drain from her face. She might have known that the game would fold someday, and
one who was perhaps alittle bolder than the others would send his man of business, or hisdem, or his
elder kinsman to Balance the matter—with her. She touched her tongue to lips suddenly gone dry.

“Why does he not come himsalf?’ she asked.

“Because heisdead,” the other said, and moved a hand, showing her the ramp up to the office in her
own establishment. “ Perhgpsthisis not a discussion you wish to continue on the open floor?’

Dead? But... Betea clutched at her disintegrating courage, straightened her back and looked boldly into
the man’sdark eyes.

“Please come with me,” she said, and turned away without looking to seeif he followed. Somehow, she
didn’t doubt that he would.

* % %

THE OFFICE WAS comfortably appointed, the screens that monitored the playing floor set into the wall
above the manager’ s cluttered desk.

A quick and subtle glance at the clutter reveded to Pat Rin the sorts of papers one might find on the desk
of any manager, high port or low—invoices, billsof lading, ligts, and the various correspondence of
business. A handwritten letter on plain paper lay askew in the center of the desk, asif it had been flung
downin haste. A blank comm screen sat to theright of the general disorder, the keyboard shoved away
benesth.

At the center of the room, Betea sen’ Equaturned to face him. Shewastal, Pat Rin noted—allittle above
his own height, though nothing near Shan’ s—and lithe, with agirl’ s pretty, soft face. Her eyeswere as
blue and as ungiving as sapphire—and it was to the woman who had earned those eyes that he made his
bow.

“I am Pat Rin yos Phdium Clan Korval. | cometo you asthe instrument of Fa Den ter’ Antod' swill.
Y our nameiswritten in his debt-book. It falsto usto Balance that which lies between you.”

The hard blue eyes considered him, emotionless; the round, girl’ sface betrayed only youth.

“Pleasetdl mehow Fal Den cameto die” shesad, and her voice did waver, just alittle. “1 saw him only
daysago...”

“Hedied by hisown hand,” Pat Rin told her and used his chin to point at the dark screen. “If you permit,
| will cal up the report from news service.”

She glanced at the screen, and stepped to one side. “If you please.”
He moved to the desk, tapped the power key, called up the public archive, and stood aside.

Betea sen’ Equa came forward, frowned at the synopsis, reached down and called for more information,



then stood looking at it for far longer than it should have taken her to read it. Eventualy, however, she
recdled hersdf and turned to Pat Rin, her face somewhat paer than it had been.

“What iswritten next to my name,” she asked steadily, “in Fal Den’ s debt-book?’

She had offered him neither achair nor refreshment, which discourtesy wasirritating. Pat Rin discovered
himsalf more inclined to believe the debt lay on the lady’ s Side, which did no honor to hisduty. If Fal Den
himsalf had not known which of the two of them was owing and owed...

Pat Rin inclined hishead. “I regret, only your name appears. It isthe very last notation in the book,
written on the day of hisdeath, and it isvery possible that the process that ended with his self-murder
was even then at work.”

She stared at him, eyes and face without expression.

Pat Rin sighed. “Perhapsif we speak together of your dealingswith Fal Den on the occasion of your last
meeting, we may discover between us both the fault and the Balance owed.”

Still she stared at him, and she was not, by Pat Rin’ sjudgment, either ahalf-wit or afoal...
“Sdf-murder,” she said abruptly. “ Are they certain of that?’

Hefrowned. “Itiswhat hiskin has sworn to the Council. Have you reason to believe that Fal Den came
by his death in another fashion?’

“Perhaps. | don't...” She spun aside, rudely, and paced to the far end of the room, where she stood for
the dow count of six heartbests, facing the wall, showing him her back.

At last, shetook a deep breath, turned and walked back to the center of the room, she stopped severa
paces away and looked boldly into hiseyes.

“I know why my nameiswritten in Fal Den’sbook,” she said, and her voice was as hard as her eyes. “|
know who owes and who is owing. | will tell you these things. For aprice.”

“A price?’ Pat Rin raised his eyebrows. “Madam, your nameiswritten in adead man’sbook. You do
not bargain price with me.”

“But | do,” she said sharply. *'Y ou may be bound to play by High Port rules, lordship, but | am not. My
mother died at the hand of aHigh Port lord. She had no book nor no other high friendsto cal in her
debt, and the lord himsdlf said the thing was outside of lawful Baance, for she had no Name to protect
her.” She crossed her arms under her breasts and now the bold gaze was aglare. “1 am sdlling the
information you need. Y ou will buy it, or you will not.” Sheinclined her head, brusquely. “Y our throw,
lordship.”

It was on the end of histongueto tell her that he had no need to buy anything from her—Dbut that was
only pique, such aswould make L uken laugh and bid him to climb down from the high branches.

Magtering hisirritation, helooked a her, standing tall and stern before him.

The lady has the winning hand, he told himsdlf, wryly, which rubbed ill againgt his pride as agamester.
And hewas not come here, he reminded himsdlf, as agamester, but as the agent of Fal Den’swill, upon
which the petty prides and irritations of Pat Rin yos Phelium had no right to intrude.

He bowed to the lady, very dightly.



“What isyour price?’

* % %

VIEWED CORRECTLY, Pat Rin thought, shaking hislace into order and frowning & hisreflectionin
the dressing-glass, the Situation was piquant. Indeed, one was persuaded that ore’ s deplorable cousin
Shanwould find it rich in hilarity. And, to bejust, had it been Shan dressing just now to attend, of al
things, an express, Pat Rin might have found himself moreinclined toward laughter.

His partner in thisevening’ s enterprise could not be didodged from her conviction that he attended such
affairsasamatter of course on every quarter-day, nor from the equally demented belief that hisvery
presence held her proof againgt whatever predations she imagined that Hia Cyn yo' Tonin intended to visit
upon her.

Though, Pat Rin alowed, fixing the sgpphirein his ear, to be wary of HiaCyn yo' Tonin proved Betea
sen’ Equato be awoman of sense, however latein her life.

It had taken dl of his powers of persuasion, and not alittle High House hauteur, to wring the information
he required from Betea after he had given hisword to attend this evening’ sfestivities.

The tae she had told was a smple one, nor was Fa Den the first to come away from an acquaintance
with Betea sen’ Equalighter by certain equities and certificates of stock.

It would have seemed smplethievery, and thelady herself thefina culprit, yet there was another player
in the game, whose presence muddied the score considerably.

AsBeteatold it, her first meeting with Hia Cyn yo' Tonin was mere chance. Pat Rin, who knew the man,
doubted this, but had not thought it appropriate to interrupt the lady’ s account with his private

Speculations.

In any case, Hia Cyn, through design or mischance, cameinto the orbit of Betea sen’ Equaand very
quickly showed her how she might increase profits. Betea had ambitions, Pat Rin learned, but not much
understanding of the ways of what she termed ‘the high world'.

Hia Cyn brought to her young people—mostly young men—who were dightly in awe of the gaming
world, and dightly in awe of her, she who wastall and exatic, and who held modest court within her own
houses.

The games were—initially—honest, with small friendly wagers. But after atime, the sakeswould dter, in
the private parlors, the victimswould play for smal sumsuntil some point of melant’i or other would be
brought into the conversation and dowly the net would be drawn about them. Carefully, then, while
served sympathetic portions of wine, or perhaps one of Hia Cyn’s specid cigarillos, the mark would be
brought to promise againgt their quartershare, or againgt their inheritance. Especidly, HiaCyn liked them
to promise something that would come to them only when the person immediately before them in their
Clan’sline of succession cameto die.

Thusthe stakes were things like quitclaims to idands, access codes to smal and private lodges, the
desperately secret formula of some proprietary process.

This, shelearned later; she had ddlivered thefirst few keywords and certificate numbersto HiaCyn
without ever knowing what they were, earning thereby what he was pleased to call a“finder’ sfeg’. In
cash.

No one ever came back to her and confronted her with their loss, which for atime fed the comforting



illusion that what she dedlt in were “might-happens’ of no vaue.

Alas, shewas not alady who alowed hersdlf to reposelong inignorance. If what she gained for Hia Cyn
was worthless, she reasoned, why then was she paid to procure it?

And so0 shefindly learned that these items promised at late night in the heet of play were morethan a
gambler’ slosses. They became the very evidence of athreat—yperhaps amortal threat!—to a person of
melant’i. As such, they were bought back with ridiculous ease, often with items or in amounts the victims
themsalves suggested—things that werein oneway or another extremely liquid and little proneto
tracking.

Knowledge should have st her free, for surely even Nameless Port-folk might report larceny to the
Proctors. However, Beteaweighed the risk of being implicated along with Hia Cyn and the
all-too-probable outcome of being found the sole offender, and did not call the Proctors. In any wise, she
said, the trade was dowing down. Indeed, for several relumma, Hia Cyn introduced her to no one new.

And then, at the beginning of the present relumma, he had brought Fal Den ter’ Antod to her attention.

“And now he hasdied,” Betea had said, sone-faced in the office above her modest gambling house.
“None of the others cared so much.”

She had named those othersin the course of her narration and Pat Rin had taken those namesto the
redoubtable dea Gauss, Clan Korva’s man of business, who was even now in the process of checking
accounts with various of the masters of the Accountants Guild.

Which left Pat Rin free to attend a party in the deplored and deplorable express mode, with only six
hours left him to correctly place and Balance the error that had brought Fal Den to his death.

It waswdll hereto reflect upon Fal Den, Pat Rin thought, and the nicety of hishonor, which had not
alowed him to place adebt of which he was uncertain.

Pat Rin Sghed and gave hislace alast, unnecessary, shake. Time and past time to get on with the pursuit
of pleasure.

Express, indeed.

* % %

THE ADDRESS WAS in Solcintra Mid-Port, on a street well-known to a certain set of self-styled
adventurers and high rollers. An adventurer he was not, but in the course of learning to beahigh roller, it
had sometimes been necessary for Pat Rin to attend parties on this street. Now an acknowledged player,
he still received invitations to such parties, but of late he had more and more often discovered himself,
regretfully, with a conflicting engagement. To be seen in the area during abusiness day was
unexceptional, of course, but to be seen herein the evening, dressed in dl hisfinery....

At least he was not done. He saw severd vaguely familiar facesin the distance, dl of them younger than
he, each carrying their sealed red packet inscribed with the legend, “To Be Opened Expresdly at the
House of Chance.”

He bowed digtantly in the direction of ayoung lady whose name escaped him—her face notable in that
Pat Rin had witnessed the end of amatch at Teydor’ sin which this gentle became the dozen dozenth of
the current year’ slist. Pat Rin sighed—no doubt he would be singled out during the Expressto give hints
and best wishes; if not to lend countenance to the rather interesting costume that the lady had found
gppropriate to wear to an event that might turn out to be nothing more than an evening of light play.



Indeed, she gained his side as he came up to the gaudily painted doorway, and just in time he recalled her
name—Ddabd’ Urik, Clan Shdart.

Together, they entered the sen’ Equa s House of Chance, hein his evening lace, and she as she might
appear for an evening among friends to her house; or even friends to her bed. Assuredly, someone ought
to speak to the lady regarding the attire generdly held to be proper for public outings— but it would not
be he.

A servant, bland-faced, admitted them to the house, and waved them to a small room to theright of the
entranceway.

“Y ou may open your envelopes and don your accessoriesin this chamber,” he said. “ After you have
appropriately adorned yoursaves, you may find the rest of the guestsin the larger room. Buffetswill be
laid inthe private parlorsat mid-revel.”

It was at this point that Betea sen’ Equa hersalf appeared, dightly breathless, asif she had run down from
her office the moment the monitor showed hisarriva. Immediately was Delabd’ Urik’ s costume
discovered to be mere commonplace, quite cast into the shade by Betea s choice of flame red shirt, cut
low across her breasts, form-fitting leather trousers, and soft-soled leather house-boots.

Nor was the young bel’ Urik’ s address sufficient to assure her place at Pat Rin’'s Side. Betea swept
forward, using her height much as he sometimes used his, to clear a path through a.crowd and arrive at
his destination unrumpled and unimpeded.

“Hehasnot yet arrived,” she said, leading the way into the accessory chamber. Pat Rin followed, but not
without awistful thought to the bel’ Urik.

“I have been through our records,” she said, pulling what appeared to be asmall square of leather from
between her breasts. “Never has the House of Chance hosted such an event. Why must it be here—"

“... Issomething that we shall perhaps discover of Hia Cyn, when we have an opportunity to speak,” Pat
Rin interrupted, striving for patience. He was here, he reminded himsdlf, as an instrument of Balance. His
persona pets and peeves had no brief here. Looking down, he broke the seal on his Express packet,
and, wonderingly, pulled out afolded bit of leather, much like the one Beteahad...

Theleather unfolded, reveding itsform: A half-mask in supple black leather, with ribands of the same
color.

Beteal smask was flame red. As he watched, shetied it into place and let the ribandsfall over one
shoulder, the tassdled ends kissing the swell of her breast.

Pat Rin'suncle, Daav yos Phelium—Va Con'’ s very father—had once told Pat Rin a story about a
world where al went masked and reveded themselves only to their most intimate kin. The story had
turned upon a man with whom Uncle Daav had sworn to be acquainted, who had one day formed a
desire to go about hisdaily business unmasked, and the unlooked-for and increasingly distressful
gtuationsthat arose from taking that single, seemingly correct, decison.

The story had alesson at its heart, of course—a scout lesson, with which one' s mother most emphaticaly
disagreed. The lesson wasthat custom was arbitrary and oft-times nonsensical, and that the superior
person was one who was not shackled by the custom of his homeworld, but moved freely from one set
of traditionsto another, without offenseto any.

Towear amask on Liad was, of course, to be very wicked. Masks were eratic, intoxicating and entirely



outside of Code.

“Wedl?" Betea sen’ Equaasked, not alittle snappish. “Are you going to put that on, or are you not?’

* % %

THE HOUR WAS growing late.

Not that the young gentleman of leisurewas at dl concerned for the find outcome of the evening, he only
wished that Beteawould approach him so that the matter could be settled, findly and for al. She
oversaw for atime the room’ s small spin-whed, and joined a party at cards, making certain that the
money and the drink flowed, as a proper hostess must do.

Indeed, he would quite miss Betea, and where he would find another cat’ s paw so perfectly situated, he
could not predict. However, he was ayoung man of an optimistic cast of mind and rarely alowed the
problems of tomorrow to oppress him today. He did not doubt for amoment that Beteawould find
hersdlf able to accommodate the arrangements he had made for her. After al, what could it matter to a
Clanless where she lived or to whom she owed duty?

If only she would she would stop circulating and come within his orbit so the evening could go forward...

* % %

IT WAS... DISCONCERTING ... to enter aroom filled with people dressed with entire propriety,
saving only that their features were masked. Pet Rin, master of any socia situation described in the Code,
fdt ill-at-ease, which sensation he found unsatisfactory in the extreme.

By contrast, Betea strolled into the room asif she had gone masked dl her life, moving among people
whose motives and desires were hidden from her. Which, Pat Rin thought, the echoes of Uncle Daav’s
old story suddenly ringing in his ears, perhaps she had.

He raised his head and moved into the room, ignoring, as best as he was able, the supple caress of
leather againgt his cheeks. A masked servant offered him wine from atray, which he accepted, and,
spping, moved even further into the room.

Betea, he saw, waswell advanced of him, her crimson shirt a beacon among the pastel evening colors of
the Festival season.

Stralling through the room, Pat Rin recovered somewheat of his equilibrium. He had agood ear for voices,
and he found that he recognized the accents of more than one socid acquaintance in conversation, mask
to mask.

So acclimated did he become, in fact, that, when hailed by ayedlow-haired lady in an emerad green
mask, heinclined his head gravely and murmured, “ Good evening, Eyan. | hope | find you well?’

The lady gave agartled laugh and moved forward to lay her hand on hisarm.

“Quick, my friend. Very quick. A word in your ear, however: We name no names here.”
Pat Rin spped hiswine. “Whyever not?’

“Oh, it adds to the mystery, the intrigue, the naughtiness! Isit not absurd?’

“Perhgps. But it is possible that you will change my mind. | am not accustomed to finding you engaged in
the absurd.”



“Prettily said,” smiled thelady. “Alas, | am here a the whim of afriend, who had heard of such affairs
being al the rage from her cha leket. | must seek her soon, to find if the telling matches redlity, or if we
may go and find aless... melant’i challenging ... gathering.” She had recourseto her own glass, eyes
quizzing him over the crysta rim. “But how do | find you present at such an exercise? Pay-off ona
wager? Never say that you logt!”

Pat Rininclined hishead. “1 find my Stuation smilar to your own; and am here a the necessity of
another.” He swept aglance across the room, looking for the crimson shirt—and failing to find it.

“Pat Rin?" Her hand was on his deave once more. “What's amiss?”’

“|l—am not certain,” he replied, and turned sharply on his hed. “Perhaps nothing isamiss. Y our pardon,
Eyan...” Hemoved off into the crowded room, leaving her frowning behind him.

* * %

IT HAD BEEN absurdly easy. Beteahad dl but literdly walked into hisarms, and it had been smplicity
itself to guide her into the parlor where his business associate awaited them.

“Thisisshe?’ The man behind the table asked, while HiaCyn held Beteafirmly by her arm.
“Itis” hesad, adroitly avoiding the kick sheaimed at hisshins.
“And you havetheright to sdll her into indenture?’

“Sr, | have” said HiaCyn. “Thereis adebt between us of long standing, which she makes not the
dightest push to tle. | certainly—"

“That,” snarled Betea, twisting againgt hisgrip, “isalie! | oweyou nothing!”

“Yes, well...” HiaCyn shifted his grip and got her arm up behind her, hand between her shoulder-blades,
which quietened her quick enough. “1 have the papers, Sir, which you' ve seen. The Council itsalf
acknowledges my right to redeem my money through the sale of thiswoman’swork for a period of seven
sandard years.”

“He' sawizard with papers, thisone!” Betea snarled. “L ook twice a any signatures he showsyou,
lordship—Anh!”

“Respect for your betters, Betea,” Hia Cyn said pleasantly, but the man behind the table frowned.
“She' sworth lessto me with abroken arm,” he said, sternly. “Nor do | wish to buy at hazard.”
1] S‘ r_"

“Youarewise,” cameacool voice from behind. “ Sir, release that woman. Sheis neither your chattel nor
your debtor.”

The man behind the table moved ahand, beckoning. “Who areyou, sr?’

Pat Rin yos Phelium stepped into the room, impeccable in high-town lace; his face covered by asupple
black mask; blue gem blazing in hisright ear.

“I wastold we name no names here, Sir,” he said camly. “However, | have busness and aname for the
man who has attempted to sall you that which does not belong to him.” He turned and raised his hand,

pointing.



“HiaCyn yo Tonin, release that person, and prepare to answer me in ameatter of Balance.”

“Badance?’ HiaCyn’ sgrip loosened, from pure amaze, so Beteathought, though she was quick to teke
advantage of hislapse. “We arein the midst of socid pleasure,” Hia Cyn protested. “How may Balance
go forth here?’

“Bdance goesforth in the name of Fal Den ter’ Antod, whom your actions dew. Do you deny that you
areHiaCynyo Tonin?’

“I neither deny nor acknowledge! Y ou, dr, are not anonymous. | know your voice. | know that
ear-stone—as who does not? |" ve seen you deep in the cards—and shooting, at Teydor's!”

Beteq, forgotten in the argument, moved swiftly to the side, raised her hand and pulled the bright ribands.

“What!” Hia Cyn raised his hand too late. The mask had dipped, fallen, and was held usdessin his|eft
hand. He stood revedled, hisface seeming curiously naked, the skin dightly damp where the lesther had
cuddled his cheeks.

Pat Rin raised a hand, showing the battered debt-book, Imtal’ s sigil to the fore.

“I have abook from the hand of adead man, Hia Cyn yo’ Tonin. Balance goesforth, here and now.
What Bdanceisjug, for thelossof alife?’

“I repudiate this. | will not accept Balance from a masked robber.”

“But do you know,” said afeminine voice from the door, “1 think you will?” A smalish lady with gray
hair, and wearing amauve mask stepped into the room, closdly followed by Eyan yo' Lanna semerad.
The mauve mask inclined her head to Pet Rin.

“I have only this afternoon had amessage from dea Gauss, gir. | believe | am in your debt for the very
welcomeinformation heimparted.” Sheraised ahand. “Y our duty takes precedence over my own. Pray
continue. | believe we may be in a situation where witnesses may be ... appropriate.”

Pat Rin inclined hishead. “Ma am.” He looked again to Hia Cyn yo' Tonin, and it was anger hefdt.
Anger, that thisman lived where Fal Den ter’ Antod—twel ve dozen times more worthy!—had died. Died
for the cause of thisman’ s greed. And he was to Baance this wrong? There was no Baancefitting. Even
desath...

The man behind the table cleared histhroat.

“I do not wish to trespassinto a private affair,” he said camly. “However, | think it relevant to point out
to those concerned that | came hereto buy seven years' of hard labor in my company’ s mine. It matters
not at all to mewhose labor | buy, solong asthe contract isvalid.”

Pat Rin turned and looked at the man behind the table.
“Saven?’

The man inclined his head. “ The contract can, of course, be renewed, at sdler’ soption. | am limited to
the purchase of seven year blocks.”

“l see” Pat Rin held looked again at HiaCyn yo' Tonin, pae and sweeting. “Let us say seven years
initidly, renewa to depend upon Fa Den ter’ Antod’ sdelm.”

“The Council!” ydped HiaCyn.



“I don't think that the Council will find it difficult to name you beholden,” the lady in the mauve mask said.
“Andif Imtal does not impose additiona terms of service, you may warm yoursdlf by the certainty that
you will have pel’Varn to reckon with on the day your indenture is done.”

It was too much. Hia Cyn spun, knocking Eyan aside, and vaulted into the main room, Beteain hot
pursLit.

“Card-sharp!” shecried. “Stop him!”

The pleasure-seekers—gamesters and High Housdlings alike—turned to stare at the one so hideoudy
accused; severd young gentlemen were seen to cast down their dice or their cards and move in pursuit.

Hia Cyn dammed to a hdt, staring at the room full of masks, the avid eyesfocused on him. He glanced
down at hisleft hand, fingers still usdesdy clutching hismask. Reveded, he thought. Revealed and ruined.

“Do not run from the lordship’ s Balance, Hia Cyn,” Betea' s voice was quite near. He jerked hishead up
and stared at her. 1t waswrong, what we did. And now aman has died of it.”

“A fool hasdied of it,” he snarled, snatching his hidden pistal free. “ And not the only one.”
He raised the wegpon and pulled the trigger.

Beteafell, someonein the crowd of pleasure-seekers screamed; someone else shouted. And HiaCyn
turned, seeking the way out—

And found instead atall man dressed dl in evening lace and jewels, the blue stonein hisear blazing. He
was showing empty hands, which marked him aithird fool.

“Put thegun aside,” Pat Rin said, pitching hisvoicefor gentleness. “ Put the gun aside and stand away.
HiaCyn. Y ou hold no winning cards here.”

“No?’ The gun came around, the eyeswild and the face aflame with some fever of madness.

There was no time to warn the crowd, no timeto think. Pat Rin brought his right hand down, felt thelittle
gundideinto hispam. Thetarget ...

Hia Cyn fired as he fell; the pellet from Pat Rin’s pam gun had dready shattered his heart.

There was slence among the pleasure-seekers, and Pat Rin, shaking, dipped his weapon avay. Severd
of the young gentlemen were bending over what was left of Hia Cyn yo' Tonin. Hewent to knedl beside
Betea sen’ Equa, discovering a heartbeat, and awound to the upper arm. She opened her eyes as he bent
over her.

“Lord,” shesaid bregthily to Pat Rin as he stooped near her, “the masks!”
“YS.”

It was absurdly difficult to untie the ribands that held his own mask in place. If only hisfingerswouldn’t
shake s0...

Findly, the thing was done and he stood, raising his hand for silence againgt the sudden storm of chatter:
“yos Phelium!” “Suicide to draw againgt ayos Phdium!” “He must have beenin hiscups!” “Card-sharp!
The hostess hersdlf accused him!”

Someone—he thought it was Delabel’ Urik—called, stridently, for silence.



It fdl, and Pat Rin cleared histhroat.

“If someone would be so good asto cdl the Port Proctors? Also, it would be well to remove your
masks.”

These things were done, and when the Proctors did arrive, in goodly time, since they also knew the
dreset, the only mask in the room was held in the desth grip of HiaCynyo Tonin.

* % %

IMTAL HERSEL F RECEIVED the debt-book from his hands, riffled the pages, and read the four
accountings, lingering over the fourth. She lay the book aside.

“Our Houseis honored,” she said, bowing.

“It was an honor to serve,” Pat Rin replied, properly, and bowed even lower.

“Hah.” She considered him out of tired brown eyes. “ And what else do you bring me, child of Korva?’
Pat Rin moved his hand and Betea came forward, bowing as he had shown her.

“Thisis Betea sen’ Equa; her name appearsin thelast entry in the book. Alas, Fal Den wrote neither a
plus nor minus beside her name, nor any other eaboration; and | am unable to precisay reconstruct his
will regarding her.”

The brown eyes narrowed. “I have read the last entry, and found it unilluminating. ‘ In consideration of the
melant’i of dl involved, dl debtsin this pairing must be considered satisfied, pending thedem’s
acceptance of the matter’.”

Pat Rin bowed acknowledgment. “Just so. Beteatook part in the scheme which caused Fal Den’ s degth;
it was something inwhich | fed shewasadso avictim. Y our kinsman could not himsdlf squarely placethe
debt, nor can |. The best Baance | may craft isto suggest that you spesk with this person, candidly and
at length, and that a new Balance be struck if need be, to Balance the loss of Fal Den’sworth.” He
paused, then added, with utmost delicacy.

“I 50 suggest that you consult most closaly with your business advisors about the matters thiswoman
may reved before setting that worth. Had it not been for the unfortunate public suicide of HiaCyn ...

“Y o' Tonin. | have heard the news of that, and | have—as you may understand—heard other news of
that. | would not have had such a necessity forced upon you.”

“The necessity wasmine, Imtd. | could hardly have refused to serve Fal Den’ swishes.”

Therewas ashort Slence, then an inclination of the head. “ Asyou say. | assumethat thisisthe young
person who was wounded in the service our House?’

“Imtd, itis”

“Hah.” The brown eyes now frankly swept Betea. “ My father knew your Grandmother. Well.”
Beteamanaged a strong voice: “My grandmother knew many people. Well.”

It was the correct response. Imtal smiled. “Assuredly, we shdl need to talk—candidly and at length.”

To Pat Rin and inclined her head. “My thanks for your service to our House.”



That was adismissal. Pat Rin bowed. “My thanks for the forbearance of the House. | grieve for your
loss, aswdl asmy own.”

That said, and most properly, he dlowed himself to be ushered from the room.
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Balance of Trade
“If you trade with Liadens, trade careful, and for the gods' love don’t come sideways of honor.”

This set of noteswas old: recorded by Great-Grand-Captain Larance Gobelyn more than forty Standard
years ago, dubbed to ship’slibrary twenty Standards later from the original deteriorating tape. Jethri
fiddled with the feed on the audio board, but only succeeded in lowering the old man’ svoice. Sighing, he
upped the gain again, squinting in protest of the scratchy, uneven sound.

“Liaden honor is—active. Insult—any insult—is punished. Immediately. An individud’ snameishis most
important possession and—"

“Jethri?’” Uncle Paitor’ s voice broke across Cap’' n Larance' s recitation. Jethri sighed and thumbed
‘pause.
“Yessr,” hesad, turning his head toward the intercom grid set in the wall.

“Come on down to the trade room, will you? We need to talk over acouple things.”

Jethri dipped the remote out of hisear. As senior trader, Paitor was specifically in charge of the senior
apprentice trader’ stime and education.

“Yesdr,” Jethri repested. Two quick fingertaps marked his placein the old notesfile. Heleft at abrisk
walk, histhoughts haf on honor, and only dightly lessthan half on theimage of the woman on the poster.

* % %

HISUNCLE NODDED him into a chair and eased back in his. They were cominginon Ynsolt'i and
next hour Paitor Gobelyn would have time for nothing but the feed from the port trade center. Now, his
screen was dark, the desk-top barren. Paitor cleared his throat.

“Got acouplethings,” he said, folding hishands over hisbelt buckle. “On-Port roster: Dyk an’ me'll be
escorting the payload to the centrd trade hall and seeing it safe with the highest bidder. Khat' s data,
Grig seatables, Md’son tech, Cris |l stay ship-side. You...”



Paitor paused and Jethri gripped his hands together tight on hislap, willing hisfaceinto atrader’s
expression of courteous disinterest. They had textile on board—half a dozen bolts of cellosilk that Cris
had taken on two stops back, with Y nsolt'i very much in hismind. Wasit possible, Jethri wondered, that
Uncle Paitor wasgoing to dlow...

“Y oursdf—you' Il be handling the silk lot. | expect to seeakaisout of thelot. If | wasyou, I'd call on
Honored Sir bin' Horafirst.”

Jethri remembered to breathe. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.” He gripped his hands together so hard they hurt.
His own trade. Hisown, very fird, solo trade with no Senior standing by, ready to take over if the thing
looked like going awry.

His uncle waved ahand. “Time you were sdlling sma| suff on your own. Now.” He leaned forward
abruptly, folded his arms on the desk and looked at Jethri serioudly. “Y ou know we got alot riding on
thistrip.”

Indeed they did—more than a quarter of the Market’ s speculation capital wastied up in eighteen Terran
pounds of vya, a spice most commonly sold in five gram lots. Jethri’ sresearch had revedled that vya was
theactiveingredient in fa’ vya, aLiaden drink ship’slibrary classfied as apotent aphrodisac. Y nsolt’i
was a Liaden port and the spice should bring a substantia profit to the ship. Not, Jethri reminded himsdlf,
that profit was ever guaranteed.

“We do well with the spice here,” Paitor was saying, “and the captain’ s going to take us acrossto
Kinaverd, do that refit we' d been banking for now, rather than two Standards from now.”

This wasthe news that might have had Dyk baking a cake. Jethri sat up straighter, rubbing the pams of
his hands down the rough fabric of hiswork pants.

“Refit’'ll kegp us world-bound ’bout a Standard, near’ swe can figure. Captain wants that engine upgrade
bad and trade-side’ s gonna need two more cargo pods to balance the expense.” He grinned suddenly.
“Three, if | canget'em.”

Jethri smiled politely, thinking that hisuncle didn’t look as pleased with that as he might have and
wondering what the down-side of the trade was.

“While refit’ s doing, we figured—the captain and me—that it’ d be optimum to re-structure crew. So,
we' ve Sgned you as senior ’ prentice with Gold Digger .

It was said so smoothly that Jethri didn’t quite catch the sense of it.

“Gold Digger ?" he repeated blankly, that much having gotten through, by reason of him and Mac Gold
having traded blows on last sghting—more to Jethri’ s discomfort than Mac's. He hadn’t exactly told
anyone on the Market thefull details of theincident, Gold Digger’s crew being cousins of his mother,
and his mother making a point more’ n once about how she' d nearly ended up being part of that ship
ingteed of this.

Jethri came forward in hischair, hearing therest of it play back insde the whorlings of hisears.
“Y ou sgned me onto Gold Digger 7’ he demanded. “For how long?’
Hisvoice echoed into the hall, he’ d asked that loud, but he didn’t apologize.

Paitor raised ahand. “ Ease down, boy. One loop through the mines. Timethey’ re back in port, you'll be
twenty—full adult and ableto find your own berth.” He nodded. “Y ou make yoursdlf useful like you and



me both know you can and you'll come off Digger afull trader with experience under your belt—"

“Three Standards?’ Jethri’ s voice broke, but for once he didn’t cringein shame. He was too busy
thinking about a converted ore ship smdler than the Market, its purely male crew crammed dl sx into a
common deegping room, and the trade nothing more than foodstuffs and ore, ore and mining tools, oxy
tanksand ore...

“Ore,” hesaid, garing a hisuncle. “Not even rough gem. Industriad ore.” He took a breath, knowing his
dismay showed and not caring about that, either. “Uncle Paitor, I’ ve been studying. If there' s something
dsel—"

Paitor showed him palm again. “Nothing to do with your studying. Y ou been doing red good. I'll tell
you—better than the captain supposed you would. Little more interested in the Liaden side of things than
| thought reasonable, there at first, but you alwaystook after Arin, anyhow. No harm in learning the lingo,
and | will say the Liadens seem to take positive note of you.” He shook his head. “ Course, you don’t
have your full growth yet, which putsyou nearer their level.”

Liadenswere ashort, dight people, measured against Terran averages. Jethri wasn't asshort asa
Liaden, but he was, he thought bitterly, a damn sight shorter than Mac Gold.

“What itis” Paitor said dowly. “We're out of room. It'shard for us, too, Jethri. If we were abigger
ship, we' d keep you on. But you' re youngest, none of the others reinclined to change berth, and,
well—Ship's Option. Captain’ s cleared it. Ben Gold states himsdlf willing to have you.” He leaned back,
looking stern. “ And ore needs study, too, ' prentice. Nothing'sas smple asit looks.”

Thrown off, thought Jethri. I’ m being thrown off of my ship. He thought that he could have borne it
better, if he was ssimply being cast out to make his own way. But the arranged berth on Gold Digger
added an edge of fury to his disbelief. He opened his mouth to protest further and was forestalled by a
ping! from Paitor’ stermind.

The senior trader snapped forward in his chair, flipping the switch that accepted the first of the trade
feedsfrom Y nsolt'i Port. He glanced over a Jethri.

“You get meakaisfor that silk, now. If the spice sdllsgood for us, I'll OK that Combine key you been
wanting. You'll have earned it.”

That was dismissa. Jethri stood. “Yessr,” he said, calm as adry mouth would let him, and |eft the trade
room.

Ynsolt'i Port, Textile Hall

“PREMIUM GRADE, honored sir,” Jethri murmured, keeping his eyes modestly lowered, as befit a
young person in discourse with a person of lineage and honor.

Honored Sir bin’ Floramoved his shoulders and flipped an edge of the fabric up, frowning at the
underweave. Jethri ground histeeth against an impulse to add more in praise of the hand-loomed
Gindoree cdloslk.

Don't oversdl! he could hear Uncle Paitor snap from memory. The Trader isin control of the trade.

“Eight tor the six-bolt,” the buyer sated, tossing the sample cloth back across the spindle. Jethri sighed
gently and spread his hands.



“The honored buyer is, of course, distrustful of goods offered by one so many yearshisinferior in
wisdom. | assureyou that | am ingtructed by an elder of my ship, who bade me accept not abreath less
than two cantra.”

“Two?’ The Liaden’ s shoulders moved again—not ashrug, but expressive of some emotion.
Amusement, Jethri thought. Or anger.

“Y our elder mis-ingtructs you, young sir. Perhapsit isatesting.” The buyer tipped his head dightly to one
dde, asif consdering. “1 will offer an additiond pair of tor,” he said at last, accent rounding the edges of
the trade-tongue, “in kindness of astudent’ s diligence.”

Wrong, Jethri thought. Not to say that Honored bin’ Florawasn’t the heart of kindness, which he very
likely was, on his off-days. A trade was something else again.

Respectful, Jethri bowed, and, respectful, brought his eyesto the buyer’ sface. “Sir, | vaue your
generosity. However, the distance between ten tor and two cantrais so vast that | fedl certain my elder
would counsel meto forgo the trade. Perhaps you had not noticed—" he caught himsalf on the edge of
insult and smoothly changed course—"the light is poor, just here...”

Pulling the bolt forward, he again showed the fineness of the cloth, the preciousirregularities of weave,
which proved it hand woven, spoke rapturoudy of the pure crimson dye.

The buyer moved his hand. “Enough. One cantra. A last offer.”

Gotcha, thought Jethri, making a serious effort to keep hisface neutral. One cantra, just like Uncle Paitor
had wanted. In retrospect, it had been an easy sdll.

Too easy? he wondered then, looking down at the Liaden’ s smooth face and disinterested brown eyes.
Wasthere, just maybe, additiona profit to be made here?

Trade is study, Uncle Paitor said from memory. Study the goods, and study the market. And after
you prepare as much as you can, there' s still nothing says that a ship didn’t land yesterday with
three holds full of something you're carrying as a luxury sell.

Nor was there any law, thought Jethri, against Honored Buyer bin’ Florabeing critically short on crimson
cdlosilk, this Port-day. He took a cautious bresth and made his decision.

“Of course” hetold the buyer, gathering the sample bolt gently into hisarms, “1 am desolate not to have
closed trade in thisingtance. A cantra... It is generous, respected sir, but—alas. My elder will be
distressed—he had instructed me most carefully to offer thelot first to yourself and to make every
accommodation... But asingle cantra, when hisword was two? | do not...” He fancied he caught agleam
aong the edge of the Liaden’ sbland face, aflicker in the depths of the careful eyes, and bit hislip, hoping
he wasn't about to blow the whole dedl.

“I don't suppose,” he said, voice edging disastroudy toward a squeak, “—my elder spoke of you so
highly... | don’'t suppose you might go acantraSx?’

“Ah.” Honored Sir bin’ FHora s shouldersrippled and this time Jethri was sure the gesture expressed
amusement. “One cantra-six it is.” He bowed and Jethri did, clumsily, because of the bolt he still cradled.

“Done” hesad.

“Very good,” returned the buyer. “ Set the bolt down, young Sir. Y ou are quite correct regarding that
crimson. Remarkably pure. If your elder instructed you to hold at anything less than three cantra, hewas



testing you in good earnest.”

Jethri stared, then, with an effort, he straightened his face, trying to make it as bland and ungiving asthe
buyer’s.

He needn’t have bothered. The Liaden had pulled a pouch from his belt and was intent on counting out
coins. He placed them on the trade table and stepped back, sweeping the sample bolt up as he did.

“One cantra, six dex, as agreed. Delivery may be made to our warehouse within the twelve-hour.” He
bowed, fluid and unstrained, despite the bolt.

“Beyouwdl, young gr. Fair trading, safellift.”

Jethri gave his best bow, which was nowhere near as pretty asthe buyer’s. “Thank you, respected Sir.
Fair trading, fair profit.”

“Indeed,” said the buyer and was gone.
Ynsolt’i Port, Zeroground Pub

BY RIGHTS, he should have walked a straight line from Textile Hall to the Market and put himself at the
disposal of the captain.

Say hewas disinclined just yet to talk with Captain 1za Gobelyn, coincidentally his mother, on the subject
of hisupcoming change of berth. Or say he was coming off hisfirst true solo trade and wanted time to
turn the thing over in his mind. Which he was doing, merebeer to hand at the Zeroground Pub, on the
corner of the bar he' d staked as his own.

Hefingered hisfractin, adow whiling motion—that had been histhinking pattern for most of hislife. No
matter the captain had told him time and time that he was too old for such fidgets and foolishness. On
board ship, some habits were worse than others, and the fractin was et to pass.

Asto thinking, he had alot to do.
He pamed the smooth ivory square, took asip of the tangy local brew.

Buyer bin' Flora, now—that wanted chewing on. Liadens were fiercely competitive, and, in his
experience, tight-fisted of data. Jethri had lately formed the theory that this reluctance to offer information
was not what a Terran would call spitefulness, but courtesy. It would be—an insult, if hisreading of the
tapes was right, to assume that another person was ignorant of any particular something.

Which theory made Honored Sir bin’ Flora s extemporaneous lecture on the appropriate price of crimson
celloslk—interesting.

Jethri spped his beer, considering whether or not he' d been insulted. Thiswas a ddlicate question, since
itwasaso OK, asfar as his own observations and the crewtapes went, for an elder to instruct ajunior.
He had another sip of beer, frowning absently at the plain ship-board above the bar. Strictly no-key, that
board, listing ship name, departure, arrival, and short on finer info. Jethri Sghed. If the vya did good,

he' d one day soon be ableto get adirect line to the trade nets, just by dipping hiskey into ahigh-info
terminal. ’ Course, by then, he' d be shipping on Digger, and no use for aCombinekey at dl...

“’Nother brew, kid?’ The bartender’ s voice penetrated his abstraction. He set the glass down, seeing

with surprise that it was nearly empty. He fingered a Terran bit out of his public pocket and put it on the
bar.



“Merebeer, please.”

“Coming up,” she said, skating the coin from the bar to her pam. Her pale blue eyes moved to the next
customer and she grinned.

“Hey, Sirge! Ain't seen you for a Port-year.”

The dark-haired man in modest trading clothes leaned his elbows on the counter and smiled. “ That long?’
He shook his head, smile going toward agrin. “I lose track of time, when there’ s businessto be done.”

Shelaughed. “What'll it be?”

“Franses Ale?’ he asked, wigtfully.

“Coming up,” she said and he grinned and put five-bit in her hand.
“Theextra sfor you—areward for saving my life.”

The barkeeper laughed again and moved off down-bar, collecting orders and coins as she went. Jethri
finished thelast of his beer. When he put the glass down, he found the barkeeper’s
friend—Sirge—looking & him quizzicdly.

“Don’t mean to pry into what’ s none of my business, but | noticed you looking at the board, there, abit
distracted. Wouldn't be you had business with Stork?”

Jethri blinked, then smiled and shook his heed. “I was thinking of—something ese,” he said, with
cautioustruth. “Didn’t redly seethe board at dl.”

“Man with businesson hismind,” said Sirge good-naturedly. “Wdll, just thought I’ d ask. Misery loves
company, my mam used to say—Thanks, Nance.” Thislast asthe barkeeper set atdl glassfilled with
dark liquid before him.

“No trouble,” she assured him and put Jethri’ s schooner down. “Merebeer, Trader.”

“Thank you,” he murmured, wondering if she was making fun of him or redly thought him old enough to
be afull trader. He raised the mug and shot alook at the ship-board. Stork was there, right enough,
showing departed on an amended flight plan.

“Damnedest thing,” said the man next to him, ruefully. “ Can’t blame them for lifting when they got rush
cargo and abonus at the far end, but | sure could wish they waited lift a quarter-hour longer.”

Jethri fdt astir of morbid curiosity. “They didn’'t—leave you, did they, Sr?’

The man laughed. “ Gods, no, none of that! I’ ve got a berth promised on Ringfelder’s Halcyon, end of
next Port-week. No, thiswas amatter of buy-in—had haf the paperwork filled out, happened to ook
up at the board there in the Trade Bar and they’ re dready lifting.” He took a hedlthy swallow of hisae.
“Sent amessage to my lodgings, of course, but | wasn't at the lodgings, | was out making paper, like
we' d agreed.” He sighed. “Well, no use crying over spilled wine, en?” He extended athin, calloused
hand. “ Sirge Milton, trader at leisure, damn the luck.”

He shook the offered hand. “ Jethri Gobelyn, off Gobelyn’s Market.”
“Pleasure. Market’ s asolid ship—Arin dill senior trader?’

Jethri blinked. The routes being asthey were, there were gtill some who had missed news of Arin



Gobelyn’'s death. This man didn’'t seem quite old enough to have been one of hisfather’s contemporaries,
but...

“Paitor’ ssenior,” hetold Sirge Milton steadily. “ Arin died ten Standards back.”

“Sorry to hear that,” the man said serioudy. “1 wasjust a’ prentice, but heimpressed mered favorable.”
Hetook adrink of ae, eyeswandering back to the ship-board. “Damn,” he said, not quite under his
breath, then laughed allittle and looked at Jethri. “L et this be alesson to you—stay liquid. Think I'd
know that by now.” Another laugh.

Jethri had asip of beer. “But,” he said, though it was none of his business, “what happened?’

For amoment, he thought the other wouldn't answer. He drank ae, frowning at the board, then seemed
to collect himself and flashed Jethri aquick grin.

“Couplethings. First, | was gpproached for a closed buy-in on—futures.” He shrugged. “ Y ou
understand | can't be specific. But the guarantee was four-on-one and—well, the lodgings was paid 'til |
shipped and | had plenty on my tab at the Trade Bar, so | sunk al my serious cash into the future.”

Jethri frowned. A four-on-one return on speculation? It was possible—the crewtapestold of astonishing
fortunes made Port-sde, now and then—but not likely. To invest dl liquid assetsinto such aventure—

Sirge Milton held up ahand. “Now, | know you're thinking exactly what | thought when the thing was
put to me—four-on-one’'s’ way outtaline. But the gig turns on a Liaden Master Trader’ s say-so, and |
figured that was good enough for me.” He finished hisae and put the glass down, waving at the
barkeeper.

“Short of itis, I'm cash-poor til tomorrow midday, when the pay-off’s guaranteed. And thismorning |
came across as sweet aded asyou' d careto see—and | know just who'll want it, to my profit. A cantra
holds the lot—and me with three ten-bitsin pocket. Stork was going to front the cash, and earn half the
profit, fair enough. But the rush-money and the bonus was brighter.” He shook his head. “ So, Jethri
Gobelyn, you can learn from my mistake—and I’m hopeful I'll do the same.”

“Four-on-one,” Jethri said, mind a-buzz with the circumstance, so he forgot he wasjust a’ prentice,
talking to afull trader. “Do you have a paper with the guarantee spelled out?’

“| got better than that,” Sirge Milton said. “1 got hiscard.” He turned his head, smiling at the bartender.
“Thanks, Nance.”

“No problem,” shereturned. “ Y ou got aLiaden’s card? Redly? Can | see?’
The man looked uneasy. “It’ s not the kind of thing you flash around.”
“Aw, ¢ mon, Sirge—I| never seen one.”

Jethri could appreciate her curiosity: he was haf agog, himsdlf. A Liaden’s card was asgood ashis
name, and a Liaden’ s name, according to great-grand-captain Larance, was his dearest possession.

“Wadl,” Sirge said. He glanced around, but the other patrons seemed well-involved in their own various
businesses. “OK.”

He reached into his pouch and pulled out aflat, creamy rectangle, holding it face up between the three of
them.



“Ooh,” Nance said. “What'sit say?

Jethri frowned at the lettering. It was amore ornate form of the Liaden alphabet he had |aborioudy taught
himsdf off thelibrary files, but not at al unreadable.

“Nornven'Dedlin,” he said, hoping he had the pronunciation of the nameright. “Master of Trade.”

“Right you are,” said Sirge, nodding. “You'll go far, I'm sure, friend Jethri! And thishere—" he rubbed
histhumb over the graphic of arabbit slhouetted againgt afull moon—"isthesignfor hisClan. Ixin.”

“Oh,” Nance said again, then turned to answer a hail from up-bar. Sirge dipped the card away and Jethri
took another sip of beer, mind racing. A four-on-one return, guaranteed by a Master Trader? It was
possible. Jethri had seen the rabbit-and-moon sign on aland-barge that very day. And Sirge Milton was
going to collect tomorrow mid-day. Jethri thought he was beginning to see away to buy into abit of
profit, imsdf.

“I have acantrato lend,” he said, setting the schooner aside.
Sirge Milton shook his head. “Nah.—I appreciateit, Jethri, but | don’t take loans. Bad business.”

Which, Jethri acknowledged, was exactly what his uncle would say. He nodded, hoping hisface didn’t
show how excited hefdit.

“I understand. But you have collateral. How *bout if | buy Sork’s share of your Port-dedl, payoff
tomorrow mid-day, after you collect from Master ven’ Dedlin?’

“Not theway | liketo do business,” Sirge said dowly.
Jethri took a careful breath. “We can write an agreement,” he said.

The other brightened. “We can, can't we? Makeit al legal and binding. Sure, why not?’ Hetook a
swallow of deand grinned. “Got paper?’

Gobelyn’s Market

“NO, MA’AM,” Jethri said, some hours later, and as respectfully as he could, while giving his mother
glarefor-glare. “I’min no way trying to captain this ship. | just want to know if thefina papersare
sgned with Digger.” Hisjaw musclesfet tight and he tried to relax them—to make hisface
trading-bland. “1 think the ship owes methat information. At least that.”

“Think we can do better for you,” his mother the captain surmised, her mouth astraight, hard line of
displeasure. “ All right, boy. No, thefina papersaren’t sgned. W€ ll catch up with Digger *tween here
and Kinaverd and do the legd then.” Shetipped her head, sarcagticdly civil. “That OK by you?’

Jethri held onto histemper, barely. His mother’ s mood was never happy, dirt-sde. He wondered, briefly,
how she was going to survive awhole year world-bound, while the Market was rebuilt.

“I don’t want to ship on Digger,” he said, keeping hisvoice just factud. He sighed. “Please,
ma am—there s got to be another ship willing to take me.”

She stared at him until he heard his heart thudding in his ears. Then she sighed in her turn, and spun the
chair so shefaced the screens, showing him profile.



“Y ou want another ship,” she said, and she didn’t sound mad, anymore. “ Y ou find it.”

Zeroground Pub
“NO CALLS FOR Jethri Gobelyn? No message from Sirge Milton?’

The barkeeper on-shift today at the Zeroground Pub was maybe a Standard Jethri’ s elder. Hewas aso
twelve inchestaller and out massed him by afactor of two. He shook his heed, setting the six titanium
ringsin hisleft ear to chiming, and sighed, none too patient. “Kid, | told you. No calls. No message. No
package. No Milton. No nothing, kid. Got it?’

Jethri swalowed, hard, the fractin hot againgt hispadm. “ Got it.”

“Gresat,” said the barkeep. “Y ou wanna beer or you wannaclear out so apaying customer can have a
ool ?’

“Merebeer, please,” he said, dipping abit across the counter. The keeper swept up the coin, went
up-bar, drew aglass, and did it down the polished surface with awill. Jethri put out a hand—the mug
smacked into his pam, stinging. Carefully, he eased away from the not-exactly-overcrowded counter and
took hisdrink to the back.

He was on the gpproach to trouble. Dodging his senior, diding off-ship without the captain’'s
aye—approaching trouble, right enough, but not quite established in orbit. Khat was inventive—he
trusted her to cover him for another hour, by which time he had better be on-ship, cash in hand and
looking to show Uncle Paitor the whole.

And Sirge Milton was|ate.

A man, Jethri reasoned, dipping into a booth and setting his beer down, might well be late for a meeting.
A man might even, with good reason, be an hour late for that same meeting. But aman could call the
place named and |eave a message for the one who was set to meet him.

Which Sirge Milton hadn’t done, nor sent a courier with a package containing Jethri’ s payout, neither.

So, something must’ ve come up. Business. Sirge Milton seemed abusy man. Jethri opened his pouch
and pulled out the agreement they’ d written yesterday, Sitting at this very back booth, with Nance the
bartender aswitness.

Carefully, he smoothed the paper, read over the guarantee of payment. Two cantrawas a higher buy-out
than he had asked for, but Sirge had inssted, saying the profit would cover it, not to mention his
‘expectations.” There was even a paragraph about being paid in the event that Sirge’ s sure buyer was out
of cash, citing the debt owed Sirge Milton, Trader, by Norn ven’ Dedlin, Master of Trade, as security.

It had al seemed clear enough yesterday afternoon, but Jethri thought now that he should have asked
Sirgeto take him around to his supplier, or a least listed the name and location of the supplier onthe

paper.

He had asip of beer, but it tasted flat and he pushed the glass away. The door to the bar did open,
admitting anoisy gaggle of Terrans. Jethri looked up, eagerly, but Sirge was not among them. Sighing, he
frowned down at the paper, trying to figure out anext movethat didn’t put him on the receiving end of
oneof hisuncle sfurious scolds.



Norn ven' Deelin, Master of Trade... The name looked odd, written out in Terran, approximating
spelling across two a phabets that didn't precisely match, edge-on-edge. Norn ven’ Dedlin, who had
given hiscard—his name—into Sirge Milton’ skeeping. Jethri blinked. Norn ven’ Dedlin, he thought,
would very likely know how to get in touch with aperson he held in such high esteem. With luck, he'd be
inclined to share that information with a polite-talking * prentice.

If hewasn't inclined ... Jethri folded his paper away and got out of the booth, leaving the beer behind.
No use borrowing trouble, hetold himself.

* % %

Ynsolt'i Upper Port

IT WASLATE, but till day-Port, when he found the right office. At least, he thought, pausing acrossthe
street and staring at that damned bunny silhouetted against the big yellow moon, he hoped it was theright
office. He wastired from walking milesin gravity, hot, gritty—but worse than any of that, he was scared.

Norn ven' Dedin’ soffice—if this was at |last his office—was well into the Liaden sde of Port.

Not that there was properly a Terran side, Ynsolt'i being aLiaden world. But there were portions where
Terrans were tolerated as a necessary evil atending galactic trade, and where abody caught the notion
that maybe Terrans were cut some extralength of line, in regard to what might be seen asinault.

Standing acrass from the door, which might, after al, be theright one, Jethri did consider turning around,
trudging back to the Market and taking the licks he' d traded for.

Except he' d traded for profit to the ship, and he was going to collect it. That, at least, he would show his
senior and his captain, though he had long since stopped thinking that profit would buy him pardon.

Jethri Sghed. Therewasdust al over hisgood trading clothes. He brushed himslf off aswell ashe
could, and looked across the street. It came to him that the rabbit on Clan Ixin’ssign wasn't so much
howling at that moon, aslaughing itsfool head off.

Thinking so, he crossed the street, wiped his boots on the mat, and pushed the door open.

* * %

THE OFFICE BEHIND the door was airy and bright, and Jethri was abruptly glad that he had dressed
intrading clothes, dusty asthey now were. This place was high-class—abody could smdl profit in the
subtly fragrant air, seeit in the floor covering and the real wooden chairs.

The man sitting behind the carved center console was as e egant as the room: crigp-cut yellow hair, bland
and beardless Liaden face, avest embroidered with the moon-and-rabbit worn over asat-white silken
shirt. He looked up from hiswork screen as the door opened, eyebrows lifting in what Jethri had no
trouble reading as astonishment.

“Good-day to you, young Sr.” The man’ svoice was soft, his Trade only lightly tinged with accent.

“Good-day, honored sir.” Jethri moved forward dowly, taking careto keep hishandsin sight. Three
steps from the console, he stopped and bowed, aslow as he could manage without falling on his head.

“Jethri Gobelyn, apprentice trader, Gobelyn's Market.” He straightened and met the bland blue eyes
squarely. “1 am cometo cal upon the Honored Norn ven' Dedlin.”

“Ah.” The man folded his hands neatly upon the console. “| regret it is necessary that you acquaint me



more nearly with your business, Jethri Gobelyn.”
Jethri bowed again, not so deep thistime, and waited til he was upright to begin the telling.

“I amin search of aman—aTerran,” he added, haf-amazed to hear no quaver in hisvoice—"named
Sirge Milton, who owes me asum of money. It wasin my mind that the Honored ven’ Dedlin might be
willing to put mein touch with thisman.”

The Liaden frowned. “Forgive me, Jethri Gobelyn, but how came such anotion into your mind?’
Jethri took a breath. “ Sirge Milton had the Honored ven' Dedlin’s card in pledge of—"
The Liaden held up ahand, and Jethri gulped to a stop, fedling alittle gone around the knees.

“Hold.” A Terran would have smiled to show there was no threat. Liadensdidn’t amile, at least, not at
Terrans, but this one exerted himsdf to incline hishead an inch.

“If you please,” hesaid. “I must ask if you are certain that it was the Honored ven' Dedlin’sown card.”

“|—the name was plainly written, Sir. | read it myself. And the Sigil wasthe same, the very
moon-and-rabbit you yourself wear.”

“I regret.” The Liaden stood, bowed and beckoned, dl in one fluid movement. “Thisfdls beyond my
area of authority. If you please, young gr, follow me.” The blue eyes met his, asif the Liaden had
somehow heard hisdismay at being thus directed deeper into aien territory. “House courtesy, Jethri
Gobelyn. Y ou receive no danger here.”

Which madeit plain enough, to Jethri’ smind, that refusing to follow would be an insult. He swallowed,
his breath going short on him, the Market suddenly seeming very far awvay.

Theydlow haired Liaden waswaiting, his smooth, pretty face uncommunicative. Jethri bowed dightly
and walked forward as camly astrembling knees dlowed. The Liaden led him down a short halway,
past two closed rooms, and bowed him across the threshold of the third, open.

“Beat ease,” the Liaden said from the threshold. “ I will apprise the master trader of your errand.” He
hestated, then extended a hand, pam up. “It iswell, Jethri Gobeyn. The House isvigilant on your
behalf.” He was gone on that, the door diding silently closed behind him.

Thisroom was smdler than the antechamber, though dightly bigger than the Market’ s common room, the
shelves st a heights he had to believe handy for Liadens. Jethri stood for a couple minutes, eyes closed,
doing cube rootsin his head until his heartbeat dowed down and the panic had eased back to avague
feding of dcknessin hisgut.

Opening his eyes, he went over to the shelves on the right, half-trained eye running over the bric-a-brac,
wondering if that was redlly a piece of Sofleg porcelain and, if so, what it was doing set naked out on a
shelf, asif it were acommon pottery bowl.

The door whispered behind him, and he spun to face a Liaden woman dressed in dark trousersand a
garnet colored shirt. Her hair was short and gray, her eyebrows straight and black. She stepped
energeticaly into the center of the room asthe door did closed behind her, and bowed with precision,
right palm flat againgt her chest.

“Nornven'Dedin,” shedatedin aclear, leve voice. “Clan Ixin.”



Jethri felt theblood go toicein hisveins.

Before him, Norn ven’ Dedlin straightened and danted a bright black glanceinto hisface. “Y ou discover
meadismay,” she observed, in heavily accented Terran. “ Say why, do.”

He managed to breathe, managed to bow. “Honored Ma am, I—I’ ve just learned the depth of my own
fally.”

“So young, yet made so wise!” She brought her hands together in agentle clap, the amethyst ring on her
right hand throwing light off itsfacetslike purplelightning. “ Speak on, young Jethri. | would drink of your
wisdom.”

Hebit hislip. “Ma am, the—person—I came here to find—told me Norn ven’ Dedlin was—was mae.”

“Ah. But Liaden names are difficult, | am learning, for those of Terran Code. Possibleit isthat your friend
achieved honest error, occasioned by null-acquaintance with mysglf.”

“I’m certain that’ sthe case, Honored,” Jethri said carefully, trying to fed hisway toward a path that
would win him free, with no insult to the trader, and extricate Sirge Milton from ajunior’ s hopeless
muddle.

“l—my friend—did know the person | mistakenly believed yourself to be well enough to have lent money
on a Portweek investment. The—error—isal my own. Likely thereis another Norn ven' Dedlinin Port,
and | foolishly—"

A tiny hand rose, pdm out, to stop him. “Be assured, Jethri Gobelyn. Of Norn ven' Dedlin thereis one.
Thisone”

He had, Jethri thought, been afraid of that. Hagtily, he tried to shuffle possibilities. Had Sirge Milton dedlt
with a go-between authorized to hand over his employer’s card? Had—

“My assgtant,” said Norn ven’ Dedlin, “discloses to me atae of wondering obfusion. | am understanding
that you are in possession of one of my cards?’

Her assstant, Jethri thought, with a sudden sharpening of hiswits on the matter at hand, had told her no
such thing. She was trying to throw him off-balance, and sartle him into reveding aweskness. Shewas,
infact, trading. Jethri ground his teeth and made his face smooth.

“No, ma am,” he said respectfully. “What happened was that | met aman in Port who needed |oan of a
cantrato hold aded. He said he had lent hisliquid to—to Norn ven’ Dedlin, master trader. Of Clan Ixin.
He said he wasto collect tomorrow—today, midday, that would be—a guaranteed return of
four-on-one. My—my payout contingent on his payout.” He stopped and did not bite hislip, though he
wanted to.

There was a short silence, then, “Four-on-one. That isavery large profit, young Jethri.”

He ducked his head. “Yes, ma am. | thought that. But he had the—the card of the—man—who had
guaranteed the return. | read the name myself. And the clan sgn—just like the one on your door
and—other places on Port...” Hisvoice squeaked out. He cleared histhroat and continued.

“I knew he had to be on a straight course—at least on this ded—if it was backed by aLiaden’s card.”

“Hah.” She plucked something flat and rectangular from her deeve and held it out. “Honor me with your
opinion of this”



Hetook the card, looked down and knew just how stupid he' d been.

“So wondroudly expressive aface,” commented Norn ven’ Dedlin. “Wasthis not the card you were
shown, in earnest of fair deding?’

He shook his head, remembered that the gesture had no analog among Liadens and cleared his throat
agan.

“No, ma am,” he said as steady as he could. “ The rabbit-and-moon are exactly the same. The
name—the same style, the same spacing, the same spelling. The stock was white, with black ink, not tan
with brownink. I didn’'t touch it, but I’ d guessit waslow-rag. This card is high-rag content...”

Hisfingersfound a pattern on the obverse. He flipped the card over and sighed at the selfsame
rabbit-and-moon, embossed into the card stock, then looked back to her bland, patient face.

“I beg your pardon, ma am.”

“S0.” She reached out and twitched the card from hisfingers, diding it absently back into her deeve.
“Y ou do me aservice, young Jethri. From my assistant | hear the name of this person who has, yet does
not have, my card in so piquant afashion. Sirge Milton. Thisisacorrectness? | do not wishto err.”

Theice was back in Jethri’sveins. Well he knew that Khat' s stories of blood vengeance were just
that—fright tales to spice an otherwise boring hour. Still and dl, it wasn't done, to put another Terranin
theway of Liaden Balance. He gulped and bowed.

“Ma am, |—please. The whole matter is—is my error. | am the most junior of traders. Likely |
misunderstood a senior and have annoyed yourself and your household without cause. 1—"

She held up ahand, stepped forward and laid it on hisdeeve.

“Peace, child. | do nothing fatal to your galandaria—your countryman. No pellet in hisear. No nitrogen
replacing good air in an emergency tank. En?” Almosgt, it seemed to Jethri that she smiled.

“Such taes. We of the Clanslisten in Port bars—and discover ourselves monsters.” She patted hisarm,
lightly. “But no. Unless he adopts amode most stupid, fear not of hislife.” She stepped back, her hand
fdling fromhisdeeve.

“Y our own actionsreside in correctness. Very much isthis matter mine of solving. A junior trader could
do no other, than bring such at once before me.

“Now, | ask, most humbly, that you accept Ixin’s protection in conveyance to your ship. It iscome
night-Port while we speak, and your kin will be distressful for your safety. Myself and yourself, we speak
additiondly, after solving.”

She bowed again, hand over heart, and Jethri did hisbest to copy the thing with hislegs shaking fit to tip
him over. When he looked up the door was closing behind her. It opened again immediately and the
yelow-haired assstant stepped inside with abow of hisown.

“Jethri Gobelyn,” he said in his soft Trade, “please follow me. A car will take you to your ship.”
Gobelyn’s Market

“SHE SAID SHE wouldn't kill him,” Jethri said hoarsdly. The captain, his mother, shook her head and
Uncle Paitor sghed.



“There’ sworse things than killing, son,” he said, and that made Jethri want to scrunch into hischair and
bawl, like he had ten Standards fewer and stood about astal as hefdit.

What he did do, was take another swallow of coffee and meet Paitor’ seyes straight. “1’m sorry, Sir.”
“You'vegot cause,” hisuncle acknowledged.

“Double-ups on dock,” the captain said, looking at them both. “Nobody works aone. We don't want
trouble. We stay close and quiet and we lift as soon as we can without making it look like arush.”

Paitor nodded. “ Agreed.”

Jethri tirred, fingerstight ' round the coffee mug. “Ma am, she—Magter Trader ven' Dedlin said she
wanted to talk to me, after she—settled—things. | wouldn’t want to insult her.”

"None of uswantsto insult her,” his mother said, with more patience than he’ d expected. “However, a
Master Trader iswell aware that atrade ship must trade. She can’t expect usto hang around while our
cargo losesvalue. If shewantsto talk to you, boy, she'll find you.”

“Noinsult,” Paitor added, “for a’ prentice to bow to the authority of his seniors. Liadens understand
chain of command real well.” The captain laughed, short and sharp, then stood up.

“Go to bed, Jethri—you’ re out on your feet. Be on dock second shift—" she did aglanceto Paitor.
13 Dyk?l

His uncle nodded.

“You'll partner with Dyk. We re onloading seed, ship’s basics, trade tools. Barge' s due Port-noon.
Stick close, undersand me?’

“Yes, maam.” Wobbling, Jethri got to hisfeet, nodded to his seniors, put the mug into the wash-up and
turned toward the door.

“Jethri.”

He turned back, thinking his uncle s face looked—sad.

“| wanted to let you know,” Paitor said. “ The spice did rea well for us.”

Jethri took a deep breath. “Good,” he said and hisvoice didn’'t shake at dl. “ That's good.”

Gobelyn’s Market, L oading Dock

“OK,” SAID DYK, easing the forks on the hand-lift back. “ Got it.” He toggled theimpeller fan and
nodded over his shoulder. “Let’ sgo, kid. Guard my back.”

Jethri managed aweak grin. Dyk was inclined to treat the double-up and Paitor’ s even-voiced
explanation of disguiet on the docks as a seam-splitting joke. He guided the hand-lift to the edge of the
barge, stopped, theatricaly craned both ways, flashed athumbs-up over his shoulder to Jethri, who was
lagging behind, and dashed out onto the Market’ s dock. Sighing, Jethri walked dowly in hiswake.



“Hey, kid, hold it asec.” The voice was low and not entirely unfamiliar. Jethri spun.

Sirge Milton was leaning againgt acargo crate, hand in the pocket of hisjacket and nothing likeasmile
on hisface.

“Red smart,” hesad, “setting aLiaden on me.”

Jethri shook his head, caught somewhere between relief and dismay.

“You don't understand,” he said, walking forward. “The card’ safake.”
The man againgt the crate tipped hisheed. “Isit, now.”

“Yeah, itis. I’ve seen thered one, and it’ s nothing like the one you' ve got.”
“Sowhat?’

“So,” Jethri said patiently, stopping and showing empty handsin the old gesture of goodwill, “whoever
gave you the card was't Norn ven’ Dedlin. He was somebody who said he was Norn ven' Dedlin and he
used the card and her—the honor of her name—to chest you.”

Sirge Milton leaned, silent, againg the cargo bail.

Jethri sighed sharply. “Look, Sirge, thisis serious stuff. The master trader hasto protect her name. She's
not after you—she' s after whoever gave you that card and told you hewas her. All you have to do—"

Sirge Milton shook his head, sorrowful, or so it seemed to Jethri. “Kid,” he said, “you still don't get it, do
you?’ He brought hishand out of the pocket and leveled the gun, matter-of-factly, at Jethri’s sscomach. “I
know the card’ s bogus, kid. | know who made it—and so does your precious master trader. She got the
scrivener last night. She' d’ve had me thismorning, but | know the back way outtathe’ ground.”

The gun was high-gee plastic, snub-nosed and black. Jethri stared at it and then looked back at the
man’'sface.

Trade, he thought, curioudy cam. Trade for your life.

Sirge Milton grinned. “Y ou traded another Terranto aLiaden. That's stupid, Jethri. Stupid people don't
livelong.”

“You'reright,” hesaid, camly, watching Sirge' sfaceand not thegun at dl. “And it'd bered stupid for
you to kill me. Norn ven’' Dedlin said I’ d done her aservice. If you kill me, she'snot going to have any
choice but to serve you the same. Y ou don’t want to corner her.”

“Jeth?” Dyk’ s voice echoed in from the dock. “Hey! Jethri!”

“I'll beout inasecond!” he yelled, never breaking eye contact with the gunman. “Give methe gun.” he
said, reasonably. “1’1l go with you to the master trader and you can makeiit right.”

““Makeitright',” Sirge sneered and there was a sharp snap as he thumbed the gun’s safety off.

“I urge you most strongly to heed the young trader’ s excellent advice, Sirge Milton,” acam voice
commented in accentless Trade. “ The master trader is arrived and balance may go forth immediately.”

* % %



MASTER VEN'DEELIN’ Sydlow-haired assistant walked into the edge of Jethri’ sfield of vison. He
stood lightly on the bals of hisfeet, asif he expected to have to run. There was agun, holstered, on his
belt.

Sirge Milton hesitated, staring at this new adversary.
“Sirge, it'snot worth killing for,” Jethri said, desperately.

But Sirge had forgotten about him. He was looking &t Master ven’ Dedlin’ sassigtant. “Think I’ m gonna
be some Liaden’ sdave until | worked off what she clamsfor debt?’ He demanded. “Liaden Port? Y ou
think I got any chance of afar hearing?’

“The Portmaster—" the Liaden began, but Sirge cut him off with awave, looked down at the gun and
brought it around.

“No!” Jethri jumped forward, meaning to grab the gun, but something solid dammed into hisright side,
knocking him to the barge’ s deck. There was a crack of sound, very soft, and Jethri rolled to his feet—

Sirge Milton was crumbled face down on the cold decking, the gun in his hand. The back of his head was
gone. Jethri took a step forward, found his arm grabbed and turned around to look down into the grave
blue eyes of Master ven’' Dedlin’ s assstant.

“Come,” the Liaden said, and his voice was not—quite—steady. “ The master trader must be informed.”
Gobelyn’s Market, Common Room

THE YELLOW-HAIRED assistant cameto an end of his spate of Liaden and inclined his head.
“Soitisdone” Nornven' Dedin said in Trade. “ Advise the Portmaster and hold yourself at her word.”

“Master Trader.” The man swept abow so low hisforehead touched his knees, straightened effortlessly
and |eft the Market’ s common room with nothing like a backward look. Norn ven’ Dedlin turned to
Jethri, gtting shaken between his mother and Uncle Paitor.

“I amregretful,” she said in her bad Terran, “that solving achieved thisform. My intention, as| said to
you, was not thus. Terrans—" She glanced around, at Paitor and the captain, a Dyk and Khat and Mdl.
“Forgive me. | mean to say that Terrans are of amode most surprising. It was my error, to be think this
solving would end not in dyings.” She showed her pams. “ The counterfeit-maker and the, ahh—
distributor—are of amind, both, to achieve more seemly Baance.”

“Counterfeiter?’ asked Paitor and Norn ven’ Dedin inclined her head.

“Indeed. Certain cards were copied—not well, as | find—and distributed to traders of dishonor. These
would then use the—the—melant’ i—you would say, the worth of the card to run just such a
shadow-dedl asyoung Jethri fell againgt.” She sat back, mouth straight. “ The game is closed, this Port,
and | come now to Baance young Jethri’ s serviceto mysdf.”

His mother shot aglance a Paitor, who climbed to hisfeet and bowed, low and careful. “We are
grateful for your condescension, Master Trader. Please alow usto put paid, in mutual respect and
harmony, to any matter that may lie between us—"

“Yes, yes,” shewaved ahand. “In circumstance far otherwise, thiswould be the path of wisdom, al
honor to you, Trader Gobelyn. But you and |, we are disallowed the comfort of old wisdom. We are
honored, reverse-ward, to build new wisdom.” She looked up a him, black eyes shining.



“Seeyou, thisyoung trader illuminates error of staggering immengty. To my hand he ddiversone
priceless gem of data: Terrans are using Liaden honor to cheat other Terrans.” She leaned forward,
catching their eyes one by one. “Liaden honor,” she repegted; “to cheet other Terrans.”

Shelay her hand on her chest. “I am amaster trader. My—my duty isto theincrease of the trade. Trade
cannot increase, where honor is commodity.”

“But what doesthis,” Dyk demanded, irrepressible, “have to do with Jethri?’

Theblack eyes pinned him. “ A question of piercing excellence. Jethri has shown me this—that the actions
of Liadens no longer influencethelivesonly of Liadens. Reverse-ward by logic follows for the actions of
Terrans. So, for the trade to increase, wherein lies the proper interest of trader and master trader,
information cross-cultural must increase.” Sheinclined her head.

“Trader, | suggest we write contract between us, with the future of Jethri Gobelyn in our minds.”

Uncle Paitor blinked. “Y ou want to—forgive me. | think you' retrying to say that you want to take Jethri
asan gpprentice.”

Another dight bow of the head. “ Precisaly so. Allow me, please, to praise him to you asapromising
young trader, strongly enmeshed in honor.”

“But | did everything wrong!” Jethri burst out, seeing Sirge Milton laying there, dead of hisown choice,
and the stupid waste of it...

“Regrettably, | must disagree” Magter ven' Dedlin said softly. “It istrue that desth untimely transpired.
Thiswas not your error. Pen Rdl informsto me your €l oquence in beseeching Trader Milton to the path
of Balance. Thiswas not error. To solicit solving from shewho ismost able to solve—that isonly
correctness.” She showed both of her hands, pams up. “I honor you for your actions, Jethri Gobelyn,
and wonder if you will bind yoursef as my apprentice.”

Hewanted it. In that one, searing moment, he knew he had never wanted anything in hislife so much. He
looked to his mother.

“I found my ship, Captain,” hesaid.

A Choice Of Weapons

The number of high housesis precisaly fifty.
And then thereis Korval.

—Fromthe Annual Census of Clans

On file with the Council of Clans, Solcintra, Liad

“I AM NOT worthy.”

Daav yos Phelium bowed low. When he straightened, it was not to hisfull height, but with carefully
rounded shoulders and half-averted face: alesser being, faint with terror at his own audacity.

His mother would have laughed doud a such obvious mummery. His dem—Korva Herself, shewho
held the future and life of each clanmember in her sedately folded hands—merdly lifted an elegant golden



eyebrow.

Daav schooled himsdlf to stillness—small challenge for one who was a scout—face yet averted. Hedid
not quite bite hislip, though the inclination was strong. Not adl of his present display was artifice; it wasno
inconsiderable thing to bring Korval’ s own Eye upon onesdlf, true-son though he be.

A full Standard minute passed before Korva shifted dightly in her chair.

“Intheoneface’, she sad, reflectively, and in no higher mode than that of parent to child, “the question
of how long you might stand there, cowed and silent, beguiles my closest interest. On the other face, itis
Daav before me, and one cannot be certain but that thisis a ploy engineered to rob us both of the
pleasure of atending Etgora s certain-to-be-tedious evening gather.” The mode shifted, and shewas his
delm once more, chin up and eyes no warmer thanice.

“Elucidate this sudden unworthiness. Briefly.”

Mode required that a petitioner accept the Delm’s Word with abow. Daav did so, forehead brushing
knees, and returned to the round-shouldered pose of inferiority.

“| havetoday received my quartershare accounting from deal Gauss and with it certain documents needful
of my attention. One of those documents was the Delm’s Forma Declaration of Heir, in which | discover
myself named Korva-in-future.” He moved his shoulders, easing tension that was born not only of the
unnatura posture.

“Theinformation amazes?’ Korva-in-present inquired. “ Surely you are aware that you have been trained
for the duty since you had sense of language.”

Daav inclined his head. “But | was not trained aone. Er Thom has been at my side, schooled as| was,
word and gesture. We studied the same diary entries. We learned our equations at the same board. All in
accordance with Delm'’ s Wisdom—that two be conceived and trained to the duty, to insure that Korval
would haveits delm, though yos Phelium’ s genes twice proved inadequate.”

He paused, daring aquick glance at his dem’ s face from beneath modestly lowered lashes. No sign—of
irritation, impatience, boredom. Or humor. Chi yos Phelium had been a Scout herself before duty called
her to delmhood, forty Standard years ago. Her face would reveal whatever she wished to show.

“Er Thom,” Daav murmured, “ has a steedy nature; his understanding of our history and our present
necessitiesis entirely sound. Of course, heisamaster pilot—indeed, his skill over-reaches my—"

Korva raised her hand.

“A discussion of your foster-brother’ s excellenciesis extraneous to the topic.” Shelowered her hand.
“Daav yos Phelium professes himself unworthy to assume the duty he was bred and trained for, thus
cdling aDem’ s Decision into question—that is your chosen theme. Speak to it.”

Daav took a deep breath, bowed. She was correct— of course she was correct. A Delm could not be
wrong, in matters of Clan. That the Delm had mis-chosen her heir was no fault of her judgement, but his
own error, in withholding information she required. He had intended to speak ere she had chosen, but he
had not expected her to have chosen so soon.

He cameto hisfull height and met hisddnv'schill eyessquardly.

“Perhagps, then, | should have put it that | am unfit for the duty. While | am off Liad, performing even the
mogt tedious of tasks required by scout Headquarters, my temper is serene and my judgement sound. |



am scarcely aday on the homeworld and | am awash in anger. People annoy me to the edge of
endurance. Mode and measure grate my patience. | cannot say with any certainty that my judgement is
sound. Indeed, | fear it isdangeroudy unsound.” He bowed again, buying time, for this next was difficult,
for dl it needed to be said.

“I had been to the Healers, last leave, and asked that the distemper be mended.”
“Ah,” sadKorvd. “And wasit 07’

Daav fdt hislipstwitch toward a smile—moaost ingppropriate when one was in conversation with one's
Dedm—and draightened them with an effort..

“Magter Hedler Kestra,” he said, “was pleased to inform me that many peoplefind Liadensirritating.”

“Sothey do,” his Delm agreed gravely. “Most especidly do yos Pheliumswho have not yet attained their
thirtieth name-day find Liadens annoying. If you will accept the experience of onewho isyour elder, | will
certify that the annoyance does ease, with time.”

Daav bowed acceptance of an elder’ swisdom. “I would welcome instruction on how not to do amurder
intheinterim.”

Korval tipped her head, looking into his eyes with such intengity he thought she must seeinto his secret
soul. It required effort, to neither flinch nor look away, but less effort—noticeably less effort—than had
been required, even five years ago.

“As concerned asthat,” Korva murmured and looked down at her folded hands, releasing him. She was
slent for afew moments, then looked back to hisface.

“Very well. The Dem will take her Decison under review.”

Daav fet hisknees give, and covered the dight sag with abow of gratitude.

“All very fine” said Korvad. “But | will not sart you in the habit of questioning Delm’s Decision.”
“Of course not.” He bowed again, every line e oquent of respect.

“So very well-trained,” Korva murmured, rising from her chair. “It' s nothing short of marvelous.”
* ok %

FROWNING, DAAV CONSIDERED the gun.

It was not a pretty gun, in the way meant by those who admired jeweled grips and platinum-chased
cylinders. It was afunctiona gun, made to his own specifications and tuned by Master Marksman Tey
Dor himsdf. It wasdso smdll, and could be hidden with equa easein Daav’ sdeeve or hispam.

Etgora s evening-gather, now. It might please his mother to dismissthis evening' s affair astedious, but
the papers forwarded by dea Gauss had shown that it was not so long ago that Clan Etgoraand Clan
Korval had come at odds—and when Balance was done, it was Korval who showed the profit.

Etgorahad pretensons. A clan with its profit solidly in the star-trade, they had strained after High House
status, and fell but ahand' s breadth short before the loss to Korval set them a dozen Standard years
further back from the god. There was bitternessin the House on that count, Daav did not doubt.

However, if Etgorawished to secure itstegtering position as a high-tier Mid House, they must show a



smooth face to adversity. Of course they would place Korva upon the most-honored guest list. They
could not do otherwise and survive.

By the samelogic of surviva, Etgorawould take utmost care that no dight or insult befell Korva while
shewasinther care.

Which meant that Daav, chancy tempered as he knew himself to be, might safely leave his hideaway inits
custom-fitted box.

Andyet ...
“Might,” he murmured, dipping thelittle gun into hisdeeve, “isnot ought.”

He glanced to the mirror, smoothed the deeve, twitched the lace at histhroat, touched the sapphirein his
right ear and made an ironic bow. His reflection—black-browed, lean and over-long—returned the
sdutation gracefully.

“Do try not to kill anyonetonight, Daav,” hetold himself. “Murder would only make the evening more
tedious.”

* % %

THEY WERE ADMITTED to Etgora stownhouse and relieved of their cloaks by a supernaturaly
efficient servant, who then bowed them into the care of achild of the House.

She had perhaps twelve standards, hovering between child and halfling, and holding hersdlf just a bit
giffly in her fine doorkeeper’ ssilks.

“Kesadd’ Fordan Clan Etgora,” she sand, bowing prettily in the mode of Child of the House to Honored
Guests. She straightened, brown eyes solemn with duty, and wanted for them to respond, according to
Code and custom.

“Chi yos Phelium,” his mother murmured, bowing as Guest to House Child, “Korva.”

The brown eyes widened dightly, but give her grace, Daav thought; she did not make the error of looking
down to see Korva’ sring of rank for hersdf. Instead, sheinclined her head, with composure
commendable in one of twice her years, and looked to Daav.

He likewise bowed, Guest to House Child, and straightened without flourish.
“Daav yos Phdium Clan Korva.”
Kesainclined her head once more and completed the form.

“Madam and gr, be welcome in our house.” She paused, perhaps a heartbesat too long, then bowed. “If
you would careto walk with me, | will bring you to my father.”

“Of your kindness,” his mother murmured and followed the child out of the welcoming parlor, Daav
walking at the rear, as befit one of lesser rank who was likewise his Delm’ s sole protection in aHouse
not their own.

Kesaled them down a short, |eft-tending hallway, through an open gateway of carved sweetstone and
out into an enclosed garden, and the full force of the evening gather.

Etgora, Daav observed, as he followed his mother and their guide down cunning, crowded walkways,



was a Clan which addressed its projects with energy. Chalenged to display a clean face to theworld, it
did not hesitate to bring the world together immediately for the purpose.

A more conservative Clan, Daav thought, his quick, Scout-trained eyes catching glimpses of an
astonishing number of High Housdlings among the crowd, would have invited Korvd, of course, to this
first gather sinceitsfailure, and perhaps one or two others of the High Houses, at most. Not so Etgora,
who seemed to have formed the guest list dmost entirely from the Fifty, with afew taken from the ranks
of the higher Mid-Level Houses, for the purpose, Daav supposed, of filling out odd numbers.

Progress dong the pathways was dow, what with so many acquaintances who must be acknowledged
with abow. Both Daav and his mother severd times had to duck under gay strings of rainbow-colored
streamers and the imported oddity of Terran-made balloons.

At long last, they achieved the center of the garden, where aman dightly younger and agood dedl less
elegant than his mother was speaking with apparent ease to no other than Lady yo’ Lanna. Daav owned
himsalf impressed. Lady yo' Lannawas his mother’ s oldest friend among her peersin the High Houses,
and he held her in quite as much awe now as he had at Six.

“Father,” Kesabent deeply, the full bow of clanmember to Delm, and straightened self-conscioudly,
shoulders tiff beneath her finery.

“Y our pardon, good ma am,” the gentleman murmured, and, receiving Lady yo' Lanna s half-bow of
permission, turned to face them.

“Kesa, my child, who have you brought me?’

“Fether, hereis Chi yos Phdium, Korva, and Daav yos Phdlium Clan Korvad,” the child said in the very
proper mode of Introduction. She turned and bowed, House-Child to Guests. “Honoreds, hereismy
father, Hin Ber del’ Fordan, Etgora.”

So Kesa sfather was Etgora Himself. It explained much, Daav thought, from the unexpected youth of the
door guardian to her stiff determination to observe every mode precisaly.

“Korva, you do me honor!” Etgora swept the bow between equals—theoretically true, between Delms,
Daav thought wryly—and augmented it with the trader’ s hand-sign for “ master,” anice touch, drawing on
the common trading background of both Houses while publicly acknowledging Korva’ s superiority.

His mother, Daav saw, wasinclined to be amused by their host’ slittle audacity. She bowed just short of
full Equal, accepting the master status Etgora acknowledged.

“To bewecomeinthe house of andly isjoy,” she sad clearly into the sudden nearby silence. She
straightened and extended a hand to touch Daav’ sdeeve.

“One' sson, Etgora”

“Lord yos Phelium.” The bow thistime was Delm to child of an Ally’sHouse: High Mode, indeed, but
carried well, and necessitating, das, the rather tricksy Child of aDelm to an Ally asthe most precise
response. He straightened in time to see his mother incline her head to Lady yo' Lanna.

“Ilthirig, | find you well?’

“Aswell asone can beinthiscrush. Etgorais proud of his achievement—and justly sol—but you and |
know how to vaue an empty garden.”



Had he been lesswell-trained, Daav would have winced in sympathy for Kesa sfather. Lady yo'Lanna,
it seemed, was not entirely a onewith her hot.

The pale eyes moved, pinning him. “Y oung Daav, newly at leave from the Scouts.”
He bowed, lightly. “I have no secretsfrom you, ma am.”

“Doyou not?” Her eyebrowsrose. “Then come to me tomorrow and whisper in my ear the tale of how a
certain mutual acquaintance came to break hisarm in mid-Port evening before last.”

Damn. He bowed again, aware of his mother’ s gaze on the side of his suddenly warm face.
“If that isyour wish, then how can | deny you?’

“Very properly said,” Etgorainterjected. “ And who better to know Port gossip than a Scout, who are
said to have earsin every cranny?’ Heturned, spied his daughter, yet stlanding stiffly to one side.

“Kesa, my jewe. Lord yos Phelium will wish to reacquaint himself with his age-mates, asheisjust
returned from the Scouts. Pray show him to the Sunset Garden—and then you may refresh yourself.”

Heturned to Daav.
“Card tables have been set out, Sir, and other light amusements. Please, be easy in our House.”
Heflicked aglance a his mother, who inclined her head.

“Amuse yoursdlf, Daav, do. Etgorawill wish to walk Ilthiriaand mysdlf through hisgarden. | will require
your arm in two hours.”

“Ma am.” He bowed obedience to the Delm, then agenera |eave-taking to Lady yo' Lanna and Etgora.
This done, he bowed once more, very gently, and offered hisarm to Kesadel’ Fordan, “Lady Kesa, will
youwak with me?’

She hesitated fractionally, brown eyeslifting to hisface in achild’ sstraight look of assessment. Whatever
she saw convinced her that he was not having fun at her expense, for she stepped forward and put her
hand lightly on hisdeeve.

“Certainly, | will walk with you,” she said, unsdfconscioudy. “How else may | show you to the Sunset
Garden?’

“Very true,” Daav replied gravely. From the edge of his eye, he saw Etgora offer an arm and his mother
takeit. “In which direction shal wewalk, then, Lady?’

“This” she said, moving a hand to the west, belatedly adding, “ Of your goodness.”

The pathways toward sunset were somewhat less crowded than those they had followed from the house.
That was not to say, Daav thought, that the paths were empty or that the garden reposed in tranquility.

He bowed briefly to Lady pel’ Nyan and moved on, Kesa ddl’ Fordan silent on hisarm. Etgora, he
considered, had come afair way to making arecover. Lady yo' Lanna s attendance had of course
assured the attendance of severd other Houses of rank. And if she wereinclined to smile upon Etgora....

Or, Daav thought suddenly, if lIthiriayo’ Lanna attended at the request of her old friend Chi yos Phelium,
Dem of theancient aly of her House? Oh, yes, that fit well. Especidly when one heard one’ s mother
declaring hersaf comforted in the presence of an dly. Korva had never taken allies easily, to the benefit,



mostwise, of the more consarvative Clans.

Daav made amenta note to review the Summary of Balance deal Gauss had sent more closdly. He had
missed the reason that Etgora was thought necessary to the interests of Korval. Presumption had, of
course, been answered, but it seemed that the upstart clan could not be alowed entirely to sink. Thus,
this gather, with its theme of courteous and charming commonsense, and everyone of consequencein
attendance.

In consideration of which, Daav said to himself, you are in arrears of your duty.

Hetipped his head, assessing his companion from benegth his lashes. She looked pale, he thought, and
her jaw was definitely clenched too tightly for fashion. Her shoulders moved like boards benesth the
pretty silk tunic and the hand that rested against his deeve put no pressureon hisarm at al.

He cleared histhroat gently and smiled when she looked up, startled.

“I hope you will allow me to commend your performance as House Guard,” he murmured. “1 am
persuaded that you stand the duty often.”

Kesablushed, lashesflickering. “Not,” she said, somewhat faintly, “ so very often.” She paused, glancing
aside, then looked back to hisface.

“Infact,” she said, rather breathlesdy, “thisevening isthefirst time | have stood between the House and
theworld. It is—it has been my brother’ s duty, you know—nheisthe el der—but, thisevening, he ... He
asked our father for other work.”

“Very proper in him,” Daav murmured, noting her hesitation and drawing the conclusion that Kesal's
brother’s“ask” had very little of “if-you-please” about it. “ So thiswas your first time a House Guard? |
amdl admiration. Well | remember my first time at the door—amere dinner party, nothing like what we
have herel—and | was wishing for nothing but my bed before even half the guests were arrived!”

She actually laughed, and Daav ducked as they passed beneath a string of balloons and streamers.
Kesapaused, frowning up a him and the balloons just behind his head.

“| do not—you are very tal, are you not? | recdl my father said that Korva isatdl Clan. He—Jen Da
was to have made certain the lines were strung well above—but | am certain,” she said in a sudden rush,
“that he could not have realized that, that—"

“That the pickpocket who wishesto rob Korval must bring his own stepladder,” Daav said lightly,
rescuing her from what could only be an unfortunate culmination of her sentence.

Kesafrowned. “I do not entirdly—"
“Ah, Daav! | had heard the Scouts had released you to us!”

The voice was lovely, aswasthe lady. Two years ago, he had been besotted with both. Hewas no
longer besotted, but he was indebted to her for alesson well-delivered and equally well-learned, and so
he bowed, with courtesy.

“Bobrin, good evening to you.”

Shereturned his bow, eyesteasing hisface, then straightened, one hand rising to her flower-braided hair.
Her eyesléft hisface, and found Kesa.



“It is Etgora s daughter, isit not?’
Kesa bowed low—Child of the House to Honored Guest. “Kesadel’ Fordan, Lady del’ Pemrid].”

“Just s0.” Bobrin inclined her beflowered head, then shot Daav aglance of pure mischief. “ Take advice
and walk carefully with this one, House-daughter. Daav—" she paused, likely on the edge of more
gpecific mischief. Daav met her eye squardly, and had the satisfaction of seeing her look aside.

“Daav,” she said, “Good evening.”

She swept down the path and Daav became aware that he was gritting his teeth. Deliberately, he relaxed
his jaw and looked down at his companion.

Kesawas staring after Bobrin, brown eyeswide. After amoment, she sighed and glanced up a Daav.
“Sheisavery beautiful lady. I—do you think when | am grown | might wesr flowersin my hair?’

When you are grown, Daav thought, my hope is that you will care more for other matters—even for
what | deduce is your scapegrace brother—than for the dressing of your hair.

Her look, however, was appealing—and she was, after all, a child—so he swalowed hisinitial answer
and instead | ooked about with wide amaze, flinging hisarm out.

“Why, here we are in the very heart of agarden! What isto prevent you from having flowersin your hair
thisingant, if youwishit?’

“I—" She, too, stared about, asif she just now redlized their setting, then looked back to hisface.
“No one, that is, | have yet to learn the—the proper manner in which to place flowersin the hair.”

“Ah, there you arefortunate,” Daav said gaily. “I have sometraining in the placement of hair-ornaments.
Perhaps you will dlow meto be of serviceto you.”

The brown eyestook fire. “Would you? |—I would be in your debt.”
“Not abit of it.” Daav said stoutly. “It isapleasure to share my skill. Now, which flowerswill you have?’

She moved to the edge of the walk, staring at the orderly rows of blossom. “That, if you please” she
sad, pointing to alow, spike-leafed shrub. Itsindigo bloomswere flat and multi-petalled, noteworthy
without being ostentatious, and a good match for the silk Doorkeeper’ stunic.

“Excdlent,” Daav murmured gpprovingly and bent to pluck one. The stem was woody, but broke easily.
“Yes, very good. Now, my Lady, if you will step over here, so that we do not impede traffic whilethis
very delicate operation is performed...”

Kesastepped to hisside, Daav inclined his head to Lord Andres—another of hismother’s
cronies—who smiled and passed on without comment.

“Now, then,” Daav said. “I will wish you to stand very tdl, but not at al siffly. True beauty isnever ill a
ease. Very good. A moment, now, while| discover the perfect placement—yes, | believe s0.” He
hesitated, flower poised. “Be easy, Lady Kesa, but as till as you may—"

He moved, Scout-quick, smoothing her thick brown hair with one hand while he did the flower home just
above her right ear.



“Let usbe certain that it iswell-anchored,” Daav said, hands hovering. “Move your head now—I ook up
ame Ah—"

“Stand away from my sger!”

Thevoicewas, of course, too loud. Had the phrase been whispered it would have been too loud, at this
gather. Daav sighed and glanced up.

The young man bearing down on them had something of Etgora slook to him, abeit Etgorain an ugly
pet. He had, Daav judged, about twenty Standard years.

“Cdmyoursdf, ar,” Daav said moderately. “I am doing your sister no harm.”
“I will be thejudge of that, sir!” the other snapped. “ Askinsman, |—’

“Jen Ddl, be diill!” Kesaflung about—the flower stayed firmly in place, Daav saw with plessure. “There's
nothing amiss.” She swallowed and glanced back to Daav. “Lord yos Phelium, hereis my brother Jen
Dd del’ Fordan. Jen Dd, hereis Daav yos Phdium Clan—"

“I know who heis,” Jen Dd said awfully. “Sir, you have not yet put yourself at adecent distance from
my sster.” Kesamade a sound rather like a splutter, which Daav interpreted as outrage. Her brother
gpared her asingle withering glance.

“Bedill, Kesa. Thisisamatter of honor.”

“If it samatter of my honor,” Kesasaid, with spirit, “then | should judge the damage and the price, not
you.”

“Completely by Code,” Daav said, uneasily aware that they were attracting a crowd.

The young gentleman stared at him, eyes hard with hatred. So, thought Daav, the balloons were not
strung so low by accident. Here's one who has taken Etgora’s fall as a blow to his heart, and
cannot see 'round his anger to the greater good of the house.

“My sigterisachild, gr. It isasludicrous to expect her to know proper Code asit isto expect her to
know al the faces of harm.”

Daav drew abresth, trying to il the quick flare of anger. For Kesal s sake, for the sake of Etgora's
vaueto Korva, hewould not lose histemper. He would quell this self-important upstart and dismiss
him, then disperse the growing crowd of the curious. He was Chi yos Phelium’s son. These thingswere
not beyond him.

“Sir, your concern for your kin doesyou credit. However, | fed that you have dlowed an elder sbling's
natura partidity—"

Jen Dd dd’ Fordan turned hisface away.

“Kesa” hesad, asif Daav had finished speaking—no, asif Daav had never begun to speak!—" pray
remove yourself from the proximity of this—person.”

Tearsfilled the brown eyes. “ Jen Dd, heisour guest! | am quite unharmed, Lord yos Phelium was only
placing aflower in my hair, as| asked himto do!” There was aripple through those gathered at that, but
Jen Dd was unmoved.

“Thisman isson of aHouse with along history of predation among the lesser Houses. | will not seehim



attack my kin. Hewill—’

Oh, gods, Daav thought, suddenly seeing the destination of the farce. You fool! He leaned forward and
touched Kesalightly on the deeve.

“Lady, your brother is correct. Y ou cannot stay this.”

For a heartbest, the brown eyes searched hisface, then she stepped back, bowed fully—House child to
Honored Guest—and turned, she walked away as sedately as one with years of negotiation behind her,
and the crowd parted to let her through.

“You, gr,” Jen Dal del’ Fordan cried, “will satisfy the honor of my House!”

“Don’'t be absurd,” Daav said, voice stringently calm, despite the anger trembling within. “The honor of
your Houseisintact, asyou well know.”

“I know nothing of the sort. Korval destroys Clans as casudly as| pluck aflower.” Thelast wassaid
with asneer and Daav caught his breath at the sheer, blinding stupidity of the man. Did he not know that
even now Korval and Etgorawere mending the damage given his Clan? Did he not know that with
Korva’s patronage and the amiles of the High Houses, Etgorawould recover itsloss and reap new
profits before Kesasigned her first Contract lines?

“Y ou do your sigter an injustice—you call her honor and her understanding into question before all
these”

Hethrew an arm out, showing the so-quiet crowd damming the pathway. “Isthisthe path a brother
treads, in the task of keeping hiskin safely? Y our understanding is at fault in this, sr. Neither Etgoranor
Etgora s children has taken lasting harm from Korva. Have done and stand away.”

Jen Dal del’ Fordan smiled. “And | say,” he returned, voice, without doubt, pitched to carry far into the
gardens, “that Korva hastainted Etgora s honor. Everyone here has heard me. | will have satisfaction,
arl”

Fool! Daav raged, forcing himsdlf to breathe deeply. He bowed, ddiberately, in the mode of Master to
Novice, taking a savage satisfaction in the gasp from the crowd.

“Cdl the House' sdueling master,” he said, and hisvoice was not-quite-steady. “1 will satisfy you.”

From tine corner of hiseye, he saw the crowd waver and reform with Etgoraand his mother in the first
rank. His mother’ sface was very cam.

* % %

THE CARD TABLESIn the sunset Glade had been hastily removed to make room for the combatants.
Clan Etgora s dueling master bowed to Daav.

“My Lord yos Phelium. Asthe one challenged, you may choose the weapons of the duel. The House can
provide pistols, swords, knives, or Turing forks from its own arsend. If you wish aweapon we do not
own, the House will acquire amatched set of the weapon of your choice, within reason. If it appears, in
the judgement of the Master of the Dud, that your weapon has been chosen with an eye to indefinitely
postponing this duel, you will be required to choose another weapon. Isthis understood, sir?’

“Itis” Daav closed hiseyes, briefly consdering edges and explosives, bludgeons, the perfectly tuned gun
in hisdeeve, but—no. Such weaponswere insufficiently potent; they limited oneto theinfliction of mere



physical damage. He required—he would have—afuller Balance.

Daav opened his eyes and pointed at the gaily colored balloons, strung on their strings at the edge of the
glade.

“Thereis my wegpon of choice, gr. If the Houseis able, let adozen of those befilled with water and let
both my opponent and | choose three. Can this be done?’

The dueling master bowed. “Indeed it can. And the distance?’
“Twelve paces, | believe,” Daav said, counting the moves. Y es, that will do.”
“Very well,” said the dueling master and went away to give ingtructions.

Thebdloons arrived in very short order and were placed, carefully, on the lavn. A murmur rose up from
the crowd—and an outcry from Daav’ s opponent.

“What isthis? Toys? Do you consider achalenge from Etgoraamatter for mockery, Sr? Duding
magter! Taketheseinsults away, Sir, and bring us the matched set in the mahogany case!”

The dueling master bowed. “The rules of the dud state clearly that weapons are the choice of the
chdlenged, sr. Lord yos Phelium has chosen balloons filled with weter, at twelve paces. Heiswithin
both hisrights and the bounds of the dud.”

“I will not—" began Jen Dd, but it was Etgorawho spoke up from the sdelines.

“Do you know, my son, | think you will? Lord yos Phelium has made his choice. Plainly, heisaman who
stands by his decisions, no matter how foolish they may appear. | would counsdl you to do the same.”

“Lord yos Phdium,” said the Master of Dud, * choose your weapons.”

Daav stepped forward, knelt in the grass and picked up thefirst baloon. It was not quite asfirm as he
wished and he st it aside. The second pleased him and he cradled that onein hisarm. Thethird ...

“Will you hurt him?" Kesaasked from hisside. He glanced at her, unsmiling.
“I do not think these will hurt him, though that is aways adanger, inadue.”
“But you will make himridiculous,” said Kesa. “Jen Dd hatesto be laughed a.”

“Many people do,” Daav said, finding histhird weapon in the seventh balloon. He tucked it neatly in the
cradle of hisleft arm and roseto hisfeet. “ Stand clear of the firing range, Lady Kesa. Of your kindness.”

She hesitated a moment longer, throwing one of her disconcertingly direct looks at hisface. Then she
bowed, smply, as between equals, and walked sedately to her father’ sside, in the first rank of
spectators.

Daav waited while his opponent randomly picked his weapons, then ssomped to the center of thefield,
the balloonswriggling and threstening to leap from hisineptly crossed arms.

The dueling master held his hands over his head.

“The contestants will count off six paces each, turn and stand steadly. First shot to the chalenged. A hitis
counted only on a gtrike to the body of one’ s opponent. The affair is finished when each contestant has
expended his ammunition. The win goes to the contestant who has taken the least hits, or to hewho



drawsfirst blood. In case of tie, Lady yo' Lannashdl decide thevictor.” He lowered hishands and
stepped back.

“Gentlemen, turn. Count off. One! Two! Three! Four! Fivel Six! Turn! Lord yos Phelium, fire at will.”

Deftly, Daav plucked abaloon from the cradle of hisarm, gauged its flow, probable spin and mass—and
threw.

The balloon eongated, caught up with itself, tumbled once and hit Jen Dal’ stunic, dead center, with a
satisfying splat. Someonein the crowd laughed, and quickly stopped.

“Thisisafarce!” shouted Jen Ddl.
“Itisadud,” the master returned sternly. “Attend, if you please, Sr. The shot isyours.”

Jen DA clumsily tipped his baloons onto his off-hand, snatched onefree, holding it firmly—asit
happened, a bit too firmly, for the sphere exploded, showering him with water.

Ignoring the resulting curses, the dudling master looked to Daav, who sent his next balloon high into Jen
Dd’sleft shoulder.

The dueling master had scarcely given his sign before the sodden young man had snatched up his second
balloon—somewhat |ess robustly—and hurled it in Daav’ s direction.

It was agood throw, only missing by twelve or fifteen inches.
Daav weighed hislast balloon in his hand and considered deloping.

“A dud with toysand water,” Jen Dd dd’ Fordan called from his position. “Korva takes good care that
it spillsno blood for honor.”

The balloon was airborne before Daav had taken conscious thought. It sped, hard and true, and struck
his opponent precisely in the nose.

Jen Da howled, dropped his remaining balloon and bent double, both hands rising to hisface. Med-techs
rushed in from the sddlines and the dudling master raised his hands above his head.

“Lord yos Phelium has drawn first blood! The dud isdone!”

* % %

“HOWEVER DID Y OU hit upon water balloons?’” his mother inquired sometime later, in the privacy of
Jelaza Kazone s upstairs parlor.

“Something | read of Terran custom,” Daav said hazily. “Y ou know what Scouts are, ma am!”
“Indeed | do,” shereplied, Spping wine and looking out into the peaceful night-time garden.

Abruptly, she turned from the window. “Daav, | am persuaded you did right to speak to the Delm about
your worthinessto stand Korva.”

Hefroze, heart rising into histhroat. She had seen! Observing the dud with Korva’s Own Eyes, she had
seen hiserror. She understood that at the moment of decision he had not acted for the good of the Clan
but from his own sense of injury, exacting aBaance—aBadance brutad of ahadfling’ sdignity.



Worse, he had gained an enemy of his own rank—for he had heard, later, that Jen Dal was Etgora's
heir—who hated him now, and would surdly hate him when they both came Dem-high. All hismother's
careful work, undone. Undone, because Daav could not put the good of al before his own bad temper.

It must be Er Thom, now, hethought. With Er Thom as Korval, Etgora may deal without malice,
saving only I’m kept sanely out of sight...

Belatedly, he became aware of his mother’ s eyes upon him, and bowed. “Maam....”

Sheraised her hand. * Speak not. | will tell you that the Delm has reviewed her Decision, based on what
she has seen of your understanding and judgment this evening. Y ou acted aswell asinexperience might,
preserving both Etgora s heir and the peace between our Houses. with agewill come.... tidier ...
solutions” Sheamiled faintly.

“You are na delm, my son. Korval-to-be. | trust you will not fed it necessary to revisit the matter. |
doubt you will find the Delm so accommodeting again.”

He stared, speechless. She had seen with Delm’s Eyes, but she had not understood. Korval Herself had
erred in amatter of Clan. He moved hishead, trying to clear hisvision, which was doruptly indistinct.

His mother moved forward, smile degpening. “Don’t look so stricken, child,” she said gently. “You'll do
very well.” Sheraised ahand to cup hischeek. “Or at least aswdl asany of us have.”
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THE FHRST THING THEY told him when he emerged from the catastrophic healing unit wasthat his
wife had died in the accident.

The second thing they told him was that her Clan was pursuing retribution to the fullest extent of the
Code.

They |eft him alone, then, the med techs, with ingtructions to eat and rest. The door did closed behind
them with the snap of alock engaging.

Out of ahabit of obedience, he walked over to the table and lifted the cover from the tray. The aroma of
glys-blossom tearose to greet him and he dropped the cover, tearsrising.

He had not known hiswife wdl, but she had been pretty and bold and full of fun—one found it
inconceivable, newly healed from one’ s own injuries and with the scent of her preferred blend in the air,
that she was—that she was—

Dead.



Thetears spilled over, blinding him. He raised his hands to cover his face and wept where he stood.

His name was Ren Zd dea Judan, Clan Obrelt. He was twenty-one Standard years old and the hope of
al hiskin.

* % %

THEY WERE SHOPKEEPERS, Clan Obrélt. It scarcely mattered what sort of shop, aslong asit
wanted keeping. In the hundreds of years since the first dea Judan took up the trade, Obrelt had kept
flower shops, sweet shops, hardware shops, book shops, wine shops, green groceries and shops too
odd to mention. The shops they kept were never their own, but belonged to other, wedthier, Clanswho
lacked Obret’ s geniusfor management.

Having found atrade that suited them, Obrelt was not minded to change. They settled down to the work
with awill and achieved a certain reputation. Eventualy, it came to be Obrelt managersthat the High
Clans sought to manage the stores the High Clans owned. In theway of commerce, the price that Obrelt
might ask of Clans desirous of employing their shopkeepers rose. The House became—not wedlthy, not
in any Liaden terms—but comfortably well-off. Perhaps not nearly so well-off by the standard of the far
homeworld, Liad itself; but comfortable enough by the easy measure of outworld Casia

A Clan of shopkeepers, they married and begat more shopkeepers, though the occasional accountant, or
librarian, or Healer was born. These changelings puzzled the Clan el ders when they appeared, but honor
and kin-duty were served and each was trained to that which he suited, to the increase and best
advantage of the Clan.

Into Clan Obrdlt, then, in the last rdummaof the year called Mitra, aboychild was born. Hewas caled
Ren Zd, after the grandfather who had first taken employ in ashop and thus found the Clan its destiny,
and hewasanorma enough child of the House, at firgt, second and third counting.

Hewas quick with his numbers, which pleased Aunt Chane, and had atidy, quiet way about him, which
Uncle Arn Eld noted and gpproved. No relative was fond enough to proclaim him a beauty, though all
alowed him to be neatly made and of good countenance. His hair and eyes were brown; hisskin arich,
unblemished gold.

AsDbefit aHouse in comfortable circumstance, Obrelt was wedthy in children. Ren Zd, quiet and tidy,
wasinvishle amid the gaggle of hiscousins. Histhree eder ssters remembered, sometimes, to pet him,
or to scold him, or to tease him. When they noticed him at dl, the adults found him respectful, current in
his studies, and demure—everything that one might expect and vaue in the child of a shopkeeper who
was destined, himsdlf, one day to keep shop.

It was Aunt Chane who first suspected, in the relumma he turned twelve, that Ren Zel was perhaps
destined to be something other than a shopkeeper. 1t was she who gained the Delm'’ s permission to take
him down to Filot’ s Hall in Casigport. There, he sat with his hands demurely folded while alady not of his
Clan tossed cdculations a him, desiring him merdly to give the answer that came into hishead.

That was alittle frightening at first, for Aunt Chane had taught him to aways check his numbers on the
computer, no matter how certain hewas, and he didn’t like to be wrong in front of astranger and
perhaps bring shame to hisHouse. Thelady’ sfirst calculations were easy, though, and he answered
nearly without thinking. The quicker he answered, the quicker the lady threw the next question, until Ren
Zd wastipped forward in his chair, face animated, brown eyes blazing in away that had nothing tidy or
quiet about it. He was disgppointed when the lady held up her hand to show she had no more questions
to ask.



Also that day, he played catch with avery odd ball that never quite would travel where one threw it—at
leadt, it didn't thefirgt few times Ren Zd tried. On hisfourth try, he suddenly understood that thiswas
only another iteration of the calculations the lady had tossed at him, and after that the ball went where he
meant it to go.

After the ball, he was asked to answer timed questions at the computer, then he was taken back to his
aunt.

Shelooked down at him and there was something ... odd about her eyes, which made him think that
perhaps he should have asked the lady’ s grace to check his numbers, after all.

“Did | dowdl, Aunt?’ he blurted, and Aunt Chane sighed.

“Wel?" she repeated, reaching to take his hand and turning toward the door. “It’ sthe Delm who will
decidethat for us, youngling.”

Obret Himsdf, informed in private of the outcome of the tests, was frankly appalled.
“Pilot? Arethey certain?’

“Not only certain, but—enthusiastic,” Chanereplied. “The Master Pilot alows me to know that our Ren
Zd ismore than a step out of the common way, in her experience of pilot-candidates.”

“Rilot,” the Delm moaned and went over to the table to pour himself a second glass of wine. “ Obret has
never bred apilot.”

Chane pointed out, dryly, thet it appeared they had, in thisinstance, bred what might betrained into a
very fine pilot, indeed. To the eventud increase of the clan.

That caught Obrdt’ s ear, as she had known it would, and he brightened briefly, then moved ahand in
negation. “All very well to say the eventual increase! In the near while, have you any notion how much it
codtstotrainapilot?’

Asit happened, Chane did, having taken care to possess herself of information she knew would lie near
to Obrelt’s concern.

“Twenty-four cantra, over the course of four years, apprentice feesfor two years more, pluslicensing
f%”

Obrdt glared a her. “Y ou say that so camly. Tell me, sgter, shdl | beggar the Clan to educate one
child?1 allow him to be extraordinary, as he has managed to become your favorite, though we have
prettier, livelier children among us.”

“None of whomisRen Zdl,” Chane returned tartly. She sighed then and grudgingly showed her lead
card. “ A firg class pilot may easily earn eight cantrathe Standard, on contract.”

Obrdt choked on hiswine.

“They say the boy will achievefirst class?” he managed afew moments|ater, hisvoice bregthless and
thin.

“They say itis not impossible for the boy to achievefirst class,” shereplied. “However, even asecond
class pilot may earn five cantrathe Standard.”

““May’,” repeated Obrdt.



“If he brings the Clan four cantrathe Standard, he will pay back his education right speedily,” Chane
said. Observing that her brother wavered, she played her trump.

“The pilot’s Guild will loan ushisfirst two year’ stuition and fees, interest-free, until he beginsto earn
wages. If he achievesfirgt class, they will write paid to the loan.”

Obrdt blinked. “ Asdesirous of the child asthat?”’

“Heis,” Chane repeated patiently, “more than a step out of the common way. Magter Filot von' Eyr holds
hersdlf at your pleasure, should you have questionsfor her.”

“Hah. So| may.” He waked over to the window and stood looking down into the modest garden, hands
folded behind his back. Chane went to the table, poured herself aglass of wine and Spped it, recruiting
hersdlf to patience.

Eventudly, Obrelt turned away from the window and came forward to face her.

“Itisastrange path we would set the child upon, sister, to a place where none of his age-mates may
follow. Hewill sail between starswhile his cousinsinventory stock in back storerooms. | ask you, for you
have given him hisown room in your heart: Do we serve himill or well by making him astranger to his
kin?’

And that was the question that needed to be asked, when all considerations of cantra-costs were ended.
What was best done for Ren Zdl himsdlf, for the good of al the Clan?

Chane st her glass aside and met her Delm’ s eyes straightly.

“Heisdready astranger anong us,” she said, speaking astruly as she knew how. “ Among his age-mates
heisaciphe—heisliked, perhaps, but largely ignored. He goes his own way, quigt, tidy,
courteous—and invisible. Today—today, when the pilots returned him to me, it was asif | beheld an
entirely different child. His cheeks glowed, his eyes sparkled, he walked at the Side of the Master Pilot
visible and proud.” Shetook abregth, sghed it out.

“Brother, this boy is not a shopkeeper. Best for usdl that we give him the stars.”

And so it was decided.

* % %

REN ZEL ACHIEVED hisfirg class piloting license on the nineteenth anniversary of hisName Day. He
was young for therank, especialy for one who had not sprung from a piloting House, but not precocious.

Having thus canceled out half of histuition and fees, he set himsdlf to paying off the balance as quickly as
possible. It had been plain to him for severa yearsthat the Clan had gone to extraordinary expense on
his behdf and he did not wish his cousins to be burdened by a debt that rightly belonged only to himsdif.
That being so, he had the Guild accountant write a contract transferring the amount owed from Clan
Obrelt to Ren Ze dea Judan Clan Obrelt, as a persona debt.

He was young, but he had a reputation among the elder pilots with whom he' d flown for being both
steady and |level-headed, a reputation they were glad to broadcast on the Port.

That being so, contracts came his way—good contracts, with pay-outsin the top percentage of the
Guild' srates. Often enough, there was abonus, for Ren Zd had awizard’ stouch with acoord
string—or S0 hiselders praised him. Those same elders urged him to go for Master, and he thought he



would, someday.

After he cleared his debt.

* % %

IT WASNIGHT-PORT at Casiaby the time he finished shut-down and gave the ship into the keeping
of theclient’sagent. Ren Zd dung hiskit over ashoulder and descended the ramp, filling hislungs with

freear. World air tasted different than ship air, though he would have been hard put to say which flavor
he preferred, beyond observing that, of world-air, he found Casia sthe sweetest.

At the bottom of the ramp, he turned right and walked leisurely through the night-yard, then out into the
thoroughfare of Main Port.

The job he had just completed had been profitable—an exhilarating run, in fact, with the entire fee paid
up front and agenerous bonus at the far end. A haf-dozen more like it would retire his debt. Not that
such runs were common.

Night-port was tolerably busy. He saw a pilot he knew and raised ahand in greeting. The other waved
and cut across the crowded walkway.

“RenZd! | haven't seen you in an age! There salot of us down Findoir' s—come and shareaglassor
two!”

He smiled, but moved hishand in agesture of regret. “I'mjust in. Haven't been to Guild Hall yet.”

“Wadll, there samugt,” the other dlowed cheerfully. “ Come after you' ve checked in, do, for | tell youwe
mean to make arare night of it. Otaria s gotten her firgt.”

“No, has she? Give her my compliments.”

“Come down after you' ve checked in and give them to her yoursdf,” hisfriend said, laying ahand briefly
on hisdeeve. “Until soon, Ren Zd.”

“Until soon, La Tor.”

Warmed, he continued on hisway and not many minutes later walked up the sairsinto Casigport Guild
Hal.

The night clerk took hislicense, scanned it and did it back acrossthe counter. “Welcome home, Rilot.”
She tapped keys, frowning down at her readout. Ren Zdl put his card away and waited while she
accesd hisfile.

“Two deposits have been made to your account,” she said, scrolling down. “ One has cleared, and twelve
percent Clan share has been paid. Eleven-twelfths of the balance remaining has gone againg the Pilots
Guild Tuition Account, per standing orders. No contracts pending...” She paused, then glanced up. “I
have aletter for you, Pilot. One moment.” Sheleft the console and walked to the back.

Ren Zd frowned. A letter? A paper |etter? who would—

The clerk was back, holding abuff colored envel ope. She used her chin to point at the palm reader set
into the surface of the counter.

“Verification, please, pilot.”



Obediently, he put his palm over the reader, fdt the dight tingle, heard the beep. Helifted hishand and
the clerk handed him the envelope. Hisfingers found the seal embossed on the sedled flap—Obrdt's
agn.

Ren Zdl inclined hishead to the clerk.

“My thanks.”

“Wael enough,” she replied and looked once more her screen. “ Status?’

He paused on the edge of telling her “on-call,” feding the envelope absurdly heavy in his hand.
“Unavailable,” he said, fingers moving over the sedl.

She struck alast key and inclined her head.

“So recorded.”

“My thanks,” he said again and, shouldering hiskit, walked across the hall to the common room.

Asluck would haveit, the parlor was empty. He closed the door behind him, dropped hiskit and did his
finger under the sedl.

A letter from Obrelt? His hands were not quite steady as he unfolded the single sheet of paper. Paper
letters had weight, and were not dispatched for pleasantries.

Has someone died? he wondered, and hoped that it might not be Chane, or Arn Eld or—
The note was brief, written in Obrelt’ s Own Hand.

Ren Zd deal Judan was required at his clan house, immediately upon receipt of this|etter.
His Dem judged it time for him to wed.

* % %

IT WASMORNING WHEN thetaxi pulled up before Obrdt’ s house. Ren Zel paid the fare, then stood
on thewakway until the cab drove away.

He had not come quite “immediately,” there being no reason to rouse the House a midnight when so
many were required to rise early and open the various shops under Obrédt’s care. And he was himsdlf the
better for a shower, anap and a change of clothes, though it was still not easy to consider the reason he
had been summoned home.

Home.

Ren Zd turned and looked up the walk, to the fence and the gate and the tall town house beyond them.
He had grown up in this House, among the noisy gaggle of hissibs and cousins; it wasto this House that
he had returned on his brief holidays from school. Granted, he had come back |ess often after he had
finished with hislessons, but there had been flight time to acquire, techniques to master and thefirst class
towin.

Once he held firdt class, of course, there had been contractsto fulfill, the debt to reduce. Between
contracts, he had routindly kept his status on “on cal,” which required him to lodge at the Guildhdl. The
debt shrunk, but S0, too, did his contact with hisfamily.



Helooked at the gate, and took a deep breath, steeling himself asif for some dreaded ordeal. Which
was nonsense. Beyond the gate were only his kin—his Clan, which existed to shelter him and to carefor
him and to shield him from harm. He took a step up the walkway.

The gate in thewall surrounding Obrelt’ s house sprang open and awoman emerged from the fastness
beyond, walking briskly in her neat, shopkeeper’ s uniform and her sensible boots, amanager’ s clipboard
cuddled againgt her breast.

She saw him and checked, eyes widening for the leather-jacketed stranger on Obrelt’ svery walk. Ren
Zd held out his hands, palms showing empty.

“Eba” he said softly to hisnext eldest sgter, “itisl.”

“Ren Zd?” Her gaze moved over hisface, finding enough of Obrelt there to soothe her intoasmileand a
step forward, hand extended. “ Brother, | scarcely knew you!”

He smiled in histurn and went to take her hand. “ The jacket disarmed you, doubtless”
She laughed, kinrwarm. “Doubtless. Jump-pilot, eh? It suits you extremely.”

Eba had been hisfavorite S ster—young enough not to entirely despise the childish projects of ayounger
brother, yet old enough to stand as sometimes dly against the more boisterous of the cousins. Ren Z€l
pressed her fingers.

“I find you wdl?’

“Wadl,” she conceded, and then, playfully, “And well you find meat al, rogue! How many rdummahave
passed since you last cameto us? | supposeit’s nothing to you that | am tomorrow sent to Morjan for a
twelve-day? | wasto have | eft today, but necessity calls meto the shop. Say at least you will be at
Primel”

“l beievel shall,” hesaid. “The Dam calls me home, on business.”

“Ah!” Shelooked wise. “One had heard something of that. Y ou will be pleased, | think.” She dropped
his hand and patted the leather deeve of hisjacket. “Go oninsde. | must to the shop.”

“Yes, of course” Sheread his hestation, though, and laughed softly, shaking her glossy dark hair back.
“Y ou cannot stand out or thewalk al day, you know! Until Prime, Ren Zd!”

“Until Prime, Eba,” he replied, and watched her down the walk. She turned at the corner without looking
back. Ren Zel squared his shoulders, walked up to the gate and lay his palm against the plate.

A heartbeat |ater, he was within Obrelt’ swalls. Directly theresfter, the front door accepted his palmprint
and he stepped into the house.

Hisnoseled him to the dining room, and he stood on the threshold severd minutes before one of the
cousins caught sght of him, touched the arm of the cousin next to him, who turned, then spoke
quickly—quietly—to the cousin next to her until in no time the whole busy, bustling room was ill, al
eyes on the man under the archway.

“Well.” One stirred, stood up from her place a the table. “ Don’t dawdle in the doorway, child,” said
Aunt Chane, for dl the garsasif he were ten again. “Comein and bresk your fast.”

“Yes, Aunt,” he said meekly and walked forward. The cousins shook themsalves, took up the threads of



their conversations, poured teaand chose dices of Sweet toast. Ren Zel came to the table and made his
bow.

1] M d a.r].”

“Ren Zd.” She held out a hand, beckoning, and he stepped to her side. Chane smiled, then, and kissed
his cheek. “We come home.”

AUNT CHANE SAT ON the short side of the table across which Ren Zel and Obrelt Himsalf faced

each other, in the Advocate’ s Chair. The wine was poured and theritual sip taken; then the glasseswere
set asde and Obrelt laid the thing ouit.

“The name of the lady we propose for your wifeis Elsu Meriandra, Clan Jabun,” he said, in hisusud bluff
way.

Ren Zd blinked, for Jabun wasaclan old in piloting. Certainly, it was not Korvd, but for outworld Casa
it was very well indeed—and entirely above Obret stouch.

The Delm held up ahand. * Y es, they are beyond us absol utely—pilots to shopkeepers. But Obrelt hasa
pilot of its own to bring to the contract suite and Jabun was not uninterested.”

But surdly, Ren Zel thought, surdly, the only way in which Obrelt might afford such a contract wasto
cede the child to Jabun—and that made no sense at dl. Jabun was a Clan of pilots, dlied with other of
the piloting Houses. What use had they for the seed of a child of Obrdlt, bred of shopkeepers, the sole
pilot produced by the House in dl its history? He was a fluke, a changeling; no true-breeding piloting
stock such asthey might wish to align with themselves.

“The child of the contract,” his Delm continued, “will cometo Obrdlt.”

Wéll, yes, and that made sense, if Obrelt found pilot wagesto its taste and wished to diversfy its
children. But, gods, the expense! And no guarantee that his child would be any more pilot than Ebal

“No,” Aunt Chane said dryly, “we have not run mad. Recruit yourself, child.”
Ren Zd took a deep breath. “ One wishes not to put the Clan into shadow,” he said softly.

“We have been made to understand this,” Obrelt said, of equa drynesswith hissgter. “1magine my
astonishment when | learned that a debt contracted by the House for the good of the House had been
reassgned to one Ren Zd dea Judan Clan Obrdlt. At hisrequest, of course.”

“My contracts are profitable,” Ren Zel murmured. “ There was no need for the House to bear the
burden.”

“The Clan receives atithe of your wages,” Aunt Chane pointed out.
Heinclined his head. “ Of course.”

Helooked up intimeto see his Aunt and his Delm exchange alook undecipherableto him. TheDem
cleared histhroat.

“Very wdl. For the matter at hand—Jabun and | have reached an equitable understanding. Jabun desires
his daughter to meet you before the lines are signed. That meeting is arranged for tomorrow evening, at
the house of Jabun. The lineswill be sgned on the day &fter, herein our own house. The contract suite



stands ready to receive you.”

The day after tomorrow? Ren Zd thought, feding his ssomach clench asit did when he faced an
especidly tricksy bit of piloting. Precisdly asif he were Sitting board, he took a breath and forced himsdlf
to relax. Of course, hewould do as his Delm instructed him—obedience to the Delm, subservienceto the
greater good of the clan, was bred degp in hisbones. To defy the Delm was to endanger the Clan, and
without the Clan there was no life. It was only—the matter came about so quickly ...

“There was aneed for haste,” Aunt Chane said, for the second time apparently reading hismind. “Pilot
Meriandra s ship iscomeinto dock for rebuilding and sheist liberty to marry. It amuses Jabun to
expand his aliances—and it profits Obrelt to gain for itsdf the child of two pilots.” She paused. “Put
yoursdlf a ease: the priceisnot beyond us.”

“Yes, Aunt,” he said, for there was nothing else to say. Two days hence, he would be wed; his child to
come into clan, to be sheltered and shaped by those who held hisinterests next to their hearts. The Code
taught that thiswaswell, and fitting, and just. He had no complaint and ought, indeed, fedl honored, that
the Clan lavished so much care on him.

But his stomach was still uncertain when they released him at last to settle hisbusiness a the Port and to
register his upcoming marriage with the Guild.

* * %

THE LINES WERE signed, the contract sealed. Elsu Meriandrareceived her Delm’ s kiss and obediently
alowed her hand to be placed into the hand of Delm Obrelt.

“Behold, the treasure of our Clan,” Jabun intoned, while dl of Clan Obrelt stood witness. “Keep her safe
and return her well to us, at contract’send.”

“Willingly we receive Elsu, the treasure of Jabun,” Obrelt responded. * Our House stands vigilant for her,
asif for one of our own.”

“Itiswdl,” Jabun replied, and bowed to his daughter. “ Rest easy, my child, in the House of our aly.”

The cousins came forward then to make their bows. Ren Zd stood at the side of his contract-bride and
made her known to each, from Obrelt Himsalf down to the youngest child in the nursery—his Sster
Ebd s newest.

After that, there was the meal of welcoming. Ren Zdl, who held lesser rank in Obret than hiswife held in
Jabun, was seated considerably down-table. Thiswas according to Code, which taught that Obrelt could
not impose Ren Zd’ s satus on Elsu, who was accustomed to Sitting high; nor could her status elevate
him, snce shewasaguest in hisHouse.

He had eaten but lightly of the med, listening to the cousins on either sde tak shop. From timeto time he
glimpsed hiswife, high up-table between hissster Farin and his cousin Wil Bar, fulfilling her
conversationa duty to her meal partners. She did not look down-table.

Themed at last over, Ren Zel and Aunt Chane escorted Jabun'’ s treasure throughout Obrelt’ s house,
showing her the music room, the formal parlor and the tea room, the game room and the door to the
back garden. In thelibrary, Aunt Chane had her place apam againgt the recording plate. Thisregistered
her with the House computer and insured that the doors alowed to contract-spouses would open &t her
touch.

Departing the library, they turned left down the hall, not right toward the main stair, and Aunt Chaneled



the way up the private stairway to the closed wing. In the upper halway, she paused by the first door and
bowed to Elsu Meriandra.

“Y our room, contract-daughter. If you find aught awry, only pick up the house phone and call me. It will
be my honor to repair any error.”

Elsu bowed in turn. “The House shows me great kindness,” she said, most properly, her high, sweset
voice solemn. She straightened and put her hand againgt the plate. The door did open and she was gone,
though Ren Zel thought she looked at him, aflickering glance through modestly lowered lashes, in the
instant before the door closed behind her.

Though it was not hecessary, Aunt Chane guided him to the third and last door on the hallway. She
turned and smiled.

“Temporary quarters.”

This sort of levity was not like his Aunt and Ren Zd was startled into asmile of hisown. “Thank you,
md am.”

“Thank us, isit?’ Shetipped her head, considering himinthe hall’sdim light. “Let the flowersaid you,”
she said softly. “It will bewell, child.”

He had his doubts, in no way dleviated by the few words he had actually exchanged with hiswife, but it
would serve no useful purpose to share them with Aunt Chane. The Clan desired a child born of the
union of pilots: His part was plainly writ.

S0, he smiled again and raised her hand, laying his cheek against the backs of her fingersin agesture of
kin-love. “1t will bewdl,” he repeated, for her comfort.

“Ah.” She seemed on the edge of saying something further, but in the end smply inclined her head before
walking, alone, back the way they had come.

After amoment, Ren Zd put his hand against the door and entered his temporary quarters. He had been
here yesterday, moving in his clothes and such of his books as he thought would be prudent. He had even
opened theinner door and goneinto the middle room—into the contract room itsef—walking lightly on
the lush carpet.

The bed was ornate, old, and piled high with pillows. The flowers twined up two bedposts and climbed
across the connecting bars, spilling down in luxuriant curtains of green and blue. Sunlight poured down
from the overhead window, hesting the blossoms and rel easing the aphrodisiac scent. Standing by the
wine-table, Ren Zel had felt hisblood stir and taken a step away, deliberately turning his back on the
bed.

The rest of the room was furnished but sparsaly: there was the wine-table, of course, and asmal table
with two chairs, at which two might take a private med; and awide, yellow brocade sofafacing a
fireplace where sweet logs were laid, awaiting the touch of aflamestick. The solitary window was that
above the bed; the walls were covered in nubbled silk the color of the brocaded sofa.

Across the room—directly across the room from the door by which he had entered—was another door.
Beyond, he knew, was another room, like the room he had just quit, where his sisters were laying out
those things Elsu Meriandra had sent ahead.

Sometrick of the rising heat had filled his nogtrils with flower-scent again and Ren Zd had retrested to
his own quarters, locking the door to the contract-room behind him.



Now, showered and dressed in the robe his ssters had given him in celebration of hismarriage, he
paused to consider what little he knew of hiswife.

Shewas hiselder by nearly three Standards, fair-haired, wide-eyed and comely. He thought that she
was, perhaps, alittle spailt, and he supposed that came of being the true-daughter of aHigh clan Delm.
Her manners were not entirely up in the boughs, however, and she spoke to Aunt Chane precisdly as she
ought. If she had little to say to him beyond those things that the Code demanded, it was scarcely
surprisng. Hewasin dl things her inferior: rank, flight-time, age, and beauty. And, truth betold, they had
not been brought together to converse.

That which had brought them together—well. He had taken himsdf to the deep learner, to review the
relevant section of Code, for the contract-bed was afar different thing than a breakshift tumble with a
comrade—and there his wife had the advantage of him again. She had been married once dready, to a
pilot near her equal her rank, and Jabun had her child in its keeping.

Sghing, he sraightened his garment about him, catching aglimpse of himsdlf in the mirror: Ordinary,
practical Ren Zd, got up in amagnificent indigo-and-silver marriage robe that quite overwhelmed his
commonplace features. Sighing again, he glanced at the clock on the dresser.

The hour was upon him.

Squaring his shoulders under their burden of embroidery, Ren Zd went to theinner door, and lay his
palm againgt the plate. The door opened.

Elsu Meriandrawas at the wine table, back to him. Her hair was loose on her shoulders, her robe an
expensve smplicity of flowing golden shadowsk, through which he could plainly see her body. She
heard the door open and turned, her eyeswide, lustrous with the spell of the bed-flowers.

“Good evening,” she said, her high voice sounding somewhat breathless. “Will you drink aglasswith me
.. Renzd?

Hisname. A good sgn, that. Ren Zel took a breath, tasting the flowers, and deliberately drew the scent
deep into hislungs. He smiled a the woman before him.

“I will be happy to share aglass with you, Elsu,” he said softly, and stepped into the contract-room.

* % %

REN ZEL WOKE IN the room he had been dlotted, and stretched, luxuriating in his solitude even as he
cataloged his various aches. Thelady was not agentle lover. He thought he could have borne this
circumstance with more equanimity, had he any indication that her exuberance sprang from an enthusiasm
for himsdlf. To the contrary, she had brushed his attentions aside, as one might dismiss the annoying
graspingsof achild.

Wéll, he thought ruefully, he had heard that the flower did sometimes produce ... unwarranted ... effects.

So thinking, he rolled neatly put of bed, showered, and dressed in hisusud plain shirt and pants. He
stamped into his boots and picked up hislatest book—adender volume of Terran poetry. The habit of
taking abook with him to breakfast had formed when he was a child and it had come to his notice that
the cousinslet him be, if hewere diligently reading.

He was passing the game room on hisway to the dining hall when the sound of child’ slaughter gave him
pause.



It was not entirely ... comfortable ... laughter, he thought. Rather, it sounded breathless, and just alittle
ghrill. Ren Zd put his hand againgt the door and, quietly, looked inside.

Elsu Meriandrawas playing catch with young Son Dor, who had, Ren Zd remembered, dl of eight
standards. She was pitching the bal sharply and in unexpected directions, exactly as one might do when
playing with a pilot—or one destined to be apilot.

Son Dor was giving agood accounting of himsdlf, consdering that he was neither apilot nor the child of a
pilot. But hewas clearly a the limit of both his speed and his skill, chest heaving and face wet with
exertion. As Ren Zd watched, he dove for the ball, reacting to its motion, rather than anticipating its
probable course, actualy got ahand on it and cradled it against his chest. He threw it, none too steedlily,
back to Elsu Meriandra, who fielded the toss smoothly.

“That was agood effort,” she said, as Ren Zd drifted into the room, meaning to speak to her, to offer her
atour of the garden and thus alow Son Dor to escape with hismeant’i intact.

“Try thisone,” Elsu said and Ren Zel saw her hands move in the familiar sequence, giving the bal both
velocity and spin. Dropping hisbook, he legpt, extended an arm and snagged the thing &t the height of its
arc. He danced in acircle, the sphere spinning in ablur from hand to hand, force declining, momentum
dowing, until it was only abal again—atoy, and nothing likely to breek a child' sfragile fingers, extended
in amisguided attempt to catchiit.

“Cousin Ren Zd!” Son Dor cried. “I could have caught it! | could havel”
Ren Z€ laughed and danced afew more steps, the ball spinning lazily now on thetips of hisfingers.

“Of course you could have, sweeting,” he said, easily. “But you were having so much fun, it was more
than | could do not tojoinin.” He smiled, the bal spinning dowly. “ Catch now,” he said to Son Dor, and
dlowed thetoy to leave hisfingers.

The child rushed forward and caught it with both hands.

“Well done!” Ren Zd applauded. Son Dor flushed with pleasure and tossed the ball back. Ren Z€
caught it one-handed, and dlowed his gaze to fall upon thewall clock.

“Cousin,” hesaid, looking back to the child, “isit not timefor history lessons?”

Son Dor spun, stared at the clock, gasped, and spun back, remembering almost at once to make his
bow.

“Md am, forgive me. | am wanted at my sudies.”
“Certainly,” Elsu said. “Perhapswe might play bal again, when your studiesfreeyou.”

Son Dor looked just a bit uneasy about that, but replied courteoudy. “ It would be my pleasure, ma am.”
Heglanced asde. “Cousn ...”

Ren Zd waved ahand. “Yes, al you like, but do not, | implore you, be late to Uncle Arn Eld. Y ou know
how he grumbleswhen oneislae!”

Apparently Son Dor knew just that, and the knowledge gave hisfeet wings. The door thumped closed
behind him and Ren Zd |et out his breath in along sigh before turning to face Elsu Meriandra.

She was standing with her head tipped, an expression of amused curiosity upon her face.



“Heisnot,” Ren Zd sad, stringently even, “apilot. Hewill never beapilot.”

She frowned dightly at that and motioned for the ball. He threw it to her underhanded and she brought it,
spinning hard, up onto her fingers.

“Areyou certain of that, | wonder? Sometimes, when they are young, they arealittlelazy. When that is
the case, the spinball may be depended upon to produce the correct response.”

Ren Zel moved his shoulders, letting the tenson flow out of him. She did not understand—how could
she? Filot from aHouse of pilots. He sighed.

“The children of this House are shopkeepers. They have the reactions and the instincts of shopkeepers.”
He paused, thinking of Son Dor, laboring after atossthat apilot’s child would find laughably eesy.

“Hewas gtriving not to disappoint,” he told Elsu Meriandra. “What you see as‘alittlelazy’ is Son Dor's
best reaction time. The spinball—forgive me—damage might well have been done.”

Her face blanked. She caught the ball with a snap and bowed, unexpectedly low. “It was not my
intention to endanger achild of the House.”

She straightened and looked at him out of the sides of her eyes. “ One wastold, of course, but it is
difficult to recall that thisisnot aHouse of pilots. Especialy when thereisyoursef! Why, one can hardly
hold a conversation in Guild Hall without hearing of your accomplishments!” She bowed again, more
lightly thistime. “Y ou do our Guild grest honor.”

She did not wait for hisreply, but turned and crossed the room to put the ball away. After amoment,
Ren Zd went to pick up hisfalen book.

“What have you?’ she asked from just behind him. He turned and showed her the cover.
Shefrowned at the outlandish lettering. “ That is Terran, isit not?’

“Indeed. Duet for the Star Routes isthetitle. Poetry.”

“You read Terran?’ She seemed somewhat nonplused by thisinformation.

“I read Terran—alittle. | am reading poetry to sharpen my comprehension, sincel find it alanguage
gtrong in metaphor.”

Elsu moved her gaze from the book to hisface. “Y ou speak Terran.”

That was not a question, but he answered it anyway. “Not very well, | fear. | meet so few to practice
againg that my skill isvery basic.”

“Why,” she asked, the frown back between her eyes, “would you wish to learn these things?’

Ren Zd blinked. “Wdll, | am apilot. My craft takes me to many ports, some of them Terran. | was...
dismayed ... not to be able to converse with my fellows on those ports and so | began to study.” He
paused. “ Do you not spegk Terran?’

“I donot,” shereturned sharply. “1 speak Trade, which issufficient, if | am impelled into conversation
with—with someone who is not able to spesk the High Tongue.”

“I see)” Ren Zd murmured, wondering how to extricate himsdf from a conversation that was growing
rapidly unpleasant for them both. Before he arrived at a solution, however, the lady changed the subject



hersdlf.

“Come, we are both pilots—one of usat least legendary in kill!” she said gaily. “What do you say we
shake the House dust from our feet and fly?’

It sounded agood plan, he owned; for he was weary of being House-bound aready. There was,
however, one difficulty.

“I regret,” he said, hisvoice sounding stiff in his own ears. “Obrelt does not keegp aship. Oneisa
pilot-for-hire”

“Asl am,” shesaid brightly. “But do not repine, if you haven’t your own ship. | own one and will gladly
have you sit second board.”

Wéll, and that was generous enough, Ren Zd thought. Indeed, the more he thought about it, the better
the scheme appeared. They were, as she said, both pilots. Perhaps they might win through to friendship,
if they sat board together. Only look at what had lain between himself and Lai Tor—and see what
comrades they had become, after shared flight had made their minds known to each other.

So—"You are generous,” hetold Elsu Meriandra. “It would be pleasant to stretch one’ swings.”
“Good. Let meget my jacket. | will meet you inthefront hall.”

“Wdl enough,” hesaid. “1 will inform the House.”

* * %

ELSU'S SHIPWASA small middle-aged packetspacer, built for intra-system work, not for
hyperspace. It would also, Ren Zdl thought, eyeing itslines as he followed his contract-wife toward the
ramp, do well in atmospheric flight. The back-swept wings and needle-nose gaveit an eerie resemblance
to theraptorsthat lived in the eaves of the port Tower, preying on lesser birds and mice.

“There,” Elsu used her key and the ship’ s door did open. She stepped inside and turned to make him an
exaggerated bow, her blue eyes shining.

“Rilot, be wdlcome on my ship.”
He bowed honor to the owner and stepped into the ship. The hatch did shut behind him.

Elsu led theway down the companionway to the piloting chamber. Shefair flung hersdlf into the chair, her
hands flying across the board, rousing systems, initiating checks. From the edge of the chamber, Ren Z€
watched as she woke her ship, her motions nearer frenzy than the smooth control his teachers had bade
him striveto achieve.

Sheturned in the pilot’ s chair, her face flushed, eyes brilliantly blue, and raised a hand to beckon him
forward.

“Come, come! Second board awaits you, aswe agreed! Sit and make yourself known to the ship!” Her
high voice carried anote that seemed to echo the frenzy of her board-run and Ren Zel hesitated a
moment longer, not quite trusting—

“So anintrasystem isnot to your liking?’ sheinquired, her voice sharp with ridicule. “ Perhapsthe
legendary Ren Zd desl Judan flies only Jumpships.”

That stung, and he very nearly answered in kind. Then he recaled her as she had been the night before,



inflicting her hurts, tempting him, or so it seemed, to hurt her in return—and he made his answer mild.

“Indeed, | took my second class on just such aship asthis,” he said and walked forward at last to Sit in
the co-pilot’ schair.

She glanced a h