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One

Number Twelve L eafydale Place
Greensward-by-Efraim
Delgado

"Why do | have to go with her?' Theo demanded, and winced at the quaver in her voice. Sheld
meant to sound cool and remote and adult. Instead, she just sounded like akid on the edge of atantrum.
Housefather Kiladi looked up from hiswork screen and regarded her just a shade too serioudly.

Theo bit her lip.

"Because," hesaid in hisdeep, cdm voice, "in the culture predominant upon Delgado, children—by
which | mean those persons who have not attained what that same culture deems astheir mgority—are
understood to be submissve to, and the respongibility of, their biologica mother." Heraised astrong
eyebrow. "Surely you are aware of these things, Theo."

Well, shewas. But that didn't mean she had to like them. Or live with them.

"Y ou're the one who taught me that accepting cultural moresis a choice,” she said, pleased that her
voice was steady now, if still more heated than she would have liked. "I don't choose to accept these
particular conditions.”

"Ah." Heleaned back in his chair, hands folded on the edge of his desk, considering her out of
thoughtful black eyes. "But adecision to rebe againgt predominant standardsisonly haf adecison.
What will you do instead?"

"I'll say here. Withyou." There. Shed said it.

Both eyebrows rose, and he tipped his head to one side, consideringly. Theo felt abrush against her
knee, and amoment later black-and-white Mandrin legpt to the top of the desk and sat down primly next
to the keyboard.

"A bold and straightforward plan,” Father said eventudly. "My congratulations.” He reached out to
scratch Mandrin's ears. "'l must ask, however, if you have considered al the ramifications of this choice.”



Theo eyed him. "What do you mean?"

"Decisons have consequences,” he murmured, his attention seemingly centered on the cat, though she
knew better. Jen Sar Kiladi had been her mother's onagrata for aslong as Theo could remember. She
knew him every bit aswell as she knew her mothe—and | like him better, too, shethought
rebdlioudy.

"For instance," hetold Mandrin. Y our mother will certainly be both shocked and saddened by this
decision. She may exert her influence. Ethicsand law are, as you know, on her side. How will you
respond? To what extent are you willing to fund this choice? How much sorrow are you willing to cause?
How much disdain are you willing to bear? Surely, your friends must recoil as you step beyond that
which they fed and know to be proper. Y our mentor may consider it incumbent upon her to dert the
Safety Office, and the Safetiesdeem it their duty to intervene.”

Mandrin shook her head vigoroudly, asif these possibilities were too awful to contemplate. Professor
Kiladi smiled dightly and refolded his hands, gaze settling on the untidy stack of hard copy on the
desk-sidetable.

"Infact,” hetold the papers gravely, "such deviance from the norm might come to the attention of the
Chapelia, who would perhaps fedd Moved to send a Smpleto you, to ascertain if your rebellion might
Teach."

He glanced up and pinned her in asharp glance.

"If you were to ask me—which | note that you have not—I would say the price seems excessive for
what may be at most afew months inconvenience.” Heinclined his head. ™Y ou mugt, of course, please
yoursdlf."

Theo swallowed. "Y ou don't know that it'sonly for afew months" she said, her voice unsteady
agan.

"Do | not?' he murmured in that over-polite voice he used when he thought you were being especialy
supid. "How inept of me.”

Theo looked down at the floor and the blaze of galaxies dancing there. Father's study floor usually
projected the star fields; he said they helped to put hiswork into perspective. Theo's mother said they
mede her dizzy.

"Doyou," shesad, raising her head and meeting hiseyes. "Do you know for certain that it'sonly
going to be a couple months?*

"Child . .." Hecameout of hischair in one of hisboneless, catlike moves, flowing toward her across
the pirouetting stars, silent in his soft, embroidered dippers. "Nothing in lifeis certain. Y our mother tells
me that she requires afew monthsto concentrate on her own affairs. Sheis, | believe, at addicate point
with regard to her career, and wishesto do all that she may to advance herself.”

He paused, head cocked to one side. "Who am | to argue with such excellent reasons? Kameleis
scrupulous in these matters, and |, at least, admire her determination. For | don't hide from you, Theo,
that | am alazy fellow. Indeed, if | did not aready enjoy tenure and a position | would surely be too
indolent to seek them.”

"You'renot lazy," she said sullenly, and took a deep breath. "And thefact is, you don't know
when—or if!—shell decide to come back here. She might decideto, to. . ."

.. . to choose another onagrata, which was—unthinkable. Theo took a hard breath. | won't cry,
shethought. | won't!

"She may decide to remain separate from me," Father said, completing her thought smoothly, likeit
didn't matter. "She may decide to seek another arrangement for hersalf and for you. These thingsfall
within her rights as an adult in this society. However, if you will give the matter only alittle consideration,
| believe you will discover that you have somerights, aswell. For how long have we enjoyed our private
dinner on Oktavi evening?'



She blinked at him. "Ever snce Kamele started teaching the late seminar,” she said. "Y earsand
years."

"So, it isalong-standing arrangement to which your mother has given her consent. Thereistherefore
no reason to discontinue our pleasant habit, unlessyou wish to do s0."

"l dont!"

"Then thereisno moreto be said." Hetipped his head, congderingly. "Thisisnat, | think, something
for Dlm Korva."

He wanted her to laugh, Theo thought. Treating her likeakid. Wdll . . . she wouldn't laugh, that was
al.

But shedidfed, just alittle, relief, knowing that the just-them Oktavi dinner would stand, no matter
where Kamde—

The ancient mechanical clock wall mounted over Father's desk struck its two notes just then—one
for the hour, and one for the eighth, which was seven—and amuted thweep from her pocket registered
her mumu's agreement.

Professor Kiladi moved his shouldersin hisfamiliar, supple shrug, and reached out to toude her hair,
like shewas six instead of fourteen.

"The hour advances, child. Go finish packing. Y our mother will wish to leave for the Wall before
night opensitseyes™"

"|—" She cleared her throat. "I'll come by your office on Oktavi, at the usud time."

"Indeed,”" he said solemnly. "I anticipate the occasion with pleasure.” He amiled, then, gently. "Take
good care, Theo. We need not be strangers, you know."

"I know," she said. Mustering her dignity, she turned to go, only to find her body overruling her mind,
asit so often did. She spun, flinging hersalf againgt him in ahug, squeezing tight, feding strong arms
hugging her inreturn.

"You take care," she muttered fiercely into his shoulder. " Promise me, Father."

"l promise, child,” he murmured, his deep voice acomfort. He released her, stepping back out of the
embrace.

"Go, now. Beon timefor your mother.”

Theo dropped the case containing her music dipsinto the packing cube, narrowly missing Coyster's
inquistive pink nose.
"Keep out of there!™ shetold him, turning back toward the desk. "Y ou don't want to get packed, do
you?"
Coyster didn't answer. Theo swept up her bibliodips, the extrathread and her back-up hooks, and
went back to the cube, walking so hard that the smulated koi

swimming in the floor mosaic dashed away to hide under the smulated lily pads.

Bending, she put her things carefully into the cube and sighed, staring down into the half-empty
interior. Beside her, Coyster sghed in sympathy and settled onto the rippling blue waters, white paws
tucked negatly under orange chest, amber eyes serious.

"Hey." Theo knelt and tickled him under the chin. "I'm going to missyou, cat," she whispered,
blinking hard. "Don't play with Father'slures, 'k? Y ou'll get in troubleif I'm not around to untangle them
for you."

Coyster squeezed hiseyes shut in acat-smile, and Theo blinked again before giving him one last
chuck under the chin and rising to her feet.

Her bed was stripped and folded away; the desk was clear. The desk itself, and the bed, were
gtaying right here; dl the faculty apartmentsin the Wall were furnished, Kamele had told her, adding that



one desk was as good as another.

Theo doubted that, but Kamele had made it clear that the discussion period was closed, so shed
kept the thought to hersalf.

She took a deep breath. Redlly, she was amost done. All that was |eft was to take the pictures
down, fold up the closet, and decide about her old books—and the mobile.

The mobile—that was hard. Sheld made it hersdlf for an art project, back when sheld been akid. It
wasthe Delgado System, with its pace station and twin ringed ice giants, built to micro-scae. With
Father's help, shed hung it up where the air from the vent would moveit. Coyster had discovered it asa
kitten, and had hatched al kinds of plansto reach it—from legping straight up from the floor, to teking a
running lesp off the top shelf over the desk—but the mobile remained uncaptured.

Lately, held gotten above trying to capture it, but Coyster till harbored afascination for the flying,
spinning thing. Theo would entertain him—and hersef—by changing the speed or direction of the air flow
from the vent, to make the mobile twirl wildly, or spin verrrrry dowly. Sheturned her head. Y es, hewas
watching it now from histuck-up next to the cube, ears set a acaculating angle.

Theo grinned, then nodded. That settled it. The mobile stayed; it would give Coyster something to do
bes des stalking Mandrin and playing with Fether'sfishing geer.

Thebooks. . . Shewandered over to the shelf, koi beneath her shoes, and fingered the worn spines.
Mr. Winter and the Mother of Shows; The Shy Kitten; | Can Find It! —storiesfor littlies, that Kamele
and Father had read to her until she could read them hersdlf, and did until she'd memorized them. Her
fingersmoved on, tarrying on Sam Tim's Ugly Day, and asmile tugged at the corner of her unwilling
mouth. "Isit worth taking to Delm Korva?' she whispered, and shook her head, eyes blurring again.

"Wdl." Sheturned away from the shelf and looked down at the kol making lazy circlesinsde the
floor. "No sense cluttering up my new room with books | never read anymore," she said, maybeto the
smulated fish, or maybe to the cat drowsing by the cube. She sniffled alittle, and turned on her hedl.

Her clothes hung orderly in the closet: dark green school coveralswith Team Thregsred stripeson
shoulder and cuff; sweeters, jerseys, and dacks. She pulled her favorite sweater off its hanger, and
dipped it on, her fingers stroking the border of bluebells'round the cuff. It wastoo early for bluebellsin
the garden, of course, but—

She swalowed, blinking hard to clear her vision, and dapped the side of the closet harder than was
realy needed. It began to compress, hissing alittle asthe air squeezed out of her clothes.

Next stop was the control unit over the desk. She put her fingers againgt the keys, eyes closed so she
didn't have to see the picture of Delgado from the space station's observation tower snap out of
existence, or the picture of Zolanj, who had been Father's cat before Mandrin, and who had sometimes
agreed to St on Theo'slap, but never on Kamel€e's. Or the picture of the river camp where Father went
tofish,or...

Her fingers moved across the keypad with cold ddliberation, like they belonged to someone else,
while Theo bit her lip and reminded hersdlf that they were stored in the house bank, and that she easily
could retrieve them when she came. . . back.

Her fingers touched one last button; she took a deep breath and opened her eyes, to look ‘round at
her denuded room.

It looked . . . peculiar . . . with blank walls and floor, without al of her things spread around—like a
stay-over room on the 'station. She blinked again, reminding herself for the hundredth time that she was
not going to cry.

"Isthismoveredly necessary?' she asked Coydter, but he was absorbed in watching the mobile and
didn't answer.

Theo shook her head. Something was wrong—really wrong—and whatever it was, the adults
weren't talking to her abouit it.



"Pack up, Theo, were moving to the Wall," she said, in awicked—and deadly accurate—imitation
of Kamelein her I-am-the-mother voice.

And Father—Theo sniffed. She'd been sure he would understand her position. But hewas just as
bad as Kamele—Don't be late for your mother! Treating her like shewasakid—

And that was wrong on awhole 'nother level, Theo thought, as she leaned over the ambiset again,
turning off the aromatics, white noise and breeze. Father never treated her like akid—even when she
acted like one. Especially when she acted like one.

She chewed her lip, staring down into the blank floor. Kamele wasn't stupid—and neither was
Housefather Kiladi, despite hisfrequent claimsto the contrary. If whatever was going on was so twisty
that they couldn't untwistit . . .

"Maybe we ought to take it to Delm Korval, after dl," she said over her shoulder in Coyster's genera
direction. He sneezed, and she grinned, reluctantly.

Behind her came the snap of the closet's magnetic locks meeting and sealing. At that instant, her
mumu thweeped its reminder—her mother would be waiting downgtairs, with new keysin hand, and a
determination to leave the house on Leafydae Place, where Theo had lived her wholelife. Til now.

"Chaodl" Theo muttered. She grabbed the closet's handle and dashed back to the cube, sedling it
with one hand while she dragged her bag over a shoulder with the other.

Onelast look then around the blank, bleak room. Then shetook afirm grip on closet and cube and
hurried out. Behind her, in the empty room, the left-behind storybooks trembled on their shelf, and one
tumbled to the featurelessfloor.

Two

University of Delgado
Faculty Residence Wall
Quadrant Eight, Building Two

"Y our room'sjust down the hdl." Kamele waved vaguely to the right. "Why don't you take your
thingsin and get settled?1've sent out for dinner—our first meal in our new gpartment! An inauguration!™

Theo, closet and cube in tow, looked around the tiny, severdly squared receiving parlor. Thewalls
and floor were white ceramic—fireproof, exploson resistant, and certified safe, just like the whole rest of
theWall. Three plastic chairs sat in a semi-circle around a battered table that looked like it might actualy
be wood. The smooth floor was partially covered with arug Theo had last seen rolled up in the storage
binat ... home Kamele had probably intended it to soften the space, but the faded yellow and red
flowers only looked sad and beaten down by the shiny whiteness.

"Theo?' Her mother's voice had that bright, brittle quality that meant she was ‘way too tired and



stressed out. Not agood timeto ask if the joke was over and could they could go home now.

"Sorry." Theo took adeep breath and got afirmer grip on the leads of her luggage. "I'll just go set up
the closet.”

Kamele gave her atoo-fast smile and nodded. "'I'll call you when dinner gets here.”

"Great," Theo said, trying not to sound asworried as shefelt. She steered her stuff carefully across
the old rug and down the narrow hallway. When Kamele got into overdrive a home, Father would St her
down in the common room, bring her aglass of wine, and talk to her—about nothing, readlly. The
weather. The cats. The fishing rod he'd seen in Nonactown. Theo wasn't sureif it wasthe wine, or
Father'svoice, or the warm, flowery breeze only he could coax from the ambiset, but whatever it was, al
the bright, strained energy melted away and Kamele would fal adeep, and wake up her normal brisk and
effident f.

Theo wondered if there was any wine in the gpartment—and then forgot about it as the door did
back to reveal her so-called "room."

The desk was directly across from the door, molded out of the wall, three short shelves above it, and
two drawers below. Next to it was the bed, decently folded up at the moment, which was agood thing,
Theo thought darkly, or ese she wouldn't havefit insde, never mind her stuff.

She left the closet in the open doorway and gingerly maneuvered the cube into the corner to the right
of the door, where it would be out of the way, more or less, dumped her pack on the floor besideiit,
took off her shoes, and threw her sweater over the back of the chair. Then she turned to survey the
gtugion.

On ingpection, there was only one possible place for the closet—the end wall to the left of the desk.
Biting her lip, she shifted the folded-up closet back and forth between the narrow hall and the narrow
doorway, trying to line up the the angle of entry.

Findly, she got the thing into the room and positioned it against the wall with asigh of relief. She blew
her bangs out of her eyeswith a fuff, reached to the controls—and hesitated, reassessing the available
Space by eye.

Y es, she decided, again. The closet would fit.

Just.

While the closet expanded, she inventoried the desk, approving the nestly labeled connectors. She
could hook up her school book, no problem; there was a socket for her mumu, and an extra, labeled
"research.”

Theo frowned. At home, she'd done dl her research through the school book connection. She
wondered if there were different protocols inside the Wall residences. A quick search of the desk
drawersfailed to turn up ether hard-copy ingructions or an officia gold infodip. Fine, then. Sheld just
ask the Concierge, the next time she jacked in her school book.

Sheturned to look at her pack, sitting dumped on the dick white floor next to the still-sealed cube,
and frowned. Her solos were done; she'd made sure to finish them early, so sheld have time to pack,
or—if Father had taken her sde, which, in retrospect, she should've known he wouldn't—time to cook
dinner and do alittle recrestiond reading afterward.

"I'll get it tomorrow," she said to theroom at large. "If it was that important, they would've left the
ingructions out where people could find them.”

From the |eft came abump, awheeze, and a ping!, which wasthe closet's way of announcing that it
was accessible, now. Theo went over to ingpect, shaking her head. It fit, al right. Both ends were astight
againgt the corners asthey could be.

"If | get another sweeter, I'll haveto keep it in the desk," she said, and bit her lip. Shewas used to
talking to whichever cat happened to bein her room—Iately, that had been Coyster, though Mandrin,
Father's white-and-black, sometimes came by for avisit. Herein thisnew place, though, shewasal by



herself. She had to remember that. Chaos! Her mentor already thought it wasweird that she talked to
cats.

"Grow up, Theo," she muttered—and brought her fingers up againgt her lips.

Fingers il pressed to her mouth, she turned, skidding dightly on the dick floor, and wished she'd
had the foresight to bring arug. Maybe she could buy one at the co-op tomorrow. She had plenty of
credit on her card; and if she could find one cheap enough, she wouldn't even have to have her mother's
countersig. Now that she was fourteen, she could spend up to fifty creditsaday on her own sig, much
better than when she'd been akid and had to have Kamel€'s Sgn every time she wanted to buy afruit
bar, or—

A gong went off, loudly. Theo jumped and spun, sock-feet dipping on the dick floor. She twisted,
managing to stay upright more by luck than intent, and by the time she was oriented again, Kaneewas
cdling her.

"Theo! Dinner's here!”

They ate at the meal bar in the acove between the common room and the shuttered kitchen, teetering
ontal stoolsin thedim, directionlesslight. Kamele had ordered ginger soy noodles and plum soup, with
juice for Theo and coffee for herself. Ginger soy noodles being one of Theo's favorite meals, her portion
was quickly gone, and the plum soup, too, both reduced to smears of sauce at the bottom of the
disposable bowls. She sat then, her hands tucked around her cup, recruiting, as Father put it, her
courage.

Acrossfrom her, Kamele had eaten afew ginger noodles, and given the soup along, thoughtful look.
Mostly, she was drinking coffee, her movements sharp and not quite steady. Theo thought again about
wine, but didn't quite know how to ask if there was any in-house, et done suggesting if it might bea
good ideafor Kamele to have some.

The other question hovering on thetip of her tongue. . . She did know that thiswasn't the optimum
time for asking questions, with Kamele trembling at the edge of a crash. But she had to know—she had
to know why.

Her mother ate another few noodles, washed down with alarge swallow of coffee. Theo took a hard
breeth.

"Kamde?'
Over-bright blue eyes focused on her face. "Y es, Theo?"

"I'd liketo learn the reason why we've moved here" There, shethought, that sounds calm, and
grown-up, and non-judgmental.

The bright gaze dropped. Kamele used her hashi to poke at the noodlesin her bowl.
"Weve moved here so | can do my work more efficiently,” she said quietly.
Theo blinked, thinking of the high-end access available a Father's house.

"Y ou can work from home," she blurted, "and alot more comfortably, too! Kamele, your office a
homeis bigger than thiswhole gpart—"

"Precisdly.” Her mother waslooking at her again, cheeks flushed and mouth tight. "A true scholar
must vaue her work above dl ese. Living in Professor Kiladi's house, I—we have grown. . .
accustomed to certain luxuries that are not necessary for—and indeed may be inimical to—the process
of orderly and anaytical thought.”

That, Theo thought, sounded like arote response, and if it had been Kamele asking and Theo
answering, the rote response would have only earned her a closer interrogation.

Theo took a breath.

"Kamde—"'



"l am not done answering your question yet, Theo," her mother said coolly. " Or have you decided
that you don't wish to learn, after dl?"

Oops. Theo bent her head. "I framed the question,” she said quietly, like the well-brought-up child of
an academic from along tradition of Waitley academics, "because | wishedto learn.”

There was slence while Kamele drank more coffee, then pushed the considerable remains of her
mesdl to oneside.

"Research, study, and teaching are only three-quarters of what ascholar must doinorder to. . .
become prominent in her field,” she said dowly. "A scholar must have contacts, alies; colleagueswho
support her work and whose work she supports in return. These associations cannot be built, or
strengthened, by living retired in the suburbs. | need to be here, a theintellectua heart of the planet, in
order to make the contacts | needto . . . The contacts | will need to further my career.”

Theo opened her mouth, and hastily raised her cup for aswallow of juice.

"I've gotten out of touch,” Kamee said, dowly. "And it has cost me. Cost us al. We can recover, of
course. With work. Hard work. Work that must be done from the Wall." She looked up, bright eyes
fierce. "I anascholar of Delgado. | must be resolute.”

She might have seen Theo staring, because she smiled suddenly—ared smile, tired asit was. "So,
we will take up the professoria lifestyle, as our mothers and grandmothers have done before us. 1t will be
an adventure, won' it, Theo?"'

Applying Father's definition of an adventure being a series of unlooked-for and uncomfortable events,
Theo guessed that it would be.

She cleared her throat, suddenly wanting to be by hersdlf to think, evenin that nasty little den of a
room. Pushing back from the table, she barely remembered to say, "Thank you for sharing your thoughts,
Kamde"

"Of course" her mother said. "Y ou're not a child anymore, Theo. It'stime you began to ask these
questions and to plan how you'll manage your own career.” She waved an unsteady hand.

"I'll deal with the clean-up. Go and get your rest. Tomorrow's aschool day."

Like she didn't know that, Theo thought, but she did off the stool without any other comment than,
"Good-night, Kamede."

"Good-night, daughter,” her mother murmured, but she was looking down at the tabletop, her brows
drawn together in afrown.

"Who knew that two people could make such anoise," Jen Sar Kiladi murmured, “that the houseis
o dlentin their dbsence?!

He put his pam against the door to Theo's room, and paused on the threshold as the lights came up.

"Thorough,” he noted. "We can hope that she spent most of her angst in turning off her room, and has
none |eft over for her mother.”

Sheis, the voice that only he could hear commented, right to be upset. And she will ask questions.

"Agreed,” he murmured, crossing the room to pick up afalen book. "Only they might, might they not,
be gentle questions?’

He sighed down at the book: Sam Tim's Ugly Day. An unfortunate trand ation, but a useful conceit

that had delighted a much-younger Theo. Though she appeared, he thought, stretching to put the book up
with itsfellows, to have outgrown the conceit, yet she might till recdl the lesson.

"An awkward time for aseparation,” he said, perhgps to himsdlf; "with the child dancing on the
edge”

Yet Kamele's reasons are sound, countered the voice inside his head. You, yourself, encouraged
her to do what was needful.



"Oh, indeed! Every bit of it—and more." He shook his head at the bare room, and turned to retrace
his steps.

"Doesit seemto you, Adliana," he asked as he stepped out into the hallway, "that | may have
become—just a thought!'—meddiesome?’

Hisanswer was aped of laughter.

The 'fresher was at the end of the hal. Theo showered and returned to her room, closing the door
and unfolding the bed. It didn't take up quite as much room as she had feared, whichwasablessngina
space where centimeters mattered.

Having put the bed down, though, she didn't immediately retire. The glare off the floor and walls set
her teeth on edge. She went over to the desk to check the ambiset. If she could get some pictures—or at
least some color!—into the walls; put amosaic into thefloor, it would make the place seem more like
home, cramped asit was.

Except—there was no ambiset to be found. Theo went out into the hal, but there was no ambiset
there, ether. She actualy compressed the closet, thinking that she must have placed it in front of the
control center—but the only thing behind was more featurel ess, whitewall.

"l do not believethis™ shesaid loudly, her voice diding off the wals and tumbling into the glare. She
ran her hands through her hair and stared around the tiny room, even casting a not-exactly-hopeful ook
a thecdling.

No ambiset.

"And thisis supposed to focus my mind?' Theo asked the air.

Theair didn't bother to answer.

All right. She took a deep bresth. At least she knew what to do to about thejitters. She needed
some handwork, that was al. Her needles and thread were in the cube. Sheld lay down a couple lines of
lace. Infact, there was that idea she'd had about making alace flower like the new ones Father had
planted in their garden.

She knelt by the cube, unsnapped it and lifted the lid, looking down into adark maw lined with
numerous needle-sharp teeth.

"Hey!" She dropped the top, caught it beforeit hit the floor and laid it gently down. Inside the cube,
Coydter yawned again.

Theo sat back on her hedls and shook her head, feding the grin pulling her mouth wide.

"You're going to get mein so much trouble," she said.

Coyster shook out a dainty white paw and began to wash hisface.



Three

Fourth Form Ready Room
Professor Stephen M. Richardson Secondary School
University of Delgado

"It'stimeto get up!" the clock announced in a cheery sing-song.

Theo snuggled tighter into her pillow, getting aface full of fur in the process.

"It'stimeto get up!" the clock sang again, dightly louder thistime.

Theo sneezed and opened her eyes, coming nose-to-nose with Coyster, who was propped up on the
pillow like aminiature—and very furry—human.

"It'stime to get up!" The clock was beginning to sound alittletesty.

Theo sneezed again. Coyster put a paw on her nose and looked disapproving.

"Theo Waitley," the clock said sternly. "If you do not get up within the next thirty seconds, anote
will beinserted into your file. Mark."

"Gah," Theo said comprehensively, and flipped the blanket back. Thefloor felt cold and creepy
against her bare feet as she crossed to the desk and pressed her thumb againgt the clock’s face.

"There," she muttered. "I'm up. Happy?"
The clock, duty done, didn't answer. Theo sighed hugely and wandered out to the ‘fresher to wash
her face.

A few minutes|later, dightly more awake, she pulled out apair of school coverdls. She dressed,
hasty in the cool air, and touched the closet'sinterior mirror.

The dark surface flickered to life, and she sighed at what she saw. There were dark circles under her
dark eyes, like she hadn't dept at al, and her face was even paer than usud. Her light yellow hair was
wisping every-which-way, which was unfortunately just the same as dways. When shewasalittlie, shed
been convinced that she'd wake up one morning to find that her fluff had been shed, like duckling down,
and sheld grown deek, dark brown hair straight down to her shoulders.

She combed her fingersthrough the fly-away haf-curls, trying to make them lieflat, which never
worked, and didn't this morning. Grumbling, she tapped the mirror off and turned away.

Coydter was till lounging againgt the pillow, half-covered by the blanket, eyes ditted in satisfaction.
"Get up,” Theo said. "I've gotta put the bed away."

He yawned, pink tongue lalling.

Theo hooked him under the belly and dropped him to the floor.

"If | cantdeep al day,” shesad, pulling the blanket straight. " You can't deep dl day.”



Coyster stalked away, tail high, and jumped onto the desk. By the time the bed was put away, he
was curled and sound adleep, like he'd been there for hours. Theo shook her head—then bit her lip.

Last night, sheld filled a disposable bowl with water and shredded some old hard copy from a school
project she was done with into the cube's inverted top. Coyster had let her know that he would tolerate
these primitive arrangements for alimited time only, so Theo had added proper cat bowls, alitter box,
kibble, and acan of hisfavorite treatsto her growing after-class shopping list. She felt bad about leaving
him al day without anything to snack on, even though she knew he wouldn't take any harm fromiit.
Father dways|eft cat food and water out in bowlsin the kitchen, for Coyster and Mandrin to graze at
their leisure.

"If I haveto get used to everything being new . . ." Theo et the sentence drift off, blinking a sudden
blurriness away.

Shewas going to have to tel Kamele about Coyster, she thought, considering the dumbering furry
form on her desk. She hoped her mother was in aless edgy mood this morning. A good night'sdeep. . .
Maybe Kamele had had agood night's deep.

Y awning, she bent down to retrieve her school bag.

"I'm going to schooal,” shetold Coyster. An orange ear flickered and Theo grinned. Not so sound
adeep, after dll.

Bag over her shoulder, she dipped out of her room, closing the door firmly. She didn't want Kamele
finding out about Coyster until she had achanceto explain the Situation.

Chaos, shewastired! Which was, she acknowledged as she headed down the halway toward the
kitchen, entirely her own fault. She'd spent ‘way too much time working out the pattern for the lace rose
she wanted to make. By the time sheld given up and tucked her traveling kit away into her bag, it had
been late. Not aslate as genera lights out—that was anote-in-your-file—but well beyond the Strongly
Suggested bed time for juniorswho hadn't yet had their Gigneri.

Y awning again, Theo dumped her bag on the meal bar and put her hand on the kitchen door. Teg,
she thought, was definitely in order. Some of Father's strong black teawith the lemony after-note. Sheld
just put the kettle on and—

"What!" she stood, staring stupidly &t the bland lines and blank screen of astandard kaf unit. There
was nothing elsein the dcove. No stove, no cabinets, no refrigerator, no tins of tealined against the back
of the counter . . .

"Good morning, Daughter." Kamele sounded astired, or tireder, as Theo fdt, so it probably wasn't
the smartest thing she'd ever done to turn around and point at the poor kaf like it was disorderly or
something, and demand, "Are we supposed to eat out of that?'

Kamele frowned.

"Don't roar a me, Theo."

She swalowed. "I'm sorry. | was just—expecting a kitchen.”
Kamele's frown got deeper, and Theo felt her somach clench.

"Thisisthe kitchen that most people eat out of," she said sternly. "It amused Professor Kiladi to
bypass the kaf and cook meals from base ingredients, and | saw no harm in alowing him to teach you
something of the art, since you were interested. If | had foreseen that you would scorn plain, honest food
out of the kaf—"

"I'mnot,” Theo interrupted. "Kamele, I'm sorry. I'm not—scorning—the kaf. It wasjust . . . ashock.
| was looking forward to making a cup of tea, and—"
"Thekaf will giveyou acup of teg," her mother said, interrupting in her turn. "All you needtodois
Teafrom akaf unit wasnot, in Theo's estimation, tea. It was atepid, watery, tasteless beverage that
happened, viasome weird and as-yet-uncorrected universal typo, to be called tea. Real tea had body,



and taste, and—
Her mumu thweeped the eighth of the hour.

"| suggest that you choose your breakfast quickly," Kamele said, and stalked past her to confront the
kaf.

Two sharp jabs at the keypad, aflicker of lights across the face screen, a hiss when the dispenser
door did up. Kamele did the tray out and carried it to the bar. Acrid steam rose from the extralarge
disposable cup.

Theo wondered if kaf coffee tasted any better than kaf tea, but it didn't seem like the time to ask.
Instead, she stepped up to the machine, punched one button for juice and another for hot cered, and
very soon thereafter was Sitting across from her mother at the bar.

Kamele was drinking the coffee, though not like she was enjoying it, and staring down into her bowl
so intently that Theo knew she couldn't actudly be seeing it or her ceredl. She sighed and dug into her
own breakfast. Father and Kamele were both prone to sudden fits of intense abstraction, when they
would smply . . . step away from whatever it was they were doing to pursue a certain fascinating thought.
Theo guessed it came of being a scholar and having so many interesting things to think about, and she had
early learned not to interrupt afit of abstraction with smdl talk.

The cereal wasn't too bad, though it was sweeter than she liked; the juice was room temperature and

astringent. Theo ate quickly, keeping an increasingly worried eye on her mother, who continued to drink
coffee and stare aholeinto her ceredl.

Theo cleared her throat.

"Early classthismorning, Kamee?' she asked, trying to sound bright and interested—and hoping to
bring her mother to aredization that her ceredl was getting cold.

Her mother glanced up, her eyes soft and not really focused.

"Yes" shemurmured. "'l do havethe early classthis morning, Theo. Thank you for remindingme. I'd
best be on my way." She did off the stoal, carried her untouched bowl and the half-empty cup to the
disposal.

Wel, Theo thought, that didn't work, did it?

Kamele bent to pick up her bag.

"Dont dawdle," shesad, dinging it over her shoulder. "I'll be alittle late this evening—therés a
meeting. If it lookslikeit'll golong, I'll text you." She bent and brushed her lips against Theo's cheek.

"Learnwell," she murmured, and was gone, moving quickly toward the recelving parlor, her footsteps
sounding sticky against the dick floor. Theo heard the outer door chime and cycle.

This, shethought, finishing her cered hurriedly, is not good. She sat back, reaching for the leg
pocket where her mumu rode. Sheld just text a quick message to Father, and ask him to—

Or, she thought, hand poised above the pocket, maybe not. For al she knew, Kamele wasn't
speaking to Father, and would refuse anything he sent to her. She was certainly behaving like—Theo
took abreath. Until somebody told her something, she couldn't dismissthe posshbility that Kamele
had—had released Father. There were signs, she thought carefully. Before last night, Kamele had dways
referred to Father as"Jen Sar." "Professor Kiladi," in al its stiff formalness—that was how ajunior
academic referred to asenior, not how awoman spoke of her onagrata.

Theo sighed. She hated not knowing what was going on. Maybe the best thing to do waswait for
Oktavi's dinner with Father, and ask him again.

Maybe held even give her a better answer than "local custom.”

Grumbling to herself, she stuffed the disposables into the receptacle, shut the door to the kitchen, and
glanced at the readout set into the top of the table. Still plenty of time to meet Lesset before class, if the
busdidn't run late.



"Bus!" she said out loud, and smacked fingertips againgt her forehead. She didn't have to catch the
bustoday. Shelived insde the Wall now; school was just abelt ride away.

"Great," she muttered, and dung her pack over her shoulder. "So I'll be early.”

Shewas a the Team's usud table in the Ready Room, working on the lace flower again, her tongue
between her teeth as she tried to figure out how to makeit 3D and all one piece, when Lesset wandered
in—and stopped just inside the door, blinking.

"Theo! What're you doing here this early? Is something wrong?”'

Theo frowned up at her. "If something waswrong, 1'd belate, wouldn't 17"

"It would depend,” her friend said reasonably, "on what waswrong.”

"l guess." She sghed and reached for her pack. "Actudly, something is wrong. Kamele moved out of
Father's house. We're Mice now."

"Yourelivinginthe Wal? Really?" Lessat blinked, then grinned. "That's tenured!”

Theo eyed her sourly. "No, it'snot." She bent to put her hook and thread away into her bag.

"Serioudy tenured,” Lesset inssted. "Where's your nest?”

"Quadeight Twobuild, right on the belt."

Lessat's grin went from wide to round. "Fact?"

"No, theory!" Theo snapped. "What'm | gonna do, make up the direction?"

"But that must be—it's gotta be. . . . Chaos!" Lesset sat suddenly, her pack bumping the table, and
there she continued to sit, staring right through Kartor and Roni when they came in. Kartor flopped into
the chair on Theo'sright, hiseyes pinned to the screen of his mumu. Roni dropped her bag on the table
and went over to Team Two'stable, just like she dways did.

"Any timeyou'reready,” Theo muttered, and Lesset turned to her, putting aquick hand on her arm.

"I'm sorry," she said, though she didn't sound particularly contrite. "It just came to methat you're
living—you must beliving in, you know—her apartment.”

Theo sighed, and wished she hadn't put her handwork away. " Her who?"

Lessat frowned. "Don't you ever read The Faq?'

The Faculty-Administration Quarterly carried the daly universty news—lists, mosily. Lists of

people who were gpplying for grants. Lists of people who had gotten their grants. Lists of people going
on sabbatica. Lists of people coming back from sabbatical. Changes of address.

Kamele said that once, in thelong ago past, The Faq redly had only been published once aquarter,
but the level of news generated by such alarge faculty and administration forced amore frequent
publication schedule. Sheread it, and Father, too, though Theo thought they had different reading
experiences. For instance, Kamele called it The Faq or, sometimes, The News.

Father caled it The Scandal Sheet.

"l skim it sometimes," Theo said, and made aface. "Bor-ing."

Lessat sghed and shook her head. "Information is never boring,”" she said in a prim voice that made
her sound exactly like her mother.

"Long lists of names are boring," Theo answered, then prodded. "Y ou were going to tell me who her
Is"

"Wl .. ." Lesset chewed her lip. "Professor Flandin—the sub-chair of the History of Ed—"

"Lesst, | know who Professor Flandinis! Kamelesin EdHist!"

"All right, don't roar at me! How'm | supposed to know what you know?"

"I'm sorry," Theo said, noticing that her shoulders had climbed up nearly to her ears. Sherelaxed



them, deliberately, and looked at her friend. " So you think werein Professor Flandin's gpartment? Why?
She go Topthree?!

"Topthree!" Lesset laughed and patted Theo'sarm. "Y ou redly don't read The Faq, do you?
Professor Flandin didn't get promoted. She got disbarred.”

Having ddlivered thislast in a penetrating whisper, Lesset folded her hands on her knee, and gave a
sngle, solemn nod.

"Disbarred?' Theo frowned. Now she came to think about it, shed heard something . . .

"Fagfying data," she said, suddenly remembering. Shelooked at Lesset. "Shefdsfied citesin her last
two pubs.”

Lesset smiled. "You do pay attention sometimes! So, anyway, if Professor Waitley's been
assigned—Quadeight's only two ramps down from Topthreel—been assigned to Professor Flandin's
gpartment, that must mean the dean approved her temp-posting to sub-head. That wasn'tin The Faq
ye!"

"Maybe they're waiting to make the announcement at the Faculty Mesting,” Theo said, but she was
thinking about Kamee—Temp Sub-Head!'—and she hadn't said anything—not aword. That felt pretty
bad, like Kameedidn't trust her. But, Theo thought, her spiritsrisng considerably, if the temp
gppointment was the reason Kamele had moved to the Wall, then that meant they could go home after
the search was finished and the department had appointed someone permanent!

The knot in her ssomach eased, and she looked up with a smile as the first whistle sounded.

"Timeto go," Lesset said, as she and Theo rose and shouldered their packs.

Roni rushed over from Team Two's table, grabbed her pack, and marched off, calling, "Don't be
late!" over her shoulder.

Kartor rose automaticaly, his attention till on his mumu.

Lessat sighed, her steps not as brisk as they might've been. "Professor Appletorn first thing is cruel
and unusud.”

"He's not so bad.”

"He's not so bad to you," Lesset retorted. "He doesn't loathe you."

"He doesn't loathe you, either," Theo said reasonably. "He's ateacher. Hisjob isto make sure you
learn.”

"I'msotensein hisclass| don't think I'm learning anything," her friend said, asthey moved out of the
Ready Room. She shuddered.

That was serious, if true. Theo had noticed that Lesset wasn't at her best in Professor Appletorn's
class, but if shewas etting her tension get in the way of performance, that was bad. Theo sighed,
worried.

Professor Appletorn taught Advertence, which was core. If Lesset didn't pass, sheld not only pull the
Team average down, she'd have to repeat Fourth Form, and clear ahigher achievement bar, to cancel
out the notein her file.

She looked around, suddenly worried on another head—and spied Estan and Anj, the last two
members of the Team, rushing toward them from the pass corridor from the belt station. There must've
been another Crowded Condition on the Quad Six beltway. That had been happening alot, lately.

"Maybe you should talk to your mentor,” Theo said to Lesset, asthey turned left down the hdl. They
were waking so dow now that lazy-moving Kartor was ahead of them, and she could hear Estan panting
from behind.

"l did talk to my mentor." Lesset Sighed gudtily. "She said | was learning how to ded with adverse
conditions.”

"Oh." said Theo. Shefrowned. "Areyou?'



"I don't think s0," her friend said mournfully.

Four

Scholar ship Skills Seminar: Advertency
Professor Stephen M. Richardson Secondary School
University of Delgado
Four Team Three came around the corner into the seminar hall more like aloose gaggle than ateam,
Estan and Anj gill sweaty and breathing hard.

Theo cringed. Professor Appletorn paid attention to such things, and graded for form. But Lesset's
steps had gotten dower and dower the closer they'd gotten to the classroom, and Theo had lagged
behind, too, to show support for her friend. It wasimportant to support your friends, according their
Socid Engineering indructor. Evenif you privately thought they were being just alittle too sengitive.

Four Team Six was ahead of them, which wasn't unusud; their Ready Room was closer to
Advertency by agood three hdls. They shouldn't be showing bonusjust for being ahead—fairnesssad
that such advantage would be factored in to the Team averages.

What was unusual wasthe fact that they were standing in front of the seminar room like abunch of
random nonacsingtead of afunctioning Learning Team, blinking &t the door.

Which was shuttered.

Theo frowned.

"What'swrong?"' Lessat asked. "Why arethey standing in the hall?"
"Thedoor'sclosed,” Theo said.

"Closed?" Lesset repeated. "But why would it be closed? We have a class. Professor Appletorn
ingststhat the door be open until he startsteaching!™

"Did we dl missaschedule jump somehow?Isit locked?' Kartor asked, astheir group joined Six in
front of the shuttered door.

Severd people snatched out their mumus, fingersflying.

"Sched clean,” came amumble, followed by agroup sigh of rdlief.

"Isit locked?" Kartor asked again, since the crowd of Team Six blocked hisview of the statuslights.
"No-00," Velaanswvered dowly, looking at him over the heads of her tesmmates.

"Then," Roni said impatiently, "openit!"

"Do you think we should?' That was Simon, Team Six's procedurdid.

Before Estan, Team Three's proceduraist, could answer, Roni sighed loudly and lunged forward



over Veas shoulder, smacking her pam againgt the plate. Somebody on Team Six—probably Simon,
Theo thought uncharitably—squeaked nervoudy, like he expected darm bells or ateam of Safeties. Al
that happened, though, was that the shutter folded out of the way, showing the bright, empty room
beyond.

"Wasthat so hard?' Roni asked, till impatient.

Team Six traded glances.

"No," Vdasad quietly. "It wasn't hard. But we didn't have consensus, Roni."

"To open adoor?' Roni shook her head in visible disgust, which, Theo thought, Veladidn't deserve.
They should have reached consensus—or at least let the proceduraists talk. Roni was weak on
consensus-building—and consensus-reading, too. Consensus was one of the thingsthe Team was
supposed to help her with.

"Aslong asthe door's open,” Kartor said, "maybe we should go in.”

Team Six exchanged another round of glances, and Theo didn't blame them. The teacher dways
awaited the class. The seminar room was the ingtructor's space, and students only entered with
permisson.

Ontheother hand . . . Theo heard the muted twitter from her mumu, the tone she used to warn
hersdlf that she was about to beintrouble. . .

"If we don't get to our stations soon,” she said from the back of the group, "the room will mark usall
late—as Teams and as Sudents!”

Simon bit hislip, but he turned to address histeammates. "She'sright,” he said. "It's the sudent's
responsibility to be on time, no matter the conditiond!”

Velanodded, gathered her team with anod and a hand-wave of consensus, and entered the room.
Roni, Kartor, Etan, and Anj followed, with Theo and Lesset bringing up the rear.

There wasthe usual clatter asthey got to stations, adjusted table heights, set up their 'books, and
logged into the Learning Group Space. Then, it got . . . quiet. Theo shifted and looked around, first at the
empty teacher's station where Professor Appletorn ought to be standing, and then at her
classmates—which was pretty much what everybody € se was doing.

"Should we tell somebody?' Naberd asked. "Call the Safeties, maybe?”

Simon shrugged, and Estan looked up from his 'book with afrown.

"l can't find a procedure for what we should do if theinstructor is. . ." hisvoice dropped, ". . .
missng.”

Silence. Then Velaspoke up. "I'm going to ask for consensusto call the Safeties.”

"That won't be necessary, Ms. Poindexter.”

There were quick loud steps and a clang and clatter as an Educator's Rod was tossed haphazardly
into the corner, making everyone jump in startlement.

Professor Appletorn swept into the room, dapped the autoboard up and spun on the bals of hisfeet,
afrown on hisface.

"The correct and studied term would be late, rather than missing, Mr. Vanderpool, and within the
bounds of my contract | am neither.”

The professor stood there for some moments, hands behind his back, keeping the silent class rapt
while heleisurely looked from face to face asif counting them, or verifying that both teamswerein full
attendance.

"Perhaps," he said suddenly, "Mr. Vanderpool will be so kind asto remind this august gathering of
scholars of the basic tenets of Advertence.”

Theo held her breath. Estan VVanderpool was a stolid, solid, meticulous boy who wasn't easly rattled.
Normally.



"Wdl, Mr. Vanderpool ?* Professor Appletorn's voice was sharp enough to dice cheese, as Father
said, and he hadn't waited the full thirty seconds, either. It waslike he was pushing Estan, only of course
he wouldn't do that. Not redlly. Pushing was Physica Intimidation and that was'way more trouble than
just anotein your folder.

Estan took a breath so deep his shoulders lifted.

"Advertenceisthe quality of being heedful or attentive. It carries the connotation of consderation and
deep thought. A scholar who practices advertency isacareful researcher who weighs what she has
learned before forming ahypothesisto lay before her colleagues.”

Text perfect, Theo thought with relief, right out of the first lesson.

Professor Appletorn rocked back on his hedls, thumbs hooked into the pockets of his coverdls.

"Indeed," he said softly. "And what avenues are open to the sudy of an advertent scholar . . ." He
paused, then stabbed out with afleshy forefinger. ™. . . Miss Tibbets?"

Theo frowned. Another of her teammates, not as stolid or as solid as Estan. Sometimes Anj was
there, and sometimes—she wasn't.

Thismorning, though, she was home and answering her mail.

"The avenues of study open to the advertent scholar,” she said crisply, "are: text, eyewitness, and
primary source.”

"Images?’ Professor Appletorn asked, amost mildly.

"Images require an exacting level of observation and consideration, because they're so easy to

manipulate. Primary source images, or those documented in the texts and which have provenance, are
preferred, but even then the careful scholar will seek corroboration in another study-set.”

Their ingtructor nodded in silent agreement, lips pursed, then jerked his head toward row three,
toward . . .

"And what, Miss Waitley," he snapped, "do we say of the scholar who depends solely on primary
sources, and shunsthe validation of the texts?'

Theo blinked, and stupidly, the first thing she thought was that Professor Appletorn was targeting
their Team, singling them out one by one.

"Well, Miss Waitley? Have you none of your priceless pearlsto cast before usthis morning?”

Hewasn't just in abad mood, Theo thought, he was angry. She took abreath, her fingerstouching
the keys of her school book, sending the link into the Learning Group even as she looked up into hisbig
square face.

"Sir, | propose atextua validation as a starting point for forming an understanding of such ascholar.”
Her voice was cool and crigp, more like her mother's than her own. "1 cite the paper published by
Professor Monit Appletorn, an Acknowledged Authority in the field of research dynamics. Professor
Appletorn tells us that those who seek out the treasure of the primary source are the most dedicated of
scholars, instant Authorities, whose work validates the work of al those who come &fter.”

Silence. Theo, watching the color drain out of hisface, wondered if he was going to faint.

"Am | to understand, Miss Waitley," Professor Appletorn said, and his voice wasn't sharp, now; it
was soft, amost awhisper. "Am | to understand that you have read and given consideration to this
paper?’

"Yes, dr," Theo said, which was nothing less than the truth. Kamele would ground her for amonth if
she heard Theo claiming credit for research she hadn't done.

"Haveyou?' Professor Appletorn whispered. "Why?'

Why? Theo blinked a him in amazement.

"I am waiting, Miss Waitley." His voice was stronger again, and Theo took a bregth to steady hersdlf
before answering.



"I was doing my preliminary research for the course,” she said dowly, trying to figure out how sheld
managed to make him even madder; "and your paper was cited in severd of thetexts. |—it was only
what an advertent scholar would do, to pull up and read the paper.”

"l see." The slence stretched thin and cool while he stared at her. ™Y ou are either very stupid or very
clever, Miss Waitley." He said her name asif it tasted bad! He turned his head suddenly. "Whichisshe,
Miss Grinmordi?"

Lesset actualy twitched, her mouth forming a perfect O. Her voice was surprisingly strong at firdt,
then faded suddenly away—"1, she, well . . . evidently . . ." There was apause, asif words—never her
firmest friends—failed her. She threw Theo a helpless|ook and then looked back to their professor.

"It, um, depends. . ." she sammered finaly.

Thewhole class hdld its breath.

Professor Appletorn seemed to . . . deflate. Not that he became less angry, Theo thought, but that his
anger had used up more energy than he had available.

Hesighed.

"That is correct, Miss Grinmordi," he said temperately. "Evidently, it depends. We do not yet have
sufficient datato make a determination.”

He turned and walked to the front of the room, putting his hand on the control for the autoboard, just
as someone's unmuted mumu chimed thefirst eighth of the hour.

Uncharacterigtically, Professor Appletorn ignored the sound, apparently giving the autoboard his
whole atention.

"Simon Joniger,” he sad, finally naming somebody who wasn't one of Theo's teammeates. "Please
shareyour linksfor our last study assgnment.”

The rest of the seminar had been interminable, the students mood not improved by the amount of
solo work "for next time" in addition to that outlined in the syllabus. At the end of the session, thetwo
Teams escaped asagroup, slently, with only an exchange of glancesin which rdief and puzzlement were
equally mixed.

Theo had to hurry to catch up with one of the victims, who was walking head down, eyes down, and
at adangerousclip.

"Phew. Lessie. . ." Theo ventured, finally gaining her friend's scowling attention.

"You see?' Lesset moaned asthey got on the belt to the maths hal together. "I can't think when he
snarlsa melike that. My mind goes blank and | just want to be someplace else—"

"But you did fine!" Theo protested. Lesset blinked.

"l did?But hewasso angry .. ."

"Hewasangry a al of us" Theo said, then shook her head. "No, he was mad when he cameto
class. Something must've happened before—the reason he was late, maybe. And he wastrying to rattle
us—specifically us, our Team." Which was, she thought, weird. What could Four Team Three have
done to make Professor Appletorn so mad?

"But you said | did fine?" Lesset perssted. "How?"

Theo sghed.

"It depends was the right answer,” she said. "It was correct, exactly the thing an advertent scholar
would have said." She gave Lesset asmile. "I wonder how much data you have to have to decide that
somebody'sanidj?’

But Lesset was off in another direction, looking vacantly at the walls and people diding by for a
moment before gathering together another question.

"Didyou really read that paper? The one you cited?’



Theo turned to Sare at her. 'l said o, didn't 17

Her friend lifted a placating hand. "Y ou did, and | know you wouldn't ever lie aout your research.
It'sjust—why?'

"Because Professor Appletorn's an Acknowledged Authority,” Theo said patiently, "and | kept

coming across citesto his paper when | was scanning the prelim lit. Reading one more paper wasn't that
hard."

"Fact?' Lesset obvioudy had her doubts.

"Fact," Theo said firmly, and, noticing that her friend still looked tense, tried ajoke. " See what you
could bereading instead of The Fag?'

"Oh!" Lessat's face went white, then red. "Oh!™ she cried again. "That's just—antisocid!”

"Wait!" Theo held up her hand. "It was supposed to be funny—"

"Toyou, maybe! But | don't think it's funny to be laughed at." She took a deep, furious breath, and
turned to walk away—or tried to, her upset making her obliviousto the direction of the belt'stravel.

The ultra-safe, grippy surface of the belt would have assisted her flight, if she'd been properly
bal anced. Unfortunately, Lessat had thrown her weight at an angle to the direction they were traveingin,
heedless of inertia. The resulting resistance knocked her off-bal ance; she staggered, her bag swinging
forward over her shoulder, unbalancing her even more.

Theo snaiched at her friend'sarm just as L esset threw herself backward in an awkward attempt to
recover her footing, and the two of them went down in ahegp, Lesset ydling.

The bet immediately dowed to astop, and the other kids surged forward—then dropped back at
the shrill sound of awhistle and shout of, " Safeties!”

"Stay whereyou are!" Thetaller of the two officids snapped when Theo tried to get up. "We haveto
run ascan.”

Thisthey speedily did, while Theo wished Lesset would get her bag off of her knee, and tried to
figure out how late they were going to be for math.

"All right, you can stand.”

Lessat stood first, head hanging. Theo flexed her bruised knee and followed.

"Names?' The shorter Safety asked, mumu pointed at them, the red "record” light showing.

"Theo Waitley," she said resignedly, and heard L esset whisper her name.

"What happened?' Thetaller one asked.

Theo took a breath. "L esset ssumbled on the belt. | thought she was going to fal and tried to catch
her."

"And ingtead of catching her, you both fell down, the belt stopped, and you, your Team, and al the
rest of the students here are going to be late for class.” Thetaller one shook her head and tapped her
mumu. "l seeyou're flagged as physically challenged, MissWaitley. Next time, | suggest you pay
attention to your own balance and let your friend help hersdf.” She gave Theo astern look. "Unlessyou
were trying to be disorderly?

Theo gaped at her. "No!"
"Thumb-prints here," the shorter Safety said, presenting his mumu, screen up. " Three downs for Four
Team Three, and notesin your files, Ms. Grinmordi and Ms. Waitley."

The Safeties stepped of f the belt. "Everybody face front. Motion beginning on the count of
three—One! Two! Threg!"

The bet sarted up, dowly, steadily gaining momentum. Theo faced front, bottom lip firmly caught in
her teeth, and pretended that she didn't notice Lesset's downcast |ook, or Roni's loud whisper to her
belt-mate.



"Oh, yeah—Theo Waitley. She'sthe clumsiest kid in Fourth Form!"

Five

City of Efraim
Delgado

"They didn't have any Y ummifish at the co-op,” shetold Coyster gpologeticaly. Heflicked hisears
and looked at her reproachfully from his perch on the edge of the desk.

"I know, | know. I'm abad provider. But, look. | brought you aball." She put it on the desk by his
toes, and gaveit apush. It jingled across the surface, beady red eye-lightsflickering enticingly.

Coyster yawned.

Theo shook her head in mingled amusement and irritation. "'Y ou're welcome," she said, moving
across the room. She shifted the cube to the front wall, one end against a corner of the closet, picked up
the lid and went up the hdl to the 'fresher.

The shredded paper—unused, asfar as she could tell—went into the disposal. Thelid went into the
sanitizer, just in case. She washed her face while it was being zapped and dragged a comb through her
hair, wincing when she pulled knots, and wishing, not for the first time, that she had deek, well-behaved
hair like Lesst's.

The sanitizer pinged and she retrieved the top, wrinkling her nosein protest of the sweet, lingering
antiseptic odor.

A rapid series of jingles greeted her as she opened the door to her room, but by the time she stepped
ingde, Coyster was Sitting in the middle of the floor washing hisface, hisback to the ball.

Theo grinned, but pretended not to notice as shefit the lid onto the cube and crossed the room to her
bag.

The Best in Five Worlds Kitty Pan had cost more than sheld expected—"Twenty creds!" shetold
Coydter as he inserted a supervisory nose into the assembly process. "I hope you're happy.”

She pushed him gently out of the way while she finished programming the cycles, but he wasinside
amost before sheéld gotten it into the corner.

While Coyster was ingpecting his new facilities, Theo took the sdf-cleaning bowls out of their
sanitary wrappings. She filled one with kibble from the sack she'd picked up—not, asit happened, the
same kind that they fed the cats at home, but the only kind the co-op carried.

She stowed the resealed sack in the bottom drawer of the desk and went up the hall again to put
water in the second bowl, coming back just as Coyster pushed his head through the crack between the
door and the jamb. Theo frowned.



"Thought I'd closed that,” she muttered, toeing him out of the way. She made sure the door was
latched behind her before putting the water next to the food bowl, and sitting down on the cold, smooth
floor.

The bowlswere blue. In the co-op, they'd looked bright and cheerful; here, they |ooked—faded, and
morethan alittleforlorn.

"It wouldn't be so bad,” Theo told Coyster, who'd wandered over to sniff at the kibble. "If we could
did upamosaic. All thiswhiteis. . . boring."

Coyster looked at her over his shoulder—accusingly, she thought.

"l know it'snot the best kind, but it'sal they had.”

He blinked, executed one of hisin-place precison turnsand put hisfront feet on her knee, looking
questioningly up into her face.

Theo smiled and rubbed his ear, smile wobbling wider as he pushed hishead into it.

"If you really want to know," she said, "1 had alousy day. Professor Appletorn had a scope primed
for our Team; | made Lesset fal on the belt, the Safeties gave the whole Team three downs and we were
late for math, which was two downs more. Not only that,” she continued gloomily, bending over so
Coyster could butt her head with his. "Marjene wants to have a chat tomorrow after teamplay, and dl
the rugsin the co-op are made out of pladin!"

Coydter burbled and tugged on alock of her unruly hair.

"Thanks," Theo said, using both hands to stroke him down hiswhole length. Soft fur over wire-strong
muscles. Not what you'd expect from a cresture whose most strenuous activity was chasing aball around
the room for a couple minutes.

She stroked him again. He purred briefly, then backed gently from between her hands, executed
another precision turn and faced the food bowl. He picked a single crunchy up in his mouth and munched
it consderingly. Theo waited, wondering if she was going to get the emphatic | eft-hind-foot-shake that
meant, S0 Father said, "Thisis not acceptable.”

After apause, Coyster bent his head again and began to eat.

Relieved, Theo rolled to her feet, socks dipping on the floor, requiring aquick twist of her shoulders
to stay upright.

"Nidjit anti-socid floor!" she muttered. "Whoever thought making everything out of ceramic wasa
good ideaought to be evaluated!"

She grabbed her bag and hauled it over to the desk, making sure to place her feet firmly. Most of her
solo work was done, thanks to a double research period after math. She thought she'd go over the
anaysistreesfor Advertency one moretime, though—after today, she didn't want to do anything to call
Professor Appletorn's attention to her ever again.

"Though it would be useful," she told Coyster, as she undung her school book, "to know what made
him so mad." Or maybe not, she thought, jacking the 'book into the cable labeled "research.” It wasn't as
if the class could do anything to prevent whatever it was from happening a—

Coyster, momentarily sated, was Sitting with his back half-turned to her, looking high into acorner of
the room. Just trying to fool her into thinking there was something there, the way cats did—but no! If hed
been a home, and finished with his after-school snack, that would be when she'd change the airflow to
the mobilethat by al rights should be hanging in that corner. Too lateto bring it, and besides, it didn't
look like the mobil€e's kid-safe auto-attach would work on the dick celling anyway. Theo ground her
teeth. Why couldn't things have just stayed the way they were? Everything had been fine—

Warmth spread from the utility pocket where she kept her mumu. She pulled it out, flicking the
screen on with a practiced one-handed motion.

It was atext from Kamele, short and, Theo thought, terse.



Agenda lengthy. Home before ninebell. Do your solos. Don't forget to eat.

Eat. Theo sighed wistfully as she did the mumu away. She didn't suppose the kaf would be ableto
deliver one of Father's melted cheese sandwiches and amug of evening tea. Her eyesfilled, blurring the
desk. She hit her lip, turned, her foot did and she went down, hard, on her rump on the cold floor.

"Chaod" sheyelled—and began, to her utter embarrassment, to cry.

Sheld been lucky in her timing. Not only did she catch the direct bus to Efraim, which was
Nonactown's official name, but she got a seat by the screen, where she could pretend to be absorbed in
the map and condition reports and ignore the superior looks of the haf-dozen Chapelia acolytesin their
baggy gray uni-suits and haf-face gauze.

She did bite her lip when the ‘change for Greensward highlighted, but she didn't tap for a stop; she
stayed in her seat, hands folded decorously on her lap, and only had to blink once or twiceto clear her
eyes asthe bus continued on its way.

Strictly speaking, she should have had her mother's permission, if not an actua bluekey, for asolitary
expedition outsde the Wall. She had tried to text Kamee. All sheld gotten was the "away™ message,
though, which meant the meeting with the lengthy agendawas|eve two confidentia or higher, afact that
might have been moreinteresting if Theo hadn't been focused on other things.

In the end, and after a consultation with Coyster, sheld |eft ashort message in Kamel€sin-queue,
grabbed aswester, and ran for the bus. There should be no problem accomplishing her errand and
getting back to the Wall before Kamele€'s mesting broke up.

She did think that her mother might not be delighted to hear that Theo had been out doneto
Nonactown. But it wasn't, Theo thought, like she was wandering. She had agoa and a
destination—Gently Used, on Merchant Street. Father had taken her there—if not often, then at least
severd times. Hed introduced to the proprietor, too. While that didn't exactly put her or the shop on the
Safe Ligt, Theo fdt surethat Father wouldn't have taken her anyplace dangerous.

Despite the bus being a Direct, trangit time to Merchant Street this evening was dightly longer than
she had estimated. The Chapdliade-bussed ahead of her, enmasse and in step, going right while she
would be going left, and she bresthed asigh of rdlief to seethem go.

Her feet had barely touched the street when her mumu sang sevenbels. Still, she thought as she
walked down the pathway—no belts in Nonactown—or in the suburbs where her—where
Father's—house was, either—it shouldn't take that long to buy arug.

The evening breeze made her glad she had her sweater and reminded her that walking within the
Wall, or in its shadow, made both time-keeping and weather-minding by sight difficult. Father did
that—used the position of the sun in the sky to tell the time, and the type of clouds and wind-direction to
predict coming weather—he said it "kept him close to the world"—and held taught Theo the way of it, to
Kamedes amusemen.

"We have devices called clocks, Jen Sar," sheld said, from her seat on the garden bench. "Which tell
usthe time when wereinsde, too."

"Indeed,” Father had answered gravely. "And yet sometimes—we are outside. And in some
circumgtances—rare, | alow!—devicesfail."

Kamele had shaken her head with asmal smile and returned to her book; and Father had continued
Theo'slesson.

Speaking of time, Theo thought, shaking hersalf out of her memory, it was passing, and the clouds
were moving from the west, on the back of the brisk evening breeze.

The street was busy this evening, light spilling out into the dusk from unshuttered shop windows and
doors. Theo walked carefully, her ssomach grumbling as the breeze brought the scent of frying spice
bread to her. Almost, she crossed the street to buy adice, but the recollection that there were only



twenty-four creds left on her card moved her on past.

Fird, shetold hersalf, sheld buy the rug. Then, sheld have apiece of fried bread.

The door to Gently Used stood open; on the walk outside, Gorna Dail was taking vivacioudly to an
old man with an eectronic zither strapped to his back.

Theo dipped past the animated conversationaists and into the store. She passed the low counter with
itslight-guarded displays of rings, fobs, bracdets, and dangles with only a cursory glance. Father wore
jewdry—atwisted slver ring on the smalest finger of hisright hand—but Kamele said that honorswere
decoration enough.

The rugs were in the back of the store, piled together by size. Theo located the pile she wanted and
kndt besideit, her fingers busy over thefabric.

"Isthere something in particular you're looking for, young student?!

Theo gasped, and blinked up into the worn face and smiling eyes of GornaDall.

"Such concentration,” the shopkeeper said, and the smile moved from her eyesto her lips. "Theo
Waitley, that's your name, isn't it? Has the housefather commissioned you for solo flight?!

Theo looked down, and rubbed her hand over the nap of the rug she'd dragged across her knees. It
felt good, springy and soft at the sametime. Like Coydter.

"My mother and | have. . . relocated to the Wall," she said to the rug.

Therewasasmdl slence, thenaneutrd, "l see. Gorna Dail hunkered down next to Theo and ran
her hand over the rug, like she was considering its merits, too.

"It'sgood to have something to break up dl the white," she said, "insdethe Wall."

Theo looked a her in surprise. "Y ou've been insde?’

GornaDall laughed. "Long ago—and only for asemester. | wasaVisting Expert, so they gave me
an gpartment on—Three?—no, I'm wrong. Topthree. It was well enough. By the standards of
fourth-class ship quarters, it was spacious. But | remember those walls, and the floors—all white and

dick. Easy to clean and to sanitize, | suppose, but not very restful.” She glanced at Theo. "In my opinion,
of course.”

"Not only that," Theo said fedingly, "you can hardly stand up without your feet diding out from under
you!"

"Yes," said GornaDail placidly. "I remember that, too." She stroked the rug on Theo's lap again,
frowning dightly, and reached out, running an expert thumb down the side of the stack.

"You wereaVisting Expert?' Theo asked, diverted.

"Oh, yes. Y ears and years ago. Before you were born, | daresay. It'swhat | did, in those days, to

make aname for mysdf. Y ou won't believe me, maybe, but | have two master certifications, from
Univergty itsdf."

Theo looked at her, but the older woman's attention was on the rugs. "But," she blurted, "what are
you doing in Nonac—in Efram?"

That got her asdeways amile.

"Hah. | had forgotten that . . . Non-academic! Everyone who is not studying or teaching is
non-academic! Do you think | should be living inside the Wall?' She shook her head. "I'm retired, now."

"Then,” Theo said. "Why are you on Delgado?'
GornaDail laughed. "Because, after dl my traveling, | wanted to settle on anice, quiet, boring little
world, where nothing of note ever happens. And Delgado—aside the college and its great work, of

coursel—is certainly that. Ah." She did her hand into the pile of rugs, and pushed them up. "Pull that one
out, if youwill, and tdl mewhat you think of it."

Theo grabbed the rug indicated, and pulled. It was heavier than she had expected, with asheen to
the mixed blues and greensthat reminded her of water.



"Betinwool and dlk," Gorna Dail murmured. "It's used, but whoever owned it before me took care of
it. It could passfor new."

"New—" Theo snorted as she flipped the edge of the rug up and looked at the knots on the
underside. "The new rugs at the co-op are al made out of pladin.”

"And you won't have that, eh?' GornaDail smiled again. "I don't blame you in the least, Theo
Waitley. Now, tel me honestly—what do you think of thisrug?’

Theo ran her hand over it, pleased with the way the nap silked along her skin, and smiled at the codl,
swirling colors. It would amogt, she thought, be like having her water mosaic again.

" likeit," shesaid to Gorna Dall.

"Good. Now, let'stalk price.”

"All right,” Theo said geedily. "How muchisit?'

GornaDail laughed, and sat back on her hedls. "No dickering here, | seel™

Theo looked down, cheeks hot. "I don't know what you mean,” she said, her voice sounding sullenin
her own ears.

"A joke, Theo Waitley," the shopkeeper said placatingly. "Only ajoke. On many worlds, in many
cities, apriceis. .. mutable. It changes with the weather, the time of the day, the demeanor of the buyer,
the mood of the shopkeeper. It is not an entertainment of which Delgado partakes, more's the pity. So,
for you, the price on therug isforty cred.”

Theo licked her lips, and ran her hand over the rug again, which was amistake, because it only made
her want it more.

"I can't gpend that much today,” she said, and looked up into the woman's face. " Could you—I can
pay twenty-four cred today, if you can put it aside for me? And tomorrow—uwell, no, not tomorrow," she
corrected hersdf. "I've got teamplay after class. But, I'll bring the rest the day after tomorrow for sure.”

GornaDail tipped her head. "And carry the rug home on the bus?'
Theo paused, then found her solution. "I'll take a cab.”

"Excdlent,”" the old woman said, with adight smile; "but | think | may have abetter answer, if you'll
dlow me"

"I'd beglad to learn,” Theo said politely, and wondered why Gorna Dail chuckled.

"| proposethis: | will charge your card for the full amount—" Theo opened her mouth—and subsided
when the shopkeeper held up ahand. "Wait until you've heard it al. What | propose is charging your
card for the full amount, tomorrow.”

Theo blinked. "Can you do that?'

"Eadly," thewoman assured her. " Also, because you're such an accommodating customer, I'll throw
inapack of grippers, so your rug won't dide al over that dick floor, and—" She paused and smiled at
Theo. "And I'll have them and this rug ddlivered to you tomorrow evening, after teamplay.”

"Redly?'

"Redly. All you need do is swipe your card and give me your direction. Will that suit you, Theo
Waitley?'

"It will!" Theo smiled, rdlieved. "Thank you!"

"My pleasure, child," GornaDail huffed as she pushed to her feet. "My pleasure.”



SIx

History of Education Department
Oriel College of Humanities
University of Delgado

"So, then," Kamele Waitley said, with acam authority shewasfar from feding; "we're agreed.”

She looked carefully around the table at her colleagues, who had not seen the need, who had not
wanted to commit the funds—and whom she had one by tedious one brought to her sde. She wished
that it had been finesse or gamesmanship, pure reason, or anything other than brute will that had carried
the day. If she had come back to the Wall sooner or, failing that, taken the necessary time to strengthen
her tiesinside the department—but she had come late, and reluctant, driven by what Jen Sar dignified as
"necessity.” If it were discovered—and it would bel—that the Educationa History Department at
Degado University had failed to pursue an investigation after one of their own professors was dismissed
for falsifying data—they would lose students, funding; perhapstheir accreditation! And it would not
happen, Kamele had sworn—not on her watch.

Your honor isin peril as much as the department's, Jen Sar had said, after listening to her lay out
her observations and her fears. Of course you must do what is necessary to bring all into Balance.

Baance, as Kamele had learned over the years of their life together, wasthe Liaden ided. And it was
deucedly difficult to maintain.

Which did not mean that it should not be pursued.

"It appears that we have indeed agreed to an in situ forensic literature search,” Mase Toilyn said
quietly from half-way 'round the table. "In order to be certain that the two instances of dishonest
scholarship of which we have become aware are, as we believe, the only such ingtances.”

"It'sexpensve," Jon Fu said, which had been his constant objection throughout the meeting. This
time, however, the note of complaint had given way to resignation.

"Expensive, yes, but prudent,” Ellaben Suzan, Kamele's oldest friend and her only dly at the table,
concluded firmly.

"... prudent,” EdHist Chair Orkan Hafley repeated, sghing as her hands fluttered over her
note-taker. Flandin had been her protégé; that Admin had alowed her to remain as chair was, in
Kamel€'s opinion, worrisome. It hinted at alliances extending into the Tower itself, but even so, Kamele
assured hersdlf for the twentieth time, it did not mean that Hafley's position was robugt, or that true
scholarship could not prevail.

"Yes" Hafley sad, findly, frowning down the table at Kamele. "Y es, Sub-Chair, we're agreed that
it's our duty to husband the reputation of the college and its scholars. What we haven't agreed upon is
which of the numerous protocols should be implemented, or, indeed, who should do the work. Perhaps,”



she concluded, with heavy irony, "you have asuggestion.”
Kameleforced hersdlf to meet that frown and counter it with asmile.

"But remember that the Emeritus Oversight Committee was formed for thisvery purpose!” she said
with false cheerfulness. "WEell apply to them for dispassionate searchers.”

"Well," the chair sniffed. "And the protocol ?*

Kamele reached to the notepad, fingers dancing over the lightkeys. Three blue links hovered inside
the Group Space at the center of the table.

"Please," she said, looking 'round at her four colleagues once more, "everyone contribute three links
concerning your favored protocol.”

Fingers moved; aset of yellow linksjoined the blue, and amoment after, green, red, violet . . .

Kamele nodded. "Now, if we do abranch-search,” she tapped the command into the notepad, and
watched with satisfaction as the trees formed and connected, closer and closer, until, at base.. . .

"Asyou can see," she said, keeping her voice pleasant and calm. "Each of our favored
implementations has a root the Antonio Smith Method. That being so, | would suggest that the basic
Smith Method, which has not only been proved in rigorous field conditions, but has aso birthed so many
daughters, is best suited to our purpose.”

There was some discussion of the suggestion, of course, though briefer than it might otherwise have
been. She injected the possibility—nay, the probability!—that the search and approach they had agreed
upon might eventudly be adopted as an officid protocol for the university entire, and with the calculating
looks brought into some eyes and faces came a certain willingnessto move at long last from talk, to
action. When the chair findly adjourned the meeting, the responsibility for contacting the Oversight
Committee rested satisfactorily in the hands of Ellaben Suzan.

"| think you handled that very well," Ellasaid asthe door to Kamele's office closed behind them. She
gtretched with vigor before collapsing dramatically into the visitor's chair, her head against the back and
her eyes half-closed. "And you were afraid you'd lost your touch.”

"I have lost my touch,” Kamele said, casting a half-amused glance at her friend. "Honestly, Ella, you
should have become a professiona actor.”

"And been disowned? No thank you. | like my comfort—now as much asthen. Besides, hadn't my
best friend dready set aside childish pursuitsto aim for amoreredistic god?"

Kamee sat down behind her desk and tapped her mumu on without looking at it. "With my mother's
. .. strong encouragement.”

"Mothersexist to guide their daughters,” Ellamurmured. "'I'm quite content with the amateur troupe.”
She opened her eyes and squirmed into amore upright position.

"But enough of youthful reminisces! Thisevening you not only manipulated our honored colleagues of
the EdHist Department into consensus, but you got Hafley into acorner, so that she had to back you or
risk an open divide within the department, which she canill afford. All of that, and you gtill ing<t that
you'velost your touch?"

Kamee sighed and leaned back in her chair. "1 was clumsy,” she said. "If | didn't push them, |
certainly drove them, and you're not the only one who saw the manipulation. Depend on it—Hafley saw
what | was doing, and shelll find away to make merueit. Having me shoved in as sub-chair over her
candidate—"

"And wouldn't Jon Fu have made awonderful sub-chair?' Ellainterrupted. " Yes, Chair. Of course,
Chair!" Her voice had gone al wobbly and unctuous. " The wisdom of athousand grandmothers could
not teach us better than you do, Chair."

"Stop!" Kamele laughed. Sheraised ahand. " Stop—it'stoo perfect! His own mother would be



deceived.”

"Or she would pretend to be, so she could berid of abad job,” Ellasaid darkly, then waved.
"Hafley's light was fading even before Flandin's perfidy was discovered. The Directorswon't belongin
replacing her," she said, and grinned one of her wide, lunatic grins. ' Kamele Waitley, EdHist Chair."

Kamele snorted. "Not likely."

"Nothing more likely, now that you're finally demonstrating the proper reverence for your career!”
her friend retorted. "Y ou'll see—and | expect my sabbatical to be quickly approved when you're made
char."

Kamele considered her. " Sabbatical ? Isn't that out of sequence? In any case, it's my plan to name
you sub-chair if your prescienceis proven.”

Ellashook her head in mock sorrow. "How many timesdo | havetotell you, love: First the sugar,
then therod."

"Y et you find hard work sweet."

"Y ou know metoowell," Ellasaid with afond smile that dowly faded. " Speaking of hard
work—how's Theo taking the.. . . move?”’

"Shelll adjust,” Kamele answered, surprised at the grimness of her own voice.

Ellalaughed dightly. "Spoken like aloving and vigilant mother! And you?'

"

"Don't be dense, darling.”

Kamele glanced down and fiddled with her mumu for amoment. "1 don't anticipate any problem
readjusting to the Wdll. | grew up aMousg, after dl."

"Asweboth did." Ellastood. "Wdll, you know where | am—not as high on the Quad as you, of
course, Sub-Chair!"

She walked around the desk and bent down to give Kamele aquick kiss on the cheek. "I have
rehearsd,” she murmured. ™Y ou're not working tonight, | hope?

Kamele shook her head. "Theo'shome done.”

"Oh." Ellalooked serious. "Wdll . . ."

"Ella..." Kamdesad warningly.

Her friend raised her hands placatingly. "I know, | know! She'sjust abit clumsy. It'sastage. Shelll
grow out of it." She sighed and lowered her hands. "If she doesn't do hersalf or someone else a serious
injury beforehand.”

"Shell befing" Kamde sad firmly.

Ellatook refugein alaugh, spun lightly on her toes and headed for the door.

"I'll see you tomorrow, Kamele."

The office door closed behind her and Kamele sank further into her chair, reaching up to rub her
eyes.

Chaos and disorder, but she wastired! She'd crammed aweek's worth of meeting prep into a
working lunch and tea, and another week's worth of people-prep into odd moments before the meeting

itself. She'd gotten what she wanted—what the department needed!—and the work ahead |ooked
mountainous, indeed.

Among al thework that needed to be done, she had explicitly not needed Monit Appletorn
importuning her in the break room this morning. Even if she had been diposed to consder him in the light
of an onagrata, thetiming and . . . boldness of his presentation would have given her pause.

Not that she considered Monit anything but a humorless, ambitious annoyance, or ever had. Kamele
ran her handsinto her hair, making the disorderly chaotic. Make that an egotistical, humorless, ambitious



annoyance.

And then there was Theo. The child was nervy at the best of times, and sheld made it plain that the
relocation had neither her approva or her support. Kamele sighed. Depend onit, had it been Jen Sar
who had proposed they move to the Wall, Theo would have been brought over in a heartbest, glowing
with excitement and eager to help in any way she could.

Setting aside the fact that Jen Sar could charm wisdom from a Simple when he chose to, Theo
adored him—a state of affairsthat had previoudy seemed . . . benign. Surdly, it was agood thing for a
child to have asolid male role-mode? Their remove to the Wall, however, suddenly threw Theo's
attachment to her mother's onagrata into an awkward light. She had, Kamele admitted to herself,
shirked her materna duty. It was going to be bad enough after Theo's Gigneri—

"Which isborrowing trouble," Kamele said doud. The earliest possible date for Theo's Gigneri was
more than six months away. So much could happen in Sx months, when you were fourteen.

And when you were forty-four.

Her mumu chimed eight bellsfour. Sheld told Theo sheld be home before ninebells. If shedidn't leave
soon, she'd bresk her word.

Shereached for the mumu—and only then saw the Safety Officeicon blinking ominoudy from thein
box.

Her heart lurched. Gasping, she tapped the message open.
It was not, as she had foolishly feared, anote caling her to theinfirmary or the hospital on her
daughter's beha f—that was obvious from her first hasty scan.

Her second, calmer, reading revealed that the letter was a Parental Advisory. Theo had taken
another fall on the belt between classes—and thistime, sheld pulled someone down with her.

Kamele closed her eyes, recited the Delgado Senior Scholar's Pledge, and read the advisory athird
time

It would seem that Theo'svictim was Lesset Grinmordi. Kamele grimaced; asthin as Theo's
friend-loop was she could hardly afford to lose one; even aflutter-head like Lesset. Kamele sighed and
looked back to her mumu. The report stressed that there had been no aggression involved, but was
rather an accident, born of alapse of judgment.

That much, Kamele thought, was a continuing positive point in her daughter's behaviord record.
Whatever Theo was—odd, clumsy, brilliant, sullen—she wasn't aggressive.

The Safety Office recommended that Kamelereview Theo's physical limitationswith her again. It
further recommended that the two of them contact the infirmary for an overview of the various
medications—all perfectly safel—that might be expected to dleviate those same physicd limitations.

"Phydcd limitations" Kamde muttered. Jen Sar would have one of hismannerly fitsif—

But Jen Sar, sherecdled, around agone feding in her somach, was out of the loop; the courtesies
paid to the Housefather were no longer hisdue.

Which didn't make the prospect of reviewing Theo's physicd limitations with her any more gppedling.
And she would see the university in ashes before she drugged her daughter to make her
orderly—perfectly safe, or not.

For amoment she closed her eyes, seeking arestful pattern and only seeing the dow twirl of a
receding star field. Her sigh was loud enough to startle her eyes open. It would be easier if she knew she
gill had the luxury of the occasiond casua glass of wine and exchange of smal gossip with Jen Sar. But
there—necessity. She had known what this quest would cost her; and believed it to be worth the price.

Kamele touched the mumu's screen, filing the advisory. The next letter in-queue was from Marjene
Kant, Theo's mentor. Kamele sighed and tapped it open.

Marjene reported that she had arranged to chat with Theo tomorrow after her teamplay. She



appended the Safety Office report of Theo and Lesset'sfall on the belt, and added her own commentary:

Whileit is not my intention to second-guess a mother's arrangements for her minor daughter, |
cannot help but feel that this unfortunate incident would not have occurred if you had allowed me
to prepare Theo for the upcoming alteration in her living arrangements. It's clear to me that her
physical challenges are exacerbated by stress.. . .

Kamele touched the screen dightly harder than was drictly necessary, filing Marjene's | etter away.

The last note was from Theo. It Sated, very briefly, that she had gone out to buy arug for her room,
and expected to be back at the apartment well before ninebells.

Kamele closed her eyes. A rug.

On one hand, amother in receipt of a message not respectfully seeking permission to buy arug, but
informing her of the act, might—ought!—to be. . . annoyed.

Y et, on the other hand, she could scarcely blame the child. Theo had grown up in a sensation-rich
environment; Wall quarters must appear . . . stark and inhospitable to her. In fact, she admitted, their new
gpartment seemed a bit comfortlessto her, who had been aMouse for her first twenty-eight years.

"Lifewould have been much smpler,” shetold the empty office, "if I hadn't goneto the chancdllor's
reception.”
But that was nonsense. She had gone to the reception, al those years ago; she had met Jen Sar

Kiladi, then newly cometo Delgado to take the Gallowglass Chair, been fascinated by him, and
eventually offered him the opportunity to become her onagrata.

And the fact was—the truth was—that her life would have been smpler, yes, and aso much poorer.
Leaving aside the mentd, and physical, stimulation that came with his companionship, Jen Sar wasa
good friend—to her, and to Theo. The years she had spent in his company had been neither wasted nor
extravagant.

Her mumu chimed again, warning her of the approach of ninebells. She stood, did the device away
into its pocket.

Timeto go home.

Seven

Chancellor's Welcome Reception for the Gallowglass Chair
L enzen Ballroom

Administration Tower Three

University of Delgado

"Where," Ellagrowled, shoving aglassinto Kamee's hand and grabbing her ebow, "have you been



"Rehearsal,” Kamele hissed back, alowing hersdlf to be steered into one of the ballroom's dimmer
corners.

"Rehearsal?" Ellarepeated blankly, and then, more sharply, ™Y ou're late for the Chancellor's
Reception because of a choir rehearsal ? Have you lost your mind?
It was, Kamee acknowledged, taking asp from her glass, afair question.

"I didn't think it was going to last so long," she said mildly, and made a show of scanning the room.
Scholars asfar asthe eye could see, the ranks of dusky formal robes broken here and there by the
brilliant yellow of aDirector's coat.

"S0," she asked, "whereishe?
"Y our collar's crooked," her friend answered. "And your robeisn't sedled.”

Kameleraised her glass, taking careto sip. Shewasn't nearly as cool as she wanted Ellato
see—junior faculty smply were not late to a Chancellor's Reception. And junior faculty most definitely
did not over-drink at aso august agathering. That wasfor after.

"Kamee..."
She sighed and put the glassinto Ellas hands, turned so that she faced the corner, yanked the

rumpled collar straight and did her finger down the robe's front seam. Then she twirled once, dowly, as
her friend's face threatened to add awrinkle on the spot.

"All tidy, now, Mother?' she asked, taking the glass back and having another sip. Shewas, shetold
hersdf, cam. She had not missed the reception, and that was the important thing.

Well, one of the important things.

"Whereishe?' she asked again.

"Who?" Ellablinked at her, and Kamele sghed.

"The new senior faculty member. Double—or isit triple?—Professor Kiladi. The Gallowglass Chalir,
remember? The reason this reception went to the top of your socia calendar for the year?”

"Oh," Ellasaid, "him." Shetipped her glassin an eagterly direction. "Over at therecaiving area, last |
saw. Looks giff and chilly and stern. Helll fit right in with the rest of the tenured.”

Kamede grinned.

"I do fed for him," her friend continued; "just abit. Hisback has got to hurt like destruction. Mine
would, after al those bows."

"Bows?'

"Onefor each of the seniors, asthey passed by on review," Ellasaid. "Very elegant, each one. The
Chancdllor and Director Varlin were positively aghast, you could tell by the way they just stood there
next to him, like they'd been dipped in plastic and left to dry. | suppose they didn't go over protocol with
him, or expect that held bring hisown."

Kamele choked alittle on her sherry.

"Did you introduce yourself?* she asked.

"l waswaiting for you," Ellaanswered repressively.

"That was noble.” Kamele had alast sip of sherry and regretfully placed the nearly full glassona
nearby tray. "Since I'm here, | guesswe'd better do our duty and introduce ourselves, so we can be
promptly forgotten.”

"What dsearejunior faculty for?' Ellaasked rhetoricdly, placing her glasson thetray aswell.

"Waste of perfectly good sherry,” she muttered, as she dipped her arm through Kamele's and the
two of them stepped out into the light.



Gdlowglass Chair Professor Jen Sar Kiladi was not atall man; indeed, Kamele thought, he was
dightly shorter than her own somewhat-less-than-average height. He was, however, upright, and wore
hisformal robeswith an air; right hand resting lightly on the head of the black ironwood cane that was the
badge of his gtation. Hisface was sharp-featured, and displayed a certain patient politeness. One
received the impression that he could stand there, coolly elegant and not at al discommoded, the whole
night through and into tomorrow morning.

Arm-in-arm, she and Ellatarried at a polite distance while ajunior in the dusky purple robe of the
Hard Sciences offered atrembling introduction in avoice too soft for them to hear.

"Not abeauty,” Ellawhispered, leaning her head companionably againgt Kamel€'s. "Moresthe pity."

Kamde bit her lip. Ellahad an eye for a pretty man, though surely Professor Kiladi was so far above
either of them that it hardly mattered if he was easy on the eyes or athree-headed ogre.

The Galowglass Chair had done with the trembling junior, who was waking rapidly in the direction
of the nearest source of sherry.

"Our turn," Ellawhispered. She dipped her arm free and stepped forward.
At the edge of the receiving area, she paused and brought her hands together in the Scholar's Text.

"Ellaben Suzan," she said, her voice perhaps, Kamele thought, ashade too crisp. "History of
Education.”

Professor Kiladi bowed, graceful asadancer.
"Scholar ben Suzan," he murmured, hisvoice deep and grainy.
Ellagave him afirm nod and moved aside. Kamele stepped up to take her place.

Looking at apoint just over hisright shoulder, she brought her hands together to form the open
book. "Kamde Waltley. History of Education.”

Professor Kiladi tipped hishead. "Y ou are asinger, Scholar Waitley?' he asked, and for amoment
she thought he had caught her out; knew of her lateness and the reason and was about to call her to the
attention of the Chancdllor.

Gasping, she met hisbold black gaze—and managed aquick smile and a head shake.

"I'm amember of achorde," she said, speaking carefully. "Recreationd only, of course. My studies
aremy lifeswork.”

"Certainly," hereplied, "study illuminatesthelives of dl scholars. Y et there must be room for
recreation aswdl, and joy in those things which are not study. | mysdlf find acertain pleasurein. . .
outdoor pursuits.”

"Outdoor?' Shelooked at him doubtfully. "Outsde the Wall?*

Herased an eyebrow. "Thereisawhole planet outside the Wall," he murmured. " Surely you were
awvare?'

Wasthere, Kamele wondered, athread of dry humor in that craggy voice?

"I'veheard it said,” she answered, matching histone as nearly as she might. "But tell me—what
manner of pleasure may be had outside of the Wall?"

"Why, al manner!" he declared, bold eyesflashing. " Gardening, fishing, walking among the trees and
growing things, watching the sun set, or the arsrise. . ."

"Watching the sun set?' Was he having fun at her expense?"That ssemsavery . . . flegting pleasure.”

"I have heard it argued that the highest pleasures are ephemeral, and best enjoyed in retrospect.” He
paused, then added, softly, "Though there are those of us who disagree.”

Kamele caught amotion of robes from the edge of her eye and turned to look. Ellawas moving away
with the new adjunct from Mathematics—Norz?V orz? She couldn't recall, though he was excessvely
pretty. And that was doubtlessthe last she'd see of Ellatonight.



Abruptly, she recalled herself, and looked back, surprisng alook of . . . sympathy on Professor
Kiladi'sface.

"Forgiveme," he began, but she stopped him with awave of her hand.

"| think we must have been the last faculty to introduce oursalves,” she said serioudy. "Would you
likeaglass of sherry?1'd like to learn more about the pleasures of watching the sun s&t, if you'd be kind
enough to teach me."

Sometimelater, with the hal al but empty, they were il talking. Professor Kiladi had not grown
prettier; indeed, the best that could be said wasthat he had an interesting face. Kamele found it became
more interesting—found him more interesting—as they continued to talk. The black eyeswere quick,
and the humor disguised by the deep, rough voice surprisingly—and enjoyably—wicked. It was
probable, Kamele conceded, that Professor Kiladi was something . . . lessthan . . . compliant.

"I have undertaken the impossiblel” he declared at last, with arueful smile and aregretful shake of his
head. "1 cannot teach you a sunset, Scholar. Y ou must experienceit at first-hand.”

Kamede put her—sacond? third?>—empty glass down on the tray and considered him. "All right," she
sad equitably. " Show me.”

Both well-marked brows rose, and helifted his hand, the twisted slver ring on the smalest finger
catching thelight.

"Scholar, you must forgive an old man his—"

He paused, his expression arrested, seeming scarcely to breathe. Concerned, Kamele dared to touch
his deeply braided deeve.

"Professor Kiladi, areyou dl right?”
Heblinked asif he were bringing her back into focus and gave her asmilethat seemed. . . less
genuinethan hisother amiles.

"A consultation with my muse; | did not mean to darm you." He glanced down into his haf-full glass,
then up into her face.

"If youwishit, | will be pleased to show you a sunset, Scholar Waitley. We merely need to find a
time when our schedules—and the planet's rotation—align.”

"Thank you," Kamele bresthed, her eyes still on the violet-drenched horizon. "That was. . ." Words
faled her; she smiled and turned to face him. "Thank you," she said again.

He returned her smile.

"It was no effort of mine, | assureyou,” he said. "Y ou might experience asunset yourself every day, if
you wished to do so.”

"Not every day," she said wistfully. "Y ou saw my schedule!™

"So | did," he acknowledged. "But the fact that you are here provesthat thereis at least one evening
when you may partake of this pleasure.

She nodded, her eyes drawn again to the horizon, where the gaudy display was degpening to black.

"And thisisonly one of those pleasures you told me of," she said. "Iswatching the starsas. . .
glorious?'

"The garsimpart adifferent, but | find, equaly satisfying pleasure,”" he said softly.

"l imagine that it would be difficult to timethat particular pleasure,”" she murmured. "Night Eyes open
at tenbdl "

"Surely the monitors would not consider someone quietly sitting and looking at the sky adanger?’
"It would be. . . odd behavior, evenif it wasn't specifically on the danger list," she pointed out. " For



the purpose of public safety, odd is dangerous.”

Therewasasmall pause, and alight sght. "I do keep forgetting,” Professor Kiladi said ruefully.
"Delgado isa Safe World."

"You say that asif it were. . . unsavory,” Kamele said, turning to look into hisface.

Heraised an eyebrow. "Unsavory . . . no. Far different from other worlds? That . . . yes." Helooked
out though the final light had faded into night, and was silent long enough that Kamele dared a question.

"What are you thinking?"
"Eh?' Heblinked and raised his head, offering her an absentminded smile.
"I wasthinking that perhaps| should acquire quarters outside of the Wall."

Sheturned to stare at him. " Outside of the Wall?" she repeated, shocked to the core of her Mouse's
heart.

"Indeed," he said coally, asif there were nothing remarkableinthe plan at al. "A small house,
perhaps, down there—" He pointed downhill from their shared seat on the bench in the faculty green.

"In Nonactown?'

"Naot, | think, in Efraim itself,” he murmured; "the lightswould spoil the stars. No . . . perhaps over
there, to theright of town. A smal house, with awalled garden, so that | might St out al night if the fancy
takes me, without embarrassment to the Directors.”

"Would you do that?" Kamele looked at him doubtfully. His sense of humor was so dry that it was
sometimes difficult to know when Professor Kiladi was joking. On thisinstance, however, he did appear
to be serious.

Hesmiled at her. "I have, das, been known to take odd fancies. Shdl | escort you inside now?"

"Not . .. just yet," she said, looking down at the lights of the town. She struggled to understand him.
To want to live outside of the Wall; distant by choice from onée'sintellectua colleagues. How odd. And
yet—a sunset everyday? That might tempt, she thought.

"Will you grow . . . cropsin your garden?' she asked, asif it were the most usud thing imaginable.

Helaughed. "FHowers, | assure you! Perhaps some shrubs. A tree. . ." Hetook a breath, and shook
hishead dightly, asif amused by hisown plans.

"Isthat another—Outside pleasure?’ she asked. " Growing flowers?"

"| fear that it may be," he confessed.

Lightswere coming up in thetown below. A garden, Kamele thought, with . . . flowers.

"l would liketo seethat,” shesad findly.

"I would be delighted to invite you, once dl isaccomplished,” he answvered gallantly.

"And I'd be ddlighted to accept the invitation." She smiled and rose. "I haveto go in and grade
papers,” she said. She held out ahand and he placed his palm againgt hers. "Thank you again, Professor
Kiladi."

"Please," he said, hisrough voice serious, "let me be Jen Sar.”

That was another shock, but a pleasant one. She smiled.

"And let mebe Kamee" shesad.

"Assuredly,” he murmured. He stood and offered his arm. Together they strolled back toward the
Wwall.



Eight

University of Delgado
Faculty Residence Wall
Quadrant Eight, Building Two

Theo'smumu sang its you're-this-close-to-troubl e tune as the bus pulled into the Wall termind. She
threw hersdlf down the exit ramp and ran across the plazafor the entrance.

"Chaos and destruction!" Night Eyes opened at tenbdll, but Mice who hadn't had their Gigneri were
supposed to be inside by ninebells, or they'd better have a bluekey to show the Safeties at the entrance.
Being Outsde after curfew without a bluekey—that was atrip to the Safety Office, Kamele and
Marjene cdled in for an instant meeting with a Safety Liaison, and herself presented with a Plan of
Behavior. At least, Theo thought, running as fast as she could, that kind of trouble wouldn't pull down
the Team average.

"Y ou didn't get enough notesin your file for one day?' she muttered as she dgpped her padm againgt
the scan plate and waited in an agony of impatience for the main door to open.

Openit did, painfully dow. She did through when the gap was wide enough to admit her skinny sdif,
took a breath and walked—calmly—past the Safety station and the Eye, toward the belt platform.

Her mumu thweeped ninebells as she stepped onto the belt for Quadeight Twobuild. Theo Sghedin
relief—then shook her head. She'd managed to dodge trouble with the Safeties, but she still had her
mother to face.

"Thebuswaslate," she said experimentally. While thiswas actudly true, it sounded like an excuse.
Kamele—and Father too, if it mattered—would say that it was her respongbility to be sure of the
timetable before she traveled, and to plan in advance. She had just assumed that the evening bus would
run the same route, and take the same time, as the morning commuter bus—and she'd been wrong.

Unlike the daytime commuter, the late bus wandered the streets of Nonactown, picking up and
Setting down an astonishing variety of passengers, most of whom stared at her coveralls and sweater like
they'd never seen astudent before, and two who were definitely the kind of people that Father Looked
At. People Father Looked At inevitably looked—and often moved—away. Without Father there, they
gtared, and then they'd moved, al right. They came over to sit in the seat behind her, whispering loud
enough for her to hear.

"Huffy-headed dacky girls shouldn't be on the busdl aone, should they, Vinter?' the first whispered.

"Dacky girlsthink the whole world's safe,” the second, presumably Vinter, whispered back. "Dacky
girlsthink the Eyes never close.”

"The Eyes don't watch everything—even we know that!"
"Got another maybe,” Vinter said.



"What'sthat?"

Vinter'svoice sank, though it was still perfectly intdligible to Theo, where she sat very Hill, with her
head turned toward the side screen, pretending hard not to notice them.

"Maybe not adacky girl at al," he whispered.

There was amoment's slence, then the first one whispered hoarsely. ™Y ou mean—a Specidty?
Down here?' Asnear as Theo could tell, he sounded genuinely awed.

"Happens," hisfriend said sagely. "Knew atechie saved up awhole haf-year's cred to have a
Specidty come down from the station al dressed up like aLiaden.”

"But who'd pay for afluffy dacky?' the first wondered, and the two of them laughed noisily. Theo hit
her lip.

The route map she was staring at flickered, the upcoming stop limned in green.

"That's us, then," said the whisperer named Vinter. There was the sound of shuffling behind her asthe

two of them got up—while the bus was still moving!—and stepped toward the exit. Theo watched them
out of the Sde of her eyes.

Thefirst nonac looked down at her, giggled, and moved on, shaking hishead, ashe casudly put his
hand againgt the low ceiling, saying, "Wow, thisisarough section of road, ain't it? Hold on tight!"

Asif hiswarning had made it happen, the bus hit abump, bouncing Theo alittlein her seat. The
standing nonac dipped, and snatched at the celling, his hand covering the Eye mounted there.

The second . . . paused next to Theo. "Hey, dacky girl."

Theo turned her head carefully, trying to arrange her face into Father's Look. Judging by the way the
nonac's grin widened, she didn't do avery good job.

"Be careful,” he said, and before she understood what he was going to do, held put his hand against
her shoulder and shoved her againgt the screen.

"Stop that!" Theo ydled, but the giggling nonac was aready on hisway to the opening hatch.

"Go back insgde the Wal!" he called over his shoulder—"where arough bus ride won't bang you
around like that!"

Hisbuddy smirked, took his hand off the Eye, and the pair of them were gone, down the ramp and
into the low-lit night. The hatch rose, and with awhine of eectrics the bus got moving again dong its
extended route.

Theo looked around her, but she was the last one on the bus. She settled into the corner of her sedt,
rubbing her shoulder where held pushed her. . . .

The Quad Eight belt stop was coming up, she redlized, her atention suddenly on the redlity a hand.
She grabbed the bar and swung onto the platform.

For amoment she stood till, eyes closed while she took a deep breath, like Father had taught her to
do. Shetried to clear her mind, too, but al her mind wanted to do wastry to figure out how mad Kamele
was going to be, and what she could say to defend her actionsthat didn't sound either stupid or
antisocidl.

WA, shethought, taking another deep breath; I'll just have to improvise.

"Theo?I'm homel" Kameesvoice did off the dick wals, coming back to her in afaint echo. There
was no other answer to her call.

"Theo?' Half worried and half irritated, she walked into the dim, untenanted dining alcove. The door
to the kitchen was shut tight. Frowning, Kamele opened the door, and touched the kaf's query button. As
she had suspected, the last withdrawal on record was breakfast.

Kamele shook her head, irritation edging over worry. This antipathy to the kaf—obvioudy, she
needed to have a chat with her daughter—now. Kamele spun on her hedl and headed for Theo's room at



adetermined pace.

The status light showed that the room was occupied, and Kamelesirritation spiked into anger.
Sulking in her room, pretending not to hear—she dapped the entry override.

The door opened, displaying the desk, school book jacked in, but the student nowhere to be seen. A
small bal winked red lights a her from benesth the chair. The closet was againgt the left-hand wall, and a
packing cube, too; on the right were two bowls, onefilled with water, the other with kibble, and alitter
pan. Regardless of the assurance of the status light, the room was empty.

Or not.

"Prrhp?" the orange-and-white cat commented, strutting out from behind the cube. He wove along,
welcoming hug around her ankles before srolling out into the hal.

"Coyder!" Kamele cdled, but the cat, predictably, kept to his route. She took a breath, adding
smuggled cat to thelist of her daughter'stransgressions. How long had the girl thought she'd get away
with that ? she thought, snatching her mumu out of her pocket.

She tapped up the parental oversight section and keyed in the tracking request as she walked back
down thehall.

Her mumu squesked.

Startled, Kamele looked down at the screen.

Out of range. The letterswere red. Kamele tapped the query button.

The unit you attempting to contact is not responding. The help text scrolled, asif she didn't know
that. This may mean that the device has been damaged, or that it is presently located at a point
outside the university network. A systemic lapse may, rarely, return a false negative. It is
suggested that you wait a few moments and try again. If a second negative is returned, please
contact the Office of Academic Safety.

Out of range? Kamele eased down into one of the rickety plastic chairsin the receiving parlor, and
pulled Theo's message out of archive.

Gone to buy a rug, back before ninebells. Terseto the point of rudeness, with no please or thank
you or request for abluekey . . .

Kameebit her lip, staring hard at the blamelessfloor. Request for abluekey . . . If Theo's mumu was
outside the college's network—but surely not! No question that she was headstrong and willful—but
even Theo wasn't foolish enough to go Outside without a bluekey—

Unless, sheinterrupted herself, Theo had abluekey. What if she had applied to Jen Sar?

Kamele shook her head. No. Theo might have asked, but she would not have talked Jen Sar Kiladi
into violating the proprieties. Which left two possibilities: Either there had been arare momentary stutter
of the Wall intranet, or Theo had gone Outside without a bluekey, without asking permission, and without
telling her mother where she was going.

W, thought Kamele, there's a way to test that proposition.

But she didn't immediately tap her mumu. Instead, she sat with it in hand, her eyes on the rug she had
brought from home. She and Jen Sar had bought it together, a an eccentric little shop in Nonactown.
They'd laid it on the floor of the common room in his house, and there it had stayed, adelight to the eye
and the foot until—Kamele shook her head. They'd put it away years ago—she no longer remembered
precisay why—and forgotten about it until—

The apartment door twittered, clicked and opened. There was the sound of quick steps, and aquiet,
"Oh no, the door!"

Theo stepped into the room.

Her mother sat poised on one of the stupid plastic chairs, mumu in hand and an expression of cool



remoteness on her face that Theo knew al too well. Kamele wasin what Theo privately called her
Mother Scholar Mode. What it meant was that Theo was about to be questioned, lectured, then
guestioned again to be sure that she had internalized her lesson.

Shefdt her shoulders crawling up toward her ears, fingers unoccupied with handwork curling in
toward the palms. She tried to take a deep breath, but her chest was so tight, it—

"Prrpt?" The query wasfollowed by avigorous bump against her knee. Theo looked down as
Coyster finished weaving himself around her ankles. He sat on her foot and wrapped histail ‘round his
toes.

You should've told her about Coyster at breakfast, Theo scolded herself. She wouldn't have
heard you, anyway.

"Good evening, Theo," Kamee said coolly. "Would you like to tell me where you've been?!

Well, no, Theo thought; | wouldn't. Unfortunately, she couldn't see any way out of it.

"I left amessagein your queue," she said, sounding sullenin her own ears. "'l went to buy arug.”

"I saw that message. Y ou promised to be back before ninebells, but you faled to tell me where
exactly you intended to purchasethis. . . rug."

Theo bent down and picked Coyster up, which at least gave her something to do with her hands. He
hooked his front paws over her shoulder and stuck hisnosein her ear, purring.

Kamele raised her mumu and Theo saw the glint of red | etters on the screen and the unmistakable
shape of the Safety Office logo. She swallowed. Had the Eye reported her, after dl? But she'd been
ingde before ninebelId

Perhaps a case of luck over intention, Theo? Father's voice asked from memory, and Theo bit her
lip. Grest. Like it wasn't bad enough that Kamele was going to lecture her . ..

"Could you," her mother said quietly, "be alittle more specific?'

Might as well, Theo thought, reaching up to stroke Coyster, get it over with. Sheraised her head
and met Kamele's eyes.

"I went to Nonactown,” she said. "To astore called Gently Used." She hesitated, then decided that
explaining abit further wouldn't seem to be aexcuse. " Father had taken methere, when . . . before.”

Kamele. . . blinked, her expression wavering. She looked down quickly, and cleared her throat.
"l see" she said after along moment. "And you went alone on this. . . expedition?”

"Yes," Theo admitted, adding, "I knew exactly where | was going,”" which might have been—just a
smdl—excuse.

"Sometimes," Kamele said, glancing down again, "the unexpected happens, even when we know
exactly wherewe're going." She sat up straighter in her chair and put the mumu on the battered table
top.

"Traveling to Nonactown by yoursalf demonstrates an extreme lack of judgment, Theo. I'd thought
you were more mature, but obvioudy | was mistaken. For the remainder of this grade-term you will go to
school and to teamplay, and then you will come home. WElI revisit this subject at the Interval, and
evauate. If, at that time, | see evidence of more mature behavior, well discuss an adjustment to these
arrangements. Am | clear?'

Theo stared. No lecture? And hardly any questions? That was so unlike Kamele that for amoment
Theo forgot to be upset about being grounded.

"Theo," Kamederepeated sternly. "Am | clear?”’
"Yes," Theo assured her, hurriedly. "However, | have. . . conflicts.”
Kamelelooked stormy. "And they are?"

"Tomorrow after teamplay, | have an appointment with Marjene," Theo said hurriedly. "And on
Oktavi, I'm . . . Father and | meet for dinner."



Her mother sighed. ™Y ou may keep your gppointment tomorrow with Marjene, of course, and will
come directly home afterward. Asfor the Oktavi arrangement with Professor Kiladi . . ." She glanced
down—maybe at the floor, or maybe, Theo thought, holding her bregth, at the rug.

"l will consider that, and let you know my decision tomorrow. Isthere anything se?'

"No, Mother," Theo said meekly.

Kamele nodded. "Wher€'s your rug?' she asked suddenly.

"My—rug?"

"Y ou went to Nonactown to buy arug, you said. Whereisit? Or didn't Ms. Dail have anything to
your liking?'

"I...she..." Theo closed her eyes and concentrated for amoment on the solid presence of
Coyster beneath her hands—soft over hard, she thought, and stroked him again before opening her eyes
and looking at her parent.

"It'sgoing to be delivered,” she said steedily. "Tomorrow. After teamplay.”

"Delivered,” Kamele echoed, and sighed. Theo waited, shoulders tense despite Coyster's
warmth—but Kamele only sighed again and shook her head.

"Very wdl. My lagt subject for the evening." She frowned. " Smuggling acat into this gpartment
shows another disturbing lack of judgment. How long did—"

"I didn't smuggle him!" Theo interrupted, stung. ""He brought himsdf!"

Kamelefrowned. "I beg your pardon?'

"He brought himsdlf," Theo repeated. "I was packing—he must've jumped into the cube when |
wasn't looking, and then | wasin ahurry, so | just seded the lid without—and when | opened it here,
there hewas!"

"And you didn't bother to tell me?”

"It waslate," Theo said, trying to be as diplomatic as possible about her mother's state last night, "and
you were—you weretired. | wasgoing to tell you tonight, but—"

"But other mattersintervened,” Kameefinished for her, lips pressed tight. She Sghed. "Call
Professor Kiladi, please, and ask him to arrange to retrieve his cat.”

Theo stared at her, tears rising, hands pressing Coyster so tight againgt her shoulder that he grumbled
acomplaint and squirmed. Shelet him go, barely attending as he dropped to the floor and strolled over
to St next to Kameles chair.

"Kamele. .." Theo began, horrified to hear her voice quavering. Her mother raised ahand.

"Now, Theo."

Bottom lip caught between her teeth, she pulled her mumu out, tapped the quick-key, and raised it to
her ear.

"Good evening, Theo." Father didn't sound surprised to hear from her. On the other hand, he didn't
sound pleased either. Neutra, that wasiit. Insde her head, she could see the bland expression that went
with that tone.

"Father," shesad miserably. "Um.. . "

She took a breath, ducking her head to wipe her damp cheek on her shoulder. No word from
Father. He would, Theo knew, wait until shetold him what she was caling for. Slence didn't bother
Father, likeit did some people. . . .

She cleared her throat. "Coyster's here," she managed, voice shaking.

"Ah. I'm pleasad to know where heis. I'd thought he was angry with me for having misplaced you,
and was sulking.”

"No," Theo said shakily. "He packed himself into my cube and | didn't know he had come aong until



| openedit last night.”

"l see. Well, he appearsto have decided upon his posting. | can hardly argue with his choice.”

"Yes well ... Kamee um..." Sheclosed her eyes, picturing himin her head, black eyes sharp,
face attentive, waiting politely for her to continue. "Kamele asked meto cal you and—and ask you to, to
arrangeto. . . take him back."

The slence from his side continued longer than she had expected. Her somach had dmost tied itself
into aknot when he sghed.

"Theo," he said gently—no—carefully. "Please ask your mother if she will spesk with me.”

"Yes, gr." Shediffidently looked to her mother. "Father . . . wondersif you'l talk to him."

For asecond, she thought Kamele was going to refuse. Then she sighed sharply and thrust out a
hand. Theo crossed the room and gave her the mumui.

"Jen Sar?' she began, in her briskest, coolest voice. "1—" She stopped. Closed her eyes. Coyster
stood up, stretched—and jumped into her |ap.

"Yes" Kamdesad. "I am aware of your thesisthat cats are symbiotic rather than parasitic.
However, thefact remainsthat—" She stopped again, mouth tight. Coyster bumped his head against her
free hand; sheraised it absently and rubbed his ears. Theo held her breath.

"That'snonsensal" Kamee exclamed. "There's nothing strange to her here! She has her Team, and
her school work, and her—" Another sharp silence, while her fingers continued to rub Coyster's ears.

"Veay wdl," Kandesad findly. "But only until the end of the term, are we—Y ou're quite welcome,
Jen Sar . . . Yes, of course—and you, aswell." She turned the mumu off, placed it on the table next to
hers, and sat staring at the pair of them for along moment. Theo kept as il as she could, hardly daring
to breathe. Father had talked Kamele into letting Coyster stay, but that didn't mean that Theo couldn't
talk her right out of it again by being anidj.

Finaly, Kameelooked up, and gave Theo asmdl smile.

"Professor Kiladi makes a strong case for the benefits of Coyster's continued residence here—at
least until the end of the term,” she said moderatdly. She picked Coyster up and put him gently on the
floor, then rose, brushing cat fur off her coverdls.

"It'slong past timefor dinner,” she said, and held out her hand. "Shall we seeif the kaf will provide
anything moderately edible?’

That was a peace offering. Theo smiled, reluctantly, and came forward to put her hand into
Kameles.

"All wecando," shesad, "istry."

Nine



Teamplay: Scavage
Professor Stephen M. Richardson Secondary School
University of Delgado

"Four Team Threeisthe next to lowest ranked team in Fourth Form,” Roni said, loudly, asthey left
their Ready Room for the first class of the day. "Why do you think that is, Theo?"

You know better than to answer that, Theo told herself, and bit her lip. Roni wasn't just bad at
consensus, sometimesit seemed like shewas ectively againgt it.

"l guess you never earned the Team adown," Kartor said, hotly. Theo blinked. Kartor never got into
arguments,

"o'Course | have," Roni snapped. "But even you haveto admit that fiveinoneday is. . .
exceptiond.”

Kartor's earsturned red. "What's that supposed to—"

"Cadting blameis antisocial,” Lesset spoke up. "Were a Team; we're supposed to help each other.”
She stared at Kartor, which was, Theo thought, trying to ignore the knot in her ssomach, not fair. Kartor
hadn't started the argument.

"Are we supposed to pretend that we don't know which member of our Team is pulling therest of us
down with her?' Roni rounded on Lesset, her chin and shoulders pushed forward. "We're supposed to
practice intellectuad honesty, aren't we?' She threw anasty look over her shoulder at Theo. "And
advertency."

Theo felt arush of heat, and looked down to make sure of her footing as she mounted the belt.
"That's aggressive, Roni," Estan said sternly. Next to him Anj smiled absently and nodded.

"That'sdl right," said acool, amused voice that Theo barely recognized as her own. "She'sjust
peeved because, without me, she'd be the one who'd earned the most downs for the Team. Isn't that
right, Roni?'

Kartor laughed, Lesset gasped, Estan looked stern, Anj kept on smiling.

Roni's face turned an interesting sort of purple-red color. Her lips parted. Theo watched her
interestedly, wondering what she would say next.

But apparently Roni thought better of taking the argument further. She closed her mouth and faced
front, shoulders Hiff.

Theo took a shaky, secret breath, and looked around at the passing corridor, pretending she didn't
see Estan frowning at her.

In spite of the acrimonious start, the rest of the day went smoothly for Four Team Three. 'Course,
Theo admitted to hersdlf, asthey filed into study hall, that was mostly because their Team mates had been
very careful to keep Theo and Roni asfar away from each other as possible. Theo did her part by
grabbing the study table at the very back of the room, and opened her school book with afedling of relief
tainted by the knowledge that the worst part of the day was ill before her.

Sheld just have to hang back at teamplay, she decided. Four Team Three couldn't afford any more
downs—Roni was right about that. The best thing to do would beto let her teammates play while she
concentrated on not bumping into anybody, or faling, or tripping over the cracksin thefloor. . . .

Theo sighed. For the millionth-and-twelfth time, she wished she wasn't so clumsy. In her head, she
wasn't clumsy at al. In her head, she could see a pattern of how she and al the people and thingsin her
vidnity ought to move, but when shetried to move like the pattern, she'd inevitably trip over ateammeate,
or pull them down, like she had done to Lesset yesterday. Teamplay wasworse, even, than walking
down the hal; and scavage wasworst of all.



She sighed again as she remembered that she was supposed to have a”chat” with Marjene after
teamplay. As her mentor, Marjene was committed to helping Theo negotiate and interndize the intricacies
of socid and intellectua interaction—that's what the Concierge said. Theo knew Marjene wanted to help
make things easier for her, and she fdt guilty—alittle—for not liking her better and for not taking her
advice more often.

Stll, shethought, in an attempt to cheer herself up, after she lived through teamplay and her chat with
Marjene, she could look forward to the delivery of her rug.

... which was good, she acknowledged, frowning at her 'book, but didn't quite make up for the fact
that Kamele hadn't yet given her adecision about Oktavi evening. She had to see Father. The 'book’s
screen blurred, and Theo bit her lip, blinking hard—and blinked again, staring a the unfamiliar icon Sitting
in the bottom |eft corner of the screen.

It wasasmdl, even ademure, icon, in officia-looking dark green: a coiled Serpent of Knowledge,
Research floating aboveit in precise green | etters. Theo frowned. She was certain the green icon hadn't
been on her screen yesterday, so it must've been downloaded from one of today's classes, but . . . All
their Sci work was donein Group Space, and Professor Wilit, their Socia Engineering instructor, hadn't
shared any linkswith the class today. Though Professor Wilit didn't dways announce downloads or extra
work assgnments.

WA, Theo thought, it couldn't have gotten there by accident. She must've just not noticed the
download.

"Advertency," she muttered, remembering Roni'sjibe. "Asif."

She touched the green icon.

It unfolded, like aflower blooming, until the entire screen was limned in green, with aquery box
centered.

Name? Thefloating green text asked.

A quiz, Theo thought, Staring at the familiar layout. How in chaos had she missed that?

She keyed in her name. The center box faded as anew one glowed into being at center top.

Protocol, the floating text said. List primary lineof inquiry.

Theo closed her eyes, thinking back to Sociad Engineering. She didn't remember Professor Wilit
saying anything about a solo quiz, or an unscheduled paper. On the other hand, she discovered to her
chagrin, she didn't remember much about any of the day's classes; it was like sheld been doing the work
in her deep.

She took a breath and brought her attention back to the screen.

Primary line of inquiry, for aSocid Engineering solo? She chewed her lip. It had to be a Socia
Engineering solo, she decided. It wasjust like Professor Wilit. So. Thelittle bit she remembered from
today's class had to do with the mechanismsthat societies put into place in order to enforce the goals of
that society. She probably couldn't go wrong by initiating aline of inquiry into an enforcer protocol. The
problem was narrowing the subject.

The Eyes don't watch everything, she heard the bus whisperer's voice again. Even we know that.

Which was, now that she thought about it, kind of an . . . interesting . . . thing to know. Especidly
gnce she knew that the Eyes did watch everything. It was knowing that, as much as the Eyes themsalves,
that kept society safe.

Except . . . getting pushed wasn't exactly safe, was it? she asked herself, and reached for the keys.

Primary lineof inquiry: The Eyes, their purpose and their programmed watch cycles, she
typed, and paused . . .

The box closed.

"l wasnt finished," Theo muttered, tapping the screen where the box had been. It did not regppesr,



but athird one did, a the right margin.

Result Sought: A graph or map, Theo typed rapidly, illustrating unwatched areas, with
timetable.

The box faded, and afourth came into existence on the left.

Deadline? it inquired, which gave her pause until she remembered that Professor Wilit never gave
them deadlinesfor their work. Sheld told them during their first class that sheld be doing aterm-long
study, and would share the results with them before the Interva. Sheld said it would amuse them. Theo
wasn't so sure—and, anyway, she liked to get her work done promptly. It wasn't like therewas alot of
it, thoughif you listened to Lesset . . .

ASAP, Theo typed. Thefina box faded.

Accepted, came the message, and Theo nodded, fingering open anotepad and beginningtotapina
preliminary sourcelist. She wondered if anyone at the Safety Office would talk to her about the Eyes,
and if she should ask Professor Wilit for a study-chit. Each student got three per grade-term, and she'd
aready used one of hers. If the Safetieswouldn't talk to her, even with the chit, then she'd have wasted it,
and would have only onein reserve for the rest of the term.

Her mumu was suddenly warm, signaling receipt of a message. Theo pulled it out of the pocket in her
coverdls and thumbed the window up; her sscomach clenching when she saw the text was from Kamele.
If she couldn't see Father on Oktavi . . .

Theo, you may keep your dinner engagement with Professor Kiladi.
That wasadl.

Theo smiled and just sat there, holding her mumu and rereading that singleline until thewarning
whistle sounded and it wastime to pack up and go to teamplay.

They'd changed clothes and got to the practice floor ahead of time with Roni's, "Don't be dow, don't
belatel" echoing through the corridor the whole way. Of course they weren't going to be late—everyone
on the team wastrying to be on their mettle with the last few sessionsworth of setbacks and point-bleeds
threatening to drop Four Team Threeto the lowest in the school for the year, much lessto the lowest
ever in theteam's history. Seventy-eight Four Team Threes had come before them, and only five had had
lower scores at this point in the year.

Father had once threatened to write acolumn for The Faq in order to gain, so he said, agreater
audience for what he called the Fallacy of Infinite Comparability. Kamee had given him one of those
frownsthat quivered at the edges, like she was covering up alaugh, and said that if he wanted to commit
academic suicide over atrividity it wasup to him.

Apparently he had decided that publishing the Fallacy wasn't quite worth academic suicide, because
the column never appeared. Despite that, Theo knew he had avaid point—comparing their team to
teamsfrom so long agowas. . . meaningless, redly, given tech advancements, aterationsin teaching
theory and four dozen other facts. Shefelt the weight of team history anyway, and it wasn't made any
lighter by thefact that she wasthe one holding the rest of them down.

Theo escaped the girls dressing room with more rdlief than usud.

Roni'd been waking around with her shirt half-on explaining in aloud voice to the female team
members the importance of bringing the Team average up, Sarting right now; and some moretime
complaining that she'd have to buy another new set of blouses, and maybe new shoes, too, because she
was growing so much.

"Every one of us has got to sart acting mature!" sheld said sternly, veering between topicslikea
honeybumbl e between two nectar-filled blossoms. "Weve got to take responsibility for our own actions
and support the team properly!"

Theo had tried not to cringe under the barrage of "mature, growing-up, and act-adult,” sentiments



Roni‘d thrown around—it sounded like she was just re-broadcasting the last things she'd heard from her
mentor. Worse, Roni had particularly stared a Theo's chest when when sheld said, "growing up.”

It wasn't until Theo arrived a the game court that she realized why Roni had been talking quite so
loudly and importantly. Normally, Roni wasn't much for the active gameslike Scavage—she said they
made her sweat too much—but thiswas her second turn as captain, and Roni liked to be in charge!

That'santisocial! Theo told hersdlf, and bent into her warm upswith awill, trying to focus on the
Team, rather than the individuals.

As shewarmed up, she heard the sounds of the balls being readied above the court; the dow clunks
and chirps asthey rode the ball-lift up to the celling feed tubes. Involuntarily, she looked up—»but the
launch bin wasn't open yet so shewasn't redly trying to get ajump on the game.

The nearby smack of shoes againgt floor brought her attention to court-level again, somach clenching
as she saw that Roni was deliberately coming toward her. She was amost as noisy as Lesset, Theo
thought, like she thought making noise was proof of effort. Roni came closer, the captain's band aready
around her arm, and her Team smilelocked in place. Her forehead showed a sheen dready, asif even
the warm-ups were work for her.

"Theo, | just wanted to say—I don't believe those rumorsthat you knocked Lesset down on
purpose,” Roni said surprisingly. "l wasright there and | saw the whole thing. It really was an accident! |
think you redly do try to be agood Team member, but you can't help it if you're clumsy!”

Theo stared, feding her fingers curl in toward the pams. She needed her needle and her thread right
now, she thought, or she was going to—going to—

Orange flashed at the edge of her vision. Gasping, she spun, and caled out to the Team.

"Professor Viverain ison the court!”

Viverain was the acting head of theL & R department, but unlike Professor Appletorn, who held a
full-time collegiate position, she was atraveling academic who sought work where she could now that her
old college had been decertified. Viverain rarely instructed the Four Team students, but when she did she
wanted them to play just as sharp as graduating Fifth Forms.

"Four Team Three, | expect everyoneto bein position by the timethe ball-binisfull!” Viverain cdled
out. "Were going right to agame!™

Groronk!

Thefirst round buzzer went off and the bin overhead emitted a rumplety-bumplety sound asthe balls
loaded. The Team members stared up into the bin, trying to get alook at the ballsthey'd drawn—and
each called anumber. The Team Captain would then make the consensus call. Together, they had dl of
ten clicksto bid.

"Fourteen,” said L esset, which was predictable, because fourteen was about the least you could
score on around.

Thegreens. . . Theo thought she saw alot of greens! Green was a high score ball if you could get a
good shot . . .

"Sixteen," said Kartor. Theo thought that wasamitelow . . . but the balls till weren't finished
loading.

"Nineteen!" Estan and Anj caled at practically the same second. That was Sarting to be high, in
Theo'sopinion . . . but no, maybe they'd seen how many greensthere were.

Surer now, Theo called out her bid—"Eighteen!"—just as the bidding clock hit eight.

Roni stared, soundless, at the overhead . . . the clock hit nine, then.. ..

"Twenty-one!" she cdled; the officia Team bid. Everyone else gasped. That hadn't been aconsensus
cdl!



The buzzer double-clucked and thefirst ball began to roll down the spiraling wire chute, dropping
toward to the launch spout. Roni hurried down court while her team members darted glances and
shrugged shoulders at each other. Twenty-one would take a lot of [uck.

Overhead, the chute vibrated and sang asthe bal picked up momentum.
"Let'sgo!" Theo caled. She pointed at Kartor, whose face wasjust shy of grim.

"Third Ring!" shesaid. "Estan, you back Lesset in Second. Anj—" but Anj had dready drifted
dreamily off down-court. Theo Sighed. The Team Captain should've st the positions, but Roni didn't
care wheretherest of them were, aslong as she wasin First Ring, where scoring was easiest.

Roni liked to score.

They did work up asweet on the first round, with Theo's off-the-cuff positioning proving to be
reasonable. She and Kartor were in the outer, largest, Ring. They could, if required, dive or drive into
Ring Two. Ordinarily, you tried to get fast peopleinto the middlering . . . but having Lesset on one side
of Ring Two wasn't too bad, because not only could Estan help her when she flubbed, but Team
membersin Rings One or Three could back her up, too. Depending how, and how bad, she flubbed, if
the ball got back into Two or Three on the other Sde of the court, it might still be playable. Roni was
hogging Ring One, even though she shared it with Anj.

On good days Anj wastheir best player; and she could rove into Ring Two at need. Playing at the
edge of Two, where Lesset should be, she could keep the errorsto aminimum. Estan played opposite
Anj except when back-up was required, and Lesset wandered between her supposed posts, sometimes
blocking good passes and other times causing bad bounces.

On the whole, they did better then they had aright to on the first set. A typical ball started out on the
spird, gaining speed, rapidly, until one of the rotating tubular launch points matched the dot the ball was
passing over. The circular court was entirely contained within atall thinly-padded wall and it was Kartor
and Theo'sjob to gather the bal off thewall, if that had been itstrgjectory, and ding it underhanded
toward the center; or if it werefaling e sewhere in the outer ring to make surethat it didn't continue to the
outside or bounce away from the other team members.

Oncein Ring One—or if lucky tossed or kicked from Ring Two—the ball had to be scored by
getting it—for asingle point—into one of the waist-high stationary chutes on aflaring parabolic column
risng seamlesdy from the floor and extending—with asimilar flare a the top—to the celling. Thethree
rotating chutes higher up the column scored more, with the highest, fastest and smallest chute scoring top
points.

The column at school waswell padded at the base and, like the spirds, formed of alightweight open
mesh fabric mounted on highly visble mechanicas. In the higher levels and in the pro game the column
was anear invisble crysta structure which was often anexus of collision, but which could be used to am
and deflect the ball to someone in better position for ashot. In this scholastic verson, the column was
less dependable as atactic; its safety factor aminus rather than aplus.

Timewas of the essencein every version of the game, because as soon asabal crossed into Ring
One, or numbered bests after it crossed into Ring Two, the next ball started down the spird. 1t was bad
form—and cost points—to scavage, or score, the second bdl firdt.

They only did that three times, the scavage, and came out of the game with twenty-three points,
which was good for afirst go, and was aided by alucky score on the part of Estan, who tossed the ball
into the rotating upper god just asthe timer buzzed, and Roni calling for it from the other Sde.

The second round was a disaster.

Lessat managed to tosstwo balsin entirely the wrong direction, causing two double scavages early
inthe set after Roni had bid adightly more conservative twenty in the face of her teammates grumbling of



how lucky they'd been in the first game. Everyone rushed to try to make up the difference, the sounds of
their running sounding extraclumsy to Theo, and it didn't help that Viverain added to the noise and
confusion, by leaning over thewall of the Ingtructor's Tower, shouting suggestionsfor al of them.

Twice, Viverain called encouragement, as Kartor and Theo got the ball toward the center, but once
into the Lesset Zone things tended to go astray. Lesset's shoes constantly scraped and squealed against
the floor as shetried to get back to where she wasn't, and Roni's footfalls sounded like nads dapping
water in the pool. In the end, the team missed their bid by five, with the instructor counting out their
errors, loudly, thewhile.

"Theo, you've got to get me the ball more!™ Roni was panting, her face dmost asred as her shorts. "l
think if you hadn't kept passing to Kartor and Estan you really could have helped me score more. Y ou
know, maybe if you'd managed to get the bal to other females wed've beenin the game!”

Theo gritted her teeth. She'd counted. She'd passed the bal to Anj ninetimes, Kartor seven times,
Roni fivetimes, Estan four times, and Lesset three. Far more. . . oh, never mind. Roni'sreal complaint
was that she hadn't scored when she had the ball, and that wasn't Theo'sfaullt.

Viverain leaned over thewal. "Waitley, you've got agood touch on those passes. Y ou might go to
theinsde abit more, but otherwise. . . you're keeping Third Ring strong. And you, Grinmordi—you've
got to keep an eye on where your tenders are. Instead of trying to intercept you ought to be letting some
of those go through for the best shot.”

Theo saw thelook Roni gave her as Viverain clicked the remote for the round-buzzer. The balls
tumbled into the rig and before anyone e se could bid—without even looking up!—Roni called,
"Twenty-five, Team, twenty-fivel"

Theo caught the shock on Viverain's face, then she was running, because thefirst ball through wasa
blue one—the smallest and hence the fastest to the floor.

If the second set had been a disaster the third was dways just one lucky move away fromit. Lesset
scored early on an improbable push shot using the column for abounce-in, then Kartor went down
againg thewall hard digging another one out of the joint, histhrow finding an off-ba ance Theo who
managed anyway to fling it to First Ring, where Roni wasin just the right spot to score.

They played hard, and finaly it seemed there was some rhythm to what they were doing. Anj woke
up, and they dl started feeding the ball to her—everybody, that is, except Roni, who started calling for
every shot to be sent to the captain. Threein arow went to her and were flubbed in aflap of misworn
shoes, and suddenly there was a scavage, which was Estan's problem as he mishandled a cross circle
pass from Theo, badly cutting their chance of making the bid.

The next-to-last bal was blue, bounding wildly off thewall before Kartor could get to it. Theo
backed him up, snagged it and threw in the direction of Second Ring. It should've been Anj's play, but
Lessat intercepted, and flung it purposefully but far too hard toward Roni. Roni bobbled the bdl; the
spinning god rejected her throw and her rebound. By then agreen ball wasin the tubes. Roni called for
the blue bal again, but Anj had it and made the goal with acasua one-handed toss.

Theo thought the green ball's momentum would likely bring it to her. She started moving, trying to
position hersdlf, but as the ten-tick gong sounded the ball found adot and launched itself toward Kartor.
He bobbled it, managed to push it to Theo, who was rushing toward Second Ring while the sound of
approaching footsteps grew louder.

"It'smine, giveto to me!" Roni's voice was loudest; but the others were calling out "Time!" and
"Shoot!" and over it dl Viverain bellowed, " Now, Theo!"

Theo's back was toward the godl; she held the ball lightly on her fingertips, and spun, ignoring the
sounds of steps and the shouting; brought the ball up and threw it at the spinning top god ashard as
she—



Kathunk! Something hard dammed into Theo; she flung her hand out, grabbing for balance—there
was asgued of shoes, and a splat! The game buzzer went off at the same time as ahigh keening sound
began and Roni's voi ce went from screech to howl.

"You killed me! Blood! Blood! I'm bleeding!"

Knocked breathless by thefal, Theo stared up at her, seeing blood al over the other girl'sface. She
tried to get up, then rolled away, arms folded over her head to protect it from Roni's kicks.

"Killer! Sociopeth! Killer!"
"That's enough!" Viverain shouted. The yelling and the kicking stopped, but Theo still huddled on the
floor, wondering dully how many downs she'd earned the Team this time.
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A Safety arrived with the Aid Team.

Viverain pointed one A-Teamer a Roni, hunched over on the bench with awad of disposable towels
held to her face, and the second at Theo, Sitting on the floor with her back againgt thewall, and her
forehead againgt her knees. Then she frowned at the Safety.

"What do you want?"

The red-headed woman raised her hands, showing Viverain empty hands. "Y ou called for an Aid
Team, which meansinjuries. Injuries usualy mean an unsafe condition exists. And, sSince one of those
involved isTheo Waltley . . ."

"Theo didn't do anything!" That was Kartor, sounding . . . angry.
He better watch it, Theo thought dismdly; or they'll put a notein hisfile.

"I'm sorry, Kartor, but that's not correct,” Viverain said sternly. "Theo did do something. She played
the game, and she pushed herself to excd for the good of the Team. That's not 'nothing.'s"

"Shetried to kill me," Roni moaned.
Viveaan tsk'd. "Nobody ever died of abloody nose."

The A-Teamer knelt next to Theo, medscan in hand. "What hurts?' she asked, her eyeson the
readout.

Everything, Theo thought. Shelifted her head with an effort, and took a deep breath that ended with
awince and a catch.



"Ribs ache?' the A-Teamer asked.

"A little," Theo admitted, and held <till while the other scanned.

"Nothing broken," the A-Teamer said dowly. "There's going to be some bruising, and some
discomfort for the next few days. I'm going to give you an analgesic and amuscle relaxant right now to
take the edge off the discomfort and keep you from stiffening up . . ." She unrolled her dart pack. Theo
held out her hand, barely noticing the minor sting.

"How'd you happen to get those bruises?’ the A-Teamer asked as she re-rolled the pack.

Theo shook her head. "I don't redly—"

"Her teammate," Viverain said, suddenly appearing over them. "The Team Captain, in fact—kicked
her while she was down on her back on the floor with the wind knocked out of her. She was on the floor
because the Team Captain knocked her down, trying to grab the bal out of her hands. | was
astounded; and | hope never," Viverain said, in her scavage-court voice, "'l hope never again to see
such ablatant and damaging display of ego over Team!”

The court was silent. Viverain hunkered down next to Theo.
"How'reyou doing, Waitley?'
Theo looked down, biting her lip. "I'm dl right, malam.”
Viveran sghed.
"Listento me, Waitley," she said, asthe A-Teamer rose and moved away. "Thiswasn't your faullt.
Y ou were doing the job that needed to be done. Mason put herself in the way; she got hurt, and then she

did her best to hurt you. It's not you who's anti-socia—and it's not you who's getting anotein her file."
She paused. "Theo, look a me."

Sowly, Theo raised her head and met Viverain'seyes. TheL & R professor grinned.

"That's the spirit!" she said and rose, holding down abroad hand.

Theo took the hand and Viverain pulled her lightly to her feet.

"Take acouple deep breaths,” she said. " See how those ribsre feding.”

Theo nodded, carefully filling her lungs. It hurt, but not so sharp. Must be the analgesic, she thought,
and looked up as someone el se approached.

It was the red-headed Safety, and she was frowning.

"Y ou need to have a serious talk with your mentor, Ms. Waitley. Y ou can't help having physical
limitations. However, you do have an obligation to society to insure that your limitations don't harm other
people.”

Like she didn't know that. Theo took a careful bresth.

"l have an gppointment with my mentor right after we're finished here," she said, her voice sounding
thin and not too steady.

The Safety nodded. "I'll gppend my recommendations to Professor Viverain'sreport,” she said.

"Y our mother and your mentor will receive both—and of course acopy will be placed in your file."

"Sureit will,” Theo muttered, which was stupid, but if the Safety heard, she decided to pretend
otherwise.

"All right," Viverain caled asthe A-Teamers and the Safety | ft the court. "Timeto get going, peoplée!
There's another team coming in to play!"

Marjene's booth was in Grandmother's Library, al the way over in Quad Three. Theo arrived late,
which Marjene was bound to mark her down for. At the least, it was disrespectful to belateto a
meeting. At the worgt, according to Dr. Wilit, being late to a meeting could be seen as an attempt to
assert superiority over the other attendees.



She certainly didn't want to be disrespectful of Marjene. Marjene was there to help her. And asfor
asserting superiority—if her ribs didn't ache so much, Theo might've laughed. And she really didn't want
another notein her file.

Still, she couldn't quite make hersdlf hurry across the Service Zone'swide lobby. She set her feet
carefully, and kept to the edge, where there was lesstraffic, rather than cutting straight acrossthe middle
to Grandmother's door.

Most of thetraffic came from the Mother-Daughter Center, where women who were secure enough
intheir careers went to arrange for achild. They passed Theo briskly, some by themsalves, some
arm-in-arm with afriend, some with heads together, giggling; some serious. Theo hit her lip. Kamele
would have taken Aunt Ellawith her, when she decided it wastime; they would have gone through the
files, and checked them against Kamele's Daughter Book, where sheld written down dl the hopes and
dreams she had for her own child. They'd have made their choice; filed it, and paid the fee. After the
mandatory three-day waiting period, Kamele would have returned for the implant, confident in her
choice.

Theo sighed, wondering bleskly if Kamele would have continued, had she known that al of her
careful planning would produce a physically challenged daughter who couldn't go three daysin arow
without getting ancther notein her file.

Probably not, she decided. And asfor the unknown sperm donor . . .

The door to Grandmother's Library was just ahead. Theo took a deep breath, wincing when her ribs
grabbed, and put her hand on the plate.

She hadn't gone two steps down the row, when her mentor swept out of the booth at the right rear,
and folded her into a voluminous embrace, pack and all.

"Sweetiel You must be exhausted." She stepped back, to Theo'srdlief; Marjene's hug had hurt her
bruised ribs.

"Come on back," her mentor was saying. "I've ordered us some juice and cookies."

Theo sighed. Marjene ways ordered juice and cookies. Sharing food was asocia method of
reinforcing apersona bond, Dr. Wilit said. Following Marjene down the dim, carpeted halway to her
booth, Theo wondered what shape their relationship might have taken without the frequent application of
sugared snacks.

That's not fair, shetold hersalf sternly, as she did her pack off, and swung up onto astool. Marjene
was hereto help her.

"Hereyou are, swestie." Marjene put adisposable cup in front of her, and Theo bit her lip. Two
"swesties' indde of as many minutes was not good news. Marjene must've aready read the incident
report.

Theo picked the cup up, more for something to do with her hands than because she wanted thejuice.
What she wanted to do was get out her handwork, andjust . . . beaone. . . for awhile. Unfortunately,
it didn't look like she was going to be alone anytime soon, and as for the handwork . . . Marjene would
be disappointed if Theo succumbed to her "nervous habit," and Marjene was aready plenty
disappointed.

Theo sipped the tepid, too sweet beverage, put the cup back on the table, and folded her hands
tightly together on her lap.

"That's better," her mentor said, sitting back with asmile. Y ou've had quite an eventful few days,
haven't you? Isthere anything you'd like to share?’

No, Theo thought crankily; thereisn't. She didn't fed like talking to anybody. She wished shewas
gtting on the bench in the garden a home, the breeze in her hair, and the birds chattering in the jezouli
bushes. ..

Marjene's face suddenly went dl wavy and soft as Theo's eyesfilled with tears. Shetried to blink



them away, but they spilled over. Horrified, she looked down, and the tears dripped onto the tense knot
work of her fingers.

"l guessyou've seen the reports aready,” she said, her voice wobbly. "How | made Lesset fall
yesterday, and hit Roni with aball just now at teamplay.”

Therewas asmal pause before Marjene said, "Well, yes, | have seen them. But they only tell me
what happened. They don't tell me how you fedl, Theo."

Theo sniffed and thought about Coyster, which was amistake, because that made her think about her
room at home, and her mobile, and her pictures, and the fish swvimming inthefloor . . .

"| fedl bad,” she said, and reached for one of the disposacl oths Marjene always had on hand, dried
her face and blew her nose. Her mentor waited until she had finished, and nodded encouragingly when
Theo raised her head.

"Hurting other people does make usfed bad,” Marjene said gently. She tapped the display set into
the table before her. "'Y esterday's incident report states that Lesset wasn't injured, which isvery
fortunate. Today, though—Roni was physicaly hurt, and badly frightened, too."

Theo nodded and swallowed. " She got in front of the ball.”

Marjenelooked at her with gentle di sgppointment.

"Roni may have gotten in front,” she said, "but you threw the ball. | know you didn't hurt her
ddiberately, Theo, but you did hurt her. Y ou must take respongbility for your own actions—and the
consequences.”

"I know," Theo sighed, and untangled her fingers so she could have another sip of too-sweet juice
that did nothing to ease the dryness of her throat. "1 did hit her with the bal. But she wasin thewrong
place—out of pogtion. If she hadn't—"

"Theo," Marjene said gternly. "Are you about to cast blame?'

She bit her lip, put the cup down and stared &t it, hard, for severd heartbeats, as she followed the
thought to its conclusion.

"Stating afact," she said dowly, looking up into Marjene's round brown eyes, "isn't casting blame. |
threw the ball—that's afact. The bal hit Roni in the nose—that's afact. Roni was out of position—that's
afact, too. And it's also afact that she wouldn't have gotten hit in the noseif shed beenin Firg Ring,
where she belonged.”

Marjene blinked, and looked down at her display, lips pursed.

"l ... see" shesaid eventually. When she looked up again, her face was sad.

"Theo, I'm going to tel you something that maybe | shouldn't, but | can't just Sit back and let you
continue to hurt people—and yourself! | want what's best for you, and this—thisisn't good for you." She
leaned across the table and put her hand over Theo's.

"Sweetie, you know you're physicaly limited. Y our mother and | have talked to you about it; you've
seen the notesin your file. What you may not have known is—we can help you, Theo. Y ou don't have
to, to knock down your friends, or hurt your teammeates. There are medications—very smple, very safe
medi cations—that can cure you!"

Theo wished Marjene didn't have her hand pinned to the table. She a so wished that Marjene would
stop looking at her like she was awet kitten or something . . .

"Thething is, sweetie—your mother knows about these cures. The Office of Academic Safety has
approached her several times, asking that she help you. And she'saways refused.” Marjene smiled, but
even Theo could see that it was Strained.

"I'm sure she has her reasons—very good reasons! But sometimes amother'slove. .. Well, were
not impartia about our children. That'swhy our children have mentors! And that'swhy I'm telling you
this. Y ou haven't had your Gigneri, and your mother hasthe right to refuse in your name—uwithout



consulting you. But, now that you're informed, if you wereto tell me, right now, that you wanted to
acceptacure. . "

Shock brought Theo up straight in her chair, her hand snatched from beneath Marjenesand fisted in
her [ap. Her mentor wastrying to talk her into—what was her mentor trying to talk her into, anyway?

"Theo?| know it's brand-new information. Take a couple minutes to think about how nice it would
beif you never tripped, or hurt anyone else, ever again.”

Theo blinked. A cure, Marjene said. And Kamele had rejected it. Why would she do that? Kamele
didn't like the notes and reports that camein every time Theo broke something, or tripped, or—any more
than Theo liked being the cause of the reports. Sheld legp at acure, if there was one.

Wouldn't she?

"Sweetie?' Marjene murmured.

Theo shook her head. "I—I think I'd better talk to Kamele," she said dowly. "I need to understand
why she decided not to accept the curefor me. And.. . . | want to talk to Father, too." Y es, she thought,
she needed to know what Father thought about this whole thing—the cure, Kamel€s refusal, and
especidly Marjenes mativetion for telling her something even she said she had no right to share!

"Theo!" her mentor sngpped.

Sheer amazement brought Theo's eyes up. Marjene never snapped! And—yes, her mouthwas set in
athin, graight line, her big brown eyes glittering.

Marjene, Theo thought, beginning to fed alittleirritated hersdf, was angry.

"Why shouldn't | talk to Kamele and to Father?' she snapped back. "I—"

"Stop that right now," Marjene interrupted, which was something else she never did. Theo bit her

lip, took abreath so deep her bruised ribs protested, counted to twelve, and took another, dightly less
deep, bresath.

"Thank you," Marjene said more moderately, like she'd taken a couple of deep breaths hersdif.
"Earlier in our conversation, you cited some factsfor my benefit, did you not?"

Cautioudy, Theo nodded.

"Yes, you did. Now, I'm going to cite some factsfor your benefit. Listen closdy.” Marjene paused,
asif to collect her thoughts, folded her hands firmly on the tabletop, and looked into Theo's eyes.
Looking directly into a person's eyes was a domination trick, according to Professor Wilit, with the
dominated being the one who looked away first.

Theo lifted her chin and looked right back.

Marjene's mouth tightened, but the only thing she said was, "It'safact, isn't it, Theo, that your mother
has taken afaculty gpartment for hersdf and for you?”

"Yes," Theo answered, fighting the urge to look at her knees.

"Yes" Marjenerepeated. "And isit afact that Professor Kiladi did not accompany her to your new
goatment?'

Thisnot looking down was hard. Theo licked her lips. "Y es, that's afact, too."

"Itistherefore afact that Professor Kiladi isno longer Housefather in your mother's establishment, is
it not?'

"Yes," Theo whispered. Her somach hurt.

Marjene nodded. "And it'safact, isntit, Theo," she said, gently now, "that you haven't yet had your
Gigneri, or in any other way been entrusted with the record of your genes?’

Theo looked down at her hands, folded together so tight the knuckles showed white. "Yes," she said
clearly, "that'safact, too."

"And you do know that calling aman who is neither Housefather nor a Certified Biologic Donor by



the honor-name of 'Father' is at the least disorderly, and possibly even anti-socid?"
Theo closed her eyes.
"Redly, Theo," Marjene said after amoment. "Do you need any more notesin your file?'
I'm going to be sick, Theo thought. She swallowed, feding tears prickling the back of her eyelids.

"Theo? Swestie, | know it takes time to get used to new arrangements. But you have to be flexible,
Y ou have to embrace change. Y ou're entering awhole new chapter of your life, and that's exciting and a
little scary. | know. But clinging to the past only makes the present scarier.”

No, Theo thought. I'm not going to be sick. I'm going to, to knock over the table, and throw
things, and—
Her mumu thweeped.

Before she redized what she was doing, Theo was off the stool and grabbing her pack. She made
hersaf ook up into her mentor's astonished face and say, as calmly as she could, "I have to go now,
Marjene. I'm expecting addivery.”

She turned without waiting for an answer and al but ran out of Grandmother's, leaving her mentor
gaping after her, and probably composing another note for her file.

Eleven

University of Delgado
Faculty Residence Wall
Quadrant Eight, Building Two

A sandy haired man wearing agreen sweater and gray work pants was turning away from their door.
He had alargeroll balanced on one shoulder, casually held in place with one big hand.

"Hey!" Theo jumped off the belt, not bothering with the safety grip, wincing when her soreribs
complained. "Sr!"

The man continued histurn, sandy eyebrows up and an amused ook on hisruddy, unlined face. The
deevesof hissweater were pushed up, displaying muscled armsthick with blond hair.

"Student?' he said courteoudly.
"I'm Theo Waitley." She was panting alittle, her face hot and her hair sticky, and she made hersdlf
walk dowly, to spare any more twinges from her bruises. "1 think that must be my rug. I'm sorry I'm late.”

"Theo Waitley's the name on the delivery dip, right enough, and nobody said you werelate" He gave
her acheerful grin. "Ms. Dall guessed fivebelswould find you home after your game, and I'm acouple
ticksearly. Truthis, | was going to go looking for a cup of something cold and maybe a snack before |
came back to seeif you were homeyet." The grin widened. "Ms. Dail pays half up front on delivery



work, the rest when we bring her the signed chit. Untrusting woman. But smart as new paint.”

"You're very niceto bring thisto me," she told the man, whose name, she redlized suddenly, sheld
forgotten to ask. "Mr—?"

Helaughed. "Just Harn," he said, and jerked his head at the door. "If you'll get the door, I'll walk this
inandlay it out."

"Oh, you don't haveto do that!" Theo protested.

"No problem at dl," he assured her. "Besides, you might need some help getting it down right,
'specialy snce you're gonna be using stickystrips.”

"Wadl, if you're sure you don't mind, 1'd be glad to have your help." She stepped past Harn and
opened the door. Hewalked in after her, deftly maneuvering the long roll in the small space.

"My room'sthisway," Theo said, leading him down the halway. She triggered that door, scooped
Coyster up as he made a dash across the threshold and swung out of the way.

Harn walked past her at the absolutely correct angle, dropped to one knee and let the rug roll easy
off his shoulder onto the floor. He looked around.

"Gonna need them stickystrips on this surface.”

Theo stepped inside and dropped her pack in what had becomeits usual place near thewall.
Coygter squirmed against her shoulder. She put him down and he pranced away, tail high, gave Harn's
knee an enthusiastic bump, and sniffed at the rug.

Harn grinned. "'l got acat,” he said. "Not that friendly with strangers, though." He glanced at Theo.
"Where d'you want it?"

Theo looked up at the folded bed. Harn followed her gaze, and nodded. "Like to have this under
your toes when you get up in the morning. Good idea." He picked Coyster up and moved him out of the
way before touching the bindings.

Released, the rug unrolled dightly, showing aflow of greens and blues around a plain white sed pack.

"All right, now, Theo Waitley," Harn said, reaching for the sedlpacks. "'I'm going to need your help
keeping thisfriendly cat of yours out of my way while I'm working. We don't want him to get suck inthe
grips, and | sure don't want to lay the rug over him." One of the packs unsedled with aloud
zzzzZZZINITTTT and Harn looked at her over his shoulder. "Can you do that for me?”

"I'll lock him in the ‘fresher and come back to help,” Theo said. Coyster wouldn't like that, but it
would only befor afew minutes.

"Nothing to help with," Harn told her, risng and sending another calculating glance around the room.

Theo understood. Her room was so small, sheld only get in the big man'sway if she stayed.

"Cdl if you need anything,” she said.

He nodded, absently. She grabbed Coyster and carried him to the kitchen, despite his demand to be
put down this minute!

"Y ou heard what he said," she muttered, holding his squirmy furry body against her shoulder
one-handed while she punched the kaf's buttons with the other.

"Hey! Waich the clawdl™

"Gnrrrngh,” Coyster said, twisting so hard she dmost dropped him. She counter-twisted, which
hurt, but managed to hold on to him and to the cup of soy milk sheld taken out of the kaf.

"You are not going back thereto supervise," Theo told him. ™Y ou'll getin trouble.”
Coyster sighed, deeply. Patiently. Theo felt agrin wobble around her mouth.

"I know, you never get in trouble. Except sometimes.” Just like me, she added silently. She grabbed
adisposable plate from the kaf's supply shelf and kndlt carefully on the floor.

By the time she'd poured adab of milk into the plate, Coyster was squirming to get away again, the



need to supervise Harn apparently forgotten. Theo let him go. He walked straight down her chest, until
hisface was in the milk, then stopped, back legs braced against her belly, barely shot claws anchoring
him to her coverdls, visbly vibrating aong his entire length. Milk was arare trest; too much wasn't good
for cats, Father sa—

Theo caught her breath againgt apain that had nothing to do with her ribs. She counted to twelve,
then drank some of the milk from the disposable cup.

What does Marjene know, anyway ? she thought, and drank some more milk. Coyster, finished with
histithe, did an about-face, propped his paws against her knee and bumped her elbow with his head.

"No, you can't have any more," shetold him. "And if you make me spill mine, I'll haveto lock you in
‘fresher while | clean up the mess." Shelooked at him dismally. "Maybe I'd better lock us both inthe
fresher.”

Coyster's response to thiswas interrupted by aloud voice, echoing weirdly off thewalls.
"Hey, Theo Waitley! Come see what you think of thig"

"That wasfast." She gulped the last of her milk, and rose gingerly, careful of her ribs, dropping the
cup in the disposal on the way by. Coyster galloped past her, tail up, and by the time she got to her
room, he was on his back among the shimmering blues and greens, feet inthe air, eyesdittedina
ca-smile

"Looks like you made agood choice," Harn said from his lean against the desk.

"Ms. Dail made agood choice." Theo walked over to the rug, put her foot on it and deliberately
shifted her weight. Thefoot braced againgt againgt the floor did alittle, but the rug stayed puit.

Harn nodded. "Those stickystrips are top-grade. If you do ever want to move the rug, just roll it up,
then pedl the strips off the floor, reset 'em where you want ‘em and put the rug over 'em." He pointed at
the folded-up bed.

"What | did was make it so therelll be some rug on both side of the bed when it'sdown."”
"Thank you for your help," Theo said, "and for coming al the way from—from Efram."

"What Ms. Dail paysmefor,” he said chearfully, and pushed away from hislean. He pulled a
datastrip and alight pen out of his pocket. "What | need you to do issign that the delivery's complete, so
| can get therest of my pay.”

"Sure." She signed the strip; he dipped it and the pen away, and gave her anod.
"I'll be on my way, Theo Waitley. Nice meeting you."

"It was nice to meet you, too," she said politely, leading him down the hall. She stopped suddenly as
they reached the parlor, suddenly remembering—

"I'm s0 sorry!"" she exclaimed, fedling her face get hot. "1—did you want something to drink, or—"

Harn laughed, holding up abig hand. "I'll take care of that on the way home." He smacked hissizable
chest. "Not gonnafade away for lack of food for awhile yet, eh?!

In spite of hersdlf, Theo smiled. "If you're sure” she said. "l realy do thank you."
"Notrouble at al," Harn assured her as she opened the door. "I liketo deliver insgde the Wall."
"You do?' Theo looked up & him. "Why?"

"Reminds me of why | live down intown," he said and stepped out into the hall. "Have agood
evening, Theo Waitley. Y ou and your cat together."

Coyster was right, Theo thought, the rug did fed nice. Just Sitting on it made her fed better. ‘Course,
it aso made her fed better that, except for Coyster, shewasfindly adone, with hook and thread in hand.

She closed her eyes, letting her fingers shape whatever they cared to, finding cam in the patterned
movements. Her ribs hurt, and so did her head, and she should redlly get upinaminute. .. or two. ..



jack in her 'book and finish her solos. Thread dipped between her fingers, the needle moved, and she sat
cross-legged on the rug, Coyster's purrs helping the thread relax her; and relax her some more, until she
was more ad eep than awake, and—

Her mumu chimed.

Theo jumped, eyes snapping open; mumu at her ear before it sounded a second time.

"Theo?' Lesset whispered loudly. "How are you?'

"Terrible," Theo sad. "Why are you whispering?"

There was apause, asif Lesset had blinked. "I don't know," she said in amore normal tone.
"But—terrible, you said. Isyour Sde hurting you?'

"Some," Theo admitted, "but . . ." Shebit her lip and looked down at the shape her fingers had been
making. Not aflower, but something kind of uneven and blobby. An amoeba, maybe.

"l had to see Marjene after teamplay,” shetold Lesset.
"Oh, no! Did she already have the report?”
"Worse than that, sheydled a me—"

"Y our mentor yelled a you?' Theo could picture Lesset's eyes getting round, rounder even than her
mouth.

"Close enough. And she acted likeit's some kind of Crime Against Society to call Father likel
awayshave, and . . ." Theo paused to draw bregth, and ran her hand over the rug, watching the nap flow
from greento blue.

"Well, itis" Lessat said. "I mean, not that it'sa Crime Againgt Society. But itiskind of . . . srangeto
hear you caling Professor Kiladi 'father' when your mother's set him asde and—"

"Kamele has not set Father aside!” Theo interrupted hotly.

Therewas apause. "He's not living with you, ishe?' Lesset asked pointedly.

Theo sghed. "Hes not living with usright now, no," she admitted, feding her somach starting to
cramp up again.

"Thenshe set him asde,” Lesset said, likeit didn't matter. " My mother saysthat's agood thing.
Professor Kiladi has served his purpose, she says, and now Professor Waitley's sub-chair of her
department, and—"

"That's only atemp assignment,” Theo protested.

"My mother says Chair Hafley's out of favor with Admin. Your mother could be the next EdHist
Chair. That would be tenured and published!"

Theo's scomach twisted.
"Will you invite meto your apartment on Topthree?!

"We're not going to Topthree," Theo said, breathless. We're going home, shetold hersdlf. Kamele's
going to finish her temp post and then we'll go home!

"Y ou don't think Professor Waitley's good enough to be chair?”

"She's at least good enough to be chair!™ Theo snapped, then blinked, seeing the trap too late. "'l just
don't think Admin'l pick her, isdl,” shefinished lamely.

"Well . .." Lesst let the word drift off, unwilling to argue on Admin's side, and Theo grabbed at the
chance to change the subject.

"Whét're you going to do for Professor Wilit's solo?!
"Whose s0l0?"

"Professor Wilit," Theo repeated patiently. Lesset tended to put off her work until the last second,
which Theo had never understood. She probably hadn't even opened her 'book yet. "Theresa—"

"Hang on," Lesset interrupted. A woman said something unintelligible in the background, to which



Lesset answered, "Theo."

Something e se from Lesset's mother, her voice fading as she moved out of mumu range.

"Yes, maam," Lesset said, and then, her voice louder, "Theo, I've got to go. I'll see you tomorrow,
"

"Okay—" she said, but might've saved the breath. Lesset had aready cut the connection.

Sighing, Theo put the mumu on the rug beside her. She picked up her handwork, but couldn't seem
to focusonit. Findly, she put it next to the mumu and stretched out, carefully, on the rug.

So soft . . . shethought, and closed her eyes—then opened them as Coyster put his nose against
hers.

"Prrt?" he asked, amber eyes staring down into hers.

Theo rubbed his cheek. "Quiet,” she said. "I've gottathink."

"Prrt!" Coyster stated, and curled around on her shoulder, purring immediately.
The last thing Theo remembered was thinking how nicethat was. . .

Kamele dropped her research book on her desk, and rubbed her eyes. She was going to haveto
stop running at triple speed soon—but there was so much to do! If she could get adecent night'sdeep . .
. she shook her head, mouth wobbling. Sheld thought the move back to the Wall would be. . .
comforting. After dl, she had come home . . .

... only to find that home had shrunk, or that she had grownin.. . . unanticipated directions, so that
the once-comfortable embrace of the Wall now chafed and irritated.

And it could hardly help matters that she had become unaccustomed to deeping aone.

Her head hurt. She reached up and pulled the pinsloose, Ietting her hair tumble down to her
shoulders. It was so fine that she had to keep it pinned tight, else it wisped and wafted around her face
and shoulders. Uncontrollable stuff. And Theo had inherited it, poor child.

Kamele massaged her temples, and finger-combed her wispy, unmanagesble hair. She thought about
going down to the faculty loungeto pull a coffee, and decided againgt it. She'd had enough caffeinefor
one day—no, she'd had more than enough—and caffeine was the only reason to drink coffee from the
department's kaf.

She sat down at her desk, and pushed the 'book aside, glancing at the privacy panel asshedid. Yes,
the door status was set to "open.” Office hours would be done by sevenbells and she could go home.
Perhaps sheld stop at the co-op on her way and pick up a bottle of wine. She wrinkled her nose,
remembering the last time sheé'd had wine out of the co-op.

Or perhaps not.
There being no studentsimmediately in need of her attention and advice, Kamele pulled out her
mumu and tapped the screen on.

There was amessage from Ellain queue, assuring her that the Oversight Committee was dready
moving on their request for the forensic lit search. They, at least, said Ella, took the possibility of an
accreditation loss very serioudy indeed. Kamele nodded, pleased.

After Ellas note, there were adozen or so routine messages from colleagues and Admin. Below
them were two marked "urgent”"—one from the L& R Department and the other from Marjene Kant.

Panic pinched Kamele's chest. She took a ddliberately deep breath to counter it, and opened the
message from L&R.

Professor Viverain wrote a clean, terse, hand, and Kamele was very shortly in possession of the facts
of Four Team Threeg's scavage game. Viverain took the trouble to state not once, but twice, that Roni
Mason had put herself into aposition of peril, in defiance of the rules of both the game and of good
sportsmanship, and, upon being injured, had immediately begun to kick Theo, who had aready been



knocked to the floor by the collison.

In summary, Viverain praised both Theo's teamwork and her growing skill in scavage and hoped that
Professor Waitley would not hesitate to contact her with any questions she might have about the incident.

Kamele closed her eyes. Roni Mason was spoiled and unprincipled, following, Kamele thought
uncharitably, properly in her mother's footsteps. Well. She opened her eyes. There was more, she was
certain.

And indeed there was. The gppended Safety Office report suggested that the incident might have
been avoided, or at least stopped short of bloodshed, had Theo not been involved. The reporting Safety
fielded the theory that Roni Mason had been trying to kick the dropped bal, not redlizing, in her
distraction and pain that (1) the game was over, and (2) that she was kicking Theo.

Thiswas so trangparently mendaciousthat it seemed unlikely that anyone would believeit. Onthe
other hand, Theo had along string of notesin her file documenting instances of her horrifying clumsiness,
all theway back to first form. Whatever her discipline problems—and Kamele had heard they were not
incons derable—Roni Mason was not tagged as "physicaly limited.”

Lips pressed tight, Kamele called up the A-Team report: Theo had suffered bruised ribs; the
A-Teamer had administered ana gesic and muscle relaxant, suggesting that the same be given before
bedtime to prevent stiffness and to insure arestful night.

Kameetook adeep breath and exhaed, forcefully. Unfortunately, the exercise did very littleto
prepare her for Marjene's message.

| feel compelled to inform you, it began without preamble, that Theo ended our scheduled
meeting this evening precipitously, standing up while we were in the middle of a discussion and
announcing that she was expecting a delivery. | understand that her problem on the scavage court
had distressed her, and that the topics we had before us were unsettling, but this sort of rudeness
toward one who—

Kamele closed Marjene's message and filed it. After consideration, she dso filed Viverain's report,
with attachments.
Half-a-dozen taps notified her students and the Department Chair that she had canceled what

remained of her office hours. That done, she dipped the mumu away, changed the room status from
"open’ to "closed,” gathered up her 'book and left the office, walking rapidly.

Someone close by was singing something soft and abstract, like honeybumblesin the flowers.
Beneath the song was the soft, familiar click of keys. Kamele sang like that sometimes, Theo thought,
drifting comfortably awake, when she was concentrating. It was a different kind of snging than she did
for the chorde—more like a cat purring contentment. Theo sighed, broke the surface of wakefulness and
opened her eyes.

Barely two hand-spans away, Kamele sat cross-legged on the rug, her 'book on her knee, face
down turned, fingers moving gently on the keys, her hair wisping around her shouldersin disorderly
waves. Coyster was sprawled on the rug at her side, snoring.

Theo sighed again, and her mother looked up from her work, the song murmuring into silence.

"I'm sorry," Theo whispered.

Kamel€e's eyebrowsrose. "Sorry for what?'

Sorry for the song ending, Theo thought, but what she said was, "There's another notein my
file—probably two." Shebit her lip. "1 guess you got the report from Viverain . . ."

"Professor Viverain was extremely complimentary,” Kamele said. " She praised your skill and your
commitment to your Team."

Theo blinked. "She did?'



"Shedid," her mother answered, glancing down to fold up her 'book and set it aside. She looked
back to Theo. "The Safety Officer was another matter."

"I know," Theo whispered, remembering the red-haired Safety. "She said | had asocieta obligation
not to hurt other people.” Shetried to Sit up, gasping as her ribs grabbed, sending a bright spark of pain
adong her side.

"Easy." Cool hands caught hers, and Kamele helped her up. Theo closed her eyes, waiting until the
sparks subsided into a sullen ache.

"The report said your ribs were bruised, and that the A-Teamer gave you an analgesic and amuscle
relaxant. Have you taken anything snce you've been home?'

Theo shook her head. "The rug got delivered, and then | talked to Lesset, and then Coyster and | . . .
took anap."

"An excdlent idea," Kamde said, not even asking if her soloswere done. ™Y ou haven't eaten
anything?”

"l ... had acup of soy milk."

Kamele haf-amiled. "That's something, | suppose. Well .. ." She pulled her mumu out, and sent Theo
aquedtioning glance. "I'm cdling for dinner. What would you like?"

"Um...veggiefried rice?'

Her mother nodded, tapped a quick message into her mumu and put it on top of her '‘book. On the
rug, Coyster extended his back legs, pink toes stretching wide, and relaxed al at once with atiny,
satisfied moan.

Theo smiled, and leaned over—carefully—to rub hisbely.

"I went to see Marjene," she said dowly, watching Kamele out of the side of her eye. Her mother
nodded, looking politely interested, which, Theo suspected darkly, sheld probably learned from Fa—

Shetook a breath and sat up, her hand braced on the rug next to Coyster'stail.

"Marjene says—she saysthere are drugsthat can . . ." She stumbled, not liking any of the words
available. Marjene had said cured, but was being clumsy anillness?

"Shesad, if | may make asupposition,” Kamele said coally, "that there are drugs which can prevent
you harming other people through your well-documented ‘physical limitations.' Isthat correct?’

Theo nodded, dl the misery of the afternoon suddenly back, and her ssomach starting to ache again.
"She said that—you refused them—the drugs—for me?" She paused, took a breath and said, properly.
"I'd liketo understand why."

Kamele put her ebow on her knee and her chinin her hand. Therewas atiny line between her
eyebrows, and her eyeswere serious.

"Itsacomplex issue" shesaid gravely, "but I'll do my best to answer, dl right?

Theo nodded.

Kamele sighed, then said dowly. "It is, of course, our obligation to do what we can to promote order
and safety within our society of scholars. In aperfect intellectua society, such as the Founding Trustees
envisoned, tending to our persona obligations and respongbilities would be enough to ensure that order
ispreserved." She smiled dightly. "Unfortunately, the Founding Trusteeshad been . . . alittletoo
optimistic about human nature. So, we created the Office of Academic Safety, to help us maintain the
environment to which we aspire." She paused.

Theo nodded to show she was following this. She knew the story of the Founding, of course, but her
teachers hadn't even hinted that the Founders were human, must |ess capable of what Kamele seemed to
besayingwasan. .. well, it wasaprotocol error, that's what—but Kamele was talking again.

"Sometimes, because it has SO much to do, the Safety Office. . . becomes overzealous. When this
happens, so some of usfed, it isour responsbility to opposeit, just as much asit is our respongbility to



work for orderlinessin our everyday lives.
There was a pause. Theo frowned.

"So you decided not to follow the Safeties advice because of a. . . philosophica difference?’ she
asked dowly.

Kamele actually laughed. "Not quite. What | mean to say isthat we're obligated to scrutinize the
recommendations the Safeties make to us; to do our own research and to draw our own conclusions.
We're scholars, and thisis how scholars dedl. So," she waved her free hand—maybe at her mumu,
maybe at the desk.

"S0," she said again. "When thisissue of the drugs—of the so-caled cure—first came up with the
SAfety Office, | did what any scholar would do; | did my research. And | found anumber of . . .
interesting . . . facts.

"Thefirgt isthat thereisa. .. small but significant . . . proportion of the population who share what
the Safety Office termsyour ‘physica limitations who . . . find that those difficulties resolve themsdves a
some point near their Gigneri."

Theo sat up straighter, ignoring the snap of pain from her ribs.

Kamele nodded. "Y es, that's an interesting fact, isn't it? But the second fact is even more s0." She
paused, asif to make sure she had Theo'sfull attention. "It seems that the recommended drugsare not . .
. quite. . . asbenign asthe Safety Office assures usthat they are. Indeed, severa of the offered 'cures
measurably limit learning, and make it difficult to concentrate. These findings adso seemed significant,
especidly for astudent who isin the process of acquiring her Core Learning.”

Ontherug, Coyster yawned, noisly, and rolled to hisfeet. He gave his shoulder aquick lick and
headed for the back of the room, bumping Theo cheerfully as he passed by.

"Now," Kamele said. "Since Marjene has brought thisissue to you and made it your responsibility,
you may wish to exercise your right to research, and to form your own conclusions. | can, if you wish,
send you citations from my own research, and that of Professor Kiladi. They may be helpful asagtarting
point, or you may wish to construct your own protocol, independent of our findings.”

Theo licked her lips, thinking of Marjene, of how certain she'd sounded. Maybe, she thought,
Marjenetrusted the Safety Office too much? That was an interesting idea Kamele raised, the notion that
the Safety Office could—in some cases should—be opposed . . .

"I'dlikethe citations," she said, "very much, please, Mother."

Kamele nodded. "I'll forward them to you tomorrow, along with the list provided by the Safety
Office, of those drugsthey deem safe and effective.”

"Thank you," Theo said, around adight shiver. Hadn't, she wondered, the Safety Office done its
research?

Shelooked up. "I—Marjene's pretty . . . upset with me. If you haven't gotten anote, you will," she
sad dowly. "She—wadll, | left in the middle of our mesting. | didn't—"

"Marjene was pushing you," Kamele said tartly; "and interfering where she had no right. Perhgpsa
little distresswill clear her mind." She Straightened, stretching her amswide.

A gong sounded. Dinner, thought Theo, suddenly ravenous, ishere.

"Right on cue," Kamele said and rolled to her feet. She held her hands down, and Theo took the
boost. "I'll meet you at thetable," she said, heading for the door.

"Kamele!" Theo bit her lip, but it wastoo late. Her mother turned, one hand on her door.
"Y es, Daughter? | s there something els2?"

"l—will you—" shetook abreath, feding periloudy closeto tears. "Are you going to, to take
another onagrata?'

Kamele closed her eyes, and opened them, looking tired.



"Not right now, Theo," shesaid quietly.
The gong sounded again; she dapped the door open and was gone, her footsteps sharp againgt the
ceramicfloor.
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Oktavi caught Theo curioudy off-balance.

On the one hand, it had arrived with breathtaking speed, but on the other, so much had happened
that it seemed years between the scavage game and the moment when she and the rest of the Team were
findly ableto close their 'books and put learning behind them for the day.

"See you tomorrow," Theo caled generdly, turning down the hall that led to the cross-campus belt,
her pace increasing. She siwung up onto the belt and winced as her bruised ribs protested.

"Ow," she muttered, and shifted the bag over her shoulder.

"If you keep jumping around like that," a husky voice said in her ear, "you're not going to give
yoursdf timeto hed."

"Kartor." Theo turned her head. "It'sjust bruises,” she said.

He nodded, settling his own pack. "But there's bruises and bruises. If the bones are bruised, that's
more serious than just surface bruises. Hurts more. Takeslonger to hed "

"l don't think the bones are bruised,” Theo said. "The doctor didn't say so."
"You'relucky shedidn't break your ribs," Kartor said darkly.
"Oh, | don't think she could've donethat . . ."

"Y ou don't? Roni's ‘way bigger than you are and she had leverage. Do the math, Theo. | betchathe
Review Board will."

He'sreally mad, Theo thought, throwing aglance a him. Hisface wastense, with hard lines
bracketing his mouth.

She bit her lip, not sure what to say to make him calmer. The scavage game had been days ago, after
al. If hewas still upset about it—and it seemed like he was—then he needed . . . Theo hesitated.

Kartor needsto talk to his mentor, shethought carefully, tasting theidealike it was brand-new,
which was slly. Y our mentor was there to help you work through bad fedlings. Everybody knew that.

But what if Kartor's mentor was like Marjene?



Theo bit her lip. The Eyes don't watch everything, she heard the whisper from memory. Even we
know that.

Kartor shook his head and gave her asideways ook, the corner of his mouth twisting up in akind of
lopsided grin.

"By theway, mind if | ride with you?'

"o'Course not," Theo said, surprised. Kartor's mother worked in the Systems Group just off Centra
Station. Hed ridden the belt with her that far on more than one Oktavi evening.

"Notice how the Team's been working better the last couple days?' he asked, and Theo eyed him,
wondering if he was going to try to pump her for details of the preliminary hearing, like Lesset had.

The hearing had been frightening and infuriating. Roni's mother had immediately requested that Theo
be put into Remedia Tutoring "for the good of the mgjority” until the Review Board had timeto rule.
Bresth caught, Theo'd waited, wondering around afeeling of sick dread what her mother would say.

But Kamele had only put her hand on Theo's shoulder, and hadn't said athing.

The Review Chair, though, looked over the top of her glasses at Roni's mother, and said, her voice
light and perfectly pleasant, "The Committee has not yet done itswork, Professor Mason. However, if
you fed that your daughter isat risk in the Team environment, we will entertain apleafor a Safety Order,
and place her in Smdl Group Study until arulingismade.”

Roni's mother had gotten red in the face, just like Roni did when she was upset, but she hadn't had
much choice, since she'd brought the issue up. Sheld taken out the Safety Order, which stipulated that
Theo and Roni would stay away from each other until the Committee ruled, and accepted atemporary
placein Smdl Groupsfor Roni.

That had been more than al right with Theo. And, surprisingly, it had been dl right with the rest of the
Team, too.

"We don't seem to be—I don't know—rushing so much,” Theo said dowly, asthe belt whisked
them past the Center Court Coop.

"We're not as worried,” Kartor said firmly. "I've been thinking abouit it, and you know what? | think
Roni's an—an unacceptable srain on the Team.”

Theo blinked. ™Y ou think the match program made a mistake?"

"I know it's not supposed to,” he said, shrugging. "My aunt'sin Team Management, and she saysthe
agorithm's pretty solid. If that's true—then they put Roni with us on purpose.” He gave her an unhappy
look. "Do you think they wanted ustofal?'

Theo thought about that as the belt dowed through Central Station, remembering the sets protocol
from math. Where did you put the set of dl thingsthat didn't match anything else?

"Maybethey just lumped al the misfitstogether,” she said, and bit her lip when Kartor laughed.
"l didn't mean—" she started, face hot, but he held up ahand, still laughing.

"No, you'reright! Look at usl Anj has bad wiring in her on-off switch; Estan'slost without hisrule
book; Roni hasto tell everybody else what to do; Lesset's butter-brained, and I'm adacker. You'rethe
only onewho'snorma!"

"Oh, I'm normdl, dl right," Theo muttered, but Kartor was laughing too hard to hear. Somewhat
miffed, she looked out at the corridor. Two more stops until the Culturd Diversity Wing—she swung
back to Kartor, pointing.

"Tak about being butter-brained—you missed your intersection!™

Kartor shook hishead. "No, I've got an extra, down in the senior seminar space.”
Theo eyed him. "'l thought you said you were adacker.”

Hegrinned a her. "Y eah, but I'm not stupid.”

They rode for afew minutesin slence, before Theo's curiogity got the better of her.



"So, what's your extra?"

Kartor looked down at the belt, like he was suddenly embarrassed, then |ooked back her. " You
won't laugh at me," he said, with emphasis, and took a deep breath. "Etiquette.”

"Etiquette?’ Theo blinked. Etiquette was pre-Team. Kartor couldn't be doing amake-up on that,
could he? And then she remembered the other thing held said—

"The senior seminar room," she said out loud, and looked at him. Kartor looked back—warily, she
thought, like hewasn't sure after dl that she wouldn't laugh. "Y ou'retaking Traveler's Etiquette? With
Professor Sandaluin? Kartor, that's a restricted senior seminar!”

"Wel, I'm only auditing,” he said, sounding gpologetic. "It is supposed to be restricted, but my
mentor gpplied for meto St in without grades, aslong as | keep up. If | do dl right, Professor Sandauinl
give mealetter, and that'sredly dl | need, ‘cause I'm going to have to pass the corporation'straining,
anyhow, after I'm accepted.”

" Accepted where?' Theo asked.
Kartor'sgrin wastight at the edges, hisvoice alittle too bright. "I'm going to get ajob on the station.”

Theo thought about that. Kartor's family was only accidentally academic. His mother, hisaunt, and
hisoldest sster weredl in Information Systems. They had more of aknack for doing than for
teaching—she'd overheard Professor Grinmordi say so, but not like she thought having aknack for
doing was a particularly good thing.

"Doesn't your mother want you to go into Systems?”

He shrugged, looking uncomfortable. "My firstap's been accepted, and I'm scheduled to take the
tedsat the Interval." He shrugged again. "llsas Gigneri's coming up, and my mother's pretty involved in
that. | told her about the tests and she said it might be good if | was out from under foot for a couple
days"

"Thetests are given on-gtation?”'

He nodded. "The corporation tests in groups over the Interval, soit'snot like I'll be unsupervised.
Andif | can get aletter from Professor Sanddluin, that'll be agood noteto havein my filel"

"It surewill," Theo agreed, remembering Father's comments about the professor in question. "She
expects perfection, iswhat | heard.”

Kartor shrugged again. " She's no worse than Appletorn,” hesaid. "And | don't need aletter from
him." Helooked around, hitching hisbag on hisshoulder. "I get off here.”

n M e’ tOO."

They swung off the belt together and strolled down the long halway, red, green, orange, and blue
datuslights twinkling at each door.

"Herésmy stop," Theo said, turning right toward the door marked Jen Sar Kiladi, Gallowglass
Chair, and Professor of Cultural Genetics. As she approached, the status light snapped out. The door
opened and the man himsdlf stepped into the halway, his stick in one hand and his bag in the other.

"Theo," he said gravely, then looked to her companion. "Good evening, Mr. Singh.”

"Professor Kiladi." To Theo's astonishment, Kartor bowed, wobbling alittle because of the pack on
his shoulder, and straightened.

One strong eyebrow rose. "Ah." He returned the bow, fluid and effortless despite his own burdens,
and straightened while Kartor considered him ruefully.

"| seethat I've got to work on my timing," Kartor said wryly.
"Indeed. But you must be of good heart. | swear to you that the thing can be learned.”
Kartor grinned. "Thanks," he said, and raised ahand. "I'll see you tomorrow, Theo."

"See you tomorrow," she answered, and turned to watch him walk away, in hisloose-jointed,
cardlessway. Sheturned back to apair of noncommittal black eyesin a perfectly composed face, and



had time to wonder what she'd done that was interesting before heinclined his head.

"Where shdl you like to eat thisevening, Theo?"

She hesitated, biting her lip, not knowing whether she should evenask . . .

"Speek," hesad lightly. "If the scheme is more than my aged sdlf can support, be certain that | will
tell you so immediately. My sense of sdf-preservation is strong.”

"All right,” Theo said carefully. "I'd like to—" She cleared her throat. "I wonder if we can't just
go—go hom—to your house and have toasted cheese sandwiches and tea?

Hetipped his head, eyes dightly narrowed, then nodded.

"A rigorous course, but | believe | may withstand it,” he said, motioning her to walk with him. "If we
stop at the fresh air market on our way, we might dso have asdad, if you'd likeit."

Theo let go the breath shed been holding. "I'd like that," she said. "Very much.”

"Then that iswhat wewill do." They turned right into the service hall that led to the tiny faculty
parking bay.

"Doesyour friend aspire to anthropology ?

Theo blinked. "Kartor?No . . ." She sighed and shifted her bag, wincing. "He's auditing Traveler's
Etiquette. He wantsto get ajob on the Station.”

The click of the stick against the surface of the hall echoed oddly, most asif hed used it to
punctuate something he'd thought but forbore to say aloud. Hiswords, when they did come werefluid
and thoughtful.

"Does heindeed? But surely hismother will want him with her in Systems.”

"I think hismother is. . . more concerned with hissigters” Theo said dowly. "It soundslike, from
thingshe's said, that she doesn't much care what he does, aslong ashe doesn't . . . get into trouble.”

"Well, you mustn't blame her for that. | believe that many parents wish that their off-spring would
refrain from getting into trouble.”

Theo bit her lip, and the two of them strolled down toward Father's pride-and-joy—the car he
delighted in describing to new acquaintances as a"burnished green neo-classic raly coupe.”

Some of his new acquaintances returned from his show-off ride smiling, others. . . did not. But he
was serious about hisjoy, and periodically engaged in events put on by Delgado's only road raly club.

"How have you occupied your time during the last few days, Theo?" he asked, opening thelittle car's
boot.

Theo did her pack off and put into the boot next to his bag, then straightened and met his eyes.

"I haven't exactly been trouble-free" she confessed.

"Splendid!" He gave her one of hisbrilliant grins, dammed the boot, and waved her to the
passenger'ssde. "You must tell medl about it.”

Theo did into the low seat, snapped the safety belt into place, then sat with her handsin her lap,
chewing her lip. Thisisn't, she thought dismdly, going to be easy. She'd tried to prepare; reasoning it
out, reminding hersdlf that she had been willfully ignoring socid cues, like Coyster pretending that he
couldn't see abowl full of substandard cat kibble.

You've got to do this, shetold hersdlf; you can't keep on not calling him anything, and besides,
it'sprobably . . . upsetting to himto be called Father when he's not anymore, really, and he's just
been too kind to say so.

That this particular variety of kindness was hardly a halmark of her companion's character did not
occur to her until she had licked her lips and made hersdlf say, "Professor Kiladi?!

He turned his head, one eyebrow well up.
"Dear me," he murmured. "I apprehend that | have falen into your black book, Theo. Y ou must tell



Theo considered him warily. "Black book?' she repeated.
"Ah." Heinclined hishead. "Thereference isto anotebook in which the names of al those who have

done one amischief are recorded. Allow it to be one of those quaint off-world customs of which
Delgado does not partake.”

"Delgado doesn't seem to partake of many off-world customs,” Theo commented, thinking of Gorna
Dail.

"Yes, but it hasaplenitude of its own, smilarly quaint, not to say infuriating.” He settled back into his
Sest without pressing the starter switch.

"That was avery credible attempt to change the subject. My congratulations. Now, if you please:
Professor Kiladi?"

Shetook abreath and met his eyes. "I—Marjene said that, since you're not Housefather now,
|—that it'santisocia to . . . to call you 'Father.'s"

"Ah! Marjene." He Sghed the name, dongating it into something comicaly musicd. "All isexplained.
And yoursdf?'

She blinked. "Pardon me?'

"Do you find Marjene's argument resonates with you?'

"Wdl ... l—no!" shesad suddenly. "I mean, she's right—I've been ignoring asocid cue. And that's
not . . . honest. But, if I'm being honest," she continued in arush, "I'd rather not call you Professor Kiladi,
unless—unlessyoud rather | did.”

"I am compelled to meet honesty with honesty: 1'd rather you didn't.” He touched the Sarter. The car
shifted dightly asthe engine engaged, like it was alive thing that gone from deep to dert. Father went
through asimilar change—asif being in the driver's seat brought him to ahigher level of awareness. Eyes
front, he scanned the parking bay, and when he spoke, his voice was grave.

"Theo. Far from being offended, | would be honored if you choose to continue addressing me as
'Father.' If, after due reflection, you find that you cannot in propriety dlow it, then | suggest 'Jen Sar' as
comfortable for us both." Heflicked aquick, dark glance at her. "Isthat plain?'

Chest tight, she nodded.

"Good. Unfortunately, and as much asit costs me to say so, Marjene's apped to loca customis
legitimate. Our relative positions being what they are, | see no choice but that Professor Kiladi must be
fielded when we meet in public. | would consider it akindnessif you do not invoke him often.”

That made sense, thought Theo, and formed aworkable compromise. She and Father could be
comfortable—and so could Marjene and Lesset.

"All right," shesaid, and, with avast feding of relief, smiled. "Father."

"Hah." He put the car into motion with atouch. "Isthat the awvful whole, or isthere more to your
not-exactly-trouble-free existence?'

Theo sighed, her momentary glow of comfort fading. "Therésmore," she said dolefully. "A lot more.
Andworse"

"Y ou must not keep mein suspense amoment longer, then! I you please, the round tle—and leave
no detall unturned. | must haveit dl!”

Therewas aHouse Rule againgt talking about "critical matters' during the making and the egting of
meds. "Too much angst curdlesthe milk," iswhat Father said.

When shed lived in the house, Theo had thought that particular rulewas. . . stupid, especiadly since
Father's rulings on what congtituted "critical matters' tended to be frivolous. In her opinion.

This evening, though, shewas glad of the rule. Father had taken them the long way home, winding



'round the outskirts of Nonactown while she told the whole tale of the last few days—well, except for the
bus ride; she had afeding that held like that even lessthan Kamee had. Held listened quietly, but with a
worrisome sort of . . . immediacy, like he was experiencing everything shetold him. Shed never felt
anything like thisfrom him—not anger, exactly, but—

Shewasnt redly sure.

Whatever it was, she was glad to be free of it for dinner prep. She set the table—the blue-and-white
dishes and the faded blue cloth napkins, on the little table in the corner of the kitchen, next to the window
that looked out over the garden.

While Father tended the sandwiches, Theo got out the wooden bowl, swooped Mandrin from the
work counter onto anearby stool, and mixed the greens together.

Acrossthekitchen, Father reached for the spatula. It did out of hisfingers, skittering away dmost
likeit wasdive. In her mind'seye, Theo saw it twirl and arc for the floor. She turned away from the
sdlad, did forward and captured the spatulain aleft-handed snatch.

"My thanks," Father said solemnly, receiving it from her.

"Welcome," she answered, and got back to the work counter just in time to yank the bowl out from
under Mandrin's nose.

"Catsare carnivores,” she said, reaching for the ail. "That means you don't eat vegetables; you eat
kibble"

"And the occasiond toasted cheese sandwich,” Father added. "Y ou are a pampered house-bound
creature, Professor Mandrin, who has never known the bounty of the land, nor the joy of dining on
fresh-caught rodent.”

"Fether!”

He shot her awicked look. "Does your appetite desert you? Will | be forced to eat two toasted
cheese sandwiches mysdlf?”

"Y ou don't get minethat easy!" Theo told him, though, in fact, the idea of Mandrin esting arodent did
make her fed alittle queasy. Wdll, the trick was not to think about it. She finished mixing the greensand
carried bowl and tongs to the table. Picking up the sandwich plates, she took them to the grill, where
Father bestowed a golden brown, and dightly sticky sandwich upon each.

At the table, Mandrin was inspecting the arrangements, her back feet on Theo's chair and her front
feet set daintily between the silverware.

"Y ou're more trouble than Coyster,” Theo said, unceremonioudy dropping her to the floor. Whether
it wastheinsult of being compared to acat so much her junior and orange, besides, or Theo's continuing
interruptions of her business, Mandrin stalked off, thetip of her tail twitching.

Theo grinned, the tegpot hooted and she turned back, only to find Father ahead of her, reaching up
to the shelf where the cups were kept. He grabbed one, but jostled the cup next to it, which spun,
wobbled and danced dangeroudy toward the edge. Father had aready turned away. Theo jumped
forward, catching the dancing cup just asit leapt for the floor, then did some dancing hersdlf, to keep
from knocking into counter or stool.

"That was closel" she said.

Father looked at her over his shoulder, and plucked the cup out of her hand with amurmured thanks.
Theo frowned at his back.

"Areyou al right?' she asked, which got her another over-the-shoulder glance, asincurious asthe
fird.

"Perfectly. Why do you ask?"
"Well," shesaid, following him to the table. ™Y ou dropped the spatula and knocked the cup off the
shelf—and you never drop thingd"



"Ah." He et their cups down and did into his seat. Theo sat across, watching hisface as he surveyed
thetable.

"Thisisvery pleasant,” he murmured. "1t wants only some flowers, but in this season—"

"Father "

Helooked at her, hisface perfectly composed. "I'm alittle tired, child. Nothing to signify. Thank you
for suggesting the med and the venue. Excdllent choices, both.”

Sheamiled. "l think so, too."

"We have an accord. Delightful. Eat, do!"

Theo took a bite of her sandwich and sighed aoud in sheer bliss, her eyes on the garden, where the
shadows were dready growing out from the walls. She had another bite of her sandwich, served hersdlf
some salad and continued to est while on his side he talked about the weather and how it had been a bit
too dry for the sinneasto get agood start, though there was a persuasive front on the way which he
hoped might deliver rain overnight . ..

It wasn't until Theo had finished her dinner, feding cdm and amost deepy, that she redized what
he'd been doing.

"I'm not Kamelel" she snapped, sharply interrupting adiscursive and lengthy wondering about the
hedge on the southern side, and whether it ought to be removed or smply trimmed.

He blinked, searched her face earnestly, and inclined his head. "I concur. Y ou are not Kamele."

"Y ou'retaking to mejust like you do—did—when Kamele would get upset . . ."

". .. and would require assistance in achieving cmness," he finished, and set histea cup down
decisively. "Condder it aservice of the house. Are you done with your meal? Would you like more tega?"
"I'm donewith my medl," Theo said, and pushed back her chair. "I'll get some moreteaafter | clean
up—"

"Leaveit,” he said peremptorily. "I suggest that we adjourn to the common room, with the tegpot.
Wewill wish to be comfortablefor this."

"Let us, by your kindness, ded with the smplest matter first," he said some minutes later from his
accustomed chair next to the fireplace.

Theo nodded, and sipped her tea, wondering what was simple about any of her recent messes.

"It seemsthat Ms. Kant has been very busy on your behalf." He settled back in his chair, teacup
cradled in long fingers. "We shd| |leave for the moment the question of whether she has been too busy
and if, indeed, it isyour welfare which concerns her.”

The blinked. "Marjene's supposed—" she began, and stopped when he raised his hand.

"I have read the same pamphlets that you have, Theo; though | have perhaps drawn different
conclusions, old cynic that | am. To continue: Have you pursued the citations your mother has given to
you?"

"Yed!" Theo assured him. Infact, sheld read the information with an increasing fedling of darm. Even
the mildest of the recommended drugs seemed to promise terrifying side-effects, up to and including
dight, though gpparently permanent, cognitive impa rment.

"And has Marjene d 0 shared her information with you?'

Theo snorted. "1 read the files the Safety Office has on public key. Either they haven't donetheir
research, or they choseto ignore contrary information . . ."

"...inthesarvice of the greater good,” Father finished, with the air of quoting someone who was not
entirely in good taste. "Y oull find, | think, that Delgado has a bias toward the greatest safety for the
greatest number.”



"Kamee saysthat the Founders. . . made amistake,” Theo said tentatively, belatedly thinking that
the relationship of this comment to their topic might not be asplainto him asit wasto her.

Father, however, had no trouble making the conversational leap. He cocked his head interestedly.
"Does she, indeed? She had used to walk out only so far as undue optimism. In any wise—you will find
that Delgado errs on the sSide of safety for the greater number. It is therefore up to you, and to such
trusted advisers as you may gather, to protect yourself and your interests. Which may, indeed, not dways
be either safe or best for al.”

Theo blinked. "I don't think I—"

Father raised ahand, the twisted silver ring glinting on the smalest finger of hisright hand. "Therules
of society exist to makeit possible for individualsto work together in harmony. Thereis, however, a
tension between the rulesimposed by society and the necessities accepted by individuals. When that
tenson fals, society declines and the individuas become at risk.”

She thought about that, while Father finished histeaand put the empty cup on the side table. Mandrin
jumped into his lap and he stroked her, waking loud purrs.

"| consider youto beoneof my . . . trusted advisers." she said dowly, silently adding, no matter
what Marjene says.

Heinclined hishead. "Y ou honor me," he said gravely.

She eyed him, suspecting sarcasm, or at least irony. " That doesn't mean you're not annoying.”

Helaughed. "Entirely the opposite, in my experience!” He shook hishead at her. "Please, | am
serious. Y ou honor me with your trust and | will strive to be worthy of it.”

"All right." She tasted her tea, which was cold, and put the cup on thetable. "I intend to do my own
searches, but—based on what I'veread so far, | . . ." Shetook abreath and met his eyes, which was
both easier and harder than keeping Marjene's gaze.

"My preliminary finding isthat . . . accepting even the therapy the Safety Officelistsas'mildedt' is. . .
not agood idea." She paused.

Father tipped his head, waiting for her to go on.

"What | want to ask, iswhat you think | should do," Theo said, suddenly plaintive. "Roni's mother
wants mein Remedial, the Safeties think I'm amenace, and so does Marjene. I've got to stop hurting
people, or the Safety Officeisgoing to call Kamele up for harboring an unsafe condition, and that's just
not—I can't do that!"

"Ah. | seethat you have indeed been doing your research. Y ou are correct; additional pressure can
be brought to bear upon you, through your mother. | believe you are wise to think proactively in this
case." Father Sghed and rubbed Mandrin's ears, staring off into some distance visible only to himsdf.

Recognizing the signs of deep thought, Theo folded her hands on her [ap and tried to be patient.

"My suggestion,” Father said, just as she had decided that it wouldn't be. . . too rude to go look in
the anything drawer for the extra needle and spool she kept there, "isthat you take up dance.”

Theo blinked. " Dance?'

"It may, for the moment at least, answer the cadll for rehabilitation,” he said dowly. "Certainly, it will
demondirate that you are taking the concerns of the Safety Office to heart." He looked up and met her
eyes. "Inaword, it will buy time, giving you and your mother the opportunity to plan astrategy. It would
seem that Smply holding line until you are considered old enough to speak on your own behdf may no
longer be possible.”

IIWMI

Helooked up and gave her abrief smile. "Because you have achieved enemies—people who actively

wish you harm, as ditinct from those who would cause you harm out of asincere, if misguided, concern
for your sfety.”



"Roni?" Theo asked, thinking that enemy sounded so.. . . grown up. "But Roni'sonly akid."
"True. However, Roni's mother—is not.”
Theo stared.

Father bent forward to place Mandrin on the floor. He stood, in one of hisflowing, effortless moves,
and smiled down at her.

"Be easy, child. Y ou have your own corps of defenders. And yours, may | say, are somewhat more
able than the honored Professor Mason.”

The mechanica clock in hisstudy called ninebells, its chimes echoing through the house like afamiiliar,
comfortable voice. Theo's eyesfilled.

"I wish | could stay," she said, knowing she couldn't.
"I wish you could Stay, t0o," he answered softly.
He held ahand down to her. "I'm afraid I've kept you late," he said suddenly brisk. "Come adong."

Theo let him pull her to her feet, like she had when shed been alittle kid. She went in search of
Mandrin, finding her sprawled on the table among the dinner dishes.

"You are 0 bad," she said, and skritched the black-and-white chin. "I'll see you soon." Mandrin
sghed and squeezed her eyes shut wearily. Theo grinned and followed Father out to the yard.

"I hope you don't mind aride in the dark," he said, as he strapped in.

"Oh, no!" she assured him. "It'll be much more comfortable than the late bug!™
Shefdt hisglance on the side of her face.

"Have you taken the late bus recently, Theo?' he asked politely.

Nidj! she scolded hersdlf; but there was nothing for it but to tell him, now.

"I went to Nonactown to buy arug,” she said, trying to sound like it was perfectly reasonable, "and
took the bus back."

"How exciting your life has become, to be surel" he said lightly, guiding the car out into the dark
dreet. "I'd be interested in your impressions of thelong route, if you would honor me.”

Kamel€e's already grounded you, Theo thought; he really can't do anything else.

Except give her one of hisquiet, incisive lectures that were dways, somehow, much worse than
Kamedes.

And it's not, she admitted, like he didn't have cause.

So, she took a deep breath as the car swept 'round the corner of Leafydale Place and told him about
the busride.

Thirteen
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"Thank you, Professor Waitley," Sindy Clemens said, soft-voiced and grave, asaways. "'l appreciate
your time."

"It'smy pleasure" Kamele said sincerdly. "That's an interesting line of inquiry you're pursuing. I'd very
much like to see the completed project.”

Sindy smiled and ducked her head; she was agifted researcher with aknack for dicing through airy
euphemism and into the bone of the matter. Unfortunately, her socia skills were not as well-honed as her
intellect. And she would soon, Kamele thought unhappily, watching the best sudent sheld been privileged
to guide walk out of the classroom, have to acquire the means to defend herself, or academic politics
would destroy her before she'd properly begun her work.

Of course, Kamele acknowledged, as she packed up her 'book, Sindy might choose to go €lsewhere
to pursue her researches. Many did. Delgado University sent dozens of brilliant students out into the wide
gaaxy every year.

On the other hand, the letters she had from her own mother, who had removed to Serpentine to take
up the directorship of amoribund diaspora studies program shortly after Theo was born, didn't
encourage her to believe that atalent for pure scholarship was by itself enough to prosper ina
community of scholars.

She put her hand against the door to Sign out and stepped into the hall, leaving the room to shut itself
down. Kamee yawned as she walked toward the main halway and the belt station. The senior seminar
wasin thelast class block of the day, and her consultation with Sindy Clemens had kept her another four
eights beyond that. At least Theo would have spent most of the evening with Jen Sar.

Kamele sghed, wishing she could have done the same. It would have helped, just to talk over the
recentrashof ... mess. . . as Theo styled it, with him. Not only did he know how to listen, but he
brought what was very nearly awoman's understanding to certain matters. Taking with him, she had
thought more than once, was like talking with asser.

However, as Jen Sar was demongtrably and delightfully not her sster, spending timewith himwasa
luxury that she certainly couldn't afford, not with Hafley just looking for areason to bring al of the
decisions made by her new and unwel come sub-chair under review. Ellahad reported that the Forensic
Committee was moving with unprecedented haste. In fact, she was supposed to meet with Ellato—

"Dedtruction!”

Kamele yanked out her mumu, muted for the class period, grimaced &t the reminder blinking on the
screen, and touched Ella's quick-key.

"| regret to inform you that Professor ben Suzan has perished while awaiting acal from her adored
sub-chair—"

"I'm sorry," Kameleinterrupted. " Sindy Clemens wanted my input on her latest research and |
couldnt—"

"Clemens scraped together enough courage to bring herself to your attention?' Ellainterrupted in her
turn. "Of course you needed to stay!"

"Tobring her work to my attention,” Kamele corrected. "The one hope | have for her eventual
successisthat shewill dare much for her work."

"That may be enough.”
"Geography,” Kamelesad darkly, "iseverything.”
"Speaking of geography, I'min my office, if you'd like to reschedule our meeting for right now, give



or take thetime it takes you to get here. I'll get us some dark chocolate and coffee from the dl-nighter.”
Kamele laughed as she rounded the corner to the beltway.
"l have to teach tomorrow morning—and so do you!"
"Bah. | can give them areading to parse. And so can you!"

The betway was dl but deserted. Kamele brought her mumu away from her ear, glanced at thetime
and shook her head.

"It'slate," shesaid. "Let me apologize profusay and offer to meet with you over breskfast at
Citaions™"
"I mugt find what the sub-chair'sdraw is" Ellasaid musingly.

"I'm sure Hafley will tell you if you ask, and then be very pleased to add that she thinksit improper
for atemp sub to access those monies.”

"Oh, fo—" Ellasighed sharply. "Cometo the office, Kamele."

Therewas an edge of . . . something in her friend's voice that caught Kamele's ear.
"It...cant...wait afew hoursuntil bregkfast?' she asked tentatively.

"I'd redly rather it didn't.”

Kamde frowned, identifying that something al a once. Ellawasworried.

"I'll bethere soon,” she said. "Add some protein to the sugar and caffeine, will you? I'm starving.”

"All right." Kamele sat inthevigtor'schair in Ellds office, apping dl-nighter coffee, a
tofu-and-mushroom sandwich gtill in itswrapping on her knee. "What isit that can't wait until breskfast?"
Ellashook her head and pointed. "Eat your protein; it'll wait that long."

Kamele sighed, leaned forward and pushed a pile of infodips aside so she could set her cupona
corner of Ellas spectacularly messy desk. "I don't have alot of time," she said, breaking the freshseal on
the sandwich. "Theo. . ."

"Yes" Ellasad darkly. "Exactly Theo."

Kamelelooked up. "Y ou don't know me nearly aswell aswe both know you do if you think I'm
going to quietly st here and eat this dreadful thing while you glower over my daughter's name.”

"I'm not glowering," Ellaobjected. "Asit happens, neither of my bits of news are particularly
aopetizing.”

Kamee frowned at her, raised the sandwich, and still looking directly into Ellas eyes, took alarge
bite. It made the coffee seem like fresh roast. She waved her hand at her friend and reached for the cup.

Ellasghed. "Well, if youwill have it—LystraMason has given Theo's name to the Chapdia”

Kameleinhaled—coffee, unfortunately. By the time sheld gotten her bresth back, Ella had twisted
her untasted sandwich into its wrappings and thrown the untidy ball at the disposa. She missed.

"Vilething," she commented, though it wasn't clear if she meant the sandwich, the disposd, or Lystra
Mason. She sipped her coffee and eyed Kamde. "All right, now?"

"No, | annot all right! Theo's nameto the Chapdia?' She pressed her lips together until she'd
swallowed what sheld been about to say, and satisfied hersdlf with, "That woman isafool.”

"Yes, but aviciousfool. | happened to see her going into the Central Square Smple Circle and
thought it odd enough to follow. She made the request to the person on duty at the desk, and was even
so kind asto spell 'Waitley' for him."

"She'sa child,” Kande sad. "She hasn't had her Gigneri .
"A child," Ellaintoned. "But stegped in the evils of complexity.”
"Yourenot helping.”



Her friend sighed. "In that case, | will hepfully note that you are of course correct. Theoisachild,
and subject to the discipline and control of her mother. Who, being the wise and sagacious woman |
know her to be, will forthwithly make a donation appropriate to the sin and seethe Call struck.”

"Blasted nuisance," Kamele muttered.

"Exactly—done with malice aforethought, deliberately to shatter your attention and undermine your
scholarship. Nothing that we haven't seen from Lysirabefore.” Ellapointed at the sandwich wiltingin
Kameeshand.

"Areyou going to est that?'

"No." Sherewrgpped it untidily and threw it a the disposad, whereit hit the rim and tumbled in.

"Well, now that we've gotten the med out of theway," Ellasaid brightly; "would you liketo hear
news of the forensic team?"

Kamele eyed her. "Y ou know—something tellsmethat | don't." She leaned back in the chair and
waved. "Go ahead. Spoil aperfectly lovely evening.”

"If youingst." Ellareached to her 'book and tapped aquick series of keys. "Ah, herewe are. . ."
She cleared her throat and began, quietly, to read.

"Despite the fact that our team has not been long on its quest, we have identified certain matters
which are of themsalves unsettling, and, taken with the incidents of unethical scholarship perpetuated by
former Professor Flandin, potentidly dangerous to the entire academic structure of the University of
Delgado. Whilefully cognizant of the many and heavy demands on the time of Sub-chair Waitley and
Professor Liaison ben Suzan, the forensic search team does most earnestly seek a private meeting at the
earliest possible moment. The committee holdsitsalf ready to meet at any hour. We have nothing on our
schedulesthat is more pressing than this unfortunate and complex issue.”

Kamee closed her eyes. Ella, uncharacteristically, was silent.

"All right,"” Kamde said with asgh. "My office, tomorron—"

Ellacleared her throat. "I'm sorry to be wearisome, beloved, but, given the other hints and dlegations
contained within the committee's report—which | have forwarded to you—it might be best to meet
somewhere. .. dse”

Kamele opened her eyes. " Citations private parlor?’

Ellanodded. "I'll make the reservetion for breakfast and | et the search team know."

"Thank you." Kamele stood. "I've got to get home, Ella. Theo—"

"Kamee," Ellainterrupted; "about Theo. . ."

"I'll handle the Smplestomorrow morning, after—"

"It'snot just that," Ellainterrupted again. "It's—you can't afford this. Not now."

Suddenly cold, Kamele looked down into her friend'sface. "Ella—"

The other woman raised her hands. "Hear me out. Y ou have alot on you right now: Hafley'strying to
discredit you; Mason'strying to discredit you—not to mention whatever has the forensic teamin apanic.
Y ou must appear solid, strong. Purposeful. Releasing Jen Sar was brilliant—absol utely the correct move.
And, while | don't expect that | do know how hard it was, | know that it was hard, yet you haven't
wavered. Y ou've shown the world that you can step away from personal considerations and take up the
Scholar's mantle. Y ou must take asimilar step with Theo, or your work—all of your work, al of your
care—d| of your sacrificel—isfor nothing.”

"What," Kamele said quietly—too quietly, to judge by the way Ellas eyes widened, "would you have
medo?'

Her friend sighed and | et her handsfall, fingers dapping the edge of the desk noigly.

"Play along with the Safety Office," she said, meeting Kamele's eyes defiantly. " Accept the therapy.”

"Y ou counsdl meto drug my daughter.”



Ellas gaze never wavered. " Six months. Schedule her Gigneri on thefirst possible date. Six months.
It's not so much, Kamele, set against your career.”

"It'stoo much,” Kamele answered, the cold fedling in her chest infusing her voice. She picked up her
'book and turned toward the door.

Ellas mumu whistled cheerfully.
"Blast—it's Crowley—theforendc lead," Ellasaid, and thumbed the answer key. "Thisis

serendipitous, Professor. | was just preparing to call you to schedule a breakfast meeting tomorrow—
Now?" she asked, sharply, and then said nothing else.

Kamele turned away from the door. Ellas face tightened, lines etching between her eyebrows.

"Just amoment, Professor,” she said eventualy, and sounding much subdued. " She'sright here.” She
tapped "mute” and looked up, making no attempt to hide her concern.

"Crowley saysit'sjust gone from bad to worse," she said tiredly. "Apparently Flandin wasn't just
fasfying her cites, she was tampering with the accredited texts.”

"What?" Kamele waked to the chair and sat down again. Her ssomach fluttered, but she didn't think
it was lack of food. She had thought—but this was worse than she had thought. "Handin didn't have an
arcchivit'skey."

Ellasghed. "Thenit'sal the more worrisome, isn't it? What should | tell Crowley?"

Kamee pulled out her mumu. "Tell him five minutesin the forensic committeg's research room. Tell
him I'll want to see everything. I'll be with you assoon as| text Theo."

Thelittle car zipped into the Wall's front drive, chasing the beams of its own headlamps up the twisty
ramp. Father accel erated through the last triplet of ever-tighter curves, designed to force moderate
speed. Theo laughed—and laughed again as the car sped toward the far wall and stopped gently just
before its nose kissed ceramic.

"Wel!" Father sounded like he was laughing himself. "Were a sad pair of scamps, | fear, and
deserve whatever scolding your mother caresto deliver us.”

He touched the controls and the doors opened.

"Shewon't know you've been racing unlesswetdl her," Theo commented, reaching into the boot to
retrieve her pack.

"If only that were—" he began—and stopped.

Pack in hand, Theo looked up at him, but he only murmured, "Well," and closed the boaot, shifting his
gtick to hisright hand as he turned.

Turning, Theo scanned the area to see what might have given him pause, an exercise that was, for
once, easy. A Smplein full regaliastood in apool of red light next to the door, abook held open
between mittened hands.

"Theo," Father said quietly. "Give me your mumu.”

It was dmost, she thought, asif he were dill in the driver's seat. That level of awareness, but . . .
sharper. Not atimeto argue, she judged, or to ask him why. She pulled her mumu out and handed it to
him.

"Thank you. Now, let usreturn you to your new home, where your mother will doubtlessfall upon
you with gladdened cries, while she heaps scorn upon the head of he who hasled you aong the paths
0r_ll

"I am shown aname!" the Smple caled out from the pool of red light. The amplified voice hurt
Theo'sears. It was the same voice dl the Simples had—sexless and without inflection. Initiates accepted
atalky-box implant; that's what she'd read. It was supposed to facilitate their melding with the group.
Waking at Father's Side, Theo wondered if it worked, and how it felt to hear your voice coming out of



the mouths of everybody around you.

"I am shown the name of one who has supped with complexity!" the Smple caled again. "Theo
Waitley!"

"What!" She stopped, felt a strong hand connect with her elbow and move her along.

"Don't stop,” Father murmured. "Don't stare. Don't give them an advantage. Y ou are an honorable
person going about your honorable, unexceptionable—and private—business.”

"Theo Waitley gpproached!” the Smple shouted. "My work beging"

If it had been up to her, Theo would have bolted for the door then, but Father's hand on her elbow
held her to addiberate, unhurried walk. The Smple stepped forward asthey came into her pool of light,
extended amittened hand—and pointed directly a Father.

"Theo Waitley." The Smplée's voice was quieter, now, which didn't, Theo was surprised to note,
makeit any more appeding.
"l anonasmplemisson,” Father said, never dowing down.

"What misson?' The Smple stepped into Father's path. He stopped, and Theo with him, her
somach tight.

"Thisminor child must be returned to her mother.”

"One Chapdiawill escort her."

"Onewill not," Father returned sharply. "That would invite complexity. My feet are upon the Path.”
"What do you know of the Path, who goes uncovered and unique?’

"The Path isthe journey and the journey isthe Teaching," Father said, with the air of astudent
reciting areceived formula. "Those whose feet are upon the Path must neither be brought aside nor
delayed." Hetipped his head.

"And," he continued, in amore conversationa voice, "if your colleague a my rear and to the right
does not cease her approach, regrettable things may happen. | protect thisinnocent child with every
means at my hand." He hefted hiscane, and . . . smiled.. . . at the Smple.

"He has studied,” came the voice—the same voice, but from behind them. "Perhaps heison the
Path."

"Consult the Name-K eeper while you await my return,” Father suggested cordidly. "Again, | escort
thisinnocent to her mother." Theo jumped as his hand came under her elbow again, urging her to walk
withhim.

"Come, child."

"Yes, gr," she said meekly, and concentrated on matching his pace exactly. The back of her neck
prickled and she wondered what the Simples were doing.

"Do not," Father murmured, "look back.”
"What—" she began—
"And do not spesk until weareinsde.”

The doors opened. They passed beneath the Eyes and walked past the Safety Station. Father
nodded casualy to the woman on duty as they mounted the belt for Quad Eight

"What're you going to do if they are waiting for you when you leave?' Theo demanded.
Helooked down at her, one eyebrow raised. "Don't be silly, Theo. I'll go out by another door.”
"But your car!”

"The car islocked, and its owner well-known. It will be quite safe.”

Shetook abreath. "How will you get home?"

"Thebus" Heinclined hishead gravely. "1 will, of course, bein no danger.”



Theo knew better than to take that bait. "Could | have my mumu back now?"

"Ah, yes. How cardless of me." He pulled it out of his pocket and gaveit to her. "Y ou are aware that
your mumu—I should say, that everyones mumu—emitsan ID?"

"I'mnot akid,” she said impatiently. "And the Smple was just reading the IDs out of her 'book.
What | can't figure out iswhy she didn't redlize you were carrying two mumus.”

"But, you see," Father murmured, "the ID emitter on my mumuis. . . turned off."

Theo blinked.

"They turn off?'

Hesdghed. "Mind you, | don't say it'seasy. Isthisour stop?”

"Yes," Theo sad, asthe belt dowed. She swung off, Father at her sde. "Would you have. . . hurt ..
. that Simple, redly? If she hadn't opped.”

Helooked down at her. "Yes," he said serioudy. "I would have hurt her, redly. Liad, | fear, isa
barbarous place, where people defend their honor and those who fdl within it by any means, including
physica force. Even having been so long embraced by the enlightened customs of Delgado, | find that |
cannot wholly put these violent tendencies behind me." Helifted an eyebrow.

"Y ou have now been fairly warned. Do you wish to run away?'
"Fromyou?' Theo shook her head. "Don't be anidj, Father."

He cleared histhroat. "I will," he said, so solemnly she knew that he was trying not to laugh. "Do my
best not to be anidj, Theo."

Heturned to survey the row of dmogt-identical beige doors set in at identicd intervasinto the white
wadl.

"Now, here's apleasing aspect. Which door isyours?’

"Right the—" Her mumu warmed in her hands, and she glanced down, touching the screen. "I've got
atext from Kamede," shesad, and felt the full weight of hisattention fal on her.

"Do you, indeed? Does she wonder when I'll bestir myself to return you?”'

"No-00..." Theo read thetext again. Short asit was, it seemed . . . much less cam than Kamele's
usual messages. She looked up into Father's black eyes. " She says she has a very important meeting that
can't be put off. I'm to stay in, lock the door and not answer, if someone should ring.”

"Perhaps she has received news of the Chapelidsinterest,” he murmured.

"Lookslike," Theo agreed, chewing her lip and glancing down to read the message athird time,
Would it be so bad, shewondered irritably, for Kamele to part with a little information now and
then?

"Why?" she asked suddenly, looking up. "Why did the Chapelia have my namein their book?'
Both eyebrowsrose. "Theo, you astonish me."
"No, | dont," she said shortly. "Y ou and Kamele are awaystelling me to question things."

"Indeed, but the quality of the question must aso count for something—and of late yours have
become. . . most interesting. So. Shdl you let mein and show methis rug Gorna Dail has sold you?'

She consdered himwarily. "I'd like that. It's pretty late, though, and if you're going to haveto go al
the way around to the East Door . . ."

"Itsscarcely late at al," heinterrupted, and of a sudden gave her asmile. "I seel am found out. If
you must haveit, | crave amoment of Coyster's attention.”

"Oh!" Of course he wantsto visit with Coyster, she thought, turning toward the door; he was used
to having the younger cat underfoot. And her, too. And Kamele.

"Isit...very londy ... withjust you and Mandrin?' she asked, putting her hand against the plate.
"Itis...quiet," hedlowed, following her into the apartment. He glanced around the little hall while



Theo locked the door. When she turned back, he waslooking down at Kamel€'s rug.
"l think shemeant itto. . . cheer theroom up,” Theo said awkwardly, unable to read the expression
on hisface.

"I'm certain that shedid,” he answered, hiseyes till downcast. "Well." He swept ahand out, inviting
her to lead on, and followed her down the hall.

"Thisisvery pleasant,” he said afew moments later asthey sat together on the blue-and-green rug.
Coyster was on his back between them, paws waving in ecstasy as Father tickled hisbdlly. "Ms. Dail has
donewd| by you."

"l hope s0," Theo said, running her hand over the ngp and watching the fascinating, waterlike flow
from green to blue. "Do you know how to—to dicker ?'

Grinning, he gave Coyster afina chuck under the chin. "Infact, | do. However, | bdieve that your
mother would not thank me for introducing you to the art at this point in your education. First, master
consensus and teamwork, then gpply to me again.”

Shegrinned. "Done!™

Helaughed. "' seethat you came away not entirely unmarked." He sobered. "It is, as you mentioned,
quite late. Perhaps even late enough for ayoung student who has had a remarkably adventurous few
daysto seek some well-deserved ret.”

"I'm..." Theo hedtated. Shewasdeepy. A little. But—

"I think you ought to Stay here," she said, "until that Simple forgets about you. They probably put
somebody on the East Door, too, you know . . ."

Father tipped his head, hisface serious, though she could see the smilein hiseyes.

"W, lacking appropriate encouragement, she's not likely to forget about me; nor are they likely to
have forgotten the East Door. Which isto say that | agree with you. | should, indeed, stay herefor a
time. Thank you."

Theo consdered him doubtfully. She could usualy tell when Father wasjoking. "I—"

Heraised ahand. "No, Theo. | am quite serious. Thank you for your care." Herolled to hisfeet and
extended a hand to help her up.

"S0," he sad, smiling fully now. "Shall we say next Oktavi, sametime?’
"Yes..." Sheblinked and cleared her throat. "Yed"

"Good." He touched her cheek, hisfingerswarm, then ruffled her hair like shewasakid. "Sleep well,
child"

Fourteen



History of Education Department
Oriel College of Humanities
University of Delgado

The coffee in the research room was fresh-brewed. Kamele sipped hers and sighed doud. Someone
on the forensic team had her priorities straight.

Unfortunately, the pleasure of redl coffee was negated by the methodical unvelling of datain the
Group Space at the center of the table.

"Asyou can see," Professor Crowley murmured, tapping the light keys, "we have located no further
discrepancies between Professor Flandin's publications and the materid she cites. Everything, in fact,
checks perfectly, and the committee had all but achieved a consensus accepting that thosetwo . . .
erroneous citations which resulted in the professor'sloss of tenure were the only two incidentsin
exigence.”

Kamele sighed quietly, sipped coffee and recruited herself to patience. To judge from the patient
expressons of histwo team members, Professor Crowley was one who must tell the thing in whole and
inorder. And who for al of that, she thought, would not have inssted on ameeting right now only to say
that the committee had found that there was nothing to find.

"Infact,” Crowley continued, "the committee waswell on itsway to declaring that there was nothing
esetofind. Itwasonly .. ."

"It wasonly," Professor Emeritus Beltaire spoke up from her seet at the far end of thetable, "my own
vanity, colleagues, that led usto explore what at first appeared to be the most minor portion of Professor
Flandin'swork: an encyclopedia entry on the subject of Vazinty pelinTrayle.

"The Saint of Panvine?" Ella sounded sartled, aswell, Kamele thought, she should. The Saint had
been . . . opposed to the diversity of thought which the University of Delgado—for instance—held to be
the treasure of higher learning.

Toputit mildly.

"The so-caled Saint,” Professor Beltaire said dryly. "Asit happens, my family holds the dubious
honor of having once been enclosed by the pelinTrayle phulon. When the Beltaire patriarch embraced
schism as preferable to genocide, he wisely brought away such papers, documents, and primary sources
as he could lay hand to—for protection, you understand, should he need to place hisjenos under a
patron strong enough to withstand what blandishments Vazinty might make." She smiled.

"Asit happens, Vazinty shortly had many more problemsto ded with than the repatriation of an
errant jenos. Bdtaire settled upon Melchizaand eventually the origina papers passed into the House of
Planetary Treasuresthere." She paused to Sip coffee. "Before surrendering them, the patriarch of course
made copies, which the jenos retained, as part of our private archives. Eventudly, the patriarch's
great-granddaughter, who naturally had accessto the history of the jenos, became, more by accident
than design, an expert on Vazinty pdinTrayle”

Sheraised her cup again. Professor Crowley folded his hands, his eyes dreaming on the cluttered
Group Space.

"S0," Kamee said to Professor Beltaire, "you were uniquely placed to recognize an error inthe
relevant citation.”

The elder scholar nodded. "Indeed | was, and | flagged the passage. Imaginemy . . . surprise. . .
when Professor Able—" she nodded at the last member of the committee, who appeared to be napping
with her eyes open—"told methat the cite matched . . . precisdy.”

Kamele put her cup on thetable.

"An error of memory, perhaps?’ Ellamurmured. "Even an expert is sometimes mistaken.”

"My precise thought was something less gentle regarding the memories of old women, but—yes,"



Professor Beltaire said. "Cursing my failing faculties, | checked my hard copies. . ."

"She can't have altered the source documents!” Kamele protested. "That would have required an
archivist'skey." Or an archivig, brought in on the plan, and if that were the case—Kamele shivered.

"But shedid just that," Professor Able said, apparently not napping, after dl. "1 have no idea how she
didit, but I went through those documentsline by line, comparing every word, and—the library sources
have been dtered. Only abit, mind! Nothing more than afew words; sometimes only a point of
punctuation.”

"Nothing important,” Professor Crowley said, leaning back in his chair, and looking 'round the table
a them. "Takeninisolation."

"In sum, however," Professor Beltaire murmured, "these.. . . corrections. . . draw a portrait of
Delgado and Panvine standing . . . much closer together, philosophically, than we know to be the case,
and, indeed, suggeststhat the current head of the Panvinian Adminigtration is an adviser to the Delgado
Board of Trustees."

"What?" Kamele looked at Ella, discovering an expression of bewildered outrage on her face that
was probably, Kamele thought, amirror of her own. She leaned forward, pressing her palms against the
cool surface of the table as she ordered her thoughts.

"What | hear the committee say isthat thereis strong evidencethat a. . . series? of source
documents have been tampered with. Leaving asde for the moment the how, | would ask why."

Professor Able shook her head. "Flandin is the person to give the definitive answer to that.
Unfortunately, welet her go."

"Though compdling, why does not fall within the scope of this committees work," Professor
Crowley added. "We were charged to survey the literature in order to ascertain if other . . . scholarly
transgress ons had been made which might damage the university. Evidence of such tampering has, das,
been discovered.”

Professor Beltaire shook her head. "With dl respect due to my honored colleague, | must disagree.
What this committee has discovered is a discrepancy between the documents maintained by the research
library and the documents held in private by an acknowledged expert. It isworth noting, colleagues, that
both sets of documents are—copies.”

"Certified copies!" Able corrected.

"Asyou say. But copies nonetheless. Thereisroom for doubt. The copies are demonstrably not
identical. What we cannot demonstrate from where we Sit is—which set has been dtered.”

There was slence in the research room. Kamele closed her eyes, but she till felt the weight of her
colleagues regard. She was sub-chair; thisinvestigation was her responsibility, begun for the best and
most noble of reasons. The reasons for carrying through had just become. . . animperative. If awhisper
that Delgado's most closely held records had been atered escaped into the academic universe. . .

"| understand and value your argument,” she said dowly, opening her eyes. Shelet her gaze go round
thetable, touching theface of each in turn: Beltaire grimly amused, Able only grim; Crowley resgned;
Ellaplanly horrified.

"I would be interested in hearing the committee's suggestionsfor a. . . quick and quiet resolution of
thisgtuation.”

"Quiet will bedifficult,” Ablesaid, "but | don't despair of finding the proper public relationsangle.”

"There must be an absol ute determination made first,” Crowley said sourly. "The copies must be
compared to the originas.”

"| agree" Bdtairesaid crigply. "If it isfound that Delgado's copies have been compromised, then itis
time for public relations to bake us an airy confection, and for the university to purchase a comprehensive
doc-check of itsarchival materid."

Kamel€e's somach sank. The cost! And yet, the cost—if students stopped coming to the University



of Delgado, if the results and facts reported by Delgadan scholars were automatically assumed by their
colleagues e sewhere to be erroneous. . .

"Where arethe original documents?' she asked Beltaire.

The old woman smiled. "Why, they are dtill safely locked up in the treasure house on my homeworld,
Professor Waitley. Melchiza"

Sheisnot ready!

Horror—hers, though it scarcely mattered—flooded him. He closed his eyes and spun a Rainbow;
the very firgt thing taught to hopeful scoutlings, and perhaps the most ussful. Together, he and Adliana
relaxed ing de the benevolent colors.

"Tel me" he murmured, when his heartbeat had steadied; "upon what day and hour did | become a
monger?"

If her Gigneri is brought forward . . .

"...whichwewill only suggest if it transpiresthat | have accurately recalled aparticular bit of trivial
read years ago whilein pursuit of something else entirely. It could be that | am mistaken; and in any case,
the finad word restswith Kamele—in whom | believe you repose compl ete confidence?"

| repose complete confidence in no one, Adlliana stated with an airy bravado that dmost had him
laughing aoud.

"That is, of course, very wise," he murmured, quelingly. "Now. If I might have amoment's peacein
which to pursue my research?"

Certainly, hislifemate replied, and faded from his awareness.

She had the entirety of the committee's notes, recommendations and matches in her 'book. She had
Ellds promiseto get Hafley, the forensic team, and the Dean of Faculty into the same room tomorrow,
utilizing whatever means seemed good to her. She had a hastily downloaded schedule of the current
Quedter's Fees, and the location of the nearest Simple Circle.

She dso had a bottle of deplorable wine from the Quad Eight al-nighter, with which she hoped to
counteract the jitters bestowed by adrendine and too many late-night cups of coffee.

Her hair was wisping into her eyes. She shook her head, which of course only resulted in bringing the
rest of it down. Well, the door to the apartment was scarcely six steps away. She'd be inside before she
frightened the neighbors.

The a-home light was dark. Kamele blinked, her heart suddenly in her mouth.

Theo wasn't home yet? Surely Jen Sar wouldn't have kept her thislate! What—

She dapped the lock without any memory of having crossed the intervening distance. The door
opened, she swept inside—and stopped so suddenly her shoes squeaked againgt the floor.

Jen Sar looked up from hismumu. A smile glinted in the depths of his dark eyes, though his
sharp-featured face was grave.

"Good evening, Kamele. Theo asked meto stay.”

Shelet her breath out all at once, and raised her free hand to shove her hair out of her eyes. "She's
home, then. The door—"

"Forgiveme. | felt it reasonable, inlight of . . . certain events. . . that the door be persuaded to
something less than complete candor,” he said. Despite the rote "forgive me" he was as unapol ogetic as
adwaysfor histampering. "I'll put it right before | leave, if you wish."

"I don't know," she said shortly, and sighed, suddenly feeling al the hours of her day. "Jen Sar. We
haveto tak."



"Indeed we do." Herose, neat and supple, his grace making her feel even more disheveled and
ormy.

"Come now," he said snatching the thought out of her head as he so often seemed to do, "I've had an
hour to Sit and recoup my strength after an evening with your daughter, while you are obvioudy
new-come from some chancy venture.” Hetipped his head dightly. "Shall | pour wine while you refresh
yoursdf?My topic will wait, if yourswill."

A shower, her robe, and, after, wine in the garden with the stars spread above like some
fantastical tapestry—Kamele spared asigh for the impossible, and handed him the bottle.

"That is, hands down, the best thing anyone has said to me today."

His eyebrows rose as he took the bottle and walked with her toward the dining a cove.

"A chancy venture, indeed," he murmured, so serioudy that she had to laugh, though it sounded a
little highin her own ears.

"I'll be out soon," she said, dropping her 'book on the counter.

Jen Sar moved his shoulders. ™Y ou needn't rush on my account. I'll Sit here quietly and plan my
retreat.”

That brought her around to frown at him.

"Jen Sar?'

He glanced up from his perusd of the wine labd, face attentive. "Y es?"
"Why," Kamee asked, "did you gimmick the door?"

"Ah. Because the Chapdliahave Theo's name and | couldn't be certain that they would not come
here, since we had thwarted them at the gate. While your instruction that Theo not answer the door was
sage, | felt it would befar lessfatiguing for dl if the door merely . . . discouraged visitors.”

Kamelefdt her shoulders sag. "'l didn't expect them to be that—wait!" She reviewed their
conversation thus far, and unhappily concluded that at no time had he said that her daughter was home. It
was important, when speaking with Jen Sar, to keep track of those things that had not been said, aswell
asthose which had. In fifteen years, she had acquired somefacility, but tonight shewas sotired . . .

"Where," she asked firmly, "is Theo?'

Hesighed, deeply. "It ismy fate to be found an abuser of youth.”

Kameletook a breath. "Does that mean she'swith some Simple, being—"

"It meansthat the child isadeep in her bed, with her cat on her pillow," heinterrupted sharply. He
threw hisarmswide, theatrically. "I am atogether cast down and forlorn! Who could have supposed but
that 1 would have been so incompetent asto alow abrace of unranked Simplesto bear achild of my
house away from benesth my very nose?"

Almogt, she laughed, which was of course what he wanted her to do. She bit her lip and tried to look
gern. "How much did you pay them?'

He gazed at her reproachfully. "Kamele, the exigencies of the day have disordered you. Surdly you
are aware that amere mae cannot buy aminor child from the Smples. That isfor her mother to do.”

"Yes..." shesad, with strained patience. "So why didn't the Simple 'escort’ her?”
"Because the Smplesbelieve me to be Theo Waitley," he said, with the air of confessing dll. He
folded his hands before him and gazed up at her, hisface bearing an expression of improbable innocence.

Kamele closed her eyes. Opened them.
"l am going to take ashower," she said, enunciating every word clearly.
"An excdlent plan," he answered gravely, and gave her asmal bow.



Fifteen

University of Delgado
Faculty Residence Wall
Quadrant Eight, Building Two

Fedling considerably less grubby and somewhat refreshed, her hair in aloose damp cloud around her
robed shoulders, Kamele paused to survey the dining nook.

Two places had been set, adisposable cup, plate, and napkin at each. The wine bottle was unsealed
and sat ready to hand, as was a kaf-dispensed "hostess tray" of assorted crackers and cheeses. Jen Sar
sat in what had dready become "Theo's place”’ in Kamees mind, his back against thewall and his
attention dmost palpably on his mumu. Sheloved to watch him thisway, wrapt o closein thought that
he seemed to quiver, obliviousto dl and everyone around him.

Of course, Jen Sar was never entirely obliviousto his surroundings.

Helooked up, blinking asif just roused from a pleasant deep, and gave her adreamy smile.

"There now, that's more in the mode.”

Shelaughed dightly and dipped onto her stool. "Y ou have avery odd idea of mode, sr.”

"No, there you are out!" he answered. "'l have an expert'sidea of mode."

He reached for the bottle, the twisted slver ring that he never took off gleaming on hissmalest finger.
"Wine?'

"Please" shesad with feding.

"Thisday of yours beginsto take on the proportions of an epic," he murmured, pouring for them
both. "Or was every swest fruit served at the late meeting?”

Kamele took the cup from him and sipped, womanfully not wrinkling her nose at the taste. She had
gotten much too accustomed to Jen Sar's wines, purchased from amerchant in Efraim, who imported
cases from mountainous Alpensward. Jen Sar's draw, as the Gallowglass Professor of Cultural Genetics,
was dizzying levels above hers as anewly minted full professor, even counting the absent sub-chair's
percentage. The annua bonus he inevitably collected for his part in attracting quality studentsto the
associated colleges comprising Delgado University didn't hurt either.

Carefully, she sipped her wine, hoping it would taste less dreadful thistime. It had been along time
gnce shed chivvied hersdf for resting comfortable on thelaurels of her onagrata. She must be more
tired than she'd thought.

"Theday," she said, putting her cup down, "waslong. The meeting,” shelooked into Jen Sar's
attentive face, "was both unexpected and . . . horrifying.”

"Dear me." He pushed the cheese tray toward her. "Please, fortify yourself and tell al.”



"I think you would have needed to be present for the full impact of the horror,” she said, absently
choosing a pepper cracker and adice of soy cheese. "Thetdling of it is short enough: Handin—the
forensicsteam believesit was Handin, and | hope their ingtinct isright. I'm reglly not equipped to handle
auniversity-wide congpiracy! But, the sum isthat Flandin appears to have gotten into the college's
archives and dtered the documents on file to match the citations published in her papers.”

"I'll dlow that to beterrifying." Jen Sar Spped hiswine; Kamee thought he put the cup down with a
bit more dacrity than usua. "How was the deed discovered, if the source matched the cite?’

"Professor Beltaire is an expert in the subject of one of the. . . falsified cites. She had her own copies
of thematerid held in the archives.”

Jen Sar tipped hishead. "Copies.”

"Yes precisdly. Theorigindsareon Mdchiza"

"Ah." He gathered up a cracker and abit of cheese.

"Professor Beltaire describes hersdf astoo ederly to undertake the journey,” Kamele said, glancing
at her cup and then away. "I think theremay be some. . . palitica . . . anxieties there, too. Crowley will
go, and Able”

Jen Sar sent her asideways glance from beneeth thick dark lashes. "And yourself?*

"Oh, yes" Kamdesad, grimly. "I'm going. After al, | started this; it'sup to meto seeit done, and
done correctly.” She rubbed her eyes and against her better judgment reached again for the wine cup.
"Which bringsmeto my topic. I'd liketo leave Theo with you while I'm gone."

Both eyebrows rose—never agood sign—and a shadow of what might have been shock passed
over hisface.

"Leave Theo with mel" he exclamed.

Sheraised ahand. "I'll take care of the paperwork, if you agree. Normally, of course, | would leave
her with Ella, but after this evening—" Her voice caught and she looked away, raising the cup for a
swallow of wine.

"Ellg, thisevening," shetold the tabletop, unable to quite meet Jen Sar's eyes, "counseded meto
accept the Safety Office's therapy for Theo. For the good of my career.”

Jen Sar would hear the hurt in her voice, and she was sorry for it. He and Ellahad never become
comfortable with each other, though they tried, for her sake. But Ella—she and Ellahad been friends
since secondary school; they'd shared junior scholar quartersin the Lower Wall. In the norma way of
things, Ellawould have been Theo's secondmother, asinvolved in her education and well-being as
Kameehersdf . ..

"| can't leave Theo with Ella," shefinished, findly raising her eyesto meet his.

"l understand,” he murmured. "Certainly you would not wish to place your daughter into a position of
potentid peril." He frowned dightly. "What | fail to understand iswhy you must leave Theo on Delgado.”

She gtared a him. "But—take Theo to Melchiza?*
"Médchizaishardly the end of the gdaxy," Jen Sar observed dryly.

"l ... Her education; I'd have to remove her from her team just when she's coming to understand
consensus. Sheld miss—"

"I do not for amoment believe," heinterrupted, "that Professor Kamele Waitley would find the
overdgght of her minor daughter's education inconvenient in the least. Surdly the school will providea
curricula, exercises, reading ligts, self-tests.”

"Kamde. .." Heextended ahand and put it over hers. "Think! This solves—many problems. It
preserves custom, removes Theo from peril, and expands both your base and hers. Sub-chair Waitley of
cour se accompanies the forensic team on its mission. Of cour se she has her daughter, the precocious



and darming Theo, at her Sde. Itismete. Theo is, after al, expected to follow her mother's path. Such a
trip, with itsindghtsinto collegid collaboration and the ethics of scholarship must be invaluableto her
education.”

Hedid makeit sound alike atenured opportunity, Kamele thought. She sat back, ddlicately dipping
her hand out from benesth his.

" Speaking of expanding bases,” she murmured pointedly, and had the rare opportunity of seeing him
chagrined.

"Y our pardon.” Heinclined his head briefly, then looked into her eyes. "Over-enthusiasm aside, it
does answer many difficulties”

She sipped her wine, considering. "It seemsto,” she said dowly. "But when we come home—Jen
Sar, sheld be odder than ever! And an absence will give the Safety Officetimeto writea
recommendation. Without me here to deny it—"

"Y es—exactly so. Which iswhy you will be canny and schedule her Gigneri immediately you are
both returned.”

Kamele stared a him. A sister's understanding, indeed! she thought, anger sparking.

"She'stoo young!" she snapped. "If | won't drug my daughter for expedience, what makes you think
that I'll push her into a—"

"Allow meto be utterly sympathetic to your concern,” heinterrupted. He pulled out his mumu and
tapped the screen.

"l put my time to profit while awaiting your return,” he said. "And | find that—you may contrive."

"Therésaloophole,” he explained, putting the mumu on the table before her, pointing at the screen.
"Look."

"As recently asfifty yearsago, the Gigneri and the First Pair were distinct asrites of passage. First,
oneisentrusted with the full tale of one's genes. Then, when one has had a bit of time to adjust and
to—expand one's base—one fully participates in acelebration of joy, asanew and potent adult.” He sat
back. " Much morerationa than piling every shock and discovery into one event.”

Kamele listened to him with one ear while she read his précis.

"Y ou might remember that | told you of my mother's best friend," she murmured, most of her mind on
reading. "She came from Alpensward, where they kept to the older ways." Shelooked up, eyes bright.

" She was a secondmother to me, and | miss her till."

"I remember.” Jen Sar smiled. "What better tribute to her memory than to induct your daughter into
adulthood as she would have wished?'

Kamele nodded, chewing her lip, then handed the mumu back to him. "' Send me the cites, if you will."

"Of course." Hetouched a quick series of keys. "Done."

"Thank you." She reached for another cracker and some cheese.

"When will the committee depart?’ Jen Sar asked.

Kamele sighed. "We need to get Hafley's approval, the dean's approval, the directors approval, then
the Bursar's office—you know the procedure. We could have something in two days—or by the end of
the semester.”

He nodded, looking thoughtful.

"I believe, then, that we must address my topic.” He gave her awry look. "I do know that it islate,
but | must plead necessity."

Necessity, as Kamele had learned, was not invoked lightly. For Jen Sar to do so must signal an
overwheming concern.



She nodded, and held out her cup. "Pour, then speak.”

He poured, going so far asto refresh his own cup, though the wine must be even more dreadful for
him, Kamele thought, than for her. He did not, however, immediately speak, but sat for some few
moments, his hands curled 'round his cup, staring into the unsatisfactory depths.

Kamele sipped, and recruited herself to patience.

At last, he looked up.

"Theo has given mewhat | believe to be the round tale of her last few encounters with the Safety
Office" he said dowly. "In addition, thisevening | took the liberty of administering afew very smal tests
of physica reaction.” He paused, looking at her.

Kamee nodded for him to continue.

"Based on Theo's report and my own tests, | believe her to be. . . quite near to that point we had
discussed previoudy, where dl of her powersaign. In my view of the matter, it would be.. . . tragic for
the Safety Officeto be dlowed to interfere at this juncture. | therefore proposed to Theo, and now to
you, that she enroll in adance class.”

"A—dance class," Kamele repested, blinking a him. Had she drunk that much wine, she wondered?
But, no; Jen Sar's points were often oblique. "Please explain.”

"Gladly. Danceisamarriage of mind, body, and—soul, if you will. Taking such aclasswill
demongtrate to the Safety Office that you are seeking to treat Theo's 'agility problems.’ Indeed, danceis
awel-documented therapy for clumsiness and certain so-cdled ‘physical limitations.'"

"Itis" Kamdenoted, "mid-term. And I'm afraid, my friend, that | am not acquainted with anyonein
Dance."

"But | am," Jen Sar said, not atogether surprisingly. "1 have this evening been in communication with
Vigting Expert of Dance Professor Noni, who tells me that she has room for anovicein her Practical
Dance class, and will be pleased to send the student's mother the necessary card.”

Kamele shook her head. Jen Sar did meddle, though usudly not so blatantly asthis. He mugt, she
thought, be very worried.

"If Professor Noni will still agreeto include Theo in her class after sheisinformed of the. . .
uncertainty of her continued attendance,” she said dowly, "I'll be pleased to receive the card and to
approve the change in my daughter's academic schedule.”

"I will relay that messageto her." He picked up his mumu, tapped arapid message, thumbed send,
and dipped the device away.

"Thank you, Jen Sar," Kamele said, and smiled when helooked up. "It'slate," she added.

". .. and neither propriety nor our current circumstances dlows meto remain for what isleft of the
night,” hefinished lightly, and did to hisfeet. "I believe | may repair to my office and get somework
done. Do you think you will have the matter with the Chapelia settled by thetime | leavethe Wl . . .
later today?"

"Yes, I'll take careof it firgt thing," she promised, dipping off her stool and walking with him to the
door. "Was Theo—very darmed?'

"Curious, rather. Though . . ." He paused and turned to face her. | fear that | have made a misstep.
She now knowsthet it's possible to turn off the emitter.”

"Oh," Kamedesad, feding dightly giddy, "no!"

"I trust it will take her afew days at least to puzzle out the method.”

"A few days—" Shelooked at him helplesdy, then giggled.

"Well," shesaid. "It ought to keep her out of trouble.”" She giggled again and shook her head.

"Indeed it ought,”" Jen Sar said solemnly, and touched her cheek, very briefly.

"Good-night, Kande. Seep well.”



Sixteen

Number Twelve L eafydale Place
Greensward-by-Efraim
Delgado

Kamele spun on her toes in the center of the common room, looking down into the floor mosaic.
Leaves, and birds, and cunning furred animas moved beneath her fedt.

She laughed as Jen Sar came into the room, wine glassesin hand. "I thought you said small "
Helifted an eyebrow and looked about, asif just discovering his environment.

"Small," he said, stepping forward and offering her aglass, "isardativeterm. The housel grew upin
was larger." Helooked about again, and bowed gently. "Many timeslarger, infact." He spped wine. " Of
course, it enclosed the clan entire.”

Liad, Kamele thought, raising her own glass, was certainly a strange place, with an abundance of odd
customs. She would have gladly heard more of those customs, but Jen Sar was disinclined to talk much
about the world he had |eft. Kamel e theorized some disagreement with the directors of hiskin group,
which had resulted in histaking up therole of traveling scholar, until nomination to the Gallowglass Chair
brought him to Delgado.

"Can you seethe stars from your garden?"' she teased him.

"l canand | do," he answered with agravity that was belied by the quirk of abrow. "Shal | show
you?"

She hesitated, belatedly covering her hesitation with another sip of wine. "That would belovely,” she
murmured, "but the starsrise late, don't they? | need to be back to the Wall before—"

"Yes, of course." He hitched ahip onto the arm of the couch and looked about him, glass held
casudly inlong, clever fingers, theslver ring ady gleam againgt hisgolden skin.

Kamele bit her lip and walked over to sit on the couch near his perch. Helooked down at her,
amiling, and her somach tightened.

Her friendship with Jen Sar Kiladi had grown deeper over the last two semesters; the pleasure she
took in hiscompany as surprising asit was satisfying. But Ellawas right, she acknowledged. Satisfying as
it was, it wastimeto alter their relationship, or cut the association entirely. People were beginning to talk,
the more so since Jen Sar had declined Professor Skilings offer. Sheld heard from Skilings assstant,
who had been working, forgotten, in the next room when the offer was made, that Jen Sar had professed
himself honored, obliged, and desolated not to be able to accommodate her.

Skilings had not been pleased. No one had ever turned her down, not, so rumor went, since shed
moved to Topthree. Mortified, she had looked about her for areason for Jen Sar's refusal—and her eye



had inevitably fallen on Associate Professor Kamele Waitley, who spent agreat ded of timein the
company of avery senior scholar. And, as Ellaso reasonably pointed out, Kamele could not afford to
have Skilings as an enemy.

It would be best for everyone, Ellasaid, for Kameleto end the friendship.

Ella, Kamde reminded hersdf, liked pretty men.

"Jen Sar .. ." she began, sounding breathlessto herself.

Helifted an eyebrow. "Y es, my friend?"

"I ...thatis..." Her voicefailed her entirely, and she looked away, biting her lip. It wasn't asif she

wasinexperienced! She'd had two previous onagrata, not counting her Gigneri pairing—and here she
was acting like agreen girl, sumbling over her firg offer!

"Kamee?' Jen Sar's deep voice carried concern. "Are you wel | ?!

"Yes, |—yes." Sheleaned forward and awvkwardly put the wine glass on the sde table with abit of a
clatter, then turned to face him, looking up into his sharp, unhandsome face. She took a breath.

"Jen Sar," she said firmly, her hands clasped tightly in her Iap. "It would be.. . . an honor to accept
you as onagrata.”

Both eyebrowsrose, hislips parted—and then there was that moment of arrested movement that had
become familiar to her, and the odd fedling that Jen Sar had . . . stepped away . . . from himself.

Abruptly, he smiled, aswest, open expression she had never before seen from him. He leaned
forward and put his glass next to hers on the table.

"Tra'sa, cha'leken!" he said gladly, and bent down to kiss her on the mouth.

Strictly spesking, she should haveinitiated the kiss, but Kamele found she didn't mind that he had
taken the lead. Indeed, it was some time before she could speak, and some little while more until she
cared to.

"What did you say?" she asked eventually, her cheek snuggled againgt his shoulder. "Beforeyou. . .
kissed me?'

Jen Sar sghed lightly, ruffling her hair.

"A Liaden—expression of joy," he murmured, sounding . . . chagrined.

Kamele laughed, and reached for him again.

Seventeen

Leisure and Recreation Studies: Practical Dance
Professor Stephen M. Richardson Secondary School



University of Delgado

Dancewsas. . . unexpectedly interesting.

Sheld had to swap out of the multi-Team free study session, which meant having to do more of her
solo work after school, but, Theo acknowledged, that wasn't exactly a burden, since she was grounded,
anywey.

But dance. . . it was like math, and lace making, and scavage, dl together; and it was almost like
the patterns she saw in her head. Better even than that, she thought as she stripped out of her Team
coverdlsand pulled on the clingy leggings and Stretchy deeveless shirt, once everybody in the class had
the pattern down, they al did what they were supposed to do, when they were supposed to do it, and
nobody got hurt, or fell, or bumped into anybody else.

Not even her. Theo Waitley, the clumsiest kid in Fourth Form.

She grabbed the bit of lace out of her bag, dammed the locker and headed for the dance floor. Bek
was aready there, propped up on an elbow and doing lazy leg lifts. She dropped cross-legged to the
floor next to him.

"Hey, Theo." He gave her afriendly nod, like he dways did. Bek had been in class since the
beginning of the term, and he was good; one demo was all he ever needed to pick up adance move. She
wouldn't have blamed him for being annoyed that Professor Noni had teamed him with the new kid.
Instead, he actually seemed happy to have her as apartner.

"What've you got there?' he asked, sitting up in aboneless move that reminded her of Father.

"This?" She held the lacy web outstretched on her fingertips. "It'sadance.”

"Redly." Heleaned forward, gray eyes dightly narrowed as he traced the connections. "I'm not surel
see—oh! It'sthe new suwello module we started last time! | can seethewave. . ." He extended a
careful finger and traced theline. "And heréswherewe all spinoutinto acircle. . ." Bek sat back,
grinning, and running his fingersthrough hisheavy ydlow hair. "That's pretty smart. How'd you think of
it?'

"Wl . .." Theo bit her lip. "1 make lace for a—for something to do with my hands. And | was
thinking about how dancing was like math and like making lace, so —what's wrong?'

Bek was staring at her. " Dance islike math," he repeated, and shook his head. "What an ideal”

"Butitid" Theo sad, surprised, and then looked at him closdy. "Y ou'rejoking, aren't you?"'

"No, I'm not joking," he assured her. "Danceis an escape from math!"

"But you're so good at it! Dance, | mean.”

"That's because," Bek said patiently, "dance is nothing like math." He put his hand over his heart.
"Two repeats and four remediasin Fracta Trigonometry. I'm not wrong about this, Theo."

"What isit, then?' she demanded. "If it'snot math?'

Bek looked surprised. "A conversation,” he said, reasonably. "What €l se?"

A

"Well, well!" Professor Noni's high and somewhat unpleasant voice cut across Theo's response. "'l
don't know whether to be delighted or horrified to hear that the argument between theory and art

continues unabated. The hest desth of the universe will doubtlessfind them arguing still." She clapped her
hands. "Everyone up! Stretches! Sequence Five!l"

"Ms. Waitley, stand forward, if you please," Professor Noni said. "'l need your assstanceina
demondration.”

Theo blinked. Professor Noni aways caled on Bek and on Lida—the classs lead students—to
assist during demos. To cal on the newest student—I've only had eight classes! Theo thought, her



fingerstightening on the bit of lace.
"Goon, Theo. Youll do great." Bek leaned over and worked the lacefree. "I'll hold thisfor you."
"l am waiting, Ms. Waitley."
"Yes, maam!" Theo took a deep breath and stepped forward. She met Professor Noni's eyes and
conscioudy straightened her shoulders.

The dance professor's lips bent in one of her chilly smiles. "A good stance from which to begin dmost
anything,” she said. "Now, Ms. Waitley, what | want youtodois. . . answer me."

Theo blinked. " Answer you, maam?'
"Precisdly. Dance, as Mr. Tehruda has expressed it, might be seen asa conversation. | will make a

'satement’ and you will answer me, whereupon | will reply, and so on, until our conversation is by mutual
agreement, completed.” Sheinclined her head.

"Or, to put it another way; | will propose aeguation, you will refineit, and we will collaborate until
we have achieved agreement. Now. Attend me."

Theo watched worriedly as Professor Noni moved her |eft foot forward, back-extending her right
leg, and raised her right arm until it was astraight line from her shoulder, hand bent at aright angle, fingers
pointing toward the celling. And that was acompletely familiar move; nothing other than the opening
move in Stretch Sequence Three. Theo relaxed into the second move in the sequence, dropping back on
theright leg, stretching the left in front, bringing her left arm up to join theright.

Professor Noni moved into the third phrase, Theo answered with the fourth, and Professor Noni
responded, alittle more quickly. The room and the smal noises made by her classmates as they watched
faded from Theo's attention, as she concentrated on the moves—statement, answer, statement, response.
At some point they left the familiar stretches; at some point, they sped up. Theo bardly noticed, her
mind's eyefilled with the pattern they made asit would become, while her body responded to the pattern
asit was now.

They moved, describing circles and squares; they approached, retreated, sidestepped, and the
conversation went on, andon.. . .

Professor Noni spun on atoe and lunged. Theo leapt, spinning—and suddenly the pattern in her head
and the pattern of the dance diverged. All during the dance they had maintained a distance of between six
and eight steps, and now—

Now, they were going to be too far apart!

Theo twisted, lunging in an attempt to mend the error, while the pattern in her head shattered and
flew apart. Professor Noni skipped to one side, spun lightly and cameto rest, feet flat and hands folded.
Theo staggered and went down hard on one knee.

"Enough!" The dance ingtructor raised her hand. She was, Theo saw, breathing hard, and visibly
swesting. Now that she was noticing, she was sweaty, too, and taking deep bregths.

"Tdl me, Ms. Waitley—why did you correct your statement?”

"I'd. .. miscdculated,” Theo gasped. "Wed been dancing at the same distance, and suddenly we
were going to be farther gpart . . ."

"l see. Andyetitis. .. anaural human interaction—to come together, to part, to meet again.”
Professor Noni paused, then nodded. "Despite that last . . . miscalculation—I am impressed, Ms.
Waitley. A very interesting conversation, indeed!”

The second bell on the session sounded then, startlingly loud. The professor looked out at the rest of
the class, Sitting so till they hardly seemed to be breathing. Bek's grin was so wide Theo thought hisface
must hurt.

"We break for an eighth,” Professor Noni said. "Be ready to dance the suwello when you return,
sudents™



Dancing the suwello redly woke you up, Theo thought, as she finished sedling her coverdls. She
fet—she fdt like she was—like she was smooth; like dl her muscleswere moving in sync. And that was
an . .. interesting thought. She paused with her dance clothesin her hand, staring down into the depths of
her bag, thinking.

Did her musclesusudly fed like they weren't working together? No, she decided after amoment;
mostly shefdt like shewas. . . stiff, and so afraid of tripping somebody else up, that—

"'Bye, Theo!" Lidacalled, interrupting her ruminations.

She looked up asthe older girl and her two friends moved past on their way to the door.
"o'Bye," she said, giving the three of them anod and asmile. "Looking forward to next time."
Jnny—the talles—grinned. "Me, too! The suwello sure does sharpen you up!”

Thethree of them laughed and hurried by. Theo blinked at the dance clothes till in her hand, quickly
stuffed them in her bag, seded it, and headed for the exit, moving quick and smooth.

Bek was|ounging againgt the wall across from the dressing room. Theo grinned. When he wasn't
dancing, Bek looked lazy and boneless, like an especidly spoiled cat. Like a cat, though, once he started
to move, it waswas with precison and strength.

Like now. He straightened out his lean and swung in beside her, matching steps like they'd practiced
thewholething.

"Hey, Theo, where do you go now?"'

"Home," she said, fedling alittle of the soring drop out of her step. "Over in Quad Eight.”

"Mindif | comewith you part of theway? I've got atutoria over in Merton.”

Shelooked at him from benesth her lashes. "Fractal Trig?'

"Oh, no!" Bek said cheerfully. "I'm out of Fractd Trig. My mentor got me a'change into Consumer
Math. | started mid-mester, so I've got to do the make-ups, that's all."

They cameto the belt station and went up the ramp, walking light and quick, and stepped onto the
belt dtill in sync, without even the breath of aboggle. Theo sighed in pure pleasure.

"Y ou going to the Sdltation on Venta?'

"Towhat?'

Bek blinked. "The Sdltation. Started | don't know how long ago. All us dancers get together
and—dance. There's freeform, and competitions, and—you'd likeit, Theo."

Shelooked a him doubtfully.

"l don't know," she said dowly. "I wouldn't know anybody, and I'm not really a dancer—I mean, |
just started, and | don't know any of the dances, redly.”

"Youreanatura!" hetold her, eyes sparkling. " And today—Professor Noni was testing you—you
know that, don't you? And she said she was impressed. | don't think I've ever heard her say that to
anybody before”

"But you—"

"I've been taking dance whenever | had afree-study since | wasalittlie," Bek interrupted. "But you,
you just camein cold, and picked up the movesredly fast. Y ou're dready better than Jinny, and she's
been taking dance aslong as | have!"

Theo laughed.

"What's funny?"

"You are—no, | am!" She shook her head, and laughed again. "Bek, I've got at least a thousand
notesin my file saying that I'm physicaly chdlenged. | bump into people and trip over thingsthat aren't
there”



"Redly?' He shrugged. "L ooks like danceis just what you need, then." Hetook abreath. "So," he
sad, speaking alittletoo quick; "I'll be going to the Sdltation."

Theo looked at him, seeing the tinge of pink aong his cheeks. Her ssomach tightened. Bek wanted
her to go—as his partner? He'd said there were competitions. But he was being polite, giving her ahint,
and hoping shed ask him. ..

"|—" she cleared her throat. "1 haveto ask my mother,” she admitted, fedling like alittlie, hersdf. She
met Bek's eyes and felt her mouth twist into a half-smile. "I'm grounded for the rest of the 'mester, except
for school and teamplay and . . . some appointments.”

Bek smiled. "Tell her it'sfor extracred.”

"Isit?’

"Well—Professor Noni comes sometimes.”

"I'll ask Kamele," Theo said, suddenly decisive. "If—if she okaysit, I'd . . . I'd like you to come with
me, Bek."

Hissmile got wider, and his cheeks got pinker. "I'd likethat. A lot." Helooked around. "My stop's
coming up. Text me, Theo, Okay?'

"Okay," she agreed, her somach till tight and her head fedling light. "Gnight, Bek!"

"o'Night!" He siwung off the belt and jogged down the ramp.

Theo looked down at her feet—and smiled.

Eighteen

University of Delgado
Faculty Residence Wall
Quadrant Eight, Building Two

Kamee had ameeting. Again.

Theo sighed. Shewas dtill feding . . . sharp . . . from dance—and she wanted to talk to Kamele
about the Sdltation. Maybe it would be good for her to go, she thought. It would show the Safety Office
that she wastaking her responsibilitiesto society serioudy. And if she and Bek won acompetition, then
wouldn't that show them that she was getting better?

Sheld put the argument to Kamele that way. If she ever came home.

Theo shoved her mumu into its pocket, and danced afew suwello steps on her way down the hall. In
the kitchen, she drew a soy cheese sandwich and a cup of juice from the kaf and carried them back to
her room.

Coyster was curled up in the center of the rug, more or less, snoring with histail over hisnose. Theo



grinned and sat down at her desk. She had a response paper to write for Advertence and some math
problemsto finish up.

After that, she thought, touching the keyslightly, sheld have another go at finding the turn-off code for
her mumu. That project had gotten so frustrating that she'd put it aside, to "let it grow someleaves” as
Father said. She realized now that she'd started with the wrong set of assumptions. She'd expected it to
be easy—and maybe it was, once you figured out the trick. But figuring it out—that had to be hard. If it
wasn't, then everybody would turn their mumus off, and the Smple at the gate wouldn't have been fooled
adl.

There was another suspicious circumstance, Theo thought darkly. Even though they'd had severd
Oktavi dinnerstogether snce the Smple caled her name, Father hadn't once asked her about her
progress with her mumu, though he must've known sheld try to find out how to turn it off.

Of course, she hadn't mentioned it, either. Shewas going to figure it out hersalf, and not ask Father
for help.

Not that hewaslikely to tell her.

"Solosfirg," she said doud, scrolling through what sheld aready written while she had a bite of her
sandwich. Father would say that it was disrespectful of the food to concentrate on work while one ate.

On the other hand, she thought, going back to double-check a secondary cite, Father had probably
never tasted soy cheese out of the kaf.

The cite checked. Good. Hafway through Socia Engineering, sheld been struck with the conviction
that she'd flubbed it—or misunderstood the content. She put the sandwich back on its plate and began to
type.

She was sipping juice and rereading her response, tweaking words and patching sentences, when a
flicker of green tickled her periphera vision. Frowning, she looked down at the bottom left corner of the
screen, and the dark green Serpent of Knowledge.

Chewing her lip, Theo considered the icon. None of the rest of the Team had gotten amystery
assignment; she'd asked. Sheld even gone back through Professor Wilit's public class notes, and there
was no mention of solo assgnments made on the date the Serpent icon had first showed up on her
screen.

All that being so, and after giving it some careful thought, Theo had deleted the icon.

And now it was back, pulsating gently while it waited for her attention.

Wéll, shethought, it could just wait, that was what. She had other thingsin queue beforeit.

Determinedly, she turned her attention back to her response paper, finished the editing and saved it
before opening her math solos.

Despite Lesset's repeated claims during their commute between classes, the problems weren't hard.
In fact, Theo thought, as she double-checked her work, they'd been kind of boring. Sighing, she closed
her math space.

The Serpent icon was till there at the corner of the main screen. Waiting. Theo stuck her tongue out
at it. Pulling her mumu from her pocket, she dropped to the rug next to Coyster, who stretched out of his
curl, and relaxed bondesdy, licking his nose, al without opening his eyes.

Theo tapped her mumu on and called up the advanced diagnostic. The one thing she had figured out,
before she'd gotten too angry to think, was how to circumvent the self-test program. Which hadn't been
particularly easy to do. If sheld been even alittle advertent, that would have told her that the rest of the
problem was going to betricky.

"Thethingis," shetold Coydter, "that the trigger hasto be something smple—on and off. Becausg, if
you're never on the grid, somebody'll notice. So it needsto befast, so you can go off-lineimmediately in
an emergency—and come back just asfast. Or faster."”

Coyster yawned. Noisly.



"Youjust fed that way because you don't have a collar that tells everybody where you are dl the
time. Think if you wereadog."

Coyster opened one eye, glared at her pointedly, and closed it.

"Sorry." Theo turned her attention back to the mumui.

The key had to be in the advanced diagnostic, she told hersdlf for the eighty-eighth time. She tapped
the toolbox open and sat frowning at her choices:

|SOBIOS

Grid Calibration

Schedule

Unitize

Cloud Absorb

None of the sub-routineswas helpfully labeled Turn-off ID emission. In fact, there was no mention
of the ID-shouter at dl, though every kid knew that their mother could track them through their mumu.
Y ou only had to be where you weren't supposed to be once, for that |esson to stick.

Frowning, Theo touched Schedule, even though she knew the list of sub-routines by heart. Schedule
a self-test, schedule a backeup, schedule a grid calibration. Grumbling to herself, she chose
schedule a self-test and glared down at the next set of choices. diagnostic or complete?

"Chaos-driven, nidjit programs. . ." Theo muttered—and froze. She'd been through this screen
dozens of times. Why wasit only now that she wondered what exactly a compl ete self-test was?

Cautioudy, she made her choice.

Her mumu emitted a strident, drawn-out beep. Coyster flicked an ear and put his paw over his nose.
On the screen, words appeared, limned in orange.

This diagnostic will thoroughly test every resident system. Several functions may be
unavailable or taken off-line during diagnosis. These include any function that requires syncing
with the local Cloud or Grid. Voice messaging will remain unaffected.

Theo held her bregth.
Do you wish to continue? Yes/No
Shetouched yes.

The next screen was a configuration chart. She could, Theo quickly learned, instruct her mumu to
conduct up to Sixteen consecutive test sessions. She could also dedicate akey combination to initiate
testing from outside of the diagnostic program, though she was warned to choose a nonintuitive
combination, so that atest sesson would not beginin error.

"l found it," Theo breathed to Coyster, who greeted thisinformation with no visible sign of awe,
JOy—Or even Consciousness.

She thought for amoment, staring at the mumu's keypad and thinking about combinations that were
easy to code, but that she wouldn't likely hit by accident. Finally, and deliberately, she keyed in the
trigger combo. After further consideration, she set the loop to nine consecutive checks, reasoning that she
could hit the hot keys again, if she needed more time off-grid.

Needed for what was a question she had been studiously not asking hersdlf, even as she had
pursued the answer to the puzzle. Instead, she reminded hersdlf that the Simple at the door would have
taken her under study if Father hadn't been prepared. Being prepared was very closeto thinking ahead,
and it seemed to her that an advertent scholar—uwhich Father demonstrably was—ought waysto be
prepared.

"l should test it," she said, holding the mumu in her hand. It wouldn't be thinking ahead if shejust
assumed it was going to work. In fact, it would be wishful thinking, which was dmost as bad as making
EXCUSES.



"How?" she asked, putting the mumu on Coyster's sde. His skin rippled in protest, and he flicked his
ears, but he didn't bother to open his eyes.

Obvioudy, shedidn't want to just vanish off the grid; even she could see that would be reckless. She
might, she guessed, tell Kamele what sheld done and ask for her help, in the spirit of scholarly
exploration.

On second thought, that wasn't such agood idea. Theo plucked the mumu off of Coyster and held it
in her hand, staring down into the screen. Sheld wait until Oktavi, she thought, and ask Father to check
her. That wasfair. In asense, shed gotten the assgnment from him.

It wasn't the best solution—she wanted to test her work right now, and Oktavi was days away. On
the other hand, it would have to do; and anyway, it wasn't like she planned on actually using it; it was
only aprecaution. In the meantime, she had more than enough to keep her busy—worrying about the
Review Board for one, and why they'd asked for an extension to decide her case. Kamele seemed to
think that the extended time for additiona discovery and deliberation was good news. Theo—or, &t leadt,
her somach—thought otherwise.

She could dso, shetold hersdf firmly, think about dance, work on her lace, and do extra-credit
solos,

And, if she got bored, she could see about scrubbing the Serpent icon and the program that
generated it from her school book.

Asamatter of fact, she had an idea about that.

Sherolled to her feet and approached the desk. The Serpent of Knowledge was still down in the left
hand corner, dtill pulsing, oh-so-patiently waiting for her attention.

Sighing, Theo did into the chair and tapped the icon. Once.
A menu bar appeared in the center of her screen.

* Theory, Annotated

« Safety Office History, Delgado University

* Surveillance History, Delgado

* Map, Interior

* Map, Exterior

* Timetable, Real Time

* Algorithm

Theo blinked.

Whatever it was, the Serpent had done exactly what she'd asked it to do, and more thoroughly than
any search program she'd ever used. She bit her lip, one hand fisted on her knee, the other hovering over
the selection key.

Thereisn't, shethought, any assignment.

On the other hand, she was interested in the information. So whet if there wasn't an assgnment?
Information for its own sake was—

"Theo?' Kame€'s voice echoed down the hdlway. "I'm home! | hope you're hungry!"

"Admin has okayed thetrip," Kamee said, sounding tired and relieved and anxious all a once. At
least she was edting, Theo thought, helping hersalf to another dice of spice bread with veggie-paste
stuffing. 'Course, it was hard to turn down spice bread.

"When will you be leaving?" Theo asked, trying to remember where Mdchizawas, exactly, with
reference to Delgado.

"Thein-time to make the next outgoing liner—call it two days," Kamee murmured, and Theo put her



bread down, staring.

"That's,um. . . redly soon," she managed.

Kamele nodded. "It is. Were very fortunate that Vashtara isduein at the station, and has room for
passengers.”

Theo chewed her lip. "How long—how long will you be gone?' Sheld stayed with Lesset for aday

or two at atime when Kamele and Father had gone on short trips, just like Lesset had stayed with her
when her mother went away.

At least twice, Theo had stayed with Aunt Ellain her cluttered apartment, while Kamele and Father
traveled.

"The return trip may be aday or two sooner or later, depending on trangition links. | thing we ought
to assume most of two hundred days.”

Theo sat back on the stoal, agone feding in her ssomach.

"Close your mouth, Theo. Y ou look like one of Jen Sar's prize fish." Kamele had abite of spice
bread.

"Y ou're going to be gone—" I'll missyou! Theo thought, and blinked her eyesto clear a sudden start
of tears. She cleared her throat, and tried to sound calm and matter-of-fact. "l guessI'll be staying with
Aunt Ella, then.”

"Oh, no." Kamele shook her head and reached for her cup. "Y ou'll be coming with me.”

Theo gasped.

"Coming—to Mdchiza?' sherepested. "l can't go to Melchizal"

Kameelooked up. "Of course you can. Tomorrow, you'l filefor solo studies from your teachers,;
I've dready transmitted my authorization. | have an info packet from Vashtara, which I'll send ong to
you; they include guidelines for what and how to pack. Y our immunizations are up-to-date, but they'll
screen us on-gation, anyway." She paused, looking at Theo consderingly. "Coyster will need to go live
with Professor Kiladi. I'm afraid cats aren't allowed on cruise ships.”

Shewas going to strangle, Theo thought, around the buzzing in her ears. Her chest wastight and she
was suddenly very sorry that sheld eaten quite so much spice bread.

"But, | can't! Not for—what about dance? There's afreeform that | wanted to dancein on Venta,
Bek—What about the Review Board? l—why can't | stay with Father, too?"

"Becauseyou're not acat," Kandesad crisply. "Redly, Theo. You're behaving asif thiswerea
punishment instead of an opportunity to learn.”

"l don't," Theo said breathlesdy, "want to learn.”

That was stupid. She knew it the second the words tumbled out of her mouth. But of course, it was
too late to call them back.

Kamele shook her head. "The situation is quite settled, Theo. Whining isn't going to changeit. | must
say, however, that 1'd never expected to hear my daughter say that she doesn't want to learn.”

Theo bit her lip. "Kamde—"

Her mother raised ahand. "It'sashock, | know. Very sudden. Unfortunately, there's nothing to be
done. | suggest that you deep onit.”



Nineteen

Number Twelve L eafydale Place
Greensward-by-Efraim
Delgado

The article wasfinished, polished, and onitsway to the journa that had commissioned it; dl of the
mid-term student papers had been perused, marked up, and returned to their authors, who would
hopefully learn something from his comments. He had finished reading his entire backlog of journas, and
was now reclined in his chair, one ear on the audio from the Orbital Traffic Scanner, and both eyes
closed.

"Truly," he murmured to Mandrin, who was ngpping in her usual spot on the desk, "it's nothing short
of amazing what one can accomplish when oneis unencumbered by child and mistress.”

Mandrin vouchsafed no reply to this observation, if indeed she heard him. Indolent crestures, cats.

Will.

"Scallion," the OTS crackled around the permanently irritated voice of the second shift master on
Delgado Station. "If your veeisn't adjusted by my next refresh, that's amegadex fine."

"Ain't nothing the matter with our vee, Station Madter, ‘cept abig, griefen cruise shipintheway."

"If you wannapay thefine, Scallion, that's—"

"Thisis Vashtara, out of Ibenvue." The new voice was crisp, no-nonsense and bore a heavy accent
that was neither Liaden nor Standard Terran. "l infer that it iswe who have muddled the station master's
cdculations. It is suggested that the pilot of the ship Scallion bring the vessd to adightly tangentid
course which retains the precious vee, perhaps on the propitious heading oh-two-seven, oh-four-seven,
oh-eight-seven. Thisheading will avoid holing the big, griefen cruise ship, which will please me perhaps
even morethan it will please Scallion.”

There was a pause, while pilot and station master likely did their math, then the rather subdued voice
of Scallion'spilot. "That'sgood to do it. Station Master?'

The sigh was audible even through the static. " Adopt and amend course, Scallion.”

Jen Sar Kiladi shifted in hischair, lazily congdering the exchange. The pilot of the Vashtara had been
... margindly within her melant'i. That she had broadcast the amended course, rather than beaming a
private suggestion to the station master hinted at deeper tensions between cruise ship and gation. He
frowned dightly. Ibenvue, wasit? He had lately been reading some interesting news out of—

From downgtairs . . . asound.

The man in the chair opened his eyes and came silently to his feet. On the corner of the desk,
Mandrin had raised her head, ears pricked, staring at the doorway .

The sound came again, stealthily. The sound of the garden door. Being closed.



Silent, he glided acrossthe revolving star fields, plucking the Gallowglass cane fromits place near the
door as he passed through. He paused in the shadow at the top of the stairs, the stick held cross-body at
waist leve, fingers curved 'round the handle.

Quiet footsteps came from below, and the sound of soft, irregular breathing. He took a breath
himsdlf, deep and ddliberate—and waited.

On Delgado, ahandgun was unlikely. On Delgado, let it be known, snesking into ahouse uninvited
wasal but unheard of. Which meant that he might in a moment face someone desperate to the point of
foolhardiness.

Or aprofessona. He wondered, briefly, if he were any longer the equal of aprofessond.

The footsteps passed from carpet to wood—and did not strike the tuned board. He | et the point of
the stick go, free hand flashing out to the switch as Mandrin rushed past him, taking the stairsin one long
legp. The hdl light flared from dim to brilliant. At the bottom of the flight, athin figure with pae,
wind-knotted hair threw an unsteady hand up to shield her eyes.

"Ow," shesaid. And, then, as Mandrin hurled hersdlf againgt canvas-clad knees. "Hey."

At the top of the stairs, he took acareful breath, and if he leaned amoment on the cane, it wasnot . .
.only . . . to be certain that the blade was well-seated.

"Good evening, Theo," he ssid—Calmly, he cautioned himsdlf; the child's half-frantic already. "To
what do | owe the pleasure of this unexpected visit?'

She blinked up at him, dark eyes wide and cheeks reddened with cold. "I haveto talk to you," she
sad, her voice wobbling, though he thought it was adrendine, rather than fright. "1—Necessity, Father.”

He sighed quietly, and inclined his head.

"An appesal to necessity must of course be honored,” he acknowledged gravely. "However, as
aurvivd isaso animperative, | must ask if your mother knowsthat you are here.”

Theo blinked up at him. "No," her voice voice wavered. She cleared her throat and repeated, more
grongly. "No, I came on my own decison.”

" e

He descended the gtairs, taking care to move dowly. When he reached the bottom of the flight, he
touched her cheek gently, finding it chill, indeed.

"l will maketea, | think, while you go into the common room and cal your mother. Pleasetdll her that
| will bring you home, discreetly, when you and | have finished our business, and that you are quite
unharmed.” He raised an eyebrow and made a show of scanning her hectic person. 'Y ou are quite
unharmed, are you not, Theo?"

Shegulped. "Yesgr."

"Good." He nodded toward the common room. "Call your mother."

"You're where?' Kame e sounded more shocked than angry. Theo wished she knew whether that
was agood thing or not. "Why?'

Okay, shethought, tucking her hand left hand under her right arm. Should've expected that. She
took abreath. "Necessity,” shesad firmly.

Silence. Theo bit her lip. Necessity was—Kamele knew that you didn't fib about necessity. Not to
Father. But whether she would want to know more, right now, and how to answer her if she did—

"Very well," Kamele said. She was starting to sound mad, now, Theo noted unhappily. "1 will expect
afull explanation when you get home."

"Now you must tell me, Theo," Father said, handing her a cup of tea, "precisdy how you arrived



here. Not, | trugt, the late bus again?”

She pulled her legs up under her and cuddled into the corner of the double chair. It was funny, now
that she was starting to get warm, she was shivering.

"No-0," she said as Father settled back into hischair. "l . . . used a Skoot."

"Ah." He sipped tea, meditatively. Theo did the same, smiling at the notes of orange and e moni—and
smiled again when Mandrin jumped up and curled without preamble againg her.

"| fed compelled to mention,” Father murmured, stretching hislegs out before him and crossing them
at the ankles, "that the Skootsdo cal in."

"I know that," Theo said, though she hadn't until she'd asked the Serpent icon.
"Indeed," he said palitely. "Therefore, you intended to be caught out?’

"No," she said, looking down to stroke Mandrin. She looked up and met hiseyes. "'l ranit on

One eyebrow rose. "Forgive me, Theo. Thefact that you've had training on the Skoots momentarily
dipped my mind."

"Wdll, | haven't,” sheblurted. "And | did have a couple seconds where | thought maybe I'd made a
mistake. But then—it was easy.”

Therewasasmall pause while he sipped histea. "Just 0," he murmured. "Easy.”

There was another small silence while they both addressed their cups, then Father spoke again.

"| gpprehend that you have mastered the puzzle of turning off your mumu's ID emissions. But | do
wonder about the Eyes.”

She looked down, watching her hand dide dong Mandrin's glossy fur. "'I—I found amap of
unwatched exits and Streets," she said, which wasn't exactly afib.

"Fascinating," Father murmured. "One wonders—forgive the prying ways of an elderly
professor!—one does wonder, however, whereyou . . . found . . . thismap."

It was never agood ideato try to dide afib—even ahdf-fib—past Father. Theo sighed and |ooked
up, reluctantly.

"l havea. . . research program on my school book," she said dowly. "It found what | needed.”

"Well! What addightfully ussful program, to be sure! Y ou must show it to me when we return you to

your mother'sarms. But, where have my wits gone begging? Here | am wasting your time with
pleasantries, when you have pled necessity! Please, unburden yourself."

Hereit was. Theo nodded and sipped her teg, trying to settle her suddenly unsettled stomach, then
sat holding the empty cup in her hand for the count of one, two, three. . .

Shelooked up and met dark, inquisitive eyes.

"Kamel€e's research trip has been approved by Admin," she said, having told him about the
application for this over an Oktavi dinner. He nodded.

"Right. They'releaving in two days, and—she wants me to go with her."

Her voice quavered alittle, and she shrunk against the chair. Someday, she thought, she'd learn how
to keep her voice reasonable and cam, no matter what she was fedling.

"Thisiscertainly excdlent newsfor your mother,” Father said, "but | fail to see how it warrantsa
desperate midnight escape to my door.” He raised an eyebrow, eyes stern. "Much less an gppedl to
necessity.”

Theo's stomach was suddenly even more unsettled. Father usually understood so quickly—but, she
reminded hersdlf, he hadn't been living with them day-to-day. Held probably forgotten al about the
Review Board.

"l haveto stay here—on Delgado,” she said, forcing herself to speak dowly, like shewas giving an



ord report. "The Review Board called for an extension, and if we go to Melchiza, then we won't be here
when they announcether findings."

Father nodded, and moved his hand dightly, signding her to continue.

"If they decidethat I'm a Danger to Society—" Which, she added sillently, they would. Why should
they be different than the rest of the world? "We won't be able to appedl the decision, if were traveling.
When we come home—if therésaDtSin my file, the Safetieswon't have to ask for permission to give
me any drug they think will keep me from hurting anybody dse."

She took a deep breath.

"So, if | leave Delgado now, I'm putting myself—and Kamele—in aposition of peril.”

Father sat very Hill in hischair, gazing intently at the toes of his dippers. Theo gulped and put her
hand flat on Mandrin's Side, trying to take comfort from the vibration of the cat's purrs againgt her palm.
"l see" Father said, and looked up. "Plainly, you have thought this Situation through, and plainly,

given the facts you have marshaled, you have cause for concern." He paused, then inclined his head.

"Did your mother share with you the probable length of your voyage?'

"Two hundred days."

"Asfew asthat? And yet—even if your worst-case scenario should come about, two hundred days
issufficient to produce aradica, podtive changein your abilities. Y ou are on record with the Safety
Office as attempting to address the issues that concern it. There is no reason that you cannot—and every
reason that you shoul d—continue exercising and dance during your time off-planet. If you are seized by
the Safety Office upon your return, you and your mother would be justified in calling for a secondary
review to determineif, in fact, you have overcome the difficulties noted in your file.

Theo thought about that. "Do you think," she asked, her voice sounding amost as smdl as shefelt,
"that | will have overcomethe difficulties noted in my file, Father?!

Hesmiled. "Areyou gtill enjoying dance as much as you were when last we spoke of it?”
"Evenmorel™

"Then | believe that there is a better than good chance that you will be able to demonstrate great
improvement to the Safety Office, should it cometo that." He considered her gravely.

"Have we dedlt adequately with your necessity?!

Theo thought about it, and findly nodded. "Yes, ar.”

"Excdlent." He stood and placed his cup on the side table before holding his hand down to her. "It is
time | took you home. With only two days until departure you doubtless have an errand-packed day
before you. It may be beneficia to have an hour or two of deep to support you."

Theo sghed, and looked up at him. "Kamele says Coyster needs to come—to come home."

"I will be pleased to have him, of course," Father said gently.

Theo blinked sudden, silly tears away, shifted her legs and reached up to take Father's hand. His
fingerswere warm, the ring he ways wore dick against her skin. She paused, and turned his hand over,
looking down at the intricate twists of slver. It was an old ring—when sheéd been alittlie, shed thought it
was at least as old as Father himsdlf. It was so much apart of him that she had never thought to wonder
at it, or even ask the question.

"Where did you get your ring?'

Therewas asmall sound, almost asif Father had caught his breath.

Theo looked up, but he was amiling in that fond, gentle way he sometimes did, and squeezed her
fingers

"I had it from my grandmother,” he said softly, and pulled her to her feet. "Come aong, now, child.
Let us not subject your mother to any more anxiety than necessity demands.”



Shefollowed him out of the room, marking how lightly he moved—Iike Bek, or Lida, or—

"Do you dance, Father?' she asked.

He laughed as he moved across the kitchen. "The socid climate of Liad made dance anecessity,
child. Come dong, now." He opened the door onto the star-washed garden.

"The Skoot!" she cried suddenly, remembering.

"I will take care of the Skoot," he said repressively. "For tonight, however, we shdl ridein the luxury

of my car, and you—" he extended his hand to touch her cheek—"you will attempt to stay awake. Recdll
that | will want ademonstration of that useful program of yours when you get home."

"I've. . . never seen anything likeit," Kamele murmured, staring down at Theo's school book. After
conducting a brief demo, the owner of the 'book had yawned hersdlf off to bed, leaving bemused adults
in her wake. The fact that she was merely bemused rather than horrified, Kame e thought, must be an
indication that she was becoming hardened to the impossible.

"Y et you must own that it isquite amusing.” Jen Sar murmured, and she laughed.

"Amusing isoneword." She rubbed her eyes.

"Indeed, and a number of others do suggest themselves." His fingers hovered above theicon, but he
did not touch it. "1 would wel come a chance to study that 'research wir€' in greater depth.”

Kamee consdered him. "Why?'

"It'san oddity," he said, and looked up, flashing her one of hisless-real smiles. "And one must of
course beinterested in any new oddity."

"Of course," she said politely, and added, with asurety born of long association with him, "but there's
another reason.”

Another dandle of long fingersjust abovetheicon. "Well, if you will haveit, | wonder how much of
an. . . accident the assignment of this particular gpartment was."

"Housing never has accidents,” Kameletold him—and blinked, recaling. "Thiswas Handin's
goartment.”

"So it was. And that wireisnot standard.” His glance thistime was serious. " One must wonder—is
thefact that it remains here beyond Professor Flandin's departure asign of intent, or merely doppiness?”

At least, Kamele thought, one must wonder such an outrageous thing if one were Jen Sar. She
covered ayawn and looked down at the screen, frowning at the patient glowing Serpent. It did also bear
recaling, shetold hersdf, that Jen Sar's suspicions were very often correct.

"Y ou're assuming that this. . . program, and the non-standard wire are linked," she pointed out.

Jen Sar inclined hishead. "Indeed. And | may be entirely in error.” Another smile, this one rather
more genuine. "Y ou only feed my desire to inspect that wire, you know."

Kame e shook her head. "Wdll, if you must ingpect it, you'll haveto apped to Ella. For lack of a
better plan, I'm going to drop it in her 1ap.”

"Anexcdlentidea," Jen Sar said surprisngly. "Wdll, then." He stood, gathering hiscaneto him. "Itis
dreadfully late, my friend. Allow meto bid you good-day, safe journey, and prosperous scholarship.”

Kameefdt her eyes sting. "Thank you, Jen Sar,” she said softly.

She waked with him to the front hall. Coyster was curled atop the table, palpably adeep.

"Now, that'sfortuitous,” Jen Sar murmured. He bent and deftly swept the cat up, tucking him firmly
beneath onearm. "'I'll just have thisyoung rascal off, before he arranges to pack himsdlf again.”

Kamele laughed once more. He looked up, black eyes glinting. On impulse, she bent, and kissed him
on the cheek.

"Hah," he said softly, and his smile thistime was tender.



"Take good care, my dear." Kamele murmured, and opened the door to let him go.

Twenty

Vashtara
First Class Dining Room

Senior Scout Cho sig'Radia strode toward dinner with her mind more than half occupied with the
report she was composing. Gone ahead of her, likely by the somewhat improper use of the crew
corridors, was her immediate second on thismission, Trainee yo'Vaa. She shrugged Terran-styleto
hersdf as she moved dong the public promenade toward the dining hall; soon enough the trainee would
discover that courtesy of ship varied considerably. That crew on this ship respected apilot's
jacket—was good to know. That the trainee had the happy gift of making friends was—well for the
trainee.

For this portion of thetrip, Scout Ssg'Radiahad herself eschewed pilot leathers, wishing some relief
from what had been atedious, if necessary, chore of ingpecting and certifying anew flight school. Too,
shetraveled at the expense of Ibenvue's planetary government on this newest of its cruise-passenger
ships, atouching show of faith that shefdlt, in Baance, ought to be rewarded by asmilar exhibition of
discretion. That thisreciprocity of good manners aso alowed her the opportunity to explorethe ship asif
amere tourist was—a bonus.

The school now, the certification of which had been so very important to Ibenvue's self-declared
pacifistic and newly outward-looking government. Quite an interesting school, with the capability of
producing . . . quiteanumber . .. of pilots. She had certified it, of course—how could she not? The
school employed two Terran master pilots astrainers, either cgpable of approving apilot's skill—and
sgning the dl-important license. It was saild—many times said, by the escort she and yo'Vaa had been
provided with—that Ibenvue's school sought to train pilots who would train pilots, thus bringing the
homeworld fully into galactic commerce, and for thislaudable goa both Terran Guild and Scout
approvas had been sought.

An interesting venture, to be sure, this expected export of pilot-teachers. Match it againgt the
investment of astaggering portion of Ibenvue's Gross Planetary Product in the acquisition of large, easily
convertible"luxury” ships—such asthe gracious Vashtara—and an enhanced military—necessary of
coursefor the protection of both pilots and of ships, and one had asituation which . . . bore scrutiny.
Perhaps even close scrutiny, and by those who were not put boldly forth as a Scout Inspector Speciaist.
Which suggestion she had made, very strongly, in her report.

Well, shetold hersdlf, as she approached the junction with the hospitality module, best to put the
report and thoughts of the report aside for the next while and instead partake of those diversions created
by one'sfelow passengers. This being, by reason of alack of handwritten invitations from the captain, an



informa medl, tables were formed from random groups of hopeful diners, and the luck of the draw often
provided amusement, and not infrequently, useful information.

From the corridor opposite came a sudden din, closely followed by its authors, the same smdll
handful of academics she had briefly encountered yesterday .

That meeting had produced something akin to amusement, for the loudest of the group had mistaken
her for atour-aide and demanded her assistance. Professora, perhaps an attending bedmate or two, and
afemde hdfling trailing, quiet and large-eyed, behind, al expectantly waiting for her to solve the universe
inone quick answer. Well, except for the halfling, whose attention had been claimed by apair of buskers,
autopipes a volume, and donation dish well over the docking line.

The solving requested of Cho had been smple enough—she had smply pointed to the nearby help
termina. The buskers, aas, had not fared so well. A crewman, directed by aflutter of the dock steward's
fingers, bore down upon them, snarling what Cho had taken by toneto be an insult intheloca dialect.
Scooping up the bowl, held thrown it at the taller musician's head, after pocketing the few coinsit had
hdd.

The hafling had seen it all, so Cho thought, though by then she had been on her way up the ramp,
surrounded by the noisy confusion of her elders.

The professorid group burst into the corridor ahead of her, their talk filling the space with echoes.
Cho took a deep breath in protest of the hubbub, and stood to one side, observing.

Thefird into the intersection was the hafling, skipping lightly through the change of the gravity field at
thelock boundary asif she were born to such things. Behind her, one of the elders tripped, and bounced
sharply againgt thewall. The hafling turned, one hand extended—

"Theo, pleasedon't . . ." awoman'sfine voice said, perfectly audible beneath the elder's loud
exclamations. The hafling—Theo—spun deftly on onetoe, removing hersdf from danger asthe elder
staggered, colliding with the other side of the passage. She barely kept her feet, her lamentations
increasing in volume and degree, her uninformed actions elevating her rapidly toward arisk to passengers
and to ship.

This, Cho thought, would not do.

Moving away from her watching place, she brought up her brightest meet-the-Terrans smile, and
caled out with cam good cheer, "Y es, these grav-interfaces can be quite shocking, can they not? That is
why these ydlow-and-green stripesline the walls—to warn of the coming field differentia.”

Now she was among them, pleased to see that they dowed in response to her tone and her posture
of relaxed goodwill. With luck, the rest would avoid arepesat of the loud woman's misadventure.

Alas, that woman, rather than sensibly awaiting rescue, had wallowed into aturn and now blundered
back acrossthe divide, smacking thewall for athird time. She would, Cho thought dispassionately, have
bruises on the morrow, which would have been well enough, had there been any remotest possibility that
she would have aso learned something.

"My stomach.. . ." the clumsy woman moaned, clinging to the smooth wall and closing her eyestight.
"Why must we crossthis chasm for every med?

A younger and considerably fitter woman moved toward the now-stable sufferer, her posture
somewhat tiff, but well-enough for agrounder approaching a change of gravity.

"Chair, we needn't come to the dining room, after al,” she said, her voice coolly matter-of-fact. "Our
medls can be brought to us, if welike. . ."

"Chair" seemed to consider this point; at least her vocd agitation subsided. The cool-voiced woman
turned dightly and directed a half-bow to Cho.

"Maam, you appear to travel comfortably. Do you take dl of your meds on-board in public, |
wonder?'

Cho gave the bow back, pleased to meet good intent with courtesy.



"| tend to do so, traveler, unless duty keeps me a my desk. Much of my joy intravel comesfrom the
people.” Thiswas perfectly true, and something she often said. If certain travelers therefore assumed that
they were the cause of joy—what harm done?

"Thenyou are an experienced traveler?' The woman's voi ce was trained—perhaps, Cho thought,
shewasasinger, or ateller of tales. She appeared not only sharp and dert, but aso seemed to be one
who had perhaps dedlt closdly with Liadens. The careful inflection, and the deliberate Structure of a
yes-no query was very nearly achalenge.

Cho laughed out loud, in fellowship more than amusement, and inclined her head.

"Trave ismy life, | warrant! | do not willingly stay long on any world. It isnot, you understand, thét |
didikeworlds, but that | prefer space.”

Her interlocutor smiled, perhapsin shared fellowship, and severa others of the group laughed softly,
as people will who have recognized humor without entirely catching the joke. Beneath these sounds, Cho
detected another, and glanced asde to discover the ignored hafling—winsome Theo—amusing herself
with the gravity nexus. She leaned playfully forward, alowing thefield to keep her upright, pae hair
flowing—

"Theo, surdly that's not safel” Chair snapped. From Theo's blink and the stiffening of the woman with
the storytdler's voice, Cho surmised that thisinput was both out-of-bounds and unwelcome.

"But I'm not having a problem, Professor Hafley," Theo said, holding her arms out at her sides, asif
shewereahbird gliding down aplacid breeze. "It'slike leaning into awind!"

The thin young face was amost impish with the joy of her play and it took Cho's best effort not to
laugh.

"Certainly leaning into thewind isn't safel™ Chair—but no, Cho corrected her thought—Pr ofessor
Hafley—snapped. "Y oulll fdl flat on your face when it changes direction!™

"Chair," the woman who knew Liadens murmured; "I think Theo has demongtrated that shesnot in
danger—"

"Evenif sheisn't, she'smaking me queasy! In my day, junior scholars stood up straight, kept till and
displayed a proper respect for their eldersin learning!”

"Orkan," the prettiest of the group's two males spoke up suddenly, hisvoice plaintive. "It'stimefor
our seeting, and I, for one, am hungry.”

Cho's ssomach quite agreed with the need for food; and the pretty one's complaint seemed to carry
weight with Professor Hafley, who turned with heavy-footed care to face her nemesis once more.
Moving quickly, Cho dodged past, waving Theo to her side with awink.

"Youngling, if you'l favor me, we may walk ahead and clam atable for the group.”

Theo glanced over her shoulder, but gpparently whoever held her in care gave permission, for she
cameaong willingly; and if she skipped alittlein thelighter gravity of the access hdl, who, thought Cho,
could blame her?

They'd clamed thelast full table—or rather, the woman with the short gray hair had, camly telling the
steward that, "the rest of our party comes at lelsure, while we two madcaps raced before.”

Thetablesin the dining hal were round, which Professor Crowley said neetly solved many potentia
problems of precedence and protocol. That it didn't solve all problems of precedence Theo had learned
only at breskfast, when she had mistakenly taken the chair at Kameesright. That chair also being to the
left of Clyburn's onagrata, it was, so he had informed her—and the rest of the dining hal—his. Mere
children were to stand respectfully aside until the adults were seated, and then quietly take the chair
which that had been |eft for them.

"Favor me, child,” the gray-haired woman murmured; "and St at my right. | am desolated to perceive
alack of mine gpprentice, derdict in hisduty to keep me upon my mettle.”



The tone was suspicioudy close to Father's over-serious voice. Theo looked into the woman's polite
face, catching the faintest twinkle in the brown eyes.

"I'll gladly do that maam," she said carefully. "But what if your apprentice comes—Iater?”"

"Why then, he shdl st at your right to observe such technique as you will display, and to bask in my
displeasure a asurvivable distance.”

Theo laughed as she took the chair the woman indicated. "We didn't do introductions,” shesaid. "I'm
Theo Waitley."

"| greet you, Theo Waitley," her seat-mate replied, with a heavy nod—amost a seated bow, Theo
thought. "My nameis. .. Cho sgRadia”

Theo copied the nod. "I greet you, Cho sg'Radia," she said.

Her companion smiled—asmile quite different from the smile she had worn at the intersection [obby.
Asif, Theo thought, the other smile had been . . . deliberate, somehow . . .

The sudden babble of familiar voices disrupted these musings. Theo turned to seetherest of their
group at the steward's station.

"Theremainder of our party joinsus! How delightful, to be surel” Cho sigRadiaexclaimed cheeily.

Theo glanced at her, and saw the other smilein place, too bright and too obvious, and then the

others arrived, conducted by the steward. He held the chair for Professor Hafley and saw her safely
seated with her napkin on her lap before leaving them in search of their waiter.

"Theo Waitley and | have introduced oursalves, as we had overlooked this nicety in the press of
other matters. | immediately seek to amend this affront to civilized behavior by making the group aware
that | an Cho 9gRadia”

Therewas apause, 0 long that Theo began to worry that Professor Hafley was still upset enough to
be rude. Acrossthe table, Kamele frowned, which probably meant she was worried, too.

Findly, Professor Hafley produced a<tiff smile, with no trace of liking or pleasureinit. "Cho
sgRadia, | am Higtory of Education Chair Orkan Hafley," she said formally.

"Professor Hafley," Cho murmured, inclining her head.

Theo relaxed as Kameeintroduced hersdlf, "History of Education Sub-chair Kamele Waitley," she
murmured, and raised her eyebrowsin Theo's direction. "Mother of Theo Waitley."

"Ah, isit 50? Allow meto compliment you upon your most charming offspring.”

Kamele laughed softly. "Y ou aretoo kind," she answered, and the introductions moved on.

"Emeritus Professor Crowley; Emeritus Professor Able; Clyburn Tang . . ." Theo let theintroductions
dide past her ear, watching Cho sig'Radia as she acknowledged each. The amile, she thought, like the
earnestly polite expression Father showed to strangers, was akind of mask. Likeit was. . . amped up,
unmissable, the emotiond equivaent of spesking dowly and didtinctly.

"Behold, thelost isfound!" Cho exclamed and rose from her chair, hand sweeping out to show them
the boy with the rumpled hair and the leather jacket who approached their table.

"To the Delgado scholars | am pleased to present Trainee Win Ton yo'Vaa, who has taken the
not-so-short route to dinner.”

The trainee bowed to the table, while the fingers of hisleft hand danced a pattern in the direction of
Cho sgRadia

"Delgado scholars, | greet you," he said, his accent tickling theinside of Theo'sear. "Captain, | am a
your feet. Y ou were, as dways, correct.”

"Hatterer!" Cho reseated hersalf and waved him toward the seat next to Theo. "Comport yourself
with courtesy, | pray you. When we are at leisure, | will entertain reasons why you should not be

Spaced.
"Maam." He bowed again, fingers quiet now, and moved smoothly ‘round the table to Theo'sside.



Cho turned her attention once more to the scholars, and he leaned close to whisper, "Have pity on me, |
beg you.”

Theo turned her head, looking directly into apair of merry brown eyes. She amiled at him without
meaning to.

"What do you want?'

"Only to live out my dlotted span,” he said, amiling back. "Depend upon it, she will grill me onthe
names and occupations of everyone Sitting to dinner, and if | do not havethem . . ." he sighed, not
convincingly. "Why, then, it'sthe airlock for me." He bent his head, and sent her aglance from beneath
reddish eyelashes. "Without a suit.”

Theo bit her lip so she wouldn't laugh, and shook her head. "Cho sg'Radiasaid | wasto keep her on
her mettle, since you weren't here.”

"Look at her," he returned. "Have you ever beheld awoman more mettlesome? Were she any
sharper, she would be adanger to hersdf.”

Theo's rescue this time came in the shape of their waiter, who approached bearing atray full of
beakers.

"What'sthat?' she wondered.
Beside her Win Ton yo'Vaalaughed softly. "Oho. Perhaps we might trade, Sweet Mystery.”
Shelooked a him. "Trade?"

"Of acertainty. We each hold knowledge which the other lacks. Commerce may therefore go forth.”
He paused as beakers arrived before them.

"Here," hesaid; "I will show my earnest. This. . ." Hetouched the pae green glasswith alight finger.
"This, Sweet Mystery, is chilled vegetable broth. It is meant to prepare the paate for the ddightsto
come. One sipsit directly from the container.”

A quick glance showed Cho and Kamele and Professor Crowley lifting their beakers as described,
hesitantly copied by others of their party.

Theo glanced back to Win Ton. "My nameisn't 'Sweet Mystery,'" shetold him, picking her beaker
up carefully. "It's Theo. Theo Waitley."

Win Ton's smile widened and he leaned closer to touch hisglassto hers. "So," he said
conspiratoridly, "thetrading begins.

By thetime the plates bearing what Win Ton assured her wasthe "main course” arrived, hewasin
the possession of the names and positions of each of the Delgado party, and Theo had learned how to
"address' three different "befores'—one cold, one tepid, one hot—and the uses of the various utensils
provided at her place.

Thiswas much better than breskfast, she thought, as she tried to imitate Win Ton's use of the tongs.
At breakfast, the scholars had discussed their project, leaving her Clyburn for company. Since he
considered himsdlf above taking to children, except to issue directions, that meant she'd spent the medl
trying to figure out a conversation she clearly wasn't meant to understand, and wishing she was back
home.

Asnear asshe could figureit in her head, it would be about time for Advertency. Sheld wondered
how Lesset had done with the last solo—which turned out to be abad idea, because that made her eyes
gting, and she wasn't going to cry in front of the whole Research Team; and especially not in front of
Clyburn. Happily, the waiter had cometo tell them that their table was needed for the second medl-shift
before Theo scanddized everybody by pulling out her mumu and calling up agame.

Shetasted a bit of what Win Ton said was poached Siclarian Waking Mushrooms, catching her
breath at the unexpected burst of hot spiciness, and reached for her water glass.



With two strangers at the table, the scholars had to be polite, and to converse on topics
comprehensible to everybody. Surprisingly, it was Emeritus Professor Crowley who carried the bulk of
the conversation with Cho sg'Radia, admitting to her supposition that their destination was Me chiza

Questioned regarding their purpose, he had tipped his head, ironicaly, Theo thought, and murmured,
"We areto perform aliterature search, maam. Quite tedious and scholarly. And yourself? Can we hope
to have the pleasure of your company al the way to Mechiza?"

"Y our hopes arefulfilled," she assured him with one of her real smiles. "We have business on the
dation there, my disgraceful apprenticeand 1."

"What business?' Theo asked Win Ton, as Clyburn—too long ignored—began arambling
commentary on the clothes worn by passengers at other tables.

"We are assigned to retrieve aship,” he said, matter-of-factly, and sent her a sharp glance.
"Y ou sgh, sweet Theo! Isit possible to hope that you will missme?!

"How could I will missyou when I've hardly met you?' she asked prosaically. "But—'assigned to
retrieve a ship’ sounds so much moreinteresting than 'stuck a boarding school, studying!”

"One may acquire afondnessrapidly, don't you find? Asfor study, therewill be awedth of that on
my sde, aswell, | assure you! No one who travelswith my captain is safe.” He amiled. "Perhaps | will
lose credit with you, but | confessthat not afew of the lessons available to passengers of this ship tempt
me. History, drama, the science of star travel, lectures on the arts and culture of the ports we approach .

Sheblinked a him."Y ou makeit sound like fun!*

Helaughed. "And soitisfun! Shadl | prove my point?

"How?" she asked doubtfully.

"Meet me tomorrow at fifth gong in the morning lounge. They call it ‘Breskfast All Y ear' because

someone is dways on a schedule where breakfast isthe medl they need. From there we two shdll visit the
daily lecture at the Pet Library. Tomorrow isto be 'Introduction to Norbears,' if | recall correctly.”

"What'sanorbear?' she asked, and his smile became mischievous.
"Behold," he murmured, "an opportunity to learn. "Have we abargain, then?'

"My tutoring should be over by fifthgong . . ." she said dowly, doing the time conversion in her head.
Professor Able said they'd get used to ship'stime quickly, but for now, her body till thought it was on
Degado.

"Send me amessage viaship'sweb if circumstances overtake you. | am Passenger Nine-nine seven,
sx four-four. Otherwise, we shdl test my proposition, en?”

"All right . . ." Theo said, and then smiled. " Passenger ninety-nine, seventy-six, forty-four. | hopel
can mekeit."

"I hope you can makeit, too."

"Infact, no," Cho sg’Radiawas saying to Clyburn, "the truth is that the attire you so admire three
tables over isnot worn by theleast of those seated, but thefirgt. | have been away from fashion this
while, and so may bein error. However, he appears to be wearing the very latest from Rombert's, and
would be welcomein any of thefinest halls on Liad dressed thus. Alas, here heis—abit too grand.
Perhaps he thought to sit with the captain.”

Clyburn didn't like to be corrected. He drew a breath to answer—and was quelled by alook from
Chair Hafley, which warmed Theo toward her dightly, and mumbled hisway into silence.

"It is difficult when traveling,” Win Ton said into the smal quiet that followed this, "to correctly read
clothing and position.” He paused and looked about, saw that he had the attention of the table and
continued.

"The—you will forgive me, that | have no proper word in your tongue—the melant'i of those around



one can only sometimes be determined by dress, or lack of it, when onetravels. | havehad cause. . ."
Helooked toward Cho, his cheeks darkening dightly. "On thisvery trip, | myself had causeto be
surprised at ameal. A man dressed dl in white, with the smell of spice and oil about him, and perhaps,
too, adash of sauce upon adeeve, cameto our table. . . | thought him a. . . servant, perhaps aworker
inthe kitchens. Rather he. . . worethering!"

Here he paused, fingersrippling, asif he were handing something past Theo to the woman on her
other sde—

"Rather," Cho sg'Radiasaid, taking up the tale, "he was Zed ter'Janpok, Clan Tangier. Tangier
Himself, you will gpprehend, whom one values as an old friend, cometo vist." She paused to sp from
her glass. "Mind you, the impulsive young gpprentice had not entirely mis-observed, for my good friend is
achef of thefirst water, and S0, indeed, a kitchen worker ." She cocked an ironic eyebrow downtable,
Professor Crowley and Kamele laughed in appreciation, echoed by the others.

"And now, unless| mis-observe mysdaf—yes It isour servers, with dessert!”

"Do candied dromisain leaves with sour sauce not please you, Sweet Mystery? Y ou might call for a
sorbet, instead, you know."

Theo blinked, her face heating. She'd dozed off, like akid kept up past her bedtime.

"Stop cdling methat!" shewhispered fiercdly. "It's stupid.”

Therewasasmall pause. A glance at Win Ton's face showed him suddenly serious, hislips pressed
tight.

"I'm sorry." Impulsively, she reached out and put her fingers on hisleather deeve. "I'm—I'mnot on
ship timeyet, and I'm faling adegp. And I missmy cat, and Fa—Professor Kiladi. But none of that's
your fault, and | shouldn't have yelled at you."

"Ah." His mouth softened and heinclined hishead. "It isforgotten. And it ismy fault, | think, alittle.
Y ou had told me your name.” He frowned down at his plate and put the spoon carefully aside.

"Intruth, the sauce is somewhat too sour for my taste," he said, and tipped his head, his eyes bright
again. "Tdl me about your cat."

Therewasanoteof . . . wistfulnessin hisvoice.
"Do you have a cat, too?" Theo asked.

Win Ton moved hishand in asharp gesture, like he was tossing something away. "I, acat? Never
think it. My delm didikes the creatures and refuses to have them in clan house or garden. So you must tell
me: What isit liketo have your own cat?"

"Well," shesaid dowly. "Sometimes, it'salot of trouble. . ."

The conversation grew more interesting with dessert, which Cho wel comed—and welcomed again,
asthe beautiful Clyburn was effectively slenced by the ebb and flow of discusson. Truly, avapid
individua. On the other hand, his lady seemed pleased with his secret charms, and that of course must be
what counted.

The senior traveler Crowley was sharp and quiet at once, and the Sub-chair Kamele
Waitley—ostensibly second to her Chairl—was both sharper and quieter. Interesting melant'i play it
was to see the discussion moved about at apparent random, where the Chair was sometimes at aloss,
while the Emeriti gppeared very much interested in the opinions and the process of the Sub-chair's
thoughts. That thiswas not lost upon Chair Hafley was a so gpparent, and promised more adjustment of
melant'i infuture. It wasto be hoped that the elder scholar would be wise, though Cho thought that she
would be. . . otherwise,

Too, perhaps young Theo's presence could not be dismissed smply as adoting mother'swhim



companion. There waslittle of the doting parent in Kamele Waitley. And how convenient, to have
another of one's house as extraears, in what was surdly a stuation fraught with tenson?

The halflings had kept good company, to the benefit of both. Their present topic . . . Cho spared
them an ear, and hid her sgh insde asip of wine. Catsl The gods send that there would be no
opportunity for the boy to adopt a cat before she handed him off to other trainers.

"But it'sthe old ‘unlimited energy’ canard, brought to a new face!"

That was Crowley, taking fire from what was apparently afavorite topic. "Wein education know—I
can prepare citesif you like!™

But there, the youngest of them was nodding off in the midst of arecitation of the wonders of her
personal cat, her dessert uneaten, spoon drooping in her hand.

Cho glanced aside, meaning to draw the mother's eye, but the sharp and formidable Kamele had
seen, and was dready in motion, pushing back from the table with asmileal around.

"Scholars, gpprise mein thethe morning if you solvethis. I'm afraid Theo and | are not yet in sync
with the ship's clock. Perhaps tomorrow evening well be morein tune.”

"l wonder if | may suggest,” Cho murmured for Kamele's ear done asWin Ton helped Theo to her
feet and deftly rearranged the chairsto clear her path, "that your daughter join some of the lectures and
events offered to passengers. | know she will have lessons—as does my scamp of an apprentice—but
with atable full of educatorsto draw upon it ought not be difficult to assign vaue to something far
more—interactive—than rote read-and-repest . . "

Kamele gave her a sharp glance, and Cho produced asmall bow for amother's consideration.

"It must be admitted,” she said, more quietly ill, "that Win Ton has asked Theo to accompany him
to alecture a the Pet Library. If you are ableto dlow it, | would own mysdlf in your debt, for the boy
needsto practice his Terran againgt a native speaker.”

"Ah." Kamee smiled as she put her hand on her daughter's shoulder and turned her toward the entry.
"I think | can dlow that."

Thetwo departed. Win Ton resested himself, and Cho returned her attention to the remaining
scholars, who had taken up a debate of the educational opportunities available on-board. Cho smiled
and leaned back in her chair, pleased that the politics of unlimited energy had been, for the moment, put

away.

Twenty-One

Vashtara
EdRec L evel



Pet Library

Theo jumped out of the evator at the EdRec Leve following the blue lines marked "Educetion” to
the right, while most of her fellow passengers went | eft, pacing the glittery orange sparklesto
"Recrestion.”

Sheld looked Breakfast All Y ear and the Pet Library up on the shipmap, then scanned the info-page
for thelibrary.

Sadly, there were no cats listed in the Pet Census, though the entry did say that the kind and number
of creatures on inventory was subject to change. She'd been about to look up norbears when the Tutor in
her traveling school book noticed that sheld finished the math solo it had set her to, and the salf-test, and
called her attention to the next lesson in series. That one had been alittle harder, and the Tutor had
ingsted that shefinish the sdlf-test for it, too.

"I'll belate for an appointment,” shetold it, haf of her mind on the self-test.

illset remediation: Time Management, the Tutor noted.

"l manage my timejust fine!" Theo said hotly, her fingers continuing to work out the problem while
she spared aglare at the dialog box. She'd heard that the Alsin the traveling 'books were old, but
nobody had mentioned cranky. Just her luck to draw one with adisciplinarian stregk.

Had you moved on immediately to the next lesson, you would have completed your work
early, the Tutor answered. Instead, you chose to do unauthorized research, and wait for a prompt.

A prompt that the Tutor, Theo suspected darkly, had put off providing until it knew sheld haveto
rush to finish. She stuck her tongue out at the dialogue box, and filed the answer to the last problem with
atap that was harder than it needed to be.

There was along moment when nothing happened at al, then the Tutor's dialog box flashed green.

Self-test satisfactory, it allowed—grudgingly, Theo thought. The student may undertake
mother-approved social project. Next lesson is chemical theory, at eighth gong.

Theo tapped the "recess" button as she came out of her seat. The door had closed behind her by the
time the screen blanked.

Even with the Tutor's nidjit delay, Theo thought sheld have plenty of timeto get to Breskfast All Day.
Unfortunately, she had reckoned without the sheer size of the ship.

Whileit was very true that the belt to the 'vator bank serving the EdRec Level was directly acrossthe
Retail Concourse, that areawas far larger than the shipmap had led her to expect. Nor had she counted
on the other impedimentsin her path.

The belts—the few that werein service—moved dow, and none of the other passengers seemed to
beinahurry. They ambled from one side of the main promenade to the other, peering into shop
windows, playing with the auto-vend units, stopping dead in the center of the walkway to talk to each
other . ..

Sheld never seen so many adults with nothing to do—and so inadvertent in doing it!

Atlong lagt, the 'vator bank cameinto view. She did in between leisurely closing doors, last onein,
and very shortly first one out, remembering to walk-not-run, though surely it was al right to walk fast
when you were going to be late for an gppointment. . . .

Walking fast, Theo outstripped the elght passengers who had turned to follow the Ed lineswith her.
Directly ahead an ID shimmered above astore front, resolving, as she came closer, to agraphic of a
large yelow cup with steam rising fromit. The cup faded, replaced by thewords, "Breskfast All Year."

A subdued and gentedl gong sounded down the corridor, counting five.

"Chaod" Theo did run the last few steps across the hall, dodging the cluster of chatting adults
blocking the entrance—and froze just inside, somach sinking.



I'll never find himin this! shethought dismally.

Hundreds of glossy dark tables and chairs stretched away and up three curved, bright yellow walls. It
might, Theo thought, have been meant to create the illusion of being inside of a coffee cup.

Inside of afull-to-overflowing coffee cup.

She strained high on her toes, scanning the room without much hope. The restaurant was so crowded
that one boy with reddish brown hair and a black jacket wasn't going to stand out—

"There you are—and prompt, aswell!" His voice was so close that she jJumped. She took a breath
and settled dowly flat-footed before turning her head to look at him.

"Late, you mean," shesaid.
"Arrived directly on thefifth gong," heretorted. "l ings that thisis on time—and well done, indeed, if

you navigated the public halls. Y ou might think yourself at Festiva, with so many dawdlersand
pleasure-seekers blocking the waysl™

"But you—come by the. . . private hals," Theo said, remembering hisarrival last night—and Cho
sg'Radids apparent displeasure with his chosen route.

Helaughed softly. "Never think it! Today, my captain has decreed that | antogoasa
passenger-guest upon thisvessel and thus sample humility.”

She eyed him. The jacket he/d worn last night was gone, though he was dressed neatly enoughina
brown vest over ashirt like pale sunshine, and dark trousers.

"Y ou were kind of late for dinner," she commented.
"Kind of, | was," he agreed, then brought the tips of hisfingers sharply againgt histemple.

"Bah! In addition to my lack of humility, I have no manners, and even less address! First, | must beg
your forgiveness. This placeisnever so full, being in an unpopular hal of an unpopular level. The manager
must have noticed this, aswell, for what should there be this morning on the public band but adiscussion
of thislittle-known treasure of our ship—" Heflicked hisfingersat the crowded interior. "With this
result.”

"Y ou couldn't have known," Theo said. "I am glad you saw me, though . . ."

He smiled. "But how could | overlook you, Theo Waitley?'

"A lot of peopledo,” shetold him serioudly.

"It becomes apparent, then, that alot of people,” Win Ton announced, turning toward the entrance,
"areafool. | suggest that we continue our conversation aswewalk, if we areto arrive at the lecture on
time"

"Oh!" Sheturned with him. The noisy group blocking the doorway had grown—waiting for tables,
Theo thought. Win Ton threaded hisway effortlesdy through the blockade. Following, Theo wondered if
he would teach her how to do that.

"Arethe private hallsless crowded?" she asked, once they were able to walk side-by-side.

Win Ton glanced at her, looking down, she redlized, but not such along way down. She was used to
being the shortest onein every group, but it was pleasant not to be so much shorter than her companion.

"For some," he said dowly, "there are private hals—and only at sometimes. Most usualy, they are
less crowded and more direct, being less concerned with—" He swept hisarm out in agrand gesture that
seemed to include Vashtara's entire interior—"the art of space." He grinned at her. "Or the enticement of
tourigs.”

Whatever, Theo thought, the "art of space” was. Still, sheliked to hear him talk; he had anicevoice,
and hisaccent was. . . interesting. Rounded and . . . flowy, like hed buffed dl the sharp edges off his
words.

"Did your jacket let you get into the back hallways?' she asked, which gained her another glance
from benegath long, reddish lashes.



"In some measure,” Win Ton said dowly, "the jacket dlowed meinto the private ways. Be aware,
though, my friend, that the jacket is both aburden and ajoy, asmy piloting instructor was somewhat
over-fond of telling us™

Theo blinked. "Wha—" she began, but Win Ton was angling toward awall mounted with a dozen or
more screens, each showing adifferent anima.

"The Pet Library!" he exclamed. " Now we shall seewonders, Theo Waitley!"

Inlight of her long serviceto the Liaden Scouts, aswell as her position in aclan that had given many
to asmilar service, it would not be wrong to suppose that Cho sg'Radia had alamentable tendency to . .
. meddle in mattersthat did not, perhaps, fal directly within her duty.

Indeed it could with some accuracy be said that the Liaden Scouts as an entity stood as the galaxy's
premier meddler—witness her most recent assgnment.

Despite which, one did not wish to unnecessarily disturb the peace of chance-met strangers, nor
meddle too nearly—or at dl!—in acollegid stuation fraught with nuance one could not hope to master
within the space of one brief seating.

And, yet . ..

Unless matters M e chizan had dtered considerably since her last briefing session, there was perhaps
more peril attending the scholarly group's so-dry and tedious search of literature than might be redlized.

Onewould didike, Cho thought, risng from her desk and running her fingers through her short hair,
to find that the lack of aword in theright ear had placed innocentsin the way of danger.

Onewould didikethat, extremely.

"Many base creatures adopt asocid order,” the lecturer said, in his abrupt, disapproving way. Theo
couldn't figure out if he disapproved of hisaudiencein generd, of the cranky littlie who had severd times
announced that he wanted to "see bears now!" in particular, or if it was the subject of hislecturethat he
found annoying. Disgpproving or not, though, he did have anumber of interesting facts about norbearsto
impart, for which Theo waswilling to forgive hisuncordia lecturing syle.

"Norbears are highly sociaized cregtures. Typicaly, afamily group will raly around a chieftain, and
clam acertain territory astheir own. When the family group growstoo large for the chosen territory to
comfortably support, asecondary chieftain will arise, and lead a portion of the group to another territory,
where they will settle and live, until force of numberstriggerstherise of atertiary chieftain who, in histurn
leads a sub-group to anew territory."

Thelecturer paused. Inthissmall silence, the fidgety littlie Sghed, and asked his mother in aloud
whisper to make that man be quiet.

"Norbears have few natural enemies,” the lecturer resumed, carefully. "However, their natura habitat
isunregulated and quite wild. Fluctuationsin the availability of food are common, and, as base crestures
will do, the norbears have produced a biologic coping mechanism. When food is scarce, fewer cubs are
birthed. Strangely, it has been noted that domesticated groups, such aswe have here on Vashtara, adapt
themsdvesto their artificid but far safer conditions by aso birthing fewer cubs.”

Helooked out over the audience.

"In just amoment, those of you who wish the opportunity may follow our pet librarian, Mr. Rogen, to
the norbears enclosure. Before you go, however, | would like to speak alittle about expectations.

"As| have said, norbears are natural empaths. However, they are a so base creatures. If you expect
inteligence, or cognition, you will be disappointed.”

Another pause, and then a glance to the back of the room.
"Mr. Rogen. If you would take over, please?"



The cafe on the atrium deck was, in Cho sig'Radia's experience, underused. It had perhaps been the
intention of the designersthat it be aquiet place for contemplative study, or for sweet privacy of other
sorts. Certainly, the tables tucked well into the embrace of fragrant foliage, and the numbers of flowering
vinesartfully scaing thewalls spoke of a certain thoughtfulnessin the matter.

That the designers had designed poorly—uwell, no. The place was very pleasant, for those who
vaued solitude. Woe to the designersthat not many, at least, of this passenger compliment, desired
solitude,

Cho hersdlf was more often to be found on the Promenade Level when shewasat leisure, Sitting at a
small table with aglass of wineto hand, and a keen eye on those who passed her by in their pursuit of
pleasure. It was a pure marvel, how much peopletold of themsaves by the smple acts of walking and
talking. Her work, however, she engaged in the privacy of her cabin, venturing out when she had need of
gimulation, or to beguile herself with observations and guesses while serious business sorted itsdf out in
her backbrain.

Her quarters were quiet, despite the proximity of the young apprentice, who for al hisyouth
addressed his studieswith a serious intensity that might darm afond senior, if she had not also detected a
gmilarintengty inhis. . . lessweighty . . . activities.

There were some, however, whose quarters were perhaps not so convivia as her own, and whose
work might best be pursued away from the possibility of busy eyes.

It was just such aone that Cho sought now, moving casualy down the wending pathways. Conscious
of her mission, she made aspecid effort to brush up against leaves and to tread firmly upon therarefalen
stick. There was no need to startle aswell as surprise.

Ahal She had not guessed wrongly! There, boldly framed in scarlet blossoms, her screen open
before her, pot and cup to hand, sat Kamele Waitley. Y et, having run her quarry to ground, Cho
hesitated, not wishing to add hersdlf to thelist of prying eyes, inconvenient questions, and interruption of
duty.

A moment's study of the scholar at work failed to entirely reassure her. The screen was extended, yet
it seemed that Kamele Waitley gazed beyond it, her face soft, her eyes unfocused. She made, Cho
owned, acharming picture thus, with fawn brown hair wisping out of the knot in which she sought to
confineit, and curling bewitchingly along her pae cheek. Indeed, shelooked not so much like ascholar
at study, or an adminigtrator at her regulations, as she seemed awoman considering some pleasurable,
but regrettably distant, item. Perhaps she thought of afavored companion; or of a particular
garden-nook, of which the surrounding artful greenery was but athin charade.

Cho dropped back a step, bestirring neither leaf nor branch, unwilling to disturb such contemplative
ddights. The woman at the table blinked, her eyes sharpening as she turned her head.

Discovered! How embarrassing, to be sure.

Cho stepped forward immediately, swept the bow between equals, and straightened, remembering to
amile

"Good shift, Sub-chair Waitley," shesad. "Pray forgive theinterruption. | do not," she added, with
perfect truth, "often find an acquaintance here.”

"Remember what Mr. Chorli told you, now," the pet librarian cautioned. "Norbears are natural
empaths. Each one can hear adightly different—let'scdl it 'music.” What you'll want to doislet them
make the approach, don't rush them or show any fear. These are domestic animalss; they won't hurt you."
Therewas adight pause while Mr. Rogen—an extremely fit man with yellow tipped black hair who Theo
thought looked more like a Leisure and Recreation ingtructor than alibrarian—gazed at the six people
who had decided to brave avisit to the norbears.



The area—room was far too quaint aword for the airy and multicol ored space they stood
in—flowed into distinct ecologicd sections differentiated by lighting, color, and floor covering, aswell as
by the vegetation visiblein theinteriors of those sections.

"Twelvel" Win Ton said, gpprovingly.
Theo looked around her—Oh! There were twelve eco-sections. He had quick eyes!

Between the sections and the public were portas of varying transparencies and shades. Their group
stood in front of one with nearly clear door. Through it, the interior'sinviting greens and blues appeared

ragged.
"It could be that one or even two of you won't be approached,” Mr. Rogen continued. " That only
means that an animal able to hear your particular music isn't present in the group.

"So, with al that said . . ." he did opened the gate to the eco-section, and waved them through.

Theo quickly dipped 'round the edge of the enclosure and went down on one knee with her back
againg athicket of skinny boughs. The floor didn't merely look ragged, it was ragged—and unexpectedly
soft and springy. A closer inspection showed that it was made of vines and lichens, dl woven together to
form acomfortable, crinkly habitat.

The norbears—nine plump, rough-furred mammals—were on the far side of the enclosure, some
haf-buried in the floor-stuff, some lolling about on top, al seeming obliviousto presence of humansin
their space, going about what the lecture had told them was typical norbear business—esting, wrestling,
grooming, and deeping.

Except, Theo thought, watching them with acritica eye, there wasn't much deeping going on. Oh,
there were roly-poly recumbent bodies nestled into the vines, eyes closed while rounded ears twitched
and pivoted, tracking soft footsteps—or maybe listening to the new songs, measuring each against some
secret norbear standard.

Which was remarkably catlike behavior for creaturesthat looked so very different from cats. . .

Suddenly, therewas aflurry, arustle of vegetation, and one of the norbears was on the move,
rocking from side to Sde as she made her way across the enclosure, straight for the little boy with red
hair who'd been so cranky during the lecture.

But, that's not catlike at all, Theo thought. There was no mystery about the gpproach, no
measuring glance over one shoulder, no Stting down to groom—no suspense. Instead, the norbear
bumbled merrily onward until she had run her round head practicdly into the boy'sknee. Thelittliegavea
shout of laughter, and promptly sat down in the blue-green expanse, gathering his new friend into his
ams.

Asif that had been asignd, the rest of the norbears were suddenly moving, fairly charging the
gathered humans. Theo was bumped by awhite norbear with abrown spot on her spine. She reached
down to pet her, and discovered that the rough-looking pelt wasn't rough at al, but plush against her
skin, while—

"She'spurring!™ she exclaimed, glancing over to Win Ton, comfortably cross-legged on the woven
floor, ablack norbear snuggled againgt his hip.

He placed his hand gently againgt the charcod fur and amiled.

"Isthis catlike, then?" he asked, softly, as hisfriend suddenly sat up on her hind legs and grabbed his
deevewith atiny hand.

"Not quite," Theo said. "The resonance is—it'slike I'm hearing haf the sound inside my head!"
"Ah. Perhapsthat isthe so-called 'natural empathy’ at work?"
"Y ou mean, since they can't hear on—on every frequency . . ."

"Precisaly! It may bereciprocd. Infact, it must bereciprocd. Isit not the same with the cha'dramliz
—ah, your pardon! | mean to sasy—" He blinked and sent her awry glance. "Y our pardon again, Theo



Waitley. | find that | do not know what | mean, speaking in Terran.”

"Maybeif you describe—" Theo began, and blinked, interrupted by the sudden arriva of a second,
much skinnie—maybe younger?—norbear, who charged up her knee, grabbed onto the front of her
swesater with tiny hands and climbed until she had gained the height of Theo's shoulder, where she sat up
on her back legs, one hand clutching Theo's hair to keep from rolling over and down.

The shoulder-sitter was purring, too, and the interweaving of the two "sounds' inside her head
was—energizing.

She laughed asthefirst norbear, not to be outdone, despite the fact that she was considerably more
portly, grabbed onto Theo's pants leg, and began to haul hersdlf up, hand over hand. Laughing again,
Theo scooped the creature into her Iap, and cuddled her. The norbear relaxed against her, purrs
intengifying. Theo shivered pleasurably, and looked around the enclosure.

Thelittliewasrolling in the vines with his norbear, squedling with laughter. Two of the adults were
sitting down, norbears at cuddle and grins on their faces. The oldest of their group was standing, his back
againg thewall, norbear on his shoulder, furry cheek pressed againgt his ear. The man's eyeswere
closed and he was smiiling.

Mr. Rogen stood off to one side of it dl, hands behind his back, face expressionless; the only one of
their group not visited by anorbear.

"Have some manners” Win Ton exclamed from beside her, over asudden frantic sound of claws
scrabbling againg cloth. "It's hardly my fault you werelost in dreamd!” He extended hishand and raised it
dowly, aginger colored norbear no bigger than his hand curled down on his pdm, ears quivering.

"There," he murmured. "No need to be distraught . . ."

The sounds in her head increased again, like she was maybe hearing Win Ton's norbears, too. She
wondered, if shelistened closdly, if shed be ableto tell which purr belonged to each norbear. Theo
closed her eyesfor amoment, the better to concentrate—and jerked asthe librarian called out.

"That concludes our lecture for the day! The norbears are available to passengersin cycle every
shipday, please consult the Library's schedule for exact times! Now, pleaserise, and place your animal
gently on the leaves. There may be amoment of didocation as the empathic bond is—they have very little
range—Y es. And please now |leave the enclosure.”

Theo put her norbears on the green-tangle with a pang made sharper by the skinny shoulder Sitter
wrapping tiny fingers around the base of her thumb, asif pleading with her not to go. Win Ton was
gtanding, though, and the rest of the group wasfiling through the gate, thelittle boy till giggling softly to
himsdlf.

"I've got to go," Theo whispered to the skinny norbear. "I'll come back and visit—promise!"

Sheforced hersdlf to pull her hand back, stand up, and follow the rest of the group out of the
enclosure,

Kamele smiled and inclined her head easily, neither scrambling to stand and bow in return, nor
ignoring the courtesy offered. She had not, Cho thought, been smply given arule, for therewasa
naturalness to the gesture that mere rule-learning could never atain. Rather, it wasthe gesture of
someone who had learned by proximity, over time, until the easy courtesy was part of her socia
repertoire.

"l came down to do somework," Kamde said, "but | think that work has done with me." She moved
her hand, showing Cho the empty chair acrossfrom her. "Please, won't you join me? The coffeeis quite
"Ah." Cho didinto the offered chair. "Theteais aso entirely drinkable, as| have had occasion to
discover. Also, thereisasmall cheesecake—samall in size, but large in delight. May | order oneto share,
and more coffeefor yoursdf?"



The blue eyes sharpened on her. Cho kept her face asinnocent as may be, displaying restrained
pleasure at this chance meseting. Shewas, as most Liadens were, dl praise to the lessons of the
homeworld culture, very good at schooling her expressons. And yet there was amoment, fleeting but
poignant, in which she was convinced that Kamele Waitley had pierced her smdl vell of deceit.

Whatever discoveriesthe professor may have made, she decided not to remark them. The moment
passed, and Kamele Waitley once more inclined her head.

"A sweset shared with an dly would be very pleasant, | thank you."

Hah. Now, that, Cho thought, had more of the fed of received information, as opposed to practical
understanding. Still, even scholars might hold truce over table.

Cho touched the discreet button set into the tabletop and entrusted her order to the smiling young
person who shortly arrived at their dcove. By the time Kamele Waitley had folded her screen away, the
server was returned, bearing atray with two pots, two cups, the single sweet and the utensilswith which
to addressit. These were deftly set out with amurmured wish that the diners enjoy, and they were once
aganinprivate.

Kamele poured coffee. Cho poured tea, looking up to see what the other would do—and delighted
to find that shetook but asingle sip from her cup before placing it gently on the tabletop, her eyes steedy
on Cho'sface.

Hereindeed was afully capable woman, Cho thought, admiringly, and stifled asigh at the memory of
the person to whom she sat second.

Wiel.
Cho took theritua sp and likewise put her cup aside, returning Kamele Waitley'sregard.

"At our shared medl last evening, the so-ddightful Professor Crowley alowed meto know that the
scholars of Delgado travel to M chiza, there to undertake a search of literatures.”

"That'sright," the other woman said, asmall line appearing between ddlicate brows. "We checked
the Advisories available to us and found no warnings of . . . danger more than would await any traveler,
ignorant of local cusom.”

Gods, the woman was quick! Cho inclined her head.

"The Advisoriesare.. . . adequate for most travelers. Melchizava uesiits tourists even more than it
vauesitstrade. What concerns meisthis search which your team would undertake. For Melchizaholds
itsintellectua treasures close, and does not easly share.”

Kamede Waitley's face smoothed. Almost, she smiled. "I thank you for your concern,” she said softly.
"But we go as scholars to scholars, with an identica regard for the treasures of the intellect. That
common bond will, I think, bridge our differences.” She reached for her cup and raised it, apparently of
the opinion that the mest of their interaction was consumed. "Weve been in contact with the curator of
the items we wish to examine, and she's been everything that's obliging and scholarly.”

Wll, and perhaps not so quick, after al. Cho picked up her cup. But no, she chided hersdlf, asshe
savored the truly excellent ship's blend—that was unkind, and likely adso untrue. Kamele Waitley thought
interms of her team's mission, and those arrangements that scholars made between scholars. Of those
other influences upon her mission which were yet outside of it—of those things, she wasignorant. And
how not?

"Itis" she said softly, "doubtless exactly asyou say. Certainly, there are those ports where | would
scarce dare set foot, except for the surety of meeting alike mind.”

Shewould, Cho thought, consider abit more, and weigh whether the warning repeated, and more
strongly, might cause more harm than good. There wastime. And it might, after dl, be true that the
scholars would stand sheltered within the shadow of their kin in research and never catch of glimpse of
themore. . . peculiar . . . aspects of Mée chizan culture.

In the meanwhile, she smiled and nodded at the untouched sweset between them.



"Pleasg, let us enjoy thistogether." She picked up the spoon that had been set by her hand, and saw
with abreath of relief that Kamele Waitley aso picked up hers. She had not offended. That waswell.
Onedid not like the notion of offending Kamele Waitley.

Theo's head was buzzing, like she till heard the norbears purring there; and she felt—charged with
‘way too much energy, and if shedidn't do something to channd it, or contain it, then—

"I need to make lace!" she exclaimed, feet jittering againgt the deck as they walked away from the
pet library.

"And to think that they are merely domestic norbeard” Win Ton's voice sounded like her head felt,
bright and full of unexpected edges. "How might we have fared, faced with—what?' He looked down at
her, brown eyes glittering. ™Y ou need to make—Ilace?' She hadn't redlized he was so close; she could
fed the excitement jumping back and forth between the two of them, arcing, like dectricity . . .

"No," she said, and forced herself to stop, to keep both feet firmly on the deck and both arms at her
sdes. She closed her eyes, forcing hersdlf to think through the buzz. When she had the thought firm, she
looked up at Win Ton, who was standing forcibly till, not even ahand's breadth away.

"l don't want to make lace," she said, speaking dowly and clearly. "I want to dance.”

He grinned. "Now that may indeed be the tonic that curesus! Hold abest." He spun rapidly on a
hedl, arm shooting out and up, pointing at the Sign that flashed and spangled across the wide hallway.

Arcade.

Like everything dse on Vashtara, the arcade was too big and too ornate; certainly it was too noisy.
Theo followed Win Ton through the diding gates and was nearly overwhelmed by the racket. Such a
blast of sound and distracting lights would never have been alowed on Delgado; it couldn't be elther safe
or secure to have so many things going on at oncel

On the other hand, with the norbear buzz till in her head and the feding she had, the will to dance
so strong, the noise seemedtoechoand .. . . dmogt . . . satisfy some craving she hadn't 'til thisminute
known she'd had.

Win Ton had aplan, so she kept his shoulder closeto hers as he dipped deeper into the noise and
the crowd.

He paused, and she thought held found it . . . but maybe he was watching the woman with the
supidly tiny skirt walk by—as were half the people on deck it seemed like. Pffft . . . shedidn't move
half aswell asWin Ton himsdlf . . . but then his gaze traveled on. Hejerked his head, like he was pointing
with hischin.

"There! Will that satisfy you, Theo Waitley?' There was anote of—of challenge—in hisvoice. She
looked in the direction held pointed.

There wasatrio of platforms, one barely abovefloor level and swathed in apulsing green light. The
next level, up aramp to the right, was bathed in alurid red light with adouble pulse. The third platform
was higher till, glowing with ablue-silver nimbus, adozen smaller overhead highlightsreflecting off its
glittering hardware.

The beat from thefirgt platform was plain and smple; it was occupied by three adults, trying to do
something . . .

Win Ton leaned comfortably into her shoulder, murmuring so softly that she had to practicaly put her
ear agang hislipsto hear him.

"I said, Theo, that we need not start on the base platform if you don't wish to. It only goesup to level
nine"

The three adults, Theo saw suddenly, were dancing—sort of—



in asemi-coordinated kind of way, each following a pattern that was projected in Tri-D in front of them.
The image showed them where to place their feet next, with hintsfor tempo and hand location . . . and
they weren't all that good at it. There were . . . scoresthey must be, at the top of the Tri-D, pointsfor
doing thingsright. It looked like the three dancers were being corrected quite abit by the machine;
though they'd managed to make it to level three. The man in the center . . . he wasn't too bad, she
decided, watching him catch the beat with his hips and start to move abit more essily.

"Have you danced thisway before?' Win Ton asked.

She shook her head no. The guy in the center had it now—he was reglly moving with the best . . .

"I've never used one," she said to Win Ton, "but | see how it works."

"Thereisroom on the second platform,” he said, his breath tickling her ear, "if you can give over
gawking..."

The beat and the movement and the patterns on the Tri-D were sort of mesmerizing, and watching
peoplewas good . . . but she felt thered been something € se he thought was funny in that phrase. She
turned her head so that she could see him, and caught alook on hisface like—wel, like Father's, when
he thought something was interesting.

"Will you dance with me, Theo Waitley?' Win Ton asked, his accent making the wordsinto
something exotic and exciting.

"Yes," shesad, like her somach didn't fed suddenly odd. Her fingers were tingling with energy, and
her feet kept shifting againgt the floor, feding out the beet.

Win Ton smiled, brilliant, and offered his hand. Shetook it asthey skirted thefirgt-level adults, and
arrived a the red-bathed platform. Here were two younger dancers, on the first and third of the level's
four dance pads. The music was louder, and Theo saw Win Ton'sfree hand move asif he was saying
somethingto her . . .

"What?" she asked, leaning in, because. . .

"l said," he said againgt her ear, "that this machine goes up to leve eighteen, though these tourists are
hardly more skilled than the first level people, and surely not worthy of us. Up with you, she who dances,
up!"

Theo tried to give him aquieting glance, but he was dready on the ramp, heading for the third leve,
and there was nothing she could do but follow him.

The slver platform was more than atall head's height above the common floor, and afair number of
people were watching the two dancers on the leftmost pads.

The scores for both dancers were rising steadily, the right one more rapidly than the left. Forcing
herself to concentrate, Theo watched them, noting that the nearer dancer's eyes were haf-closed, asif he
was bardly watching the pattern while his body wove from move to move. His partner, on the other hand,
was staring intently at the pattern, every motion deliberate.

Theo leaned againgt Win Ton's shoulder and put her mouth next to hisear. "That's not very fair," she
murmured. "The man on the right is—is adancer, and the other oneisn't!”

It seemed that Win Ton shivered, but it was probably only the norbear buzz and the excitement of the
lights and the noise. He moved his hand in agesture that was amost dancelike, then bent to speak into
her ear.

"Y ou may beright. Still, the one on theleft is making agood effort. Effort should count for something,
should it not?"

There was question underneath the question—she heard it without understanding what it was—and
then was distracted as the dancer on the right abruptly stumbled and stepped off the pad. Laughing and
shrugging, he pulled his serious friend away, and they descended the ramp, heads together, and their
arms around each other'swaists.

"There," Win Ton said with satisfaction. "We have it to ourselves, Sweet Mystery . . . please choose



your pad." He glanced at her with asmile amogt as glittery asthe slver lights. "First oneto give up buys
lunch."

"I'm redly clumsy, you know!" Theo said serioudly, taking the pad dl theway ontheleft. "And |
haven't redly had that many dance lessons."

Win Ton bowed. "Fairly said. | will therefore pay for the dance, asyou will be paying for lunch.”

Hewaved hiskey card at the pandl, the lights came up, the beat started, and the pattern formed on
the screen before them.

Theo put her foot forward. Challenge or not, she sill wanted to dance.

They were both sweeting, involved, unaware, sharing amoment of movement aone among many.

Kamee stood transfixed, watching aong with dozens of others as the dancers on the high platform
laughed at each other. Theo stuck her tongue out at something her partner said, her hand movingin
flippant motion to the beat that was gone, waiting for the next round on the machine, entranced.

Ontheleve below three young men were dancing hard . . . each had aspired to the higher level and
had given up after adance or two; the pair on the top hardly noticed their arrival—or their departure.

"How much longer?' Kamele asked faintly.

"They havefinished levd thirty-five," Cho SgRadiasaid, with redly remarkable calm, "my apprentice
and your daughter. The game has only one moreto offer—it iscaled The Overdrive Level.'s"

Kamee shook her head extravagantly. "Overdrive? | must tell Ellaabout this!™

A woman, resplendent in agold and red Arcade uniform, paused at Kamele's side and smiled up a
the two slver-limned dancers. "They're the best weve had so far thistrip," she said, sounding for al the
words like afond mother. "Even the redlly good dancers hardly get past levd thirty." She nodded
impartially at Kamele and Cho and passed on into the crowd.

Above them, the music started again, the pads lit and the dancers began to move, step-step-twist, the
scoresflickering on the machines face ing sting that they were evenly matched in skill.

They were 0 very closely matched . . . Kamele looked to her companion. "How old isWin Ton?"'

The Liaden moved her shoulders. "A matter of some sixteen Standards, add or remove ahandful of
days"

"But heis—anpilot," Kamele inssted, as the dancers pirouetted above.

"Indeed, heisavery able pilot." Cho smiled. "Mind you, he has mastered Jump, and so has earned
the jacket, but he has more yet to learn.”

Her attention drifted upward again, to the pair now marching in time, knees high, e bows pumping.
Kamele felt asudden doubt, and looked 'round to her companion.

"He'snot letting her match his score, ishe?!

Cho laughed then.

"Kamee Waitley, as enchanting as your daughter may be, | think young Win Ton has not the 'let her
win wit in hishead." She paused, gpparently weighing the efforts the pair on the high platform, then
looked back, smiling.

"No," she said, dmost too softly to be heard under the whistles, claps and encouragement shouted by
the watchers on the arcade floor. "Assuredly, heisnot letting her keep up.”

"Y ou amost missed that last, Theo Waitley!"

Shelaughed and stuck her tongue out—"Was | the one who dmost fell on hisface because of a
smplewdtz sep?'



"A trick move! Who on Liad learnswaltzesfrom Terra? | say again, atrick move.”
She moved her hand, mimicking the motion he seemed to use for the moreironic flavors of "no.”
"All right, and what wasthat thing that made you laugh, if you pleass?’

Win Ton laughed again, ruefully thistime. "It isapreliminary move, taught in classes of marriage
lore—and more than that, | will not say, though you pull my hair out by the rootsl™

She snorted, her hand il carrying the besat of the last round. " Oh, and you've been married?"

He sent aglanceto thefar celling, hisfingers sngpping lightly.

"Nay, | was not, though | might have been, had the captain not accepted me as her apprentice. So,
you see, | am doomed, whichever foot | stand upon.”

Theo laughed again. He used that as an excuse to step up to the board, fingers hovering above the
sdection for the next levd.

"Areyou ready, Sweet Mystery?'

"l amif you are," she answered.

"Bold heart." He smacked the start plate with histoe.
ll@!ll

The music poured through her, mixing with the norbear hum, filling up her senses. She was aware of
the music, the patterns, and of Win Ton, matching her step-for-step on the pad next to hers.

Together, they tore through the first section of the level, and then hit acomplex series of moves
seemingly arepeet of amuch earlier leve, asif the game-programmer was toying with them. Surely they
weren't going to regress?

There! The tempo picked up again, and now the music moved into something her dancing instructor
caled contrgpunta dysrhythmia, with the point being that the dance moves were not in sync with the
musiC.

Theo laughed and dared aglance at Win Ton, who saw her look and made asilly face. She laughed
again, caught the next footwork and saw that, too, was being silly.

Andthenshe. ..
Almog fdl over.

The music—just stopped. The platform shook with aweird rumbling. Lights flashed. Buzzers went
off. The Tri-D screen showed a sensdaless pattern, twirling wildly. Glittery streamersfel from somewhere,
tangling in her hair, cluttering the dance pad, and drifting in the air from the blowers.

She spun, careful of her footing among the falen streamers, and stared at Win Ton, who was
stubbornly kicking at the Sart plate.

"What happened?’

Heflung his hands out, oquent of frustration. "We have beaten the machine, you and I! There are
no more levelsto dance."

Theo fuffed hair out of her face.

"It can't be over. | ill have danceleft!”

Win Ton laughed again, and suddenly pointed over the edge of the platform.

"| fear we may have danced past lessons. There stand my captain and your mother, and | very much
fear it isgoing to go badly with us"

She fuffed her hair out of her face again, saw her mother waving at her to come down.

"Kick it again,” she said to Win Ton. "Maybe itll start if we both kick it!"



"We scarcely had aworkout at dl!™ Win Ton said to Cho sg'Radia across the table the four of them
had claimed at Breskfast All Year.

Kamele sipped her coffeg, trying to hide her amusement. That the boy had had aworkout was all
too obvious. Disregarding the fact that he and Theo were both still swegt-dampened and in high color,
they had between them consumed a so-called "nuncheon plate” advertised to feed four, and were making
short work of the follow-on sweets tray. Theo had eaten with adelicate voracity that had frankly
amazed, letting the boy do the talking, except for afew early comments regarding norbears.

"Y et you advanced to the overdrive level,” Cho pointed out. "It ssemed from the floor, young Win
Ton, that you and your partner ended the game in the top first percentile of players—"

"It does not advance to the chalenge level!" Win Ton interrupted, and Theo paused with her
third—or possibly fourth—petit pastry hafway to her mouth to blink at him.

"| thought we were at the chalenge leve!" she exclamed.

"No, sweet dancer—a proper machine, such asthe onel am accustomed to from—" a quick glance
a Cho "—from school, has severd levels yet above where we found ourselves, which alow for free
form, and other variations"

He sounded, Kamele thought, genuindly aggrieved, and despite hersdlf she chuckled.

Three pair of eyes cameto rest on her face, which was—disconcerting, but she had brought it on
hersdif.

"I'm sorry," she said to Win Ton, who had probably thought she was laughing at him. "1'm reminded
of—of adear friend of mine who makes smilar complaints about the equipment we have at home." She
sipped her coffee, marking how the boy's gaze never fdtered. "Hisanswer isusudly to. . . correct . . .
the poor performance into something he finds more reasonable.”

Win Ton'sface grew thoughtful.

"l will ask my apprentice,” Cho sig'Radiasaid, with emphasis, "to recadl that heisaguest and a
passenger upon thisvessd."

Heturned to her. "But, Captain—"

Sheraised ahand. " Spare the poor device, my child; it isagame only, and never meant to withstand
afull teding.”

"BU—"

"It wasn't atest,” Theo interrupted. "We were just trying to work off the—the buzz from the

norbears!” Shelooked at Cho serioudy. "And it was just what we needed. Making lace wouldn't have
done at all!"

Therewasasmall slence during which, Kamele strongly suspected, Cho sg'Radiastruggled
courageoudy with her emotions.

"Ah," shesaid at lagt, inclining her head. "Y ou must tell me more about thislace making, if you would,
young Theo. | have, asyou may understand, some interest in strategies for bleeding excess energy.”



Twenty-Two

Vashtara
EdRec L evel
Library

Win Ton really called that one! Theo thought as she moved out of the lecture hall. Hindsight clearly
showed that she should've gone with him to the " Antique Recipe Workshop."

Pffft. If she was ever ateacher she was going to lecture better than Mr. Chorli. He hadn't been very
good with the norbear presentation and he'd been even worse with "All The Languages of Space.” Not
only didn't he speak anything but what he called "pure Terran,” he used some kind of promptomatic on
his speakeasy display so al he had to do was read ahead afew seconds to sound like he knew his
subject. She could get better than that off any classroom channd a home any hour of the day. Worse
than all of that, though—he hadn't taken questions.

Not that he probably knew anything about nonverba languages.

Wéll, shed just have to download the extrastudy packet off of the Library site when she got back to
the stateroom. Shewas at liberty until six bells, though she was supposed to meet Win Ton in front of the
Arcade after their respective lectures were over.

"All the Languages of Space" had ended some minutes short of its advertised time frame, which she
guessed was just aswell. It did, however, mean that she had alittle bit of time to make good ona
promise.

She glanced around her, located the pointer, and was shortly in the Pet Library, the norbears
eco-section before her, status light glowing acheery yelow for accepting visitors.

Theo smiled. Sheld just ook in and seeif anybody was awake. Carefully, she eased the gate open
and dipped inside the eco-space.

If she hadn't known better, she would have said that the enclosure was empty; afirst glance showed
only the ragged vegetation, the sticklike shrubbery, and alittle pool of gently flowing water. It was quiet,
too; the only noise she heard for three heartbeats was a sort of soft under-mumble, which was probably
the pump powering the pool.

Three or four careful stepsinto the space, Theo sank to her knees on the crinkly floor.

"Hey," she called softly. "Anybody home? | promised I'd come back.”

Nothing moved. Theo sighed. She'd thought sheld at least see thelittle norbear who had seemed so
sad when sheld | eft, before. Still, she reminded herself, naps were pretty seriousfor cats—and probably
for norbears, too. Just because the Pet Librarian decided they were receiving visitors didn't mean that the
norbears agreed.

She shifted dightly on her knees, waking arustle.



"Maybe next time," she said, gently, and begantorise.

Somebody . . . sneezed, tiny and delicate.

Shefroze.

The vegetation rustled, and apair of round ears hoveinto view, quivering.

Theo held her breath asthe rest of the norbear became visible, sneezed again, then bumbled into
action, charging acrossthe crinkly floor at full norbear throttle.

She laughed and held her hand down. The skinny one who had wanted her to stay barreled straight
onto her pam. Carefully, she brought the little creature to her shoulder, aready hearing the buzz insde
her head, and feeling awarm pulse of pleasure. The norbear was glad she had come back. Theo was
glad she had come back. She sighed asthetiny fingers gripped her hair, the audible part of the purr
tickling her ear.

"l can't stay long," she said, keeping her voice soft so as not to wake any of the other norbears. "But
| didn't want you to think I'd forgotten you."

Her pamtickled, like shewas holding fur, and the feding of warm well-being increased. Theo
amiled.

"You didn't forget me, either. That makes me fed good. I'll come back again, if you want meto, but
I'm going to have to go in a couple minutesto meet Win Ton."

The purring quickened; the fedling of haf-degpy comfort shifting into akind of bouncy inquisitiveness,
Maybe, Theo thought, the norbear was describing Win Ton, as he was perceived by norbears. The
tempo changed again, brightening; Theo felt a sparkle of energy, and bresthed alaugh.

"Oh, no, you don'," she said, reaching up and schooching the norbear from her shoulder to her hand.
"The last time we were here, you gave us so much energy we had to dance it off. We beat the machine
and now Captain Cho sayswe can't dance it anymore!"

The purring took on aquizzica tone.

"Wl . .. she said weld be making adisplay of oursalves. But Win Ton says he's got something that's
even better than dancing, which iswhy I'm supposed to meet him."

She put the norbear gently down on the floor-stuff, and shivered pleasurably when thelittle creature
once again wrapped her fingers around the base of Theo's thumb.

"I'll vigt you again,”" she sad; "promise. But next time, you need to wake up quicker!"

The norbear flicked her ears, rubbed her head against Theo's fingertips and let go, settling back on
her hind legs.

Theo rose, not without a pang, and let hersalf out of the eco-section. When she looked back through
the transparent door, she could still seethe norbear, dtting tal, watching her.

Theo left the Pet Library, walking with the light, quick stride sheld learned from Win Ton. It wasn't
quitelike dancing; in fact, it waslike math. A lot like math, where the rest of the objects and pedestrians
in an areathree strides ahead and to either side of you were points. And it was your job to navigate
through the space created by those points. Frowning, she wondered how shed explain it to Bek. Maybe
shed just have to show him.

She passed one of the 'vator banks as the doors opened and what |ooked like a whole secondary
school was disgorged. The crowd swept ‘round her, walking quickly, voicesraised in a.confusion of
language and didect—not one of them, Theo thought, spitefully—"pure Terran.” Infact, it did looked like
asecondary school, she saw: There were some adults mixed in, but mostly the crowd was made up of
kids her age or alittle older, wearing sweatersin what must be their Team colors. They sorted
themsdves as they streamed past, yellow sweaters finding other yellows, magentas grouping together;
blues swirling 'round each other like water.



She increased her pace, but they soon outstripped her, hurrying past the Arcade, toward the retail
areas beyond.

Theo dowed and let them go. She was supposed to meet Win Ton in front of the Arcade; it was no
sense running arace when she was almost there, and not at all late, despite her visit with the norbear.

From behind her came the sound of rapid footsteps—maybe some of the kids had gotten separated
from their group, Theo thought, and swung toward thewall, so she wouldn't impede them. That would be
anti-socid.

Behind her, the rushing footsteps dowed considerably, and aboy spoke softly—though il loud
enough for her to hear.

"Hey, hey, Jumbo. There sheid That cute Liaden girl you were faunching after—shée'sright there. |
told you she wouldn't be able to stay away. People get addicted to that dance thing. And her boyfriend's
not with her!"

Theo scanned the crowd ahead, looking for the "Liaden girl." The rushing Teams had mostly been
Terran, she thought, though she hadn't seen everybody, and it would've been hard to pick aspecifically
Liaden girl out of the crowd. How would you tell”? Even Father, who, as he had assured her gravely,
stood every inch a Liaden, sometimes startled inadvertent people, who just assumed that he was Terran.

People, Theo thought, weren't generally very advertent.

The Arcade wasin sight, and there was Win Ton, in hisjacket today and—but, no! That person's
hair was more red and less brown than Win Ton's hair, though he was wearing asimilar jacket. Hewas
shoul der-to-shoulder with ablack-haired woman, both of them on the dert for someone, by the way they
stood.

"Catch her before she goesin the Arcade!™ another boy—maybe Jumbo?—cried.

The footsteps quickened again, scuffling in haste, and suddenly her view of the Arcade and the
interesting people before it was blocked by agroup of three young men in tight black pants and glittery,
open-necked shirts. They looked faintly familiar—maybe sheld seen them in one of the shopping mals, or
at lunch; but she was certain shed never spoken to any of them.

Thetallest of the three, which put him ‘way taler than her, siood dightly forward, blocking her way,
and smiled like he expected her to recognize him. He had a square face, made squarer by the fact that
held dicked his hair back so it wasflat to his head. Two blue stripes were painted from the outside
cornersof hiseyesto thetipsof hisears and he had an earring that maiched his glittery shirt danglingin
hisleft ear.

Sheld seen him somewhere, Theo thought, glancing over his shoulder at his friends, who seemed to
be having ahard time not laughing.

"Mamzd," thetallest boy said abruptly, his voice sounding breathless, "may | offer you
congratul ations on a great dance? I've never seen agirl dance so well before.”

Oh. The captain had explained that they might expect people seeking them out to congratul ate them
on "beeting" the dance machine.

"It isto be awonder, young Theo; some people will wish to share your glory by speaking of it to
you. There are those who will admire the performance even of the sullen young apprentice, though he
owns himsdlf barely tested." Captain Cho had paused to look pointedly at Win Ton before continuing,
"Thisisyet another reason to refrain from repeating such adisplay of virtuosity. Rest, both, upon your
accomplishments; be gracious to those who seek you out—and find some other avenue for excess
energy.”

Theo gave the boy before her asmile and anod.

"Thank you," she managed, trying to sound gracious, "we had alot of fun."

Again, shelooked beyond him, hoping for Win Ton, but seeing only the friends of her admirer, and
feding—feding more nervous than gracious.



She moved two stepsto the right, but one of the friends matched the move, so that she couldn't
leave, unless she wanted to duck around him and look like akid.

"l waswondering . . ." said thetdl youth. He bowed a silly, off-centered bow, like he was fragile, or
didn't know how to stand on hisfeet. Hisfriendstried to follow suit and looked even sillier. "Would you
caretojoin usfor adance on leve two or three?'

Theo took abreath. Thisisn't, shereminded hersdf, the late bus from Nonactown. Thisisan
open hallway. Lots of people can see you, right here, right now. There's no way they can cover up
all those eyes.

Another breath, and she gave the tall boy Father's nodding haf-bow, because Captain Cho had said
"gracious.

"I'm honored," she managed, "but | don't—I'm not sureit would befair. I'm—"

The leader's smile dropped away into ahard, angry line. He leaned forward, looming over her, and
interrupted loudly.

"Not fair to dance with us? Are you that good, do you think? Grizzat's bones, I've heard Liadens are
stuck up, but—"

Theo dropped back a hdf-gtep, diding into amove from the Suwello, which spun her sdewaysto
thetallest boy. The one who had blocked her had dropped back, but whether that was because he didn't
want to be part of the argument, or he wanted to give hisfriend space, Theo couldn't tell—and didn't
care. His absence created an opening. She could dance to the left, spin right and—

"Boyfriend!" came sotto-voice from the friend on the left, barely ahead of another, familiar, and
welcome voice.

"I'd measure 'not fair' asapolite enough no,” Win Ton said, with a certain bland emphasis. He
paused at her side and set his shoulder againgt hers. "Liaden or otherwise. As our dancer waswaiting for
me, as| fed certain she was about—Oh, Pilots!”

He bowed, pretty as adance move, to the left of the three boys, where the red-headed person she'd
amost mistaken for Win Ton and his companion came.

"Pilot, well met," the woman said. She returned his bow precisdly, the black hair curving over her
shoulder showing highlights of blue.

The three boys suddenly went back a step, then another.

"Win Ton!" her teammate cried, with agrin. "We were told we might find you and your fair partner
herel” The bow he swept was full of flourish, and aimed, Theo saw with ablink, at her. "Star Dancer,
alow meto be honored beyond my powers of expression!™

"If only it were so!" the woman added.
Theo giggled. The red-haired man straightened, fingersflickering with rapid purpose.
"Precisaly,” Win Ton answered, and turned his head toward the visibly nervous boys.

"Young sirs, our party has found us, and we are wanted el sewhere,” he said crisply. "The very best of
good luck to you, in your crusade to conquer Level Two."

"Well, therewasn't redly a problem,” Theo said haf-huffily asthey strode toward and through a
grav-change spot. None of her companions commented on it, so she didn't either. Of course, none of her
companions had commented on the boys who had wanted to dance, either. But Theo . . . her ssomach
was gtill unsettled, though redly, shetold hersdlf for the fourth time, there hadn't been any danger .

"They just wanted meto dance with them,” she said, "and | wastrying to say that it wouldn't befair
to start adance when | was expecting a friend and would have to leave. But he misunderstood what |
sad, and hewouldn't let mefinish. . ."

Win Ton looked beyond her to the other members of their party, a hand sign directing them and her



|eft a the next intersection. The gravity changed there, too, lightening.

"Y ou spoke nothing but truth, Theo,” Win Ton said. "Indeed, you might have stopped in good
conscience with 'not fair.' Those three will never be pilots—nor dancers. It istherefore nothing more than
the duty of onewho isamost exquisite dancer to protect them from harmful ambition.”

Theo glanced a him, and took a deliberate breath, trying to let the last of the upset fegling go.
"You'reright," shesad. "It'snothing that needsto go to Delm Korva."
Win Ton blinked, eyeswidening.

"Certainly not," he agreed. He touched histongue to hislips, then looked past her, speaking to
Cordrey, the red-haired man, and hisfriend Phobai.

"Hear me, Filots, we went shoulder to shoulder to Leve thirty-sx, and might have goneto Levd fifty,
had the machine not been burdened with a governor. Those clumsy haflings could have learned nothing
from dancing with Theo! Y ou could see that they wanted only to be admired!"

"Y our eyesight that bad, Pilot?' Cordrey asked, giving Theo agrin and awink. "Looked to melike
what they redlly wanted to do was admire Theo, dl to themsalves."

Win Ton did an odd little shrug-and-bow on the move. "Point taken," he admitted. "Ah, well want

my pass here”

He dropped one step behind Theo and took two long stepsto Cordrey's side, akey card appearing
between hisfingers asthey approached the gate acrossthe hal. Phobai shifted her position so now she
waswaking next to Theo.

"Still feding alittle fizzy, aren't you?" the black-haired woman asked.
Theo bit her lip, and nodded.

"Thought so. Those guysweren't anything you couldn't handle, even if we hadn't happened dong.
The fizz, though, that'll be good for what we're on course for."

Ahead of them, the gate snapped open, and Win Ton waved them through.
"Quickly, friendsl Now . . ."

He moved ahead of their little party, Cordrey at his heels. Phobai stayed with Theo, walking as close
asamother.

"What—course are we on?' Theo asked. Phobai smiled, dow and lazy.

"Youll likeit," she said, which wasn't an answer at al. "Not far now, | don't think."

"Fourteen,” Win Ton said to Cordrey; "though fourteen-b, I'm told, isthe actua entrance we wish to
lm"

They walked on, quiet and companionable. Theo felt acomfortable bounce to her step that wasn't

just the light gravity. It did feel good to stretch her legs, and the. . . fizz. . . that Phobai had noticed
seemed to have given her something like anorbear buzz.

A double-doorway was coming up on the left, gold-colored numeras blazoned Theo-high on the
wall, accompanied by the legend, " Captain's Balroom."

They strode on another two dozen steps, to the much more modest door labeled "14-B."

"Now!" said Win Ton, brandishing the key once more. He looked to Theo, his eyes sparkling. " Now,
we can be private! "

"Why did you come back?' Chair Hafley's voice was not as cdm as she wished it to be; the tenson
wasin the over-careful enunciation.

Kameleraised her coffee cup and sipped, savoring the bright, acidic taste. It was very good coffee;
the sort to be enjoyed in pleasant solitude or shared with an old and dear friend.

Unhappily, therewasinstead of ether solitude or afriend, Orkan Hafley.



Kamele placed her cup gently onto the saucer and met the Chair's hard blue gaze. She could plead
ignorance, but there was nothing to gain, redly, from pretending not to understand the question.

"It wastime," she said camly, "to come back.”

"Oh, it was time!" Hafley'slaugh was harsh. "What | don't understand, Kamele, iswhy you waited
so long. The Liaden bed-toy performed hisfunction well. Y ou had years ago gotten your introductionsto
the high scholars and ingratiated yoursdlf into their regard. A well-enough plan, aptly executed, and
nothing more than a canny scholar with an eye to her future—and her daughter's—might put in motion.
Though the Liaden wasn't quite well-placed enough to get you into the Tower, was he?’

"| believe that Professor Kiladi iswell-thought-of at the Adminidrative levels" Kamele said, carefully
NOW.

"I'm certainthat heis," Hafley said, with heavy sarcasm, "but are you?' She plucked a pink sponge
cake flower from the pastry tray on the table between them and disposed of it in one bite.

"Y ou are not thought of by Admin at dl!" she said, answering her own question somewhat stickily.
"And that was not very forward-looking. If you wish to solidify your postion, you'll need Admin behind
you. Unless," she continued, giving Kame e aspeculative look, "unless that is the reason you've come
back? The Liaden is getting long in the tooth, and | daresay heisn't as. . . satisfactory . . . ashe might
once have been. A risng young Administrator, however . . . Parlay the position you gained from the old
man, and, of course, your own worth as afull professor and awoman at the height of her powers. Yes,
that might well open the Tower to you. A young man warmsthe bed nicdly, if | may offer the benefit of
my experience—and so eager to be led! 1t will be quite achange for you."

Kamele thought about her coffee, but did not reach for it. Her anger was gaining on her
puzzlement—and Hafley must not see her hand shake.

"It'skind of you to say, Chair," she said, keeping her voice cam. "One does like to know that one's
planning is gppropriate.”

"Appropriate," Hafley agreed, reaching for the pot and pouring herself more coffee. She did not offer
to warm Kamel€'s cup.

"Appropriate,”" she said again, asif the word had savor, "but so time-consuming. Had you not
lingered so long outside the Wall, this plan might have served you better. Asitis, | believel may save
you some time—and perhaps some effort.”

"You...intrigueme" Kameesad honestly.

"Of course | do; you are awoman of ambition. Now, how if | wereto offer you entree to highest
levels of the Tower, immediately upon our return to Delgado? Of course you may still wish to secure that
warm and eager-to-please ornament to your sagacity. But! Y our choice need not then be constrained by
ajobtitle”

Shedidn't careif her hands shook or not, Kamele thought; she needed coffee.

The cup wastepid now; she drank it anyway. A memory rose: Jen Sar'sfirst polite sip of the coffee
she had made for the two of them to share: a specia blend, purchased for the occasion. By the measuring
glance hed given the satiny dark beverage, he'd been braced for staff-room coffee, and it had been liquid
blissto see hiseyebrows rise in surprise, and hislips soften into a smile when he lowered the cup.

"I wonder, Chair," Kamele said, putting her cup down and reaching for the pot. Her hands were
quite steady, after al. What asurprise. "I wonder what you mean to say?"

Hafley laughed and chose another sweet cake from the tray. "Why, only that | can forward your
ambition, Scholar. All you need doisdly yoursdf with me, and to support my purpose.”

Phobai took off her jacket and tossed it into afar corner.
"It might betal enough,” she sad, tilting ameasuring eye toward the celling; "if we're careful!™



"Oh, well be careful, we will," Cordrey said, stripping out of hisjacket and dropping it casually next
to hers.

Theo looked up, and shook her head. "I don't think | can jump that high, even if the gravity shiftsand
| dancered hard!"

Cordrey laughed, and legpt straight up, arm over head, fingers extended. He might, Theo thought,
have been trying to touch the ceiling. If so, he missed by several hand-lengths, and dropped lightly to the
floor.

"See?' he said to Phobal. " Careful "

He went off to the side and began tapping at the walls, hisear close. At alittle distance, Win Ton
was paying serious attention to the floor, scuffing at some spots, tapping at others.

Curious, Theo looked down, surprised to find that the surface was like the Scavage court—elastic
and dick. She bounced experimentally on her toes, pleased at the give. Maybe she could touch the
caling, efter dl.

"Hey, Theo."

She turned to face Phobai, who had taken off her jersey, to reved adeeveless stretchy shirt that
looked like a dance top. Shelifted her arms, swept her hair up, gaveit atwist and pinned it into a smooth
knot at the back of her neck. Theo fdt a pang, lost when the pilot smiled &t her.

"Y ou might want to take off that sweeter. Things are likely to get warm.”

"Oh!" Theo looked down at hersdlf, disconcerted by the long deeves, so comfortable for most of the
ship'stourist areas—and not comfortable at al for dancing.

She sighed and looked back to Phobai. "I'm afraid | didn't bring any dance clothes.”

"You'reamong friends," Phobal said, smiling. She leaned forward and brushed Theo's hair off her
forehead. "If you need to get comfortable, well understand.”

"Phobai!" Cordrey caled from acrosstheroom. "Ligten to this, will you?"

No one had asked her to do anything, so Theo walked out into the center of the floor, and began

Stretch Sequence Three from dance class. The sequence ended with ajump, and she surprised
hersdf—maybe she could touch the celling after Al!

She landed light, gasping alaugh, and glanced around her. Phoba and Cordrey were down-room,
their heads together over asection of wall.

Wil. She danced a step, another; heard Professor Noni's high voice chanting thetimein her
head—"One, two, three; one, two three; one, two, three, four !"—swayed, her ams moving in pattern
across her chest and belly, the steps unralling, as her hands came up, pushing air . . .

As she spun into the last sentence, and there was Win Ton, moving with her, his stepsaflowing
reflection of hers. They cameto rest on thefina four, and she heard him say, softly. "Again, one, two . .

She stepped into the dance again, delighted as they moved, each the perfect reflection of the other.
The module flowing around them like weter.

Four.
Theo cameto rest, hands folded before her.

Win Ton spun to the | eft, hands describing the dimensions of an invisible ball—and stopped,
flat-footed and abruptly graceless, as he redlized that he danced aone.

"Shdl we not continue?' His voice was wistful.
"l ... don't know any more," she said, feding more than alittle wistful hersdlf. "Professor Noni was
going to teach usthe next module, but my mother took me out of schoal to travel with her.” Funny, she

thought, how she wasn't so sure that was a bad thing, anymore. "'|—could you teach me the next part?
Bek says| catch new steps quicker than anyone he's seen, and he's been dancing since he was alittlie.”



Win Ton was seen to take a breath.

"I can and | will teach you the next part, Theo Waitley," he said, sounding stern, and much older.
"Y our ingtructor should be—to leave a student with only the first four moves of the most basic
self-defense? How can this—"

"Wait!" Shethrew her hands up; they settled into the pushing-air gesture, left hand dightly ahead of
the right. Win Ton shifted, hisweight going to hisright leg—then stood down, somehow, asif he
retracted amotion held made in hishead and stored it away for some future moment.

"Caught between dreams and called to waken from both!™ he exclaimed, bringing his handsto
belt-level, pamsfacing Theo, fingers soread wide. "For what am | to wait, Sweet Mystery?"

"You said, self-defense,” she sammered, lowering her handsto her sde. "But—that's just a dance
routine we were learning. It's caled the Suwello.”

"Ah," hesaid, sounding very much like Father in that monosyllable. "Y es, in some placeswhere
self-defenseisfrowned upon . . . menfri‘at may be taught asthe Suwello.”

Helooked about. Theo followed his gaze, finding Cordrey and Phoba dancing the Suwello some
distance down the room. Their tempo was quicker than Professor Noni had taught—so quick that it
amost looked like the soft, air-pushing hand-motionswere. . . strikes, and some of the
footwork—surely Phobai hadn't meant to kick at her partner, like that!

"Pilots?" Win Ton caled. "Menfri'at some other day!"

Cordrey spun in amove that looked related to the one Win Ton had left unfinished, his hands twisting
toward Phobai's shoulder.

"Pilots, tell thetae, pray!"

Cordrey ducked, and stopped moving, hisarms straight down at his side. Phobai did the same,
neetly. They turned together asif continuing the dance and jogged forward, moving with that economy of
motion that Win Ton and Captain Cho displayed, asif the whole ship and everyonein it were part of the
same dance. The same way that Father moved, she redlized, though it was hard to see because of the
cane. ..

"Thewalls are strong enough for light bounces," Cordrey said upon his and Phobai's arriva, "'but not
for us, | fear. We don't want to risk tearing the fabric, or damaging the wiring behind some of the pandls.”

"We are wdl warned then," said Win Ton. Hejammed hisfoot hard at the floor, his boot squealing
againg the dick stuff. "The floor requiresfootwear, but iswell enough for divesif need be, if you tuck
«in

"Warned!" said both the pilotsin unison, now nearly as closeto her asWin Ton.

"Warned for what?' Theo asked.

Phobai chuckled. "Just warned, and kind we are to do so."

Theo blinked at her, before Win Ton claimed her attention with awave of his hand—just awave, not
the deliberate motion he used at Captain Cho, or the pilots.

"Admit it, Theo," he said, "you have been warned about the walls, the celling has been mentioned,
and you have now heard of the floors."

Shelaughed, not informed at all.
"Yes" sheagreed. "l heard it S0 | guess|'m been warned!™

"Good." He reached indde hisjacket. "We are going to teach you something that will change your
life, Theo Waitley," he said, and his voice was serious, indeed.

She sputtered alaugh, but the two pilots nodded gravely.
Win Ton pulled hishand out of hisjacket.
"Let'smove!" Phobai yelled, and backed rapidly away, while Cordrey turned and ran up-room.



Win Ton spun, throwing . . . something underhanded to Phobai, who caught it, and flashed it toward
Cordrey . . . who threw it quite hard toward Win Ton. It was aball, Theo thought, but it didn't arc right,
it danced and shimmied asit flew, then made asudden dive, illogica dive, which Win Ton managed to
intercept just above hisfoot.

He straightened, holding his captive high, and cried, "Pause!”

Turning, he displayed the object to Theo. It was . . . sort of aball, she saw, globular rather than
round, sporting every color of the rainbow and afew Theo thought it had made up on the spot.

"Sixty-four Sdes, none the same color,” Win Ton said softly, leaning forward to let her get agood
look at it, but keeping afirm hold. "This, Sweet Mystery, isabowli bal. It isbad form to permit it to
touch the ground. It should only cease motion by mutua agreement. Play most generaly begins dowly
and builds, and | believe you will discover it amost exquisite dance.”

Heleaned closer and placed the bowli bal in her hand, closing her fingers over it. Shefet apurring,
amogt like anorbear, and fdt the device move againgt her fingers, asif it wastrying to get free.

Win Ton leaned closer ill, asif, Theo thought, her face heating—asif he were going to kiss her!
Instead, he whispered into her ear.

"Call pausg, if you need to stop or to be left out of the circle. The ball isthething, and dl of uswish
you to do well. Once the game starts, there is no quarter, without acal of pause or halt. Becausethisis
agame between friends, and you new-come to the play, you may drop aball thrice before you are
required to bow out." He stepped back and grinned, eyes sparkling "Thisisthe chalengelevel, Theo."

He backed away quickly, then, waving his hand in abroad motion that included including the pilots
and himsdlf.

"No quarter, Theo! Throw asyou will—pilot's choice!

Twenty-Three

History of Education Department
Oriel College of Humanities
University of Delgado

Ellaben Suzan leaned back in her chair and rubbed her hands over her face asif the friction would
order her tumbling thoughts. It did not, shetold herself forcefully, bear considering by what unsubtle
means Kamele had secured concessions from Admin. Far better to dwell on the happy outcome—Ella
named TempChair of EdHi<t, Hafley forced to lend her countenance to the Research Team, and
Emeritus Professor Beltaire attached to EdHist as an archiva advisor.

True, these things had not come without price. Therewas, for instance, the annoying but eesily led
Jon Fu elevated to TempSubChair, not to mention the disordered nerves of the department asawhole.



Bad enough to have discovered and dismissed Handin. Ten timesworse, to find that Flandin might only
be the crumbling edge of avery steep dliff.

Ellaleaned back in her chair and sipped staff-room coffee. For awonder, she had no meetings
scheduled until tomorrow morning, and nothing on her extensive to-do list that couldn't wait for ten hours.
It might not be the worst thing she could do, to go home and get some deep.

She put the coffee cup on top of one of the small piles of hard copy and reached for her book. Sleep
would be—

The buzzer rang.

Ellaclosed her eyes. "Enter,” she snapped.

The door mechanism rasped. She opened her eyes and immediately wished she hadn't.

"Ella" Jen Sar Kiladi bowed gently over hiscane. "I hope | find you well."

"Y ou find me exhausted, overworked, and impatient,” shetold him bluntly. She was dways blunt with
Jen Sar, but he never returned the favor.

"Then you will enjoy aquiet moment of conversation with an old friend,” he answered, and sat inthe
empty visitor's chair, folding his hands over the crook of the Gallowglass cane.

Ellasighed, and did not give voice to her thought that it would be agood thing indeed, were an old
friend present. There was no reason to escaate plain speaking to rudeness—and it wouldn't rid her of the
man one heartbeat sooner than he intended to go.

"May | request the consideration of a short conversation?' she asked, reaching for her cup.

"l will contriveto be as brief aspossble” he murmured, black eyes glinting. "To comeimmediately to
the point, then: | have ingpected the suspect wire in Professor Waitley's apartment—atask for which you
gave meleave. That ingpection led mein timeto the offices of Information Systems, where Technician
Singh was gracious enough to give me atour of thefacilities, including asite map for the'old wire.'s"

Ellafrowned & him. " Old wire?"

"Soit isknown to the Techs. It would seem—again, briefly—that in some sections of the Wall,
apartments had been provided with aresearch protocol which pre-dates the current Concierge system.
That system provided a research Al which was more free-ranging than the Concierge, and which shortly
produced awesdlth of inconveniences that Technician Singh was pleased to recount to mein detail. In the
interests of brevity, | shal not enumerate them.”

"Thank you," Ellasaid, with red gratitude. "If | understand what you've said, then it seemsasif Theo
... accidentaly invoked the former system, and downloaded the old program to her 'book.”

"| dso entertained this comforting thought. Alas, Technician Singh assures methat the previous Al
was not merdly taken off-line, but fragmented. Each fragment was then isolated and erased.”

Shegared a him. "As 'inconvenient' asthat?"

"According to thetale told out by Technician Singh, it did seem to interpret its duties with a broad
brush," Jen Sar said. He paused, his gaze directed to the floor, perhaps contemplating the wages of
mischief, then looked back to her with aripple of his shoulders.

"This episode was finished many years ago. Any number of Wall residences have ‘old wire in them,
supposedly capped, but Technician Singh did not pale noticeably at the suggestion that some wires may
have escaped this fate. She allowed me to know that anyone who accidentaly jacked into the ‘old wire
would receive only dead air."

"Theo certainly got something more than dead air!™

"So shedid. | fear that | may not have been . . . quite forthright with Technician Singh regarding my
sudden interest in these matters.”

"Of course you weren't." Ellasighed, finished her now-cold coffee, and threw the cup at the recycler.
Shemissed. Naturdly.



"So, we didn't learn anything from thislittle excursion of yours."

"On the contrary, | think we learned agreat dedl,” Jen Sar answered.

"We gtill don't know wherethe Al on Theo's old school book came from."

"Did | not say? It came through the wire marked 'research’ in Theo'sroom.”

"But InfoSystems says the Al was deprogrammed!”

"Indeed. We have thereby learned that the Serpent of Knowledge Al isnot under the control of
Delgado University Information Systems. All that remainsfor usisto discover who does control it."

Sheeyed him. "That'sdl, isit? Wel! Sinceit'sso smple, well just put that puzzle aside for Kamele's
return. Something alittle different for her to—"

"Thismust be solved,” Jen Sar interrupted sternly, " before Kamele returns.”

Jen Sar never interrupted, and he was much too good an actor to alow sternnessto glare through the

cordia mask he habitualy wore. If it had been Monit Appletorn in the chair opposite her, Ellamight have
put this sudden display down to overreactive male senshilities. Jen Sar Kiladi, however—

Ellablinked, as suddenly it fdl into place, dl of it, with a snap so loud she was certain the man across
from her heard it.

"She didn't put you aside!" she exclamed.

Jen Sar tipped his head. "May | not display even the least concern for the woman who permitted me
to share so many years of her life?’

"Dissambling gainsyou nothing,” Ellatold him, leaning forward in excitement as the whole scheme
rolled out before her mind's eye. "Kamele knew there was something off-key about Flandin's
departure—or, | should say, Hafley's handling of the matter. We talked about it, sheand I, and then . . .
She had to seem strong—she had to be unencumbered by her politicaly unhandy relationship with the
honored Gallowglass Chair. But she never released you! Who looked for the notice in The Fag? The
act of moving back to the Wall with her daughter at her Sde—it said everything!”

She collgpsed into her chair-back, suddenly exhausted. Kamele, shethought, life with this man has
changed you more than | knew.

Jen Sar raised an eyebrow. Y ou choose the oddest moments to be perceptive.”

Surprised into alaugh, Ellastruggled to St upright. "Honesty, for oncel”

The second eyebrow joined thefirgt. "When have lied to you, Ella?

"When have you told anyone a straight story?* she countered, and laughed again. "Chaos! No
wonder sherefused poor Monit quite so sharply, poor man.”

Hetipped his head, lips parting; Ellaraised her hand.

"No, don't say it—I agree completely! Tell meinstead what you intend to do.”

"l intend,” he said quietly, "to find the origin of that Serpent Al. Oncel have donethat, | will know
what needs to be done next."

That was asensible course, Ellaadmitted, and nodded approvingly at him. "Kamee was right, then.
Thisis something much larger than afew adjusted cites.”

Jen Sar moved his shoulders and stood. "No oneisright until we have proof,” he said austerely, and
bowed. "Good evening, Ella."

Aloneat lagt in her stateroom, Kamele tapped up her 'book and opened afile, but she had no
concentration for her work. 'Round and 'round the refrain echoed inside her head, "I wasright! Hafley is
init! I wasright!"

She had accepted the Chair's offer, of course; how else would she obtain proof of intent to harm the
university, itsfaculty and sudents?



Kamele relaxed deliberately into her chair, closed her eyes and concentrated on breathing. She
would make notes, she decided, lay out her thoughts and her concerns, exactly as she would do when
opening any other line of research. In fact, it would be best to think of this as research—field research.

She so concentrated on this task that she barely heard Theo comein, or the sound of the ‘fresher
being engaged.

Twenty-Four

Vashtara
Gallaria Level
Passenger Lounge

The Consumers Lounge on the GallariaLevel had become Theo's favorite place to meet Win Ton. It
was, usudly, quiet, even when, like now, there was a quartet playing music up front; the chairs and sofas
were comfortable, and there didn't seem to be any rules about how long you could stay without being
vigted by astaff member worried that you might not be having agood time.

It was dso equidistant from their three usud destinations—Ballroom 14-B, Private Studio Blue
Three, and the Pet Library.

Just now, she was sitting cross-legged on the soft blue sofa next to the potted lemon tree. Her
attention was mostly on the pattern she was trying to capture in lace. The sofawas easy to see from two
of the three entrances, so even if she got too concentrated, Win Ton wouldn't miss her.

A shadow flickered over her busy fingers, and shelooked up, blinking, from her needle,

"Win—" she began, and blinked again, because the friendly shadow didn't belong to Win Ton after
all, but to Captain Cho.

"Ah," thewoman bowed her head a shade too gravely, putting Theo forcefully in mind of Father. "I
am desolate to have disgppointed you."

Theo shook her hair back from her face, and grinned.
"But, you haven't disappointed me. | was expecting Win Ton, but I'm glad to see you!"

Captain Cho smiled—her red smile, not the too-bright one—and bowed softly. " Sweetly said, Theo
Waitley. Truly, you honor me." She straightened and used her chin to point to the couch. "May | join
you?"

"Pease” Theo said formally. "I'll be glad of your company." She hesitated, then added, "I will need
to goin afew minutes. Win Ton—"

"Ah, yes, the amiable and opportunistic young apprentice. Asit happens, | have need of aword with
him." Captain Cho sat next to Theo, and leaned dightly forward to study the pattern in progress.



"Isthisthe lace-making of which you spoke—which channels excess energy? May | see?!
"It'snot finished," Theo cautioned, holding it out between careful fingers.
Cho studied it for three long heartbeats, tracing the lines with her eyes.

"| fed that | am acquainted with this pattern,” she said, leaning back into the sofal's mannerly
embrace. "Y e, where | might have encountered it € udes mejust now."

"Wel, itisn't finished,” Theo said again, frowning down at the incomplete work. "And | don't think
I've got this bit here exactly right . . ." She traced the questionable connections with her finger. "That's
why | wanted to make the pattern.” She held it out again, spread wide between her fingers.

"It's part of adance," shesad. "The—"

"It istheeghth menfri‘at module,” Captain Cho said suddenly. "Yes, | do seeit, now—and you are
correct. Thereis—not an error, | think, but rather a questionable variation in that trangtion phrase. It
doesnot seem.. . . entirely at ease with the intent of the next statement.”

"That'sit!" Theo exclamed. "I put in an extragtitch—akink. But if | smooth that out, then the rest of
thelinewill play out awfully . . . fast."

"Indeed,” Cho said softly. "The eighth modul e teaches us commitment to purpose. Have we come so
far, only to falter? Surely not." She extended afinger and traced the kinked line. "It isthe find meshing of
commitment and skill which producesthis speed of which you speak. Wherethereis certainty, thereisno
need to hesitate."

Theo nodded, thinking about the Suwello—menfri‘at. It was true that the modules she had been
learning from Win Ton produced a statement of—of expertise, something like—how strange! She
paused, staring down at the lacework in her hands, seeing Father's Look inside her head.

"Theo?' Captain Cho murmured. "Isthere something amiss?’

She shook herself, and looked up with agrin. "No, | just—made a connection, | guessyou'd say."
She chuckled. "Kamele saysthat atrue scholar never stops learning, not that I'm atrue scholar, redly . .
" She looked down again and shook her head. Well, she thought, she'd just have to pick out the
kinked bit. That wouldn't be so bad, really . . .

"Wasit your mother who taught you thislace-making?' Cho asked.

Theo shook her head. "No, that was Fa—Professor Kiladi." She glanced up benesath her lashes at
her companion. "He was Kamele's onagrata fo—wadll, for al my life, redly. When | wasalittlie, | had
some excess ener gy issues—that's what the school report said. And . . . Professor Kiladi, he showed
me how making lace could help me. . . stop fizzing, sort of, and think."

"He seems awise person, Professor Kiladi."

There was an emphasis on Father's name that drew Theo's gaze upward.

"Do you know him?" she asked. Cho wasthe sort of person that Father would find interesting, she
thought. "He's very famousin hisfield—cultura genetics. Students come from al over the gdaxy to study
withhim."

"A great teacher spansworlds,” Cho said; it sounded like she was quoting something. "Alas, | doubt

that | have met him, though it would surely be an honor. It ismerdly the name—quite an old
name—which caught my ear.”

"Itis?1 didn't know that." The unpicking wasn't being easy. Theo chewed her lip. "l guessit never
cameup,” shesaid dowly. "Kamededid say that his. . . family had acal on him, even though he'sbeen
away dl thistime—studying, you know, and then teaching.”

"Indeed, on€e's clan does have acdl upon one, down the whole length of one'slife. Those of uswho
are fortunate—among whom | count mysalf—find the burden easy to bear. Others, of course. . ." She
let the sentence drift off, watching Theo dowly unravel her handwork.

"Whoisit," she asked softly, "who isteaching you menfri‘at?'



"Win Ton—and sometimes Phobai,” Theo answered. There! She'd worked back past the kink.
Now, she could do it right. She looked up to find Captain Cho watching her, asif she expected afuller
answe.

"Itispilot lore, of akind, did they tell you that?"

Theo frowned, puzzled. "Well, but I'd dready been taught the first four modules. WinTon. ..
thought | should learn more, if | knew that much.”

"Ah. And Rilot Murchinson?'

Theo blinked, then remembered the name stitched on the left breast of Phobai's uniform.

"She saysthat | knew just enough to be a danger, but not enough to be dangerous.”

Captain Cho laughed. "Indeed! Practica to the core, Filot Murchinson, and atreasurefor dl of it!"
Therewas asmdl pause, then, "Do you not agree, Traineeyo'Vaa?'

Theo looked up as Win Ton approached their sofa, his hands moving in those purposeful gestures,
his eyes on the captain'sface.

"Indeed, Pilot Phobai isamarvel and awonder,” he said. "Good shift to you, Theo. | pray you will
excuse my lateness.”

"I've had good company,” she said, smiling up a him. "And | was early.” Captain Cho moved her
hand, perhaps an answer to whatever Win Ton had told her.

"I wish someone would teach methat,” Theo said, and felt her face heat. She was pretty sure that she
wasn't supposed to notice—

Win Ton looked to Cho, who sighed even as sherose.

"I will discussit with your mother,” shesaid. "'If you will excuse me, young Theo, | requirethe
attention of my agpprentice—briefly, so | swear!”

Cho swept her hand out—sternly, Theo thought. Apparently Win Ton thought so, too, because his
mouth went straight like it did when he was being extra serious. He bowed dightly, and followed his
captain away.

******

At first glance, it seemed that the discussion between Captain Cho and Win Ton was mannerly and
relaxed. They sat together on the red sofg, at their ease againgt the pillows, chatting casudly.

Their hands—that was something else again.

Fingers danced with—energy. Maybe, Theo thought, watching out of the Sde of her eye—maybe
even anger. And there was more than one meaningful glancein her direction. Theo sghed. She'd begun
to form the opinion that Cho liked her, but—was the captain angry that Win Ton was spending so much
of histimewith her?

Not that everything in the universe was about her, of course, as Kamele and Father were quick to
assure her, inther varioudy annoying ways, whenever she began taking things "too personaly.” In their
opinions.

The lace was relaxing, and after awhile she settled into the pattern quite nicely, ill with the odd
glance toward the side. In the front of the room the quartet had bowed, nodded, and placed their
instruments on stands. She hadn't heard if they werefinished or merely taking abreak, her attention
having been toward the lace first and Cho and her assistant second, barely leaving roomfor . . . ah, here
he came now.

"Did | get youintrouble, Win Ton?'

Sheld surprised him; his eyes widened just abit.

"Captain Cho wasn't happy," sheventured . . .

He glanced aside, but Cho was aready on her way out of the lounge, gray head held high. Win Ton
sighed, and looked back to her, moving hishand, carefully, toward the sofa.



"May | a least St before we begin interrogations?

She had gotten him in trouble. Theo bit her lip and patted the cushion beside her, courteoudy folding
her work.

Win Ton extended hishand. "May | see? My captain would have me understand that thiswork of
yoursis something out of the common way."

"This?' Shelaughed and unfolded the piece, stretching it on her fingers so they could both seeit.
Now, she thought, pleased, it looked right.

Like Cho before him, Win Ton leaned close to inspect the lace, then leaned back againgt the cushion.
"l see—the eighth module, plain asplain. Do you often .. . . record things thus?'

"Sometimes," shesad. "It helps meto redly understand spatia things—my fingers are smarter than |
am!”

She'd meant it for ajoke, but Win Ton didn't laugh. He only nodded and looked serious.

"Of this other thing, and insofar asit concerns you, Theo Waitley, yes, my captain is unhappy with
me. | fear that | must offer you an gpology, for | wasfull of my own enthusiasms, and yours, and did not
think to ask Kamele Waitley if her daughter might take part in bowli ball. | bardly told you that we would
be doing more than some light and fashionable dance. My captain reminds me that bowli ball is not
considered fashionable in many quarters, and that those who play bowli bal are not dways regarded as
fit company. Too, and asyou know, from time to time one might take abrasions, bruises or worse avay
from amatch.”

Having taken some bruises hersdlf, not to mention picking up alittle floor-burn on her e bows—none
which had been mgjor enough to report to Kamele—Theo nodded.

"Yes" Win Ton sghed once more. "As my captain now requires meto inform your mother of this
recreation that we have been sharing, and its peculiar dangers, it may bethat | will get you in. . .
trouble”

Theo thought about that. " So—you're sorry?"

Win Ton faled to sifle hislaughter.

"May | ask that you not volunteer thisto your mother or to my captain?'
"Volunteer what?'

"What | am about to say.”

"That dependsonif it passes mugter, huh?!

He snorted.

"Yes. But then to the point. | am sorry that | acted without first requesting clearance from your
mother. | am very pleased that you have been able to participate in our games.”

Theo smiled, relieved. "I'm glad—oh!™ Rdlief turned to dismay. "Does Captain Cho say that we can't
play bowli bdl any more?!

Win Ton reached out and put his hand on her knee, hisface serious.

"That isfor your mother to say, isit not?"

Of courseit wasfor Kameleto say, Theo thought grumpily; mothers had the right to make those
decisonsfor their minor children.

"Sofierceaglare, Sweet Mystery! What are you thinking, | wonder?"

She looked up at him. "I wasthinking | can't wait to be grown up so nobody else hastheright to
make my decisonsfor me" shesad.

Win Ton laughed, and cameto hisfedt, stretching, the scrape on hisleft wrist from a particularly
vigorousretrieva during their last match dmaost glowing.

"Asmy captain isclear on the point that my mission is not one brooking much delay, | wonder if you



know where we, or at least |, may find Kamele Waitley at this hour?'

She was, Kamele thought, coming to value Professor Emeritus Vaughn Crowley. He had asharp
eye, asharper ear, and an intellect keen enough to parse those things he observed. That he brought his
concernsregarding Chair Hafley's timetable for the literature search to Kamele, ought, she thought, flatter
her. Instead, it only made the knot in her somach tighter. There had been a dangerous moment when she
thought to confidein him, to reved that Hafley believed her bought. The moment passed, and Crowley
|eft their meeting unenlightened asto Kamele's double role—which was, doubtless, wisdom.

The encounter had |eft her shaken and with an appreciation of the gravity of her undertaking. Decelt
was hard, and yet here was Hafley, scheming to deceive the administration and faculty of Delgado
Univergty, and seeming none the worse for the subterfuge.

You're too honest, shetold hersdf, asthe intersection with their "home" hallway approached. Surely
honesty was a virtue in a scholar? It was what she had always believed. But, there, Hafley wasn't
renowned as ascholar, was she?

She rounded the corner, careful to stay close to edge in case of traffic, and there, tapping on the door
to their stlateroom was Theo, Win Ton yo'Vaa standing quite close behind her.

"Not here, | guess," Theo said, dipping her key out of her pocket. "Let's—"

The knot in Kamele€'s ssomach tightened more, making her regret the coffee sheld drunk in Crowley's
company. She stretched her legs. Win Ton looked up, put hishand on Theo'sdeeve. . .

"Areyou looking for me, daughter?' Kamele asked.

Twenty-Five

Number Twelve L eafydale Place
Greenswar d-by-Efraim
Delgado
A warm breeze wandered the garden, stroking the new leaves with fingers full of promise. Overhead,
the stars stretched in a glittering tapestry, made finite by the spill of light from Efraim and the Wall.

Jen Sar Kiladi reclined upon a bench that would later in the season be hidden by afragrant tumble of
westaria vines; one soft-shoed foot on the stone seet, one braced against the ground. His head was on
the cold arm rest; and his eyes on the stars. His thoughts, however, were el sewhere.

Theo was not the target, Adlianasaid, her voice quiet ingde his head.
"l condder it unlikely. What we must congder isif Kamele isthetarget.”
Therewas slencefor atime, savefor theflirtatious rustling of the leaves. He did not have the sense



that she had withdrawn, however; merely that she was considering the matter. Ashewas.

No, shesaid eventudly. It would require conjoined efforts from Housing and Info Systems—and
how yet would they know which room she would choose as her own? There are too many hands,
and too much left to chance.

"Chance," he murmured. "Arethey so dovenly, do you think, Adliana? Or are they—" He stopped
and sat up so suddenly last season's vines clattered around him.

What isit?

"What if itisnot doven chance, but bright cunning? Recall that Technician Singh told us'old wire
waswoven al through the elder apartments. Why confine the Serpent to one apartment?”

If, indeed, it could be confined.

"Precisdy.”

But how to proveit?

He smiled. "We ask an expert, of course.”

"Y ou needn't wonder if I'min, Theo," Kamde sad sharply. "I've just returned from ameseting.”

Right, Theo thought, another meeting. And not agood one, either, judging by her mother's tone
and the set of her shoulders. Kamele being in abad mood wasn't going to make Win Ton's gpology any
eader, but it was obvioudy too late to go away and come back later.

Kamele looked past her, pointedly.
"Traineeyo'Vaa, how good of you to escort Theo."

The words were polite, but spoke in that too-sharp tone. Chair Hafley, Theo thought, must've been
at the meeting. Maybe Clyburn, too. Out of the side of her eye, she saw Win Ton bow, dow, asif he
wanted to convey some specid meaning.

"Professor Waitley, | enjoy Theo's company, and . . . appreciate her kindnessin permitting meto
attend her—your pardon!"

The last phrase held anote of surprised excitement. Theo turned, her eyefollowing his, but—redlly,
there was nothing to see except the seam where the stateroom door sealed againgt the floor. Or—

Win Ton went to one knee, his hand going inside hisjacket.

"Please" he said, with aglance up to her face; "mark where this goes, if it escapes me."
He produced a clear tubular container, thumbed the lid off asit cameinto view.

"What do you have?'

Theo jumped. Kamelewas at her side, peering with her at the edge of the door. Win Ton's back and
head were mostly in their way but there was something brownish, very nearly the colors of the floor,
moving—scuttling—up theframe.. . .

With apracticed air, Win Ton suddenly flicked at the scuttling something with the lid and pressed it
down on the tube.

" am not certain what | have, Professor Waitley," he said, rising easily to hisfedt. "Here."
He showed them the tube: within wasaninsect . . . or maybe not.
"If you see any more of these, would you please point them out?'

Theo frowned, staring at the thing in the tube. "It doesn't look quite right, doesit? I've seen lots of
bugsbut thisone. . . itisn't redlly an ant, or abesetle." She touched the tube gently. "1t looks hurt or
something.”

Kameeleaned in, her shoulder againgt Theo's, looking closdly at the tube.

"It dlso seemsto be changing color,” she commented, and at least she didn't sound snappish any



more.
Win Ton glanced at the tube with its transforming burden, and inclined his head.
"Perhaps," he said softly, "we should take it out of the hal. Theo, do you see any more?’
Shelooked around the door sedl, to the celling, along the edging that ran thelength of the hdl . . .
"I don't seeany,” shesaid, "but | don't think | would've seen that one. Y ou've got quick eyes!™
"Asyou do," hereturned. "And now that you have seen one, you will know what you arelooking &,
if you should see another.”
Kamele approached the door, key out, and paused a moment to do her own visual check.
"It seemsthat it was acting done," shesaid ironically.
"Good," Win Ton answered serioudy.
Kamele used her key, and waved them into the stateroom.

"Should we report an infestation to the ship?' Kamele asked, staring at the tube, "Or does that
require multiple sghtings?'

Win Ton glanced away from tube, and looked directly into her face.

"If I had found this dsewhere, smply stting or walking randomly on awal or teble. . . it might have
been acuriosity. | would till likely have . . . taken it for agpecimen, sincethey arerarely seen. However,
findingit . .. working, asindeed it may gill be working, | am made far more curious. An infestation . . .
that would be an extreme. Asto reporting it—"

He held the tube out to her.

"Look closely, Professor Waitley. Theo has very good reactions. Very good.”

Amazing Theo, Kamele thought as she received the tube, which was lighter than she'd expected.
She held it up to her face.

The. . . insect was about the length of afinger joint, and it wastesting the tube's seal. Thwarted, it
turned and . . . ran! . . . toward the opposite side. Stopped precipitoudy by the end of the tube, the
insect tried to climb the dippery Stuff . . .

"It appears to be autonomous action, doesit not?' Win Ton's voice was so soft that it barely pierced
her attention mist. "For al we know it is recording, what we say, or what it sees of us. Or it may need to
establish alocation beforeit can transmit.”

Shelooked up at him. "Y ou're saying thisisaconstruct? A . . ." She groped for the proper
word—"A spying device?'

"So it would seem to me. | will show it to my captain and gain the benefit of her knowledge of such
things. In the meanwhile, perhaps we should let it rest.” He reached into his jacket again and withdrew a
small bag. It shimmered as heflicked it open, asif it had slver woven among the threads.

"What're you carrying in there," Theo asked, "alaboratory?'

Win Ton laughed gently as he dipped the tube into the bag and sedled it.

"l am carrying asampling kit, Sweet Theo, which | am required to do at al times by my captain,
sincel faled to carry one when | should have on another occasion. | am dso carrying this. . ." He
tucked the tube away, produced abowli ball, and handed to Theo, ". . . which we shall wish to discuss
shortly, and some ration bars, and candy, which | dwaysdo.”

"Why," Kamele said dowly, "would it be here?"
"Maybeit got lost,” Theo said.

"Perhapsit did, as Theo suggests, become logt," Win Ton answered serioudy. "Or perhapsit was
meant to be here. It may, after dl, be aship'stool, though if that were so, we must surely have seen
others



"Well." Kamdesghed. "I'll beinterested in learning what you find out about it.”
He bowed. "Certainly."

Kamele took a deep bregth and smiled at the two of them. "Asfascinating as this episode has been, |
gather that it was not the reason | am afforded avisit to my stateroom.”

"No, maam, itisnot,” the Liaden agreed, bowing again. "My captain instructs methat | should . . .
be offering gpologies." He glanced a Theo, afriendly, even awarm glance.

Kameefdt her somach tighten dl over again, and held onto her smile.
"Inthat case," she said brightly, "perhaps we should sit down.”

Do you think it will lie? Adlliana asked.

"Perhapsit will," he answered, pouring aglass of wine. " Certainly, it has demonstrated some craft.
Wesghdl see”

Twenty-Six

Vashtara
Mauve L evel
Stateroom

Kamele sat over there inthe big chair, while Theo and Win Ton sat together over here, on the sofa.
The feding that she was aguest in her own stateroom warred with the feding that she and Win Ton were
on one team and Kamele was on an opposing team. Which wasjust silly, Theo told hersdlf, fidgeting with
the bowli ball. It rolled from one hand to the other, unsteadily, its erratic motion drawing her mother's
eye.

Cheeks hot, Theo brought the ball under control, pressing it firmly onto her thigh. Theinternas
vibrated againg her restraining pam, like Coyster, purring. Theo blinked.

Coyster would have taken just this moment to stretch and yawn before curling around in her lap. She
took abreath, pressing harder on the bdl, fegling the vibration in her bones. There. She'd hold the ball
likeit was Coyster. That would make her fed . . . lessstrange.

Win Ton cleared histhroat. "Professor Waitley," he said formdly, "'l wish to make known to you the
certain activities that Theo and | have enjoyed together.” He paused, like he did when he wastrying to
find an exact match between the Liaden word he knew and the Terran word that—usual ly—didn't exist.

Kame€s mouth straightened dightly, which meant that she was concerned, but trying not to
interrupt.

Win Ton's pause was too long for her though, and she leaned forward—carefully, Theo thought, her



fingers pressed tightly together.

"Could you continue? Y ou have my attention.”

Seated as he was, Win Ton bowed.

"Yes" hesaid; and again, "Yes, of course, Professor. The circumstance . . . my captain has pointed
out to methat, according to the customs of her homeworld, Theo hasyet to attain her mgjority. Sincel
have become accustomed to Theo's company, and to her common sense, my captain feared that | was
perhaps presuming . . ."

He paused again, his careful search for words leaving a pause into which Kamele leaned, so dert she
seemed to quiver.

"My captain's concern,” Win Ton began again—"and mine now that | am acquainted with my error,
isthat | may have presumed too much about Theo's. . . autonomy."

He paused again, and sent a glance to Theo. Since she wasn't sure what point he was making, and
shedidn't think she'd fool anybody by trying to look autonomous, she looked down, wherethe silly ball,
rather than the silly cat, sat on her lap. The thought made her want to laugh, and she struggled to stay
serious, gripping the bal asif in fact she were wrestling a cantankerousfeine.

"Autonomy." Kamele repeated carefully, and she, too, sent aglance a Theo. "Indeed, I've found
Theo to be showing distinct Sgns of autonomy, not to say levity."

Theo looked up, mirth gartled away. Kamele waved a careless hand in her direction.

"Please," shesaid to Win Ton, "let's not permit Theo's mirth or her toy to interfere with your
disclosure”

Thisisn't good, Theo thought rapidly. It was never agood sign when Kamele started talking like
Father.

"Infact, "Win Ton answered dowly, "My . . . disclosure—an excellent usage, which | shdll
remember!—my disclosureisvery nearly about Theo'stoy.”

Abruptly, he stood, surprising Theo and, judging by the way she sat straight up, surprisng Kamele,
too.

"Asyou know, we conquered the dance machine on our first attempt. Theo has a—a very mature
approach to the dance, intuitive, one may say. That shewas. . . amazed to discover herself so very apt a
dancer was enlightening. Self-discovery isagood thing.”

"Sdf discovery isoften agood thing,” Kamee said after amoment. She glanced at Theo, who tried
to keep her face cam. It wasn't comfortable being talked about like she wasn't there. She looked at Win
Tonin order to avoid her mother's gaze.

"After our run, my captain forbade us to dance further at the Arcade, and, truly, the machineis so
eadly beaten that we would very soon have lost patience with it. However, there was till the question of
energy, and exercise and, and comradeship. | therefore located severd convivia acquaintances
on-board, and we discovered an opportunity to continue with thetheme of . . . mature salf-discovery. |
will dso say enjoyment of discovery, for Theo so enjoysachalenge.”

Theo felt her shouldersrdaxing and redlized she was petting the bowli ball, in smal, quiet motions.
Her mother glanced at her again, and thistime Theo met her eye.

"So," Kamele said to Win Ton, though she continued to look at Theo. "Y ou arranged for a. . .
meature chdlengefor Theo."

Win Ton bowed lightly, danced one pace toward the door, one pace back.

"Yes, exactly!" he exclamed. "The pilots, you must understand, were known to me. We found a
private room, and—Theo is such ajoy to chalenge. | knew dl this, but in my enthusiasm, | fear that | did
not fully explain to Theo what we would be about, nor did | ask your permission beforehand . . ."

Kameeleaned dowly back into her chair, her handsfinding each other, her fingerslocking together,



interleaved. What scared Theo was that Kamele's face was nearly blank, and she was staring at her
hands rather than at either of them.

"l see" Kamde said quietly, but Win Ton was now following his course with some vigor, pacing
energeticaly inthe smal space, and using his hands for emphass.

"And thus, with aroom, and partners, and awilling novice, I'm afraid we introduced Theo to agame
many never play, agame many lack the urges and reflexes for. Knowing how physicaly apt Theois, it
never occurred to methat | ought to ask permission from her parent for her to play bowli ball. So | ask,
Professor Waitley, that you please hold Theo blameless, and lay it dl tome. . . ."

Theo saw her mother'sface go from blank to . . . confused.

"Wait," shesaid; "if you please. | understand you to say that you and your friends found aprivate
room so that you might play bowli ball with my daughter?*

Theo picked up the not-cat from her 1ap and tossed it in the air, very gently, to illustrate the phrase
"bowli ball."

The motion caught Kamele's eye, so Theo tossed it higher, whereupon the ball took it upon itself to
perform amid-air detour of severd hand-widths. Theo snatched it down and wrestled it guiltily to her
lap.

"One of these!" she explained.

In wonder, rather than enlightenment, Kamele said, "'l see. Bowli ball."

"Yed" Win Ton said enthusiagtically. He plucked the ball away from Theo, carefully cuddling it into
quiet before placing it into Kamel€'s hands.

"It isacomplex game, Professor Waitley," he went on with energy; "requiring physical dexterity,
concentration, mature thoughtfulness, luck . . . itisafavorite game of pilots because of thesethings!”

Experimentaly, Kamele tossed the bal from hand to hand, barely managing to keep it under her
control.

She shook her head, and tried it again, using less energy and across less distance, redlly just rolling it
from one pam to the other.

"What agtrangeidea," she murmured. "Why should you need permission for Theo to play asmple
gameof bal?'

"Well, itisn't so smple!™ Theo brokein, indignant. "The ball goes every which way and you've got to
be ready for it, and you've got to see where it gets thrown and how it's rotating and which spiral is next
ad..."

Win Ton caught Theo's eye with amotion of his hands, and she subsided, hoping that she hadn't just
gotten him in more trouble with Captain Cho.

"Professor, some call bowli bal agame of wit and physics. That might sufficeif it were played ona
sug lawn among . . . office workers, let us say. But, with pilots, the game can become quite chalenging.
Thisiswhat | forgot, and why | should have asked your permission for Theo to play.”

He paused, glanced at Theo, and faced Kamele directly.

"It isnot unknown for those playing the game to accept a broken shoulder in order to return apass,
to sprain an ankle on an interception-and-launch, to . . . forget harm in order to follow the flow and make
the connection. Truly, itisagamefor pilots.”

Kamedeheld the ball in one hand, turning it thisway and that way, studying it, asif she had never seen
something o gaudy and irregular in her life. Suddenly, with no warning, and without preamble, shethrew
the ball at Theo. Hard.

Theo was dready in motion. Her hands leapt up and out, she shifted her balance on the sofa, leaned
left to absorb the spin.. . .

Sap! wasthe sound the ball made when she caught it, and it took an effort of will not to continue the



momentumand . . .
Win Ton spun, centering himsdif, left hand rising, facing forward, right hand coming down, incase. .

"Not here," he cautioned, sounding remarkably calm, but by then Theo had the ball stopped, stable,
and purring on her knee.

Inthe big chair, Kamele was laughing, her eyes closed, the bridge of her nose pinched between
forefinger and thumb, while she shook her heed.

Professor Jen Sar Kiladi leaned discreetly against one of the extremely rare sonewallswithin the
Wall, spping teafrom his own cup. On thewall were metalic plaques commemorating events and people
from the early days of the Wall; some few pre-dated the Wall itsaf and had been brought from the
remains of the origind, burnt-out campus.

Thewadl being just insde Open Cafeteria Three meant it was one of the few areas where one might
expect to see dl levels of sudentsand dl levels of faculty intermingled. True, faculty did not awaystake
their medls here, most preferring the private lounges, or, by necessity, acorner of their desk, but it was
written that they ought to take ameal here every ten-day.

He watched. Quietly, he watched, his cane tucked behind him asif in support—but actudly to
disguiseit from those many eyes he wished not to noticeit at the moment.

By tradition, afull professor might st anywhere. A department head, dean, or Board member could
do the same and claim some minor precedence. . .

That, of course, was the start of hierarchical shenanigans, for the corollary was that students or those
lower on the food chain must not join atable clamed by afull professor without permission or invite.
Associate professors and other instructional types had aleg up, of course, and it was considered bad
form for a professor to Sit a atable with othersin order to claim it and so dismiss them to less exalted
company.

Jen Sar Kiladi had the honor of being afull professor and, in effect, his own department head. He
could St anywhere.

Y et, he stood, out of theway and deliberately unobtrusive, counting tables.

There wasthe north wall. Seventeen tablesin fromit, three aidesin from the East, there ought to be.
.. why yes. There was a ceramic clad column there, and againgt it, atable being scrupuloudy cleaned by
amember of support staff. How gratifying.

Jen Sar sipped some more tea, waiting.

The schematic provided by the Serpent Al had been fascinating in the extreme, precisely overlaying
asit did the"old wire" map Tech Singh had shown him. A smple query to the Concierge netted the
names attached to those addresses, which had made for interesting reading over breskfast. Two namesin
particular caught hisfancy, and he whiled away an entire pot of tea over the question of which he ought
to attempt firgt.

In the end, it had come down to expediency. As exhilarating as a contest of wits might prove, yet it
might keep him overlong—and he was mindful of his mother's adviceto him, given so very long ago: "Do
not play with your food, my child. Be careful, take al the time you need to be certain, but when you are
at thefind stage, act quickly, and never hesitate.”

Therefore, and not without a certain pang, he turned his attention to less satisfying quarry.

The chimes of seven-bells-none rang through the hall and were echoed from countless 'books and
mumus, prompting some to snatch up their belongings and rush off, othersto change tables, and ill
othersto approach the food line.

Those for whom he had waited so patiently walked past him without noticing, though that was
scarcely their blame; he did not, after dl, wish to be noticed. They had heads bent together, asif



communing, aswest, domestic picture, surely. Wrapt in themsalves, they marched on, heedless of any in
their path, their goa apparent.

Therewasasmal wait, as saff finished cleaning the table, and rdinquished it with anod very nearly a
bow.

That was interesting. Perhaps held need to include support staff in his next round of fact-checking.
He knew the schedule; identifying an individua ought not betoo difficult . . .

Hisquarry . . . piled books and a swester on the table, thus claiming it for themsalves, and wandered
away toward thefood line.

Professor Kiladi smiled, and moved toward the north wall, using the column as a shield, and handily
arrived a the pleasantly private table.

No one being seated, he took the extremely comfortable chair at the head of the table, laying his cane
to theleft, whereit would block the two chairs on that side.

Mug at hand, he was al amiles, and everything that was convivia when they returned, bearing plates
and mugs.

"LystraMason—well met. And young Roni, of course. What addightful segting thisisl Please, you
mugt join me!™

Twenty-Seven

Vashtara
Mauve Level
Stateroom

Theo was adeep in her bed, the night wall shielding her from the rest of the room. Kamele was lill
curled into in the chair, in theory reviewing her notes; in fact reviewing the conversation with Win Ton
yoVda

Truly, a pilot's game, the boy ingsted in memory. And, again, Theo so enjoys a challenge. The
young woman described by the young man was a veritable paragon—bold, courageous, and able. How
was sheto find Theo—clumsy, uncertain Theo, with warning notesin her file—in this changding?

"Children grow up," she murmured. "They leave their mothers and become mothers themselves."
And yet, to grow at such an . . . odd tangent . . .

You can't say that you weren't warned, Kamele told hersalf. For, indeed, she had been warned.
She remembered telling Jen Sar that she had chosento haveachild, initsef a. .. small ... oddity . . .

There. It was said. All that was | eft wasto hear what he said in response.



Kamele closed her eyes and sipped coffee. Fresh-roast it was, and fresh-ground from abag of blue
beans Jen Sar had brought back from one of hisfishing trips. It was an aromatic blend, whispering hints
of chocolate and sweetberries.

"A childinthe houseisajoy." That waswhat he said, gently and respectfully. Kamelefdt her
shoulders relax. She smiled and opened her eyes.

Acrossthelittle sonetable, Jen Sar's answering smile was dightly awry. He glanced down into his
cup asif he wished the coffee were. . . something stronger, then looked into her eyes.

"l am aware," he said, and hisvoice now was. . . careful, "of the custom on Delgado. One decides
for onesdf whenthetimeisproper to. . . invest. . . inachild. The custom upon my homeworldis. . .
somewhat different. | ask, therefore, if the child . . . partakes of my gene-st.”

Shefrowned at him, and set her cup down. Heraised a hand, the twisted silver ring he never took off
winking a her from hissmallest finger.

"Please. | know that | should not ask—indeed, that | have no right to know! It is, however, not
merely vulgar curiogty that moves meto bresk with custom.”

Kamele went cold. Jen Sar leaned forward and put his hand over herswhereit lay next to her cup.

"l am beyond clumsy,” he said wryly. "Kamele, I'm not ill! Surely there were tests done, certifications
made—whoever you chose! But thereis something you should know, if you've gotten achild of me.”

Hetipped his head, face earnest; his hand was warm on hers, hisfingers braceleting her writ, a
comfort.

Surely, she thought, there was room here for custom to meet halfway. Jen Sar was an intelligent man,
and. . . usualy tolerant of Delgado ways. That he asked this of al questions, sgnded, shethought, a
grong cultura imperative.

Kameletook abreath, opened her mouth to tell him—and closed it, unable to force the words out.

"Thisisidiotic," she muttered, turning her head to look out over the dusky garden. Her words danced
back to her on thelittle breeze and she gasped, her eyesflashing back to hisface. "l didn't mean—" she
began . ..

But Jen Sar, as usual, seemed to know exactly what shed meant.

"The burden of custom isnot lightly put asde," he said. "Aswe have both now demonstrated.
Perhgpsasmple'no,' if the child isnone of mine?*

That was certainly fair enough. Kamele met hiseyes. And said nothing.

"Hah." He smiled, ruefully, she thought. " So, then, the thing that you must know isthét . . . those of
my Line, asissaid on Liad—siblings, cousins, parents—tend to have. . . very quick physical reflexes.
Many, indeed, become Star-pilots. Since many of usaso havea. . . certain facility . . . in mathematics,
and as Liad depends upon itstrade, thisis not too odd alife-path.”

He paused, watching her face. Kamele nodded to show she was following him, and after amoment
he continued.

"Here on Delgado, where the trade isin knowledge, there are few pilots, and, perhaps, very little
understanding of those whose genetic heritage is predisposed toward quickness.”

Shefrowned dightly. "My daughter wouldn't have to be apilot, after al . . ."

"Indeed she would not," he soothed her. "However, until sheisgrown into her body and learned to . .
.contral . . . her reflexes, she may produce some. . . unexpected results.” He shook his head. "'l do not
wish you to be uninformed—or unprepared. So | must confessthat the raising of a child who partakes of
these genesis. . . sometimes a chalenge to those who are themsalves very much of the Line."

Kamee amiled. "I think adults dwaysfind children achdlenge,” she said. "The more so with our own
children.



Onthe chair in the stateroom of a starship, Kamele stirred, and ran her fingers through her hair.
Fairly warned, shethought again; who could blame Jen Sar, if she had been too ignorant to
under stand what he said? And truly, she could have chosen another donor. It was on her head, that she
had wanted his child; awhimsy that Ella had done her best to talk her out of.

From behind the night wall came amutter and rustle of covers. Kamele raised her head, but Theo
subsided, perhaps to dream of bowli bal, or of pilots.

Twenty-Eight

Vashtara
Dining Hall L obby

He feared his reputation would never make arecover.

W, Adlianasadtartly, if you will make it a habit to meet questionable peoplein public. . .
"Precisaly! Though | contend it a habit we both treasure of old.”

| knew no questionable people until 1 met you.

"Can that be true? But, fear not! Today isthe day that | redeem mysdlf in your eyes.”

Will shetell you?

"One can only hope. | fear that Lystra has concluded that my interest liesin Roni's direction, so you
see, the stakes are high!™

Insde his head, Adlianalaughed.

It had become their custom to gather in the antechamber of the dining room. From there, they would
clam atable for themsdves and talk over the events of the day, reaffirming themsalves as colleagues and
ateam.

Quite often, Chair Hafley and her onagrata were late to the gathering, rushing in breathless from
casino, shopping, or other pleasurable activity. It seemed that the Chair considered the journey something
of ahoney-trip for hersdf and Clyburn; it was seldom that he was not sporting some new, and often
provocative, costume, or an added bit of jewel-glitter to some portion of his person.

Kamele raised a hand to cover her yawn. Her deep had been . . . unsettled of late; it seemed the
more time that wore on without asign from Hafley that now was the hour in which she demanded
Kamel€e's promised support, the more uneasily that false promise sat upon her heart. Y et, what else could
she have done? If, as she believed, Hafley was but part of some. . . conspiracy to discredit Delgado
University, then suredly Kamele needed to bein her confidence? If only the woman would say more! But,
no, she apparently pursued her pleasures without the least thought of future perfidies.



And there was doubtless, Kamele thought wearily, alesson to be learned there.

Ancther yawn; and asense of someone at her elbow. She turned, and ayoung woman in the livery of
the ship'swait gaff amiled at her.

"A cup of coffee whileyou wait for the rest of your party, Professor?' she asked.

Kamele returned the smile and nodded.

"A cup of coffee would be most welcome, thank you,” she said, and the girl glided away to make it
0

Watching her go, Kamele shook her head. It was, she thought, far too easy to become accustomed
to being served. Perhaps on M e chizathey would be alowed to lift ahand to help themsalves.
Otherwise, they would arrive home quite ruined.

The coffee arrived; shereceived it, and Sipped, sighing in pleasure.

Eyes narrowed, she Sipped again, just as Professors Crowley and Able rounded the corner. They
nodded asthey joined her, Professor Able waving the server over and bespeaking two more cups of
coffee.

"I may be ruined for staff-room coffee," Crowley said, receiving his cup. "One would think that aman
of my yearswould be above these petty pleasures.”

Their weeks together having given her afine understanding of Crowley's humor, Kamele smiled a
him.

"Itisvery good coffee," she answered. "And as scholars are we not enjoined to open oursalvesto
experience and study the moment?”

"Indeed, an excdlent point! A moment, if you will; | must sudy my cup.”

He proceeded to sample his beverage.

"Is Theo not with you thisevening?' Professor Able asked.

"She and Win Ton yo'Vaaare attending the buffet and seminar offered by the Vistors League.”

"Therésawell-mannered lad,” Able said. "Not a scholar, of course, but thoughtful, in hisway. So
kind of your daughter, Kamele, to escort him to these broadening events.”

Professor Able had an edge to her, and a circumspect way of prying into mattersthat did not
concern her that harked back to an earlier day. Kamele smiled and replied only that shefelt that Win Ton
was a perfectly conformable young man, and well-supervised by his captain.

"It may bethat the Vistors League will provide Theo with the chance to mingle with other students
of her own age." That was Crowley, looking up from his cup. "They seek, so the senior advisor | spoke
with over lunch assured me, to be both inclusive and diverse. They aso seek recruits, which the advisor
did not say, but which wasimplicit in her description of the League and its purpose.”

"What isits purpose?' Ablewondered, holding her cup daintily on thetipsof her fingers.

"Scholarship, of asort, though the method is unique. The group arrives upon a planet—with a
connection in place, of course—and exploresthat world. Group membership is drawn from worlds
previoudy visited. The goa, as much asthereisone, isto visit or be resident on al worlds which speak
or understand Terran, and which have humanity in common. | am told that this particular tour has been
on-going for seventeen Standards, and will on its twentieth anniversary quadricate.”

"Quadricate?' Kamele asked, suspecting one of his more obscure jokes.

Crowley gave her anod, asif rewarding her percipience. "Yes, aplay on theinner Terran. What it
meansisthat the group will split teachers, advisors and travelersinto four, staying most of a Standard on
the host planet while each devel ops plans and degtinations of their own."

"Surely, they must settle sometime,” Able commented.

"Some do—many do, so my luncheon companion said. It is expected that they will lose and add
members, though it is aso true that some stay with the group for many years, first as students, and then as



advisors.”

"An odd scholarship,” Able said, and looked again to Kamele. "I don't wish to pry into amother's
domain, but | wonder if you have considered what Theo will be about on Melchiza. Our work isplain
before us, but it ssems asif therewill be very little to occupy her, beyond her school work. While
opportunity for study isof course dwayswelcome, it often appears less so to the young—and especidly
after ajourney so crowded with excitement.”

"ThereisaTrandt School," Kamee said, keeping her voice moderate. As she had said, thiswas
none of Abl€'s business. On the other hand, the two elder members of the forensic team had taken to
regarding Theo somewhat in the light of a granddaughter, and were correspondingly free with their advice
to Theo's mother.

A familiar racket brought her head up as Chair Hafley and her onagrata bustled importantly into the
area. Kamele blinked. Aswas his habit, Clyburn was dressed to display hiswinsome figure—in fact, this
evening's costume of deevelessblack shirt so tight his pectoral muscles were clearly defined, and
billowing sheer pantal oons cuffed tight at the ankles, wasrather restrained. Chair Hafley, who usudly
contented hersdlf with sensible coveralls, was wearing an iridescent red sweater cut low over her bosom
and abright blue skirt that brushed the deck plates.

"S0," Ablesaid, turning away from this onrushing spectacle. Y oull be contacting the Transit School
for Theo?"

"Why, theré's no reason for her to do so!" Hafley cried, pausing in her rush toward the dining room.
"Kamele, you must dlow Clyburn to arrange everything for Theo; his mother iswell-placed in
Adminigtration and has many contactsin the Transit School."

Kamele blinked, looking from Hafley to Clyburn. Clyburn smirked and bowed his shining head. "I
would be pleased to be of service, Kamele," he said, actualy sounding sincere.

"Thank you, Clyburn," she said, trying to match sincerity with sincerity. "But as| was just about to
say to Professor Able, I've dready taken care of Theo'sregistration.” Sheturnedto Able. "Itisa
boarding school, which Theo objectsto, but, as you say, our team's hours may be long and irregular.”

"It isbest for young scholarsto have regularity in their studies and their deep,” Crowley said, too
pointedly, in Kamel€'s opinion. " Sub-chair Waitley haslooked ahead and planned for the best
outcome—for everyone.”

"Wadl .. ." Hafley glanced a Clyburn, asif she expected him to be disgppointed by not being
obligated to register someone e se's daughter for school. "That seemswell in hand,” the Chair finished,
and nodded briskly.

"If the assembled scholarly lightswill excuse us, we areinvited to dine with the captain! Come,
Clyburn." She moved off, her skirt rustling against the floor, her onagrata one step behind her.

Kamele, Able, and Crowley turned as one to watch them go.
Hafley spoke briefly to the room manager, who bowed, and waved them into the dining room.
It was. . . some moments before Kamele caught her breath. The rudeness of thiswoman! The—

"Well." Shelooked to her colleagues. "If you are so minded, | know an unhurried and secluded
restaurant where we might find a pleasant medl."

"That sounds,” said Crowley, "like an excdlent plan.”
Able, her lipstight, merely nodded.

Over thelast while, the threesome who met for breskfast at the table by the column, had generated .
.. curiogty. Certainly, it was not, viewed with certain factsin mind, an unlikely threesome: the mother,
her nubile and soon to be available daughter, the elderly professor recently put aside, in pursuit of—ah,
but there the curious were doubtless divided, though the mother believed she knew hismind.



"Roni, fetch Professor Kiladi some of those mai ze buttons he likes so much," the mother instructed
her daughter. She glanced to the ederly professor.

"Maize buttons will be very welcome," he said with asmile, "and perhaps some cheddar spread, or
creamily, with them.”

The daughter had taken to wearing other than the usual school coveradlsto their bregkfasts. A
charitable observer might alow them to be "specia outfits." He supposed that he ought to feel honored,
that hisgray hairsinspired such flightsof . . . creativity. Instead, he worried that the child would contract
achill. Then, too, there was the subject of . . . subtlety—but where was sheto learn that merely exposing
skin did not make one interesting? Certainly not from her mother, nor, to judge from the glances of the
would-be gallants about the room, from her peer-group.

Roni stood, to al eyes eager to serve, and bowed, allowing him an unimpeded, if blessedly brief
glimpse of her assets. Turning, she walked toward the line, her progress somewhat dowed by the hip
motion she was attempting to perfect.

Jen Sar, hiseyes on the retreating form, sighed. Not adancer, that child.

Lystra heard the sigh, as he had meant her to, and leaned close, placing adaring hand upon his
deeve

"Come, now, Jen Sar, admit that you don't meet us here only to look a my Roni."

Will, and that was bold enough to terrify. Helifted an eyebrow.

"A man of my yearsis surdly alowed the privilege of admiring the scenery?"

"Indeed heid" Lystrasaid warmly, and leaned back in her chair, acoy smile at the corner of her
mouth. "One must be so careful,”" she said, picking up her coffee cup, "when one has charge of agirl so
eager for her Gigneri. Thefirgt-pair is so very important, don't you think so, Jen Sar?"'

"| agree. Indeed, | have long deplored the custom of firgt-pairing couples near in age. It may seema
kindness, | alow, but in truth it becomes at best a comedy of error, and at worst does honest damage.
An older, experienced partner, who is able to teach and to be patient; that isthe best choice for afirst
paring. Especidly if, asyou say, the girl is eager for adulthood.”

Shelaughed and leaned toward him dightly. "Now, I'll make aconfession to you," she said playfully.
"My mother was very much of your mind with regard to the first-pair, and | was, like Roni, very eager to
embrace adulthood. Therewasaboy in my form . . . but she would have none of it! Before the event, |
was—alittle—disgppointed, but after! Ah, then | saw mother's wisdom for what it was."

"| am gratified to find my opinion vaidated," he said, and inclined hishead. "In fact, Lystra, you do
stand guardian over that which interests me nearly. Perhapswe might speek . . . done. . . after
breskfast.”

Shesmiled again. "Yes, let'sdo that,” she said, and here came the eager child hersdlf, sseming in
imminent danger of losing the laden tray to thefloor.

"Ah," he said, leaning forward to clear a place on the table, and lending aguiding hand to its safe
descent. "My thanks, Roni. Please, you must both partake.”



Twenty-Nine

Vashtara
Atrium Lounge

Cho sig'Radia arrived with dessert, a circumstance that both failed to surprise, and pleased, Kamele.
She had grown used to the Liaden woman's penchant for smply appearing, and, besides, she was good
company.

Professor Crowley appeared to share this opinion. He welcomed Cho cheerfully, and pushed over to
make room for her on the bench next to him.

"My thanks," she said, with agentle bow and a smile. She seated herself, and laughed when their
server appeared with apot of tea

"I come heretoo often, | see," shesaid. "But it is so pleasant an aspect.” She poured tea, and looked
across the tableto Kamele.

"Infact, | know that we share afondness for this venue, and so | came here, hoping to find you."
Kamede amiled. "It's been taken care of," she said, guessing the other'sintent—"and very e oquently.”

"So he has also reported,” Cho said. "But it was another, though closely related, reason that | sought
you out. To find the others of the search team—that isfortuitous, for | have something dsoto say to dl, if
you will grant metime."

She was assured by Crowley—who mugt, Kamele thought, surely be smitten—that their time was
hers.

"A generous gift, of which | amin no wiseworthy." Cho spped her teg, put the cup down and curled
her hands 'round it. Leaning forward dightly, she caught Kameleseye.

"The captain of thisvessal sees an opportunity to permit areserve officer to train by offering to train
Win Ton. It is perhaps not necessary to say that thisisan offer which . . . ought not to be turned down,
and which will, indeed, benefit my charge agreat ded." Sheinclined her head, very dightly. "These new
dutieswill regrettably place him on adivergent shift, and severdly curtail histime &t liberty for the
remainder of our voyage. | regret the disgppointment that the loss of his companionship must cause your
daughter, and | would make amends.”

"Theré€'s no reason, surely, to make amends?' Kamee said. "It sounds awonderful opportunity for
Win Ton and I'm sure Theo will be happy for him."

"Well she might be, for sheisagenerous child. However, | fed that we comeinto aSituation of
precarious Balance, and | would not have such athing between us. | therefore ask if you would alow me
to teach Theo the rudiments of finger-talk. She was quick enough to spot Win Ton conversing thus with
those other pilots whom she has met in his company, and on the occasion of our last meeting expressed a
desreto learn the language. It is something that | will gladly teach her, with your agreement.”



"But, surely, your ownwork . . ."

Cho moved ahand; if her fingers conveyed anything other than acasua dismissal of her own work,
Kamele could not read it.

"Itisaminor thing. | will bejoining Win Ton on the dtered shift, but | have the leisure of making my
day abit longer. | may, therefore enjoy an evening cup of teawhile Theo breaks her fast. Thus, she will
wake eager with study before her, and | will have aquiet unwinding before deep.” Shetipped her head.
"I had taught finger-talk at Scout Academy; it will be. . . comforting to teach it again, and to awilling
scholar.”

"If you're sure, then—I'm grateful,” Kamele said, thinking suddenly of Jen Sar'sfluid hand-gestures. If
this. . . finger-talk was something known to pilots, perhaps, like bowli bal, it was something that would
benefit Theo.

"l am certain—and | ingst that it isl who am grateful," Cho said with asmile. She spped her teaand
looked 'round the table.

"Now, for the patient search team, | would say, and say plainly—M el chiza, despite contacts and
assurances, is perhaps not such aplace as Delgado. There have been changes of late, in government
sructure, in adliances aggressively sought, and in . . . other matters somewhat worrisome to those whose
jobitistoworry about such things."

"Have you been . . . endangered on Melchiza?' Able asked.

Cho laughed. "Not I, Scholar. Mé chiza vaues pilot-kind, and if they admire us so much that they
seek to keep us with them—well, that isatrap that cannot close.” She looked to Kamele, to Crowley,
back to Able.

"Understand me, you are accustomed, perhaps, to the watchfulness of those whose mandate isto
wish you well—to the oversight of those who hold your safety high. On Melchiza, thereisadso oversight,
but your safety is not by necessity thefirst interest of the watchers. Be careful, Scholars. Trust no one.
Produce a contingency plan, if your contact failsyou. Abovedl, follow the rules—of which therearea
number, and which Vashtara will shortly make known to you. If someone threatens you, believe them,
and act accordingly, without hesitation.”

There was amoment of silence at the table, then Crowley laughed.

"Y ou make it sound the veriest frontier!" he said, and raised his hand. "We appreciate your warning,
Captain sg'Radia, but you must know—not al of us are native to Delgado. Why, in my student days, |
raised some ports so rough, it was awonder that anyone survived them. We will be watchful."

He glanced 'round the table. Able nodded curtly. Kamelefelt it necessary to add something more.

"Y ou're correct, however, that we should make a contingency plan, in casethingsgo awry. | believe
that none of us have thought of that, and | appreciate the reminder."

It seemed that Cho hesitated before she inclined her head.
"Itismy joy to serve, Scholars," she said quietly, and sipped her tea.

He settled himsdlf in the vigitor's chair while Lystra bustled behind the desk, doubtlessintending to
make him squirm, alittle. Such wasthe pitch of hisardor that he was able to quickly become its magter,
and look about himsdlf.

Unlike Ellas office, or Kamel€e's, or, to be perfectly fair, hisown, Lystra Mason's office wastidy to
the point of painfulness, with scarcely apin out of place. There were no piles of hard copy, or scatter of
infodips on the desk's gleaming surface. Indeed, there was nothing on the desk at al until Lystradared to
risk itsfinish by placing her 'book upon it.

Likewise, thewalls, which in his office were overburdened with gene maps, language maps,
population dispersa rates, and any number of other items useful to his position, here were perfectly bare,
perfectly white. Smple, one might say.



Lystrawas settled, her hands folded primly atop the gleaming desk top, eyes sharp and acquisitive.

"Now, Jen Sar," she said crisply, "I think you know that there are certain considerations a mother
wishes to see adorn her daughter's Gigneri. What are you willing to bring to Roni?' She amiled at him.
"While we agree that there's va ue attending an older man in afirst-pair, | think we may aso agreethat
the experience of conducting anew-woman into adulthood might balance that value neatly. Y ou have
position, contacts, fame, and | expect that you earn atidy annual bonus. Thereésagood ded thereto
work with, and I'll tell you frankly that | think we may reach an accommodation | hope, very much, that
weéll reach an accommodation. However, | wouldn't want you to think that your position is assured. |
have recelved expressions of interest from severa very worthy senior scholars, and aquery from the
Adminigration Tower itsdf.”

"Ah." Heleaned back in his chair, his hands folded over thetop of hiscane. "I am afraid that you
misunderstand me, Lystra. | have no interest in your daughter's Gigneri."

She blinked, momentarily at a stand, then laughed.
"Y ou will have your joke, won't you?' she said, gaiety forced. "Come now, Jen Sar, you said
yoursdf that you were interested—"

"| said that you stand guardian over something that interests me nearly,” he interrupted, keeping his
voice pleasant and equitable. He met her eyes.

"The Serpent Al, Lystra"

She paed, but rdlied immediately.

"| don't have any ideawhat you're talking about."

He shook hishead. "That won't do; you know it won't do, and so do |. The best plan—the simplest
plan, by far—isto give me the name of your contact and pass me up theline. | will immediately ceaseto
be your problem, Roni may continue to widen her circle of admirers, and the future may roll out asit
will."

Shetook abreath. "I hardly understand you, Jen Sar! Y ou seem to be accusing me of conspiring
with the Smpled”

He amiled at her, gently, asif she were a backward student who had against even her own
expectation produced a correct answer.

"Precisdly. That isexactly my point.”

"Widl, it may beyour point, and your fantasy, you and this Serpent, but it has nothing to do—"

"No, please," heinterrupted again. ™Y ou will only tire yoursdlf, and | will havewhat | camefor inthe
end. Let usdeal as adults—as colleagues. Now, | will give you something, to buy your trust: | know that
you have accessto a Serpent Al. | asked it for amap of those facilities within the Wall to which it has
access and an activitieslog. You have been . . . quite an avid user, and not dl in pursuit of the plan, en?”’
He held up hishand and gave her afriendly look. "Who could blame you? Not I. To have so powerful a
search tool in hand—wel! Y ou seethe useto which | put mine."

She remained silent, white to the lips, her hands knotted ‘round each other on the glossy desk top.

"Yes, well. | do confess to some other snooping—so indelicate, but what can one expect of a
Liaden, who hails not only from outside the Wall, but from well off-planet? Outsiders.. . . Quitethe
opposite of your family, for instance, which has kept firm ties with the Chapelia. It was your mother—or
perhaps an aunt?>—who sat on the Liaison Committee for thirty years, advancing Smple goasto the
Adminidration.”

Lystralicked her lips. "My aunt. But—"

"Forgive me, but did it not seem to you that this plan—the Al, the dtering of records, the
sedlth—did it not seem to you that thiswas no smple plan? It reeks of complexity! Surdly, the Chapdia
might wish to burn the library and destroy complexity wholesae—that was asmple and straightforward
plan, and if it failed once, who isto say that it must fail twice? But to sow liesand misinformation, that is



not smple. It hints, indeed, of plans made by those to whom Delgado—Chapedlia, university, scholars
and nonacs dike—are but countersin amuch larger game. A game that keepsits main board well
off-world."

She gaped at him.
"The name of your contact,” he prompted gently. "Come, now, Lystra, there is aways the chance
that | will forget who sent meto her. The memories of old men are notorioudy frail.”

The silence gtretched. Insde his head, hefdt Adlianadtir, her interest lying so nearly next to histhat
he could scarcely tell out her from him.

"Chapeliahave no names," LystraMason said softly. Shelooked down asif the task of unknotting
her hands required dl of her attention. "'l will write the symbol for you."

Thirty

Vashtara
Breakfast All Year

Kamele had abreakfast meeting. An early breakfast meeting. Theo, who had a breakfast meeting of
her own, though hers, she thought crankily, was at a normal hour, did acouple of self-testson her
school book, then dipped the mem-stick out of her pocket and dotted it into the stateroom'’s conneck.

Win Ton's |etter came up onto the screen, |etters bright and crisp. She'd answered it, of course, just
as soon as sheld received it, but he hadn't written again. Which just meant, sheld assured hersdlf, that he
wasjust as busy as he'd expected to be.

Dear Sweet Mystery,

It appears circumstances and opportunities conspire to place us on opposing schedules. Itis
just aswell; your destination shows it to nearly share the ship's schedule you are familiar with,
which is probably not an accident. My new schedule will put me in sync with the shift schedules
expectable when we arrive to retrieve the waiting ship. Accident or not, this change also puts
within grasp one of my goals, which has been to be Officer in Charge of a ship so large there need
be a lost-and-found not only for objects but for persons.

Do not fear! My Captain promises me | will be Officer In Charge for no more than a dozen
beats at mid-shift while back-up pilots change seats and test boards; | feel it likely if they know |
am the one sitting oversight the changeover will happen in three beats!”

| intend to see you before our orbits diverge; you have helped make what might have been an
ordinary transit into a memor able passage indeed.

| remain your humble servant, and, | very dearly hope, your friend,



Win Tonyo'Vala

Sighing, she pulled the mem-tick from the conneck and tapped random reload. One of the stupid
"How to behave on Méechiza," info-spots popped up on the vid.

"Remember!" the narrator chirped annoyingly. "Anyone wearing ablue shirt or ablue arm band may
require you to hat, state your business, produce your 1D, and prove you have sufficient creditsin the
form of cash to buy food for yoursdf for three days. Y ou may not carry another adult person'sID for
them, and cash on your person will not be considered as available to another member of your party.
Public displays of affection are forbidden on M chiza, with detention and finesfor al infractions. All
public areas are subject to monitoring by camera, radar, and visua inspectors; infractionswill be dealt
with as discovered.”

"Yah, yah, yah..." shesaidto the screen, and punched "random” again. They were days out from
Mélchizayet, and the entertainment bands were flooded with these stupid mercials. She wondered if she
should write anew one; certainly, she knew the key points: Don't touch anything or anyone; don't be
where you aren't supposed to be; dways listen to anything blue; and always carry cash. Maybe Public
Communications would pay her, so she could buy some clothes to replace the ones she couldn't wear on
Meélchiza, becausethey wereblue. ..

Sheturned her back on the vid, dipping the mem-stick with Win Ton'sletter on in into her pocket.
Then she put on her blue sweater and | eft for her meeting with Captain Cho.

Thethree of them had formed their own sub-committeg, its task to develop a contingency plan. That
the group did not include, and its existence was congistently not mentioned to, Chair Hafley was
something they did not discuss. Which means, Kameetold hersdlf, as she Sipped her coffee, that you
are now affiliated with two secret organizations.

"We are agreed, then," Able said, pushing the remains of her fruit platter to one sde, whereit was
immediately whisked away by their efficient waiter. "If Professor Dochayn is unable to ddliver what she
has promised, we will proceed upon our own recognizance and petition the administration of the
Treasure House in the form set forth in this document.” She tapped the reader set in the center of the
table.

"The procedures st forth are lengthy,” Crowley said, "and our time on Méelchizalimited. Fortunatdly,
study showsthat a good dedl of the paperwork portion may be completed ahead of time. | proposeto
complete as much as can be done, in the ardent hope that we will not be called upon to produceit.”

"That'sagood plan,” Kamele said. "Certainly, the politica climate on Melchizaseems. . . sern. We
wouldn't want to place Professor Beltaire's colleague in an untenable Situation.”

"I wonder," Crowley said, hisvoice more than usudly careful, "if we ought not aso procure open
departure tickets for each of our party.”

Kamele straightened, glancing to Able. A shrug was what she received from that party, so she
addressed Crowley.

"That would be asgnificant expense, | think? What would be the justification?

Crowley glanced down at his empty plate before meeting Kamele's eyes.

"You will recal that | told our charming Captain Cho that | had traveled some rough portsin my
youth. Sometimes, regrettably, oneisforced to—not to put too fine apoint on it—one isforced to run.
Sometimes, one is detained beyond the departure time of oné's primary transport. | would hope that the
authorities on Mechiza, while stern, are not petty, but | would not wish to strand one of our party."”

Kamele considered him. Something—yperhaps it was the utter seriousness of his face—convinced her
that this was not theory for Professor Crowley, but something that had happened to him. Or to someone



he had traveled with.
Which would be more terrible, she wondered, to be left behind, or to leave a colleague?
"I'll look into the options and costs," she said. Able nodded without comment.
"Thank you," Crowley said serioudly.

Breskfast All Y ear was surprisingly crowded. After theinitid rush of popularity, it had did off
everybody's must-do list, and gotten quiet enough to have lessonsin.

Thismorning, or—if you were on Captain Cho's shift, this evening—the place was crowded with
merrymakers, making thetrip to their usual back table an adventure in dance.

Captain Cho was ahead of her, like she most usually was, seated and with teato hand.
Appears me, Theo motioned even before she caught her tutor's eye; timely, hungry.
Cho'sfingersflickered, aimost too fast to read, though Theo knew the basic signs by now.

Food appears rapidly, fine usual welcome, wasthe response, as near as Theo caught it; table
held against noise rushers; good crew recalls schedule ours! St faster!

Thelast wasawarning aswell asacommand. A manin yellow tights had darted in from the
crowded table to the left, gpparently intent upon removing the "extra" chair from under Cho's nose.

Theo lunged, hand out, fingers firm on the chair back.

"I'm gitting there, thanks," she told the man, who gave her aone-sided grin and darted away in search
of other quarry.

Cho smiled widdly, her fingers saying something Theo couldn't quite read. Shefdt like she had the
emphasisand mood . . . but . . .

A loud clapping broke out behind her as she sat, and alarge person with alarge bottle in her hand
and a crowning blob of yellow hair on her head waved the crowd quiet.

"Four down and only fifteen more barsto hit before deadline! Next isDeck Five'sLow End, whichis
opening . . . right now! Allie, Alliein freg"

There were cheers and hoots and hugs al around, asfully three quarters of the partyers exited in one
fel swoop,

Theo'svoice said "Geesh!" while her handsindicated Batch bad noise bad connected head
computers, goneisgood . . .

Moment, came the response, two pilots leave also |ook.

Theo glanced up, saw the pair, one wearing aleather jacket and the other in what looked like
exercise clothes, mumbling at each other by hand asthey reluctantly followed the crowd.

Their fingers were moving, but the sgnsweren't as clear or asbroad as Cho's, leaving Theo more
confused than enlightened.

Big plan better do us us need good long something doubleroll talky bright skin
Theo heard Cho make a sound periloudy close to asnicker, and her fingers snapped out query?
Her tutor tipped her head asif shewere congratulating Theo, her fingersforming

out-duty shop talk . . . the rest squashed into meaninglessness as a pam came up and out, the signa
that they should stop talking.

"Breskfast, mamzelle?' Their waiter thismorning was adender man with quiet eyes. Theo gave her
order, out loud, of course, her fingers dancing the words as she spoke them.

"Allow meto counsd you to till your fingers when you speak,” Cho said, after they were done.

"There may seem to be no harm iniit; indeed, it may at first reinforce learning. However, it may quickly
becomea. . . difficult habit, and troublesome to bresk.”



Theo quiltily curled her fingersinto her pams. "I'm sorry, maam.”

"Pahl | ama Scout. Assuch, | study surviva in al itsfaces. Many find that a Scout'sleve of caution
isfar beyond what isuseful intheir own lives. Still, | would be less than atrue teecher, did | not advise
you thus™

Theo consdered that. "We're taught advertency, at school,” she said dowly. "Scholars need to be
cautious, too."

"Indeed they do," Cho said serioudy, pouring more teaiinto her cup.

Theo's cered arrived. She smiled at the waiter, and thanked him, and turned her head to watch him
bus the table beside them, ba ancing five cups and an unfinished tray of pastry with effortless grace.

"And s0," said Cho suddenly, pulling Theo'seyesto her.

"What have we learned thus far, my student? Aside from the fact that one cannot read hand-talk
whilein full admiretion of aview?"

Cho had her hands wrapped comfortably around her cup. Theo, her face warm, placed her fingers
firmly againgt the table, and answered by voice.

"May | ask aquedtion, firg?"

Cho inclined her heed.

"That man—our waiter—hesapilot, isn't he?'

Cho lifted her head, her casua glance at the departing figure sharpening abruptly.
"Indeed,” she said findly, "he may be. But what makesyou ask?"

Theo shrugged, and sipped her tea, concerned that what she was about to say wasn't redly very
smart. Even so, there wasn't any way not to answer, now that she'd brought the question up.

"I think | seepilots," she said, meeting Captain Cho's eyes. It sounded as silly as she'd feared, but
Cho only looked interested.

"Oh, indeed? Isthere anyone else, besides mysdlf?'

"Not thet . . . now that he'sgone." Theo leaned forward, fingers pressing the table hard. "Buit, | can
look at people waking, or sometimes even standing, and tell if they're pilots. Now that | know what I'm
seeing—Win Ton hasit, you do, the man who left now . . . the pilots chasing the party . . . the pilots|
play bowli ball with."

"Hah!" said Cho, taking asip. "It," she repeated, and poured more teainto her cup.

Theo forced herself to pick up her spoon and address her breskfast. It was good; soy-oats with
applehits. . .

"It may well be that you are able to see, asyou say, ‘it,'»" Cho said eventualy. " Some have eyesthat
see more than others, after al.”

Theo looked up. "But—I couldn't seeit before!™
Cho inclined her heed.

"| ventureto predict that there are very few pilots among your classmates,” shesaid. "And Delgado is
not such aworld as one sees pilots upon every wakway."

"I guess mogt of my teachersaren't pilots,” Theo agreed, "and there's no piloting school on
Delgado—" Shelooked up, hope sudden and hot—"is there?'

Cho shook her head, emphasizing the denia with afirm finger-spdlt, not.

Theo sghed, and took a spoonful of her ceredl. It tasted alittle flat, suddenly. Maybe, she thought, it
was getting cold. She pushed it aside and wrapped her hands around her tea cup.

"Y ou asked what | had learned,” she said dowly. "Besidesthe sgnsthemselves, I've learned that
hand-talk is. . . fun, but that you can't say everything init.”

"Do you think so, indeed? It istrue that hand-talk devel oped for speed and clarity in . . . radica



environments. A surviva tool, you see? Still, pilots are inventive, and there are some who discuss
philosophy init, and those who useit to—"

"Philosophy?*

"Asauredly. In thisship's public library archives you may find, in trandation or tranditeration, acopy
of The Dialogs of the Hospice. Two rescued pilots were for some years among a sect forbidding writing
and speech. They thus held lengthy debates in hand-talk. After asecond rescue, thisto acivilized world,
they transcribed their discussions, verbatim asit were. Do not think that hand-talk is so limited. And, of
course, the more used among friends or associates, the more it becomes persond..”

Theo thought about that.

"So everyone who hand-talks has their own accent?'

"Yes, that isagood way to seeit. Terran pilotswill have a different accent from Liaden pilots, and a

Scout may bear yet athird accent. However, we may al speak together in an emergency, for the basic
sgnsare held in common.”

"And this" Theo asked, striving to reproduce the sgn Cho had flashed in the aftermath of the chair
rescue. "Thismeans. .. 7'

"Ahl"

Cho repeated the sign. It came with overtones of extrafine best ready complete perfection, and a
ghostly finger-snap a the very end.

"Thisisaphrase mostly in use among Scouts. To speak it, wewould say binjali. Consider it to mean
... wdll, it can mean ready or excellent or all things are fine and good."

"So, that's a Liaden word? Binjali ?* Theo smiled, liking the fed of the word in her mouth. Shetried
again to wrap her fingers around it, and found that felt good, too.

"No," Cho said dowly. "Many Liadenswill not know thisword, which has only accidentally become
a Scout word and thus dithered into hand-talk.” She smiled. "I had said thet pilots areinventive, did |
not? Scouts are trebly so—and that may serve you asawarning!”

Theo laughed, her fingersmoving, it seemed of their own will.
Captain, shesgned, this spaceship voyage binjali!

Thirty-One

Vashtara
Breakfast All Year

". .. back-up?' Adlianainquired. Credit where credit was earned, her tone was no more acid than
was necessary to carry the point.



"Suggestions?' he countered, douching into his chair and closing hiseyes. "Who shdl werisk?Ella,
charged with guarding Kamel€'s back? The Dean of Orid? The Bursar?'

Monit Appletorn, hislifemate stated.
He opened his eyes, saring dartled at the calling.
"Whatan. .. interesting . . . suggestion.”

She was packed. All of her blue clothes were in a specia bag provided by Vashtara, which would
be stored in alocker on Méelchiza Station. The claim-ticket was sedled safely in the innermost pocket of
her travel-case; her school book was aslegp and tucked into a protected deeve.

Mé chiza-cash—thin rectangles of blue pladin woven with data-thread, the denomination of each hill
stamped in white—she had in severa places. The mandated three-days-eating-money wasin theinside
pocket of the new red jacket Kamele had bought her when sheredlized that Theo's jacket and al her
thickest sweeters were blue. The rest of her Melchizamoney, her cred from home, and the mem-stick
with Win Ton'sletter on it, she had in aflat pouch that hung around her neck by an unbreakable cord.
Sheld bought the pouches during the same shopping trip that had produced the red jacket—one for her
and onefor Kamele.

Kamele had looked . . . kind of funny when she opened the bag, but she'd only said, "How
foresghtful, Theo. Thank you."

She sedled her bag and pulled it out into the main part of their stateroom. Kamele was curled on the
big chair, her attention on her book.

"I'm going down for my lesson with Captain Cho," Theo said, adding silently for my last lesson with
Captain Cho.

Her mother looked up and gave her an abstracted smile. "Good. Please give her my warmest
regards, Theo. It was apleasureto travel with her.”

Throat tight, she nodded, and turned away.

The public halls were crowded, even over-crowded, asif everyone on the ship had thought of
something that they needed to buy before Mechiza and were resolved to visit every shop on-board until
they found it. By contrast, Breakfast All Y ear was very nearly empty. A man and awoman sat with their
heads together in abooth in acorner of the room; a threesome she vaguely recognized as being attached
to the Vidtors League were Sitting on stools at the counter.

Captain Cho was at their usua table, but that was al that was usual. Theo stopped in amazement,
garing at the formal tea service, the dainty cakes, small breads, and cheeses. . .

Cho'sfingersrippled like water.

No alarm—(smooth face!) budget mine!

Right, that lesson was on-going with the finger-talk, though Theo was preity sure shed never manage
to perfect the smooth, uninformative expression that Cho considered polite for everyday use.

Please sit, Cho motioned now. Feast celebrate joint learning.

Parting? Theo asked, her hands giving the word more energy than she had intended.

"Those who part,” Cho said doud, "may anticipate the joy of reunion. Sit, child. | wish to mark in this
small way the pleasure you have brought to me, as astudent, and asafdlow traveler. Truly, thisjourney
would have been much duller without your companionship.”

Theo fdt her eyes sting. She blinked, and bowed—one of Father's brief, crisp bows that could mean
anything from "thank you" to "your point,” and did into the chair opposite.

"Excdlent." Cho poured teafor them both, raised her cup and sipped. Theo followed suit, and put
the cup down, and looked up, wondering what—



"If you will excuseme," her tutor said briskly. "I will returnin good time." With that, she rose and was
away, leaving Theo to contempl ate the plates of goodies, none of which shefelt hungry enough to est.

"Sweet Mystery, may | join you?"'
She gasped, spinning in her chair. Win Ton inclined his head, his amilelooking, not quite certain. He

was wearing hislegther jacket—his pilot's jacket, she corrected herself—and his hair was rumpled, like
he'd just pulled off ahat . . .

Her fingers were more e oquent than her voice, or maybe it was that she was smiling so hard there
wasn't room for any words.

Welcome well met sit be at ease.

"Thank you," he murmured. He sat next to her, his smile not so tentative anymore, in fact looking
positively joyous.

"Theo, I'm s0 very glad to see you. | received your note, and treasure it. Duty has been stern, for of
course, once | was on-roster thisand that little thing could be found to occupy my time. | have been

hoping to match schedules.. . . However, that islast shift! | have just now overseen the docking of the
ship carrying the Mel chiza pilot to us, and therefore have, as even my shift boss admits, earned abreak."

"Officer In Charge?" Theo asked, peering at the nametag affixed to his collar.
"Sothey say. May | sharetea?'
She blushed, her fingers dancing, pleasure friend sharing.

Remembering Cho's deliberate motions as she had poured, Theo strove to match them. Maybe she
did, maybe she didn't, but at least she didn't spill the tea, and Win Ton took his cup with aserious, "My
thanksto you."

He sipped, and she did, each putting their cup on the table with care.

Goes well lessons query, he offered. Mine good. Theo watched hisface aswell ashishandsasWin
Ton signed, seeing him offer emphasis aswell as concentration.

Binjali, shereturned, and he laughed.
"Binjali?" hesad aoud. "Excdlent! Y ou've been among pilots, then!™

Theo made her eyes very wide, the way Father did when he was pretending to not to know what you
were talking abouit.

"lsn't Captain Cho apilot?' she asked.

He grinned and inclined his head, fingers accepting her true point.

"Sheisthat, apilot," he murmured. "She dso isvery careful of her language at dl times. | think the
captain gpproves of you."

Win Ton sipped delicately at histes, judicioudy eyeing the cheese plate before making a graceful
swoop with hisright hand and nodding his thanksto Theo.

"Captain Cho," she began, "provides. . ."

"Assuredly, she does, but she would not beif she did not approve of you. If she did not approve of
you, | would not be permitted to Sit here now, for it is certain that she barely approves of me.”

Theo scanned hisface, but al she could see was bland politeness.

"Isthat true?’ she asked.

Joke hisfingerstold her, while he answered dryly, "It isthe fashion, | believe, to disapprove of one's
apprentice.”

She grinned and took some cheesefor hersdf, suddenly hungry, after all.

"Timeflies, my shift boss swears" Win Ton murmured. "And | fear that | must find him correctin this,
asin so much elsethat he has taught me. So, quickly, before | squander al to no purpose—there aretwo
topics| must pressfor . . ."



His hands motioned with your permission only, and Theo answered continue without redly
thinking about it, then interrupted herself.

"I'm surprised Cho hasbeengonesolong .. . ."

"It has been sometime," he agreed; "but she must be, €l se she would be party to aconversation
whichisnot hersand whichis. . . of anature perhaps not entirely covered by the Code.”

"She'shiding whilewetak?' Theo blinked. "Isn't theat silly?”

He bowed, very lightly.

"'Slly" isamong the more difficult of Terran wordsto trandate," he said gently. "L et us say, rather,
that, in Liaden terms, her absence isanice balance of courtesy and esteem.”

"Then we should get on withiit," Theo said, "before her teagets cold.”

Very good hishands signded, while he bit hislip.

"Firgt then," he said when he had recovered his composure, "1 will repeat mysdlf and say | have been
pleased to make your acquaintance, and to have been permitted to spend time with you. And whileitis.
.. ddidicaly and logidticaly unlikely that we shall meet again, I .. ."

Theo fdt hersdlf go bland, nearly blank.

"Theo?'

Shewas quiet amoment; the blank feding went away, and suddenly her head wasfilled with whizzing
thoughts, and a dreadful understanding that he could be right.

For some reason, her eyes were wet.

"That'shard . . ." she managed, voice wobbling.

Win Ton paused, watching her, his handsfluttering true true true. After amoment, he gathered
himsdf and went on.

"Thisaccident of our meeting is, | think, afine accident. The odds of our meeting again—asan
accident—those are not good. It is perhapsthis bit of pilot lore which my captain required meto learn
best on this part of our journey. The necessities of the Scouts and those of my clan being only dightly less
aigned with each other than the necessities of Delgado with either, and none of them aigned with the
necessities of Kamele Waitley—Theo, we dare not depend upon accident if we wish at some futuretime
to be—or not to bel—in the same place.”

He paused—his searching-for-a-word pause—then rushed on.

"The problems are complex. Smply said, my clan hasno interest in me or my affairsuntil it istimefor
me to marry. The Scouts, being of the opinion that only clan and life-debts have call upon me greater than
their own, thus do not pass on any communications save their own. This meanstheat the only address|
have which may be permanent for someonein your conditionisonethat . . ."

"My condition?' Theo hadn't redized she was going to spesk; it seemed asif Win Ton was babbling.
Asif hewere nervous—but of her?

"Yes" hesaid, quickly recovering from the bresk in thought. "Y es; your condition. The condition of a
student on the verge of becoming her own person, yet tied still by necessity to aworld for which sheis
not best fit."

The look he gave her was nearly aglare, while his hands motioned, permission to continue?

Theo fdlt her cheeks warm, muttered, "Sorry . . ." as her fingers agreed, continue now.

"Yes." Win Ton spped histea, carefully, Theo thought.

"Given your condition,” he said, more moderatdy, "'l propose to share with you my PFilots Guild
address, which will be stable for the next seven Standards and likely the seven Standards after that, and
the seven after that. It isthe only address | might consider permanent, for even if the Scouts cast me
asde asunworthy | cannot imagine being other than apilot.”



Hisfingers, flickered—not hand-talk, but rather a motion to his pocket and then an extension to her.

Held between thefirst two fingers of hisright hand wasacard, light gray in color. Shetook it, the
paper rough againgt her fingertips, and looked down.

His name was rendered in shiny black |ettersin Trade beneath what she assumed was hisnamein
Liaden; there were dso numbers and letters but they were hard toread . . .

She sniffed through her tears, looked into hisface. "l so wanted to see you before | |€eft,” she said,
her voice wobbling, "and now I'm awreck because you're herel”

He sighed and spoke softly, "I have training asa Liaden, which indeed isfearful training, elsel might
weep aswell. You see, thisiswhy my captain is presently standing where she and | can both pretend
that | cannot see her, waiting patiently for meto leavel”

Theo laughed shakily, sniffed, and wiped her eyes.

"When you are someplace,” Win Ton continued, "where you fedl the reply addresswill be good for
somewhile, if you fed that you would like me to know about your doings, or that you wish to know
about mine, usethis address.”

He paused for asip of tea; Theo dipped the card into the pocket with her Me chiza three-day
money. Later, shedd put it in the pouch she wore around her neck.

Win Ton cleared histhroat. "It might be that you are away to further schooling; it may bethat you
have partnered or wed—or that you have determined to become a dance champion! Whatever you wish,
| will be pleased to have your news. If it becomes clear that we are, as pilots say, shipspassing in the
night, then you need only destroy the card. Do you understand these conditions? Will you abide by
them?'

She nodded, her hands assuring him, is fine check is clear check will comply check and shewas
ableto smile without having to wipe tears from the corner of her mouth.

There was aloud buzz. Win Ton said the word she figured for hisversion of "Chaosl" and snatched a
ship comm from his pocket. A glance at the screen and hewas on hisfest.

"Theo, | must run! A gift for you, my friend, useit wisely! Also—advice: never buy abowli ball ona
cruiseship!”

Hishand came out of his jacket again and he placed a package wrapped in red spangled paper in her
hands, hisfingerslingering on hersamoment.

Then hewas gone.

Cho settled into her chair while Theo unwrapped the package, silently caling for afresh pot of tea.
Shewarmed both cups while Theo read the warning on the package, indicating with anod that the third
cup could be taken away.

"Thisclearly states,” Theo said, "that thisisfor saleto pilotsonly!"

"Ah," said Cho, waving afluid hand toward the open box. " Conditions are met, are they not? The
gpprenticeisapilot of some skill. | confessthat | overhead his parting adviceto you and | must dlow it
to be wisdom. To have purchased such athing at the Crew's Store.. . . Well. Necessity."

Theo unfolded the enclosed rule book. " The stochastic reverberation tuned-mol ecule core makes
long range accuracy problematica. Never throw, kick, or launch your stochastic reflection devicein the
direction of aperson or fragileobject . . ."

She looked up at Captain Cho, who was patiently sipping her tea.
"Never throw it a aperson?But . . ."
"Pilots, asyou will likely cometo see, have their own small jokes."

"Never use this equipment in aclosed environment. Avoid handling with damp hands or in uncertain
footing..."



She sghed, felt her fingers moving and thought to pay attention to what they were saying: never
never never careful danger pilot use only not a toy not for competition avoid deep knife cuts. . .

Shelaughed dightly, and looked up.
"Thank you, Captain Cho."

The Liaden woman smiled dightly. ™Y ou are welcome, Theo Waitley. Now, | mark that time passes
and that we shall soon be under docking rule. It happensthat |, too, have something to place into your

She reached into adip pocket on her belt, and extended her hand as Win Ton had, acard held
between thefirst and second finger.

Theo took it, her fingers delighting in the smooth fed of the creamy paper.

"More properly, that isfor the pilot who trained you. If you will hand ddliver thisto that pilot . . . |
would be apprecidive.”

Theo looked down at the card curioudy. The front bore a graphic of a ship and a planet, with what
she guessed were Liaden words written beneath. On the back, in neatly lettered Terran was. Captain
Cho sig'Radia, Piloting Liaison

That wasfollowed by aseries of |etters and numbers, much like Win Ton's Pilots Guild address.

"My address with the Scoutsis there, aswell as—but the pilot will know."

Theo looked up, confuson and dismay threatening to invite the silly tearsagain.

"But you're the pilot who trained me," she protested. "Or—Win Ton or Phobai—Cordrey! | don't
know any other pilots"

"Ah," Cho said, sounding infuriatingly like Father. "Perhapsit will cometo you. Inthe meanwhile. . ."
Sheinclined her head. "It istime that we part, my student. Go well, dance joyoudy, and number your
friendswith care

Thirty-Two

Melchiza
City of Treasures

They were met in the Egress Lounge by their officidly assgned Mel chizan Chaperon. According to
the handouts, they weren't supposed to stir outside their hotel room or other quarters without their
Chaperon. Visitors caught roaming around on their own faced the usud litany of Me chizan pendties: fine,
imprisonment, or immediate expulsion from the planet.

Thelr particular Chaperon wastall and thin with droopy ydlow mustaches that made hislong face
look even longer. He had pale brown eyes and big knobby hands in which he held adata screen and a



sheef of brightly colored cards.

"Gresting! Greeting, Sr, professor, professora, mamzelle! | am Gidis Arkov, your assgned guide and
protector. All questions are for me; | stand between you and all harm. | am the keeper of the schedule, |
carry copies of your bonafides next to my heart—" He lifted the data screen "Consider that | am your
elder brother; any problem or concern you may have during your time on Melchiza, bring to meand | will
make al smooth for you.

"Now!" he continued briskly, "we have the busjust here, with the driver waiting. Before we board,
however, we must be insuring that your identification isin order.” He dipped the data screen into the side
pocket of hisbright orange jacket, which was not, Theo thought criticaly, next to his heart, unless biology
on Mdchizawas very strange.

He glanced down at the cardsin his hand, and looked up, scanning their faces earnestly. "Which is
Farancy Able?'

Professor Able stood forward. "I am, Chaperon Arkov."

He amiled, hismustacheslifting. "Please, | am you dder brother, en? Gidisiswhat you may cdl me.
Now, this" He extended the purple card to her. "Thisisvery important. Y ou must at al times have it
visible. Attach it to your coat and surrender it to no one, excepting anyone of Security.” He looked
‘round &t dl of them.

"Y ou have read that Security will wear blue. In generd and most usudly, thisis so. Sadly, there are
rogues, not so many in the City of Treasures as el sewhere, but! Please be observant. If it seemsto you
that the person wearing blue is not behaving as a security person ought to do, you may politely ask to see
identification. A legitimate security person will not take thisamiss. A rogue will bluster and seek to bully.
If this should happen, that arogue seeksto separate you from your identification—do not acquiesce.
Refuse, become loud and create a commotion. The rogue will—often—run. If they do not run fast
enough, Security, having heard your commotion, will catch theimpostor.” Gidissmiled. "It isavery bad
thing to pretend to be Security on Melchiza.

"So, Farancy Able, please affix thisfirmly to your coat so that al may seeit. Know whereitisat al
times. Seep with it, en?' He laughed, and looked down at the next card.

"Vaughn Crowley."

Professor Crowley stood forward and took another purple card, subjecting it to amoment of study
before pressing it against the breast of hisjacket.

"Yes, excdlent." Gidis smiled and looked down to the next.

"Orkan Hafley." The chair sllently held out her hand, and dapped the identification card againgt her
dull green swester, where it adhered somewhat crookedly.

Gidislifted thelast purple card with asmile and held it out to Kamele with alittle bow. "Kamede
Waitley, yes? Please, do as your companions before you."

The next card was white. Gidis bowed again, without the smile. "Sir," he said.

Clyburn nodded and pressed the card againgt his elaborately fringed jacket.

Thelast card was pink.

"Mamzdle" Gidissaid, handing it to Theo. "Y ou will bevigilant, en? Therulefor you, it changes, only
alittle. The people who have the right to ask for your card are Security and your teacher. Your teacher
only, yes? If another teacher wishesto peruse your information, he must apply to your teacher, who will,

if he consdersthe request reasonable, ask you to surrender the card to him. If you are confused about
thisrule, you will please ask your teacher. All of thisisplain and clear?'

Does he think I'm a littlie? Theo wondered grumpily, but she remembered that the rule-book listed
pretty serious pendties for arguing with a Chaperon, and while immediately being deprived of the
Chaperon's services wouldn't matter to her, since she was going to be locked up at boarding schoal, it
would matter alot to Kamele and the research team.



"Everything'sclear,” she said to Gidis, and pressed the pink tag againgt the shoulder of her red jacket.

"Excellent. Now! The schedulefor therest of thisday. First, we board the bus and transport the
mamzelle to school. There will at the school be a short moment for mamzelle's mother to speak with the
teacher. The busthen takes usto the hotel. Dinner has been ordered in, asthe scholarswill wishtorestin
their gpartment. The Sir has of course, been cleared for visiting." He nodded, then spun on ahedl.
"Follow me, pleasal"

Theo moved a once, Kamde right with her, both of them following Gidis down the room toward the
doors. The others hesitated for along moment, asif they thought thered been amistake, then hurried to
catch up, their feet noisy againg the 'crete floor.

"Vigting?' Theo heard Professor Able say. "Oh, of course! Y our mother, isit not, whois placed high
inAdmin?'

"Precisely!" Chair Hafley took the question to hersdlf. "Asit happens, Clyburn's mother and ster live
on Melchiza. Of course hemust vigit them! | ingsted uponiit.”

"Certainly, one must pay one's respects to one's mother," Professor Crowley said, but in the tone of
voice Theo noticed he used when he was saying something el se instead.

"Oh, no doubt," Professor Able agreed. "1 smply hadn't known that Clyburn was native to
Médchiza"

Chair Hafley sniffed. "Why do you think | insisted that he accompany us?' she demanded. "A locdl
guidewill beinvauableto ud™”

Except, Theo thought, Clyburn was going to visit his mother and the team had an assigned Chaperon,
s0 how was he going to be any help? She looked at Kamele, who was biting her bottom lip, apparently
listening just as hard as Theo was to the conversation to the rear.

"How long will the research take?' Theo asked.

Kamele glanced at her, blue eyes dancing. Her voice, however, was grave. "Professor Crowley
estimated anywhere between four and seven locd days, depending on the bility of therecords,
and how many hours per day were dlowed ingde the Treasure House archives.”

"So, if Clyburnisgoing to go vigt—"

"Yes," Kamee murmured, cutting her off. "I think it's safe to conclude that Chair Hafley brought
Clyburn so that he might have the treet of visiting hismother." She gave Theo asideways glance. "It
showswell of her, that she treats her onagrata with kindness," she added.

Theo sighed. She knew from Life Class that awoman who was responsible for an onagrata should
take painsto let him know that he was valued, and to give him those little gifts and treats that were so
important to the male ego. It was just that Professor Hafley treated Clyburn likehewas. . . learning
challenged, which, despite the fact that she didn't like him, Theo was pretty sure hewasn't. In Theo's
opinion, it took real observationd skillsto be as snarky as Clyburn.

Ahead of them, Gidiswaved open the doors. Before them was a short, canopied walk, with along,
orange car pulled acrossthefar end.

"Thebud!" he called, moving to one side of the walk and making shooing motions with one hand to
hurry them dong.

Kamee and Theo waked on, Theo turning her head, attention caught by aflicker of what might have
beensense. ..

Y es, there it was again, woven between the nonsense waving and posturing, a phrase she dmost
recognized, but it couldn't be all isin readiness.

Couldit?

"Theo," Kamele caled from the bus door, "do you want to St in the front or the back?!

Theo turned as Clyburn detached himself from their group, mincing in hisfancy boots, clearly heading



for another vehicle a the far end of the drive.
"Wherée's he going?' she asked loudly. "He doesn't have a Chaperon!™

"Higt! Higt, mamzelle! Thesrisnot avistor! Heisareturning son of Mechiza Such require no
Guides"

"Redlly, Theo!" Chair Hafley added, as she stepped past on her way to their bus. "If you spent as
much time minding your own business as you spend monitoring others, you'd bein Team One, instead of
Team Four!”

"Theo?' Kameecalled again.
Earsburning, Theo turned back toward the bus.

"Why are you telling me these bizarre things?' Monit Appletorn kept hisface averted, most of his
attention seemingly centered on the screen of his mumul.

Jen Sar Kiladi tipped his head to one side, and considered the other man's profile. Strong bones, and
astubborn chin, dark hair beginning to recede from ahigh forehead. There was atightnessin thetiny
muscles around the eyes that perhaps spoke of more interest in bizarre topics than he wished to have
Seen.

He had not been offered a seat, which was only Balance, as he had arrived unannounced and all but
forced himsdf into Appletorn's office. If he had called ahead and made more seemly arrangementsto
mext, perhaps the good scholar might have found time to move apile of hard copy from one of the
overburdened chairs. One did wonder, however, where his students sat when they cameto solicit the
scholar's advice.

Jen Sar flexed hisfingers where they were folded atop his cane, and shifted hisweight dightly.
Appletorn reluctantly turned hisface until it could be said that he was giving his guest due attention.

"l amtdling you these things," Jen Sar said, keeping his voice gentle, "because you livein one of the
compromised apartments. In theory, you have access to thisrogue Al. Should this Situation be
discovered, your scholarship, your conclusions, and your standing as a Scholar Expert dl are cast into
doubt." He bowed dightly, asif in sympathy. "The work of alifetime, tarnished by mere proximity."

"| think you overdtate the case," Appletorn said, doubtless meaning to sound assured. "My work is
well-known; certainly the earliest monographs predate the arrival of this. . . rogue Al, asyou careto
dyleit.”

"Isthat s0? | have mysdlf no firm date for the onset of theinfection.” Jen Sar murmured. Appletorn's
face paled. "But, no! Doubtlessyou are correct. Y ou have not dways lived in that apartment; your
earliest work would, in fact, escape doubt . . . aslong as your former residence was free of the old wire."

The other man closed hiseyes. When, a the count of twelve there was no further response
forthcoming, Jen Sar set the next hook.

"Come, we both know that these things can be managed. Thetrick isto bein control of the
information and its revelation, rather than alowing it to be discovered impromptu and subjected to
dismaying interpretations by personsignorant of the actua facts."

"I have never used this'old wire,'s" Appletorn said, whichwas. . . perhaps. . . true. "Thisrogue Al
isunknown to me. | am, therefore, not initslogs, nor listed among its users.”

"Ah. That, you see, isthe genius of the program. Asked, it hel pfully provided amap of those places
towhich it potentially has access. A second request, thisto our own Concierge, produced the names of
those currently residing in the compromised apartments.” He smiled, sympatheticaly. "It isso difficult to
prove anegative."

Another lengthy slence was the reward of sympathy, and at last asigh.

"Y ou say that you have the means to contain this malignancy and shut it down at the source.”



Jen Sar tsk'd lightly. "I say that | have apointer to aperson. Indl truth, thisislikeliest tobean
intermediate contact. Asto finishing quietly—perhaps not. | do not despair of quickly, however, granted
able and advertent assstance. And surely we shdl emerge both palitically stronger for our defense of
Degadan scholarship, and more able to control the flow of information to theignorant.”

Monit Appletorn was not afool; the tension in hisface and shoulders was ample evidence that he
understood the stakes. It remained only to seeif he wasruled by fear, or by melant'i.

"I'll doiit,” Appletorn said, and nodded toward the nearest chair. "Pitch that stuff on the floor and tell
mewhat you plan.”

"Waitley?' atdl stout woman with a pink band around her left bicep shouted from the bottom of the
ramp.
"Y es, maam." Theo went carefully down the ramp, pulling her case behind her.

"I'm Ingtructor Tathery. Y ou're on my roster. Classis over for the day and you're alittle late for
supper. I'll show you to your room; the kitchen's already been told to send up atray when you arrive.”
She looked over Theo's head.

"You'll be Professor Waitley?' she asked.

"Theo's mother,” Kamele agreed coming off the end of the ramp to stand next to Theo. She held her
hand out. "I'm very pleased to meset you, Ingtructor Tathery.”

The bigger woman blinked, then took the offered hand, Kameesfingers vanishing insdethelarge
grasp. "A pleasure, Professor,” she said gruffly.

"l don't mind talking whilewe walk," Kamele said, after her hand was returned and the other woman
hadn't said anything else.

"Yes, well . .." Instructor Tathery looked up the ramp, to where Gidis stood in the doorway of the
bus.

"I'm not a Government Chaperon,” the big woman finally produced. Kamele looked puzzled, but
Theo suddenly understood.

"Y ou can't go anywhere on M chizawithout a Chaperon,” shesad. "And if Gidis comeswith us,
then the rest of the team will be without a Chaperon”

Kamele sighed and shook her head. "1 am not acclimated asyet," she said ruefully, and looked to the
ingtructor. "1 apologize for having placed you in an uncomfortable position and thank you for your
patience. What | wish to say can certainly be said here, though | would have liked to see Theo'sroom
and the learning aress.”

"It issuggested, Professor Waitley," Gidis said from his position on the high ground, "that you speak
quickly. The schedule—we must not fal behind.”

"Maybe on your way back, maam,” Ingtructor Tathery said, "you and the rest of your party would
likeatour of thefacilities"

"That would be very pleasant,” Kamee said, keeping her eyes on the ingtructor's face; not even
acknowledging Gidis by aglance. "l only wanted to explain—because | know custom varies from world
to world—that, according to the custom of our homeworld, Delgado, Theo isyet aminor child, under the
care of her mother. We wish to preserve our customs as nearly as possible while visiting Melchiza™" She
paused, but Ingtructor Tathery didn't say anything.

"If youwill cal me" Kamde sad, "should there be any difficulty, or misunderstanding, and before
any remediation is applied, that would satisfy our customs.”

"l understand.” There was a pause. "I'll do the best I'm able, Professor, asfar asthe customs of
Médchizadlow."

Theo expected Kamele to argue, or pressfor afirmer agreement. Instead, her mother nodded



gravdly.

"Thank you," she said. "'l gppreciate your care of my daughter.”

"The schedule, Professor Waitley!" Gidis called from the top of the ramp.

He might aswell have been on Delgado for dl the attention Kamele gave him. She turned, opening
her arms. Theo stepped into her hug, leaning her forehead againgt her mother's shoulder.

"Y ou have everything?' Kamele asked quietly.

"Everything" in this case, Theo knew was more than her school book, her clothesand her ID. It dso
included the emergency backup ticket that she was to use without prejudice, as Professor Crowley had
it, if shefet her safety was compromised. Theo was pretty sure that undertaking astarship voyageto a
place sheld never heard of would compromise her safety more than anything she could imagine happening
at school, but he and Kamele had looked so serious, she hadn't bothered to argue. Theticket wasin the
secure pouch hanging 'round her neck by itsstring.

"Yesmaam," she said now, her nosefilled with the scent of Kamele€'s hair, feding her mother'sarms
around her, strong and firm. Sheraised her head and |ooked into serious blue eyes.

"Be careful, Kamde" shesad impulsvely.

Her mother smiled. "1 will be as careful as1 can and il pursue my duty,” she said. Her ams
tightened dightly and they exchanged one of their rare kisses before Kamele stepped back, ruffling
Theo'shair, likeshewasalittlie.

"Learn well, Daughter!" she said, loud enough for Gidisto hear at the top of the ramp.

"Keep well, Mother," Theo answered. "I'll—see you soon.”

"You'd better go," Ingtructor Tathery said, low voice. "It'll be points off for the driver and the Guide if
they'relate on the schedule."

"Professor Waitley!" Gidis sounded somewhere between angry and anxious.

"Coming," Kamele cdled, and ran lightly up the ramp.

Gidis stepped back to let her in, the door closed and Theo gulped, eyes stinging.

"All right, Theo Waitley," Ingtructor Tathery said. "L et's get you settled and some dinner in you.

Tonight's study work will be on the comdeck, and amap. Breakfast at four bells, and amap of the
school .. ."

"We are agreed, then?' Jen Sar Kiladi asked Monit Appletorn.

Thelong scholar leaned back in his chair and ran his hands over hishair, saring a the celling. Findly,
hesghed.

"We're agreed,” he said, meeting Jen Sar's eyes. "When do you propose to move?'

"Tomorrow, if your schedule can accommodate me." Jen Sar said. "The wesather is predicted to be
vary fine"

The Treasure House Hotdl had provided them with a suite—four private rooms around acommon
parlor-and-kitchen combination. In Kamele's room, the single wide bed served to remind her that she
was—aone. No daughter tucked into an acove bed, or showering the 'fresher. No lover leaning on his
elbow under the sheets, watching her with ahaf-smile on hisinteresting, unbeautiful face. No one, in fact,
to testify to her existence, should she suddenly vanish from this place.

She took ashower, trying to take pleasure in the luxurious sogps and | otions provided by the hotel.
Alas, her depression was not o easily vanquished; rather than relaxing her, the shower seemed only to
soften her resolve, so that al of her doubts ambushed her the moment she dipped into the bed and
waved the room lights out.



What kind of mother was she, she asked hersdlf, breath coming short against the heavy darkness, to
leave her minor daughter in the care of strangers? How could she smply have turned her back and gotten
back on the bus, not knowing the conditions of her child's welfare? A mother had her duties, and Theo—

Theo, she thought deliberately, had demongtrated an . . . astonishing leve of self-sufficiency aboard
the Vashtara, as befit ayoung woman who was soon to accept the responsbilities of adulthood.

But amother's duty—

In the chill embrace of the wide bed, Kamele closed her eyes and took a deep bresth—and another,
keeping her attention focused on the mere act of breathing. An old lesson, this one, learned from her first
sangingingructor: Breathe, and when your foolish panic has passed, affirm yourself!

Another breath, deep and caming. Another. Her muscles were warming now, and she could smell
the subtle aroma of the bath lotion, clinging softly to her skin.

Another bresth, and she was calm, drifting on the edge wakefulness.

"I am," shewhispered, "a scholar of Delgado.”

Another breath, and she dipped over the edge, into deep.

Thirty-Three

Melchiza
City of Treasures

Theinformationd vids did nothing to prepare one for the redity of the MelchizaHouse of Treasures.
While much of the building was of course underground; the above-ground portion dwarfed itsfestive and
fragile attendant buildings, a hulking 'crete block, with neither finesse nor grace about it. It seemed,
Kamele thought, to be daring the heavensto ddiver the meteor strike that the Mechizan government
ingsted it would withstand.

And then, there were the doors. The outer doors were guarded by a dozen stern-faced individualsin
blue coats, gold laces shining in the faintly rosette light of Me chizas dawn; sdearms very obvious. The
team was required to pass through a checkpoint, surrender their badges, state their names, their
occupation and their planet of origin into the recorder, and submit to aretina scan.

Badges returned, they were reunited with their Chaperon, who led them inside, across aforbidding
metd lobby unsoftened by sculpture, tapestry, or other art, to an equaly forbidding metd desk, behind
which awoman in yet another of the ornate blue-and-gold coats awaited them, frown in place.

Shetook their badges, scanned and returned them before asking their business.

"We are here a the invitation of Professor Dochayn to do aliterature comparison of the Beltaire
Collection," Kamele said, keeping her voice smooth and pleasant. Beside her, shefelt Chair Hafley Stiffen
dightly, but if she was offended by Kamele overstepping herself, she did not chose to pursue the matter.



"I have your names on my roster,” the security woman said crisply; "and your badges arein order.
Y our Chaperon may guide you to the next station."

W, Kamédethought, that wasn't difficult at all, really.

"Thank you," she said, but the woman had apparently aready forgotten them, her eyesreturning to
the bright bank of busy instruments at her right hand.

Kamde gathered Gidis with aglance, and he skittered ahead of them, clutching his notebook, staring
down into its screen with such concentration that Kamele feared he would trip and do himsdlf aninjury.
Of course, there was nothing to trip over—there were no uneven tiles, or unruly rug-fringe marring the
metd floor—though they were gpproaching adoor with the inevitable blue-coated individua standing
beforeit.

Once again, they surrendered their badges, saw them scanned and received them back. The security
man opened the door and Gidis dashed across the threshold, the forensic team following at adightly
more sedate pace, careful of their footing on the metal surface.

They had been admitted to an antechamber, where a blue-coated security person sat behind a desk,
quietly observing hisbank of instruments. He scanned their badges and gave his permission for them to
proceed.

There were two dozen kidsin Class TS3N, dightly more boysthan girls, and agesranging from
Monti, two Standard Y ears Theo'sjunior, to Y zel, three Standard Y ears ol der.

Instructor Tathery was the teacher for the class, which was. . . odd. Who could be an expertin all
subjects? Still, Theo thought, it would be interesting to see how it went. She sat down at the desk with
her name on it, and touched the keypad to wake up the compuiter.

Y zel acted asteacher's aide, wandering the room while the class did amath warm-up, and answering
guestions. He was good, Theo thought, patient and quiet. He paused behind her chair while she was
working out a particularly cumbersome word problem, but he didn't intervene or offer to help. When she
found the derive, he moved off, soft-footed, and she felt like she'd been given approval.

After math was culture. Everybody sat in acircle and told the group about an important holiday on
their homeworld. Theo talked about Founder's Day, which was pretty tame compared to Monti's Sun
Fete, and downright boring put against Ave-Su's Loki's Night.

Culture moved seamlesdly into history, Ingtructor Tathery leading adiscussion of politica dliance.

"Politica dlianceisexpediency, maam," Yzd argued. "It would be better to cultivate an ignorance of
history inthe cause of choosing dlies.”

"Not only that, history lies!" the boy with black and gold striped hair called, speaking out of rotation.

Instructor Tathery didn't reprimand him, or give him adown. She just waved abroad hand a him, in
an dmost casud invitation to continue.

"How doeshigory lie, DAin?"

"The—the, Y zdl wastaking about expediency. It's expedient for the history-makers on some planets
to write untrue things down and filethem in their libraries, in order to block competition or to serve old
grudges. It'scoward'swarfare, my First-Father says, and those who traffic in lies ought to beheld to a
warrior's accounting!”

"But," Theo protested, "on Delgado, scholars research events. If there hasn't been any research
done—or, if the research that has been doneis suspect for some reason, ascholar will travel to the
place, talk to the people who were there—primary sources, they're called—to find out the facts of the
event, aswell asthe causes, and write an impartial account, so that everyoneisinformed. Then, if two
former enemieswant to pursue an dliance—like Y zel says, of expediency—they have thefacts of the last
matter before them, to learn from, so they don't make the same mistakes again.”

"Oh, redly? My Firg-Father saysthat—"



"Thisisavery interesting discussion,” Ingructor Tathery brokein. "Rather than try to compressit into
the time we haveleft for history, let's plan on using our open period tomorrow for an in-depth
exploration. | want each of you to come prepared with an argument for or against the manipulation of
history, with examples. Now, everybody up! It'stime to move around, people!”

They had begun their pilgrimage at dawn. It was now past lunchtime, asthey were passed through
another metal door, and stepped into yet another antechamber with a desk, the inevitable blue-coated
security person, and another; awoman wearing ared coat, apale blue knot nattily adorning her
buttonhole, who legpt to her feet as the team crossed the threshold and bustled forward.

"Y ou must be the Delgadan Search Team!™ she said, bringing her hands together briskly in what she
may have thought was the open book saute. "I am Jeyanzi Pikelmin, Third Director of the Treasure
House. The Bdtaire Collection fals under my adminigration.”

"Thank goodness!" Hafley cried, stepping forward. "1 don't hide from you, Director, thet | am
exhausted! We have been waking for hours! If there could be someplace for me—for us—to St down
and perhaps have abit of lunch, that would be most welcome!™

"Also," Professor Crowley interposed smoothly, "if amessage might be sent to Professor Dochayn,
who is our sponsor to the collection, that would be most welcome aswell, Director. The team had been
under theimpression that she was planning to meet us and conduct us persondly to the archives.”

"Ah, but that iswhy you see me here, Scholars! Y ou must accept my apologies, Professor Dochayn
was granted afellowship at the premier archival center on our sister planet of Ibenvue.”

"Redly?" Crowley murmured. " She said nothing of thisin our correspondence.”

"Indeed, indeed! The honor came upon her unaware, the announcement so late that she thought
another had been chosen. Just between us, sir, | would say that another had been chosen, who had then
been obliged to turn it down. These things happen, of course, and in this case it wasto Dochayn's
benefit. Off shewent to Ibenvue, with scarcely aday to pack and seeto her affairs here. The department
isdtill alittle hectic, as support staff scramble to divide her work between them. If you know her, Sir, you
know that she was alwaysin the midst, deevesrolled up, notebook in hand.”

"Indeed," Crowley said politely.
"I'd hardly think the Museum would let her go on such short notice," Professor Able said, "with such
aworkload and no second to take up the work in her absence.”

"The Treasure House would scarcely put itself between one of our most valued scholars and so
noteworthy an honor. What she will learn on Ibenvue, she will bring back to us here, while teaching
Ibenvuein histurn. When she returns, the Treasure House will benefit from this synergy. Truly, we would
be shortsighted with regard to our own greater good, did we refuse to alow such migrations. Temporary
interruptions can be dealt with. But come!™ Sheturned her smile and her attention to Chair Hafley.

"| apologize for the inconvenience to which we have subjected you thismorning. It will be my
pleasure to provide aplaceto rest and amed. Please, follow me."

Hafley turned to walk with the Director, leaving the other three to follow. Kamele glanced to
Crowley and to Able, and raised her hand, asif to make sure that her badged was securely affixed, and
touched her finger to her collar in the exact location where Director Pikelmin wore her dainty blue knot.

Crowley inclined hishead, and Able, advertent scholars, both.

Kameleinclined her head and followed Hafley down a short hallway to a conference room, where
four chairs had been set around a square table.

"Please, be seated,” Director Pikelmin said. " Catering will be here momentarily.
"Excelent," said Hafley, taking achair. "Kamele, St here, a my right.”
Stomach tight, Kamele took the seat at Hafley'sright.



"Ddicioud" Hafley proclamed. "Better than anything Vashtara served, even at the captain's own
table!”

"I will tell the catering manager that you approve of hisefforts,”" Director Pikelmin said, bowing
dightly.

It was, Kamele admitted, very good coffee, the foodstuffs certainly equd to that served in the atrium
cafe aboard Vashtara.

"Sitwithus" Ableinvited, "and have a.cup of your excdlent coffee.”
"Thank you," the director said, "but | lunched earlier.”

She straightened, suddenly appearing severd inchestaler. Kamele observed thiswith interest, having
seen Jen Sar perform the sameillusion innumerable times. Its success depended almost entirely upon
attitude, as Jen Sar, at least, was always upright in his posture. Director Pikelmin seemed to have been
dumping just abit, and only now alowed her full height to be seen. Which was, in Kameles opinion,
cheating.

"Now that we have perhaps made some smal amends for your inconvenience of the morning,
Scholars, | think we must talk of your reason for vigiting our delightful planet. | believethat | learn from
Dochayn'sfilesthat your purposeisto compare copies of the Beltaire papers held by Delgado
University'slibrary with the originds, held in our archives. Isthis correct?'

"That ismost wonderfully correct,” Crowley answered. "I carry, in addition, not supposing that it
should be needed, aletter from Professor Bdltaire, granting us unlimited accessto her family'sarchive.”

"Certainly, it iswiseto be prepared for al possible unpleasantness, so that one may be agreesbly
surprised when the way is smoother than anticipated,” the director said with asmile. "Professor Beltaire's
foresight—and your own, Sir'—are appreciated, but the letter is not necessary.”

"What | wishto offerisan . . . option which our own Professor Dochayn appears not to have
mentioned to your team. Since the archives are our own and we are very familiar with their contentsand
the system under which they arefiled, why not spend an hour or two with Dochayn's research assstants,
outlining precisdly what it isthat you want, and leave dl in our hands? 'Y ou may take awell-deserved
vacation, tour our splendid city, make the trip to Tampere Falls—spend anight, or two, in the lodge
behind the fals. When you return, rested and content, your information will bewaiting for you."

"That'savery ... interesting offer,” Crowley said, looking round the table.

"No!" Hafley sad, astonishingly. Sheglared at Crowley. "It'snot interesting, Emeritus Professor,
it's—generousto afault! Thisiswhat it means, to be part of the community of scholarst Wemay liveon
different worlds, abide by different cultures, but we al inhabit the universe of the mind." She smiled at
Director Pikelmin. "We can do nothing else but accept. Isn't that correct, Sub-Chair?'

This, Kameethought, thisiswhat | agreed to, when | said that | would stand her ally. The other
members of the team were looking to her, waiting for her response. She swallowed, finished what was
left of her coffee, and put the cup carefully into its saucer.

"Actudly," she said, pleased to hear that voice was perfectly composed, "though the offer is generous
in the extreme, we cannot accept. It isour duty, as Scholars of Delgado, to do our own research. We
cannot ask our sigtersin scholarship to prove our point for us. The request we made of Professor
Dochayn wasfor access to the archives. Professor Beltaire'sletter of permission aso grantsus
this—accessto the archives." She met Director Pikelmin's cool eyes.

"Y our offer iswdl-meant," she said, "but we must pursue our own coursein this."

"| think so, aswell," said Crowley.

Able nodded. "L et'sfinish what we came here to do.”

"Scholard" Hafley cried. "We have al been teachers. Surely we can give Professor Dochayn's
trained assstants ingtructions regarding our needs. There's no reason to weary oursaves, to learn the



filing system in use, to risk muddling the archivesrecords. . ."

"l have been ascholar for seventy Standard Y ears,” Crowley interrupted. "I have pursued source
documents into hoves, where the texts were left exposed to humidity, radiation, and other damaging
elements, wherethe notion of afiling system wasto smply stack al those with matching coversina
certain corner of the room. | take offense a the statement that | would be unable to decipher the civilized
and sophidticated archival system in use at thisfacility. Theingnuation that | would somehow, in my base
maeignorance, muddle the files | consider benesth reply.”

"Professor Crowley—"

"| agree with Professor Waitley," Able interrupted the Chair. "Delgado didn't become the watchword
for careful scholarship because Delgadan scholars et others do their research. We hold oursalvesto
scholarly rigor; it isour pride and our duty. Students come to us from the far reaches of the galaxy
because we do not stint ourselves, nor take the easy path. We have our task before us; let us continue.”

Not a consensus, Kamelethought, but a majority. So be it. Hafley, however, was opening her
mouth, apparently to argue or cgole further.

"The scholars perhaps are not entirely informed on the conditions of research in the archives,”
Director Pikelmin said smoothly. "Dochayn would hardly have thought to mention it; shewas here at all
hours, herself. Asyou can see, we have an immense facility to maintain and protect here. What this
meansin terms of vigting scholars and research teamsisthat they may, at the invitation of aresident
archivis—which your team has of course obtained—uvisit the relevant archive. However, checking large
groups of foreign scholarsin and out puts an unacceptable burden on our security personnel. That iswhy
al visting researchers are required to stay within the archives until they have either completed their work,
or they have overstayed their welcome.”

Theo, Kamee thought, cam insde the suddenly cool room.

"How long," she asked, "are visiting researchers wel come?”

Director Pikelmin smiled. "Oneloca week, Professor.”

"l see” Kamele glanced around the table, seeing agreement on two faces. "Since timeis so short, |
suggest that we begin immediatdly, if the director can find someone ableto lead us directly to the
archives"

"l will mysdlf lead you, Professor Waitley, if you must go. | should mention that conditionsare
perhaps not what you are accustomed to. The apartments are very small, and the food
provided—alasl—not by our most excellent catering department but by a cafeteriavending service.”

Kamele did not laugh, though she did glance down at her empty coffee cup.

"Those conditions are acceptable,”" she said, and looked 'round the table. " Scholars?”

"Acceptable" Ablesaid.

"More than acceptable,” Crowley said. "I wonder, however, if someone—perhaps our excellent
Chaperon, Gidis Arkov—could be dispatched to bring our casesto us. We came, you understand,
prepared to do our research, not to take up residence.”

Jeyanzi Pikemin pressed her lipstogether.

"If itsagaing therules,” Able said, dryly, "then think nothing of it. Well manage. | assumethat there
isagnk?'

The director looked to Hafley, who threw up her hands.

"We have a consensus, or so it would appear! | thank you for your attempt to make our work
esse.”

"Then you will so be staying in the archives, Chair Hafley?" the director asked.

"It would seem that | have no choice.”

"Of course." She bowed dightly to the room at large. "'Licensed Chaperon Gidis Arkov will fetch the



scholars casesto the archive. Y ou will understand that this may take some amount of time, it being an
extraburden upon him. Mdchizais, however, famousfor its hospitaity. Wewould not wish to leave a
guest in discomfort.”

Kame e nodded.

"That's settled, then,” she said briskly, and rose, smiling brightly at the woman in her red coat and
blue knot. "Director Pikelmin, let me thank you again for amost delicious med! It'stime for thisresearch
team to embrace its purpose, dreary as that might seem to some. | believe you said that you would be
abletoguideus...?

"Y es, Professor Waitley," the director said gently. "1 will myself escort you."

Movement was freeform; you were supposed to stretch and move around, so Ave-Su said, to get
the blood back up to your brain. Theo staked out a piece of floor toward the back of the big room and
danced afew phrases of menfri‘at. The voices and heavy steps of her teammates el out of her
awareness before she completed thefirst phrase. Closing her eyes, sheimagined Win Ton moving with
her, which was easy since he danced so quiet—Iike there was a cushion of air between the soles of his
boots and whatever mundane surface the rest of the population had to ded with. Captain Cho moved
like that, too, and sometimes Father . . .

She stopped in mid-phrase, her eyes springing open to behold her classmates, sanding quite ill,
watching her, like they'd never seen anybody dance before. And coming forward was Instructor Tathery,
eyeswidein aface that seemed alittle paler than it had been.

"Everybody awake?' she caled out to the room in generd, and the rest of the class turned toward
her. "Good! We're due at the media center!"

"All communication devices must be checked at thisgtation,” Jeyanzi Pikdmin said. "They will be
returned to you when you depart our facility.”

Kamele consdered the woman. "My minor daughter is enrolled at the Transt School. The custom
upon Delgado isthat amother must dways have available to her the meansto supervise and interact with
her child."

Director Pikeimin inclined her head gently. "Delgado's customs are well-known to me, Professor
Waitley, and | honor them, on those occasions when | am on Delgado. This discussion istaking place
upon Melchiza, however, and here we have our own customs. Y our child isunder the supervison of the
ingtructor of her class; you may rest easy.” Shelooked up, eyes gleaming.

"If Delgadan custom must overrule Melchizan, then | suggest to you that it is not too late to alow
experienced Treasure House staff to take the burden of your task out of your hands.”

Kameletook abreath. To be. . . incarcerated, incommunicado, for the length of athorough
search—which Able had calculated at no less than four Delgadan days, and possibly aslong as
seven—with her child among strangers. It was—what if something happened?

| should have, shethought, closed my eyes and ignored the signs, stopped myself from adding
up the inconsistencies. Remained in Jen Sar's house, where everything was comfortable and my
daughter was protected.

Y et—Wasthat how a Scholar of Delgado comported hersalf? Could she have lived with hersdlf, had
sheturned her head? And Theo—what |esson would her daughter have taken from such an act of
cowardice?

"Professor Waitley?'

She looked around to her colleagues, to Hafley, smirking at the director's side, and bowed dightly. It
seemed to her that she heard Jen Sar murmur quietly in her ear, Necessity.

"The Treasure House," she said composedly, "isto be commended for the care it lavishes upon those



vauablesthat comeinto its keeping.” She stepped to the desk and dipped her mumu from her pocket.
The guard dapped a pressure-sed onit, and used her chin to point. "Fingerprints, please, Scholar.”

Kamele pressed her fingersto the seal and stepped back, making room for Crowley, who aready
hed his mumu out.

When it came Hafley'sturn, she did the mumu across the desk asif it were atoy. The guard picked
up the seal, looked down—and looked up.

"Thisdeviceisactivated,” she said.

"Agan?' Hafley tsked, leaned forward and tapped the power-down key. "I redly must get anew
one, this habit of spontaneoudy powering up isvery tiresome.”

The guard shrugged, seded the device and Hafley pressed her fingers down.

"There, now!" she said, turning around and smiling broadly. "Kamele, | believeyou are, asadways,
correct! We ought to do our own research, and we should be able to make great strides, four scholars
with no children benegth foot. Not that Theo is ever anything but adelight, of course, but sheis quite,
quite ssfewhere sheis”

Thirty-Four

Delgado
Efraim Agricultural Zone

"Have we arrived?' Monit Appletorn asked faintly from the passenger's sest.

Jen Sar Kiladi touched the car's power switch. The prediction for acloudless, lucent day perfect for
driving had been correct, and he had, perhaps, indulged himsdlf. He sent a sidelong glance to the other
man. Appletorn's face was decidedly pale, his eyes squeezed shut so tightly that he must surely soon give
himself aheadache.

"| believe that we have arrived, yes," Jen Sar said, keeping his voice soft not only from respect of that
incipient headache, but also because he had noted the location of three Eye-like objects, placed with
intent to conceal among the trees and other growing things.

Appletorn took arather shaky bregath, and opened his eyes. Ascertaining that the car was, indeed, at
rest, he cast his attention wider, taking in the pleasant aspect of the courtyard, the smple stone walk
leading to the simple wooden door, set flush to the Ssmple wooden walls.

"We are at the Chapdias primary circle?" Appletorn asked, hisvoice likewise low.

"To the best of my knowledge and belief,” Jen Sar assured him.

Appletorn cleared histhroat. "I ask, not because | doubt your abilities, sir, but because there are two
decidedly complex monitoring devices concealed in this.. . . garden. Surely the Chapelia, who advocate



and pursuesmplicity indl things. . ."

"The Chapelia harness complexity when it suitsthem,” Jen Sar murmured, pleased in his companion.
To haveimmediately seen two of the conceaed spy-eyesin what must surely be abewildering profusion
of leaf and branch, while one's emotions were yet in turmoil, demongtrated observationa skills of ahigh
order. But, there, Appletorn's areawas advertence. Perhaps he would be useful here, after all.

"Wel!" hesaid brightly, releasing the door looks and easing out of his seet. "Having arrived, let usgo
forth!"

He retrieved his cane from the boot while Appletorn extricated himsdf from the seat's embrace,
locked the doors, and held the clicker out.

Appletorn stared. "What isthat?"
"An extrakey, in case it should be needed.”

"Keepit," the other said shortly. "I could not, in the direst emergency imaginable, steer that . . .
device"

"It'sredly quite smple," Jen Sar told him. "Only use the sticksto point it, and the pedd to accelerate.
When you hit something, the town constables will be summoned to take you into custody, where you will
be safe from any pursuit.”

Appletorn glared at him. "I thank you, but—no."
"Asyou like" Jen Sar said agreeably, and dipped the spare away.

Therewas asmple bell hanging by the door, with asiring hanging from its striker. Jen Sar used the
head of his caneto strike a sweet single note, then set the ferrule against stone walkway, and composed
himsdf to wait.

"Ring again," Appletorn said after afew minutes had passed. "They may not have heard.”

"But to ring again would be to betray complexity,” Jen Sar pointed out. "Suredly, in the fullness of time,
asnglesummonswill find asngle—ah."

The door opened, silent on well-oiled hinges, to revea one of the Chapeliain her smple gray robes,
face swathed in smple gray cloth, plain black lenses covering her eyes, acowl over covering her naked
head.

Jen Sar inclined his head, very dightly. "One comes" he dated.

The lenses glinted as the doorkeeper moved her head.

"Two come, Seeker."

"One comes,” Jen Sar repeated, "seeking arare smplicity.” Heraised his hand, drawing thesign
LystraMason had given him in the air between himself and the doorkeeper.

There was along pause, doubtless as the doorkeeper had recourse to her quicklink. Jen Sar
recruited himsdf to patience, his eyes on the shrouded face. The robes and other shrouding of course hid
any minute muscle tension attending the sub-vocdization, and he dlowed himsdf to marvel anew & the
range of complexity necessary to support asmplelife.

"Two come," the doorkeeper declared, and turned her shrouded face once more to Appletorn. "Do
you seek, aso?"

"| seek to study thisone's actions," Appletorn said serenely; "in order to seeif they might Teach.”

An excdlent answer, that, and with the advantage of being true.

The Chapeliainclined her head and stood away from the door.

"Enter."

According to the opening credits, the vid was a dramatization of an ancient Melchizan folktale. The
plot revolved around a pair of sibhs—girl and boy—who had fdlen joint heirsto an estate in the



mountains. There were anumber of people attached to the estate, by something called grunkild. The
sster got right to work team-building, learning names, families and what everybody's job was. Her
brother had brought three members of his home-team with him; they each picked out three people from
the grunkild people, claimed awing of the big house for themselves and proceeded to ignore the Sster's
efforts.

Theo shifted in her seat. Except for the Me chizan socia structures, thiswas afamiliar sory—very
much like those told to littlies at home. What was going to happen now was that an emergency would
arise, the arrogant brother and hisisolationist group would get into trouble, and the team-builder would
save their bacon. Then, after the emergency was over, the brother would ask to be brought into the team.

Sure enough, the emergency was not long in coming, though its naturewas. . . unexpected. Instead
of bad weether, or an equipment failure, or an attempt to discredit one of the group's scholarship, it was
actual physical danger that they faced.

A group of bandits came down out of the mountains with the winter winds, and attacked the estate.
Why they didn't just ask for help wasn't explained. Theo guessed it made a better story to just have them
ridein and start catapulting rocks and ice againgt the estates walls.

The sister went to her team and asked them what should be done, seeking consensus, but the team
members were afraid of the bandits and hid. Lacking consensus, the sister went to her room to study the
problem.

In the meantime, the brother, who had held himself away from the team, and hisfew friends, came
around behind the bandits' position, and used firearmsto frighten them away.

And that, the narrator said, demonstrated why aleader must dways keep himsdf doof and vigilant
for hispeople.

Theo sat up straight in her seet, cold with shock. That wasn't right!

Thelights came up. She shook herself, and looked around to seeif anyone else was as horrified as
shefdt.

Dainwas gtting to her right, eyes half-closed. Possbly he was adeep. On theleft, Ave-Suwas
combing her fingersthrough her hair, her expression decidedly bored.

Theo took abreath. "That—" she began and started as Instructor Tathery called from the back of the
room.

"All right, students! Back to the classroom, please, and form atak-circle. Another classis scheduled
for theroom!"

Theo got up, feding strangely shaky, like shed made adive during abowli ball match, and had
missed the ball. But! There was going to be adiscussion. That was good. Clearly, the story had been told
wrong for areason. Maybe it wasto—

A hand landed on her shoulder. Shelooked up; Ingtructor Tathery smiled at her tightly and jerked
her head to one side.

"Comewithme, Theo."

"Yes, maam," she said automaticaly, following the big woman out into the hdl, and to the right,
instead of to the left, which was the way back to the classroom.

"Isthere a problem, maam?' she asked.
Theingtructor looked down at her. "Just an adminigtration error, Theo. Y ou'rein thewrong class.”
She frowned. "The wrong class? But my mother—"

"Yes, yed" theingructor interrupted. "But she might not have considered, ah, how important dance
isto Mdchiza Youll fit in much better with—Ah, herewe arel”

She waved Theo to an office on the right, where aman wearing aplain blue shirt and dark dacks
stood, ignoring severa comfortable chairs, hisfeet flat and stance ready, asif he werewaiting for his



dance partner—no, Theo corrected hersdlf, remembering what Win Ton had taught her—his sparring
partner to arrive. Hewas not astdl as Instructor Tathery, nor as substantia, but Theo felt hersalf
respond to his presence. She stopped, dropping into the ready mode, as Phobai called it; feet flat, knees
flexed, hands at rest—and looked up into hisface.

He had ahook nose, thin lips, and very, very blue eyes. Thelips smiled. The eyesdidn't.

"l ...see" hesaid and nodded to her, deliberately, most like one of Father's bows.

"l am Pilot-Instructor Arman. Y ou may addressme as Pilot. It isobvious, Pilot Waitley, that you
have been misassigned. That error has been rectified, and you will now enter my class.”

Theo frowned into those cold eyes. "My mother expects meto be in Instructor Tathery's class," she
said. "They had aprotocol agreement.”

"So Ingructor Tathery informsme. | have rdieved her of her promise to your mother and taken the
burden to myself." He looked over her head. "Thank you, Instructor. Y ou did right."

"Thank you, sr." The woman's voice was not quite steady. She cleared her throat. "Theo, your
belongings will be shifted to your new room. Pilot Arman will direct you."

"Indeed, the pilot may look to mefor dl things," the man said, and gave anod of dismissa. "Y our
class needsyou, Ingructor.”

"Yes" shesad, suddenly reluctant, asanew voice called out.

"Indructor Tathery?'

Theo spun, keeping Filot Arman on her |eft, haf-facing this new intruder.

A boy not much older than she was held out a piece of hard copy to the woman. " Student
reassgnment, Ingructor,” he said cheerfully.

"Reassignment?’ She frowned as she took the hard copy—and frowned again as she glanced down.

The messenger departed, whistling. Instructor Tathery turned back, paper upheld.

"Theo Waitley," shesaid.

Pilot Arman extended ahand. "'l will take care of it," he said coally. "Theo Waitley has been
transferred into my class. If you should receive any other adminigtrative orders regarding her, please send
them to me. Thank you, Ingtructor.”

"Sir," shewhispered, and fled.

Theo stood where she was, unwilling to relax, uncertain what she should do next. Thisman was

Security, but—who was he? She didn't doubt his claim of being apilot; in fact, hewasmore. . . blatantly
S0 than any other pilot she knew. His stance was not only ready, it was aggressive.

"Do | disquiet you, Pilot Waitley?' Her new instructor had broken the security seal on the message,
glanced at it briefly, refolded it and dipped it into his shirt pocket.

"Rilot Waitley?' hesaid. "Thereisaquegtionin play.”

"Yes, dr," shesaid, and forced hersalf to meet those very blue eyes. ™Y ou look like you're ready to
begin dancing.”

"l see. With whom have you been dancing, Filot?!

Theo cleared her throat. "Friends from the Vashtara. I'm not apilot, Sr."

"Plainly, you have not gone far in your coursework, however, we Mée chizans value pilots, even those
just beginning flight, and we accord them the respect which istheir due. Y ou have been transferred to the
pilots section at Instructor Tathery's request. | have reviewed the classroom record of your dance and
agree that you do not belong among . . . shall we say the passengers? Y our performance in mathematics
islow, but not unreasonably so. Y ou will be assigned atutor and remedia work." He took a breath, and

... rdlaxed in amove very nearly adanceinitsaf. Abruptly, he was only aman in ablue shirt, preparing
towalk on.



Theo felt her musclesloosen, like she had somehow interndized the pattern of relaxation she had just
seen. Shetook a step back and shook her hands, fingers pointing loosely at the floor, releasing the
energy she had drawn.

"Very good." Pilot Arman smiled, coally, and nodded toward the door. "Come with me, please,
Filot."

They waked down the empty corridor briskly, but without haste. Filot Arman wasn't interested in
talking to her, and Theo wasjust as happy to pursue her own thoughts.

Captain Cho had tried to warn her, she thought. Thisiswhat came of learning pilot lore: peoplejust
naturaly assumed you were apilot, evenif al you knew were a couple dance moves, or a couple words
in hand-talk.

"Step over here for amoment, if you please, Pilot. Thiswill interest you, | think." Instructor Arman
said suddenly, guiding her to an observation window like the one into Ingtructor Tathery's classroom.
Theo sghed. That classroom was dready starting to fed far away and long ago.

"Tel mewhat you see, please.”

Pilot Arman's voice brought her thoughts back to the present. She looked through the window. Two
long rows of students sat at their computers, their faces soft and very nearly expressonless. It took Theo
amoment to realize that they were working, and not al of them napping at their screens; their movements
were ddliberate and dow.

"l seeaclassroom full of . . . students,” Theo said. Shewas cold, her somach tight. She cleared her
throat. "I think the teacher needsto call an exercise break; they look pretty deepy.”

"Yes, they do, don't they? That is, for your information, the Parole Class, where those studentswho
have been deemed disruptive or, aswe say here, dangerous, are kept. Of course, they are sedated; we
have limited staff here, and cannot afford an incident among the children of our visitors."

She swallowed and looked up at him. "Why are you showing methis?"

He smiled his cool smile, and put hisfingers againgt his shirt pocket. The paper ingde crackled
dightly.

"Thisisastudent transfer memorandum. Theo Waitley was, it says, incorrectly placed and must be
moved immediately to the Parole Class."

Theo shook her head. "'I'm not dangerous,” she said, but her voice sounded breathless.
Rilot-Instructor Arman laughed. "Of course you are dangerous, Pilot.”

Her shoulders were tense. If she ran, she thought, where would she go? She was fast, but there were
cameras. . .

"I'm not going in there," she heard someone say, flat and hard.

"Beat ease, Pilot. You are not going in there. The bookkeeping for thisrests safely in my hand. This
display isfor your interest and information only. Please, walk with me again; you'll be eager to meet the
other pilots.”

Carefully, sheturned and waked with him, keeping an extraarm's length between them.
"The sedation,” she said, after they had gone afew stepsin silence. "Isit perfectly safe?!

"Sedation that you administer isalways perfectly safe, Filot,” her new ingtructor said calmly. Three
steps further along, he spoke again.

"We have athing that we say, Pilot, in such circumstances as you find yoursdf. Itis. . . advice, and
also an expression of . . . comradeship.”

"What . . ." Theo cleared her throat. "What isit?"
"Watch your back."



Thirty-Five

Efraim Agricultural Zone

The house was smple to the point of dullness. Each room they passed through was the twin of the
room they had just quit, identical down to the grain of the floor.

At thefifth room, their guide paused and turned to them, black lensesflashing briefly.

"The study of smplicity isnot lightly undertaken, nor easly put aside," she Stated, which wasright out
of the Book of Plain Thought.

Stll, Jen Sar thought, critically, she might have done worse. Had he not himsdlf been engaged in the
study of smplicity for many years? Granted, in his case, he thought of the sudy morein thelight of
self-defense, but surely the basic thesis was sound.

"Onewishesto continue," he said, meeting the opague glance calmly.
"One's purposeis congtant,” Appletorn added, which made for oddly comforting hearing.
The Chapdiaturned, her robes whispering to the floor, and waked on.

"What isthis, Pilot Waitley?" Ingtructor Arman demanded.
Theo sighed. Shed comeinto classin the middle of Practica Repair—and agood thing, too.

According to Jeren, who was lead on the project, the team'srepair project was styled a
janci-wagon; he promised to let her rideit, once they had it working again. Since Theo was the smalles,
she got to do the close-in, under-carriage work, while Jeren, who was considerably larger, but knew
what needed done, watched on the remote and guided her through the steps. Sheld just identified the
crushed buslink, and was getting her guide splice into position to chomp in anew one. If she had to leave
it now, sheld lose whole minutes of nagty, tight fiddling . . .

"Pilot?" The pilot-instructor sounded . . . irritated.
"Theo .. ." Jeren breathed.

Right. Grumbling to hersdlf, she twisted and peered out from benesth the low-lift. Pilot Arman stood
some dozen steps away, and hewas holding . . .

"A bowli bal," she answered, and suddenly frowned, damming the hatch to as she rolled out from
under thelift and cameto her feet. "My bowli bal. That wasin my luggage!™

Pilot Arman looked down his beaked nose at her, blue eyes mocking.

"And that iswhereit wasfound, in your luggage. Everything that entersthiswing isinspected by
Security. The potentia risk to pilots, if we did not, is unacceptable.”

Theo took abreeth, trying to cool the anger tingling at her fingertips and along her nerves.
"Y ou know that abowli bal'snorisk to pilots," she said, and held out her hand. "It'smine. Giveit



back."

"Y et you would have had me believe earlier that you are no pilot,” he said, holding the ball—her gift
from Win Ton!—negligently in his hand, like it was someone e se's dishes that he was carrying to the
disposal.

Her eyes stung, and she swallowed. It would be worse, she thought, to cry in front of this man than
to lose her temper. Though it wouldn't be smart to lose her temper, either.

"That'smy bowli ball," she said again, her voice sounding clipped, like Kamees did when she was
trying not to lose her temper. "It was given to me by—by agood friend, and I—I'd like it back. Please.”

Pilot Arman tipped his head to one Side, asif considering whether sheld asked politely enough.
"l understand,” he said at last. "Catch.”

Hethrew the ball, hard, straight at the floor. It twisted, gyros screaming, reversed itself, and shot to
theleft. Theo jJumped, got ahand on it, and spun, cuddling the ball against her side. She hit the floor
lightly, spinning, and cameto rest in one of Phobai's favorite menfri‘at positions, facing Filot Arman.

He amiled at her and raised his hands, fingersflicking careful, no threat, stand down at her, the
sgnsas hard as pebbles,

"| seethat the bowli bdll is, indeed, yours, Rilot."
Theo took a breath, though shedidn't relax. "Itis, and | intend to keep it," she said flatly.

"Of course," heanswered, asif it had never been in doubt. "Y ou carry it by right; you know that it is
not atoy. That iswell. Now." He held out hishand. "Y our badge, if you please.”

Hewore the blue shirt, and he was her ingtructor.

Win-win, thought Theo, around a chill of dread. She stepped forward, detached the pink badge, and
held it out to him.

Hereceved it with adight nod, and dipped it away into his shirt pocket.

"This," he said, producing agreen badge like Jeren wore, "will identify you to all asapilot. Aswith
the other, you will wear it a dl times, and surrender it only to Security, to mysdlf, or to asenior pilot. Am
| clear?'

Theo nodded, and pressed the new badgeinto place. "Yes, ar."

"Excellent. Y ou may resume your work."

The sixth room was not a precise duplicate of al the other rooms they had passed through
previoudy, nor was the person behind the desk indistinguishable from every other Chapdiahe had ever
beheld. Startlingly, her face was free of bindings, showing velvet brown skin stretched tight over strong
bones. The black lenses lay to hand, on the desk by her mumu. Her eyeswere pale blue, rich assilver
againg that dark skin.

She shook her head as he and A ppletorn crossed the threshold, the door closed behind them by their
soft-footed guide.

"The University of Delgado sends usabrace of men," she said, and her voice wasthe voice of al
Chapelia, sexlessand atond.

"Indeed, no," Jen Sar told her, gpproaching the desk nearly. "We came on our own judgment.”

"Isthat meant to reassure me?"

"Is reassurance smple?' Appletorn asked, coming to stand beside Jen Sar.

"Onewho istruly smple requires no reassurances,” Jen Sar answered, "for to doubt isto embrace
complexity.”

"Neither of youissimple,” the Chapelia behind the desk stated. "Nor have you come seeking arare
smplicity.”



Jen Sar lifted an eyebrow. "Y ou might have turned us away at the door,” he pointed out, "if our
reasons were inadequate.”

"Y our reason was directly out of the Second Book." She frowned. "Of course, | must see you, or
compromise the smplicity of the doorkeeper.”

"Ah," said Jen Sar, who had indeed chosen his response for just that reason.

Her frown deepened. " State your case, Smply."

"Indeed, indeed.” He bowed, pam pushing his cane firmly againgt the floor. "We cometo ask a
ample question: Are the Chapdiainvolved with the Serpent Al which hasinfected scholarship within the
wadl?'

Silence for the space of three heartbesats.

"That isno Smple question,” shesad.

"It'savery ample question,” Appletorn said, surprisingly. "Complexity arisesin the answer. | have
another question, smpler than that which my colleague poses.”

She opened her slver eyeswide. "Ask this very smple question, then.”

"Gladly," Appletorn said. "Are the Chapdiawilling to sarve?’

"Herewe are, Scholars, the Bdtaire archive.”

Kamele looked about the thin, dank hallway which marked the end of their several descents. Three
elevators, the third one an express with but this one destination, so the Research Team was informed.
Kamelefdt certain that they werein the origind treasure house, buried far below the planet's surface.

At thefar end of the hall was adoor. Director Pikelmin used her key-card and pushed it open,
standing courteoudly aside to allow the scholarsto precede her.

A broad-shouldered man in the blue shirt of Security stood behind the counter to the immediate | ft
of the doorway. Therest of the wallswere lined with stasis cabinets, their doors opagued in defense of
even thelow, UV-freelighting.

"Director," the man behind the counter said as she came forward.

"Solmin. These are the scholars from Delgado invited by Professor Dochayn. Scholars, thisis Solmin,
Professor Dochayn'saide. Y ou may place yourselves wholly into hishands.”

What choice do we have? Kamee thought, having made our choice.

"Solmin," she said, stepping forward, since Hafley did not. "I am Kamele Waitley, these are
Professor Orkan Hafley, Farancy Able, and Vaughn Crowley. We are sorry to have missed Professor
Dochayn, and will do our best not to disrupt your schedule.”

"Infact,” Crowley took up. "Y ouwill find us quite self-sufficient. A tour of the archive should suffice
us, we are al experienced researchers. | wager that you'll hardly know were here.”

Solmin exchanged aglance with Director Pikelmin.

"Scholars," she sad, flashing the bright smile that Kamele was beginning to distrugt, "we stand now
within the archives. In order to minimize any potential damage to the records, some of which are quite
fragile, we ask that researchers submit alist of those volumes that they wish to study. Again, in order to
minimize damage to the archive, we stipulate that each book may only be drawn once, for a period of no
more than three intervals. Once abook has been examined and returned to the archive, it may not be
drawn again. | am sure you understand our position. Such records are priceless and we are sworn to
protect them as best aswe are able.”

"Of course" Kamelelooked to her team. Crowley was calm; Able serious. Hafley was smiling to
hersdf, asif at aparticularly amusing private joke.

"Asit happens,” Crowley said, reaching inside hisjacket. "1 have here alist prepared by Professor
Beltaire hersdlf." He placed a standard data-key and a sheet of hard copy on the counter.



"Professor Beltaire has been very busy on research team's behdf," Director Pikelmin observed. "'l
wonder that she did not come herself."

"Professor Beltaire fdt that her years precluded such along journey,” Able said glibly.

"l see" the director said. She glanced at the hard copy list, and then back to the assembled
professors. "And yet Professor Beltaire is some years younger, is she not, than . . . Professor Crowley?"

Crowley shrugged. "It isnot my businessto inquire into the ages of my colleagues,”" he commented.
" Speaking for mysdlf, I'm afraid that it pleased al of my teachers and mentorsto note that | was
somewhat young for my age."

Director Pikelmin took abregth, her shouldersrising, and Kamele stepped forward, drawing the
other woman's eyes.

"Sincewe have o littletime available to us," she said. "'l wonder if we might be shown to our
quarters and to the study room while Research Assistant Solmin beginsto pull thetextslisted. The
research team would like to get down to work at once.”

Director Pikelmin pressed her lips together, then abruptly nodded. "Asyou say, Professor, timeis
short. Solmin, the professors are your primary concern while they are with us. Professors, please follow
me. You'l find us everything to hand. The dormitory isjust astep down the hal, and scarcely more from
the study area.”

"Starve? The Wall consumes; it produces nothing.”

"Infact, the scholars of the Wall produce much that is of use to the world and the Chapelia. For
instance, crop-plants that have been optimized for growing conditions on Delgado. Our numbers, which
areasource of insult to the Chapelia, insure that Delgado remains on several important trade and
passenger ship lines. We produce, dso, anided of scholarly integrity that is unparaleled throughout the
gdaxy. The phrase, 'as sound as a Scholar of Delgado’ has currency on adozen worlds, and the
assurance that not only Delgadan scholars, but their research is sound drives sudentsto seek us, which
inturn drives the prosperity of the entireworld.”

"Interesting.” The woman behind the desk turned her cool silver eyesto her other petitioner.

"Have you anything to add to thislitany of virtue?'

Jen Sar amiled. "In fact, my colleague has been both precise and comprehensive. It isonly left meto
mention that, should it begin to seem smple that two ma e scholars be made to vanish—an aerid map of

this house and atendant satdlliteimages, aswell as cartain pictures of yourself, will be published widely if
we do not return to our associate within thewall by thefirst bell of the new day.”

"Acturesof mysdf?

"| assume s, though | will grant that the image qudity is poor. The person you are meeting with was
wearing adisruption field. While this did confuse theimage, it aso caused the Sation's camerasto take
note of her more closdly, and therefore tag the records.” He bowed, not quiteironicaly. "Once again, we
are shown the value of smplicity. Had your contact merely taken her chances with the surveillance
devices, shewould not have caled attention to herself, nor to you.”

"Thisisfabrication."

"Alas, itisnot, though | admit you have no reason to believe me. My theory, which is complex, isthat
you were gpproached by an agent from off-world, who purposed to show you away to attain that
amplicity which the Chapeliahold asided. The Chapelia, after al, had once sought to destroy the
university and burn thelibrary in their quest to turn complexity aside. They did not succeed, but | allow it
to be asmple solution. This new solution—do not burn the library, but make the information it contains
suspect. The result will bethe same, intime. Studentswill fail of arriving, scholarswill leavein search of
funds and opportunity for research e sawhere, the university will dwindle. Perhgpsit will evenfail.
Simplicity returns, and the Chapdliaare strong once more."



"That does seem,” she agreed, "asmple plan.”

He smiled at her. "Except for the part where the world is cut off from trade and from custom. Not al
of those outside the Wall are Chapelia. Indeed, Chapelia are but fifteen percent of the world population.
How will you handleriots?

"Thereisno reason why there should beriots. A return to smplicity—"

"You mugt,” Appletorn interrupted, "study history. Indeed, you must study—my assertions, and
those of Professor Kiladi, are easily checked. It may be that the Chapeliahave not acted . . . wisdly. Or
it may be that they have acted with sagacity. If they have acted without study . . . thenitislesslikely that
their actionsare. . . uniformly wise."

The symbol-bearer closed her Slver eyes.

"What," she asked, "do you want?'

"The name of your compatriot ingdethe Wall," Jen Sar said.

"Why would | need acompatriot insdethe Wal?'

He shook hishead. "To give you access to the technicd facility, and to mask what predations the Al
might produce." He turned to Appletorn.

"Y our point iswell-made. We must alow the symbol-bearer time for study."

Appletorn nodded. "I could not, in conscience, ask her to make a decision based only upon what we
havetold her. She mugt inform hersdlf.”

"l agree." Jen Sar |ooked back to the Chapelia sitting behind her desk. "'l would ask, if you find that
your research leads to an atered conclusion, that you contact me with the name of your associate.”

"If | reach an dtered conclusion,” the symbol-bearer said, picking the black eye wear off of her desk,
andrisng, "l will consider that course.” She did the lenses over her eyes, and stared at them blackly.
"Good-day, Scholars.”

The visting scholars dormitory consisted of the bunk room, and acommon areain which akaf unit,
disposal, two tables and eight chairsfit like the pieces of apuzzle.

"It reminds me of my student days," Able commented, lowering and raisng the privacy curtains
around one of the beds. "Only roomier."

Kamele smiled, remembering the dorm room she had shared with Ellaand two other women at the
start of their academic careers. Four bunks, four desks, atable, kaf and disposal crammed into aroom
two-thirds the size of the common room, with ashared ‘fresher down the hall.

"Perhaps we can set up atable and have afew rounds of ping-pong after the evening meal," Crowley
said, as heinspected the kaf. "Kamele, such a shame that your daughter isn't with us; | know how she
enjoys soy noodles.”

"WEell just have to make up for her abbsence with our own enthusiasm,” Kamele said. From the
corner of her eye, she saw Orkan Hafley smile, and shivered dightly, asif in asudden breeze.

"If you have inspected sufficiently for the moment, Scholars,” Director Pikelmin said from the
doorway, "'l will guide you to the study room."

They followed her afew dozen paces down the thin hall, and into yet another comfortless space, this
one containing two rows of four utilitarian plastic desks, each backed by aforbidding plastic chair. The
light from overhead was bright enough that the furniture cast sharp shadows onto the hard white floor.
Along theright side of the room were two movable shelves, one marked "Incoming,” the other
"Outgoing." The ambient temperature was dightly lessthan comfortably cool.

"Well," Crowley said. "No digtractionsto scholarship here.”

Kamele turned to Jeyanzi Pikelmin, who wasleaning in the doorway. "How will we communicate
with Solmin?' sheasked. "'l don't seean intercom . . ."



"Y ou may input the titles you wish to have brought to you into that datapad—" Pikelmin nodded at
the wall-mounted screen. Solmin will comein every interva to deliver requested texts and to take awvay
those texts you have finished with; you may communicate with him then.”

"l see," Kamelelooked around her, her sscomach tight. The elder scholars had chosen desks
Sde-by-sde, and were seating themselves, pulling pens and datapads from their pockets. Hafley
hesitated, then walked to the back of the room, claiming a desk in the second row, nearest the movable
sheves

Kameletook abreath. Necessity, shetold hersdlf, and she smiled a Jeyanzi Pikemin. "l think this
will do splendidly,” she said.

Thirty-Six

M elchiza
Transit School

Theo had aways liked math, not the least because she was good at it, digposing in mere minutes
problem-setsthat Lesset claimed had taken her hoursto derive. She had aways considered that math
was easy—and it had been.

Delgado math, that was.

The math taught in the Piloting Section of the Trangit School was another matter altogether. She was
not only behind the classswork, but her general scoreswere. . . low.

Theo wasn't used to having low scores. It was one thing to be physically challenged, and quite
another to be. . . stupid.

Trueto hisword, Pilot Arman had assigned her to atutor, who drilled her in what she called "the
basics' until Theo's shirt was damp with sweet. She'd been given salf-paced modules, to which she
devoted hersdlf, taking the datapad with her everywhere, while her |ace needle and thread languished a
the bottom of her bag. Occasiondly, she would blink out of ahaze of temporal fractionsto glance at the
calendar, and wonder how Kamele was, and if the research was going well.

Running to class after aworking breakfast, she was bemused to redlize that she had been at school
for three local days. It seemed as though sheld been taking pilot classes for haf a'mester at least. Part of
that wasthe fact M chizas day was longer than Delgado's, which meant alonger school-day.

The other part was that there was so much to learn! Not just needing to catch up on math, but the
mechanics class—not theory of mechanics, ether! They were actualy building and repairing devices,
reminding her of pleasant hours spent in the garage with Father, handing him tools, and watching him
tinker. Hewould tell her what he was doing and why, not as alesson, redly, and sometimes ask her help
in setting ascrew or reattaching awire. Sheld apparently learned more from those informal session than



she had redlized; Gayl said shed already brought the team repair-bay average up by adozen points.

She hurried across the room to her team's square and did into her seet just asthe bell blared the
beginning of the school day. Jeren, Gayl, and Moxi were dready in place.

"Hey, Theo," Gayl said. Jeren nodded.

Moxi, thelower haf of hisface hidden by an embroidered haf-veil, turned his head dightly. Moxi
was in Cleansing, Jeren had told her, preparing for his ianota, which sounded to Theo like a Gigneri. He
was only alowed to speak to histeacher, hisfather, and his nya—sort of like amentor, Theo guessed.
Gayl said that, usudly, boys from Ecbatanadidn't travel during Cleansing; she speculated that there had
been an emergency in Moxi'sfamily, but of course nobody could ask him.

Theo touched her computer screen, timing in just under the wire and not a heartbeat before
Pilot-Instructor Arman strolled into the room accompanied by a short woman wearing ablue shirt and a
frown.

"Uh-oh," Gayl muttered.

"What?' Theo whispered.

"Physical dynamicsexhibit. | shouldn't have eaten breskfast!”

"Physicd dynamics™ was menfri‘at. The piloting class had menfri‘at practice twice each day.
Despite that, Theo's teammates weren't particularly skilled, and most sessions|eft her missng Win Ton
and Phobai, though she'd have welcomed any of the pilots she'd danced with on Vashtara.

"Pilotsarisel" Pilot Arman caled, and everybody legpt to their fegt, facing front, hands at their Sdes.

Theo stood between Gayl and Jeren. Usudly, Filot Arman would walk down the line of
students—ypilots—I ooking each one down from face to shoes, like he was inspecting them for design
flaws, then he would return to the front of the room, call out amodule number, and everyone would
dance.

Thismorning, though, Pilot Arman didn't perform his usua inspection. He stood near the door, arms
folded over his chest, while the blue-shirt walked forward, her frown growing more pronounced with
every step.

She cameto rest midway between Pilot Arman and the line of waiting pilots,

"From theleft,” she sngpped. "Module Six."

The leftmost team came forward three steps and danced Module Six, not very well, Theo thought,
but better than her team usually managed.

The blue-shirt nodded and called for the next team to stand forward, assigning them Module Three.
They were better as ateam, and one boy was pretty good. The woman pointed afinger at him when the
dance was over, and he walked to the front of the room to stand next to Pilot Arman.

"Our turn," Jeren said, sounding as dejected as Moxi's shoulders looked.

Theo led the way out the floor, her head pleasurably full of something besides math. The four of them
gtood in aline, facing the woman in the blue shirt. Theo smiled as she relaxed into the ready position.

"Module Eight," said the frowning woman.

Theo flowed forward, arms rising together on the left Sde of her body, the back of the right hand
reinforced by the palm of the left. She spun—and realized that she wastoo quick; therest of her team
was two beats behind her—Gayl nearly three.

Biting her lip, she dowed, and used the tempo-step Phoba had shown her, so that they could catch
her up and they'd be on the same—

"Pilot Waitley! snapped Pilot Arman.

Theo let the move complete itsdalf, centered hersalf and turned, suddenly and forcibly reminded of
Gayl's comment about breakfadt.



"Sir?" she asked, but it was the woman who answered her.

"Why did you amend your process?'

Theo swallowed, and met the woman's eyes. "l didn't want to over-dance my team,” she said.
The woman looked to Arman, who sighed and shook his head.

"Theo Waitley," he said, "these pilots are not your crew, they are your study group. Y ou have no
obligation to them.”

Theo stared. "They're my team," she repested. "|—"

"Enough,” the woman in the blue shirt directed. She pointed at Theo, who blinked, then hurried to the
front of the room to stand next to Pilot Arman and the other dancer who had been pulled out of line.

Thelast team in line danced without distinction. The blue-shirted woman turned without aword and
marched to the front of the room.

Pilot Arman nodded. ™Y ou two pilotswill atend Inspector Vidige." He looked out over the room
and raised hisvoice. "Pilots! Return to places and open to general self-test twenty-seven.”

Theo stared at the frowning woman—Inspector Vidige. Was she going to be relocated again? she
thought, stomach tightening even more. Thiswoman wasn't even ateacher! What if she was taken
outside of the school ? What if—

"Attend me, please, pilots,” Ingpector Vidige said, her voice politeif not cordid. "We adjourn to
anather room within this building for afuller testing of your abilities.”

They fell dmost too quickly into the work. During one of their meetings aboard Vashtara, Kamele,
Able, and Crowley had divided Beltaire'slist between them. Hafley was therefore assigned the chores of
internd librarian and secondary fact verification—roles she accepted with surprising grace, and
performed with a degree of astuteness.

The room they labored in was cold to the point of being a hedth hazard; they dl wore multiple layers
of clothing from the luggage that had appeared in the dorm room sometime during the second—or
possibly the third—day. While periods of intense study such asthis project demanded did tend to dim
awareness of outer conditions, yet Kame e did from time to time wish for ahot cup of coffeeto warm
her.

That, of course, was quite impossible; Solmin would never permit the precious papers under hiscare
to be put at risk of a coffee-spill. Kamele could sign hersdlf out of the study room when Solmin camein
on one of his scheduled pick-ups, but she would then have to time her return to his next visit, and an
entire Melchizan hour was far too long to stand away from the work.

Therewas very little conversation; there would be time for synthesis and comparison during the
return trip to Delgado. Kamele's own findings were disturbing enough, in the rare moments that she
alowed hersdf to lose focus, that arecertification of the University of Delgado's centrd library, at the
very least, seemed mandated. Considerations of the expense might have kept her awake, but her few
hours of deep were deep and dreamless.

And, yet, for al thework they accomplished here, they only verified what they had known: That
certified copies of documentsin the Delgado library had somehow been dtered.

What they—what she—lacked even now was proof. Suspicion of conspiracy was not enough.
Conversations were subject to interpretation, as were expectations. Jen Sar's phrase: "No oneisright
until thereis proof,” had used to infuriate her, and yet . . . she needed not only proof, but the names of
those involved in what would seem to be avast conspiracy.

Whenever shetried to count out the number of people necessary to wreak such havoc upon Delgado
and Delgadan scholars, she caught up on the shods of who and why? Who attacked historic documents?
And why?



"Very well, Rilots, who will befirst to demongtrate their ability?"

Inspector Vidige frowned impartialy at al eight of them. The other six had been waiting for themin
this exercise area—three girls and three boys, each wearing a green badge and awary expression.
Behind them was asght both familiar and unfamiliar. It was, Theo thought tentatively, adance machine.
Unlike the machine she and Win Ton had best, it was only oneleve high, hulking and dark, wherethe
other had been brightly lit and colorful. Theo felt athrill. Maybe thiswas like the machine Win Ton had
learned on, at his school? Maybe—

"Come, come!" Ingpector Vidige said sharply. "Modesty flies no ship, Filots! But, | am previous."
She turned to Theo and the other student who had been chosen from her class—Robit Josin, hed told
her during their quick march down the hall—and pointed at the machine. "Have the newest additionsto
our group used one of these devices?'

"I've used onelikeit," Theo said, and Robit nodded in agreement.

"Me, too. An arcade game."

"And how wdll did you score, on this arcade game?"

Robit shrugged. "I hit leve thirty-two."

Inspector Vidige nodded and frowned at Theo.

"l—my friend and | danced through the overdrive level," she said. "My friend said it wasn't atrue
overdrive, though."

"Well, then. Do either of you wish to lead the group?"

Robit shrugged again. "If nobody else wantsto go first, I'll break theice," he said, and jerked his
head at athin girl with her blond hair pulled into aknot at the crown of her head. " Show me the controls,
why not?"

"No reason,” she answered and walked with him to the machine, the rest of the group trailing after,
and Inspector Vidige behind them all.

"Now therules," she said loudly, after the girl had finished showing Robit the on-switch and the
selector buttons. "The pilot-at-dance may dance so0 long as he likes, until he makes amisstep. Y ou may
begin a any level you like and advanceto any level you can. One misstep and you must dismount. The
machineis st to enforce this. Am | understood, Pilot?"

"Yes, Ailot," Robit said.

"Begina will."

Robit looked at the rest of the class, bit hislip and looked back to the controls. He looked nervous
and Theo didn't blame him.

"Comedong, Rilot! Surdly you'd like alittle exercise?" Inspector Vidige sounded mean, Theo
thought, and she was pushing. A couple of the other students giggled, like they thought intimidation was

funny.

Theo cleared her throat.

"Excuse me, Inspector Vidige," she said, stepping forward.

The blue-shirt frowned at her.

"Pilot Waitley. What isit?'

"l wasjust wondering if hewasn't going to pick a partner,” Theo said. "I thought thiswas ateam
game”

Inspector Vidige was seen to Sigh.

"Wheat planet are you from, Pilot Waitley?'

Theo blinked. "Delgado.”



The boy to her left sniggered, and the blond girl with the top-knot covered her face with her hand.
"Oh," somebody e se further dong the arc said, sotto-voce. " Safety first.”

"No chit-chat!" snapped the blue-shirt. "Filot Waitley. The responsibilities borne by apilot in the
commission of hisduties, heavy asthey sometimes may be, are borne by him alone. Thisistheredity of
piloting and of pilots. M chizarecognizesthat the mating of skill and temperament that createsapilotis
rare, which iswhy we honor our pilots and grant them privilege beyond what is alowed ordinary citizens.
Tobeapilot isto bethe fina judge of welghty—by which | mean life-and-death—decisons.

"To return to the point of today's exercise—no, despite what you may have learned from your friend
, thisisnot ateam effort.” She turned her head. "Pilot Josin, your colleagues are waiting.”

"Yes, maam," Robit said, and kicked the start-switch.

Robit danced three leve s before he made a mistake and the machine froze, knocking him
off-balance. He staggered, recovered, and dismounted warily, but really, Theo thought angrily, he
couldvefallen on hishead! There was no reason that the machine had to stop so hard—the silly game
she and Win Ton had beat had just rocked to a gentle rest when the set was over. If a game could do
it—

The blond girl mounted the machine next, spun the dial without hesitation and began to dance. She
might've been good, but she didn't give hersdf any chance to warm up, so it looked like she was dways
half-a-beat behind the projected pattern. Eighteen movesin, shetried to recover thelag, got her feet
tangled and jumped clear with ayell when the machine locked.

Sheld barely landed when atall boy with ashaved head, hisright ear ajingle with gold rings, stepped
up for histurn. He turned the dias deliberately, and dropped back to the dance pad, his eyes half closed;
his movements exact, but lazy. Theo thought of Bek—and then she thought of the man on the machine at
the Arcade, dancing haf-adeep, asif the challenge wastoo small to take serioudly.

The boy with the earrings danced through four levels by Theo's count—and probably could've gone
further, if hed been paying attention.

He turned the stagger generated by the machine's abrupt stop into a somersault, landing light on his
fedt.

There was a hesitation then, asif the rest of the pilots were weighing whether they could best the
record so far.

Theo shook her head and walked forward.

Kamele rubbed her eyes and looked at the shelf again. Surely, the fifth book in the diary set shewas
studying had been right here on the shelf, next to the fourth, which she had just placed in the outgoing
cart? She knew she wastired—they were dl tired by now, but—no, she decided, she must have been
mistaken. It must have been the fifth book in another set, even now under study by one of the other team
members.

Sighing, she picked up the next on her list and took it back to the study station.

Unlike the dance machine aboard Vashtara, thismachine wanted you to lose, Theo thought. It
would throw in snesky little haf-steps, and change tempo when neither made sense. It so had a sensor
for how hard you hit the pad, which shed redlized just in time to avoid getting tossed off about four
movesin.

She'd started at level fifteen, so sheld have a chance to warm up, and now she was cooking, like
Phobai said. While she wasn't particularly having fun, she wasn't mad anymore, either. Her legswere
beginning to get tired though, and she scanned the control board, looking for the stop switch. The pattern



switched into afast jig, and she gave up her search to attend to that, fuffing her hair out her face.

What if thereisn't a stop switch? shewondered. Do | have to flub a step to make it stop?

Theideaof flubbing a step on purpose made her fed cranky al over again. The machine switched to
the next level—her eighth, unless sheld lost count—with a series of movementsthat didn't go together at
all. By the time sheld negotiated those, she was serioudy considering flubbing that step. She was so
swesty, her hair was stuck to her face, and there was a stitch burning along her right sde. Maybe, she
thought, it wouldn't be so bad. It wasn't as she hadn't done better than—

There was aflash of pae bluelight, and a soft tone. The pattern-screen went blank and the machine .
.. gently rocked to stop.

Theo wiped her forehead on her deeve and looked out over the exercise area. The girl with the
top-knot was shaking her head, and Robit's mouth was frankly hanging open. Inspector Vidige cleared
her throat.

"Thank you, Rilot Waitley," shesaid. "Tha was most ingructive.”

Orkan Hafley was working at the carts, sorting the books the scholars had finished with onto the
outgoing bin. Kamele watched as the Chair worked; she handled the volumes with respect, as any
scholar would, making certain that they were arranged in short stacks, which werelesslikely to fal over,
and using dl of the shelves. When she finished with the outgoing shelf, she moved to theincoming shelf,
sraightening the tumbled volumesthere, picking one up in her off-hand and continuing with her work.
While Kamele watched, she stepped over to the outgoing cart and dipped the volume she had taken
from theincoming into the back of a stack.

Kamele came to her feet so suddenly her chair tipped backward and clattered to the hard, white
floor.

"How long hasthis been going on?' she cried.

Able jerked back in her seet, clearly disoriented. Crowley, showing commendable reflexesfor aman
of hisyears, legpt up, and caught Hafley's shoulder, effectively restraining her.

"Y ou don't have permission to touch me!" Hafley snapped. Crowley ignored her, as he looked to
Kamee

"Treachery, Sub-Chair?' he asked quietly.

Kamele took abreath. "I fear so, Professor.”

Asit turned out, Inspector Vidige's Advance Class was Theo and Robit's new posting. They didn't
have to change dorm rooms again—that was the good news. Theo still had math remediation—that was
the bad news. That, and the fact that al of the other pilotsin her class thought she'd deliberately shown
up better at dance than they were, and she didn't have a chance to do any socid engineering to smooth
things over, because the Advance Class didn't St by team; they sat solo.

It made for along school-day, and, despite the extraload of math Inspector Vidige had off-loaded
onto her datapad for her off-hours work, Theo was glad when the bell rang for the free period before
supper.

"Hey, Safety Firg!"

Theo turned, frowning as the blond girl—Initha, her name was—swaggered forward, her thumbs
hooked in her belt. Beside her came Fruma, skating abowli ball from hand to hand, hiseyes on Theo's
face. The other members of the Advance Class, including Rohit, were spreading out on either side of
them.

"What do you want?" she asked Initha.

"Want to ask you aquestion,” Fruma answered.



Theo looked to theright, and to the Ieft. She stood at the center of ragged circle. Somehow, she
didn't think that was good. She dipped the datapad into a pocket and shook out her hands.

"AsK it, then," she said.

"Y ou know why there aren't any Delgadan pilots?’ Initha, again.
"No, why?'

"Because," yelled Fruma, "it'stoo dangerous!”

He threw the bowli ball, and Theo jumped.

Thirty-Seven

Melchiza
City of Treasures
"Wdl. Thereyou are." Monit Appletorn al but dropped his cup of coffee on the table as he dumped

into the chair across from Jen Sar Kiladi. There were dark circles under hiseyesand agenerd air of
weariness about him.

"Herel am," that gentleman agreed, "and well. | hope | find you the same?"

"Seemsto methat | found you," Appletorn grumbled, ignoring the question; "though it wasn't
necessarily easy. How do you do it?'

Jen Sar raised an eyebrow. "Do what?'

"Vanish." Heraised his cup and drank deeply. "I walked past this table twice, knowing you must be
here, and my eye did by you."

"Ah." Jen Sar moved his shoulders. "1 am ashort man, and you, if | may venture, are atired man.
Have you had word from our friend?"

Appletorn shook hishead. "I wish | had; it would be easier to deep.”

"Y ou don't find suspense atonic for arestful night?" Jen Sar raised hismug and sipped tea.

"Perhaps you do!" Appletorn snapped.

"At theleast, | am comforted by the observation that we both remain as yet unassassinated.”
Appletorn shook his head, finished off his coffee and put the empty cup none-too-gently on the table.
"How—" he began, and stopped.

Jen Sar tipped hishead in polite inquiry. "Forgive me, you were about to say?'

The other man half-laughed. "I was about to ask how Kamele Waitley . . ." Again, he hesitated.

". .. tolerated mefor so many years?' Jen Sar concluded, and smiled. "The only explanation can be
that she isagreat-hearted and patient lady."



Appletorn shook his head again and returned to the origina topic, like adog worrying at an old bone.
"Do you think we will hear anything, or will they ignore us?'

"I admit that hope of contact isgrowing faint. If they do ignore us, we shdl need to do something. . .
dramétic.”

"Taking your casedirectly to .. . ." He glanced around them, but al the nearby tables were empty on
thisoff-med hour. . . . directly to our friend—that wasn't dramétic?"

"It was necessary,” Jen Sar said, worry sharpening hisown voice. "Time becomes. . . anissue, as
we discussed.” He sighed. "Thisiswhat comes of giving one's opponent time for study.”

"We could hardly have done otherwise," Appletorn protested.

Jen Sar sipped tea. They could, of course, have done very much otherwise, but threatening one of
the high-level Chapdiawasrisky, to underdate the case by amagnitude of ten, and likely would have
gained them no more than they held now.

On the other hand, time did grow short. If Kamele arrived home bearing proof of tampering, ashe
had no doubt she would, she would become atarget for the as-yet-nameless outworld agent.

L ocating that agent and her compatriots on Delgado, counting them and rendering them
powerless—he had taken that as his responsbility, only to find that he was not equal to the chalenge.

An outworld agent would not be congtrained by the mores of a Safe World. One such agent had
dready cost him—dearly.

It would not happen again.

"What reason do you have to sabotage the work of this research team?' Kamele demanded.

Orkan Hafley gave an amused shrug. "My dear Kamele, you're overwrought. A smple error—"

"Not quite so smple,” Ableinterrupted, raising her datapad. " There are three volumes here which are
marked as having been ordered in. When they did not arrive | put it down to the ingptness of our
research assstant, and there are other things, after al, on my list to console me."

"I havefour," Crowley said, "in amilar gate. | blamed mysdf, for hastiness begets error.”

"I have one," Kamele said, looking to Hafley. ™Y ou have been busy, Chair, but why?*

"Professor Crowley said it himsalf—haste begets error,” Hafley said. " Furthermore, age contributes
to apoor memory. All of us have been working long hours and deegping very little. I'll admit that | made
oneerror of placement—which Kamel e recovered! All'swell that endswell, with the agreement of my
colleagues™

Kameeturnedto Able.

"The volumes you thought you had requested,” she said urgently. "Request them again.”

"Certainly, Sub-Chair." She rose and walked over to the wall-mounted datapad.

"Kamde, redly—"

"It has been apparent for sometime,” Crowley interrupted, "that this project has not enjoyed Chair
Hafley'sfull support. My report to the Directorswill reflect this, noting in particular her willingnessto
place thisvitd research into the hands of scholars unknown to us, either by reputation or by name. This
incident will also be documented. | suspect that the Directors—"

"I suspect that the Directors will know how to take such areport,” Hafley interrupted in her turn.
"Elderly maesare wdl-known to suffer moments of delusion. Had | the staffing of thisteam, we should
have had Beltaire hersdf, whatever she may have pretended about her health. This project demanded the
weight that only such an august and senior aresearcher could lend to it. Admin chose to override me, but
they will not allow areport that is clearly nothing more than awork of spite to pass upward to the
Directors."

"|—" Kamele begin, and went back a step when the older woman turned to her.



"You!" she said sternly, and shook her head. "1 tried to groom you, Kamele, but you would not learn.
Y ou're ambitious—alittle too much so, may | say? What sort of mother alows her desire to achieve
prominence to overrule her rightful concern for her daughter's safety? Anything might happen at that
school—Meélchizaisn't a Safe World, you know! Who can tell but that you might find that shesbeen . . .
harmed in some way; changed out of recognition? But you counted the possible cost to Theo too small to
consider, and here you are, incommunicado, unable to protect your child—your most important duty!
Small wonder you're fabricating threets out of thin air! The guilt, Kamele, that you must—"

"| have anotation on my request, Sub-Chair," Able said from her position at the datapad.

Kameletook abreath. "What isit?' Her voice was steady.

"It saysthose volumes are no longer available to us.™

Kamele took another breath and met Hafley's hard blue eyes.

"Not just one error, Chair Hafley," she said, and turned to the remaining members of the team.

"Compareligts, seeif there is a pattern to the volumes we weren't allowed to see. When Solmin
comesin next, wewill ask him to escort Chair Hafley to the dormitory and confine her there."

"Excdlent,” Crowley said. Able nodded.

"Inthe meantime," Kamelelooked back to Hafley, fedling the quiver of horror in her somach.
Clyburn, shethought, whose mother is high in Administration. Who could have had Theo placed
well in the Transit School . . .

"Inthe meantime," she repeated, and her voice was breathless now. "I want to know what you've
doneto my daughter.”

Theo extended her leg, carefully, and danced Module One in dow-time, like Phoba had shown her.

"Stretching's good for your muscles and your reactions,” she'd said. " Sow stretching's good for
bruises.

She suredid have bruises, though nothing as startling as Initha, who'd gotten hersdlf atruly
spectacular black eye when sheld migudged the angle of bounce. All of them had contact burns, though
only Frumad gotten anything broken. His hand, of course, and he'd been sent to the infirmary when
Inspector Vidige broke up the game. The rest of them had been sent to clean up for dinner, without even
amention that they might've been playing alittle too rough.

At lights out, Theo had been feding alittle ftiff. At wake-up, sheld been feding alot iff. Sheld
gotten carefully out of bed, done some basic stretches and hobbled down to breakfast, where sheld
found the rest of the crew, just as iff. Inithald nodded her to a place across from her and then they'd
walked to classtogether, settling carefully into their solo seats.

It was free study now, and standing was permitted. Theo figured that meant menfri'at, too, aslong
as shedidn't get too energetic.

Not much chance of that.

She did into Module Two, aware that someone was moving on her right. Turning her head, she saw
Inithaand, beyond her, Robit, and Stan, earrings chiming softly, asthey al danced dow-time.

"Good idea," Inithasaid.
"Good game," Stan added.
"It was," Theo said, and flowed into the next step.



Thirty-Eight

Melchiza
City of Treasures

A comparison of those volumes that Hafley had returned before they'd been used seemed to indicate
that she had been opportunistic in her sabotage, rather than deliberate.

Smdl comfort there.

Kamele's request that she be allowed to contact the Transit School had been denied by a
stone-faced Solmin. He understood, he said, that the professor's daughter might stand at risk. He
understood that amother might feel concern—even grave concern. He could not, however, alow the
professor to call, though she could of coursetrave to the Trangt School in the company of her assigned
Chaperon. If she choseto leave, she could not return to the archives for aperiod of one Melchizan year.
Those were the rules. He was sorry, but he was certain that the professor understood.

Kamele understood.

"Perhaps Chaperon Gidis could be dispatched to the Transit School with amessage?’ she asked.
Solmin frowned. "I will inquire of Director Pikelmin,” he said augterely.

"Thank you," Kamele said, around the needle of dread lodged in her heart. "I appreciate your effort.”
But whatever effort Solmin did or did not put forth, it hardly mattered.

Scrutiny of thelist of texts that remained unexamined, excepting those that Hafley had returned,
reved ed that the task was very nearly two-thirds completed. The reputable remaining members of the
research team redoubled their own efforts, and insgde of aday they were done.

"Rlot Waltley."

Theo blinked out of her self-test and looked up into Inspector Vidige'sfrown.

"Inspector?!

"Please shut down here, Pilot, collect your belongings from your dorm and be at Entry Port Threein .
.." Sheglanced down at the notein her hand. . . . in one-quarter interva.”

"Y es, Ingpector,” Theo said, her fingers aready busy with the shutdown sequence. Shelooked up
again, decided that the frown didn't look particularly forbidding, and ventured a question.

"Wheream | going, please, maam?"
"I'm informed that abuswill be arriving to take you to the Visitors Center, Pilot." Sheraised her
eyebrows, and said, with emphasis, " Soon.”

"Wadll, there you are, Clyburn!" Orkan Hafley settled into the seat next to her onagrata and patted



hisknee. "Did you have a pleasant visit with your mother?"

"We had moreto talk about than I'd thought,” Clyburn said asthe rest of the team filed into the bus
and chose seats. "Thank you, Orkan.”

"Y ou're very welcome, my dear. I'm glad | could do you thislittle kindness."

Kamele did into a seat near the exit door, her shoulder againgt the window. Able, who had entered
the bus behind her, hesitated asif she might chose the aide seat. Kamee turned her head aside. Able
moved on.

"And how did your businessgo?' Clyburn asked Hafley.

"It started well," she said. "Unfortunately, Kamele took it upon herself to accuse me of dishonesty,
and Crowley of withholding my approval for the team's mandate—asif | would have put myself to the
consderableinconvenience of traveling to Mechizaif | disapproved—but you know what old men are,
dear! If you find me more rested than the mgority of the team, it's because my generous colleagues
evicted me from the study room for the last two days while they labored, and so | was able to catch up
onmy deep.”

"Professors, professora, gir!” Gidis called, legping up the stairsinto the passenger compartment.

"Y our businessiswell-concluded, eh? We go now, immediately, to take the mamzelle up from school.
From there, we go by directest route to the Visitors Center. | will guide you to the Departure Lounge
and log you in with the desk there—my last task as your eder brother! Once you are logged, you may
leave the lounge only as part of the group ascending to Melchiza Station. On-gation, station rule applies
until you are once again aboard valiant Vashtara, and safely on your way home to Delgado! Keep your
badges with you. Listen to your elder brother! Keep your badges with you whileyou arein Mechizen
space. Once you are aboard Vashtara, you may dispose of them. Are there questions?!

Therewere not.

"Good!" Gidissaid. "Weare d| informed. In amoment, the driver engages the route. Our scheduleis
close, so therewill be no timeto tour the school facilities, as Professora Waitley had hoped. Perhaps
upon your next vist to Melchiza, en?' Heleaned over Kamele's seat and grinned at her.

She managed asmile. "That would be pleasant,” she said, and he spun away toward the driver's
compartment.

"It seems odd that Kamele would have accused you of dishonesty.” Clyburn'svoice wasloud in the
absence of Gidis. "After dl, she's sub-chair, subordinate to you, Orkan.”

"Wdl! We must make her some alowance. She belatedly realized that she had some reason to be
concerned about her daughter's safety. Naturally, she should have thought about that before rashly
refusng—but there! 1t's no more than mother's nerves, I'm sure, and it will be found that Theo took no
harm, and is returned to us calm and biddable.”

Calm and biddable, thought Kamele, dry-mouthed. The buslurched dightly and began to move.
The Treasure House fell rapidly behind them as Kamele stared at the window, seeing instead into
memoary.

Sherecdled Theo high over her head, dancing with Win Ton yo'Vaa; Theo playing in the
change-field on Vashtara; Theo, her hands busy with needle and thread; Jen Sar and Theo, dark head
bent over light, reading a book together . . .

Isthis how a Scholar of Delgado behaves? she asked hersdlf, blinking damp eyes. Does she put
everything—even the life of her child—behind her scholarship? If Theo. . .

But if Theo had taken harm, what could she do, beside gather her child close and take her safely
home?

"RAlot Waitley."
Theo stopped on the threshold of her dorm room, blinking at Pilot Arman and another man in ablue



shirt.
"Sir?' she said experimentally. "I'm supposed to get down to Port Three, right now."
"Exactly,” sad Pilot Arman. "We are your escort.”

"Please," the other man said. He stepped to one Side, clearing her route, hisfingersflickering a
command to Move quick! Ship waits for no one!

Sherenewed her grip on her bag and moved, quickly, the two men faling in behind her.
"Why an escort?' she asked over her shoulder.

"A smdl demongtration,” Pilot Arman answered as they rounded the corner and headed for the
'vator, "for the benefit of those who would endanger pilots.”

Theo punched the cal-button, and spun. "Am | .. . in danger?’ she demanded.
The nameess blue shirt shook his head.
"Asl sad," Pilot Arman amplified, "ademongration only."

Behind her the 'vator door shusshhhed open. Theo put hersdlf into the rear corner, her bag in front
of her. The two security men stood with their backs to her, one on each side of the door.

"Thereisonething that wewould like you to recall, Pilot Waitley," the nameessone said.

"What'sthat?"

"Only that Melchizavaues pilots, asyou saw. If you should wish to continue your education with us,
and join the M chizan Pilot Corps, you will find us most receptive. I'd advise you to retain your badge; it

will make regpplication smpler, though of course you may use Pilot Arman and Ingpector Vidige as
references.”

Theo fdt her right eyebrow twitch upward. "How long isthis offer good for?' she asked. "With dl the
students that must come through here, they're—the pilots aren't going to remember mefor very long.”

The 'vator cameto a halt. The doors sighed open.
"Oh, welll remember you," Filot Arman said, stepping out into the hall. "Never doulbt that."

The bus pulled into the ramp, dowing only dightly. It dowed again asit negotiated the turn designated
as"To Entry Port Three," and dmost immediately thereafter siopped.

The door did open, and Kamele lurched to her feet.
"Stop!" ydled Gidis, snatching a her arm. "The schedule!”

Kamee ducked, flying down the ramp to the inhogpitable ‘crete platform. A blast of oil-tainted wind
hit her aslanded, stripping the pins out of her hair. She shook her head, hair whipping out of her eyes,
and there, coming toward her—

A woman walked toward her, pale hair floating on the breeze, her steps firm and her shoulderslevd.
There was a green tag affixed to her red jacket, and she pulled a bag behind her. Two men in blue shirts
flanked her, following arespectful two stepsto the rear.

"Theo?' Kamee whispered. Then, louder. "Theo!"

Maybe sheran the few steps to meet her; maybe her daughter ran, too. Kamele folded the thin body
into her arms and rested her cheek againgt the warm hair.

"Theo," shewhispered. "Areyou all right?'

"I'mfine," Theo said, matter-of-fact. She took a step back and Kamele reluctantly let her go,
searching her face—there was a scrape along her right cheek, but her eyes were steady and her attention
shap.

"Areyou dl right?' Theo asked. "Y ou look—are you crying?'

"A little," Kamele admitted. "It's been—are you certain youre dl right?*



"The pilot has taken no harm while she was under our care,” the man with the beaked nose said. The
sde of hismouth twitched. "Except for what might be expected, from aparticularly vigorous game of
bowli ball."

"Pilot?" Kamele asked, just as Gidis pounded up to them.

"Professoral” the Chaperon cried. "Mamzdlle! | beg you both—the schedule! Thereisno time—"

"Thereistime enough for the pilot's mother to assure hersdlf that al iswell,” the beaked nose man
sad gernly.

Gidisblinked. "Pi—pilot?" he ssammered, and stared at Theo, his mustaches drooping even more
than usud.

"Forgive, Sr, but the mamzelle wasissued the pink badge.”

"She wasissued the pink badgein error,” the other man said, and raised his hand. "Administration

has since corrected itsalf." He nodded to Gidis. "It's good you came down, Chaperon. Y ou will of course
seetoit that Pilot Waitley is accorded every courtesy while sheisin your care.”

"But of course—how else! | say to her from thefirgt, | am your elder brother. | protect you and
guard you. Leavedl tome."

"That'swell, then," Beak Nose said. He bowed to Kamele, iffly, from the waist. " Professor
Waitley, it'san honor to meet the pilot's mother.”

"WEélI clear the busfor quick routing,” the other man said to Gidis. "Deliver the pilot safely,
Chaperon.”

"All of them—every onel” Gidis swore, and turned, snatching a Theo's bag. She stepped sideway's,
avoiding him esslly.

"I'll takeit," she said. She glanced at the two men.

"Thank you, Pilot Arman. .. gr."

"Our pleasure, pilot.”

Kamele was scared, Theo thought, asthey followed Gidis up the ramp and found their seat. Theo
dung her bag into the overhead and looked around.

"Hi, Professor Able—Professor Crowley.”

"Good afternoon, Theo," Professor Crowley said, and hisvoice sounded odd, like he wasn't sureif
he ought to be laughing or crying.

"Theo," Professor Able said. "Y ou're looking well."

"lsn't she?" cried Professor Hafley. "What did | tell you, Kamele! There was no reason &t all to take
such afoolish pet. The child's perfectly fine, if alittle. . . grubby.”

Theo turned to look at her, and surprised aglare on Clyburn's usualy vacuous face.

"Somebody gave Theo apilot'sbadge," he said, glare melting into amocking grin. "lsn't that cute?”

It waslate. Hed taken to working late a his officein the Wall. The house, despite the efforts of the
feline contingent, was alittletoo . . . quiet of late. A house ought to be occupied, if one bothered with
such thingsat dl, and if on occason afull house seemed rather too full, well . . . that waswhy ederly
housefathers maintained a private study with adoor that locked.

"Eidolon, | better see sometrim in velocity before you hit station-space.” The perpetudly annoyed
voice of the station master issued from the Orbital Traffic Scanner he had ingtalled in thetiny office. It
made the place much more homelike, especidly in the late hours.

Vashtara will be casting off from Melchiza Sation soon, Adlianaoffered from the largely empty
property inside hisskull.



"Indeed it will, and we no closer to having our bit finished with than we were at the beginning.”

You did speak with the Chapelia symbol-bearer, she pointed out.

"Much good it did me, or Kamele," he groused, and shook hishead. "I'll tdll youwhat it is, Adliana;
I've gotten old.”

Not so very old, she said quietly; and you bear it for both of us.

"Ill-temperedly he bearsit, but bear it he does. Do you ever think, Adlliana, that we might have
chosen another path to Balance?'

We might have done, but see what we should have missed!
Helaughed.
"Thereisthat aspect of the matter. Well."

He stood, stretching carefully, then moving afew light steps down the tiny room. By the time he had
waltzed between the rowdy chairsto the door, he was feding positively rgjuvenated.

"I think we must accept that the symbol-bearer has decided that it would be far smpler to dlow
complexity to strangle upon its own woven strands. If we areto aid Kamele's cause, we must take the
assault to the Tower ourselves.”

Have we a name? Adlianaasked. A direction?
"Theréstherub," he admitted, walking back to his desk.

"We mugt, | suppose, inquire of the Serpent. | had not done so previoudy for fear of showing our
hand. However, the time may have come for desperate—"

A chime sounded, heartbreakingly pure against the chatter from the OTS.

It'slate, Adlianasad, for visitors.

"ltis intit?"

Plucking the Gallowglass cane up from its lean againgt the wall, he crossed to the door.

Hetook abreath, feet firm, knees flexed—and tapped the plate.

The door did open.

One of the Chapelia stood before him, at a guess, quite young. She was scarcely tdler than he was.
"Oneanswers," he said, keeping hisvoice soft despite his heart's aorupt, foolish racing.

"Oneissent,” the sexless one-voice replied. " The man who opens this door isto accompany this one
to aplace.” Sheraised her hand and drew asign in the air, recognizable as that belonging to the
symbol-bearer he had spoken with.

"One understands and is ready to obey—" He sketched the sgninthe air "—immediately."
Backup? Adliana demanded, as he stepped out in the hall, the door to his office closing behind him.
At long last, the game was afoot.



Thirty-Nine

M elchiza Station

"Nothing to declare?"

"Bored" didn't begin to describe the attitude of the pre-boarding custom's monitor. Theo couldn't
exactly blame her, since her job was to watch the luggage go by her on abelt. She did touch some bags
lightly with awand; others, she didn't touch at al, but merdly stared at the scans set into the table before
her.

Some bags, she pulled off the belt and inspected minutely.

Kamel€'s bag went through without a question. She nodded a Theo and moved to the dideway to
the boarding lounge as her luggage went el sewhere. Theo breathed asigh of relief. They hadn't had a
chanceyet to talk in private, but she was glad to see that Kamele was caming down. Sheld been jittery
until the bus had gotten to the Visitors Center, and had clutched Theo's hand tight while they waited in
linefor the shuttle. Now, though, it looked like Theo was going to get alittle space to breathe,

"Shidding on this, Sir?' the monitor asked Professor Crowley.

"Vacuum and particle safe," he admitted, raising his hands. "It's been with me since my first trip to
high camp when | was an undergraduate. We. . ."

But the monitor was bored again. She used the wand, and passed the old bag on.

"Nothing to declare?"
A pause.
"Nothing to declare, Rilot?'

That tone more than the words grabbed Theo's attention—she hadn't redlized that Professor
Crowley's luggage was through aready; sheld been so busy thinking about Kamele and what couldve
happened—and there was the Professor, aready on the dideway.

"Nothing to declare," Theo assured the monitor.

Thewoman glanced down at her read-outs, stiffened and directed afrown at Theo.
"Please open.”

Theo raised her glanceto the ceiling and sighed.

"The job must get done," the woman said, dmost daring areply . . .

Theo worked the dua combo and opened the duffel, the woman spread it half open on the counter
and wanded it. When the wand beeped she looked not at al startled, but reached into the nestly rolled
and folded clothes, pushed aside the traveling school book in its protective envel ope, and pulled out the
bowli ball.

"That'smine," Theo began—



"Yes, Filot, but it isnot properly shielded.” The monitor reached bel ow the counter and pulled out a
slver bag, which she passed to Theo. "If you please, Pilot.”

Biting her lip, feding theline growing long behind her, Theo dipped the bdl into the bag and seded
it.

"Thank you," the monitor said. "Please close your bag.”

Shedid so, hastily. The woman produced a green card like the one Theo wore on her jacket and
dapped it on the duffe'sside.

"Thetag marksthisout asapilot'sluggage,” she sad. "Y ou may enter the passenger lounge a will.
The Rilots Lounge on leve threeisreserved for active pilotsjust in or out, and their guests, please don't
grain theregs. Have apleasant journey.”

She turned aside and Theo hurried away, biting her lip.
"Anything to declare?' the monitor asked the next passenger.

"Kamele, I'd liketo go for awalk," Theo said. "Just around the duty-free. I—"

Her mother glanced up from the datapad she'd been studying and |ooked around the lounge. It was,
in Theo's opinion, aboring space, mostly full of chairs, infoscreens, and nervous people. Beyond it, the
Concourse glittered; the stuff in the shops was 'way too expensive, she knew, just like on Vashtara, but
it was interesting to look in the windows.

"| think we could both useawalk,” Kamele said, dipping the '‘pad away. "If you'd care for some
company?"

Theo thought about being annoyed. Then she remembered how upset Kamele had been, and smiled.

"Company would be good,” she said.

They'd window-shopped haf of onelong side of the duty-free shops, taking their time, and pointing
out especialy absurd pricesto each other. Theo's recollection had been wrong; the duty-free shopson
Meél chiza Station charged even more for everyday items than the shops aboard Vashtara.

Shelet Kamele get awindow ahead of her while she lingered over adisplay of "athletic equipment,”
including foam-core boomerangs, ping-pong paddles, and—there! Nestled in back among arow of
ordinary throwing spheres was abowli ball. Theo tapped the window for more information, and gasped
when the price came up.

Hastily, she tapped the pop-up away, and shook her head. It was agood thing Kamele didn't know
how much the bowli ball had cost, or sheld have never let Theo keep it. 'Course, Kamele thought bowli
balsweretoys.

Shaking her head, Theo moved on, dancing aside as awoman in aleather jacket came out of the
athletic equipment store.

"Sorry!" The woman said, shaking black hair out of her face.

"Phoba!" Theo cried gladly.

The pilot grinned. "Theo! Hey, look at that!" She extended a hand and stroked the green badge.
"Fast work."

"They even call sudents'pilot’ a the Trangit School,” Theo said, face hegting.

"No," Phobai said, "they only cal some students pilot in the Transit School." She touched Theo's
cheek lightly. "Get into afight?"

"No, abowli bal game."

"Hah! Did you drop it?'

"¢'Course not!"



Phobai laughed.

"Theo?' Kamele had noticed she was gone. Theo grabbed Phobai's hand and turned her around.

"Phobai, thisismy mother, Kamele Waitley. Kamele, thisis Phobai Murchinson, she's one of the
pilotson Vashtara. We played bowli ball together and practiced dance—"

"And afine dancer sheis, your Theo!" Phobai said with agrin. She held out her hand and Kamele
took it with asmile.

"I'm aways glad to meet Theo's friends—and her teacherdl” she said.

"Not ateacher; Theo was born knowing the moves. All | do isremind her." Sheturned to Theo. "Do
you want in on bowli ball? Cordrey's on opposite shift thisfirst leg, but weve got Len, Joadin, and Truitt
for sure, and maybe Vaince and Jorj. Y ou're welcometo play.”

"I'dlikethat,” Theo said. "Text methetime and room?' Shebit her lip, redizing that she should have
asked before—but a glance to the side showed Kamele amiling softly.

"Sure," Phobai said to Theo. "Are you shopping? Let'swalk together. I've got some other thingsto
pick up before they call crew back."”

The three of them turned and walked down the row of shops, Theo making sure that the
walk-crowders didn't push Kamele. Phobai looked at her from benegth her black lashes.

"Taking up some extra space, aren't you?"'

Theo blinked, remembering Initha's swagger.

"Am|?' she asked, stricken. "l just—"

"Nothing wrong withit," Phobai said quickly. "It'sjust anew look for you. Y ou'reright, too; in this
crowd you've got to walk wide or get crushed! Here's my next stop, and then I've got to run for the
gate." She smiled. "Professor Waitley, it was good to meet you. Theo—I'll see you soon!™

She vanished into ashop displaying three digphanous articles—lingerie, Theo thought, though with a
bewildering amount of laces and other fasteners—

"Let'swak over thisway," Kamee said, interrupting any further study of the shop'sdisplay. "I'd like
to check the departure times."

Theo shook her head, trying to get her hair out of her eyes. Something about the change in pressure
in the glass airlocks, or maybe it was the change in air source. The breeze had been sudden and cold,;
likely it was used to help keep the grounder dirt and bugs someplace other than in the station's air supply.

Now that she could see again, she was faced with awall of chronometers keeping a dozen times, just
likeon Vashtara, though Mée chizaloca time was displayed where Vashtara had displayed Standard
Time

Undernegth the clocks were infoscreens digplaying the names and departure/arriva times of incoming
and outgoing ships. Vashtara was comfortably listed right next to Melchiza Station; the notes stating that
it was gill debarking passengersto other lounges. Phobai must've gotten off-ship as soon asit docked,
Theo thought.

According to the 'screen, they'd be boarding around the time that Theo had gotten used to thinking of
aslunch time. She reached to her jacket pocket, where her three day's eating money rode, and said a
word sheld heard Win Ton mutter upon certain occasions.

"What isit?' Kamele asked, asignorant of the meaning of the word as Theo was, and happily
without the benefit of itsusein context.

"I've till got the datapad with my math remedidsl™ She pulled it out of her pocket.

"Wemudt return it," Kamele said briskly and looked around her. "There!" She pointed to asign that
sad Shuttles and Private. "WEell giveit to the shuttle captain; he can take it back to the Visitors Center
the next time he has afare, and the Visitors Center can send it back to the Transit School.”



It certainly sounded like agood plan. Theo fell in besde Kamele.

The glitter and noise of the shopping district quickly disappeared. Also, the warmth. Theo wasglad
of her jacket and wished she'd brought an extra sweater. They passed a couple of peoplein coveralls
with "Melchiza Station" stenciled on the breast, and afew pilots, leather jackets fastened close.

The corridor curved; and ahead of them were two more people. A male pilot, pulling luggage or
last-minute stores, walking dowly with someone who was patently not apilot. Her hair was dightly
askew and she walked uncertainly, like shed wandered into a change zone once and did not ever wish to
repeet the experience.

The pilot had one hand around the woman's arm, urging her on. He wasn't wearing aleather jacket,
but afringed one, like—

Theo blinked.

Clyburnisn't a pilot! shethought, and looked again.

Gone were the mincing steps and swaying hips, traded in for a pilot's smooth stride.
"What are they doing here?' Kamele exclaimed, and rushed forward, her voice sharp.
"Orkan Hafley, therés areview board waiting for you on Delgado!”

Clyburn dropped Professor Hafley's arm and spun, pilot fast, green tag shining through the fringe.
The expression on hisface reminded Theo of Fruma, right before he had thrown the bowli ball at her.

"Go away, Kamde," hesad, hishand going insde hisjacket.

Theo jumped.

She landed between Clyburn and Kamele, her hands out in defensive mode, her feet set firm.
"Don't!" she snapped.

Clyburn blinked, his hand moved—

"Theo!" Kamele cried, putting a hand on her shoulder. Theo twisted, but her balance was
destroyed—and Clyburn was running, and Professor Hafley with him, as best she could, suitcase
clatering after.

"Stop!" Kameecried.
Theo grabbed her arm. "L et them go!" she shouted.

Her mother turned and stared. "L et them go? Theo, Chair Hafley has committed an ethics violation
that endangers the entire university. She must come up before the review—"

""He was going to—to throw something at you!" Theo interrupted. "He was going to hurt you!"
Kameleblinked. "Surely not," she said, but her voice was uncertain.

Theo sighed.

"Let's get back tothemain hall," she said. "Y ou need to talk to your team.”

The child was admirably light of foot, and fleet, besides. Jen Sar followed & adistance, asan old
man might, though he dared to pause only once, where the hal was straight for alength that gave him
some hope of catching her again. He leaned lightly against the wall and reached into his pocket, bringing
forth asilken handkerchief, which he touched to histemples and upper lip before letting it fall negligently
to thefloor in his haste to catch up hisguide.

She kept scrupuloudy to the back halls and the service corridors. Possibly, the symbol-bearer had
meant thereby to confuse him; possibly, it was the only route the child knew. In neither case did their
direction dude him.

That their final destination must liein the Administration Tower was certain; such ascheme asthey
had uncovered would need an adminigtrator init, and alibrarian, too. He hardly thought it could be more
than two, and then the secret would have to be sealed with fear aswell as bribery.



His guide pushed the button to summon alift, lenses glinting as she turned her head away.

Jen Sar sghed lightly. It would, of course, be most eegantly smple, to ddiver him into the midst of
the congpirators, and let them each make of the other what they might. The symbol-bearer being no fool,
this was doubtless precisaly her intention.

It would, he thought, be interesting to see how that played out.

Forty

Vashtara
Mauve L evel
Stater oom
"Chaosdriven nidjit," Theo muttered, bent over the datapad that hadn't gotten sent back to the

Trangt School, after al. Sheld sent amessage down to Pilot Arman viaMeél chiza Station's Public Comm,
asking how she could return it.

The answer had arrived before she'd gotten back to the boarding lounge.
Consider it a gift, Pilot, with my compliments. Arman.
Which was great—or not, depending on the results of the most recent self-test.

"Why can't you figure this stuff out?" she asked hersdlf, tapping the screen and glaring down &t the
latest troublesome set of equations.

Kamele, curled into the double-chair while she worked on the report about how the research team
had managed to misplace Chair Hafley in trangt, looked up, and murmured, "1'm sorry?"

Theo glanced up warily.

"Nothing, sorry. It's about this math.”

"Math?' Kamele repeated. "Y ou can't be doing math, again, can you?"'
Theo pushed the datapad forward.

"Yes, | can. I'm behind."

Kamelerose.

"Let me seethat. Why don't you go to the Atrium and ask them to give you one of those
cheesecakesfor usto share? Thewalk will sharpen you up!”

"Here," hisguide said abruptly. She pressed the plate and turned away before the door was wholly
open, walking back the way they had come.

Jen Sar watched her round the corner of the hallway, then stepped through the door and into afoyer.



Turning quickly, he tapped the manua override, and eased the door dong itstrack until it was almost
closed.

"That must be the Chapdial" awoman'svoice said sharply from the room beyond. "Comein, come
inl Yourelatel"

Jen Sar took a breath, renewed his grip on his cane and waked forward.

Tandra Skilings—the other name he had recognized on the Serpent's list—saw him first; her reaction
amixture of anger and dishelief.

"Kiladi, what are you doing here? Leave a once!"

"Alas," he said softly, bowing asthe othersturned to stare a him. "1 comein the place of the
symbol-bearer, who | deduce has. . . decided on the part of smplicity.”

"Whoisthat?' awoman he did not recognize demanded. She wore a Director's coat, but she held
hersalf more like afighter than an academic. Her right hand was in the pocket of her jacket, afact he
observed with sorrow.

"I am Jen Sar Kiladi, Professor of Culturd Linguigtics” he said gently. "And you are, perhaps, the
off-world agent responsible for ateration of certain library records? | hope that you may be; | had
particularly wished to make your acquaintance.”

The fase director looked to Skilings, then to Sub-Chancellor Kylin, standing tiff with darm at her
right hand. "Weve made sgnificant progress; we cannot alow our effortsto be nullified by one ederly
professor.”

She pulled her hand out of her pocket. As he had suspected, she held agun.

"Theo, how did this happen?'
Kamele was standing when she returned, datapad in hand.
"I'manidj?' Theo asked, putting the dainty box with its pretty blue bow on the table.

Kamele shook her head. "I used my override for your school book," she said. "It reports that your
math scores are higher than average for your learning group. So much higher, in fact, that it has placed
you in an accelerated learning program. This—" She shook the datapad, "shows mealist of failed
sdf-tests, multiple re-tests and produces a statement that the student requires remediation.”

"I'manidj," Theo sad.

"Theo..." Kande sad dangeroudy. "If you have any insight into why theres such awide gepinthe
results reported by these two programs, | would very much liketo hear it."

"| think it's because that—" she touched the datapad Kamde il held, "is piloting math. Filot
Arman said my scores were low—and tutor! She couldn't believe I'd never had any of this material. She
said it wasbasic!" Theo smiled, mouth crooked. "At least | got to understand how Bek feels about math,
ingenerd. But, | had to catch up. It'sjust that it'sbeing . . ." Shefrowned, looking down at the sculpted
mauve carpeting. . . . achdlenge.”

Therewasasmdl pause. ™Y our friend Win Ton told me that you relish achdlenge.”

"Wadll, | do. | guess. But | liketo fed like I'm making some progress! ™

"I see" Kamele put the datapad next to the school book and went over to the hospitality unit.
Silently, she drew acup of coffee and a cup of teaand brought them over to the table.

"Sit," she said, placing the cups.

Theo sat. Hospitality teawas pretty good. Not as good as fresh-made, but drinkable. She
wondered, idly, if the university could afford to upgrade the kafsin the Wall to hospitdity units. . .

Kamel e finished decanting the cheesecake. She handed Theo afork and took the other for herself.

"Eat," shesad. "It ssemsto meyou've earned this."



Theo needed no more encouragement to enjoy cheesecake. Kamele, though, wasn't eating.

Theo put her fork down and looked at Kamele, seeing her fingerstwitch, aimost asif there were
something she needed to say in hand-talk, or asif, asif her fingers wanted shout outinsong.. . .

Kamele closed her eyes.
"Theo, | haven't been ableto tell you . . . there hasn't redly been enoughtime. . ."

Watching the hands again, hearing the nondirection in the voice, Theo redlized what she did see:
Kamele was nervous!

"Theo," Kamele started once more, moving both hands forward with aflick, like she was passing a
ball so someone else could score. . . .

"I want to tell you how proud | am of you," and now her voice was strong, her hands cam. "Thistrip
has been so busy, and I've been too much involved in the things | need to do. Necessity. | was
concerned—many times—that you were in over your head, and that | was."

She paused for asip of her coffee. Theo waited, wondering what this had to do with failing math.

"Thistrip, you haven't acted like the—the person Marjene claimed you were, full of accidentsand
immaturity. Y ou haven't been avoiding socid situations. Y ou've made friends. Y ou've studied, you've
grown so much. And | need to tell you, that I'm so very proud. I'm so pleased that Jen Sar suggested you
comewithme You..."

Theo sat up straight, cheesecake forgotten.

"Father what?'

Theo felt her hands demanding explain, even asthe words tumbled out of her mouth.
"Areyou telling methat Father wanted me to come with you? It was his idea?"
Kamele nodded; for some reason she seemed amused.

"l was going to leave you with him, since Ellawas. . . overcommitted. And asking anyone else: with
the complications of Marjene, and the hearing—I needed someone secure. And, well . . ."

Here Kamele paused, hands showing atouch of that hesitation again.

"Hewasright, Theo. | couldn't leave you on Delgado—it was too dangerous. He told me that what
you needed was to spread your wings.”

"Hetold me local custom demanded that | go with my mother!"

They stared a each other. Both began to laugh at the same moment.

"Theo, you know Jen Sar aways plays both sides against the middle!™

Theo nodded, recalling times that hed made her think something was her ideawhen surely it was his.

Shefdt her fingersflicker, and looked down, catching arepeated refrain: good plan, good plan,
good plan.

Kamele moved, visbly relaxing, her hands moving briskly, asif she swept crumbs off atable, or
finished with an idea. She glanced at the room's chronometer, and stretched.

"Maybe you'd better check with Phobai Murchinson about the timesfor bowli bal," shesaid. "You're
pushing too hard, Theo. Relax. Tomorrow, the next day, too—take some lectures. Pick acouple, and I'll
joinyou. Take afew days off from math.”

Theo looked hard into Kamele's face.
"But the scores. . ."
Kamele looked back, hard, and held up her hand, first finger extended.

"One," she said gternly. "Asateacher and ascholar | have noticed that, sometimes, the best one can
doisto not think about aknotty problem. Brains need rest and diversion. More often than not, when the
scholar returnsto her vexing problem, the solution is obvious. Two."



Shetipped her head to one side, like Coyster considering the merits of anew toy.

"Thisisthelast timel expect to do this" she said dowly. "I am invoking Parental Override. Y ou'reon
holiday. Go—do something else! Dance, turn somersaultsin the hallway, but no more math, not today
and not tomorrow. Y ou're on holiday!"

Jen Sar legpt Sdeways, rolling, meaning to get under the furniture and stay there until—

"Wait!" Kylin shouted, grabbing the outworlder'sarm. "What are you—we can't kill Kiladi!"

"Certainly we can, and mugt," the woman snapped, wrenching hersdlf free. "And if the Chapdliahave
withdrawn their support—"

"Why should they?" Skilings demanded. "The new order will be advantageousto them."

"The new order?' Ellaben Suzan asked loudly. "The new order where the university isin tattersand
knowledge is suspect?'

They strode into the room, Ella, Monit Appletorn, Emeritus Professor Beltaire, Technician Singh and
five Safeties, restraints adorning their belts.

"What isthe meaning of this?" Skilings demanded. " Since when can colleagues not enjoy the
company—"

"Maitter of public safety,” Appletorn interrupted. " Suspicion of intent to harm scholarship.”

"And that," Professor Beltaire said in her voice that sounded like a breeze moving over yellowed
paper, "isawegpon, Safeties. Please act according to your training.”

"And Jen Sar," Ellaadded. ™Y ou can come out from beneath the couch, now."

Forty-One

Delgado

Theo stepped forward to grab Kamel€e's case of f the conveyor belt, which she managed without
bumping into the woman with the inefficient, jabbing gestures, and no sense of balance. That woman
grabbed too soon, knocking her bag off the belt and dragging it against the direction of itsrollers, missng
running over Theo'sfeet by no effort of her own. Theo shook her head, scanning up the belt for her bag,
wincing when the ambient sound system cycled from music to the "Welcome to Delgado” message. Sheld
hardly been in the termina half an hour and she'd dready had that announcement by heart. If she heard it
much more—and it was, she thought glumly, certain that she would—maybe it would just fade into
background noise.

Maybe.
Somebody was too close to her left shoulder. Theo shifted and turned her head, finding one of the



numerous terminal "helpers' practicaly in her pocket. This onewas not quite as old as Professor
Crowley, and portly, the lavender smock with "helper” blazoned across the front stretched too tight over
his paunch.

"Confused, dear?' he asked with asmile. He pointed at the exit ramp, off to the left. "Now that you
have your baggage, you need to clear the area so that others can find theirs. Would you like meto help
you?"

She spotted her case, far up ill, riding down the dmost exact center of the belt. Theo settled herself
like shewould for a menfri‘at lunge.

"No, thank you," she said, keeping one eye on the target. "My mother asked meto get her casewhile
| was getting mine." Because, she added grumpily, Kamele had to say "one last word" to Professor
Crowley, like she was never going to see himagain, or something.

"Y our mother sent you to get two heavy cases all by yourself?' The helper, whose name, stitched in
red on the left shoulder of hisshirt, was"Hieri," demanded, sounding absolutdly horrified. Theo blinked.

"They're not heavy," she said, mildly, as her bag crept closer down the crowded belt.

"But youredone," heingsted.

Her case was amost within snatching distance. Theo rose dowly to the balls of her feet, leaned over
and snagged the handle, safely clearing the shoulder of aman so intent on rescuing his own luggage that
she doubted he even noticed she was there.

"Be careful!" Hieri yelled, but by that time Theo had put the bag down and had hit the button to
telescope the handle. She hooked the two bags together with the magtether, turned—

And found her way blocked by the gill-indignant Hieri. She stopped, her body dropping into the firdt,
centering, menfri‘at form before she had a chance to think.

Wait! shetold hersdlf, ddiberately rlaxing. He's only a busybody.

"I'm not alone," she said carefully. "My mother'sin the termind. I'm supposed to meet her a the
Soybean on thefirst level—" she made a show of looking over his head to the locd-time-and-westher
display—"right now."

Hieri took abresath so deep his paunch shuddered. "I," he said firmly, "will escort you."

She gstared at him, then shrugged. "If you want to, then you need to step back so | can get my bags
raling."

Grimly, hedid just that, and Theo stepped out briskly, bagsin tow, Hieri puffing at her side.

"Leaving achild donein thetermina isnot safety conscious!” he wheezed.

Theo looked a him. "Do you mean the terminal’s not safe?”

He colored and shook his head violently. "No! No, that's not what | mean at all. What | mean isthat

children wander off, get distracted. A mother should aways be with her child in this sort of crowded
and—and unregulated Stuation!”

"Oh." Theo thought about that as they went down the ramp to the first level. It seemed like the sort of
thing Marjene might ssy—wasit only sx Standard months ago? She glanced at the infoboard asthey
passed, noting the date—and noting it again. Six months, indeed!

"I'm not achild," she said to Hieri, which wasn't much of afib, sncetomorrow was her birthday.

Hieri peered at her asif he suspected her of playing an elaborate joke on him. "Have you had your
Gigneri?' he asked.

Theo's somach sank.

"No," she admitted. "I havent.”

"Then you're achild, and your mother should take better care of you!" he said triumphantly, and
dapped hasty fingersto hislips. "Not that your mother shouldn't take good care of you after you've had
your Gigneri, of course. | only meant—"



"There sheis,” Theo interrupted, nodding toward Kamele, standing by the info poleto theright of the
Soybean kiosk. "Y ou can go help somebody el se now."

"A proper escort,” Hieri said, sounding like he was quoting out of the hel per training manud, "finishes
the job properly.”

And s0 it was that Theo came up to Kamele, towing the two cases, and a puffing escort.

"Theo," Kamele sad, looking at Hieri in mild astonishment. "Thank you for fetching those! Professor
Crowley'sfriend met him just asthey had arranged, so he'swell on his—"

"Maam!" Hieri interrupted. Kamele raised her eyebrows, and suddenly extended her hand, her smile
amogt identical to Captain Cho'stoo-wide "public* smile.

"Helper, thank you for escorting my daughter! | do gppreciateit.” Shelet the smilefadealittleas
Hieri shook her hand, looking dightly bewildered.

"Have you acomment card?' she asked, and he nodded, eagerly producing theflat device from the
pocket of his smock.

"Thank you." Kameetook it, tapped in acode, and handed it back, ill smiling. "I do very much
gppreciate your trouble,” she said again.

"That'sal right,” Hieri said, blushing and nodding as he dipped the card back into his pocket.
"Thank you." He cast astern eye on Theo. "And you, young lady, don't you be afraid to ask for
assi stance from anybody wearing thisshirt." He puffed his chest out proudly. "We're hereto help!"

With that, he turned around and marched off, head swiveling back and forth, aready looking for
another victim.

Theo bit her lip and looked down at thefloor.

"Wdl," said Kamdein her norma voice, "that wasrddivdy panless.

Theo sputtered, and heard Kamele laugh, which made her laugh harder. The two of them were ill
laughing while they got Kamel€'s case transferred to her, and turned toward—

"Um, Kamele? Thelight rail station isthat way." Theo pointed at the map displayed on theinfo
termindl.

"Soitis," her mother said agreeably, but she kept on walking toward the exitsfor the hotel, mall, and
garege.

Theo shrugged and followed. After dl, shethought grumpily, it wasn't like Kamele had to tell her
anything.

The corridor to the mal branched off. Kamele kept walking. So, Theo thought, they were going to
the hotdl or to the garage. That wasinformation, though she still wondered why.

The crowd had thinned somewhat, but there were still more than enough people around, dressed in
bright holiday colors, waking noisily; calling back and forth to each other, therollers on their luggage
clacking acrossthe seamsin thefloor tiles.

And inthemidst of al the motion and noiss—aspot of . . . invighility.
Theo frowned, turning her head to track what her eye had passed over—

A pilot stood againgt the far wall, well out of the way of the busy rush of people, but perfectly
apparent, if you happened to be looking for him. His hands were folded quietly atop his cane; his stance
was balanced, but not quite . . . completely . . . relaxed.

He was watching Kamele, who was oblivious, turning her head thisway and that, watching the
crowd. He was being so quiet, Theo thought in sudden agony; Kamele was never going to see him! Not
that Kamele was stupid, or inadvertent, but she wasn't a pilot, and—Should | say something? Theo
thought frantically. But, if Father wanted them to—

Kamele paused. Chest tight, Theo looked at her face. She was smiling, and a quick glance showed
that Father was smiling, too, as he cut across the stream of noisy passengers with such an unhurried, lithe



grace that Theo wondered how she could ever have missed the obviousfact.
The pilot who raised me.
"Good afternoon,” he said, and at last heincluded Theo in hissmile,

"Father—" she said, meaning to tell him right then about Cho, and the card, and Melchiza, and
menfri‘at, and—but her throat got tight, and her eyes blurred and anyway Kamele wastaking.

"Good afternoon, Jen Sar," she said. Theo thought she meant to sound composed, but her voice was
shaking, just alittle,

The three of them were an obstruction in the flow of traffic, and while most people were advertant
enough to avoid them, they redlly should start moving again, apoint Father made by waving his cane
gently and turning to walk with them. Theo moved to the right, so he was between them, and jumped
when her bag was clipped by aman who swerved too late. He kept going without aword, apparently
obliviousto the contact, even though his case was spinning onitsrollers, trying to re-orient itsdlf.

Theo struggled briefly with her own case, muttering the word she had heard Win Ton use under her
bregth, and got the whedlsturned the right way.

"Travel isbroadening, | hear,” Father murmured, glancing at her with anironic quirk to his near
eyebrow.

Her face heated, but she met hiseyes. "'l learned lots of things," she said firmly.

"It could hardly have been otherwise. | shall hope to hear that the balance of your acquisitionsare
somewhat less. . . organic. . ."

Her lips parted.

"...inthefullnessof time" he continued. "At present, | suggest that we make dl hasteto gain the
garage, where by the greatest good fortune | happen to have acar waiting."

Theo eyed him. "Weve got too much stuff to fit in your car.”

"Do you think s0? | had thought we might put the contents into the boot and |eave the bags
themsalves for whoever might care to scavenge them.”

"That might work," Theo alowed, dead-pan. "But what about passengers?'

Father pointed awalking half-bow at Kamele. ™Y ou mother of course will ride in the passenger's
Seet, as befits her age and accomplishments.”

"And me? In the boot with the dirty laundry?'
"Theo." Helooked at her reproachfully. ™Y ou, of course, | would lash to the roof."

"That might work," Kamele said from his other side, in atone that Theo recognized as a duplicate of
her own.

"Not," she said to Kamele, across Father, "theway he drives.”

"Youreright," her mother said thoughtfully. "WEell stop in the mal and buy you asafety hedmet.”
Theo laughed, and Kamele did.

Father, meanwhile, solemnly used thetip of his caneto pressthe key for the elevator.

"What," Theo said, staring &t the hulking vehicle that took up two whole spacesin the garage, made
eventaller by the light dome onitsroof. It was painted an eye-scorching yellow that couldn't have missed
being rated a Hazard by the Safeties, and had two broad black stripes down each side. "Isit?’

"Well you should ask," Father said, opening the boot. "Precisdly, it isAndri Manderpon's vintage
restored Sunlight Taxicab.”

Kamele retracted the handle of her bag; he grabbed the swing-grip before she could, and gave her a
small amile. "l agreed to along list of conditionsin order to borrow this vehicle from my good friend
Andri, including aguarantee that | would not allow heavy objectsto be thrown willy-nilly into the boot."



He swung the bag up and over into the gaping maw, settling it with the barest thump, then turned, one
eyebrow raised dightly.

| see you, Theo signed the greeting one-handed, retracting the handle of her bag with the other.

Father bent and took hold of the strap, swinging Theo's casein to join Kamel€'s, and lowered the
hetch gently.

"Your carriage awaits," he murmured, dipping his hand under Kamee's ebow and guiding her to the
passenger side door. He opened it and bowed her inside. " Please fasten the straps. Another condition
upon which my friend was adamant.” He shut the door and turned, intercepting Theo as she reached for
the latch to the back door.

"My hand done," he murmured, popping the door. He inclined hishead. "If you please, Theo. And
do fasten the straps.”

She shook her head. "'l can't seeyou driving this."
"There are many thingsthat you have not seen, child,” he answered. "In, if you please.”

She dipped into her seat, and he closed the door behind her. Mindful, she sealed the finicky strapsas
Father did into the driver's seat, snapped his own restraints, and turned to Kamele.

"Where shall this humble driver be delighted to take you, Professor?!
Theo held her bregth.

"I would be pleased,” Kamele said serenely. "If you would take us home. | would liketo haveteain
the garden.”

Theo gasped, and raised her hand to hide the grin. In the front seet, she saw Father's shoulderslose
that tiny bit of tenson they'd been carrying. He tipped his head.

"Itiswdl, then?' he asked Kamdle.

"Aswell asit can be, consdering,” she answered and shook her head. "There's ameeting with the
Chancdllor and the Directors tomorrow evening.”

"Yes," Father said. "I have some bit of news regarding that, myself."
"Whichwewill talk about . . . later," Kamele said.

"Oh, indeed." He leaned forward to touch the starter button. The big car cameto life, its motor
quieter than Theo had expected, but decidedly louder than the mannered purr of Father's car.

They moved out of the parking space and into the exit lane. Theo leaned back in her seet, thinking.

Father had come to meet them, and brought a car big enough to accommodate them and their
luggage. He hadn't been sure, though, until Kamele.. . . But—she must have sent him atext, or—

"Theo," Father's voice broke into her increasingly confused thoughts, "I must beg that you not believe
everything you may hear of me."

Shelooked up and caught hiseyesin the rear view mirror.

"What did you do?" she asked, genuinely curious.

Father laughed, and eased the big yellow taxi on to the parkway. "The young today,” he said
conversationally to Kamele, "have so little respect for their elders.”



Forty-Two

Number Twelve L eafydale Place
Greensward-by-Efraim
Delgado

"I can't believe how big you've gotten!” Theo exclamed for maybe thefifth time.

Coyster yawned from his position in the center of her bed, and settled his chin on his paws.

She laughed and bent to her caseagain. "I know! | sound like five silly aunts! But it'sredlly good to
seeyou agan!”

Her closet was il in the apartment in the Wall, of course, but she was unpacking anyway—the stuff
from her bag would go into the chest of drawersjust finefor now.

Her roomwas so big! Closing the drawer, she spun dowly on her hed, surveying unlimited space.
Theroom was st to default—pale blue walls and darker floor—the old mobile spinning lazily in the
breeze from the vent, and the row of ragged storybooks providing the only splashes of color. She could,
she thought, put al her old pictures back up, pour thefish into the floor—meakeit dl just likeit had been,
before.

Later.

Now, she went over to the bed and stretched out next to Coyster, her arms folded under her head,
and her eyes haf-ditted. She thought about calling Lesset, but didn't move. Beside her, Coyster began to
knead, his purr punctuated by tiny popping sounds as his claws penetrated the quilt.

"I'm glad you're glad,” she murmured, and the volume of his purrsincreased.

They'd had teaand a cold luncheon in the garden, just the three of them, and they hadn't talked about
thetrip a dl, but listened to Father ramble on about the cats, and the new plantings hed madein the
garden, and hisfishing trip in the mountains near where Kamele's second-mother had been born—and it
had been . . . relaxing.

He was giving ustime to get our planet-legs, Theo thought drowsily. At some point Mandrin and
Coyster had joined them. Mandrin jumped onto Father's lap, but Coyster sat on the grass directly in front
of Theo, hisback to her, and his ears swiveled 'round so that he could hear her dightest move.

"Oof!" Theo said, jackknifing as Coyster stepped firmly on her ssomach. ™Y ou redlly have gotten
big!" She squooshed him down flat on her chest, giggling when hiswhiskerstickled her throat.

Kamele had promised not to keep Father long, though, of course, they had to "talk." Theo sighed.

"I'm going to befifteen years old tomorrow," shetold Coyster. "Delgadan years,” she added, just to
be clear. Coyster puffered apurr and stretched hisright front leg ‘'way out, so it was resting on her
shoulder and his paw wasin the air next to her ear.

She should write that to Win Ton—about being fifteen tomorrow. 'Course, he wouldn't get the | etter



for who knew how long, but sheld kind of gotten in the habit of writing to him on the way back—just
things sheld seen that she thought he might think were interesting, or funny, or—

There was atap at her door. Theo rolled, dumping Coyster unceremonioudy onto the bed, and
crossed the room to touch the plate.

The door did away to reved asmiling Kamele.
"Thank you, Theo," shesad. "Jen Sar'swaiting for you in hisoffice"

"Father," she said from the threshold of the room, while her fingers signed deliberately, Pilot.
He watched her face, not her hands, his own occupied with rubbing Mandrin's ears.
"Theo. Comein, child."

"Thank you," she said. Why was he ignoring her? Was she wrong? But, no, shetold hersdf asshe
didinto the chair next to his desk. She wasn't wrong.

"How do you find your room?" he asked, leaning back in his chair. Mandrin shook her head and
jumped down, hitting the starry floor with asolid thump.

"It fedshugel" she answered, and her fingers moved again: Pilot duty hereis.

His eyes on her face, Father shook his head dightly. "Theo, isthere areason that you are perdasting in
this?'

Maybe, she thought, heart snking, maybe she was wrong. She met hiseyesfirmly, folding her hands
tight on her lap.

"Yes" shesaid steadily, "thereis. | have acard from a—ascout and a pilot, she told me to say—to
be given to the pilot who trained me." Shetook a breath and forced hersdf to finish camly. "And if that's
not you, then | don't know who to giveit to."

Silence, followed by an dmost soundlesssigh.
"l see" he said, hisfingersflickering so nestly that she dmost missed, Duty accepted.

Relief knifed through her. She bit her lip and fished Cho's card out of her safe pocket, where sheld
kept it ever snce Melchiza

"Here"

Hedipped it out of her fingers—so quick, so sure! Theo shook her head again, mentdly chiding
hersdf for having been so blind.

"Why didn't you tell me?' she demanded.
"Tel youwhat?" he returned absently, turning the card over.
"That you're apilot. Does Kamele know?'

"Until now, it has not been pertinent to our relationship. Possibly she does, though it's conceivable
that | have not been entirely clear. Itis" he murmured, leaning over to dot the card into his computer, "so
difficult to be certain in these matters.”

"But why areyou here?’
"Toteach." Hisfingersflickered: Quiet incoming.

Theo bit her lip, watching the sde of hisface—which told her just about as much asit ever did. She
cameto her feet and moved to stand behind him so she could see the screen—uwhich did her no good at
al; it wasfilled with flowing lines of written Liaden.

"Do you read Liaden, Theo?'
"No," shesaid, sadly. "l was going to start learning, but | had to catch up my math, instead.”

"A difficult choice, | dlow. Well. Scout Captain Sig'Radia proposes you to me as ayoung person of
wit and promise, who has demonstrated both flexibility and strength of purpose. She therefore offers, if



your mother agrees and she does not offend loca custom, to stand as your sponsor.”

"My sponsor,” Theo repested blankly. She leaned over his shoulder, glaring at the screen asif she
could wring sense from the dien letters by sheer force of will. "My sponsor for what ?'

"I note that the good captain does not include ‘patience in her list of your many excdlencies,” Father
sad dryly. "To continue. Captain Sg'Radia, in her melant'i as Scout Pilot and Trainer, offers to sponsor
you to Anlingdin Filoting Academy on Eylot.”

Sponsor her! To apiloting academy! | want it! was her first thought. Her second, with aglance at
the starfield spinning beneath the study floor to steady herself, was more sobering.

"What does that mean—sponsor?* she asked. "What'sthe—" A sudden thought of Win Ton, tapping
his besker againgt hers—"What's the trade?"

"Ah." Father leaned back in his chair and looked up into her face. "Travd is broadening, indeed.”

"It'safar quettion,” shesad, frowning a him.

Heraised ahand, the old silver ring glinting on hisfinger. "Do not eat me! It isindeed afair question,
and well-asked." He nodded at the screen. " Captain Sg'Radia offers a paid scholarship for the first three
semesters—a full Standard year, you will gpprehend. If, at the end of that time, you have not placed in
the top thirty percent of your class, she will withdraw her support, without prejudice. There will be no

debt to repay. If you thereafter wish to continue pilot training at your own expense, you may of course do
0."

Thetop thirty percent? She couldn't remember atime when she hadn't been in the top five percent of
her class!

"Il doit," she said, somach fluttering.
Father inclined his head. "Y ou will, of course, need to bring your math scores up.”
Theo's scomach lurched. How could she have forgotten?

Father reached across his desk and picked up the datapad, tapping in aquick sequence. "Instructor's
override," he murmured and held the device out so that they could both contemplate the information
displayed.

"Theseare," he murmured, " perfectly good—even quite good—math scores for someone destined
for dmost any life-path except that of pilot. Pilots hold ship and passengersin their hands. Their math
must be nothing lessthan sublime.” He paused.

"Itisnot," he continued along moment later, in acarefully neutrd tone, "atrade at which everyone
excels—or atrade at which everyone can excdl. Itis. . . exciting. Exhilarating. Dangerous—in many
ways—and it often weighs heavy, for livesare not light.”

Theo looked at him doubtfully. ™Y ou sound like you—don't want meto try."

Herased an eyebrow. "Child, this choice rests with you."

Shebit her lip. "Did you . . . work . . . asapilot, Father?'

Hemight have sighed, very gently. "Yes."

"Was it—do you wish you hadn't?"

"Never in my blackest hour." He laughed softly. "What a poor advisor | am, to be surel”

"No," shesaid serioudy. "A bad advisor liesjust to keep somebody safe.” Shetook abreeth, but,
really, her mind had been made up the moment she had heard Captain Cho's offer.

"l want to go." she sad firmly.
"Go where?' Kamele asked from the doorway.

"How long, then,"” Kamee said, "to bring up those math scores?’
Father moved his shoulders. "I can tutor her, if you likeit. Or | might assst in choosing an



appropriate salf-study course. . ."

"Would you teach me?' Theo asked diffidently. It was|ate, and her head was heavy. Asfar asshe
was concerned, the decision was made, dl that was left were details. Kamele, though, seemed to want
every corner nalled down tonight.

They'd long since repaired to the common room, breaking once to rustle sandwiches, and again to
brew anew pot of tea.

"l will," Fether said, lifting an ironic eyebrow. "If you will endeavor to recdl that you desired meto do
0."

"I will," she promised him, and smiled when Coyster, adegp on her 1ap, rolled over on his head and
yawvned hugdly. "Redly."
"How long?' Kamele repested her question.

Father moved his shoulders. "If sheisan apt pupil, she may be ready to enter the lower class a
Anlingdin by the end of Delgado's current semester.”

Kamele nodded, eyes thoughtful, and sipped tea.
"Is Eylot aLiaden world?" she asked then, and Theo blinked. She hadn't even thought to ask that!

"Eylotiswhat is politey termed ‘an outworld' by proper Liadens" Father said. "Roughly, thereis
parity between the Liaden and Terran populations.”

"So | should learn Liaden, too,” Theo brokein, "beforel go."

"Y ou may wish to make abeginning, yes," Father said. "It's never amissto carry an extralanguage or
gx inone's pocket.”

"Consarvatively, then, Theo will remain on Delgado for at least Sx—Iloca—months" Kamele said.

"I bedievethat afar estimate, yes," Father murmured.

"Well, then." Sherose. "If you will both excuse mefor amoment . . ." Sheleft the room at abrisk
walk.

Theo yawned, belatedly raising ahand to cover her mouth. "Isthere any more tea?' she asked.
"A bit," Father answered. "We have drunk epic amounts, but | believe to good effect.”

Theo giggled deepily. "Would you pour me some more tea, please, Father?”!

"Certainly, Theo." He did so and handed her the cup.

Theo spped. It was the bottom of the pot, tepid, and absolutely delicious. She closed her eyesto
savor the astringent flavor—and opened them as Kamele's step sounded in the hall.

Her mother re-seated herself on the sofa next to Father, and put the dim packet tied with pink ribbon
on her lap.

"Theo," she sad, leaning dightly forward. "Today isyour fifteenth birthday."

"Today?" Theo sat up straighter, and looked over her shoulder at the clock. "Y ou mean tomor—"
But it was, so the clock told her, past midnight. She looked back to Kamele.

"Today," she agreed.

Her mother nodded. "Y ou are now digibleto celebrate your Gigneri and to be entrusted with the
tale of your grandmothers,” she said dowly. "If you will dlow meto advise you, | would suggest that you
chooseto have asmadll, privateritua in the old style at the earliest possible moment.” She tapped the
packet on her l1ap. "Thismorning, in fact."

Theo thought about that. If she had her Gigneri, shewould be abeginning adult, with increased
advantages—and responsibilities. She could, for instance, decide whether or not she needed a mentor.
Unless she was condemned as a public hazard, the safeties couldn't force her to do anything . . .

"| seethe advantages,” she said, her hand flat on Coyster's upturned belly. "But—'old styl€?"
It was Father who answered. "Y our First Pair would be put off until atime and place of your



choosing,” he murmured. "Fifty locd years ago, the mode was to cel ebrate the coming-of-age first, with
onesinaugura sexua encounter to be arranged by the beginning adult herself, taking such advice from
her elders as she deemed necessary.”

Theo blinked. "Well, that makes sense," she said, and wondered why Father |aughed.

"If it's acceptable to you, Theo," Kamee said serioudy. "We can celebrate your Gigneri right now.
Just thethree of us."

"With," Father added, "the appropriate announcement in the Scanda Sheet.”
Theo nodded, and gave Kameleaamile. "It's acceptable.”

"Good." Kamele stood, and Father did. Theo struggled briefly before she managed to push Coyster
off her lap, and stood, too.

Kamele held the packet out on the pams of her hands.

"Hereisthetde of those who went before," she said solemnly. ™Y ou are the sum and the totdl of us.
Wergoicein you, daughter, and are amazed.”

Theo swallowed in athroat gone suddenly tight; stepped forward and took the packet in both hands.

"l am humbled,” she said, and the phrase she had memorized as mere rote was suddenly, achingly
true. "1 am humbled before my ancestors, Mother, and will strive to do my best, in honor of those who
went before me.”

She stepped back, the packet still cradled in her hands. There was silence. Kamel€'s face was wet
with tears, through which Theo plainly saw pride, and love—and, yes, amazemen.

"Congratulations, Theo," Father said quietly. "I am proud that you are my daughter."”
—END—

Afterword

Daughter of the Thing that Swallowed Georgia
or...
Why This Book is Special
All books are specia. Writersinvest so extravagantly in their work—time, love, money, worry—how

can the result be anything other than special? To say that one story is more specia than another . . .
That'samatter of taste, redly.

So, when we say that Fledgling is something alittle out of the common way—special, ina
word—we're referring not so much to the story you've just read, but to the circumstances of its birth.

Fledgling isachild born of necessity, fostered onto the internet, and | eft to soar.
That it did. . . but were getting ahead of ourselves.



In December 2006, it became gpparent that our long-time publisher's " cash-flow problems,” had
impacted our household finances, and not in agood way. Our Situation was on the approach to dire, and
we were serioudy looking at having to live outdoors—not optimum in aMaine winter. We needed to do
something, fast, in order get that old cash flowing, and there's only one thing we realy know how to do—

Tdl sories

Therightsto the "main line" Liaden books rested with our publisher. But we had this character, this
off-the-beaten-universe story, this side book that we felt—not only confident that we could write, but
that it would be fun to write. Ghu knew, we needed alittle fun in our lives about then.

So, we announced to our readers on the internet that we would be starting a new project: We would
be writing the first draft of anove, live on the web. Wed post the first chapter on January 22, 2007.
Subsequent chapters would need to earn $300 in donations before the next was posted. Readers who
donated $25 or more would receive one copy of the dead tree edition of the nove, if it was ever
published.

Wefigured, you see, that we would start off strong, then donations would s ope avay, and wed be
posting a chapter every, oh, two or three weeks.

Before December was over, readers had funded ten chapters. By the time the first chapter was
posted, we were committed to writing twenty weekly episodesin the life and times of Theo Waitley.

But our readers did more than donate; they took an interest—in Theo, in her problems, in her
growing up, in thewriting, and in the Live Journa community crested to discuss the progress of the plot.
They nourished the story; encouraged the heroine like fond aunts and uncles, commiserated with her, and
loved her, with al her faults and foibles.

They gave Theo her wings, and they cheered when she soared.

In between it al, we had put aside enough of that flowing cash to print a paper edition of Fledgling
limited to those people who had donated $25 or more, through our own small publishing company, SRM
Publisher, Ltd.

By then, though, our former publisher had returned the rights to the mainline novels, and Baen Books
had expressed an interest in new Liaden materid.

So, we asked our agent to contact Baen, to seeif there wasinterest in publishing Fledgling for a
wider audience.

The answer was aresounding YES.

And that—all of that—iswhat makes thisbook special. What makesit . . . magicd, redly. Without
the eager participation of hundreds of readers, and a publisher'swillingnessto try something new, you
would never have met Theo.

Thereés more, though.

Not only did the readers nourish Theo, they nourished us; and the writing—well, weld thought it
would be fun, and it was. Maybe even alittle too much fun.

In January 2008, we commenced writing the second novel about Theo Waitley, Saltation. Watch
for it soon, from Baen Books.

Thank you—d| of you—so very much.
Sharon Lee and Steve Miller

WaervilleMane
January 1, 2009



