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L ocal Custom by Sharon Lee and Steve
Miller

I ntroduction to Local Custom by Anne M cCaffrey

Now and again one reads abook and, when finished, sighsthat it has ended and the magic of it isclosed
between the covers. One can often think, "Gee, | wish I'd written that." Or "Geg, if | could writelike
that." And "Goally, what a great ideaand it worked out.”

That's called "Baance'—the cost of buying the book has been balanced by the enjoyment you had
reading it. And rereading it.

| discovered the Liaden series by Sharon Lee and Steve Miller in the late '80s, 1980s that isto keep our
centuries straight. My first one was Agent Of Change and, since it was published by Del Rey, | nagged
at Shelly Shapiro to get the second, Conflict Of Honors, which had just been published and got the
third, Carpe Diem in gdleys. | nagged again a Shelly for surely such aviable serieswould have more.
One can get quite Twigtian about good noves, and exciting characters, like Miri, Va Con, Shan,
Priscilla, Gordon, even a parapsychic Tree. One can get quite upset that 'someoné is out after them with
malice aforethought and erasure asthe exercise. And no Balance involved for the victims.

| even wrote to Sharon and Steve to ask when the next Liaden book was coming out. By now, werein
thelate'90s. | have worn out my copies of the first three: they have accompanied me as my “comfort
books' to two hospital stays, three holidays and those odd glitchful dayswhen | have to be somewhere
esefor alittlewhileto attain "baance” within me. ("“Baance" you see, isavery Liaden thing.)

Then Sharon became much more visible as SFWA Executive Secretary—a position | held back in
1968-1970 so | know alot about that job! And | could plague her directly to find to my joy that thereis
awebsitefor Liaden, there was anew book Plan B about to be published from MeishaMerlin and that
there were severa shorter works aready in booklet form.

However, being ashow | was such a staunch fan, | got Plan B in manuscript and didn't stop reading
once I'd started. But then, asthe last pagejoinsthe tumbled pile of sheets, it was over (pleaseread ina
pathetic tone). | reread some of the good bits. When the published version arrived, | called a Liaden day,
sat down on my bed, and reread it. Then, of course, to be sure | had the sagaal correct in my head, |
reread al three and the two novellas.

Consequently, when Sharon asked me would | comment on Local Custom, d'you honestly think I'd say
"no"? Of course not.

| read until my handsfroze. As soon as | answered my email the next morning, | read the last of it. Wow!
Thisisaredly good love story about Er Thom yosGalan and Anne Davis, the parents of Shan
yosGdan, and it endswith avery interesting resolution of "balance": afine Liaden tradition.



And there's a second one on itsway (oh, have patience, my beating heart), concerning the parents of Va
Con yosPhe-lium. All part of the rich pageant of the origind trilogy and filling in and explaining how Shan
and Va Con cameto be.

One of the never-failing joys of re-re-rereading this seriesis the crisp language, the well-turned phrases,
the very exciting action, not to mention the confrontation of two vastly different culturesthat, on the
Macroscopic canvas, are antagonistic, yet find, between themselves, the balance needed to endure, love,
overwhelm, and survive! Not an easy baance to achieve but Korva's motto, | Dare, iswell taken.

Reading the above, you might say | like the series. | won't go al hyper on you, dear reader, because
there's more than enough hype about some books. But | like these. They have become my "comfort
books' and sit on ashelf above my bed where they are easy to reach. Sometimes | just look at the
cover, relive some of the scenes | now know almost by heart and eye. And | fedl better. Re-rereading a
book is proof of itslure, itsbasic worth, all the clever reader hooks and bits and pieces of "custom,” like
Liaden Balance, that are memorable.

Local Custom doesfill in some of the beginnings so well expressed in the origind trilogy, introducing you
to Er Thom and Anne Davis, and the power of the Delm in Liaden society. Sharon and Steve say thereis
another planned: Scout's Progress: the two combining into the second omnibus Pilots Choice.

Can | last until they're published? Or shdl | just reread the seven aready on my comfort shelf?
Anne McCaffrey

Dragonhold-Under hill
June 2000

CHAPTER ONE

Each person shall provide his clan of origin with a child of his blood, who will be raised by the
clan and belong to the clan, despite whatever may later occur to place the parent beyond the
clan's authority. And this shall be Law for every person of every clan.

—From the Charter of the Council of Clans
Madein the Sixth Year After Planetfall,
City of Solcintra, Liad

"No?" hismother echoed, light blue eyes opening wide.

Er Thom yosGalan bowed hastily: Subordinate Person to Head of Line, seeking to recoup hiserror.
"Mother," he began, with dl propriety, "1 ask grace..."

She cut him off with awave of her hand. "L et usreturn to 'no." It hasthe charm of brevity."

Er Thom took acareful breath, keeping his face smooth, his breath even, his demeanor attentive.
Everything that was proper in ason who had aways been dutiful.

After amoment, his mother sghed, walked carefully past him and sat wearily in her specia chair. She
frowned up a him, eyesintent.

"Isit your desire, my son, to deny the clan your genes?’
"No," sad Er Thom again, and bit hislip.
"Good. Good." Petrella, Thodelm yosGalan, drummed her fingerslightly againgt the chair'swooden arm,



and continued to gaze a him with that ook of puzzled intensity.

"Yet," shesad, "you have consstently refused every possible contract-alliance the head of your line has
brought to your attention for the past three years. Permit me to wonder why."

Er Thom bowed dightly, granting permisson to wonder, belatedly recognizing it as aresponse less
conciliatory than it might be, given the gravity of circumstances. He glanced at his mother from beneath
his lashes as he straightened, wondering if he would now receive tuition on manners.

But Petrellawas entirdly concentrated upon this other thing and allowed the smal irony to pass
uncriticized.

"You are," shesaid, "captain of your own vessd, master trader, pilot—awell-established melant’i. You
are of good lineage, your manner isfor the greater part, pleasing, you have reached your mgjority and
capably taken up the governing of the various bus nesses which passed to you upon your thirty-fifth name
day. It istime and past time for you to provide the clan with your child.”

"Yes," murmured Er Thom, because there was nothing else to say. Shetold him no more than the Law:
Every person must provide the clan with a child to become his heir and to eventudly take his place within
theclan.

His mother sighed again, concernin her eyes. "It isnot so great athing, my child,” she offered with
unlooked-for gentleness. "We have dl done s0."

When he remained speechless, she leaned forward, hand extended. "My son, | do not wish to burden
you. Necessity exists, but necessity need not be oppressive. Isthere one your heart has placed above
others? Only tell me her name and her clan, negotiationswill beinitiated..." Sowly she sank back into
the chair, hand faling to her knee. "Er Thom?"

"Mother," he murmured miserably, eyes swimming as he bowed. "'l ask grace..."

Grace, after al, had not been forthcoming. He had scarcely expected it, with him tongue-tangled and
kittenish as ahdfling. His mother had no time to waste upon basd ess sentiment, not with her iliness so
hard upon her. She had granted grace to one child aready—and those genes lost to Clan Korval forever
by reason of her leniency.

So there was to be no grace given Petrella's second child and the hope of LineyosGalan. Er Thom
wondered at himsdlf, that he had dared even a it.

Wondering still, he turned down the short hallway that led to hisrooms and lay his hand againgt the
lockplate. Late afternoon sun bathed the room beyond in thick yellow light, washing over the clutter of
invoices and lading dips on hiswork table, the idands of computer screen, comm board and keypad.
The message waiting light was asteady blue glow over the screen.

Er Thom sighed. That would be the file on hiswife-to-be, transferred to him from his mother's station.
Duty dictated that he open it at once and familiarize himsdlf with the contents, that he might give formal
acquiescence to histhodelm a Prime medl thisevening.

He went quietly across the hand-loomed imported rug, thoughts carefully on the minutiae he would need
to attend to, so he might stay on Liad for the duration of his marriage, as custom, if not Law, demanded.
Another master trader would have to be found for Dutiful Passage, though Kayzin NeéZame, hisfirst
mate, would do very well as captain. The upcoming trip would require re-routing and certain of their
regular customers notified personaly. .. He pushed the window wide, letting the mild afternoon breeze



into the room.

Behind him, papersrustled like a startled rookery. Er Thom leaned out the window, hands gripping the
sll, eyesdightly narrowed as he looked acrossthe valey at the towering Tree.

Jelaza Kazone was the name of the Tree—Jdlas Fulfillment—and it marked the Site of Korvd's
clanhouse, where Er Thom had spent his childhood, constant companion and willing shadow of hiscousin
and foster-brother, Daav yosPhdium.

Er Thom's eyesteared and the Tree broke into a hundred glittering shards of brown and green againgt a
sky gone milky bright. The desire to spesk to Daav, to bury hisfacein his brother's shoulder and cry out
againg the unfairness of the Law, was nearly overmagtering.

Compelling asit was, the desire was hardly fitting of one who kept adult melant'i. Er Thom tightened his
grip onthe s, feding the meta track score his palms, and closed his eyes. Hewould not go to Daav
with this, hetold himsdlf sternly. After dl, the younger man was facing much the same necessity as Er
Thom—and Daav lacked even aparent's guidance, his own mother having died untimely somefive
Standard Y ears before.

Eventually the compulsion passed, leaving him dry-mouthed and with sternness at |east awakened, if not
full senseof duty.

Grimly, he pushed away from the window, marched across the room and touched the message-waiting
Sud.

The screen flickered and the lady's likeness gppeared, his mother being no foal, to waste time fielding dry
fact when fair face might eadly carry the day.

And shewas, Er Thom thought with detached coolness, very fair. Syntebrad'Kemin, Clan Nexon, was
blessed with classic beauty: Slim brows arched over wide opal-blue eyes fringed with lashes long enough
to sweep the luscious curve of her cheekbones. Her skin was smooth and flawlesdy golden; her nose
petite; her mouth red as clemetiabuds. She looked at him coyly from the screen, dark hair pulled back
and up, seductively displaying tiny, perfect ears.

Er Thom swallowed against a sudden cold surge of sickness and glanced away, toward the window and
the Tree, towering into twilight.

"It is—not possible" he whispered and ground histeeth, forcing his eyes back.

Beautiful, serene and utterly Liaden—even as he was utterly Liaden—Syntebra d'Kemin beckoned from
the depths of the screen.

That the rest of her person would be as guilesome as her face, he knew. Knew. He should in dl honor
seek out hismother and knedl at her feet in gratitude. Nothing in the Law said that the lady must be
comely. Indeed, Korval's own law required merely that a contract-spouse be apilot, and of vigorous
Line—d| dseasthewind might bring it.

Lower lip caught tight between histeeth, Er Thom stared into the lovely face of his proposed wife, trying
to imagine the weight of her hair in his hands, the taste of her smdll, rosy-gold bressts.

IINO!II

The chair clattered back and he was moving, pilot-fast, through the adjoining kitchenette to his bedroom.
Fingers shaking, he snatched open hisjewd-box, spilling rubies, pearls and other dress-gems cardlesdy



asde. Hisheart clenched for the ingtant he thought it gone—and then he found it, stuffed into afar corner,
half-hidden by aplatinum cloak pin.

A scrap of red silk no longer than his hand, that was all. That, and alength of tarnished, gold-colored
ribbon, eaborately knotted into afraying flower, through which the red silk had been lovingly threaded.

"Itisnot possible," he whispered again, and lay his cheek againgt the tarnished flower, blinking back tears
that might sain the silk. He swallowed.

"I will not wed."

Fine words, the part of him that was master trader and athodelm and heir to the delm jeered. And what
of duty to the clan, not to mention the Law and, easing of one's mother's pain?

If thereis one your heart has set above all others ... hismother pleaded from memory and Er Thom's
fingers clenched convulsively on the scrap of silk. She would never—he dared not—It was against
everything: Code, custom, clan—duty.

Hetook adeep breath, trying to cdm hisracing thoughts. The clan required thisthing of him, the clan's
dutiful child, in balancefor dl the clan had thusfar given him. It was just. The other—was some strange
undutiful madness that should after so many years have passed off. That it remained in this unexpectedly
virulent form told atale of Er Thom yosGalan's sad lack of discipline. He would put the madness aside
once and forever, now. Hewould burn the silk and the tawdry ribbon, then he would read the file on
Syntebra d'Kemin, bathe and dress himsalf for Prime medl. Hewould tell his parent—

Tears overflowed and he bowed his head, fingers tenderly bracketing the red and gold token.

Tel hisparent what? That for three years, steadfast in hisrefusa of al prospective spouses he had
likewise taken no lover nor even shared anight of bed-pleasure? That new facesand old dikefailed to
gir him? That hisbody seemed to exist at some distance from where he himsdf lived and went about the
work that the clan required of him? That food tasted of cobwebs and wine of vinegar and duty aone
forced him to eat sufficient to fud hiscold, distant body?

Tel hismother that, Er Thom thought wretchedly, and she would have him to the Hedlers, quick asa
blink.

And the Hedlers would make him forget dl that stood in the way of duty.

He considered forgetfulness—such alittle bit of time, redlly, to be erased from memory, and so
very—Ilong—ago.

The thought sickened him, nearly as much asthe face of the woman his mother proposed to make his
wife

Heblinked his eyes and straightened, dipping the rag of silk and the frazzled ribbon into his
deeve-pocket. Carefully, he put hisjewelry back into the box and lowered the heavy carved lid.

In the office, he saved Syntebra d'Kemin's datato his pending file, and left amessage for his mother,
expressing regret that he would not be with her for Prime.

Then he quit the room, shrugging into the worn legther jacket that proclaimed him apilot.

The papers on hisworktable rustled irritably in the breeze from the open window and acrossthe valley
thefirst stars of evening glittered just abovethe Tree.



CHAPTER TWO

The giving of nubiath'a, the parting-gift, by either partner signals the end of an affair of pleasure.
The person of impeccable melant'i will offer and accept nubiath'a with gentleness and grace,
thereafter referring to the affair by neither word nor deed.

—Excerpted from the Liaden Code of Proper Conduct

"I surmise that the lady is atwo-headed ogre— and ill-tempered, besides?' Daav yosPhedium splashed
misravot into acrystal cup and handed it aside.

"Ancther face entirely,” Er Thom murmured, accepting the cup and swirling the contentsin counterfeit
cam, while his pulses pounded, frenzied. "The lady is—very—beautiful "

"Hah." Daav poured himsdlf a cup of the pae blue wine and assayed a sip, black eyes quizzing Er Thom
over thecrystd rim.

"Y our mother, my aunt, exerts herself on your behaf. When shdl | havethefdicity of wishing you
happy?"

"I have not—that is—" Er Thom stammered to a hat and raised his cup to taste the wine.

In general, he was not as fond of misravot aswas his brother, finding the burnt cinnamon taste of the wine
cloyed rather than refreshed. But this evening he had a second sip, dawdling over it, while hismind
skipped in uncharacterigtic confusion from this thought to thet.

He sghed when at last he lowered the cup, and raised his head to meet his brother's clever eyes.
"Daay?

"Y es, denubia. How may | serve you?"

Er Thom touched histongueto hislips, tasting cinnamon. "l—am in need. Of aship.”

One dark eyebrow arched. "Isit ill-natured to recal,” Daav wondered, "that you are captain of a
rather—subgtantid—ship?”

"A quicker ship—amdler," Er Thom said swiftly, suddenly unableto control his agitation. He spun avay
and paced toward the game table, where he stood looking down at the counterchance board, dice and
countersal laid to hand. Had things been otherwise, he and Daav might even now be sitting over the
board, sharpening their wits and their daring, one against the other.

"Thereisamatter,” he said, fedling his brother's eyes burning into his back. He turned, hisface open and
plain for this, the dearest of hiskin, to read. He cleared histhroat. "A matter | must resolve. Before |
wed."

"I see" Daav sad dryly, brows drawn. " A matter which requires your presence urgently off-world, en?
Do | learn from thisthat you will finaly assay that which has darkened your heart these past severd
rdumma?'

Er Thom froze, staring gpeechless at his brother, though he should, he told himself, barely wonder. Daav
was ddm, charged with the welfare of dl within Clan Korva. Before duty had called him home, he had
a so been a Scout, with sengibilities fine-tuned by rigorous training. How could he not have noticed his
brother's distress? It spoke volumes of his meant'i that he had not taxed Er Thom with the matter before



now.
"Have you spoken to your thodelm of this?* Daav asked quietly.
Er Thom gave aflick of hisfingers, sgnding negative. "l—would prefer—not to have the Heders."

"And s0 you come on the eve of being affianced to demand the Delm's Own Ship, that you may go
off-planet and reach resolution.” He grinned, for such would appedl to his sense of mischief, whereit only
chilled Er Thom with horror, that necessity required him to fly in the face of propriety.

"Youwill swear,” Daav sad, in asurprising shift from the Low Tongue in which they most commonly
conversed to the High Tongue, in the mode of Delm to Clanmember.

Er Thom bowed low: Willing Obedience to the Deim. "Korva."

"Y ou will swear that, should you fail of resolution by the end of thisrelumma, you shal returnto Liad and
place yoursdf in the care of the Heders."

The current rlummawas nearly haf-done. Still, Er Thom assured himsdlf around a surge of coldness, the
thing ought take no longer. He bowed once more, acquiescence to the Delm's Word.

"Korvdl, | do swear."

"S0." Daav reached into the pocket of his house-robe and brought out a silver key-ring clasped with an
enameled dragon. "Quick passage, denubia. May the luck guide you to your heart's desire.”

Er Thom took the ring, fingers closing tightly around it as his eyesfilled with tears. He bowed gratitude
and affection.

"My thanks—" he began, but Daav waved a casua hand, back in the Low Tongue.

"Yes, yes—I know. Consider that you have said everything proper. Go carefully, eh? Send word. And
for the gods love leave me something to tell your mother."

"Good-night, Shannie." Anne Davis bent and kissed her son'swarm cheek. "Seep tight.”

He smiled degpily, light blue eyes nearly closed, "night, Ma" he muttered, nestling into the pillow. His
breathing evened out amost at once and Anne experienced the vivid inner conviction that her child was
truly adeep.

Stll, she hung over the truckle-bed, watching him. She extended a hand to brush the silky white hair back
from hisforehead, used one careful finger to trace the winging eyebrows—nhisfather'slook there, she
thought tenderly, though the rest of Shan'slook seemed taken undiluted from herself, poor laddie. But
there, she had never hankered after a pretty child. Only after her own.

She smiled softly and breathed awhisper-kiss againgt his hair, unnecessarily fussed over the quilt and
findly left the tiny bedroom, pulling the door partly shut behind her.

In the great room, she settled at her desk, long, clever fingers dancing over the computer keyboard,
caling up the student work queue. She stifled asigh: Thirty fina papersto be graded. An examto be
written and aso graded. And then awhole semester of freedom.

Moreor less.

Shaking her head, she called up thefirgt paper and took the light-pen firmly in hand.



She waded through eight with the utter concentration that so amused her friends and enraged her
colleagues, coming back to redlity only because a cramped musclein her shoulder findly shouted protest
loudly enough to penetrate the work-blur.

"Umm. Bresk-time, Annie Davis" shetold hersdf, pulling her sx-foot frameinto a high, luxurious siretch.
Middling-tal for aTerran, ill her outstretched fingers brushed the room's celling. Bureaucratic
penny-pinchers, she thought, as she dways did. How much would it have cost to raise the celling
two inches?

It was a puzzle without an answer and having asked it, sheforgot it and padded into the kitchen for a
glassof juice.

Shan was il adeep, she knew. She sipped her juice and leaned a hip against the counter top, closing
her eyesto let her mind roam.

She had met him on Proziski, where she had been studying base-level language shift on adepartmental
grant. Port Magter Brdllick Gare himsdlf, afriend of Richard's, had invited her to the gala open house,
sugaring the bait with the intelligence that there would be "red, live Liadens' & the party.

Brdlick knew her passon for Liaden lit—Liadens themsdveswere fabuloudy rare a the levelsin which
Terran professors commonly moved. Anne had taken the bait—and met her Liaden.

She had seen him first from across the room—a solemn, dender young man made fragile by Brelick
Gare's bulk. Theintroduction had been typicaly Gare.

"Anne, thisis Er Thom yosGaan. Er Thom, be niceto Anne, OK? She's not used to parties.” Brellick
grinned into her frown. "1'd show you around mysdlf, girl-o, but I'm host. Y ou stick closeto thisone,
though, he's got more mannersthan aload of orangutans.” And with that he lumbered off, leaving Anneto
glare daggersinto hisback before glancing in acute embarrassment toward her unfortunate partner.

Violet eyes awash with amusement looked up into hers from beneath winging golden brows. "What do
you suppose,” he asked in accented Terran, "an orangutan is?'

"Knowing Brdlick, it's something horrible, Anne returned with feding. "1 gpologize for my friend, Mr.
yosGalan. There's not the dightest need for you to—babysit me”

"At least dlow meto find you aglass of wine" he said in his soft, sweet voice, dipping adim golden hand
under her elbow and effortlesdy steering her into the depths of the crowd. Y our name is Anne? But
there must be something more than that, eh? Annewhat?'

So she had told him her surname, and her profession and what she hoped to discover on Proziski. She
aso let him find her not one but severd glasses of wine, and go in with her to dinner and, later, out onto
the dance floor. And by the time the party began to thin it had seemed not at al unnatura for Er Thom
yosGalan to see her home.

He accepted her invitation to come inside for a cup of coffee and an hour later gently accepted an
invitation to spend the night in her bed.

She bent to kiss him then, and found him unexpectedly awkward. So she kissed him again, patiently, then
teasingly, until helost hisawkwardness dl at once and answered her with a passion that |eft them both
shivering and bresthless,

They hadn't gotten to the bed, not the first time. The rickety couch had been sturdy enough to bear them
and Er Thom surprised again—an experienced and considerate lover, with hands, gods, with hands that



knew every touch her body yearned for, and gaveit, ungtinting.

Time and again, he came back to her lips, asif to hone his kill. When at last she wrapped her legs
around him and pulled him into her, he bent again and put his mouth over hers, using histongue to echo
each thrust until her climax triggered hisand their lipswere torn gpart, freeing cries of wonder.

"Oh, dear." Anne st thejuice glass aside, moving sharply away from the counter and wrapping her arms
around hersdlf inatight hug. "Oh, dear."

Hewas gone, of course. She had known he would go when the trade mission had completed its task,
even as she would go when her study time had elapsed.

But it had been glorious while it had lasted—a grand and golden three-month adventure in alife
dedicated to a calm round of teaching and study and research.

Shan wastheliving reminder of that grand adventure—of her own will and desire. She had never told Er
Thom her intention to bear his child, though it ssemed she told him everything else about herself. Shan
was hers.

She sighed and turned, half-blind, to put the glass properly in the rack to be washed. Then she went into
the great room and shut the computer down, shaking her head over the double work to be done
tomorrow.

Crossing the room, she made certain the door was locked. Then she turned off the light and dipped into
the bedroom, to spend the rest of the night staring at the invisible celling, listening to her son breathe.

Er Thom had not cometo Prime.

Oh, he had sent word, asadutiful child should, and begged her pardon most charmingly. But that he
should absent himsdlf from Prime meal on the day when he wasto have agreed at |ast to wed could not
fal toinfuriate.

And Petrdlawas furious.

Furious, she had consigned the meal compaosed of her son'sfavorite dishes to the various devils of fifteen
assorted hells, and supped on a spicy bowl of gelth, thin toast and strong red wine, after which she had
stumped off to her office on the arm of Mr. pak'Ora, the butler, and composed a sizzling letter to her
heir.

Shewasin the process of refining this document when the comm-line buzzed.
"Wel?' she snapped, belatedly dapping the toggle that engaged the view-screen.

"Well, indeed." Her nephew, Daav yosPhdlium, inclined his head gravely. "How kind of you to ask. |
hope | find you the same, Aunt Petrella?’

Sheglared a him. "1 suppose you'vefindly stirred yoursdlf to call and alow me to know your challeket
my son has dined with you and that you are now both well into your cups and about to initiate athird
round of counterchance?"

Daav lifted an eyebrow. "How ddightful that would be! Alas, that | disturb your peace for an entirely
different matter.”

"S0." She eyed him consderingly. "And what might that matter be?'



Daav shook hisdark hair out of his eyes, the barbaric Silver twist swinging in hisright ear.

"| cdl to alow you to know that my chaleket your son has gone off-world in the quest of resolving urgent

"Urgent busness” She nearly spat the words. "There is a contract-marriage dancing on the knife's edge
and he goes off-planet?’ She caught a hard breath against the starting of painin her chest and finished
somewhat more camly. "1 suppose you know nothing about the alliance about to be transacted with Clan
Nexon?'

"Onthe contrary,” Daav said gently, "I am entirely aware of the circumstance. Perhaps | have failed of
making mysdf plain: The delm has dlowed Er Thom yosGalan the remainder of the rdummato resolvea
meatter he presents as urgent.”

"What isurgent,” Petrellatold him, "isthat hewed and provide the clan with hisher. Thisisamatter of
Line, my Ddm, and well you know it!"

"Wel | know it," he agreed blandly. "Well | dso know that any clan wishing to dly itsdf with Korva may
eadly accommodate half-a-rdummas delay. However, | suggest you begin inquiry among our cousins
and affiliates, in order to identify others who may be available to wed the lady and cement the dliance
with Clan Nexon."

"For that matter,” Petrdlasaid spitefully, "it happensthat the dem isyet without issue.”

Daav inclined hishead. "I shdl be honored to review the lady'sfile. But ask among the cousins, do." He
smiled, sudden and charming. "Come, Aunt Petrella, every trader knows the value of a secondary plan!”

"And why should | have a secondary when the prime plan isal-important? Y ou are meddling in matters
of Line, my Delm, as| have already stated. Chapter six, paragraph twenty-seven of the Code clearly
outlines—"

Daav held up ahand. "If you wish to quote chapter and page to me, Aunt, recal that | have the longest
memory inthedan."

She grinned. "Could that be athreat, nephew?"
"Now, Aunt Petrella, would | threaten you?"
"Yes" shesadwith acertain grimrdish, "you would."

"Hah." His eyes gleamed with gppreciation, then heinclined hishead. "In that wise, aunt, and dl else
being in balance—ask among the cousins—fed freeto contact Mr. deaGauss, should the enterprise put
you out of pocket. In the meanwhile, the delm is confident of the return of Er Thom yosGaan by
relummasend. Asyou should be."

Petrela said nothing, though she wisdy refrained from snorting.”
Daav amiled. "Good-night, Aunt Petrella. Rest well."

"Good-night, child," she returned and cut the connection.

CHAPTER THREE

"Of course you are my friend—my most dear, my beloved..." Shan €'Thrasin leaned close and



cupped her face in histwo hands, asif they were kin, or lifemates.

"I will love you always," he whispered, and saw the fear fade from her beautiful eyes. Achingly
tender, he bent and kissed her.

"I will never forget..." she sighed, nestling her face into his shoulder .

"Nor will 1," he promised, holding her close as he dlipped the knife clear. No whisper of blade
against sheath must warn her, he told himself sternly. No quiver of his own pain must reach her;
she was his love, though she had killed his partner. He would rather die than cause her an
instant's distress.

The knife was very sharp. She stirred a little asit slid between her ribs, and sighed, very softly,
when it found her heart.

—From " TheTrickster Acrossthe Galaxy: A Retrospect”
"Jarzy, youreadoll,” Anne said gratefully.

Her friend grinned from the depths of the comm:-screen and shook his head. "Wrongo. He's thedall. |
lovethiskid. Namethe price; | gotta have him."

Annelaughed. "Not for sde. But I'll let you watch him tonight. Purely asafavor to you, understand.” She
sobered.

"How about |etting me do afavor in return? We're getting alittle top-heavy, here.”

"What're you, Liaden? Take some advice and skip that meeting. Go home, eat something sexy, glass of
wine, play yoursdf alullaby and go to deep. Tomorrow's your study day, right? Jerzy will deliver kid
latishintheam. If | don't decideto sted him, instead.”

"\sz—"
"Enough, aready! Seeyatomorrow." The screen went blank.

Anne sghed, closed the line a her end and sat looking at the screen long after the glow had faded into
dead gray.

There had to be a better way, she thought, not for thefirst time. Certainly, there were worse ways than
the path she was pursuing—the Central University creche legpt forcibly to mind, with its Sgn-in sheets
and itssign-out sheets and itstidy rows of tidy cribsand itstidy, meek babiesdl dressed intidy, identical
rompers. Horrible, antiseptic, unloving place— just like the other one had been.

Shewas doing al right, she assured hersdlf, given the help of friendslike Jerzy. But she hated to impose
on her friends, good-natured as they were. Even more she hated the hours she was of necessity away
from her son, so many hours aday, so many days aweek. She was growing to resent her work, the
demands of departmental meetings, class preparations. Her research was beginning to dack off—fatd in
the publish-or-perish university system. Her alotted study days more and more often became " Shan
days' while shetried to cram the work that needed to be done into late nights and early mornings, using
her home termind to the maximum, piling up user fees she could have easily avoided by using her
assigned termind at the Research Center.

Abruptly, she stood and began to gather her things together. Her own mother had been a pilot, gone six
months of every local year, leaving her son and daughter in the care of various reatives and, one year, a



the New Dublin Home for Children.

Anne shuddered, scattering a careful stack of data cards. That had been the worst year. She and Richard
had been sequestered in separate dorms, dlowed one comm call between them every ten days. They had
found waysto sneak away after lights-out, to hold hands and talk family talk. But snesking away was
againg the rules, punishable, when they were inevitably caught, by hard labor, by imposed silence, by
ostracism. The year had seemed forever, with their mother's ship long overdue, and Anne certain it was
logt...

She looked down at her clenched fists, puzzled. It had al been so long ago. Her mother had died three
years ago, peacefully in her bed. Richard was apilot in hisown right, and hislast letter had been full of
someone named Ros e, whose parents he was soon to meet. And Anne was a professor of comparative
linguigtics, with severa scholarly publicationsto her name, teaching aLiaden Lit seminar that wasfilled to

capacity every sesson.

Anne shook her head and wearily bent to pick up the scattered cards. Jerzy wasright; she wastired. She
needed agood med, afull night's deep. Sheld been pushing things alittle too hard lately. She needed to
remember to rdax, that wasdl. Then, everything would befine.

Wearily, Er Thom climbed the curving marble staircase that led to the Adminigtrative Center for
University's Northern Campus. It was dightly warmer in the building than it had been outside, but il
cool to one used to Liad's planetary springtime. He left hisleather pilot's jacket seded as he approached
the round marble counter displaying the Terran graphic for "Informetion.”

A Terran woman of indeterminate years came to the counter as he approached. She had a plenitude of
dark hair, worn carelesdy loose, asif fresh-touded from bed, and her shirt was cut low across an ample
bosom. She leaned her ebows on the pinkish marble and grinned at him.

"Hi, there. What can | do for you?' she asked, casudly, and with emphasison "you."
He bowed as between equas—aflattery—and offered adight smile of hisown.

"I amlooking for afriend,” he said, taking extreme care with the modeless and rough Terran words. "Her
nameis Anne Davis. Her fidld is comparative linguistics. | regret that | do not know the name of the
department in which she serves.”

"Well, you're on the right campus, anyhow," the woman said cheerfully. ™Y ou got her ident number,
retind pattern, anything like that?*

"l regret,”" Er Thom repeated.

She shook her head so the touded dark curls danced. "I'll seeif it flies, friend, but it's not much to go on
with the Sze of the faculty wevegot..." She moved away, muttering things much like her counterpartsin
the East and West offices had muttered. A few meters down-counter she stopped and began to ply the
keypad set there, frowning at the screen suspended level with her eyes. "Let'ssee... Davis, Davis,
Anne..." Sheturned her head, caling out to him over her shoulder. "Isthat ‘Anne with an '€ or not?"

He stared at her, unable to force his weary mind to analyze and make sense of the question. "1—beg
your pardon.”

"Your friend," the clerk said, patiently. "Does she spdll her name with an '€ or without an 'é?"

An'e wasthefifth letter of the Terran aphabet. Surely, he thought, half-panicked, surely he had at some
time seen Anneswritten name? He closed his eyes, saw the old-fashioned ink pen held firmly in long,



graceful fingers, sweeping a signature onto the mauve pages of an ambassadoria guest book.
"A—" he spdled out of memory for the clerk’'sbenefit, "'n,n,e. D, a, v, i,'s."
"Hokay." She turned back to her board as Er Thom opened his eyes, feding oddly shaken.

The clerk muttered to herself—he paid her no mind. Terran naming systems, he thought distractedly,
Terran aphabet, and, gods help him, a Terran woman, bold and brilliant— alien. But awoman ill, with
Terran blood in her and genes so far outside the Book of Clans that—

"OK!"
Er Thom shook himsdlf out of hisreverie asthe clerk’s cry of jubilation penetrated, and stepped forward.
IIYS?I

She looked up at him, lashes fluttering, and he saw that she was not so young as he had thought.
Cosmetics had been used to smulate the dewy blush of first youth across her cheek and her eyeswere
artfully painted, with silver sequins sprinkled across her lashes. Er Thom schooled hisfaceto cam
politeness. Loca custom, he reminded himsdlf sternly. Asatrader he dedt with loca custom in many
guises on many worlds. So on thisworld faceswere painted. Merdly custom, and nothing to distress one.

"Dont know if thisisyour friend or not," the woman was saying, "but she'sthe only Davisin Compearative
Ling. Wait asec, heresthe card.” Shefrowned at it before handing it over. "Livesin Quad
Stwo-seven-squared. Y ou know where that is?*

"No," he said, clutching the card tightly.

The woman stood, leaning over the counter to point. Her breasts flattened against the marble, and
swelled toward the margin of the low-cut blouse. Er Thom turned to look along the line of her finger.

"Go back out theway you came,”" shetold him, "turn right, walk about four hundred yards. You'l seea
sgn for the surrey. Go down the stairs and hit the summonplate. When the surrey comes, you St down
and codein this right here, see?' Sheran her finger under astring of |etters and numbers on the card he
held.

"Y@, I %.ll

"OK. Then you lean back and enjoy theride. The surrey stops, you get out and go upgtairs. You'll bein
abig open space—Quad S. Best thing to do then is either ask one of the residentsto help you find the
address or go to the Quad info-booth, punch up your friend's code—that's right under the name,
there—and tell her to come get you. Clear?”

"Thank you," said Er Thom, bowing thanks and remembering to give asmile. Terrans set great store by
smiles, where a Liaden person would merely have kept his face neutral and allowed the bow to convey
al that was necessary.

"That's OK," said the woman, flashing her silvered lashes. "If your friend's not home, or if it turnsout it's
not your friend, come on back and I'll seeif | can help you some more."

There was an unmistakable note of invitation there. Hastily, Er Thom reviewed his actions, trying to
determineif he had inadvertently sgnaded awish for her intimate companionship. Asfar as he could
determine, he had indicated no such thing, unless the smile was to blame. Bland-faced, he bowed once
more: Gratitude for service well-given, nothing else.



"Thank you," he said, keeping hisvoice carefully neutral. He turned on hished and walked away.
Behind him, the Information clerk watched him wigtfully, twining her fingersin her hair.

The surrey ride was longer than he had expected from the clerk's explanation. Er Thom sat rigid in the
dippery plastic chair, clutching the thin plastic card and occasiondly looking down at it.

"Anne Davis," the Terran lettersread. "ID: 7596277483ZQ." He committed the ID to memory, then the
Quad code, department number and assignment berth. 1t did not take long; he had a good head for cargo
gats, manifest numbers and piloting equations. After checking himsdf threetimes, he put the card in his
belt-pocket with infinite care and tried to relax in the too-large, Terran-sized sest, handstightly folded on
hisknee.

It had been aweary long trip from Liad to University— three Jumps, which he had taken, recklesdy, one
after the other, pushing the reactions and the stamina of amaster pilot to their limits. And at the end of
that recklessjourney, this endless day of searching, campus to campus, through a bureaucracy that
Spanned an entire planet—

Tothisplace. Very soon now he would see Anne—speak to her. He would—for thelast timein his
life—break with the Code and put hismeant'i at peril.

He would spesk to one to whom he had given nubiath'a. The heart recoiled, no matter that necessity
existed. Necessity did exis—hisown, and shameto him, that he use his necessity to disturb the peace of
onewho was not of hisclan.

A tone sounded in the little cab, and ayellow light flashed on the board. " Approaching Quad S. Prepare
to disembark,” aman's pleasant voice ingtructed him.

Er Thom did forward on the seat asthe surrey dowed. He was on his feet the instant the door did open
and had run hafway up the automated stairs by the timeit closed behind him.

Thelocal sun was stting, bathing thetall buildings that enclosed the quad in pae orangelight. Er Thom
stopped and looked about him, spinning dowly on one hed, suddenly and acutely aware of his empty
hands. It was improper of him to go giftlessto an evening call; he had not thought.

There must be shops, hethought. Mustn't there?

A group of four tall personswas crossing the Quad afew yardsto hisright. He stretched hislegsto catch
them, fishing in hisbdlt for the plastic card.

His dilemma produced a dight atercation among three of his potential aides. It seemed that there were
severd waysto arrive at the dwelling indicated; the question addressed was which of severd wasthe
"best" way. Er Thom stood to one side, having rescued his card from one gesticulating well-wisher, and
tried to cultivate patience. He heard alow laugh and turned to look at the fourth member of the party, a
shortish Terran male—though gtill ahead taler than Er Thom— with merry dark eyes and adisreputable
round face.

"Ligten to that bunch and you'll get lost for sure," he said, dismissing his companionswith aflutter of his
fingers. "l live acouple hals down from your friend's place. | don't guaranteeit'sthe best way, but if you
follow me, I can get you there.”

"Thank you," said Er Thom, with relief. " And—I regret the inconvenience—if there would be ashop
Hlingwine?'



"Oh, sure," said hisguide, turning left. "Theresthe Block Deli, right where we get the lift. Step thisway,
and keep an eye out for falling philosophers.”

CHAPTER FOUR

Relations between Liad and Terra have never been cordial, though there have been periods of
lesser and greater strain. Liad prefersto thrash Terraroundly in the field of galactic trade—a
terrain it shaped—while Terra gives birth to this and that Terran-supremacist faction, whose
mischief seems always to stop just short of actual warfare.

—From " The Strugglefor Fair Trade."
doctoral dissertation of Indrew Jorman,
published by Ar chive Press, University

The surrey's ding woke her; she got agrip on her briefcase and went up the autostairsin afog.

On the Quad, the sharp night breeze roused her and she stopped to stretch cramped leg and back
muscles, staring up into asky thick with stars. It was avery different night sky than Proziski's, with its
gaggle of moons. She and Er Thom had counted those moons one night, lying naked next to each other
on theroof of the unfinished Mercantile Building, the end of abolt of trade-silk serving as coverlet and
mattress. Sheliked to think Shan had come from that night.

She shook her head at the laden sky and took one last deep breath before turning toward the block that
held her gpartment.

She waked past the darkened deli and rode the lift to the seventh floor, trying to remember if she had
eaten the last roll that morning for breskfast. She recalled acup of coffee, gulped between feeding Shan
and getting him ready for histrip to Jerzy's place. She remembered having to go back for her notes for
the afternoon's lecture.

She didn't remember eating breakfast at al, and she had been too busy with apromising research lineto
break off for lunch...

Annesghed. You need a keeper, shetold hersdf severely. Thelift door cycled and she stepped out into
the hdlway.

A dimfigure turned from before her door and began to walk toward her, kegping scrupuloudly to the
center of the hall, where the lights were brightest. Anne hesitated, cataloging bright hair, dender Sature,
leather jacket—

"Er Thom." She barely heard her own whisper, hardly knew that she had increased her stride, until she
was amos running toward him.

He met her halfway, extending adim golden hand on which his amethyst master trader's ring blazed. She
caught hisfingersin hers and stood looking down a him, wide mouth curved in asmile no dimmer than
the one he had treasured, dl thistime.

"Er Thom," shesaidin her rich, lilting voice. "I'm so very happy to see you, my friend.”

Happy. What asmd| word, to describe the dazzling, dizzying joy that threatened to engulf him. He hung
onto her hand, though it would have been more proper to bow. "I am— happy—to seeyou, also," he
managed, smiling up into her eyes. "They keep you working late..."

Shelaughed. "A departmental meeting—it dragged on and on! | can't imagine what they found to talk



about." She sobered. "Have you been waiting long?!

"Not very long." Hours. He had despaired a dozen times, walked away and returned two dozen. ..
three... He showed her the bag he held. "Are you hungry? | have food, wine."

"My thoughtful friend. Starved. Comein." Shetugged on his hand, turning him back toward the
anonymous door that marked her dwelling place. "How long are you stopping, Er Thom?"

He hesitated and shelooked at him closely.
"Morethan just today? Don't tell me that stupid meeting has kept me away for haf your vigt!™

"No." Hesmiled up at her. "I do not know how long | am staying, you see. It depends
upon—circumstances.”

"Oh," shesadwisdy, "'circumstances.” Shelet go hishand and lay her palm againgt the door's
lockplate. With agrand, meaningless flourish, she bowed him across the threshold.

Just within and to one side, he stopped to watch her cross the room, past the shrouded half-chorato the
wall-desk, where she lay her briefcase down with asigh. It struck him that she moved less gracefully than
he recdled, and nearly gasped at the sharpness of his concern.

"Anne?' Hewasa her ebow in aflicker, searching her face. "Are you well?

She amiled. "Just tired, my dear—that absurd meeting.”" She reached out, touching his cheek lightly with
thetips of her fingers. "Er Thom, it's so good to see you."

He dlowed the caress. Kin and lifemates a one touched thus: face-to-face, hand-to-face. He had never
told her s0; hedid not tell her now. Heturned hisface into her pam and felt theicy misery in his chest
begin to thaw.

"Itisgood to seeyou, aso," he murmured, hearing the pounding of his heart, wanting—wanting... He
shifted dightly away and held up the bag. "Y ou aretired. | will pour you wine—isthat proper?—and you
will st and rest. All right? Then | will bring you some of thisto eat." He pointed to adark alcoveto the
right. "Thet isthe kitchen?'

She laughed, shaking her head. "That's the kitchen. But, my friend, it can't be proper to put aguest to
work."

"Itisnotrouble” hetold her earnestly. "Please, | wishto."

"All right," she said, astonished and bewildered at the way her eyesfilled with tears. "Thank you. You're
very kind."

"Rest," he murmured and disappeared into the kitchen corner. The light came on, adding to the dim
illumination of theliving area. Anne sghed. There were Sgns of neglect everywhere: dust, scattered
books and papers, discarded pens. Under the easy chair afugitive rubber block crouched, defiant.

Sheturned her back on it deliberately, pulled off her jacket and curled into a corner of the couch, long
legs under her, head resting on the back cushions. She heard small sounds from the kitchen as Er Thom
opened and closed cabinets. The air filtering unit thrummed into duggish life. ..

"Anne?'
She gasped, head jerking up. Er Thom bit hislip, violet eyesflashing down to the glass he held and back



to her face.

"l am inconvenient,” he said solemnly, inclining his head. "Perhaps | may come again to see you. When
you arelesstired. Tell me”

"No." Her changeable face registered guilt, even panic. "Er Thom, I'm sorry to be abad host. I'd like you
to stay. Please. Y ou're not inconvenient—never that, my dear. And if you leave now and your
circumstances mesh, then you might not be able to come again. Y ou could be gone again tomorrow."

He et the glass aside, caught the hand she haf-extended and alowed himself to be drawn down to Sit
beside her.

"Anne..." Fascinated, he watched hisfingersriseto her cheek, stroke lightly and ever-so-dowly down
the squarejaw lineto the firm chin.

"All will bewell," he said, soothing her with hisvoice asif she were achild instead of awoman grown. "'l

will be here tomorrow, Anne. Certainly tomorrow. And you—my friend, you are exhausted. It would be
wrong—improper—to insgst you entertain mein such acase. | will go and come back again. Tomorrow,
if youlike. Only tel me"

Her eyes closed and she bent her head, haf-hiding her face from him. He held onto her hand and she did
not withdraw it, though her free hand stole upward, fingers wrapping around the pendant at the base of
her throat.

Er Thom's eyes widened. She wore the parting-gift, even now; touched it asif it were capable of giving
comfort. And he, he here by her, touching her, speaking on termsthat would lead any to assume them
lovers, if not bound more closdly ill.

The magnitude of hiserror staggered; the cause that had brought him here suddenly showing the face of
self-deception. He should never have given Anne nubiath'a

He should never have sought her out again. ..
"Er Thom?' She waslooking at him, dark brown eyeslarge in aface he thought paler than it might be.

"Yes, my friend?' he murmured and smiled for her. Whatever errorswere found in thistime and place
were solely hisown, hetold himsdlf sternly. Anne, at least, had behaved with utmost propriety.

"l—I know that I'm not very entertaining right now," she said with atentativenesswholly unAnne-like,
"but—unless you have somewhere € se you need—would rather be—I'd like you to stay.”

"Thereisno other place | wishto be," he said—and that was truth, gods pity him, though he could think
of adozen places he might otherwise be needed, not forgetting his mother's drawing room and the bridge
of thetrade ship orbiting Liad.

He picked up the wineglass and placed it in her hand as he rose. "Drink your wine, my friend. I will be
back in amoment with food."

It was sometime later, after the odd sweet-spicy food was esten and the wine, but for thelittle remaining
intheir glasses, was drunk, before she thought to ask him.

"But, Er Thom, what are you doing on University? Another trade misson? Thereisn't anything to trade
for here, isthere?



"Totradefor? No..." Hetook asip of the sticky yelow wine, then, with sudden decision, finished the
glass.

"I am not hereto trade," hetold her, watching asif from adistance as histraitor body did closer to her
on the sofaand his hand lifted to fondle her hair. "What | am doing is seeing you."

She laughed softly as she set aside her glass. "Of courseyou are,” she murmured, gently mocking.

Shedid not believe him! Panic galvanized him. She must believe, or dl he had meant to accomplish by
this mad breaking with custom was gone for naught. The Hedlerswould take him, and reft him of
distress, and it would beforgot, unknown, lost in aswirl of blurry dreaming...

Hisfingerstightened in her hair, pulling her down as hetipped hisface up to hers, hungrily, despairingly.

She came willingly, as she ever had, her mouth firm and sweet on his, calling forth the desire, the need,
that had been touched by no other, before or since. The need that burned away names, clans and duty,
leaving only she... and he,

* k %

Later yet, and she adeep. Er Thom shifted onto an ebow, letting the light from the living areafdl past his
shoulder and onto her.

A Liaden would not count her beautiful. He believed that even among Terrans she was considered but
moderatdly atractive. Certainly her face wastoo full for Liaden taste, her nose too long, her mouth too
wide, her skin merely brown, not golden. And while chestnut was avery pretty color for hair, Anne wore
herswith an eyeto ease of care.

Therest of her was as strange to the standard of beauty he acknowledged: Her breasts, brown as her
face and rosy brown at the very tips, were round and high, larger than his hand could encompass. She
was saved from being top-heavy by the width of her hips, flaring unexpectedly from anarrow waist, and
she moved with a pilot's smooth grace. Her hands were long-fingered and strong—musician's
hands—and her voice was quite lovely.

He thought of the face of the latest proposed to him: Properly Liaden, well-mannered and golden. A
person who understood duty, who would do as she was bid by her dem. And who would very properly
rebuke Er Thom yosGalan, should he but reach out afinger to trace the line of her cheek, or lay hislips
agang hers.

But | do not want her! he thought, plaintive, childish, un-dutiful—strange. Asstrange aslying herein this
present, in atoo-large bed, his arms about awoman not of hiskind, who expected him to deegp next to
her the night full through; to be there when she awoke. ..

Carefully, hedid down until hiseyeswere on aleve with her closed eyes. For along while, he stared
into her unbeautiful, dien face, watching—guarding—her deep. Findly, he moved his head to kiss her
just-parted lips and said at last the thing he had cometo tdll her, the thing which must not be forgotten.

"l loveyou, Anne Davis"

His voice was soft and not quite steady, and he ssumbled over the Terran words, but it hardly mattered.
She was adeep and did not hear him.



CHAPTER FIVE

Melant'i - A Liaden word denoting the status of a person within a given situation. For instance,
one person may fulfill several roles. Parent, spouse, child, mechanic, thodelm. The shifting winds
of circumstance, or 'necessity," dictate from which role the person will act thistime. They will
certainly always act honorably, as defined within a voluminous and painfully detailed code of
behavior, referred to simply as 'The Code.

To a Liaden, melant'i is more precious than rubies, a cumulative, ever-changing indicator of his
placein the universal pecking order. A person of high honor, for instance, isreferred to as"a
person of melant'i," whereas a scoundrel— or a Terran—may be dismissed with "he has no
melant'i "

Melant'i may be the single philosophical concept from which all troubles, large and small, between
Liad and Terra spring.

—From A Terran's Guideto Liad

Latein the morning, loved and showered and fedling positively decadent, Anne stood in front of thetiny
built-in vanity. A few brush-strokes put her shower-dampened hair into order, and she smiled into her
own eyes as her reflected fingers found and picked up her pendant.

"Anne?'

Sheturned, transferring her smileto him. An dfin prince, so Brelick had described him, enticing Anneto
meet ared, live Liaden. And dfin hewas Sim and tawny and quick; hair glittering gold, purple eyes
huge in abeardless pointed face; voice soft and seductively accented.

The eyesright now were very serious, moving from her hand to her face.
"Anne?' hesaid again.

"Yes, my dear. What can | do for you?"

"Please," he said dowly, gliding closer to her. "Do not wear that."

"Don't wear—" She blinked at him, looked down at the fine golden chain and pendant seed-pearls,
artfully blended with gold-and-enamel leavesto look like acluster of fantasy grapes.

Thisis a misunderstanding, shetold herself carefully; a problem with the words chosen. Er Thom's
command of Terran tended to be literal and uneasy of idiom—much like her careful, scholar's Liaden. It
made for some interesting conversationd tangles, now and then. But they had always been ableto
untangle themsdves, eventualy. She looked back into hiseyes.

"You gavethisto me" she said, holding it out S0 he might seeit better. "Don't you remember, Er Thom?
You gaveit to methe day Dutiful Passage—"

"l remember," he said sharply, cutting her off without aglance at the pearls. He lay ahand lightly on her
wrig.

"Anne? Please. It was—it was given to say good-bye. | would rather—may 12—give you another gift."

Shelaughed alittle and lay her hand briefly over his.



"But you won't be herelong, will you? And when you leave again, you'll have to give me another gift, for
another good-bye..." She laughed morefully. "My dear, I'll look like ajewdry store.”

The serious look in his eyes seemed to intensify and he swayed closer, so his hip grazed her thigh.
"No," he began, alittle breathlesdy. "|—thereisathing you must hear, Anne, and never forget—"

Thedoorbell chimed. Anne glanced up, mouth curving in acurious smile, and raised her fingersto touch
his cheek.

"That's Jerzy," she said, laying the pendant back in its carved ivory box. She moved past him toward the
living room. "Er Thom, there's someone | want you to mest.”

He stood still for amoment, running through a pilot's calming exercise. Then, he went after her.

The man who was coming in from the hallway was not large as Terrans go; hewas, in fact, abit under
standard height for that race, and a bit under standard weight, too. He had rough black hair chopped off
at the point of hisjaw and a pae face made memorable by the thick line of asingle brow above apair of
iron-gray eyes. He was carrying acloth sack over one shoulder and a child on the opposite hip. Both he
and the child were wearing jackets; the child also wore acap.

"Jerzy ddiverskid latish in the am., as promised. Notice the nobility of spirit which would not alow me
to steal him, though | was tempted, maam. Sore tempted.”

"Youreasant, Jerzy," Annesaid gravely, though Er Thom heard the ripple of laughter through her
words.

"I'malundatic,” the young man corrected, bending to set the child on his sturdy legs. He knelt and pulled
off the cap, revealing ahead of silky, frost-colored hair, and unsedled the little jacket, much hampered by
smal, busy hands.

"Knock it off, Scooter. Thisis hard enough without you helping,” he muttered and the child gave aped of
laughter.

"Help Scooter!" he cried.
Jerzy snorted. "Regular comedian. OK, let's get thearmsout..."

"| can do that, you know," Anne said mildly, but Jerzy had finished histask and stood up, diding the bag
off hisshoulder and suffing the smdl garmentsindde.

"And have you think | don't know how to take care of him? 1 want him back, you know. Say, next week,
sametime?’

"\sz_l 1

But whatever Anne had meant to say to her friend was interrupted by a shriek of child-laughter as young
Scooter flung himsdf hurly-burly down-room, hands flapping at thelevel of hisears. Er Thom saw the
inexpert feet snag on the carpet and swooped forward, catching the little body asit lost control and
swinging him up to straddleahip.

The child laughed again and grabbed a handful of Er Thom's hair.

"Good catch!" Jerzy cried, clapping his pamstogether with enthusiasm. "Y ou see this man move?' he
asked of no onein particular and then snapped hisfingers, coming forward. "Y ou'reapilot, right?’



"Yes" Er Thom admitted, gently working the captured lock of hair loose of the child'sfingers.

The young man stopped, head tipped to one side. Then he stuck out one of his big handsin the way that
Terrans did when they wanted to initiate the behavior known as"shaking hands." Inwardly, Er Thom
sghed. Locd custom.

He was saved from this particular bout with custom by the perpetrator himself, who lowered his hand,
looking sdlf-conscious. "Never mind. Won't do to drop Scooter, will it? I'm Jerzy Entaglia. Theater Arts.
Chairman of Thester Arts, which givesyou an ideaof the shape the department'sin.”

Anintroduction. Very good. Er Thom inclined his heed, taking care that the child on his hip did not
capture another handful of hair. "Er Thom yosGalan, Clan Korvd."

Jerzy Entagliafroze, an arrested expression on hisforgettable face. "yosGaan?' he said, voice edging
upward in an exaggerated question-mark.

Er Thom lifted his eyebrows. "Indeed.”

"Well," said Jerzy, backing up so rapidly Er Thom thought he might take atumble. "That's great! Thetwo
of you probably have alot to talk about—get to know each other, that kind of stuff. Anne—seeyallater.
Gottarun. 'Bye, Scooter—Mr. yosGaan—" He was gone, letting himsalf out the door a moment before
Annes hand fdl on hisshoulder.

"Bye, bye, bye!" the child sang, beating hishedsagaingt Er Thom's flank. He wriggled, imperatively.
"Shango."

"Very wel." He bent and placed the child gently on hisfeet, offering an arm for support.

The boy looked up to smile, showing danting frosty eyebrows to match the white hair, and eyes of so
light abluethey seemed slver, hugein the smal brown face. " Shank you," he said with acertain dignity
and turned to go about his business.

He was restrained by amotherly hand, which caught him by a shoulder and brought him back to face Er
Thom.

"Thisis someone very important,” she said, but it was not clear if she wastaking to the boy or to himsdf.
Shelooked up, her eyes bright, face lit with such adepth of pride that he felt hisown heart lift withiit.

"Er Thom," shesad, voicethrilling with joy, "thisis Shan yosGdan."
"yosGaan?' He stared at her; looked down at the child, who gazed back at him out of dert silver eyes.

"yosGaan?' he repeated, unable to believe that she would—uwithout contract, without the Delm's Word,
without—He took a breath, ran the pilot's calming sequence; looked back at Anne, the joy in her face
beginning to show an edge of unease.

"Thisis—our—child?" he asked, trying to keep his voice steady, hisface politdy distant. Perhaps he had
misunderstood. Locd custom, after al—and who would so blatantly disregard proper behavior,
melant'i, honor ...

Relief showed in her eyes, and she nearly smiled. "Y es. Our child. Do you remember the night—that
horrible forma dance and it was so0 hot, and the air conditioning was broken? Remember, we snuck out
and went to the roof—"



Theroof of the yet-unfinished Mercantile Building. He had landed the light-flyer there, sporead the silk for
them to Sit on asthey drank pilfered wine and snacked on delicaciesfilched from ahors d'ouevretray ...

"Fourteen moons,” he whispered, remembering, then the outrage struck, for there was no
misunderstanding here a al, and no loca custom to excuse. "'Y ou named this child yosGalan 7' he
demanded, and meant for her to hear hisanger.

She dropped back haf-a-step, eyes going wide, and her hands caught the boy's shoulders and pulled him
close againgt her. Shetook adeep breath and let it Sigh out.

"Of course | named himyosGaan," she said, very quietly. "It isthe custom, on my homeworld, to givea
child hisfather's surname. | meant no—insult—to you, Er Thom. If I have insulted you, only tell me how,
and | will mend it.”

"Itisimproper to have named this child yosGaan. How could you have thought it was anything €l se?
There was no contract—"

Anne bowed her head, raised a hand to smooth the boy's bright hair. "1 see.” Shelooked up. "It's an easy
matter to change aname. There's no reason why he shouldn't be Shan Davis. I'll make the application
to—"

"No!" His vehemence surprised them both, and thistimeit was Er Thom who went back a step.
"Anne—" He cut himsdlf off, took a moment to concentrate, then tried again, schooling hisvoiceto
camness. "Why did you not—you sent no word? Y ou thought | had no reason to know that there was
born ayosGdan?'

She moved her hands; he was uncertain of the meaning, the purpose, of the gesture. The child stayed
pressed againgt her legs, quiet as stone.

"l wanted achild,” shesaid, dowly. "I had decided to have a child—entirely my own choice, made
before | met you. And then, | did meet you, who became my friend and who |—" Again, that shapeless
gesture. "' thought, why shouldn't I have the child of my friend, instead of the child of someone | don't
know, who only happened to donate his seed to the clinic? " She moved her head in a sharp shake.

"Er Thom, you were leaving! We had been so happy and— isit wrong, that | wanted something to
remind me of joy and the friend who had shared it? | never thought I'd see you again—the universeis
wide, my brother says. So many things can happen... It was only for my joy, my—comfort. Should |
have pin-beamed amessage to Liad? How many yosGaans are there? | didn't think—I didn't think
you'd care, Er Thom—or only enough to be happy you'd given me so—so fineagift..." She bent her
head, but not before he'd seen the tears spill over and shine down her cheeks.

Pity filled him, and remorse. Hereached out. "Anne..."

She shook her head, refusing to look at him, and Shan gave a sudden gasp, which quickly became awail
as heturned to bury hisface againgt her legs. She bent and picked him up, making soothing sounds and
groking hishair.

Er Thom came another step forward, close enough to touch her wet cheek, to lay his hand on the child's
thin shoulder.

"Peace, my son," he murmured in Liaden while his mind was busy, trying to adjust to these new fects, to
atrade that became entirely atered. He thought of the proposed contract-marriage that must somehow
be put off until he had done duty by this child—his child—a half-bred child, gopds—whatever would he



say to hismother?

"No!" Annejerked back, holding the sobbing child tightly against her. Her face was ashen, her eyes
shadowed with some direterror.

"Anne?'

"Er Thom, heis my son! HeisaTerran citizen, registered on University. My son, of whom your clan was
never told— for whom your clan doesn't carel”

Harsh words, dmost enough to strike him to anger again. But there, Terrans knew nothing of clans.

"The clan knows," he said softly, telling her only the truth, "because | know; cares because | care. We
aredl children of the clan; ears, eyes and heart of the clan.”

Thefear in her eyes grew, he saw her arms tighten about Shan, who put out renewed cries.
Whirling, Anne carried him into the bedroom.

She stayed in the bedroom along time, soothing Shan and convincing him to lie down in hislittle pull-out
bed. She sat by him until hefell adeep, the tears dried to sticky tracks on his cheeks.

When she knew he was deeping deeply, she rose and pulled the tangled blankets straight on her own
bed. She strained her earsfor a sound—any sound—from the next room. The apartment wasfilled with
slence

Go away! shethought fiercely and dmost at once: Don't go! She shook her head. He would go, of
course; it was the nature of things. They would resolve this misunderstanding; she would change her son's
surname and he would be easy again. They would be friends. But sooner or later Er Thom would go,
back to hisround of worlds and trade-routes. She would take up again the rhythm of her hectic life...

There was no sound from the living room. Had he gone dready? If he was ill here, why hadn't he come
to find her?

She glanced at the pull-out, stepped over to make sure the bed-bars were secure, then she took a deep
breeth and went into the living room.

He was sitting on the edge of the sofa, hands folded on his ap, bright head bent. At her approach he
stood and came forward, eyes on her face.

"Anne? | ask pardon. It was not my intent to—to cause you pain. My temper is—not good. And it wasa
shock, | did not see... Of course you would not know that there are not so many yosGalans, that a
message sent to me by name, to Liad or to Dutiful Passage, would reach me. | am at fault. It had not
occurred to meto leave you my beamcode..." And who leaves such, he asked himsdf, for one who
has taken nubiath'a?

Shetried asmadl smile; it felt odd on her face. "Maybe thistime you can leave me the code, then. I'll
contact you, if something—important—happens. All right?"

"No." Hetook her lifdessfingersin his, tried to massage warmth into them. "Anne, it cannot continue
w_ll

She snatched her hand away. "Because hel's named yos-Gaan? I'll change that—I've said | would! Y ou
have no right—Er Thom—" Sheraised her hand to her throat, fingers seeking the comfort that no longer



hung there; shefet tearsrising.

"Er Thom, don't you have somewhere else you need to be? Y ou came here for a purpose, didn't you?
Business?' Her voice was sharp and he nearly flinched. Instead, he reached up and took her face
between his hands.

"l cameto seeyou," he said, speaking very dowly, as clearly and as plainly as he knew how, so there
could be no possible misunderstanding. "1 came with no other purpose than to speak with you.” Tears
Spilled over, soaking hisfingertips, startling them both.

"Anne? Anne, no, only listen—"
She pulled away, dashing at her eyes.
"Er Thom, please go away."

Hefroze, staring a her. Would she send him away with dl that lay, unresolved, between them? It was
her right, certainly. He was none of her kin, to demand she open her door to him. But the child was
named yosGalan.

Anne wiped at her face, shook her head, mouth wobbling.

"Please, Er Thom. Y ou're—my dear, we're fill friends. But | don't think | can listen now. I'm—I need to
be by mysdf for alittlewhile...”

Reprieve. Helicked hislips.
"l may come again? When?'

The tearswouldn't stop. They seemed to come from aholein her chest that went on and on, forever.
"When?| don't—thisevening. After dinner.” What was she saying?"Er Thom..."

"Yes" Hemoved, spinning away from her, plucking hisjacket from the back of the easy chair and letting
himself out the door.

For perhaps an entire minute, Anne stared at the place where he had been. Then the full force of her grief
caught her and she bent double, sobbing.

CHAPTER SIX

Any dlight—no matter how small—requires balancing, lest the value of one's melant'i be lessened.

Balance is an important, and intricate, part of Liaden culture, with the severity of rebuttal figured
individually by each debt-partner, in accordance with his or her own meant'i. For instance, one
Liaden might balance an insult by demanding you surrender your dessert to him at a society
dinner, whereas another individual might calculate balance of that same insult to require a death.

Balance-death is, admittedly, rare. But it is best always to speak softly, bow low and never give a
Liaden cause to think he has been dighted.

—From A Terran's Guideto Liad

It was acrigp, bright day of the kind that doubtless delighted the resident population. Er Thom shivered
violently as he hit Quad S and belatedly dragged on hisjacket, seding the front and jerking the collar up.



Jamming his hands into the fur-lined pockets, he strode off, heedless both of his direction and the Stares
of those he passed, and only paused in his headlong flight when he found water barring his path.

He stopped and blinked over the glittering expanse before him, trying to steady his disordered thoughts.
The child's name was yosGdan.
He shivered again, though he had walked far enough and hard enough for the exercise to warm him.

His melant'i was imperiled—though that hardly concerned him, so much had he already worked toward
its ruination— and the melant'i of Clan Korva, aswell. A yosGaan born and the clan unaware? Korva
was High House and known to be eccentric—society wags spoke of "the Dragon's directive' and
"Korva madness'—but even so strong and varied amelant'i could scarcely hope to come away from
such adebacle untainted.

Er Thom closed hiseyes againgt the lake'sliquid luster. Why? Why had she done thisthing? What had he
done that demanded such an answer from her? So stringent a balancing argued an insult of such
magnitude he must have been aware of histransgresson—and he recdled nothing.

Abruptly he laughed. Whatever the cause, only see the beauty of the balance! A yosGalan, born and
rased as Terran, growing to adulthood, building what melant'i he might, clan and linedikedl in
ignorance... If Er Thom yosGalan had been a stronger man, one who knew enough of duty to embrace
forgetfulness without once more seeking out the cause of his heart-iliness... It was, in truth, an artwork of
balance.

But what coin of hishad purchased it? If Anne had felt hersalf dighted, if he had belittled her or failed
someway of giving her full honor—

"Hold." He opened his eyes, staring sightlessy acrossthelake.
"Anneis Terran,” hetold himsdlf, as revelaion began to dawn.

There were some who argued that Terrans possessed neither melant'i nor honor. It wasaview largely
popular with those who had never been beyond Liad or Liad's Outworlds. Traders and Scouts tended to
espouse a less popular philosophy, based on actua observation.

He himsdlf had traded with persons unLiaden. Aswith Liadens, there were those who were honorable
and those who were, regrettably, otherwise. Loca custom often dictated a system Strange to Liaden
thought, though, once grasped, it was seen to be honor, and consistent with what one knew to be right
conduct.

Daav went further, arguing that melant'i existed independent of a person's consciousness, and might be
deduced from careful observation. It was then the burden of a person of conscious melant'i to give al
proper respect to the unawakened consciousness and guard its deeping potential.

Er Thom had thought his brother's view extreme. Until he had met Anne Davis.

He knew Anneto be aperson of honor. He had observed her meant'i first-hand and at length and he
would placeit, inits very different strengths, equa to his own. She was not one to start a debt-war from
spite, nor to take extreme balance as bolster for an unsteady sense of sdif.

Isit possible, he asked himsdlf, dowly, that Anne named the boy so to honor me?

Thelake dazzled his eyes as the paving stones seemed to move under hisfeet. He grappled with the



notion, trying to accommodate the alien shape, and he gritted histeeth against adesireto cry out that no
one might reasonably think such athing.

Facts. Anne was an honorable person. There had been nothing requiring balance between them. The
child's name was yosGaan. Therefore, Anne had meant honor—or at the least no harm—to him by her
actions.

He drew adeep breath of chill air, dmost giddy with rdlief, that there was no balancing here that he must
answer; that he need not bring harm to her whom he wished only to cherish and protect.

There remained only to decide what must properly be done about the child.

It was mid afternoon. Shan had eaten ahearty dinner, resisted any suggestion of deep and fell easy prey
to Mix-n-Match.

Anne shook her head. Sheld had to upgrade the set three times aready; Shan learned the smple patterns
effortlesdy, it seemed. He needed a tutor—more time than she could give him, to help him learn at his
own rate, to be sure that he received baanced ingtruction, that he didn't grow bored...

"A tutor," shejeered to hersdf, not for thefirst time. " Sure,
Annie Davis, an' where will ye be getting the meansfor that madness?"

It was ameasure of her uneasiness that she sought comfort in the diaect of her childhood. She shook her
head again and went over to the desk, resolutely switching on the terminal. "' Get some work done,” she
told hersdf firmly.

But her mind would not stay on her work and after haf-an-hour's fruitless searching through tangentia
lines, she canceled the rest of her time and went over to the omnichora

She pulled the dust cover off and folded it carefully onto the easy chair, sat on the bench, flipped stops,
st timings, tone, balance, and began, very softly, to play.

Er Thom was not coming back. Intdllectudly, she knew that this was so: The abruptness of his departure
thismorning told itsown tale. It was no use trying to decideif thiswere agood thing or abad one. She
had been trying to resolve that precise point al morning and had failed utterly.

Her hands skittered on the keys, sowing discord. Irritably, Anneraised her hand and re-adjusted the
timing, but she did not take up her playing. Instead, she sat and stared down at the worn plastic keys,
fighting the terror that threatened to overwhelm her.

It cannot continue so, heingsted in memory and Anne bit her lip in the present. Er Thom was an
honorable man. He had his meant'i—his status—to consider. Anne had, al unwitting, threatened that
melant'i—and Er Thom did not think a mere change of Shan's surname would retire the threst.

Liaden literature was her passion. She had read the stories of Shan @' Thrasin compulsively, addictively,
searching back aong esoteric research linesfor the oldest versions, sending for recordings of the famous
Liaden prenama—thetdllers of tales. She knew what happened to those foolish enough to thresten a
Liaden'smdanti.

They were plunged into honor-feud, to their impoverishment, often enough. Sometimes, to their degth.

It didn't matter that sheloved Er Thom yosGalan, or what hisfedings might otherwise befor her. She
had put his status at risk. The threat she posed must be nullified, her audacity answered, and his melant'i



absolutely reestablished, no matter what hurt he must give her in the process.

He might even be sorry to hurt her, and grieve truly for her misfortune, as Shan e Thrasin had grieved
truly for hisbeoved LyadaroMenlin, who had killed his partner. She had paid fully and Shan had
extracted the price, as honor demanded, and then mourned her therest of hislife...

She gasped and came off the bench in arush to go across the room and sweep her son up in ahug.
"Mano!" yeled that young gentleman, twisting in her embrace.

"Ma, yesl" sheingsted and kissed him and rumpled his hair and cuddled him close, feding hiswarmth
and hearing the beat of hisheart. "Malovesyou," she sad, fiercely, for dl that she whispered. Shan
grabbed her hair.

"Ma?'

"Yes," she said and waked with him to the kitchen, back through the living room to the bedroom. "Well
go—someplace. To Richard." She stopped in the middle of the living room and took a deep bregth,
fedling beautifully, miraculoudy reprieved. She kissed Shan again and bent down to let him go.

"WEIl go to Richard—hometo New Dublin. WEell leavetonight..." Tonight? What about her classes, her
contract? It would be academic suicide—and Er Thom would find her at her brother's house on New
Dublin, she thought dejectedly. He would have to find her. Honor required it. Her shoulders sank and she
fdt thetearsrise again.

"Oh, gods..."
The door chime sounded.
She spun, some prima ingtinct urging her to snatch up her son and run.

Shan was sitting on the floor amidst his rubber blocks, patiently trying to balance arectangle atop a cube.
And there was no place, redly, to run.

The chime sounded again.
Slowly, she walked across the room and opened the door.
He bowed in spite of the parcels he held, and smiled when he looked up at her.

"Good evening," he said softly, asif this morning had never happened and he had never looked at her
with fury in hiseyes. "It isafter dinner?"

Speechless, shelooked down at him, torn between shutting the door in hisface and hugging him as
fiercely as she had hugged Shan.

"Anne?'

She started, and managed awooden smile. "It's after Shan's dinner, anyway," she said, stepping back to
let himin. "But he's being stubborn about going to bed.”

Er Thom glanced over to the boy, absorbed in hisblocks. "1 see." He looked up at her. "I have brought a
gift for our son. May | giveit?'

Shelooked at him doubtfully. Surely he wouldn't harm achild. No matter what he might fed he owed



her, surely his own son was safe? She swdlowed. "All right...."

"Thank you." He offered the smdler of the two parcels. "I have aso brought wine." He paused, violet
eyes peculative. "Will you drink with me, Anne?"

She caught her breath againgt sudden, painful relief. It was going to be dl right, she thought, dizzily. To
drink with someone was asign of goodwill. It would be dishonorable to ask afeud-partner to drink with
one. And Er Thom was an honorable man.

The smile she gave him thistimewasredl. "Of course I'll drink with you, Er Thom." Shetook the
package. "I'll pour tonight. And provide dinner. Areyou hungry?'

Heamiled. "I will eat if you will egt.”

"A bargain." Her laughed sounded giddy in her own ears, but Er Thom did not seem to notice. He was
walking toward Shan.

The boy had succeeded in building a bridge of arectangle across two cubes. Gracefully, Er Thom went
to one knee, facing the child across the bridge, and laying down the large parcdl.

"Good evening Shan-son,” he said in soft Liaden. Anne swalowed around the lump of dread in her
throat, clutched the wine bottle and said nothing.

"Jblish,"” Shan sad, glancing up from histask with asmile. "Hi!"
"I've brought you agift,” Er Thom pursued, still in Liaden. "I hopethat it will please you.”

To Shan'sintense interest, he removed the wrapping from the package and held out astuffed animal. It
wasafriendly sort of anima, Annethought, with large round ears and rounder blue eyesand a
good-natured smile on its pointy face. Shan gave it thoughtful consideration, uttered a crow of laughter
and fdl upon its neck.

Er Thom echoed the laugh softly and reached out to touch the smal brown face. Shan pulled his new
friend closer and caught the man'sfinger in hisfree hand, crowing again.

Anne quietly turned and went into the kitchen for glasses and for food.

She busied hersdf in the kitchen rather longer than was necessary; cutting the cheese to nibble-size, and
the fruit, too. She stood for aridiculous amount of time, trying to decide which crackersto offer.

Throughout it al relief warred with lingering fear. It went againgt everything she knew to distrust Er Thom.
Hewas her friend, the father of her son. This morning had been aregrettable misunderstanding—a
conflict of custom—and she ought to thank all possible gods, that Er Thom had been ableto forgive her
assault on hismeant'i. She would need to be very careful not to threaten him again. Even fondnessfor a
lover could not be expected to stay a Liaden's hand twice...

When shefinaly returned to the living room, it was strangdly quiet. Er Thom smiled up at her from his
seat againgt the sofa. Shan was spread out across hislap, head on Er Thom's shoulder, one small hand
gripping the stuffed animal's round ear. He was fast adeep.

"Oh, no!" Annelaughed, nearly upsetting the wine glasses on the tray. "My poor friend..." She sat the
tray down and knelt on the floor next to them, holding out her arms. "I'll put him to bed.”

The stuffed anima proved a stumbling block. Even in deep her son's grip wastrojan, but Er Thom



patiently coaxed the deeping fingers open, and offered the liberated toy to Anne. Shetook it and led the
way as Er Thom carried Shan into the bedroom and lay him gently on the pull-out bed.

Hewaited quietly while she settled both friends comfortably and alowed her to proceed him back into
the living room, pulling the door haf-closed behind him.

CHAPTER SEVEN

The delm shall be face and voice of the clan, guarding the interests of the clan and treating with
other delms in matters of wider interest. The delmis held to be responsible for the actions of all
members of his clan and likewise holds ultimate authority over these members. The delm shall
administer according to the internal laws of his clan, saving only that those laws do not
circumvent the Laws agreed upon by all delms and set forth in this document.

—From the Charter of the Council of Clans

"Goto Liad?' Anne sat her glass carefully aside. "I have no reason to go to Liad, Er Thom."

"Ah." Heinclined his head, keeping hismanner in dl ways gentle. It had been ill-done to show her his
anger; he had not missed the warinessin her face when he had asked entrance this evening. Nor did the
continued tension in her shoulders and the unaccustomed care with which she addressed him escape
notice. He met her eyes, as one did with avaued friend, and brushed the back of her hand with light
fingertips

"Our child must be Seen by theddm.”

Shetook adow, deep breath. "I believe," she said with that care which was so different from her usual
way with him, "that the matter need not concern your delm. | said thismorning that | will change Shan's
surnameto Davis, and | meant it. | have an early day tomorrow. I'll go to Central Admin and filethe
request through Terran Census. Three days, at the most, and—"

"No." He caught her hand in both of his, kegping hisvoice soft with an effort. " Anne, is Shan not the—the
child of our bodies?'

She blinked, dipping her hand free. "Of course heis. | told you."

Irritation there, and rightly so. Who was Er Thom yos-Galan to question the word of an equa adult? He
bowed his head.

"Forgive me, friend. Most certainly you did tel me. It isthusthat the delm'’s concernis engaged. You
have said that the child of our pleasureisyosGdan. It isthe delm's honor to keep the tale of yosGalans
and ensure that the clan—" here he sumbled, sorting among amyriad of words of Terran possibility, al
the wrong Size or shape to describe the clan's obligationsin this matter.

"I'vesaid,” Anne stepped into the space his hesitation had created, "that his name will be changed to
Davis. Inthree days, Er Thom, there will be no new yosGaansfor your delm to count.”

"Y ou have said heisyosGaan. Will you unsay it and forswear yourself?" It was not his place to rebuke
her, nor any of his concern, should she chooseto tarnish her melant'i. But his heart ached, for he had
taught her to fear him, and now fear forced her to dishonor. "Anne?’

She sghed. "Er Thom, he'sthe same child, whether hisnameis Davis or yosGdan!™
"Yed" Joy flooded him, so that he caught her hands, laughing with sheer rdlief, for she did not after all



turn her face from honor. "Precisdly so! And thus the dem must certainly See him—soon, as you will
understand. | shal pilot— you need not be concerned—and the ship isentirely able. To Liad is—"

"Holdit." Her face held an odd mix of emotion—afrown twisted curioudy about a smile—and she shook
her head, a pet gesture that did not always signa negative, but sometimes also wonder, or impatience, or
sadness. Shetook one of her handsfrom hisand raised it to his face, running her knuckles whi sper-soft
down hisright cheek. Once more, wonderingly, it seemed to him, she shook her head.

"It'sredly important for your delm to see Shan now?"

Important? It was vital. To be outside the clan was to be outside of life.
"Yes" hetold her.

"All right. Then let your dedlm come here.”

"Hah." Shewaswithin her right to ask it, though there were few so securein their melant'i asto bid
Korva cometo them. Er Thom inclined hishead.

"Itis, you see, that—until his own children are of an age— | am the dem's designated heir. Wisdom
dictates that we both not be off-planet a the sametime. Y our grace would be the clan's delight, could
you ingtead go to Korval."

"Yourethededm'shar?' Annewasfrowning dightly. "I didn't know that."

There was no reason for her to know; such information was not commonly shared with pleasure-loves.
Y et Anne knew much else about him, he redlized suddenly. It was possible that only Daav knew more.

"Forgive me. | am athodem—heir to my mother, who isthodelm of yosGaan. And | am
nadelm—named to take the place of the delm, should—necessity—dictate.”" He paused, biting hislip,
and then made her agift: "The dem is Daav yosPhdium, who isaso my chaleket—you would say, my
foster-brother.”

"And master trader, and master pilot," Anne murmured, naming the two facets of hismdant'i she had
cause to know well. "That's quite a hat-rack."

His brows twitched together. "Y our pardon?”

"I'm sorry,” she said, laughing lightly. "An old Terran joke had to do with the number of dutiesasingle
person was assigned to perform. Each of the duties was referred to asa'hat,' and the traditiona question
was. 'What hat are you wearing today?"

He stared at her. A joke? But—
"That ismeanti,” he said, around a sense of wondering bafflement.

"Moreor less" Anne agreed with ashrug. "It's pretty old—a scholar's joke, you know." She changed the
subject abruptly. "If your delm needs to see Shannie now, the solution isfor you to go home so he can
cometo Univergity. | certainly can't leave now—exam week isjust beginning—and | don't have any
other reason to go to Liad, Er Thom. Though I'm certain,” she added, with areturn of that unnatural
caution, "that | would want to accommodate your delm.”

"Of course you would." True enough. Who sane deliberately thwarted Korva? Er Thom reached for his
wine, eyes sweeping down the column of her throat, to where her breasts pushed tight againgt the fabric



of her shirt.

"When," he asked softly, dragging his eyes away with an effort and trying to ignore his hammering pulse.
"When might you be able to leave Universty, were you interested in avist to—to Liad?"

Anne shook her head, sharply, he thought, and seemed to shift her eyesfrom hisface al a-sudden.
"|—three weeks. About that, with getting in find grades, and—" Shetook a hard breath. "Er Thom.”

"Yes" Hedid nearer to her on the sofa, setting hisleg againgt hers, and raised a hand to stroke one
ddightful breast through her shirt—deliberately teasing—and felt the quiver of her desire.

Lightly, he smoothed hisfingertips across her nipple, feding it harden as his own passion mounted, hard
and demanding. He shifted closer, urgent fingers at the fastening of her shirt.

"Shan—" she began.
"Isadeep," he whispered, and brought his gaze up to her face. "Isn't he?'

Her eyes seem to lose focus—an ingtant only and he half-swooning with a desire that seemed only to
build, and build, until he must—"Anne?'

"Adeep." Shewas back with him fully, fingers busy with hisown clothing. "Er Thom, | need you.
Quickly."

"Quickly," he agreed, and the passion built to awave, hesitated in apain that became ecstasy asiit
crashed, engulfing them entirely.

* * %

"The Right Honorable Lady Kareen yosPhelium,” Mr. pd'Kana announced with unnerving formality, and
bowed low.

Thelady's brother bit back a curse, spun his chair to face the door and swept his hand acrossthe
computer keypad, banishing the files he had been reviewing. The last move was sheer indtinct: Kareen
never hesitated to busy herself about any bit of business within the clan, aright she clamed as Eldest of
Line. That Daav did not agree with this assessment of her melant'i barely dowed her and had never, so
far as he knew, stopped her.

"Y oung brother." Kareen paused on the threshold long enough to incline her heed—Elder to
Y ounger—and alowed Mr. pel'Kanato seat her.

Inwardly, Daav sighed. True enough, Kareen could give him ten years, but it wearied one that she must
aways be playing that point. A variation, he thought, would add piquancy to agame of spite and didike
that had become dl too predictable. Alas, that Kareen was not imaginative. He moved his hand, catching
the servant's attention.

"Winefor Lady Kareen," he murmured.

Thisdone, Mr. pe’Kana quit the room, with, Daav thought, marked relief. The Council of Clans rated
Kareen expert inthefield of proper action and called upon her often to unravel thisor that sticky point of
Code. It wasto be regretted that she demanded expert's understanding of al she met.

Expert's understanding required that he rise and make his bow, honoring the eldest of Line yosPhelium,
and bidding her graceful welcome.



Daav thrust hislegs out before him and crossed them at the ankle. Lacing hisfingers over hisbelt buckle,
he grinned at her in counterfeit good-humor.

"Good-day, Kareen. Whatever can you want from me now?"

She dlowed the merest twitch of abrow to convey her displeasure at being addressed in the Low
Tongue, and lifted her glass, pointedly tasting the wine.

Setting the glass aside, she met his eyes.

"I have lately been,” she murmured, till in the mode of Elder Sibling to Y ounger, “at the house of Luken
bel Tarda, in the cause of vidting my her."

Kareen's heir was six-year-old Pat Rin, recently fostered into the house of bel Tarda by the delm's
command. An imperfect solution, asthe delm had admitted to his chaleket, and one that had enraged
Kareen unseemly.

Daav inclined hishead. "And how do you find our cousin Luken?”’

"Shatterbrained to afault,” his sster replied with regrettable accuracy. "As | had said to you on another
occasion, sirrah, Luken bel'Tardais hardly fit guardian for one of the Line Direct. However," she sad,
interrupting hersdlf, "that isadifferent bolt of cloth.” She fixed him with astern eye.

"Cousin bel Tardainforms me that yosGaan searchesfor one of the clan to enter into contract-aliance
with Clan Nexon, in the person of its daughter Syntebrael'Kemin."

"yosGdan hasthe dem'sleave for this search,” Daav said lazily, moving his hand in agesture of
disnterest. Kareen's mouth tightened.

"Then perhapsthe delm isaso aware that Thodelm yosGalan had intended Syntebrad'Kemin as
contract-wife for the dthodelm.” It cut very near disrespect, phrased asit yet wasin Elder-to-Y ounger.
But Kareen was expert in mode, aswdll, and kept her tongue nimbly in place.

"The ddm isaware of the thodem'sintentionsin that regard, yes." Helifted an eyebrow. "Isthere some
point to this, Kareen?'

"A small one" shesaid, "but sharp enough to prick interest.” She leaned forward dightly in her chair.
"The dthodelm is gone off-planet, not to return before the end of the relumma, fleeing, one must
conclude, the proposed dliance. Think of the insult to Nexon, that one intended for the contract-room at
TredlaFantrol should be shunted off to make do with—forgive mel—the like of Luken bel Tarda."

"Lukenisan amiablefdlow,” Daav said camly. "Though | give you score—thought isnot his best
endeavor. Asfor the insult to Nexon—the contract has not yet been written, much lesssigned. If thelady
hoped for an athodelm and netsinstead a country cousin, still her clan gainstieswith Korval, to her
honor. | note that sheisyoung, and while Nexon isal very well, it ishardly High House."

"Which mattersto Korval not at dl," Kareen said, with atouch of acid. "I recal that your own father
was—solidly— Low House."

"But apilot to marve at," Daav returned, very gently. "So our mother praised him.”
Kareen, who wasno pilot at al, took adeep breath, visibly seeking cam.

"This does not address," she said after amoment, "how best to ded with the scandal.”



Daav sraightened dowly in hischair. He met hissgter'seyes sernly.

"Therewill be no scandd,” he said, and the mode was Ranking Person to Lesser. "Understand me,
Kareen."

"l do not—"

"If | hear one whisper," Daav interrupted, eyes boring into hers, "one syllable, of scanda regarding this, |
shall know who to spegk with. Do | make mysdlf plain?’

It wasto her credit that she did not lower her eyes, though the pulse-beat in her throat was rather rapid.
"Y ou make yoursdlf plain,” she said after amomen.

"Good," he said with exquisite gentleness. "Is there something else to which you desire to direct your
dem's attention”?”

She touched her tongueto her lips. "Thank you, I—believe thereisnot.”

"Then | bid you good-day," he said, and inclined his head.

There was afraction of hesitation before she rose and bowed an entirely unexceptiona farewell.
"Good-day."

Mr. pel'Kanamet her at the edge of the hallway and guided her away.

Daav waited until he no longer heard her footsteps, then he got up and went across the room to the wine
rack. Kareen'sglass, full, except for the single sip she had taken, he left on the elbow table by her chair.
Mr. pel'Kanawould come back presently and take it away.

He poured himself aglass of misravot and had asip, waking to the window and looking out into the
center garden.

Flowers and shrubs rioted againgt the backdrop of Jelaza Kazone's massive trunk, threaded with thin
stone walkways. Daav closed his eyes against the familiar, beloved scene,

Alone of all the orders he had from his mother, who had been delm before him, the mandate to preserve
Kareen'slife stood, senseless. It was doubtless some failing of his own vision, that he could not see what
use she was to the delm she continually worked to thwart. The best that could be said of her wasthat she
was an assiduous guard of the clan's melant'i, but such vigilance paled beside along history of despite.
Daav sghed.

Perhaps, as he grew older and more accustomed to his duties, he would acquire the vaunted Dem's
Vison and see what it was his mother had found worth preserving in Kareen.

In the meanwhile, her latest bit of spite was put to rest, at least. Now if only Er Thom would finish with
his mysterious errand, return home and mold himsdif to duty!

Not such an arduous duty, Daav thought, who had lately reviewed Syntebrae'Kemin'sfile. True, the
lady was very young, and her second class pilot's license nothing out-of-the-way. But she would by all
accounts make an agreeable enough contract-wife, and like to quickly produce an infant pilot.

Once the new yosGalan was born, and accepted, and named, then Syntebra €'Kemin was free to return
to her clan, richer by the mating-fee and bonus, with her melant'i enhanced by having married one of
Korva.



Er Thom would likewise befree, to seek out Dutiful Passage and pick up hisrounds as Korva's master
trader.

And Daav would have anew niece or nephew to wonder over and nurture and guide—and a
contract-wife to find for himsdif.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Loveis best given to kin and joy taken in duty well done.
—Vilander's Proverbs, Seventh Edition

The sound of water, splashing and running, brought him from dream to drowse, where he recaled that he
lay on Anne's spring-shot sofa, covered over with the blanket from her own bed.

She had left him sometime in the early morning, amid acomedy of untangling limbs and wayward
clothing, murmuring that the child had stirred. The blanket she had brought a moment later, and spread
carefully on the sofa before bending and kissing him, too quickly, too lightly, onthelips.

"Thank you," she whispered and flitted away.

And for what did she thank him? Er Thom wondered, as the drowse began to thin. For breaking her
peace and teaching her fear? Or for being so lost to decency that he twice alowed passion to overrule
right conduct and made fierce, dmost savage, love to awoman who was neither pleasure-love, wife, nor
lifemate?

Hetwigted in hisuncomfortable nest and inhaed sharply, smelled Année's scent mingled with the blanket's
scratchy, synthetic odor, and felt asurge of longing.

It was to have been so simple. He had only planned to find her, to tell her of hislove—that had seemed
important. Vital. That done, knowing histruth held by one who treasured it, he thought he might have
faced the Hedlerswith cam. And he would have come away from them afit husband for Nexon's
daughter, no impaossible might-have-beens shadowing his heart.

Instead, he found a child who must someway be brought to the clan, awoman who seemed etched into
his bones, so deep was hisdesire for her—and no easy solutions at al.

"Hi!" Warm, milk-swest bresth washed hisface.

Er Thom opened his eyes, finding them on aleve with aserious silver pair, thickly fringed with black
lashes.

"Trasavolecta," hereplied, in Low Liaden, as one did with children.

The winging white brows pulled together in afrown.

"Hi!" Shan repeated, at dightly louder volume.

Er Thom smiled. "Good morning,” hesaid in Terran. "Did you degp wel |7’
Thechild—his child—gave it consideration, head tipped to one side.
"OK," he conceded &t |ast, and sighed. "Hungry.”

"Ah." Thewater continued to flow, noisily, nearby: Anne was doubtlessin the shower. Er Thomwriggled



free of the clinging blanket and stood. "Then | shall find you something to est,” he said and held out a
hand.

His son took it without hesitation and the two of them went together into thetiny kitchen.

Hefound instant soy-oats and made porridge, sprinkling it with raisinsfrom ajar on the cluttered counter.
The cold-box yielded milk and juice: Er Thom poured both and stood sipping the juice while he watched
his son assay breakfadt.

Shan was an accomplished trencherman, wielding his spoon with precison. There were afew, of course
unavoidable, spillsand splashes, and Er Thom stepped forward at one juncture to help the young
gentleman roll up the deeves of his pgjamas, but for the most part breskfast was neetly under way by the
time Anne srode into the kitchen.

"Oh, no!" She paused on the edge of the tiny space, laughter filling her face so that it was dl he could do
not to rush over and kiss her.

"Hi, Ma" her son said, insouciant, barely glancing up from hismedl.

Annegrinned. "Hi, Shannie." Shelooked a Er Thom and shook her head, grin fading into something
softer.

"My poor friend. Weimpaose on you shamefully.”
He cleared histhroat, glancing away on the excuse of finishing hisjuice.

"Not at dl," he murmured, putting the glassinto the washer. " The child was hungry—and | was ableto
solve the matter for him." He met her eyes suddenly. "What should afather do?!

Her gaze did away. "Yes, well. What a mother should do isgrab aquick cup of coffee and then get this
young con artist ready to go see hisfriend Marilla”

"Rilly!" Shan crowed, losing aspoonful of cered to the table top. "Oops.”

"Oopsisright,” Annetold him, pulling a paper napkin from the wal dispenser and mopping up the mess.
"Finish up, OK? And try to get most of it in your mouth."

"Clumsy Scooter," the child commented maiter-of-factly.

"Single-minded Scooter,” Anne returned, maneuvering her large saf through the small space with deft
grace. "L eave eating and talking at the same time to the experts—like Jerzy."

Shan laughed and adjusted his grip on the spoon. "Y es, Ma."

Anne shook her head and pulled her mug out of thewal unit. The acrid smell of chicory-laden synthetic
coffee substitute—'coffeetoot,” according to most Terrans—was nearly overpowering. Er Thom stifled a
sgh. Anneloved redl coffee. He could easily have brought her atin—or a case of tins—had he any
notion she was reduced to drinking synthetic.

"Done," Shan announced, laying his spoon down with aclatter.
"How about the rest of your milk?" Hismother asked, Spping gingerly at her mug.

"Thereisno need," Er Thom said, quietly, "for you to— cheat yourself of amed. | can easily tend our
child today."



She looked down at him, brown eyes sharp, face tense with reawakened caution. Er Thom kept hisown
face turned up to hers and fought down the desire to stroke her cheek and smooth the tension away.

"That's very kind of you, Er Thom," she said carefully, "but Rilly—M arilla—is expecting Shan today."

"Then | will take himto her," hereplied, dl gentleness and reason, "and you may eat before you go to
teach your class.”

"Er Thom—" She stopped, and, heart-struck, he read dread in her eyes.

"Anne." He did touch her—he must—alaying of hishand on her wrigt, only that—and nearly gasped at
theelectrical jolt of desire. "Am | athief, to stedl our son away from you? | am ableto carefor him
today, if youwishit, or to take him to your friend. In either case, we will both be here when you come
home." Helooked up into her face, saw trust warring with fear.

"Trust me," he whispered, feding tears prick the back of hiseyes. "Anne?"
She drew a deep, shaking breath and sighed it out sharply, laying her hand briefly on his shoulder.
"All right," she said, and gave him awobbling smile. "Thank you, Er Thom."

"Thereisno thanks due," hetold her, and shifted away to alow her accessto the meager cupboards and
crowded counter. "Eat your breakfast and | will wash our son'sface.”

"Not coming today?' Marillalooked grave. "Heisn't Sck, ishe, swestie? Pel said therésa horrific
flu-thing going through the creche—haf the kids down with it and athird of the staff." She sighed,
theatrically. "Pd'sworking adouble-shift. Naturaly."

"Naturaly."” Anne grinned, Pel was dwaysfinding an excuse to work double-shifts. Marilla
theorized—hopefully—alate-shift love-interest. Anne privately thought that Marillasfits of drama
probably grated on her quieter, less demondirative daughter.

"Shan'sin the pink of hedth,” Anne said. "Hisfather's visting and the two of them are spending sometime
together."

There, shethought, it sounds perfectly reasonable.

Marillafairly gawked. "His father" she repeated, voice swooping toward the heights. " Shan'sfather is
visiting you?'

Anne frowned dightly. "Isthat againg the lav?"
"Dont bedlly, darling. It'sonly that—of course he'sfabuloudy wedthy.”

Asamatter of fact, Er Thom never seemed at alossfor cash, and his clothes were clearly
handmade—tailored to fit hisdim frame to perfection. But the jacket he wore most often was well-used,
even battered, the leather like silk to the touch.

"Why should he be?" she asked, hearing the sharpnessin her voice. "Fabuloudy weathy?*

Marillaeyed her and gave an eaborate shrug. "Well, you know—everyone assumes Liadens must be
rich. All those cantra. And the trade routes. And the clans, too, of course. Terribly old money—Iots of
investments. Not," she finished, glancing off screen, "that it'sany of my business.”

That much wastrue, Anne thought tartly, and wasimmediately sorry. It's only Marilla, shetold hersdf,



doing her yenta routine.

"Rilly, I've got to go. Class.”

"All right, sweetheart. Call and let me know your plans.” The screen went dark.

My plans? Anne thought, gathering together the pieces of Comp Ling Onésfinad. What plans?

During her free period, she banged back into her office for an hour's respite, juggling ahandful of mail,
the remains of Liaden Lit's exam and a disposable plastic mug full of vending-machine soup.

Dumping the class work into the 'Out’ basket near the door, she sat down at her desk, pried the top off
the plastic mug and began to go through her mail.

Notice of departmenta meeting—another one? she thought, Sghing. Regigtrar's announcement of
deadline for grades. Research Center shutdown for first week of semester bresk. Request for syllabi for
next semester. A card from the makers of Mix-n-Match, offering to upgrade Shan's model to something
cdled an Edu-Board. A—

Her fingerstingled at the touch—a gritty beige envelope, with ‘Communications Center' slamped acrossit
in red block letters that dwarfed her name, printed neetly in one corner.

A beam-letter. She smiled and snatched it up, eagerly breaking the sedl. A beam-letter meant either a
note from her brother Richard or aletter from Learned Doctor Jin Del yo' Kera, of the University of
Liad, Solcintra

The letter did out of the envelope—one thin, crackling sheet. From Richard then, she decided, unfolding
the page. Doctor yo'Kerds | etters were long—ypage upon page of scholarly exploration, answersto
questions Anne had posed, questions re-asked, reexamined, paths of thought illuminated. ..

It took her amoment to understand that the letter was not from Richard, after al.

It took rather longer to assmilate the message that was put down, line after line, in precise, orderly
Terran, by—by Linguigtic Specidist Drusi| te'Bana, who signed hersdlf 'colleague’.

Scholar tel'Bana begged grace from Professor Davisfor the intrusion into her affairsand theill news
which necessity demanded accompany this unseemly breaking of her peace.

Learned Doctor yo'Kera, Scholar tel'Bana's own mentor and friend, was dead, the notesfor hislatest
work in disarray. Scholar tel'Bana understood that work to be based largdly, if not entirely, on Professor
Davis eegant line of research, augmented by certain correspondence.

"Itisfor this reason, knowing the wedlth of your thought, the depth of your scholarship, that | beg you
most earnestly to cometo Liad and aid mein reconstructing these notes. The work was to have been Jin
Dé'slife-piece, so he had told me, and he likened your own work to an unflickering flame, lighting him a
path without shadows.”

Then the Signature, and the date, painstakingly rendered in the common calendar: Day 23, Standard year
1360.

Anne sat back, the words misting out of sense.

Doctor yo'Kera, dead? It seemed impossible that the degth of someone she had never physicaly met,
who had existed only as machine-transcribed words on grainy yellow paper should leave her with this



feding of Saggering loss.
Inthe halway, abdl jangled, sgnaing class-change in ten minutes. She had an examto give.

Awkwardly, shefolded Drusil tel'Banas |etter and put it in her pocket. She gathered up Comp Ling
Two's exam booklets, automatically consulting the checklist. Right.

The five-minute bell sounded and she left the office, taking care to lock the door behind her, leaving the
vending-machine soup to conged initsflimsy plastic mug.

CHAPTER NINE

The delm of any given clan, when acting for the clan, is commonly referred to by the clan's name:
"Guayar has commanded thus and so..."

To make matters even more confusing, it is assumed all persons of melant'i will have a firm
grounding in Liaden heraldry, thus opening up vast possibilities for double-entendre and other
pleasantries. " A hutch of bunnies," will indicate, en masse, the members of Clan Ixin, whose
clan-sign isa stylized rabbit against a rising moon. Korval, whose distinctive Tree-and-Dragon is
per haps the most well-known clan-sign among non-Liadens, is given the dubious distinction of
dragonhood and a murmured, "The Dragon has lifted a wing," should be taken as a word to the
wise.

—From A Terran's Guideto Liad

Shan accepted the surrey ride with the cheerful matter-of-factness that seemed his chiefest characterigtic.
He sttled into the oversized seat next to Er Thom, pulled off his cap and announced, "Jerzy Quad C. C.
Three. Seven. Five. Two. A. Four. Nine. C."

Fingers over the smple code-board, Er Thom flung a startled glance at the child, who continued, "Rilly
Quad T. T. One. Eight. Seven. Eight. P. Three. Six. T."

"And home?* Er Thom murmured.
"Home Quad S," Shan said without hesitation. "'S. Two. Four. Five. Seven. Z. One. Eight. S."

Correct to adigit. Er Thom inclined hishead gravely. "Very good. But today we are going e sewhere. A
moment, please.” He tapped the appropriate code into the board and leaned back, pulling the single
shock-strap across hislap and Shan's together and locking it into place.

The child snuggled againgt his side with a soft Sgh and put asmall brown hand on Er Thom'sknee.
"Who?"' he asked and Er Thom stiffened momentarily, wondering how best—

The child stirred under hisarm, twisting about to look into hisface with stern slver eyes. "Who are you?”'
he demanded. "Name."

Er Thom let out the breath he had been holding. "Mirada," he said, the Low Liaden word for "father."
"My nameis Er Thom yosGaan, Clan Korvd."
The white brows pulled together. " Mirada ?" he said, hesitantly.

"Mirada," Er Thom replied firmly, settling hisarm closer around the smdl body and leaning back into the
awkward sedt.



The boy curled once more againgt his side. "Where we go?'

Er Thom closed hiseyes, feding his son'swarm body burning into his side, thinking of Anne, and of love,
and the demands of melant’.

"To the spaceport.”

Dragon's Way admitted them, hatch lifting silently. Beyond, the lights came up, the life-syssems cycled to
full, and the piloting board initiated primary self-check.

Shan hesitated on the edge of the piloting chamber, small hand tensing in Er Thom'slarger one.
"Mirada?'

"Yes, my child?'

"Go home"

"Presently,”" Er Thom replied, taking half astep into the room.

"Go home now," the boy insisted, voice keying toward panic.

"Shan." Er Thom spun and went to his knees, one hand cupping athin brown cheek. "Listen to me,
denubia. We shal go home very soon, | promise. But you must first help meto do athing, dl right?

"Do?" Doubtful Slver eyesmet hisfor an unnervingly long moment.
"All right,” Shan said at last, adding, "sparkles.”
Helifted ahand to touch Er Thom's cheek. " Soft." He grinned. "Jerzy prickles.

Er Thom bit hislip. Jerzy Entagliawould be bearded, Terran mae that he was. But why should Er Thom
yosGaan's son be familiar with the fed of an outsider's face?

He sighed, and forced himsdlf to think beyond theinitia outrage. Jerzy Entaglia stood in some way the
child'sfogter-father. The success of his effortsin that role was before Er Thom now: Alert, intelligent,
good-natured and bold-hearted. What should Er Thom yosGalan accord Jerzy Entaglia, save adl honor,
and thanksfor a gift precious beyond price?

"Come," he said to his son, very gently. He rose and took the small hand again in his, leading the boy into
the ship. Thistime, there was no resistance.

Shan sat on astodl by the autodoc, watching curioudy as Er Thom rolled up his deeve and sprayed
antiseptic on hishand and arm.

"Cold!"

"Only for amoment,” Er Thom murmured, tapping the command sequence into the autodoc's pand. He
looked down at his son and dipped a hand under the chinto tip the smal face up. "Thismay hurt you, a
little. Can you be very brave?'

Shan gaveit consderation. "I'll try."

"Good." Er Thom went down on one knee by the stool and put hisarm around Shan'swaist. The other
hand he used to guide the child's fingersinto the ‘doc’'s sampling unit. Y our hand in here—yes. Hold ill



now, denubia..."

Heleaned his cheek againgt the soft hair, raising his free hand to toy with a delicate earlobe, eyes on the
readout. When the needle hit the red line, he used hisnails, quickly, deftly, to pinch Shan's ear, diciting a
surprised yep.

"Miradal"

The unit chimed completion of the routine; the readout estimated three minutes for andysis and match. Er
Thom came up off thefloor in asurge, sweeping Shan from the stool and whirling him around.

"Well done, bold-heart!" he cried in exuberant Low Liaden and heard his son squed with laughter. He
set him down on hisfeet and offered a hand, remembering to spesk Terran. "Shall | show you athing?”

"Yes!" hisson said happily and took the offered hand for the short walk back to the piloting chamber.

Bronze wings spread wide, the mighty dragon hovered protectively above the Tree, head up and dert,
emerad-bright eyes seeming to look directly into one's soul. Shan took a sharp breath and hung dightly
back.

"ItisKorvd'sshidd,” Er Thom murmured, though of course the child was too young to understand all
that meant. He ran his padm down theimage. "A picture, you see?'

The boy stepped forward and Er Thom lifted him, bringing him close enough to run his own hand down
the smooth enameled surface. He touched the dragon's nose.

"Name?'
"Ah." Er Thom smiled and cuddled the smd|l body closer. "Megdaar.”
"Meglar," Shan mispronounced and touched the Tree. " Pretty."

"JdazaKazone," hisfather told him softly. "Y ou may touch it in truth—soon. And when you are ol der,
you may climbinit, asyour uncleand | did, when we were boys."

Shan yawned and Er Thom felt astab of remorse. A long and busy morning for achild, in truth!
"Would you likeangp?' he murmured, aready starting down the hal toward the degping quarters.
"Umm," his son replied, body relaxing even as he was carried aong.

He was more ad egp than awake by the time Er Thom laid him down in the bed meant for the dem'suse
and covered him with aquilt smelling of sweetspice and mint.

" 'Night, Mirada," he muttered, hand fisting in the rich fabric.
"Seepwell, my child,” Er Thom returned softly, and bent to kiss the stark brown cheek.

On consideration, and recaling his own boyhood, he opened the intercom and locked the door behind
him before going back to the autodoc.

"yosGdan, indeed," he murmured afew moments|ater, carrying the 'doc's gene-map with him into the
piloting chamber.

He sat inthe pilot's chair, eyestracing the intricate pattern reveded in the printout. yosGalan, indeed. He



glanced at the board, fingered the gene-map and looked, with distaste, down &t his shirt. He was not
accustomed to deeping in his clothing, and then rousting about, rumpled and unshowered, for haf-a-day
afterward.

The board beckoned. Duty was clear. Er Thom sighed sharply and lay the gene-map atop the prime
piloting board.

He wanted a shower, clean clothes. What better time than now, with the child, for the moment, adeep?

A shower and clean clothes, he thought, removing hisjacket and laying it across the chair's back. Duty
could wait half-an-hour.

"Er Thom?... Shannie!"

Annelet her briefcasefal as she darted forward, flashing through the tiny gpartment: Empty bedroom,
dark bathroom, silent kitchen.

"Gone."
Pain hit in ahammer blow, driving the bresth out of her in akeen that might have been hisname.
Er Thom! Er Thom, you promised...

But what were promises, she thought dizzily, where there was melant'i to keep? Anne swalowed air,
shook her head sharply.

Shanwaswell, of that she was absolutely certain. Er Thom would not harm achild. She knew it.

But he would take his child to Liad. Must take his child to Liad. He had asked her to go with him on that
urgent miss on—and she—she had thought there was an option of saying no.

"Annie Davis, it'sarare, foolish gei yeare," she muttered, and was suddenly moving.

Three of her long strides took her across the common room. She smacked the door open and burst into
the halway a a dead run, heading for the Quad, the surrey station.

And the spaceport.

She should never have trusted him, Anne thought fiercely. She should have never let him back into her
life. She should have never let him back into her bed. Gods, it had dl been an act, put on to lull her fears,
S0 that she would leave Shan with him—she saw it now. And she—she S0 starved for love, so besotted
with abeautiful face and caressing ways, incapable of thinking that Er Thom would do her harm, willing
hersdf to believe he would—or could—stop being Liaden. ..

She flashed down the stairs and out into the Quad, running asif her life depended upon it and, gods, what
if he had dready gone? Taken her son and lifted, gone into hyperspace, Jumping for Liad—how would
she ever find him again? What Liaden would take the part of a Terran barbarian against one who was
measter trader, athodelm, and heir to hisdelm?

There are not so—very many—yos 'Galons, Er Thom murmured in memory, and Anne gasped,
speeding toward the blue light that marked the surrey station.

She was hdfway across the Quad when they emerged, the boy straddling the man's shoulders. The man
was wa king unhurried and smooth, asif the combined weight of the child and the duffel bag he dso
caried wasjust dightly lessthan nothing.



"Hantal" the child cried, and the man siwung right.
"Dri‘at!" the boy caled out then and the man obediently went to the left.
Anne dammed to ahalt, fist pressed tight against her mouth, watching them crosstoward her.

Shan was exuberant, hanging on to the collar of Er Thom's battered leather jacket, Er Thom's hands
braceeting hisankles.

"I'lantal" Shan called again, hedls beating an abbreviated tattoo against the man's chest.

But Er Thom had seen her. Heincreased his pace, marching in astraight line, ignoring it entirely when
Shan grabbed a handful of bright golden hair and commanded, "I'lanta, Miradal"

"Anne?' The violet eyeswereworried. He reached up and swung the child down, retaining afirm hold on
asmall hand. His other hand lifted and stopped a bare inch from her face, while she stood there like a
stump and stared at the two of them, afraid to move. Afraid to breathe. ..

"You'reweeping," Er Thom murmured, hand hesitating, dropping, disappearing into ajacket pocket. "My
friend, what iswrong?"

She drew ashaky bresth, her first in sometime, or so it felt, and found the courage to move her hand
from before her mouth.

"l came home," she said, hearing how her voice wobbled, "and you were gone.”

"Ah." Digtress showed, clearly, for aheartbeat. Then Er Thom was bowing, graceful and low. "I am
distraught to have caused you pain,” he murmured, in Terran, though the inflection was al High Liaden.
"Forgive me, that my thoughtlessness has brought you tears.”

He straightened and moved Shan forward, rdinquishing his hand. "Go to your mother, denubia.”
"Ma?' Thelight blue eyeswere worried; shefdt hisuncertainty asif it were her own.

Anne sank to her knees and pulled him closein asavage hug, her cheek againgt his.

"Hi, Shannie," she managed, though her voice still quavered. "Y ou have anice day?'

"Nice," he agreed, armstight around her neck. "Saw Meg'lar. Saw—spaceport.” Hewriggled, proud of
himsdlf. " Saw ship and store and—and—"

Hewriggled again, imperatively. Anneloosened her grip, found hersdf looking up into Er Thom's face.

Very solemn, that face, and the violet eyes shadowed so that she longed to reach out and touch him, to
beg his pardon for having doubted—

Enough of that, Annie Davis, shetold hersdlf sternly. You touch the man and lose your sense—only
see how it happened yestereve.

"It was necessary that | have clothes," Er Thom said gently, fingers brushing the bag a hiship. "Also, |
have arranged that food be delivered to your dwelling—" His hand came up, fingers soothing the air
between them. "It was seen that food wasin shortage. | mean no offense, Anne.”

"No, of course not," she whispered, and cleared her throat. She took Shan's hand and rose, looking
down into her friend's beautiful, troubled face. "Er Thom—"



Hisfingersflickered again—indicating more information forthcoming.

"It isaso necessary that | engage a—a room. This has not yet been done. If you desire to keep our son
by you, | will completethistask." He hesitated, danting aglance a her face from benegth thick golden
lashes.

"l ask—may | vigit you thisevening? After supper?’ Heinclined hisheed. "It will be entirely asyou wish,
Anne, and nothing e'se. My word upon it.”

"A room?" she repeated, looking a him in astonishment. She took a breath. "Er Thom, how long are you
daying here?'

He glanced aside, then back to her face.
"Three weeks, you had said, until you might cometo Liad."

"l said no such thing!" she protested, and felt Shan's hand tense in hers. She took another breath, deep
and caming. "Er Thom, | am not going—" Then she remembered the | etter in her deeve and the unknown
scholar's plea.

"Anne?’

She bit her lip. "I—perhaps—I will—need to go to Liad," she said, suddenly aware that it was cool on
the Quad and that she had dashed out without snatching up ajacket. "A friend of mine—a
colleague—has died, very suddenly, and | am asked to—" She shook her head sharply. "I haven't
decided. The newsjust camethismorning.”

"Ah." Heinclined his head and murmured the forma phrase of sorrow for a death outside one's own clan:
"Al'bresh venat'i."

"Thank you," Anne said and hesitated. "Y ou can stay with us, you know," she heard hersdlf say. "I know
that the couch isn't what you're used to..." Shelet the words die out, even as Er Thom's fingersflickered
negative.

"I do not think that—would bewise," he said softly, though the glance he spared her was anything but
soft. "May | vist you, Anne? Thisevening?'

"All right," she said, around asurprising tightening of her heart. "For alittle while. | have—examinationsto
grade”

"Thank you." He bowed to her, touched hisfingertipsto Shan's cheek,

"Thisevening,” he murmured and turned, boot hedls clicking on the Quad-stones as he walked back
toward the surrey station.

" 'Bye, Miradal" Shan cdled, waving energeticdly.
Er Thom glanced back over his shoulder and raised ahand, briefly.

"C'mon, Shannie,” Anne murmured, looking at her son so shewouldn't have to watch her lover out of
sight, as she had done once before. "Let's go home.”

CHAPTER TEN

The most dangerous phrasein High Liaden is coab min-shak'a: "Necessity exists'.



—From A Terran's Guideto Liad

"... guide the dem's attention to the appended gene-profile for Shan yosGalan, who has twenty-eight
Standard Months.

"The mother of thischild is Anne Davis, native of New Dublin, professor of comparative linguigtics,
Northern Campus, University Centra, Terran Sector Pdadin.

"Oneregretsthat aprofile for Professor Davisisnot at thistime available. Although professona
necessities have denied her the opportunity to pursue her own license, sheis descended of aline of pilots.
Her elder brother, Richard, holds first-class-pending-master; her mother, Elizabeth Murphy, had held
firgt-class, light trangport to trade class AAA. Therecords of these pilots are likewise appended, for the
delm'sinformeation.

"It isonesintention to bring the child with his mother before the delm's eyes on the second day of the
next relumma, the earliest moment Professor Davis may be released from the necessities of her work.
One implores the delm to See the child wel comed among Korva, to the present joy and future profit of
theclan.

"One dso begsthe delm's goodwill for Professor Davis. Sheisa person of melant'i who is owed balance
of Korval through the error of the clan's son Er Thom.

"In respect to theddm...”
"Er Thom yosGaan."

"Twenty-eight Standard Months?' Daav stared at the screen, torn between disbelief and awoeful desire
to laugh. "I should alow that amatter to resolve, indeed!"

On the desk beside the pin-beam unit, Relchin lifted his head and stared daggers of outraged comfort,
which tipped the scale firmly to laughter. Daav chucked the big cat under the chin and hit the advance
key, caling up the appended gene-map.

"Well, and the child's out of yosGalan," he admitted to Relchin amoment or two later. "But what'sit to
do with meif aTerran lady seesaway to combine profit with pleasure? Especialy where there's young
Syntebra so eager to wed an athodelm and do the thing by contract and Code, with no untoward
scandals." He skritched the cat absently behind the ears.

"Er Thom wantsto buy the Terran lady off, that seemsthe gist of the thing, don't you think? And he
wants the boy for the clan, though as Aunt Petrellaand my sister will no doubt both inform us, Shanis
not a yosGaan name." He frowned at the gene-map once more.

"Child might well be the devil of apilot. Er Thom's very good, you know, Relchin. One needs make a
push to stay abreast of him—though it won't do to let him know that, of course. The clan isaways eager
to welcome pilots... The matter comes down to the lady's price, as| seeit—and the lady's price must be
high, indeed, e sewhy did he smply not pay it out of his private account?"

The cat vouchsafed no answer and after amoment Daav called up the records of the lady's brother and
mother.

"Adequate, certainly, but thelady hersdf isno pilot. Who can say but she's no morethan a
bumble-fingered pretty-face and the child takes al from her? Only see how it iswith Kareen, eh,
Relchin? Though it must be recalled that yosGalan, at least, has dways bred true.”



Hewas quiet for atime then, absently stroking the cat and staring not at the screen but at apoint just
aboveit.

"No, it won't do," he announced at last, snapping out of the chair and striding to the bar. He poured
himsdlf some misravot and wandered out into the middle of the room, holding the glass and glaring down
at therug.

"Has Er Thom run mad?" heinquired, perhaps of the cat, which was busily washing its back. "Implore the
delm to See a child unacknowledged by yosGalan? Put the clan into uproar, set thodelm against delm,
open vistas untold to Kareen's despite and al for the sake of an untried child and some person named
Anne—"

He stopped, dropping into a stillness so absolute the cat paused in its ablutions to stare a him out of wide
ydlow eyes.

"Anne Davis." He Spped wine, pensvely, head cocked to aside. "Anne Davis, now." He sighed lightly.
"It really istoo bad, the things Scout candidates are required to read. But isit the identica Anne Davis, |
wonder? And was it Anne Davis at al? Certainly it was linguistics—and rather sartling initsway. My

pitiful memory..."

Taking thusto himself, he went back to the desk, set aside the wine and opened a search program. In
response to the command query he typed in arapid haf-dozen keywords, struck "go" and leaned back in
hischair.

"Now—" he began, looking significantly &t the cat.

He got no further. Thefirgt chime signaling amatch had barely ceased when the second, third, fourth, fifth
sounded. There was a pause of less than a heartbest before the sixth and final match was announced and
by that time Daav was blinking in bemusement at the screen-full of information hisfirst keyword hed
produced.

"Ahyes" he murmured, touching the"continue’ key. "Exactly 0."

Anne Davis list of publications ran two full screens, including the compilation and cross-check of mgor
Terran diaects Daav had half-recaled. He noted the work had been upgraded twice since; the version
he had read had been her doctoral paper.

He dso noted that the focus of her study had undergone afascinating shift of direction, the seeds of
which were certainly to be found in that earliest work. Y et the intellectua courage required to begin the
painstaking sifting and matching of Liaden and base-Terran, not to forget the language of the

enemy—Y xtrang—seeking commondlity. ..

"A concept worthy of a Scout,” Daav murmured, ordering the entire bibliography for his private library
with aflash of quick golden fingers across the board. "Bold heart, Scholar. May the luck show you fair
face"

The biography, accessed next, jibed very well with Er Thom'sletter. Heidelberg Fellow Anne Davis,
author of many scholarly papers (list ppended) in the field of comparative linguistics, wasindeed anative
of New Dublin in the Terran Sector of Faerie. She possessed one sibling, Richard Davis, pilot; and was
descended of Elizabeth Murphy, pilot, deceased, and lan Davis, engineer, aso deceased.

She was listed as the parent of one child, Shan yosGalan, born Standard Y ear 1357.

"And amatter of very public record,” Daav commented wryly. "One begins to comprehend Er Thom's



fedingsin the matter.”
Eyes till on the bio, he reached out and spun the pin-beam screen around.

"A person of melant'i, forsooth," he murmured, frowning at the letter. "Isit possible he begs a solving for
the lady? True enough, shewill have no delm to solvefor her, and if the child isto cometo Korvd..." He
rescued hiswine glass and leaned back in the chair, staring at the cloud-painted ceiling and sipping.

On the desk, the cat tirred, stretched and walked over the smdl gap to the man's lap, leisurely making
itsdlf comfortable.

"It may be aliance she wants," Daav murmured, toying with the cat's ear. "No bad thing, there,
Relchin—and Professor Davisin pursuit of anotion likely to have found approva with Grandmother
Cantra. Theres Univerdty of Liad, after dl, just over thevdley wal—and dl thelovely native

Speskers..."
The cat purred and moved its head so the man'sfingers weretickling its chin.

"Simplefor you to say s0," Daav complained. " You're not asked to solve for one outside the clan! Nor is
the coming of thischild to Korvd at dl regular. What can Er Thom have been about?"

But the big cat only purred harder and kneaded Daav's thigh with well-clawed front feet.

"Stop that, brute, or I'll need amedic.” Daav Sghed. "Perhaps | should travel to University, seethe lady
and—no." Hefinished hiswine and reached out along arm to set the glass aside.

"Best to read the | etter precisely aswritten, Relchin, eh? In which manner we must gracioudly respond to
our erring athodelm and solicit details upon the nature of Korva's debt to Professor Davis."

So saying, and to the cat's disapproval, he spun the chair around to the pin-beam unit and began to
compose hisreply.

Shan made ahearty dinner and went to bed without demur, a circumstance so unusud that Annefelt his
forehead for Sgns of fever.

There was none, of course, which she had known in that secret pocket of her heart where she also knew
if he dept or waked, was calm or distressed. The child wastired, that was all.

"Miradawore you out, laddie, didn't he just?"
"Mirada?' Shan'slashesflickered and the danting brows pulled together. "Mirada?"

"Later, Shannie," Anne soothed, brushing the white hair back from the broad, brown forehead. "Go to
deep now."

But she had no need to coax; her inner sensetold her deep had dready laid its spell.

Out in the great room afew minutes later, she shook her head at the parcels that had been delivered from
theloca grocer. Gods only knew where the man thought she was going to put all the various goodies
he'd ordered, which included two tins of fabulously expensive, real-bean coffee.

"Well, and perhaps some of it will befor himsdf," she murmured, turning her back on the pile and
resolutely picking up thefirst examination booklet.

Shewas very nearly hafway through the lot when the doorbell sounded, startling her into a curse.



"Ah, there, Annie Davis," she chided herself as she crossed the room, "dwayslosing yourself insde the
work..."

"Good evening." Er Thom bowed low as she opened the door—the Bow of Honored Esteem, she
thought, frowning dightly. Most usudly, he greeted her with the Bow Between Equas. She wondered,
unessily, whet the deviation meant.

"Good evening," she returned, with as much calm as she could muster. She stepped aside, motioning him
inwith awave of her hand. "Comein, please.”

Hedid, offering the wine he carried with another dight bow. "A gift for the House."

Anne took the bottle, uneasiness growing toward darm. Er Thom usually brought wine on hisvists—a
Liaden custom, she understood, which demonstrated the goodwill of the visitor. But he had never before
been so formal—so alien—in hismanner to her.

Clutching the symbol of hisgoodwill, Anne attempted her own bow—Gratitude Toward the Guest.
"Thank you. Will you take aglasswith me?"

"It would bewelcome," he returned, nothing but tiff formality, with dl of her friend and her lover hid
down in the depths of his eyes. He moved a graceful hand, showing her the cluttered worktable and piles
of exam booklets. "I would not, however, wish to interrupt your work."

"Oh." She stared at the desk, then at the clock on the shelf aboveit. "My work will take me another few
hours," she said, hesitantly. "A bresk now, for afew moments, to drink wine with—with my friend..."
Shelet it drift off, biting her lip in an agony of uncertainty.

"Ah." Something moved across his face—aflicker, nothing more. But she knew that he wasin some way
relieved. Almogt, she thought he amiled, though in truth he did nothing more than incline his head.

"l suggest acompromise,” he said softly. "Y ou to your worktable and | to stow the groceries. Thewine
may wait until—friends—are able.”

"Stow the groceries?' She blinked at him and then &t the pile of boxes. "All that stuff won't fitin my
kitchen, Er Thom. I'd hoped somewasfor you."

Surprisngly, he laughed—swest, rare sound that it was— and she found hersalf smiling in response.

"A cargo-baancing exercise, no more." He reached out and dipped the bottle from her grasp. "I shdll
contrive. In the meanwhile, you to your examinations, eh?"

"l tomy examinations" she agreed, dtill smiling like afoal, absurdly, astonishingly rdieved. "Thank you,
Er Thom."

"Itisnothing,”" he murmured, moving off toward the pile.

He paused briefly to take off his jacket and drapeit over the back of the easy chair before continuing on
to the kitchen.

Ridiculoudy light of heart, Anne went back to her desk and opened the next blue book.

Trueto hisword, Er Thom found room for every blessed thing in the boxes, then negtly folded the boxes
and did them into the thin space between the coldbox and the washer.

He used the few extra minutes Anne needed to finish grading her last paper to rustle up some of the



freshly-foraged foodstuffs and carry the snack, with wine and glasses, into the grest room.

"That looks wonderful!" Anne said, eyeing thetray of cheese and vegetables and sauce with redl
gppreciation. She smiled at Er Thom and stretched high on her toes to work out the kinks, fingers
brushing the celling, asdways.

"Blasted low bridge," she muttered, as she dways did. "How much could it cost to add an extratwo
inchesof height?'

"Quiteabit, | should think," Er Thom replied serioudy. "Two inches on such ascae of building very soon
becomes miles” He moved his shoulders, studioudy watching the wine he was pouring into the glasses,
rather than the delightful spectacle of her stretching tall and taut above him. *And cantra.”

Annegrinned. "1 expect you'reright, at that. But it's a nuisance to dways be bumping my fingerson the
calingtiles”

She sank down into acorner of the sofaand took the glass he offered her. "Thank you, my dear, for dl
your labors on my behdf.”

For amoment he froze, panicked that she might somehow know of the plea he had made on her behdf
to Daav—Then he shook himsdlf, for of course she only meant the task this evening, which wasin truth
nothing to one accustomed to balancing the holding pods of a starship.

"You arewelcome,”" he said, since she seemed to wish hear him say it, and was rewarded by her smile.

Carefully, he sat on the opposite end of the sofa, striving to ignore the way his blood heated with her
nearness, the shameful desiresthat clamored for ascendancy over honor and melant'i... He sSipped wine,
st the glass gently aside and stedled himself to look up into her face.

"l regret,” he said, clearing histhroat because his voice had gone unexpectedly hoarse. "'l regret very
much to have caused you pain, Anne. It was not understood that you would arrive home at an early hour.
| erred and | wish you will forgiveme."

Sheblinked. So that wasthe reason for his earlier stiffness. AImost, she reached out to touch his cheek.
It was only the memory of the searing, unreasoning passion that the least touch of him awoke that kept
her hand resting lightly on her knee.

"| forgiveyou fredly,” she said ingtead, smiling a him warmly. "1t was—foolish of me to have panicked
that way. Y ou had given me your word and | should have—" Dangerous ground here: Fatal to say that
she had doubted hisword. "—I should have remembered that."

"Ah." He gave her adight smilein return. "You arekind."

He hesitated then, puiting off the moment when he must, in honor, ask what melant'i trembled to
conceive. And it was not, he admitted to himself, wryly, as he would admit it to Daav, honor's argument
that most compelled him. Rather, it was happy circumstance that honor in thisinstance bent negtly 'round
his heart'sdesire.

He sipped hiswine and had anibble of cheese, dl but trembling with desiring her. Sternly, he pushed the
passion aside. He had sworn that it would be precisely as Anne wished it, with none of Er Thom
yosGdan's unruly passionsto disarm her. There were proposals to be considered here; trade to be
engaged upon. He took a deep breath.

"Anne?'



"Yes, love?' Theintensity of her gaze betrayed a passion as unruly as hisown and amost in that instant of
meeting her eyes hewaslogt again.

Gritting histeeth, he shifted his gaze and swallowed againgt the flood tide of desire.
"l have a—proposa,” he managed, hearing hisvoice shiver with breathlessness. "If you will hear me."

"All right," she said. Her voice seemed odd, aswell, though when he turned to look at her, she had her
face averted, watching the wine glass she had set upon the table. "What proposal, Er Thom?”

"| propose—" Gods, his thodelm would berate him and his delm aso—perhaps. She was outside the
Book of Clans— Terran, Terran, Terran to the core of her. She was bread to nourish him, water to dake
him—desire to torment him until he could do nothing el se but have her, though it flew in theface of clan
and Code and—yes—of kin.

"I propose," he repeated, forcing himself to meet her eyeswith acalmness he did not fed, "that we two
be wed."

CHAPTER ELEVEN

If fate decrees you'll be lost at sea, you'll live through many a train wreck.
—Terran Proverb
"Wed?' Astonishment overrode exultation—barely.

With theforce of both emotions rocking her, she heard her own voice, sammering: "But—I'm not
Liaden."

Er Thom smiled dightly, dender shoulders moving in afluid not-shrug. "And neither am | Terran," he said,
with acertain dryness. He haf-extended a hand to her, thought better of it and reached instead for his
wineglass.

"It would be proper,” he murmured, with exquisite care, for who was he to ingtruct an equa adult in
proper conduct? "Proper—and well-intended—for you and | to be bound by contract—wed—at the
time our sonis Seen by Korvd."

Exultation died with an abruptness that was agony. No lover-like words from Er Thom, Anne thought
with uncharacterigtic bitterness—when had she had even an endearment from him? This was expedience,
nothing more. Unthinkable that aman of Er Thom yosGaan's meanti come hometo show hisddm a
doxy and a bastard when he might, with only alittle expense, show instead awife and legitimate heir.
Anne blinked through a sudden glaze of tears and willed hersdlf to believe that the pounding of her heart
was caused by anger, not anguish.

"No, thank you," she said shortly, proud that her voice was sharp and even. She turned her head,
refusing to look a him, and reached for her glass.

"Hah." His hand—dlim golden fingers, one crowned by the carved amethy<t ring of amaster trader—his
hand lay lightly on her wrigt, restraining her, waking firein her belly.

"I have given offense," he murmured, taking hishand away. "My intention was—far otherwise, Anne.
Please. What must | do to bring us back into balance?!

"I'm not offended,” shelied, and managed to meet hiseyes squarely. "'l just don't want to marry you."



Winged golden brows lifted, doquent of disbelief. "Forgive me," he said gently. "Onerecdlsthejoy
shared just recently—as well asthat which we knew—nbefore..."

"Did | say | didn't want to go to bed with you?' Anne snapped, al out of patience with him—and with
hersdf. "Far too much of that, my lad! But lust isless of areason for marrying than, than becauseit's—
proper—and I'm damned if I'll marry for either!” Shetook ahard breeth, barely able to see hisface
through the dazzle of tears—angry tears.

"It'syour own notion to be taking Shannie to show your delm, not mine. For al of me he can stay
uncounted 'til the end of hisdays! HE'sa Terran citizen, which is good enough for quite anumber of folk,
who manage to have good, long, productive lives and—"

"Anne." Hewas very close, one knee on the sofa cushion while his hands caught her shoulders, kneading
thetight muscles. " Anne."

She gasped, half-choked and lifted a hand to wipe at her eyes. Unaccustomed, she looked up into Er
Thom'sface, heart mdting at the distressin his eyes even as passion flared and took fire a his nearness.

Achingly dow, helifted ahand, ran light, trembling fingers down her damp cheek, over her lips, purple
eyeswide and mesmerizing.

"I loveyou," hewhispered, "Anne Davis."

"No." It was a battle to close her eyes, to deny her body the solace of him. Every thread of her ached to
believe that whispered avowa, saving only one smdl bit of sanity that clamored it was nothing but

expediency, Hill.
"No," she said again, eyes shuttered againgt him, trembling with need. "Er Thom, stop this. Please.”
Instead, she felt warm breath tir the hairs at her temple an ingtant before hislips pressed there.

"I loveyou," he said again, wonderful, seductive voice shaking with passion. He stroked her hair back
with tender fingers, kissed the edge of her ear. "Anne..."

"Er Thom." Her own voice was anything but steady. "Er Thom, you gave me your word..."

She could have sworn shefdt thejolt go through him, theicy jag of sanity that broke the flaming
fascination of desire for the instant he required to jerk back and away, coming to hisfeet in ablur of
motion—and going entirdy gill, handsfirmly behind hisback.

"Oh, gods."

Anne shuddered, finding his abrupt absence | ess easement than added torment. What is this? she asked
hersdf, for the dozenth time since yesterday. She had felt arapport with Er Thom yosGaan dmost from
thefirgt. But this—compulsion— reminded her of the ancient stories of the Sidhe, the Faerie Lords of
old Terra, and the enchantments they wove to ensnare mere mortals....

Except one sight of Er Thom's sweat-damp face and anguished eyes proved beyond human doubt that if
this was enchantment, then he was netted astightly as she.

Shelet out the breath she hadn't known she was holding and straightened against the cushions. "Er
Thom..."

He bowed, effectively cutting her off. "Anne, only think," he said quickly, his accent more pronounced



than she had ever heard it. "Y ou say you will betraveling to Liad, that there is duty owed one who has
died. What better than to travel with one who isyour friend, to guest in the house of your son'skin for as
long asyou like? Everything shdl be asyou wish—" He bit hislip and glanced sharply away, then back.

"If you do not wish usto wed, why then, thereis nothing more to be said. I—certainly | cannot know
your necessities. However, you must know that my necessities require our son to show hisfaceto the
delm no later than the second day of the next relumma—three Standard weeks, asyou had said." He
moved his hands, showing her pams, fingers spread wide, concedling nothing.

"I tel you dl," he said, the pace of hiswords dowing somewhat. "Anne. | do not wish to wound you, or
to frighten you, or to sted our son away from you. But he must be brought to the delm. HeisyosGaan!
Provison must be made—and yoursdlf! Will you stand alone and without dlies, having borne achild to
Korvd?'

Anne gtared, breathless with hearing him out. "1s that— dangerous?' she asked.

"Dangerous?' Er Thom repeated, blankly. He moved a hand, agesture of tossing aside. "Ah, bah! Itis
games of melant'i. Nothing to dlarm onewho is prudent.” He tipped his head, bit hislip asif unsure how
to continue.

"It isprudent to gather allies," he said at last and Anne heard the exquisite care he took now, lest he
offend her. "Korva isnot negligible, you understand. And the child isyosGaan. None can deny basisfor
dliance. The marriage I—wished for—would have brought you immediately into a case of—of—
intended alliance. Y ou would have been seen to be under the Dragon's wing now, rather than waiting
upon thetrip to Liad and the drawing up of—other—contracts." He took adeep breath, and met her
eyes, hisownwide and guileless.

"It distresses me to seeyou in peril," he said, very softly, "when | have the means and the—desire—to
giveyou protection.”

"l—see" she managed, around the hammering of her heart. She shook her head in afutile effort to clear
it and made agrab for common sense. Thiswas University Central, after al: Haven of scholarsand
students and other servants of odd knowledge and arcane thought.

"No oné'slikely to come after my head here," shetold him, meaning it for comfort and an ease to the
distress he showed her plainly, and added a phrase with aflavor of High Liaden: "Thank you for your
care, Er Thom."

He hesitated, then bowed acceptance of her decision, or so she thought.

"In three Standard weeks," he said, straightening, "1 shal pilot our son and yoursdlf to Solcintra We shall
all three go to the delm and Shan shall be Seen. After, | shall take you to Tredlla Fantrol—the house of
yosGaan—where you may guest until your duty to your friend has been completed.”

It made sense, evenif it was phrased rather autocraticaly. It solved her trangportation and living
problems. It solved Er Thom's pressing need to have the newly-discovered yosGaan added to Clan
Korvd'sinterna census.

It did not solve her disinclination for having the order of her life disrupted for aslong astwo monthswhile
shetried to sort out a colleague's private working notes.

And it certainly did not solve the fact that she would be staying those two months on Liad—in Solcintra,
cdled "The City of Jewels' for the sandard of wedlth enjoyed by its citizens. At—Tredla Fantrol—she



might well be Er Thom yos-Galan's honored guest and recipient of every grace the House could provide.
But in Solcintrashe would be alone Terran in the company of Liadens, with their fierce competitiveness
and Liad-centric ways—

... iInasociety where the phrase, "Rag-mannered asa Terran,” enjoyed current—and frequent—usage.

"1 had thought perhaps of—not—going to Liad,” Anne began, dowly. "It might bejust asuseful for meto
copy my old letters to Jn De—Scholar yo'K era—and send them to his colleague. That way she—"

The doorbell chimed—and again, insstent.

"At thishour?' Anne was dready moving, unaware that Er Thom had moved with her until he caught her
hand, pulling her a step back from the widening door.

"Er Thom—"

"Anne!" Jerzy dl but fell into her arms. "Y ou're here! Y ou're safe! Gods, gods—the whole damn
pantheon! Down at the Quad S Tavern when the news came over—terrified you'd stayed late to grade
exams—too stupid to find acal box—" He sagged against her shoulder and let athesatrica sigh shudder
through him before he lifted hishead to grin at Er Thom.

"Evening, Mr. yosGadan."

Er Thom inclined hishead. "Good evening, Jerzy Entaglia," he said gravely. "Isthere areason why Anne
should— not—be safe?’

Jerzy blinked, straightening away from Anne's support and glancing from her to Er Thom. "Y ou didn't
hear?' he asked, eyes going back to Anne. "The bulletin, right in the middle of the—" He stared around
the room, spied the dark screen. "Guess not. Well, al that exercise for nothing.”

"Heard what 7' Anne demanded. "Jerzy, it's past midnight! If thisis one of your—"

"My jokes? No joke." He grabbed her hand, ugly face entirely serious. "Comp Ling's gone. The whole
back corner of the Language Block blew sky-high, two hours ago.”

PetrellayosGaan eyed the child of her deceased twin with anoticeable lack of warmth.

"Felicitations, isit?' she sad ill-temperedly. "And to what event does my delm desire meto attach
fdicity? The continued absence of my heir, perhaps? Or the visit from Delm Nexon thismorning, inquiring
of that same heir's health? Or shdl | find joy in the empty nursery and the albsence of a child to continue
theLine?'

Daav had asip of red wine. "Well, certainly you may rejoice in any such that may moveyou,” he said
agreeably. "I had only meant to bring tidings of my chaleket's return on the second day of the next
rdumma”

"Three dayslater than the dem's deadline," she said with asperity. "As| am certain the delm recdls,
having so—long— amemory."

He grinned. "Wdl-thrown, Aunt Petrellal But asit happens, your heir begged the delm's grace and
received the extension, asingsting on the previoustime frame would have considerably inconvenienced
the guest.”

"Ah, thefdicity not only of the return of one's son, but aso theinestimable joy of aguest!" Petrdlaflung



her hand high in mock jubilation. "How fortunate for the House, indeed. Is one to know more of the
guest, | wonder? For the universe, you understand, is a-bursting with potential guests.”

"Why, soitid" Daav said, much struck by thisviewpoint. "I had not considered it thus, but | believe you
are correct, malam! How piquant, to be sure: An entire universe, panting to guest with Korva!"

"Yes, very good,” shereturned. "Play the fool, do, and amuse yourself at an old woman's expense. | note
that details regarding the guest have not come forth.”

He moved his shoulders. "The guest isa scholar of some repute.”

"Moreddlight,” hisaunt said acidly. "A scholar, to our honor! Asif there were any more rag-mannered,
saving only a—"

"A Terran scholar,” Daav interrupted gently. He assayed another sip of the excellent red. ™Y ou may wish
to remodel the Ambassadorid Suite"”

Petrdlawas saring. "A Terran scholar?!

"Indeed, yes," her nephew said, and amplified: "A scholar who a so happens—amere accident of birth, |
assure you!'— to be Terran.”

Petrella had closed her eyes and alowed herself to dump back into her chair. Daav watched her closdly,
seeking asign by which he might know if this sudden sagging were an artifact of her illnessor aploy to
divert him.

Petrella opened her eyes. "Er Thom is bringing a Terran scholar to guest in this house,” she said,
absolutely toneless.,

"Correct," replied Er Thom's foster-brother and, when she till glared at him: "He being so scholarly
himsdf, you see”

She snorted. "A master trader may not beanidiot, | alow. However, | confessthat this scholarly aspect
of my son's nature has heretofore escaped my notice." She waved ahand, and Daav saw sincere
wearinessin the gesture. "But there—a chaleket will know what none other may guess.”

"Exactly s0," Daav murmured and finished hiswine. Setting the glass aside, he rose and made his
bow—affection and honored esteem. "If thereisany way in which | may be of service, Aunt, do call.
And if you would prefer not to medd e with the Ambassadorid Suite, the scholar may just aseaslly stay
a Haza—"

"yosGdan'sguest,” the old lady interrupted augterdly, "staysin yosGaan's house."

"Certainly," her nephew said and crossed over to bend and kiss her ravaged cheek and lay alight hand
on the sparse, scorched hair. "Don't tire yourself. | am entirely ableto assist you.”

She smiled her dight, mocking smile and reached up to touch his cheek. "Y ou're agood boy," she said
softly, then waved an irritable hand. "Go away. I've work to do.”

"Yes, aunt," he said gently and crossed the room with his silent, quick steps, meting down the hallway as
if he had no more substance than a shadow.

Petrellasighed and dumped deep in her chair, concentrating on the bresth that rasped, painful and hot,
through her ruined lungs.



After atime, when she was certain she would not shame herself, she rang the bell for the butler.

CHAPTER TWELVE

The thing to recall about Dragonsisthat it takes a special person to deal with themat all. If you
lie to them they will steal from you. If you attack them without cause they will dismember you. If
you run from them they will laugh at you.

It isthus best to deal calmly, openly and fairly with Dragons: Give them all they buy and no more
or less, and they will do the same by you. Sand at their back and they will stand at yours. Always
remember that a Dragon isfirst a Dragon and only then a friend, a partner, a lover.

Never assume that you have discovered a Dragon's weak point until it is dead and forgotten, for
joy isfleeting and a Dragon'srevenge is forever .

—+From The Liaden Book of Dragons

Er Thom let himsdf into his Stuffy rented quarters, took off hisjacket and flung it over the arm of the
doubtful sofa. Spacer that he was, he barely noticed the lack of windows, though the rattle of the
ventilator grated on senses tuned to catch the barest whisper of life syssem malfunction.

Surefooted in the dimness, he went across the common room to the pantry and poured a glass of wine
from one of the bottles appropriated from Dragon's Way.

Honest red wine and none of Daav's precious misravot! hethought, smiling softly. Leaning againg the
too-high counter, he closed his eyes and sipped.

He had amost lost her.

The thought horrified—and horrified again, for it transpired that on days when Marillawatched Shan, she
most usudly brought him to Anne's office in the evening, as Rilly went to teach anight class. Dependent
upon the child's mood, Anne did sometimes stay late, grading papers, mesting with students, doing
"housecleaning.” If Er Thom had not had the tending of hisson thisday ...

"An accident,” Jerzy Entaglia had said, sitting on Anne's sofaand drinking a cup of red coffee. "Just one
of those stupid damn things. That'swhat Admin's saying, anyway." He sighed, looking abruptly
exhausted.

" 'Course they haven't sorted the rubble yet, or counted the bodies—or even called up the folkswho
have back-wing offices, just to make sure they're dl tucked up, safe and warm." He shook his head.
"Likely they'll find huge chunks of afusion bomb in the wreckage, when they get around to cleaning it

up.

"Isthere—forgive me," Er Thom had murmured at that point, though it was hardly his placeto do so.
"Has there been thought of—of abaancing... 7'

Jerzy blinked a him.

"An honor-feud, he means,” Annetold her friend and shook her head. "It's not too likely, Er Thom. The
whole wing went, remember? Not just one person's office. And anyway, how could there be afeud
againg alanguage department? We're just a bunch of fuzzy humanities-types. If it were ahard-science
department, where they might possibly have gotten onto something someone didn't want them to
have—but Languages? Y ou might aswell blow up Theater Artgl"



"A notion over-full with glamour,” Jerzy announced, with the air of one quoting a passage of Code.
Annelaughed.

"Yah, wdl, I'm outta here," Jerzy said, levering himsdf up. "'Night, Anne—Mr. yosGaan. Lucky thing
you were here to take Scooter today.” He stuck his big hand out.

Er Thom rose and offered his own, patiently enduring the stranger's touch and the up-and-down motion.
Then he rescued his hand and bowed honor for his son'sfoster-father. "Keep you well, Jerzy Entaglia.”

"Thanks," the other man had said. "Sameto you."

Hed |eft then, and Er Thom soon after, to come back to these ragged apartments that were till dightly
more spacious than Anne's normal living quarters. He pictured her in Trealla Fantrol, where the guesting
suites boasted wide windows and fragrant plants and well-made, graceful furniture.

He pictured her walking the lawnswith him, visiting the maze, and Je aza Kazone—thought of showing
her the Tree...

She had said she did not wish to wed.
Er Thom opened his eyes, frowning at the clock hung lopsided on the wall opposite.

She had said she did not wish to marry him, but that was not true. She burned for him as hefor her and
dreaded the day when they would part. He knew it. In his bones he knew it, irrevocably, absolutely,
beyond doubt or even question of how he knew it.

So, Anne had lied. He was a master trader, after all. He knew prevarication in all its postures, tones and
faces. Never before had he had alie from Anne.

Why now? he wondered, and then recalled that he had taught her to fear him. Very likdly theliewas
credited to his account—and accurate balance it was.

Stll, if shewished to wed and denied him out of fear, the matter might yet be managed. All hisskill wasin
showing folk who had never seen an item why they must yearn to possessit. How much easier atrade,
when the one he traded with aready desired that which he had to offer—

"Wat_ll

He came sharply away from the counter and paced into the common room, reaching up to dap at the
ill-placed light-switch.

He had offered contract-marriage, he thought agitatedly. It was everything that he could offer—thoughiit
was extremely irregular and would doubtless require him to fal on hisface before histhodelm and cry
mercy. Y et, contract-marriage to Anne—especialy with the child aready fact!'—lay within the resllm of
what was very possible.

Only—contract-marriages very soon expired and the spouses separated—and Anne dreading their
eventud separation asmuch ashe.

"How," Er Thom asked the empty room, "if shewishesalifemating?’

That became amatter for the delm. Giddy as the progpect of spending dl his dayswith Anne Davis might
render Er Thom yosGaan, yet the delm was the keeper of the clan's genes, guardian of thelines purity,
arbiter of adliances. Korva was not as populous as once it had been and the delm might very well have



usefor Er Thom's genesdsawhere. A lifemating would put him beyond the possibility of future
contract-marriages, which left the burden of such dliancesto Kareen, which was laughable—and to
Daav.

Korva might very well—and with al good cause—deny its son Er Thom the solace of alifemating.

Or he might be alowed the lifemating—Iater. After he had done hisfull duty for the clan—however many
yearsit might take.

"And | hardly ableto keep mysdf from her for one night!" Hefinished hiswine, ruefully. Still, it was out
of hishands and firmly in the keeping of the delm, who would decide for the good of the clan and could
do nothing at al until Er Thom laid the entire matter before him.

Thinking thus, though in no way comforted, and, indeed, with an unaccustomed dismay for the ways and
necessities of the clan, he went back to the pantry for another glass of wine, which he carried with him to
thewal|l desk.

"| shal put the thing before Daav," he said to himself. "He may best advise me of the clan's requirements,
and what the dem might decide.” And Daav at least, Scout as he had been, would not turn hisfacein
horror from one who professed abiding lovefor aTerran. ..

Seated on the too-wide chair, booted feet just short of the floor, Er Thom opened the remote unit he had
brought with him from the ship and touched the "on" key.

The message-waiting light blinked in the top right corner, blue and insstent.

So, then. Besides his message to the delm he had aso sent word to hisfirst mate, though not—auilt
twisted in his somach—to his mother. Ever more unruly, hethought. Brother, only see what becomes
of the one of us who had always been dutiful.

He touched the access key and a heartbest later was staring at a brief note from his delm, requesting
details of Korval's debit to Respected Scholar Anne Davis and the error which led to this balancing.

"Hah." Er Thom cleared the screen and had a sip of wine, wondering how best to comply with hisdem's
request. As he put the glass aside, he saw the message light still blinking and touched the access key once
more.

"Darling, what mad coil have you tangled yoursdlf in?* Almost, he could hear Daav's voice through the
words on the screen—and smiled. "Worse, how am | to do a brother's duty and aid you in ruining
yoursdlf unless| Know All? Worse till, | have informed your mother my aunt of your return date and the
concomitant arrival of aguest, from which interview | barely escaped with my life. Please believe me
willing to die for you, but may | at least know for what cause?

"I look forward to making the acquaintance of my new nephew, and of his mother, alady | havelong
admired from afar. In preparation for her visit | have ordered and am now reading her entire
bibliography, so you see | don't mean to shame you. In the case that you had been unaware of the scope
of thelady'swork, | most highly commend Who's Who in Terran Scholars to you.

"In the meanwhile, brother, do not hesitate to call upon me for whatever service | might render. Keep
safe. Smooth journey. And may the luck ride your shoulder until we meet again.

"All my love

"Da/,"



"l loveyou, too, denubia,”" Er Thom murmured, then grinned. Who's Who in Terran Scholars, wasit?
Asit happened, he was aware of the nature of Anne'swork, though it would do no harm to read her
published papers. His knowledge came from listening to her speak of her theories, her observations,
more—he freely admitted!—because the sound of her voice soothed him in some profound,
indescribable way than because her theories compdled him.

Still, it was the joke between his challeket and himself— that it was Daav who was bookish. What, after
all, was a Scout, save ascholar placed in peril? Meantime, Master Trader yosGalan, with his penchant
for datistics and passion for new markets, could most often be found reading amanifest.

Smilefading, Er Thom leaned back, wondering anew how best to put aSituation that grew daily more
tangled into lines of orderly words, for either delm or challeket.

Herequired aplan of action, he thought, sipping hiswine thoughtfully. Best perhgpsto first soothe Anne's
wariness of him, and bring her gently to see that she must of coursetravel to Liad. Duty to her dead
friend was clear, as he was certain she knew. It was fear speaking, when she talked of staying on
University and not venturing forth to Liad. And certainly, anyone must be distressed at first encountering
Solcintrasociety, though aguest of Korva would naturaly be given al honor due the House. Society
was prudent, if not particularly intelligent.

So, then. Anne gentled into making the trip. Shan Seen by the delm and then, gods willing, by Thodelm
yosGalan. He expected his mother would need some gentling herself, but, presented with one aready
Seen by Korva, she could hardly be churlish enough to refuse to take the child to yosGaan, mixed
blood or pure.

AsyosGalan's guest, Anne could become accustomed to Liad—and Liad to Anne, hethought
wryly—and fulfill her duty. In the meanwhile, Er Thom would take thought asto how best to present his
desiresto the delm—and would speak to his chaleket of the matter, face-to-face, over aglassor two,
with thewarmth of brotherhood between them.

It would do, he decided. It was not precipitate, and it held some promise for success—if hewasvery
careful and played each counter with dl the craft and skill in him. Herecdled that Daav wasa
counterchance player to behold, and smiled.

Wéll, and now that he thought of it, there was a service his brother could perform for him. Er Thom
pulled the remote onto hislap. He would write aquick note and then to bed, for he wasto rise early and
go to mind Shan while Anne went to Central Administration and found what now was required of her,
with her place of work destroyed.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

There are several million Tradersin the galaxy, but only 300 Master Traders registered with the
Trade Commission on VanDyk. Until recently, all 300 were Liaden. This has been changing
slowly, as Terrans become more successful in the trade arena and able to afford the costly and
extensive certification tests.

Terran or Liaden, a Master Trader's work is exacting, requiring intimate knowledge of the
regulations of a thousand ports of call, aswell as a sure instinct for what will gain a profit at
each. Master Traders often chart their ships' course as the trade develops, some running as long
as five years between visits to the home port.

Less exalted Traders most usually ply an established route, which has most likely been researched



and planned by a Master Trader.

The very best Master Traders are described as cool-headed, analytical, persuasive generalists who
arefilled with the passion to deal.

—From A Young Person's Book of Trade

Er Thom frowned at the remote's cramped screen and wondered just how much—and who—Jyl
ven'Apon had paid for the privilege of being known asaMaster of Trade. "Lithium, by &l gods" he
muttered, reaching for the mug of tea set to hand. "An enterprise as substantial as moonbeams, and she
begs my hundred cantra buy-in cool asif she hasaright! What can she be about? And to claim she
enjoysyo'Laney's support—and Ivrex!" He paused, spping the horrible Terran teaand considering that
so-blithe claim of support.

Neither yo'Laney nor lvrex was master-class, but two solid, substantia traders from solid, substantial
clans. By dl rights, they should have smelled the overripeness of the scheme even as Er Thom had.

Was ven'Apon's claim of support fase, upon which face she was even more foolish than he had
suspected? Or was her claim true, and she out to lighten as many pouches as possible before she was
called to face the Guild Masters and her license—

"Miradal" The demand was punctuated by a bump on his elbow that barely missed sending the mug's
contentsinto orbit.

Carefully, he put the tea aside and turned his chair so he faced his petitioner.
"Shan-son,” he said in grave Low Liaden. "How may | serveyou?'
The boy looked at him doubtfully, gripping the red plastic keyboard-and-screen unit with both hands.

Er Thom smiled and reached out to stroke the snow-white hair. Such an odd color, he thought.
Doubtless it will darken, when heisolder ...

"My son," he murmured in his careful Terran, "what may | do for you?"
The small face relaxed into asmile and Shan swung the toy onto Er Thom's knees.
"All done," he said with the air of one making himsdf perfectly clear.

"Ah." Er Thom glanced down at the thing. Dirty white plastic letters spelled out Mix-n-Match, againgt the
bright red case. The screen was narrow, and the keys overlarge—to accommodate those too young to
possesses fine manipul ative skills, Er Thom thought. He touched akey at random.

"This module has been satisfactorily completed,” awoman's bright voice told him. "Please insert upgrade
module number five to continue progresson.”

"All done," Shan amplified, leaning cozily against Er Thom'sthigh and pointing at the blank screen. "Need
new, Mirada."

"A moment, if you please," Er Thom replied, putting hisleft arm around the child's body in aloose hug
and adjusting thetiny screen for lessglare. "l would liketo look at theold..."

In very short order he had located and accessed the toy's resident manual, from which he learned that
Mix-n-Match aimed to teach pattern recognition, eye-hand coordination, improve memory and lay the
foundation for understanding of cause and effect. Module four, which Shan had just completed, was



rated for the use of children having from 36 to 40 months. Er Thom frowned.

A bit more searching uncovered the modul €'s database, which reved ed the fascinating information that
Shan's scores were in the ninety-e ghth achievement percentile of al those who had completed the
module.

"Well done," Er Thom said, touching the power-off and putting the smple computer onto Anne's desk.
He bent and gave Shan a hug, rubbing his cheek against the soft, odd-colored hair. " Ge'shada, Shan-son.
Y ou have done very well, indeed.”

Shan wriggled in hisembrace. "Gee-shad-a," he announced and laughed.

Er Thom echoed the sound, softly, and let the child go. "Where are the new modules, then, my bright
one?'

He had forgotten himsaf—the question was asked in Low Liaden. But Shan bardly hesitated an instant
before catching Er Thom's hand and pulling oniit.

"Comeon, Mirada. Needs new."

"So | antold." He stood and alowed himself to be tugged across the room to where Anne's ancient and
battered half-chora dept, plastic-shrouded, atop atable made of red wood.

"Here," Shan announced, dropping Er Thom's hand to bend down and paw fruitlesdy at the tablessingle
drawer. He Sghed gustily and straightened, looking up at Er Thom out of guildess silver eyes. "Stuck.”

"l see." He bent and pulled.

The drawer was alittle sticky, but not to signify. Once opened, however, it proved to be—empty.
"All gone," Shan discovered, peering into the depths. He shook his head. "Oh, well.”

Oh, well, indeed, Er Thom thought. And the child already outpacing the modules...

"Shdl | show you how my computer works?' he asked, holding down ahand. Shan took it with his usuad
lack of hesitation and they went back to Anne's desk.

Er Thom sat in the big chair and lifted the child onto hislap. Hefiled Jyl ven'Apon's audacious letter away
for the moment and pulled the remote closer, adjusting the screen height.

Bintdl Products was the manufacturer of Mix-n-Match, according to the resdent manual.

"It happens,” Er Thom murmured to his son, fingers moving over the keys, "that Korva tradeswith
subsidiaries of Bintell Products. We should be able to locate an entire set of modules with very little
trouble

It took afew minutes, with Shan Sitting rapt astride his knees, eyes never moving from the screen and the
dataflickering acrossit.

"There." Hefroze the screen, highlighted his choices and called for fuller information.

"| think perhapswe will havethis Edu-Board for you," he murmured, absently and in Low Liaden. 'Y ou
find Mix-n-Match far too smple, eh? Edu-Board has complexity—sdlf-programming,
individualy-sructured learning—yes. | think you will like this extremely, denubia" Heissued the order—
to be delivered, das, to TredlaFantrol, asa specia shipment to University would not arrive until severd



weeks after Shanwason Liad.

"So then." He shut down the goods list and called up hiswork screen. On hislap, Shan gave asigh of
utter satisfaction.

"Fast," he commented, hand moving toward the remote's keyboard.

Er Thom caught the smdll, questing fingersin hisand squeezed them lightly. "Thisisming," hesaid infirm
Terran."Y ou may watch me do my work, if you like, or you may do something else.”

"Watch," his son decided without hesitation, and snuggled hisback into Er Thom's chest. " Say—tell
—me your—work— Mirada."

"Ah." Hetouched keys, accessng theinformation for Mandrake, one of Korval's lesser trade ships. "We
must consider how best to utilize Dil Ton Sg'Erlan upon thisroute. Heisyoung, you see, though not
entirely untried. Indeed, he may have the ability to achieve master-rank. It isthe duty of one dready
master to give him opportunity to expand himsdlf and hone his talent—but not too quickly. We do not
wish to ruin him with too much failure—or with too much success..."

He leaned back and Shan did aso, so that his head was under Er Thom's chin. The man smiled and lay
hisarms about the child and closed his eyes, consdering Dil Ton SgErlan.

There was not much scope for creativity on the Lytaxin run. It was aminor route at best, encompassing a
total of seven Outworlds, existing by reason of Korval's ancient tieswith Erob, Lytaxin's ascendant clan.
Stll, there ought to be some way to test Sg'Erlan's mettle, to place him out of context and force himinto
unexpected—

"Hah!" Er Thom opened his eyes, having bethought himself of a certain very odd something that had
reposed, undisturbed, these several yearsin acorner of Korva'sthird Solcintrawarehouse. "l believe
that will do nicely, yes"" Heleaned forward and added the item to Mandrake's manifest.

"What you do?" Shan demanded, grabbing at the man'sdeeve.

"I have given young sig'Erlan agift,” Er Thom replied, touching the 'send' key. "May heregp joy of it."
He smiled and stretched, eye snagging on the time-bar in the upper corner of the remote's screen.
"Areyou hungry?' he asked Shan, and received an enthusiagtic affirmetive,

"Very well." Helifted the child to the floor and stood, offering ahand. "L et usthen eat lunch.”

The sky was of ablue just tinged with green and the air was |laden with flower-scents.

Daav yosPhdium sent the deek groundcar through the various twists and turns of TredllaFantrol'sdrive
with expert negligence. As he pulled into the carport, he saw Er Thom's mother sitting on the East Petio,
taking the sun, a bound book unopened on her lap. He sighed, pushing aside the old sorrow as he
walked across the grass toward her.

"Good morning, Aunt Petrellal™
She looked up, making no moveto risefrom her chair. A bad day, then.
"Good enough, | suppose, for those who have nothing better to do than fidget about in fancy cars.”

Hegrinned. "Ah, but | have much more to do than fidget about! Y ou behold me, in fact, atremble with



busy-ness. | have this day received a pin-beam from my brother Er Thom, bidding me purchasein his
name a concert-quality omnichoraand have it delivered to this house immediately. In my brother's namel
have donethisthing. It should arrive this afternoon.”

Sheglared a him. "An omnichora?"
"Anomnichora," he agreed, with appropriate gravity.
"Er Thom does not play the omnichora,”" that gentleman's mother announced darkly.

"Ah. Then perhapsit isfor the guest,” Daav speculated, eyes wide with wholly counterfeit innocence. "It
isour duty, you know, Aunt, to arrange dl for the comfort and well-being of the guest.”

"A lessonin Code, | apprehend,” Petrelasaid scathingly. "Uncounted thanks to the instructor.”
Bland-faced, Daav bowed, graciously acknowledging the offered thanks. Petrella sniffed.

"Awake upon al suits, are you? One supposes you know the name of the respected scholar who isto be
our guest, but wonders when you will judge it proper to share that information.”

"From you, Aunt Petrella, | have no secrets," her nephew told her audacioudy. "The scholar'snameis
AnneDavis"

"Anne Davis," she repested, mouth tightening. "And Anne Davisis—naturaly!—ascholar of the
omnichora. Met perhaps at some ddlightful musica soiree engineered by those who must ddight in—"

"I believe," Daav interrupted gently, "that Anne Davisisascholar of comparative linguidtics, attached to
the Languages Department based upon University. If you wish, | will forward copies of her publications
to your screen—" he bowed, "in order that you may enjoy informed conversation with the guest.”

"Y et another lesson in manners! | am quite overcome. In the meanwhile, what has a concert-quality
omnichorato do with ascholar of language?'

"Perhaps," Daav offered, ever more gently, it isan avocation.”

Petrella hesitated, considering him out of narrowed eyes. Daav was notoriousy—even
foolishly—sweet-tempered. Y et that tone of caressing gentleness was clear warning to those who knew
him well: Daav hovered on the edge of displeasure, in which state even his chaleket was hard-put to dedl
with him sandly.

Accordingly, Petrellarelented somewhat in her attack and inclined her head. "Perhapsit is, asyou say, an
avoceation. Doubtlesswe shdl learn more when the scholar iswith us." She glanced up, moving both
handsin the formal gesture of asking. "One cannot help but wonder why the scholar comesto usat al.”

Therewasasmall pause.

"My chaleket alows meto know that Scholar Davis had been afriend of Scholar yo'Keraof Solcintra
Univergty. Scholar yo'Kera has recently died and duty of friendship cals Scholar Davisto Solcintra.”

"l see An entirely reasonable explanation, saving only that the mystery of Er Thom's acquaintanceship
with Scholar Davis remained—deliberately, as Petrella strongly suspected—unresolved.

Still, another measuring glance at her nephew's face argued the best course was to leave the matter until
she might have the entire tale, tart to finish, from thelips of her heir.



Embracing thus the more prudent course, Petrellainclined her head. "My thanks. Isthere anything else
one should know beforehand of the guest, so al may be arranged for her comfort and well-being?'

Amusement gleamed in the depths of Daav's dark eyes. He bowed dightly.

"I believenot. Now, if you will excuse me, Aunt, | must away. Duty cdls.”

"Certainly. Giveyou good day."

"Give you good day, Aunt Petrella." He was gone, noisaless across the blue-green grass.

An omnichora, she thought, watching Daav's car down the drive. To be delivered this afternoon, by
all the gods. And if the guest is an expert in her avocation...

Grumbling to hersdlf, sherang for Mr. pak'Ora.
"Anomnichorawill be arriving this afternoon. Seeit Stuated.”
"Situated, Thoddm?'

She drew hersdf up in the chair, ignoring the pain the effort cost her. "Y es, situated. The Bronze Room
issad to have good acoustics—put it there. Well have amusic room."

The butler bowed. "Very good, Thodem," he said, careful of her mood, and left her.

Alone, shefingered her book, but did not open it. Eventualy she nodded off in the warm sun and dept so
soundly she did not hear either the arrival of the omnichoraor of the technician hastily summoned to tend
to the Bronze Room's acoustics.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Guild Halls of so-called "Healers'—interactive empaths— can be found in every Liaden city.

Healers are charged with tending ills such as depression, addiction and other psychological
difficulties and they are undoubtedly skilled therapists, with a high rate of successto their credit.

Healers are credited with the ability to wipe a memory fromall layers of a client's consciousness.
They are said to be able to directly—utilizing psychic ability—influence another's behavior;
however, this activity is specifically banned by Guild regulations.

—From " The Case Against Telepathy”

Themusic built of itsown mill, weaving atapestried wall of sound that shielded her from her weary
thoughts.

Er Thom was giving Shan abath, a project that had been under way when she arrived home, and also
gppeared to include laundering Er Thom's shirt. After abrief glanceinto the tiny bathroom and hurriedly
exchanged hellos with father and son, Anne had retreated to the great room and, as she so often did in
times of dress, to the omnichora

The music changed direction and her fingers obediently followed, her mind beyond thought and into some
entirely other place, where sound and texture and instinct were all.

Eyes closed, she became the music and stayed thus for time unmeasured, until her attention was pricked
by asubtle inner-heard unsound: Her son waswith her.



Reluctantly, she became apart from the music, lifted her fingers from the keyboard and opened her eyes.

Shan stood beside her in his pgjamas, slver eyeswidein histhin brown face. " Beautiful sparkles,” he
breathed.

Anne smiled and reached down to lift him onto her lap. " Sparkles again, isit, my lad? Well, it'sa pretty
line of chat. All clean, | see. Did your dalive, too?'

"Does he see them often?" That was Er Thom, solemn and soft-voiced as ever, though his dark blue shirt
was soaked as thoroughly as his hair. He moved his hand in ameasured gesture as she glanced over to
him. "The—sparkles."

"Who cantdll if he seesthem now?" Annereplied, ruffling Shan'sdamp hair. "Ask him where the
sparkles are and adl you'll get isastare and apoint into blank air." She bent suddenly, enclosing the child
inahug. "Malovesyou, Shannie. Sparklesand dl."

"Loveyou. Ma." Thiswasfollowed by an enthusiastic kiss on her cheek and an imperative wriggle. " Shan
go."

"Shan go to bed,” his mother informed him, adjusting her grip expertly and standing with him cradled in
her arms.

"Miradal"
But if he was hoping for sympathy from that quarter, he got none.

"To bed, asyour mother wishes,” Er Thom said firmly. "We shal bid you good-night and you shall goto
desp.”

Annegrinned at him. "A plan. Even agood plan. Let's see how it holds up to practica usage.”

"By dl means." He bowed, dightly and with amusement, before preceding her across the room and
opening the door to the bedroom.

"Not deepy!" Shan announced loudly and tried one more abortive twist for freedom.
"Shannie!" Anne stopped and frowned down into hisface. "It's bedtime. Be agood boy."

For amoment, she thought he would insst: He stared mulishly into her face for two long heartbests, then
sghed and leaned hishead againgt her shoulder.

"Bedtime," he dlowed. "Good boy."
"Good boy," Anne repeated. She carried him into the bedroom and laid him down next to Mouse.

"Good-night, Shannie. Sleep tight.” She kissed his cheek and fussed at the blanket before standing aside
tolet Er Thom by.

"Good-night, my son,” he murmured in Terran, bending to kiss Shan gently on the lips. He straightened
and added aphrasein Liaden: "Chiat'abel kruzon"—dream swetly.

" 'Night, Ma. 'Night, Mirada."

"Seep," Er Thom said, gesturing Anne to preceed him.



Shedid and he followed, closing the door half-way.
In the common room he smiled and bowed. "A plan proved by field conditions. Shal you have wine?!

"Wine would be wonderful," she said, abruptly aware of al her weariness again. She shook her head.
"But I'll pour, Er Thom. Y ou're soaked—"

"Not now," heinterrupted softly, testing his deeve between finger and thumb. "Thisfabric driesvery
quickly." Heran aquick hand through bright golden locks and made awry face. "Hair, however—"

Annelaughed. "Adventuresin bathing! Y ou didn't need to take that on, my friend. | know Shan'sa
hendful—"

"No morethan Daav and | were a hisage," Er Thom murmured, leading the way into the kitchenette.
"Based on tales which have been told. Though the process by which one may get soup into one's ears
seems to have escaped me over time—"

"It'sagift,” Annetold him serioudy, leaning ahip against the counter.
"Aswdl it might be," hereturned, back to her as he ferreted out glasses, corkscrew, and wine bottle.

Anne put her arms behind her, pamsflat on the counter, watching his smooth, efficient movements. Her
mind drifted somewhat, considering the dim golden body hidden now beneath the dark blue shirt and
gray trousers. It was a ddightful body: unexpectedly strong, enchantingly supple, entirdy, warmly,
delicioudy mae—Anne caught her breath againgt athrottling surge of desire.

Acrossthetiny kitchen, Er Thom dropped aglass.

It chimed on the edge of the counter, wine freed in aglistening ruby arc, and surrendered to gravity,
heading toward the floor.

In that instant he was moving, hand sweeping down and under, snatching the glass from shattering
destruction and bringing it smoothly to rest, upright on the wine-splashed counter.

"Forgiveme," he said breathlesdy, violet eyeswide and dazzled. "1 am not ordinarily so clumsy.”

"It could have—happened to anyone," Anne managed, breathlessin her ownright. "And you made a
wonderful recover—I don't think the glass broke. Here—"

Glad of areason to turn away from those brilliant, piercing eyes, she pulled paper towe s out of thewall
dispenser and went to the counter to mop up, avoiding his gaze.

"Just ahbit of clean up and we're good as new. Though it is ashame about the wine."

"Thereismorewine," Er Thom replied, voice too near for her peace of mind. She straightened, found
hersaf caught between counter and table and looked helplesdy down into hisface.

Heraised hishands, showing her empty pams. "Anne—"

"Er Thom." She swallowed, mind sumbling. The man could not have heard her lustful thinking, she
assured hersdf and in the next heartbeat heard her voice sammering:

"Er Thom, do you see sparkles?’
"Ah." He lowered hishands, dowly, kegping them in full view until they hung, open and unthrestening, a



hissides. "l an no Heder," he said serioudy. "However, you should know—Korva has given many
Heders—and—and dramliz aswdll."

Thedramliz, for lack of a saner way to bend the language, were wizards, infinitely more powerful than
Heders. Dramliz talents embraced interactive empathy and took off from there: teleportation,

trand ocation, telekines's, pyrokines's, tele ocution—every item on thelist of magica abilities attributed to
any shaman, witch or wizard worth their salt during any epoch in history.

If you believed in such things.
And Shan, Annethought, somewhat wildly, sees sparkles.

"l—see." Shetook a breath and managed awobbling smile. "1 suppose | should have inquired further
into the— suitability of your genes.”

It was a poor joke, and a dangerous one, but Er Thom's eyes gleamed with genuine amusement.

"So you should have. But done is done and no profit in weeping over spoiled wine." He stepped back,
bowing gently. "Why not go into the other room and—be at ease? | will bring the winein amoment.”

"All right." She dipped past, assduoudy avoiding even brushing his deeve, and fled into the common
room.

"Oh, it'sjust amess," she was saying some minutes later in answer to his query. "Admin's being as bitchy
aspossible. Y ou'd think—oh, never mind.” She sighed.

"The best news isthat everyone seemsto be accounted for—but the cost in terms of people's work!
Professor Dilling just stood in a corner during the whole meeting and shook, poor thing. | went over to
seeif there was something | could do, but he just kept saying, "Thirty years of research, gone. Gone.™
She sighed again, moving her big handsin agesture e oquent of frustration, and sagged back into the
corner of the sofa.

"But surdly," Er Thom murmured, from his own corner, "the computer files—"

"Paper,"” Anne corrected him, wearily. "Old Terran musica notation—some origina sheet music. I'd
helped him sort things a couple of times. His office was arat's nest. Papers, old instruments—wood,
metal—all blownto bits. Little, tiny bits, as Jerzy would haveit." She reached for her wine.

"And your own work?' Er Thom wondered softly.

Anne laughed, though not with her usud ration of humor. " Oh, I'm one of the lucky ones. | lost the latest
draft of amonograph I'd been working on—»but I've got the draft before that saved down in the belly of
Central Comp—some student work, files, study plans—that'sthe worst of it. The important stuff—the
recordings, notes, my letters—isin the storage room | share with Jerzy—all theway over in Theater
Arts. | doubt if it even got shook up.”

"You arefortunate.

Thistime her laugh held true amusement. "Paranoid, more likely. | didn't care to have my work stting
about where just anyone could pick it up and read it. Asarule, when I'm working on something, | keep
the noteswith me—in my briefcase—and | have alocked, triple-coded account in Centra Comp.” She
smiled, wryly. "Welcome to the world of cutthroat academics. Publish or perish, gentlefolk, please state
your preference.”



" 'Who masters counterchance mastersthe world'," Er Thom quoted in Liaden. Hetipped his head.
"Centrd Adminigtration—there are new duties required of you, in the face of this emergency?'

"Not abit of it!" Anneassured him. "All that isrequired of usisthat we continue precisaly aswe would
have done, had the L anguages Department not been—redecor ated—in thisrather extreme fashion.
Exams areto be given on schedule— Central Admin has|ocated and assigned—alternative—classroom
gpace! Grades areto be filed on time—no excuses." She threw her hands up in agesture of disgust.

"Some of these people lost everything! The examsthey've dready given are buried under a couple of
tons of rubble, dongside of the exams till to be given! It was just sheer, dumb luck that | brought my lot
homewith melast night, or esel'd be trying to issue find grades on the basis of guess-and-golly!"

"Hah." Er Thom spped hiswine. "The exploson—do they know the cause?’

"An accident,” Anne said, rubbing her neck wesarily. "Which meansthey don't know. Not," she added,
"that they'd tell abunch of mere professorsif they did know.”

She sipped her wine, eyes closed. Er Thom sat quietly, watching her shuttered face, noting the lines of
weariness, hating the demands of necessity.

Tomorrow will be soon enough to speak of the journey to Liad, hetold himsdf. Sheis exhausted—
wrought.

Hetook asip of wine, wondering if he might properly offer to fetch her aHedler. It struck him as
outrageous, that those to whom she owed service had not provided this benefit. To barely missbeing
blown up with the building where one's work was housed—Hesdl ers should have been present at the
meeting a Central Administration today, available to any who had need. Had one of his crew been
subjected to such stress—

"Thisiswonderful wine" Anne murmured, opening her eyes. ™Y ou never bought this at the Block Ddli!"

Hesmiled. "Alas. It isfrom the private store of Valcon Melad'a—the ship of my brother, which
he—lent—to mefor thisjourney."

"Ishe going to be alittle annoyed with you for drinking up al hisgood red wine?' she wondered, eyes
curioudly dert, though the question was nearly idle.

"Daav does not care overmuch for thered,” Er Thom told her, with asmilefor hisabsent kin. He moved
his shoulders. "We are brothers, after all. How shall it be except that | own nothing that is not his, nor he
something that is not aso mine?!

"l—see." Anne blinked and had another appreciative sp of wine. "Is he much older than you are?'

"Eh? Ah, no, heisthe younger—" He moved his hand, fingersflicking in dismissal. "A métter of afew
relumma—nothing to signify. Y ou will see, when you have cometo be our guest.”

It was little enough, and truly he meant to say no more than that, but Anne's mouth tightened and she
graightened againgt theflat cushions.

"I have decided,” she said, not quite looking at hisface, "that | won't be going to Liad. And neither will

Without doubt, here was the opening of the trade, which must be answered, a once and fully.



"Ah." Er Thom sipped, delicatdly, tasting not o much the wine as sorrow, that she forced this now, with
her less than able and he with necessity to hisarm—and aMaster of Trade, besides,

"Itis, of course, your decison to make," he murmured, giving her full view of hisface, "for yoursdf. For
Shan, it isadifferent matter, aswe have discussed. The dem must Know him. Necessity exigts.”

It was gentler answer than he would have given any other—by many degrees—and il it seemed to him
that her face paed.

"Will you stedl my son from me, Er Thom?' Nearly harsh, her voice, and her eyes glittered with the
beginnings of anger.

"l am not athief,” hereplied evenly. "The child's nameisyosGaan. Y ou, yoursdf, named him. If thereis
question of—belonging—thelaw isclear." He tasted wine, ddliberately drawing out the time until he
looked back to her.

Her face had indeed paed, eyes bright with tears, mouth grooved in aline of pain so profound that he
broke with the trade and leaned forward againgt al sense, to take her hand in his.

"Anne, there is nothing here for the Council of Clans—there is nothing between we two that must make
oneof usthief! Shanisour child. What better than we who are both his parents take him before the
delm, asisproper and right? And as for declining the journey entire—what of your friend, who hasdied
and left you duty? Surely you cannot ignore that necessity, aside from this other—" He wasraving, he
thought, hearing himself. What possible right had he to speak to her so? To demand that she embrace
duty and turn her face to honor? What—

She snatched her hand away from him, curling it protectively againgt her breast.

"Er Thom," she said, and her voice shook, though her eyes were steady on his, "I am not Liaden.”
"I know," hetold her, his own voice barely more than awhisper. "Anne. | know."

For along moment they sat thus, her eyes pinned to his, neither able to move.

"You'reintrouble" she said dowly, and there was absolute conviction in her voice. "Er Thom, why did
you come here?"

"To seeyou—once more," he said, with the utter truthfulness one owes none save kin—or alifemate.
"Tosay—I loveyou."

"Only that?"
IIYS."

"Y ou've donethose things," Anne said, and the tears were wet on her face, though she never moved her
eyesfrom his. ™Y ou can go home now. Forget—"

"The child," heinterrupted, hand rising in asign of negation. "I cannot. Necessity exists." He flung out
both hands, imploring, the trade in shambles around him. "Anne, | am Liaden.”

"Yes," shesad softly, putting her handsinto his. "I know."

She closed her eyes, long fingers cool againgt his pams, and he watched her face and wished, urgently,
for Daav to be here just now, to show them the safe path out of this desperate muddle that only became
more confused with each attempt at repair...



"All right." Anne opened her eyes. Hefdt her withdraw her hands from hiswith an absurd sense of loss.
"All right," she said again, and inclined her head.

"At the end of the semester, Shan and | will comewith you to Liad," she said, intonation forma—a
recitation of the conditions of agreement. " Shan will be seen by your delm and we will be the guests of
Clan Korva while | help Professor yo' Keras colleague sort out his notes. When that—duty—is done,
my son and | will come home. Agreed?’

He retained enough wit to know he could agree to no such thing. Who was he, to guesswhat the delm
might require? And there was yet that other matter between he and Anne, which the delm must
adjudicate. ..

She was watching him closdly, eyes sharp, though showing weariness around the corners.

"I hear you," he murmured, matching her tone of formality. He bowed asfully as possible, seeted ashe
was, and looked back up into her face. "Thank you, Anne."

She amiled, dimly, with her face still strained, and reached out toward him. Just shy of his cheek, her
fingers hesitated— dropped.

"Yourewelcome," she said softly, and sighed, al her exhaustion and strain plain for himto see.

"l shall leave you now," he said gently, though he wanted nothing more than to take her in hisarmsand
soothe her, to St the night through, if need be, and watch that her deep went undisturbed.

Fighting improper desires, he rose and made his bow.
"Seepwell," hesaid. "l shal cometomorrow, as| did today, and care for our child while you are away."

"All right." Anne made no movetorise, asif shedid not trust herself to do so without sumble. She gave
him the gift of another tired smile. "Thank you, Er Thom. Chiat'abea kruzon."

He bowed, profoundly wanned. "Chiat'abel kruzon, denubia,” he replied and was so lost to propriety
that the endearment passed hislips without awaking the least quiver of shame.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Universe adorns a flawless jewel. Solcintra.

—+From Collected Poems Elabet pel'Ongin, Clan Diot

Reluctantly, Daau lifted his cheek from the comfort of her breast.

"Olwen?'

"Mmm?"' she murmured deepily, raising ahand to push hishead down. " Sop fidgeting."
"Yes, but | haveto leave" he explained, shameesdy nuzzling into her softness.

"Y ou haveto leave now?" Olwen released him and actualy opened her eyes.

"I have usesfor you yet, my buck,” shetold him severely. "I was only just considering which to subject
you to next."



He grinned. "Y ou tempt me, never doubt it. But duty isasterner mistress.”
"A hint inmy ear, forsooth! Next time you'l not find me so gentle.”

"And | with adozen new bruisesto explain," Daav said mournfully. "Ah, well. Those who would seizejoy
must expect atumble or two."

"Hah!" Her laugh was gppreciative. Risng onto aelbow, she reached out to stroke the hair back from his
face, laughter fading as she sudied him.

"Old friend." She Sghed, touched the silver twist hanging in hisear. "1 recall how you earned that,” she
murmured, "our firg time asteammates. | wish—"

"I know," he said quickly, catching her hand and bringing it to hislips. He kissed her fingertips lightly. "
would sill be a Scout, Olwen, if the universe were ordered to my liking. Necessity exidts.”

"Necessity,” she repeated and grimaced—an entirely Scout-like reaction. "Does it occur to you that
necessity haskilled more Liadens than ever the Y xtrang have?'

"No, are you certain?' He gave her over-wide eyes and aface bright with innocence, winning another
laugh.

"| shall formulate a data box and attempt to corroborate my statement, Captain.” The laughter faded yet
again, and sheran light fingers down his cheek. "Take good care, Daav. Until again.”

"Until again, Olwen," he returned gently and did out of her bed and Ift her, silently damning necessity.
Two hours until the end of Jump, according to the trip scanner set inthewall.

And after that, Annethought, maybe three hours through heavy traffic to setdown in the port.
Solcintra Port.

"Annie Davis" shetold hersdlf, ducking her head to pass through the low doorway connecting the
‘fresher unit to the deeping compartment, “this has not been one of your better idess.”

Shedid not want to go to Solcintra. Y et careful scrutiny of the eventsleading to her gpproaching that
very placein thislavish, uncannily efficient space-yacht failed to show her how she might have arranged
things otherwise.

The conviction that Er Thom wasin some sort of trouble perssted. Pressed, he had admitted to
"difficulties’ at home— and then hastened to assure her that they were neither "of her making nor
solving.”

Asif, Annethought grumpily as she pulled on her shirt, that had any bearing on the matter .

In the next ingtant, she dlowed that it had every bearing. She smply could not dlow him to face his
"difficulties’ done.

She paused in the act of sedling her shirt to look into her own eyes, reflected in the low-set mirror.
He cameto find me.

That in itsdf was extraordinary, for surely aman of Er Thom yosGalan's position might easily call upon
powersfar beyond those mustered by an untenured professor of linguistics, had he need of aid.



And yet he had cometo find her—a Terran. Come, so he had it—and would not be pushed from that
bald statement— for the sole purpose of saying that he loved her.

The sort of thing, Annethought, threading her belt around her waist and doing up the buckle, a man
comes to say when he's looked eye to eye at his death.

She sighed and sat on the edge of the too-short bed to pull on her boots, then stayed there, elbows on
knees, staring down at the sumptuous carpet.

"Now, Annie Davis" she murmured, hearing Grandfather Murphy's voice echoing in memory'sear. "Tell
the truth, and shame the devil."

And the truth was, she wryly admitted to herself, that she was head over earsin love with the man.

"And will not marry him for propriety's sake, willful, wicked gel that ye arel” the gaffer thundered from
life-yearsand light-years away.

Anne grinned and in the back of her mind, the gaffer laughed. "Wéll, and who can blame ye? The man
might stir himsdlf to abit of lovemaking, after dl.”

Though lovemaking was not precisay the problem—or not in the ordinary sense, Anne thought, shaking
her head. It was asiif the years of separation had multiplied their desire for each other until atouch, a
shared glance, aword held the potential for conflagration.

The sheer power of the pass on—the bone-deep, burning need for him was—frightening.

"So why not marry the man?' she asked hersdlf. 'Y ou've agreed to everything e se he's wanted. Take a
bit for yourself and never mind he only asked because it was proper .

Except that he had offered contract-marriage, an arrangement very like a standard Terran cohabitation
agreement, with each party going its separate way a the conclusion of the time-limit.

And the thought of letting him go again made her blood cold and her mouth dry and her somach cramp
in agony.

Just how she was going to manage hersdlf upon quitting Liad at the end of semester break had not yet
become clear.

I'll think of something, she assured herself, standing and heading for the door to the companionway.
Everything will be all right.

She paused briefly in the dcove to pay respect to Clan Korva's shiedd with itslifdike Tree-and-Dragon
and to consder yet again the bold, dmost arrogant, inscription: Flaran Cha'-menthi. | Dare.

Not a very conciliatory motto, Anne thought and grinned. The history of CantrayosPhelium and her
young co-pilot, Tor An yosGaan, who had used an experimenta space drive to bring the people who
were now Liadens away from their besieged planet to afair new world was the stuff of many stories and
plays. Pilot yosPhelium was characterized as a crusty sort who brooked no questioning of her authority.
| Dare was probably an entirely accurate summeation of her philosophy.

Still grinning, she bowed respect to the device and its motto, then reached out to stroke the dragon's
muzzle and look into its bright green eyes.

"Keep good watch," shetold it, surprised at how earnest her voice sounded. She stroked the dragon



once more, fingerslingering on the cool ename surface, then continued on in search of Er Thom.

They entered the piloting chamber from opposite doors and Anne noted once more how well-suited he
was to this ship. Each doorway that indsted she bend her head for entry framed Er Thom's dender figure
like abenediction. The small chairswith their short backs that forced her to bundle her long legsinto a
ludicrous, adolescent tangle beneath the seat welcomed and enclosed Er Thom asiif they had been made
for him.

Which, Anne thought wryly, they very possibly had.
He bowed now, graceful and smooth, smiling as he straightened.
"Anne. Did you desp wd|?’

"Very wdl," shesad, returning his smile and fedling her doubts about the wisdom of thisjourney begin to
dipaway. "l missed you."

"Ah." He came closer, fingers stroking her arm, feather-light and enticing, beautiful face tipped up to hers.
"The pilot must bevigilant.”

"Of course," she murmured, haf-tranced by his eyes. She took one careful step back and turned her
head toward the board. " About ninety minutes to the end of Jump.”

"And another two hoursto SolcintraPort," he agreed. "We shdl be at Jelaza Kazone by late afternoon.”
Hetipped hishead. "Are you troubled, Anne?"

"Nervous,” she said and gave him aquick smile. "I don't know much about your challeket the deim
except that he used to be a Scout and that the two of you were raised together. And your mother—"

Here shefdtered. Thelittle she had gleaned of Er Thom's mother seemed to indicate the old lady was a
high stickler, with, perhaps, agift for sarcasm. She strongly suspected that Thodelm yosGalan was not
going to find Terran Scholar Anne Davis, the rather irregular mother of her grandson, much to her liking.

"My mother." Er Thom dipped his hand gently under her elbow, as he had done on the occasion of thelr
first meeting, so long ago, and guided her across the pilot's room and into the acove that served asakind
of snack bar.

"My mother," he repeated, after he ordered them both a cup of teafrom the menuboard and they were
gtting across from each other at the pull-down table. ™Y ou must understand, sheis—ill."

"I'1?" Anne blinked at him, teacup halfway to her lips. "Er Thom, if your mother isn't wdll, it would
be—discourteous— of meto ingst—"

"You aremy guest,” heinterrupted her softly. "All isasit should be, and no discourtesy attached to you
at al, who merely accepted invitation fredly offered.” He paused to Sip tea.

"Severd yearsago,” he said dowly, "a—tragedy—befell the clan. When al was accounted, we had lost
the delm— Daav's mother, twin of my mother—and the athodelm of yosGalan, my elder brother, Sae
Za!"

Annelowered her cup, eyeswide on hisface, but he was staring at some point just beyond his own cup,
which was cradled in the net of hisfingers.

"Such ablow to the Line Direct could not easily be withstood. Of course, Daav was cdled home



immediately to take up the Ring—and there was mysdlf to—absorb—athodelm's duty—but we were
neither of usyet full adult and looked to the remaining elder of the Clan to guide us." He sighed.

"Which shewas not at first able to do, so desperate was her illness. We feared—for relumma—that she
would follow sster and son and leave us—a hdfling delm, as Daav would haveit, and an unschooled
thodem—aoneto guide Korva."

"But shedidn't die," Anne breathed, unable to take her eyes from his averted face.

"Indeed," he murmured, "she gained strength. To apoint. A very specific point, das, and that more by
will than any skill the medics brought. Damage from the radiation had gone too far, taken too much. She
isnot well. In fact, sheisdying. And al the medics and the autodocs can do is somewhat ease the pain of
her determination to live." Helifted his cup and drank, eyes till cast asde.

"I'm so terribly sorry," Anne managed and his eyesflashed to hers, brilliantly violet.
"Itisnot of your blame," he said, softly.
"No," sheagreed, "but | ill grievefor your grief. Wasit— was it an honor-feud?'

"Therewas nothing honorableinit!" he said sharply, then moved ahand, fingerstracing aforma signin
the air between them.

"Forgive me. It was lies and treachery and outworld conniving and the supidity of it isthe trap was not
even sat for us! Shewho told thefirst tale, the one who set the bait—she had only been awaiting a
master trader. One would have done aswell as any other. Only ill luck that it was See Zar yos-Galan
who walked into the place where she waited and lay down his coin for adrink."

"I'm sorry," Anne said again, damning the inadequacy of the phrase. "Were you and your brother
very—close?!

"Close?' Hetipped his head, frowning. "Ah, | see. Not so—close. Sae Zar was
eleven—twelve—Standard Y ears my elder. He brought presentsto Daav and me, and took uswith him
to Port atime or two... Hewaskind, but old, you know, and we but children.” He paused.

"There was—vadt differencein our estates, you must understand,” he said and the impression she had
was that he was choosing hiswords with the utmost care. "It became—necessary—for the dem to
provide the clan with another child. The eder child of yosPhelium had then ten Standard Yearsand it
was the delm's wisdom that the new child should have another of—near age—with whom to grow and
learn. Thus she commanded her Sster my mother to aso wed, and then took the child of that unionin
fodering.”

"Which is how you and Daav cameto be chalekets,” Anne murmured, shaking her head over this
commanding to wed. "Er Thom—"

A tone sounded in the piloting chamber—one clear, bright note.

Er Thom stood. "Forgive me. We are about to re-enter normal space, and | must be at the board.” He
hesitated, flashing her alook from beneath golden lashes. "Would you care to sit with me there?"

A signa honor, Anne knew, to be asked by amaster pilot to accompany him at the board. And honor
beyond counting, that one who was not even a pilot should be offered that place.

Heart full, sheinclined her heed.



"I would be honored, Er Thom. Thank you.”

"The honor ismy own," he returned, which she knew was rote, and thereby sheer nonsense. He bowed
and |eft the dcove then, Anne hard on hishedls.

* k* %

Traffic was not so heavy as she had imagined—or Delm Korva's pleasure-yacht commanded a clear
approach whenever it appeared.

Which, she dlowed, upon congderation, might not be so fanciful anotion, after dl.

Sheleaned forward in the accel eration chair that was built al wrong for her size, and watched hisface as
he worked the board, listening to his maiter-of-fact exchange of information with Solcintra Tower. There
was nothing hurried in the rapid dance of hisfingers over the various keys, toggles and switches—no
hurry and no hesitation. Only pure efficiency enveloped by anearly transcendent concentration.

"Youlovethis" she breathed, barely knowing that she spoke doud. "Redly lovethis.”
Purple eyesflashed to her face. "This—yes. Every liftoff isaprivilege. Every homecoming is—ajoy."
She was about to answer—and then started, abruptly aert on an utterly different level.
"Shan'sawake," she said, risng and moving away. "I'll go and make him presentable.”

But Er Thom wasfully back in the pilot's beautiful, unfathomable dance and gave no sign that he heard
her.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Each one of a Line shall heed the voice of the thodelm, head of that Line, and give honor to the
thodelm's word. Likewise, the thodelm shall heed the voice of the delm, head of the clan entire,
and to the delm’'s word bow |ow.

Proper behavior isthat thodelm decides for Line and delm decides for clan, cherishing between
them the melant'i of all.

—Excerpted from the Liaden Code of Proper Conduct

Er Thom led the way down, Anne coming after, holding Shan's hand. At the edge of the ramp, they were
met by awoman in mechanic's coverals, the Tree-and-Dragon emblem stitched on her deeve.

"Sir," shemurmured, bowing low.

Er Thom bardly inclined hishead. "Thereisluggage in the smdler hold to be sent onimmediatdy to
TredlaFantrol,” he said in the mode, so Anne thought, of Employer to Employee. "The ship shal at once
be inspected and made ready according to its standard bill of orders.”

The mechanic bowed, indicating understanding of her orders. "Sir," she said again and stepped aside.

Without further ado, Er Thom moved on, Anne a step ill behind him, dowed by the shortness of her
son'sstride, and her own desire to crane around like atourist and stare at everything.

"Hi!" Shan announced as they passed the mechanic, which earned him aflash of startled gray eyesand a
bow nearly aslow asthe one given hisfather.



"Young sr," thewoman said swiftly. Her eyeslifted and barely touched Anne's face before she bowed
yet again.

“Ledy."

Anneblinked, cudgeling her brain for the proper response. Clearly, her melant'i in no way approached Er
Thom's, whose clan employed the woman. Nor did she have any notion of the reative status of learned
scholarsto starship mechanics, though she was inclined to think that, on the basis of practica abilities, the
mechanic stood several orders above amere professor of linguistics.

She was saved the necessity of making any decision at dl by the arrival of therest of the woman's crew,
to whom she turned with rapid-fire orders. Reprieved, Anne waked over to Er Thom, Shanin tow.

"I need ascorecard,” she muttered in Terran, and saw the gleam of asmilein hiseyes.

"A guest of the House outranks a hireling of the House," he said softly. " She expected no response.
Indeed, it was forward of her to offer greeting, except she was forced to it by thisyoung rogue.” He
reached down to ruffle Shan's hair.

Annesighed. "Shannie," she said, without much hope, "don't talk to strangers.” She met Er Thom's eyes,
adding wryly: "Not that he's ever met astranger.”

Hefrowned briefly, brows pulling dightly together, then hisface cleared. " "Happy the one who findskin
in every port."

"Close enough,” she dlowed. "Except if the other person counts differently there's Hobbs to pay.”
"Who isHobbs?' Er Thom wondered and Anne laughed, shaking her head.

"I'm sorry," she managed after amoment. "Hobbsisn't— anybody—redlly. A figure of speech, like his
brother Hobson, who's generaly seen offering achoice.” She paused, suddenly taken. "Actudly, you
may know Mr. Hobson. His choice goeslikethis. Take my termsor take nothing.”

"Hah!" The amilethistimewas nearer agrin. "We have met." He did hishand under her elbow, guiding
her away from the cold-pad and toward alow building some distance away painted with the
Tree-and-Dragon.

"A car awaitsus," he said, "and then we may to Daav. In any case, we should clear the field.”

Aswas only prudent, Anne thought. The field was a-buzz with activity. Jitney traffic was heavy, racing
between cold-pads and the distant bulk of the main garage. Added to the speedy jitneyswere fue
trucks, repair rigs, forklifts and ground-tugs, some with shipsin tow.

The Tree-and-Dragon sigil was displayed on every piece of equipment, on every jitney and on severa of
the ships they passed.

"All this belongsto—to your clan?' Anne asked around a mounting sense of dismay.

Heglanced up & her. "ThisisKorva's primary yard in Solcintra," he murmured. "We maintain three
others here, and in Chonsdlta, two."

It may have been the staggering information that Clan Korva owned no fewer than six spaceship
maintenance and repair yards that caused the lapsein her usud vigilance. Or it may have been the
redlization that rich, the descriptor she had vaguely attached to Er Thom's financial status, so far



understated the matter asto be actually mideading.

Sx repair yards, shethought dazedly, alowing hersdf to be guided through the hurrying traffic. These
were not the holdings of amid-level mercantile clan with a couple near-mythologica heroesand a
tradeship or two to its credit. Thiswas stupefyingly wedthy, not merely Old House, but High—

"Er Thom," she began, meaning to demand an exact accounting of Clan Korva's meant’i here and now,
before she or her son set foot beyond the repair yard's gate. "Er Thom, just precisely where—"

"Sparkled" Shan shouted, snatching his hand free.

She spun a once, grabbing for him, but he was gone, running asfast as his short legs could carry him,
counter-cutting traffic, ignoring the lumbering repair rig entirely.

"Shannie!" She was moving—was caught, snatched aside with sudden, brusgue strength—and adim
figurein aleather jacket was past her, running so quickly he seemed to skim the ground.

In the path of therig, Shan stooped, fingers scrabbling at the blast-sedled tarmac. At the machine's
crown, Anne saw the driver frantically dapping at his control board, saw the rig dow—not enough, not
nearly enough—

Her terror made the rescue more dramatic than redlity, or so Er Thom assured her afterward.

Truth or overheated imagination, she saw the enormous treads bearing the metal mountain inexorably
toward her son, tiny and obliviousto his danger.

And she saw Er Thom, swift and unhesitating, flash between Shan and the mountain, catch the boy in his
armsand roll away in a shoulder-bruisng somersault.

The machine obscured her sight of them for a heart-searing minute, cleared her line of sght and ground,
a last, to ahdt.

Er Thom was standing, Shan held tightly in hisarms, anew white scar showing on the shoulder of his
battered brown jacket.

"Ishe—?" Thedriver was shaking, braced againgt the sde of hismachine. He lifted eyes hdf-wild with
horror in aface the color of yellow mud. "The child, Lady! By the gods, whereisthe child?’

"Here." Er Thom waked forward, Shan unnaturdly il in hisarms, slver eyes stretched wide.
"Compose yoursdlf," Er Thom told the driver, coolly. "No hurt has been taken.”

The man closed his eyes and leaned weakly back into the side of the machine. Anne saw histhroat work,
swallowing anguish.

"Thank gods," he rasped, and abruptly stiffened. Standing away from his support, he made a deep bow
that was somewhat marred by his continued trembling.

"Your Lordship.”

"Yes" Er Thom sad, in Employer to Employee, which did not, Anne thought, findly getting her legsto
move, lend itsalf to warmth. "Y ou are Dus Tin Sg'Eva, are you not?'

"Yes, gr," theman said, stlanding siffly upright.



Anne madeit to Er Thom's side and held out her arms. Shan smiled at her, somewhat unsteadily.
"Hi, Ma," hewhispered. Er Thom never turned his head.

"Youwill cdl for assstance," hewastelling Dus Tin Sg'Eva, ill in the cool tones of Employer to
Employee. "When assistance arrives, you will accept the role of passenger back to your station, where
you will report thisincident to your supervisor. If you fed need of aHeder, that service will be provided
you. In any case, you will be given the rest of this shift and al of your next shift off, with pay. It may be
advisablefor you to retrain on this piece of equipment.”

The man bowed. "Y our Lordship," he said, with, Anne thought, staggered rdlief. Straightening, he turned
and swarmed up the ladder into the driver's compartment, to radio for assistance.

At last, Er Thom turned his head.

"And now you, my swift one—" he began in Low Liaden.

Shan shifted sharply in hisarms. " Sparkles, Miradal"

Er Thom looked grim. "Sparkles, isit?" he said in ominous Terran.

He swung the child to hisfeet, keeping afirm grip on one smal hand. Anne grabbed the other and held
tight. " Show me these sparkles.”

Obediently, Shan marched forward, mother and father in tow. Just two steps from the rear of the repair
rig, he stopped and bent his head to point with his nose, since neither parent would relinquish ahand.

"Therd"
Embedded in the tarmac was a faceted blue gem, sparkling in the brilliant Liaden sunlight.
"Hah. And are these your usua sparkles or something abit different, | wonder?

Shan blinked, expression doleful. " Sparkles,” he repeated, and tried to yank his hand away from Er
Thom. "Shan go," he demanded, stamping afoot.

"Shanniel" Anne said warningly, but Er Thom let the smdl hand free.

"Sparkles!" Shan cried, pointing down at the glittering gem. "More sparkles!” Hisfinger stabbed at a
point just over Er Thom's bright head. "Masparkles! Jerzy sparkles! Rilly! Everywhere sparkles, but not
to touch! This sparkleto touch! Touch this, touch more?!

"Ah." Er Thom went to one knee on the tarmac and looked very earnestly into Shan'sface. "Here," he
sad softly, and to Anne's amazement, pulled off his master trader's ring, the amethyst blazing glorioudy
purple. "Touch this sparkle, denubia."

Shan'sfist closed greedily around the big gem. Enthraled, Anne kndlt on his other side, letting his hand
free, but kegping afirm grip on his shoulder.

"Can you now touch these other sparkles?' Er Thom asked.

There was along, charged moment as Shan scanned the blank air above Er Thom's head, and extended
acautious, hungry hand.

"Nothing," he said, body losing dl its unnatural tenseness at once. His eyesfilled with tears, but he only



shook hishead. "Can't touch Mirada."

"Perhapswhen you are older,” Er Thom said gently, dipping the ring back onto hisfinger. "Inthe
meanwhile, you see that there are—different sorts—of sparkles, eh? Those you can touch and those you
can only see. Can you remember that?"

"Yes" Shantold him, utterly certain.

"Good. Then you must aso remember never to run away from your mother again. It wasill-done and
caused her pain. Thisis not how we use our kin, who deserve dl of our love and al of our kindness. | am
not pleased.”

Shan swallowed hard, eyesfilling again. "I'm sorry, Mirada."

"Asis proper, for thefault isyours,” Er Thom told him. "But you owe your mother some ease, do you
not?'

Wosefully, heturned to Anne. "'I'm sorry, Ma."
"I'm sorry, too, Shannie," she said. "It was bad to run away like that, wasn't it?"

He nodded, then the tears escaped in arush and he flung himsalf into her arms, burying hisface against
her neck. "I'm sorry, sorry!™ he hiccuped, sobbing with such extravagance that Er Thom began to ook
darmed.

Anne smiled at him and held up afinger.

"All right," she said, gently rubbing Shan's back, working loose the tight muscles. "'l guessthat's sorry
enough. But you need to do something esefor me."

"What?' Shan asked, raising his sodden face.
"Promise you won't run away again.”
"I promise," he said and then sighed, tears gone as suddenly asthey had appeared. "1 won't run away."

"Good," Anne said and set him back so she could stand, remembering to keep atight grip on his hand.
She glanced over a Er Thom, who had also risen.

"Why does he cry likethat?' he asked, trouble till showingin hiseyes.

Annegrinned. "Y ou can write anote and thank Jerzy. Shan had gotten cranky one day and started to
whimper over something and Jerzy told him that if he wanted to be redlly convincing, he had to project
—and proceeded to demondtrate. By thetime | camein, the two of them were sitting on the floor in the
middle of Jerzy's gpartment, holding each other and sobbing their hearts out.” She shook her head,
suddenly serious.

"Areyou OK?" she asked, extending a tentative hand and touching his shoulder. "That was quite a
tumble"

"l anfing" he assured her solemnly.

"Y our jacket's gotten scarred,” she said, fingering the leather briefly before prudence took her hand
away.



He glanced negligently at the scrape, shoulders moving. "If thet isthe worst of the matter then we may
make our bow to the luck." He reached down and took Shan's hand.

"In the meanwhile, our car awaits," he said, and led them around the stalled repair rig and away.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The number of High Houses is precisaly fifty. And then thereis Korval.
—+From the Annual Censusof Clans

The landcar was low and deek and surprisingly roomy. Anne leaned back in a passenger's seat adjusted
to accommodate her height, Shan dozing on her 1ap, and watched Solcintra Port flash by.

She gave aninward sigh of regret for the quickness of the tour as Er Thom guided the car through Port
Gate One and into the city proper.

He glanced over at her, violet eyes serious. "Forgive me my necessity,” he murmured, "and alow meto
show you the Port another day—soon."

She blinked, then inclined her head. "Thank you, Er Thom. I'd like that.”

"l, ds0," heanswered and fell silent once more, driving the car with the same effortless efficiency he had
demongtrated at the yacht's control board.

Anne settled againgt the back of her seat and watched him, content to let Solcintra City dip by with only
afew cursory glances. Another day, and shewould seeit dl, immerse hersalf—safely anchored by Er
Thom's melant'i and knowledge—in al the wonder the City of Jewels could mugter.

The car did effortlessy around a flowered corner, under an ancient archway of shaped stone, negotiated
asweeping curve in asmooth uptake of speed and they were suddenly out of the city and moving
through alandscape of plush lawns and wide gardens.

"Soon now," Er Thom said so softly she might have thought he was spesking to himsdlf, except the words
werein Terran.

The car accelerated once more, lawns and gardens flickering by—and changing. The houses became
larger, set further back from the road, some hidden entirely, marked only by gates and driveways.

Er Thom sent the car right at an abrupt branching of ways. They climbed asudden hill and avaley
stretched before them. At the near end, Anne saw acluster of trees, glimpsed roof top and chimneys
through the leaves.

Onthefar sde of the valey were more trees and, soaring high into the green-tinged, cloudless sky,
a—Tree.

"What on—7?" She sat forward in the seet, earning adeegpy grumble from Shan. "It can't be atree!”

"Andyetitisatree” Er Thom said, asthe car descended the hill to the valey floor. " Jdaza Kazone,
Korva's Tree, which isat the house of my brother, also called Jeaza Kazone."

Jelaza Kazone, the professoria corner of her mind supplied helpfully, meant "Jelas Peace” or "Jdas
Fulfillment". She stared at the impossible talness of it, and licked lips suddenly gone dry.

"Whois Jda?' she murmured, barely knowing that she asked the question aoud, so absorbed she was



by the Treeitsdf.
"CantrayosPhelium's partner, al honor to him, who died before the Exodus.”

Anne managed to move her eyesfrom the Tree—from Jelaza Kazone—to Er Thom's profile.
"But—'Jdas Fulfillment'? And he never madeit to Liad?'

"Ah. But it had been Jelas Tree, you know, and he had made her swear to keep it safe”

"Oh." She eased back dowly, and several minutes passed in sllence, until she said: "So thedelmisthe
Dragon who guardsthe Tree—the actual Tree. Y our shidd isnt an—allegory?"

"Ale—?" Hefrowned, puzzlement plain. "Y our pardon. It—the dem'singtruction, when we were
children, was that each of us holds the burden of Cantra's promise, and—should there be but one of
Korva dive, thelife of that onewas only to keep the Tree."

Anne sighed, dowly, and shook her head. "It's the Tree— Jdasorigina ?*
"Yes," Er Thom murmured, dowing the car asthey approached acluster of low bushes.
"That makesit, what? Nine hundred years old?"

"Somewhat—older, perhaps," he said, flicking aglance a her as he turned into one of thoselong,
mysterious driveways. "We arive."

Jelaza Kazone, the house, was two stories high, overhung with asoping roof. A porch girded the second
story; chairs and loungers could be seen here and there.

It was, Annethought in relief, acozy sort of house, with nothing of the mansion about it, never mind that
it was big enough to hold seventy apartments the size of her own on University. Perhaps the benign
presence of Jelaza Kazone, the Tree, helped make it fedl so comfortable.

For the Tree, pinnacle now lost to her sight, grew out of the center of the house.

Questioned, Er Thom told her that the house had been built piece-by-piece as the clan grew, until it now
surrounded the Treeon al sides.

"My rooms are—were—on the second story, facing theinner court, wherethe Treeis." The car glided
to asoundless stop and Er Thom made severd quick adjustments, before turning in his seet to look at
her.

"The dem will—very soon—See our child and the clan will rgoice,” he said earnestly, taking her hand in

hisand looking up into her eyes. "Anne. If thereis—athing in your heart—you—are welcomed—to lay it
before Korva for—for solving." The pressure of hisfingers on herswas hard, nearly painful, and she had
the impression he was striving to impart information of paramount importance.

"It is known—forgive mel—that you have none to speak on your behaf. We would not—wish to
be—backward—in service to—to the guest." He drew a deep breath and released her hands, looking
doubtfully into her eyes.

"I mean no insult, Anne."

"No, of course not,” she said gently, while her mind raced. Traditiondly, dems solved—spoke
for—those of their own clan. For Delm Korva to be willing to speak for someone outside his clan—and
aTerran bes desl—was something rather extraordinary. Anneinclined her head deeply.



"l am—disarmed—by Korva's graciousness,” she said carefully. ™Y ou do me great honor. | will not
hesitate to bring any worthy matter to the delm's attention.”

Er Thom'sfacerdaxed into asmile.

"That isgood, then," he said, and glanced down at Shan. "Now, we must wake this deepy one and take
himwithin."

Magter Daav, the Satdly individua who answered the door-summonsinformed Er Thom with precision,
wasin the Inner Court. If the Lord and Lady and Y oung Sir would follow, please?

They did, down awell-lit, wood-paneled hallway, footsteps muffled on bright, thick carpet, past closed
doorswith ancient china knobs set in the centers. Even Shan seemed awed, and kept closeto Anne's
sde, hisfingerscutching at hers.

Rounding a corner, they went down adightly narrower hall that ended in aglassdoor. Their guide
opened the door with aflourish and bowed them into the Inner Court.

Anne went three stepsinto the garden and stopped, blinking at the profusion of flowers and shrubs, the
riot of bird song and the flutter of jewel-colored insects.

Er Thom continued acrossthe slky grass, glancing thisway and that among the unruly flowers.
"Well met, brother!" acheery voice called from no particular direction.

Er Thom stopped, head tipped to one side. "Daav?"

"Who else? Had you agood trip?"

"Smooth and easy." Er Thom approached the monumenta Tree, and lay his pdm flat againgt the silvery
trunk as he peered upward into the branches, "It is difficult to converse when | cannot seeyou.”

"Eadly solved. Climb yourself up.”

"Might you not climb yourself down?' Er Thom inquired. "There are others present and matters that
require your atention.”

"Ah. You seehow it is, brother: My manners have atrophied utterly in your absence.”

"Wl you climb down?" Er Thom demanded, a curious mix of laughter and frugtration in hisvoice. Anne
drifted closer, Shan silent and dlert a her side.

"I will, indeed,” said the Tree cheerfully. "Have a care, denubia, and stand away. It would not do for me
tofdl onyou."

There was remarkably little movement among the silent broad leaves. When the lithe dark man dropped
from the branches, it was asif he were part of aconjuror'strick: Now you see him...

"So then." He grinned at Er Thom and opened hisarms, heedless of the twig caught in hishair and the
smear of green across one wide, white deeve.

Without heditation, Er Thom went forward and the two embraced, cheek to cheek.

"Welcome home, darling,” the dark-haired man said, hiswordsin Low Liaden carrying clearly to Anne.
"Y ou were missed.”



The embrace ended and Er Thom stepped back, though his challeket kept alight hand on his shoulder,
thumb rubbing the new scar on the leather jacket.

"Perilousjourney, pilot?"
"A tumble at the Port," Er Thom returned calmly. "Nothing to sgnify.”

"Hah. But there are others present and matters that require my attention—or so recent rumor sings me!
Lead on, brother; | am entirely at your disposal.”

"Then you must come thisway and make your bow to the guest,” Er Thom told him, leading him the way
acrossthe grassto Anne.

He extended a hand on which the master trader's ring blazed and laid it lightly on her deeve. "Anne," he
murmured, switching to his accented, careful Terran, "hereis my brother, Daav yosPhdium, Delm
Korva."

She smiled at the dark-haired man and bowed acknowledgement of the introduction. "I am happy to
meet you, Daav yosPheium.”

"Korvd," Er Thom continued. "Thisis Anne Davis, Professor of Linguistics.”

From beneath a pair of well-marked brows, bright dark eyes met hers, disconcertingly direct before he
made hisown bow.

"Professor Davis, | am delighted to meet you at last." His Terran bore alighter accent than Er Thom's; his
voice was deegper, dmost grainy. Hewas afraction taller, wiry rather than dim, with aface more foxy
than dfin. A curioudy twisted silver loop swung from hisright earlobe and hisdark brown hair fell,
unrelieved by asingle curl, aninch below hisshoulders.

"Andthis..." Er Thom bent, touching Shan on the cheek with light fingertips. "Korvd, | Show you Shan
yosGadan."

"S0." Daav yosPhdium moved, dropping lightly to his knees before the wide-eyed child. Heheld out a
hand on which awide band glittered, lush with ename-work. "Good-day to you, Shan yosGalan.”

Shan tipped his head, consdering the man before him for along moment.

"Hi," hesaid at lagt, hisusua greeting, and brought hisfree hand up to meet the one the man till patiently
offered.

Wiry golden fingers closed around the small hand and Daav smiled. "Did you have agood trip,
Nephew?'

"OK," Shan told him, moving forward a haf-step, his eyes on hisunclesface. Rductantly, Anne
relinquished her hold on his hand and he took another smal step, so he was standing with histoes nearly
touching the man's knees.

"Do you see sparkles?' he asked, abruptly.
"Alas," Daav answered, "I do not. Do you see sparkles?!

"Y es, but not the kind to touch. Mirada on hand has sparklesto touch.” Hebit hislip, looking earnestly
into the man'sface.



"You happen sparkles" he said plaintively. "Can't see sparkles?”
The wdl-marked brows pulled together. " Happen sparkles?' he murmured.
"He means'make," Anneexplained. "Y ou make sparkles.”

"Ah, do 1?1 had no notion. Have you brought me a nascent wizard, denubia?' Thislast was apparently to
Er Thom.

"Perhaps," that gentleman replied. "Perhaps aHeder. Or perhaps only one who hasthe gift of knowing
when another is happy.”

"Not too bad a gift, en?" He smiled at Shan and then sent his brilliant black gaze to Anne'sface.

"If Korval Seesthischild, heisof theclan," he said, voice and eyesintently serious. "Y ou understand
this?'

Anne nodded. "Er Thom explained that it was—vita—for the delm to—count—anew yosGalan.”

"So? And did Er Thom also explain that what Korva acquires Korva does not relinquish? Y ou have
seen our shidd.”

"The dragon over the tree—yes." She hesitated, looked from hisintent faceto Er Thom's, equaly intent.
"Shan yosGalan ismy son,” she said to him, voice excruciatingly even. "Whether heis—of—Clan Korva
or not."

"Yes" Er Thom said, meeting her gaze straightly, hand haf-lifting toward her. "How could it be
otherwise?'

"Scholar." Daav yosPhdium's voice brought her eyes back to hisface, which was no less serious than it
had been. "Scholar, if you are at dl unsure—stand away. Thereisno dishonor in taking timeto be
certan.”

She stared down at him where he knelt in the grass, holding her son by the hand. Leaf-stained ashe was,
with his fox-face and bold eyes, lean and tough as a dock-worker—He was beyond her experience:
Half-wild and unknown; utterly, bewilderingly different than Er Thom, who was her friend and who—she
knew—uwished her well—and wished to do well for their son.

"It'swhat we cameto do," she said dowly, voice cracking dightly. She shook her head, asmuch from a
need to break that compelling black gaze as from a desire to deny—anything.

"'Shan was to be shown to Delm Korval and then Er Thom could be easy again, and the clan not
be—embarrassed—nby there being a—rogue yosGalan |oose in the galaxy—one the delm hadn't
counted. It was—my error,” she explained, looking back to hisface. "'l—custom on my homeworldisto
name the child with the father's surname in—respect. In—acknowledgement. | hadn't understood that
there would be—complicationsfor Er Thom when | followed my—my world's custom. Having made the
error, it is—fitting—that | do what | can to put the error into—context—and repair any harm | may have
done."

"Hah." For two long heartbedts, the bold eyes held hers, then heinclined his head.
"So it isdone." He extended the hand that bore the broad enamel ed band and cupped Shan's cheek.
"Korva Sees Shan yosGalan, child of Er Thom yosGaan and Anne Davis," he announced. The High



Liaden words rang like so many bells across the garden, startling the birdsinto silence. He bent forward
and kissed Shan on the lips before taking his hand away.

"Wecome, Shan yosGadan. The clan rgoices.

And that, Anne thought, around a sudden and astonishing surge of joy, isthat. | hope Er Thom thinks
it was worth all that worry.

Shan laughed and reached forward on tiptoe to pluck the leaf from hisuncle's hair and hold it up for
ingpection.
"Hower."

"Ledl, | believe," Daav corrected gently. "Quite anice one." Herosein asingle fluid motion, one hand till
holding the child and the other sweeping up in aextravagantly wide gesture.

"Thus, matters requiring my attention! Let us go within and have wine—and luncheon, too! For | do not
scrupleto tell you, brother, that you behold aman who isfamished.”

"No new sght,” Er Thom replied calmly, stepping acrossto offer an arm to Anne and smiling up into her
eyes. "Will you take wine and food before we go on to Tredla Fantral, friend?”

The sense of joy was dizzying, exhilarating beyond reason, so thet it was dl she could do not to bend and
kiss him, with full measure passion, on the lips. Only the understanding that it would not do—not
here—kept her emotion in check.

So ingtead of kissing him, she amiled a him and did her arm through his.
"Wine and food sounds ddightful," she said warmly and alowed him to lead her into the house.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

In an ally, considerations of house, clan, planet, race are insignificant beside two prime questions,
which are:

1. Can he shoot?

2. Will he aim at your enemy?

—Excer pted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book

A light luncheon had been called for, to be brought to the Small Parlor, to which they had repaired. Wine
had been poured for each adult—Shan was given asmdll crysta cup haf-filled with citrus punch—and
tasted with al due ceremony.

Very shortly after, Er Thom excused himsdlf to place acall to his parent, and |eft the room. Daav and
Shan went to the window, where the man was gpparently pointing out sections of shrubbery most likely
to yield rabbits, if aboy were patient, and had sharp eyes.

Momentarily |eft to hersdlf, Anne walked dowly around the room, sipping the dightly tart whitewineand
trying to absorb everything at once.

The rug—the rug was surely Kharsan wool, hand woven by asingle family across severd generations.
She had seen ahologram of such a priceless treasure once and recogni zed the signature maroon and
cobalt blue among the lesser colors, al skillfully blended to create ariotous garden of flowers, each



bloom unique as a snowflake.

At one side of theroom, the rug broke and flowed around a hearth of dark gray stone laid with white
logs. The mantle that framed the fireplace was of a glossy reddish wood she could not identify, carved
with acentra meddlion dightly larger than her fist. The design tantalized amoment before she named
it—a Compass Rose, pure in the smooth red wood.

Turning from the fireplace, she nearly fell over the table and two comfortable-looking chairs. On top of
the table was a board, margins painted with fanciful designs. The center of the board was marked into
blue and brown squares, bounded by larger borders, like countries. There were twelve countriesin al,
Anne counted, each containing twelve smal squares.

On the table outside the board were four twelve-sided ebony dice. Two shallow wooden bowls likewise
sat to hand, each filled with ova pebbles. The pebblesin the right bowl were red; those in the left,
yelow.

"Do you play, Professor Davis?' Daav yosPhdium inquired suddenly from her side.
She glanced up with only adight start and shook her head. "It's a counterchance board, isn't it?"

"Indeed itis. Y ou must ask my brother to teach you—he's afiend for the game, you know. And very
good, besides." He flashed asmile up into her face, humor crinkling the corners of his eyes. "Although of
courseit wouldn't do for himto hear I've said so."

Annelaughed. "No, | can see that would be a—bad move."

"Precisdly,” he agreed, raising hisglass. "I've left young Shan scouting for rabbits," he continued after a
moment, gesturing toward the window and the child knedling motionless before it, nose pressed to the
glass.

"That should keep him busy until lunch,” she said, grinning. "Therés ashortage of rabbits on University.”

"Ah. Wéll, there are more than enough here for him to enjoy, never fear it." Hetipped his head dightly,
black eyesquizzicd.

Annelifted her glass—and brought it down as alow move to the right caught her attention.
"What a beautiful cat!" she breethed.

Daav yosPhdium turned hishead. "Lady Dignity, how kind of you tojoin ust Comein, do, and give
graceto the guest.”

The cat paused in her progress across the carpet, considering him out of round blue eyes. After a
moment, she sat down, brought up a paw and began to wash her face.

"Wanton," the man said cdmly and Annelaughed.
"Lady Dignity?' sheasked. "Isshevery shy?'

"Merely shatterbrained, | fear, and agreat deal set up in her own esteem. She doeswell in her role,
however, so | don't liketo complain.”

"Her role?" She glanced expressively around her. 'Tell me you have mice!™

He laughed—full and rich, aworld gpart from Er Thom's soft, infrequent laughter. *No, how could I? But



she'suseful, nonethdess.”

Annelooked to where the cat had settled, chicken-fashion, onto the carpet, front paws tucked under
creamy chest, blue eyes haf-closed within the mask of darker fur.

"She frightens of f unwanted guests,” she suggested and Daav opened hisblack eyeswide.

"lsn't that why | keep abutler? No, | will tell you—" He sipped wine, glanced over at the cat, then back
to Anne.

"My sigter isvery proper,” he began earnestly, "and | am agreet trid to her. She says| have no dignity
and | fear she may be correct. Still, scolding will not create what the gods have not provided and |
confess| grew tired of being reminded of my deficiency.”

He used his chin to point at the drowsing cat. "So | have employed thislady, here, to act in my behalf.
Now, whenever my sster demands to know where my dignity is, | can produce her upon the ingtant.”

Anne gared a him, asmile growing dowly, curving her big mouth and lighting her eyes. The smile turned
to a chuckle and she shook her head at him in mock severity.

"Your poor sgter! | don't expect she was amused.”
Daav sghed dalefully, eyes glinting. "Alas, the gods were behindhand in Kareen's sense of fun.”
"Daav!" Thisfrom Shan, vigilant at the window. "L ook, Daav! Cat!"

"Good gods, in my garden?' He was gone, moving across the carpet with aquick, slent strideto lean
over the boy's shoulder.

Anne drifted over just in time to see an enormous orange-and-white cat dink into the bushes at the base
of asmall tree.

"Relchin," Daav said. "Doubtless gone birding." He glanced up & Anne. "He never catches any, you
know, but the chase does amuse him."

"Exercise," sheagreed, serioudy.
"Indeed," he murmured and seemed about to say something else, when there was a step at the door.

"Ah, thereyou are, brother! We were only just wondering when you might return and free usdl to dine!™
He did past Anne and crossed the room, blocking her view of Er Thom'sface. "How do you find your
mather my aunt?'

"A trifle—distressed—today." Er Thom's voice was soft and smooth as aways, yet Anne felt
apprehension shiver through her as she reached down to take Shan's hand.

"Er Thom, if your mother is not—able—to take on the burden of aguest—" she began, and that quickly
he was before her, looking serioudy up into her eyes.

"No such thing," hetold her, softly, though she was cold with sudden dread. " She sends apology to the
guest, that she will be unable to greet you ingtantly upon your arrival. Shelooks forward to the pleasure
of your company at Prime med thisevening.”

She stared down into his eyes, feding—knowing—that there was something wrong—badly wrong. Er
Thom was lying to her. The thought—the surety—shocked her into still wordlessness.



"Anne?' He extended a hand and she caught it tightly, asif it were athrown rope and she floundering far
out of her depth.

"What'swrong?"' she demanded, voice raspy and dry. "Er Thom—"
Hisfingerswerefirm, giving back pressure for pressure; his eyes never wavered from hers.

"My mother is—inconvenienced,” he said patiently. "Sheis not able to meet you at once, but shdl surely
do so a Prime." Hisgrip increased, painfully, but she made no move to withdraw her fingers. "You are
welcomein my House, Anne. Please™

She held hiseyes, hishand, for another heartbest, trying desperately to plumb the wrongness, identify the
ill. At last, defeated, she bowed her head and did her fingersfree.

"All right," she said softly, and raised her head in time to see Daav yosPhelium's bold black eyes move
dowly from her faceto Er Thom's.

Luncheon passed in aflurry of smdl-talk, of which Er Thom's brother apparently possessed an unending
supply. It seemed absurd, Anne thought as she nibbled cheese, that she should have found him strange
and formidable scarcely an hour ago. Now, he was merdly an amusing young man with aflair for the
dramatic and a penchant for telling the most ridiculous storieswith an entirely straight face.

He'sa hit like Jerzy, really, she thought around a stab of homesickness.

Er Thom's contributions to the conversation were dight: Set-upsfor his chaleket's absurd stories and
tolerant corroborations of unlikely events. Mostly, he busied himsdlf with feeding Shan bits of cheese and
dicesof fruit from the plate he had filled for himsalf.

Anne, watching surreptitioudy, thought Shan accounted for nearly al of the plate's contents, and that Er
Thom perhaps had ataste of cheese with hiswine. Worried, she thought, and wondered how ill his
mother was.

When at last Luncheon was over, Daav walked them down the long hall to the door and gave Er Thom
another hug.

"Don't keep yourself far,” he said and Er Thom smiled— wanly, Anne thought, and caught his brother's
am.

"Cometo Prime, do."

Daav's eyes opened wide. "What, tonight?"

"Why not?'

"An excelent question. | shdl comein al my finery. In the meanwhile, commend me to your mother.”
Er Thom'samilethistimewasalittle lesstense. Daav bent to hug Shan and kiss his cheek.

"Nephew. Come and visit me often, eh?1 think we shall dedl famoudy.”

Shan returned the embrace and the kiss with exuberance, then stood back to wave.

" 'Bye, Daav."

The man bowed lightly—as between kin, Anne read. "Until soon, young Shan.”



"Professor Davis." The bow he accorded her was of respect. "We shall speak again, | hope. | have read
your work, you know, and would welcome a chance to discuss your ideas more fully, if you will grant it.”

"That would be pleasant,” shetold him, returning his bow with one of respect to adelm not onesown. "l
look forward to it."

"Good." Hiseyeswereintent on hers and she felt again that he was utterly beyond her, more dien than
she could fathom.

"Inthe meanwhile," he said, al gentle courtesy, "if thereisany matter inwhich | may serveyou, please
know that | am entirely at your disposal.”

"Thank you," she said, matching hisinflection as precisely as possible. "Y ou are gracious and—kind—to
adranger.”

For one moment more, the black eyes seared into hers, then he was bowing them gracefully out the door.

"Until Prime," he caled, lifting ahand as Er Thom started the landcar. "Keep well, al.”

CHAPTER NINETEEN

The best advice for any Terran with a yen to visit the beautiful planet of Liad is; Stay home.

—From A Terran's Guideto Liad!

"The name of thevdley," Er Thom said, ddliberatel y—A nne thought—to cut off any additiond questions
she might ask, "is Vacon Berant'a. Korva'sValey, they say in Solcintra. It was ceded by the passengers
to CantrayosPhe-lium and Tor An yosGaan, for the piloting fee. Jeaza Ka-zone was built firgt, of
course, after the Tree was planted. Tredlla Fantrol—the house of yosGalan—that came later. It was built
as a—sentingl post, you would say—to guard the inroad, to act asfirst deterrent—and to give warning to
theddm."

Annelooked out thewindow at the lush landscape, turning this burst of information over in her mind.
Valcon Berant'a? The Liaden name Er Thom had given did not mean "Korva'sVadley." It meant, she
decided after amoment of concentrated thought, "Dragon's Price," or perhaps "Dragon Hoard."

"A sentind pogt,” she asked as Er Thom dowed and made the turn into another drive. "Werethere
wars?'

"Ah, well, in the old times, you know, there were—disharmonies. Things did not always run smoothly
and the Council of Clansdid not always agree. Daav says civilized behavior is never to be depended
upon.” Helaughed his soft laugh, so different from his chaleket's. "Do not fear that | ask you to guestina
fortress, friend. TredlaFantrol has—amenities. Very soon, now..."

It was, in fact, amatter of three more minutes and two more twistsin the tree-lined drive. The car passed
under an arch rich with yellow flowers and entered a Sweeping curve.

Er Thom pulled up to the bottom of the stairway and turned the car off. Anne sat and tried not to stare,
Shan completely sill on her lap.

TredlaFantrol was amansion, with amarble stairway and towering granite facade. Windows glittered
like diamonds among the gray stone and lawns like plush green velvet doped away on both sides.

"Thisisthe outpost?' she demanded in avoicethat cracked. After the warm hominess of Daav's house. ..



"All of uswould live & JdazaKazone" Er Thom said quietly, "if we could." Helay alight hand on her
arm and immediately took it away.

"Come, dlow meto show you and our son to your rooms. | will leave you for atime, so that you might
refresh yourselves and rest. One has been engaged to care for our son— Mrs. Intass, who had been our
nurse when we were young. Shewill arrive before Prime. | shdl instruct Mr. pak'Orato conduct her to
you immediatdly..."

Chattering, Annethought, in no little wonder, as Er Thom came around to her side of car and lifted
Shanto hisfeet. Er Thomis actually chattering.

Chattering, he brought them up the marble stairway, through the front door and across the echoing lobby,
up the Grand Staircase—each riser hand-carved with a scene from the Great Migration—down an
interminable hallway to her room.

"The house has your pamprint onfile" hetold her asthe door did open. "If you do not find dl precisdy
asyou would wish it, only tell me and the deficiency will be corrected.” He looked up at her, chatter
suddenly broken as his eyestook fire. He glanced away.

"l am sorry to leave you o abruptly, Anne. I—necessity. Later, if you likeit, | shal show you the
house—and the grounds.” He lay ahand on her arm and thistime did not remove it so quickly. "My
private codeisin your computer. If thereis— any way—in which | may serve you, do not hesitate..."

"All right," she said soothingly and againgt al sense extended a hand to stroke his cheek, meaning only to
ease his nervousness.

As soon as she touched him, she knew it was a mistake; she barely needed to hear the sharp intake of his
breath, or seethe blaze of his eyes, which echoed the re-awvakened blaze of her desire.

Ensorcelled yet again, shelooked helplesdy into his eyes, her hand trembling againgt his cheek,
unwilling—unable—to move.

It was Er Thom who moved.

A single step, backward, his eyes hot on hers. Her hand fell, lifeless, to her sde and he bowed: Esteem
and respect.

"l shal return,” he said, very softly indeed. "Please. Be at easein our House."
Heturned on his hed and was gone, the door closing behind him with the barest whisper of sound.

He came as ordered to her private parlor, dressed in plain shirt and trousers, with the dust of the Port till
on his boots, and made his bow, dutiful and low.

"Mother."
"My son."

Petrella surveyed him from her chair, meaning to make him writhe while she leisurely surveyed the
wind-rumpled golden hair, the delicate wing of brow over eyes more purple than blue, the pleasing
symmetry of face, and the firm, give-me-no-nonsense mouth. Er Thom, the son who was not her son.
Chi'swork, this one, returned at last to the mother who bore him on his twelfth name day, when he
boarded Dutiful Passage as cabin boy.



He had Chi's ook, Petrellaalowed, which meant her own, since she and her twin had been aslike as
two seedsin apod. She knew him to be mannerly and biddable, dutiful to afault—far different than his
volatile challeket, who |ooked more changeling than Korva.

"Arethat woman and her child in thishouse?' she demanded abruptly, letting him hear the rasp of her
displeasure.

He swayed abow, discomfited not one whit. "The House is honored by the guesting of Professor Anne
Davis" hesaid in his soft way, "mother of Shan yosGaan, Seen by Korvd."

"Oh, isit?" Petrelasraightened to her full height in the chair, preparing to attack.

"Shan yosGaan,” Er Thom continued smoothly, "isthe son of Er Thom yosGaan, and grandson of
PetrellayosGdan." Helifted his head, purple eyes bland. "It would be— gracious—of the thodelm to
complete what the delm has begun.”

"You dare," she breathed, anger filling her with vivid energy. "Isyour thodelm a counterchance token, Er
Thom yosGalan, to dance when you choose the tune? Y our chaleket the delm has Seen your bastard,
has he?'Y ou provide an accomplished fact, and I—too weak to protest dishonor—make my bow
meekly and am ruled by the whim of an upstarting boy. Think again—Master Trader. That child isnone
of mine"

The firm mouth had tightened somewhat, she noted with satisfaction; the bow he gave her was grave.

"Mrs. Intass," he murmured, asif dl she had said were mere pleasantry, "has been engaged to carefor
my son. She arrivesthis afternoon to take charge of the nursery.”

For aheartbeat she could only gape at him, then she drew a careful breath, fingers tightening ominoudy
onthearmredts.

"l see. And if your thodelm requires you to engage a house in town in which these ddightful arrangements
may continue as planned?’

Once again, courteous and grave, he bowed. "Then of course | will remove mysdf immediately.”

And the so-proper contract marriage with Syntebrael'Kemin, Petrella understood from that, would never
be consummated. She glared a him, considering her next move.

"Enlighten me," she ordered after amoment. " Precisaly where did you meet this—person—who hasthe
honor of being yosGaan's guest?'

The winged brows twitched—smoothed.

"Professor Davisand | became acquainted on Proziski, at the time when Dutiful Passage had been
trangport for the Liaden contingent of the Federated Trade Mission. Professor Davis had been engaged
infield research under agrant from University Central, where she teaches.” He paused.

"We met at the port master'srout,” he finished gently, "and contracted an alliance of pleasure.”
"With so many Liadens by your side, you take a Terran as pleasure-love?' She stared at himin disbelief.

The purple eyes sparked—and were shielded immediately by the sweep of long golden lashes. Er Thom
sad nothing.

"Speak, drrah! 1 will know how ason of thisHouse cameto so far forget himsdlf asto—"



"It was mysdlf | consdered!” he interrupted sharply, and there was no shielding the anger in his eyes now.
"' She cared nothing for bedding an athodelm, or for the daring of coming so near to Korva'! She barely
cared of this—" Heflung out hishand, the master trader'sring flashing violet lightnings, "saveit sad | was
competent, and she alady who admires competence.”

"Indeed! Y ou fascinate me. And what did she carefor, pray, if not for any of what you are?"

Hedrew a hard breath, his mouth atight, sraight line. "She cared for who | was," he said quietly, passon
seeming spent as quickly asit had been struck. He moved a hand, softening the statement.

"It may have been at firgt, that | was Liaden, and exotic, and of aform that pleased her. What reasons
do Liaden lovers need? For me, it wasthat she gave friendship with no eye to profit, and opened her
door and her heart asif | were no less than kin."

"And got your child, to her honor!" Petrellacommented caugtically. "A strange accident, for one who
admires competence.”

Er Thominclined hishead. "So | aso thought, &t first," he said surprisingly. "Anne—Professor Davis—is
not, as we have discussed, Liaden. In spite of this, sheisa person of honor and meticulous melant'i. That
her necessity required her to bear my child without proper negotiation is—regrettable. Having bowed to
necessity, however, she strove to place honor properly, after the custom of her homeworld, and thus the
child isyosGalan. To theincrease and joy of the clan.”

Petrellaglared. "1 will not be played, srrah! Striveto bear itin mind.”

"Asyou sgy." He bowed obedience and went into stillness, hands|loose at his sides, face bland and
atentive.

Almogt, Petrellalaughed, for that was atrick from Chi's bag, designed to unnerve an opponent and force
aresponse— and very often ablunder. She let the silence stretch, teasing his patience. When she spoke
at lagt, her voice was amost mild.

S0, Shan yosGalan has been Seen by the delm. Tell me, do, what the delm has Seen.”

"A child of alittlelessthan three Standard Y ears," Er Thom said gently, "with pale hair and silver blue
eyes, bold and dert. He successfully completes puzzles and match-problems designed to challenge
children haf again hisage. He sees sparkles, as he cadlsthem, from which he may interpret another's
emotiond date”

Petrdlasared. "A Terran?" she demanded.

Er Thom was seento sigh. "A yosGalan," he said patiently, "which has given dozensto the Hedersand
the dramliz over the years since the Exodus. Why stare that another child of the Line showsthese
abilities?"

Petrella closed her eyes. A Terran—blast it dl! At best, ahalf-blood yosGaan. And aready he showed
sgn of Heder talent? Rare to show o early, certainly. And coupled with the promise of pilot
skills—Easy to seethe attraction of thisirregular child for Delm Korva. Very nearly understandable, that
he would risk Thodelm yosGaan's anger to gain such promise for the clan.

"Professor Davis,” Er Thom murmured, "isascholar of much acclam in her field. Y ou may wish to reed
of her work—"

Petrella opened her eyes.



"l have nointerest in scholars” she said flatly. "Especialy Terran scholars.™
There was amoment of dectric stillness before Er Thom bowed.

"Inthat wise," he said softly, "1 shdl after al engage ahousein town. | will not have her shown any
dishonor.”

"Youwill not what ?' Petrellademanded, disbdlief in her voice.
"l gpokeplainly,” Er Thom replied, giving her dl hiseyes.

She met them, and saw determination—and thus the lines were drawn:; Honor to the Terran scholar, or
abandon al hope of amore legitimate heir to yosGalan.

"It'smy belief you've run mad,” Petrellaannounced, trading him stare for are.
He bowed, accepting her judgment with graceful irony.
"S0." Shemoved her shoulders, fedling the edge of exhaustion.

"Very well," shetold him crisply. "The Terran scholar isyosGalan's guest. For atwelve-day. If her
business on Liad holds her beyond that, she may guest e sawhere. In the meanwhile, dl honor to her."

For amoment, she thought he would not be satisfied with the compromise. Then he bowed acceptance.
"Itisheard."

"Good," Petrellasnapped. "L et it also be remembered. Go now and leave mein peace. | shall seeyou
and the guest of the House at Prime.”

"Yes, mother," he said, and added, "Daav will bewith us, aswdl."
"Of course hewill," shesadtiredly. "Go away."

He did, though without dacrity. After al, Petrella thought, he was far too accomplished a player to give
her the advantage of seeing him either relieved or dismayed by the outcome of their interview.

Petrellaclosed her eyes and allowed hersdlf to go limp in the chair, concentrating on her breathing. Her
mind wandered abit, asit tended to do nowadays, rather than face the dreariness of continued pain, and
she found hersalf remembering along-ago interview with her twin.

"Daav isaforest creature, dl eyesand teeth,” Chi had murmured, sSpping her wine. "He knowsthe
forms, the protocols—but will he bide with them? Therésthe question.” She amiled. "Ah, well. The
Scoutswill tame him, never fear it. Asfor your own..."

Petrellasipped her wine, waiting with accustomed ease while her twin tidied knowledge into words.

"Y our own is—amarvel, congdering hisplacein the Line Direct, son of the Delm's Own Twin—" They
shared a glance of amusement for that, before Chi moved her hand and went on.

"He'sasweet-natured child, your Er Thom: mannerly, dutiful and calm. He knows the forms and applies
them correctly, with neither rebellion nor irony. From timeto time| see him hint Daav—the wonder ismy
wild thing takes such hinting with grace! But you mustn't fear heis dull—both of them are sharp enough
to cut! Itisonly thisattitude of dutiful sweetnessthat disturbs me, sster—so unlike Korva's more usua
atributes..."



Petrellaremembered that she had laughed, waving away her twin's misgivings.
"What causeto repine, that at last Korval has—through whatever accident!—got itself a biddable child?

"Biddable—" Chi sipped wine, eyes gazing miles, perhaps worlds, awvay. She focused abruptly and gave
her wide, ironic smile. "l suspect he may surprise usone day, sster. And | know enough of history to
worry how he might go abouit it. Though | allow when it comesit will doubtless be amusing.”

Petrella had laughed again, and refilled her twin's cup with wine, and the talk had moved to other matters.
And now, Petrellathought, eyes opening onto the pain-racked present, Er Thom has at last surprised.
Shewondered if Chi would have been amused, after all.

CHAPTER TWENTY

If honor be your clothing, the suit will last a lifetime.
—William Arnot
It was quite the nicest dress she had ever owned.

Indeed, Anne thought, as she opened the closet, it was the only formal dress she possessed, and,
hopefully, formal enough for a Liaden dinner party comprised not only of the delm and the dem's heir,
but of her lover'sthodelm, grandmother of her son.

Until Er Thom yosGalan, Anne would have laughed at the notion of owning apiece of clothing as
extravagant as the luscious green confection she had purchased on Proziski. But— An ambassadorial
affair, with dancing, Er Thom had said in his soft, sweet way. Would it amuse her to accompany him?

It would have amused her to accompany him to Hell, she recalled ruefully as she took the dress down.
She had accepted hisinvitation with more joy than sense—then spent an entire day—and far too much of
her meager persona funds—in pursuit of the green gown.

The delicious fabric swirled round her shoulders, fell and settled, water-smooth, against her skin asshe
dipped on the matching dippers and turned to face the mirror.

"Oh_w,"

The gown till had magic to work, she thought, staring dazedly at the vison in the mirror. Therega lady
caught there stared haughtily back, brown skin rich againgt the pure greenness, chesinut hair glowing,
eyesdl velvet seduction.

From dim wait to full bosom, the gown was laced with golden chains so ddlicate they might have been
worked at an df-lord'sforge. She had amatching length, provided by the dressmaker, to wear around
her throat.

On the occasion of the ambassadorid affair, she had aso worn agold ribbon, threaded through
painstakingly-arranged hair. The ribbon was|ong-lost—and the hair soon woefully disarranged. For the
dance had proved ingpid and they had |eft early, smuggling out angpkin filled with delicacies pilfered
from an hors d'oeuvre tray and asplit of wine offered by a sympathetic waiter.

Dazzling in hisown finery, Er Thom had driven them to the Mercantile Building, and pulled the sample
bolt from the flitter's boot.



"Y ou mustn't spoil your dress," he had murmured, shaking a prince's ransom worth of lace back from his
beautiful hands and spreading the scarlet silk like ablanket. ..

Anne, shook hersdf. "That will do," sheinformed her reflection sternly, and deliberately turned away.

The vanity had been arranged by the same invisible hands that had unpacked her clothing and carefully
put it away.

To theright were her comb, brush and mirror, the black oak veneer battered, the silver-wrapped handles
tarnished. To theleft sat the chipped lacquer chest that contained her few pieces of jewdry.

Careful of stressed plastic hinges, she lifted the lid and propped it open. Along the back of the box,
glowing like acandlein the shiny dark interior, was the carved ivory box that held the necklace Er Thom
had given her—"to say good-bye." For amoment, she was tempted to wear that piece tonight, for it was
inarguably the most beautiful of her patry jewels.

He asked you not to wear it, she reminded hersdlf as her fingers touched the exquisitely-carved ivory.
With asigh, she shook her head and fastened the dressmaker's golden chain around her throat instead.

She hung asimple pair of gold hoopsin her ears and used plain gold combsto hold her hair back from
her face.

The entire effect was alittle more austere than she had hoped for, despite the green gown's magic.

WA, shethought wistfully, and maybe Er Thom's ma will pity you, Annie-gel, sinceit's plain you've
no sort of melant'i to boast on.

Or, Er Thom's mother might just as easily take the plainness of her guest's adornment as a personal
affront. Anne swallowed againgt a sudden uprising of butterfliesinsde her somach.

"Maybe I'll have acup of soup and some toast in my room,” she said aloud, and with no conviction &t al,
for that would be an insult, and Er Thom's mother well within her rightsto avengeit.

Just when she was beginning to think that would be no bad thing, the entrance-chime sounded.

Green dress swirling around her, sheleft the bedroom, went through the spacious kitchenette and
luxurious common room. She paused amoment before laying her hand againgt the admittance plate,
composing her face and trying to calm her racing heartbest. It would never do for Mr. pak'Ora, cometo
do butler's duty and guide the guest to the dining room, to see her panting with fright.

Hoping that her face betrayed only serene expectation, she opened the door.
Er Thom bowed, low and e oquent, looked up and smiled into her eyes. "Good evening.”

"Good evening,” she managed, though her tongue suddenly seemed cleft to the roof of her mouth. She
stepped back, motioning him ingde with asweep of her ringless hand. "Please comein.”

"Thank you," he said gravely, asif the door weren't coded to his pam aswdll as hers. He stepped within
and the porta in question did shut behind him.

Er Thom wore the form-fitting dark trousers deemed appropriate forma wear for Liaden maes. She
knew from experience that the fabric was wonderfully soft to the touch. Hiswide-deeved white shirt was
glk, or something more precious, the lace frothing at histhroat contained by an emerald stickpin.
Emeradsglittered in his ears and on his dender hands, haf-hidden by morelace. ,



"Anne?' His gaze warmed her face. "Is there something wrong?'
She shook hersdlf, aware that she had been staring.

"l wasjust thinking how beautiful you are," she said and felt her face heat, for the man was hereto take
her to meet his mother —

Er Thom laughed his soft laugh and bowed, dightly and with humor.
"And1," hemurmured, "wastrying most earnestly not to think the same of you."

Dear gods, a compliment. She very nearly blinked; rescued the moment with abow of her own,
accepting hisadmiration.

Hiseyes gleamed, but he turned alittle asde, gesturing around the room.
"Everything isasyou wish it? Isthere anything e se the House may provide for you?'

"Everything is perfectly ddightful," shetold him soberly. "I'll missal thiseegance, after we go back
home." She did blink then, seeing him among the wide, comfortable chairs and high-set desk.

"Do you guest Terrans often?”

"Eh?" Winged brows drew together in puzzlement. "I believe you are thefirg."

"Oh." Shebit her lip, then plunged ahead, waving her hand at the room.

"It'sjust that everything's—convenient—for someone who is—of Terran height. | assumed—"

"Ah." Enlightenment dawned in asmile. "My mother has redecorated,” he murmured, running hiseyesin
rapid inventory around the parlor. He looked back to Anne, feeling his blood heet with desire for her
even as heforced himself to make civil reply.

""She would have wished to have everything asit should be for the guest,” he explained. "Why should you
not be comfortable in our house?'

She looked at him doubtfully, then took a breath, the golden laces stretching tight across her delightful
bosom.

"Y our mother redecorated—r ebuilt—this whole apartment just so I'd be comfortable for few weeks?'

"Of course," he said reasonably. "Why not?' He moved a hand, drawing her attention away from the
subject.

"Mrs. Intass came to speak with you?" he asked, though he had just come from an interview with that
lady. "Y ou have seen the nursery and find it acceptable?’

Anne laughed, head tipped gracefully back. ™Y our notions of—acceptable—" she said, and he heard her
unease through the laughter even as she shook her head and made her face more serious.

"The nursery lookslovely. Mrs. Intass seems—very competent.” She hesitated. "It'sgoing to be alittle
strange—for Shannie and for me, too—to have him deeping so far away..."

"Not so far away," he said softly. "Y ou may vist him whenever you like. The door has your code.”
Almost, he reached to take her hand; gamesmanship strangled the impulse before it went beyond a



finger-twitch.

"Shanisyour son," he said, repeating his comfort of the afternoon, and saw thetiny lines of tension
around her eyes ease.

Smiling then, he bowed and offered hisarm.

"May | escort you to the First Parlor, friend? My mother is eager to make your acquaintance.” He
danted amischievouslook into her face, feding irrationdly gay. "Never fear,” hetold her lightly, "there
will bewine closeto hand.”

Shelaughed at that and took hisarm, resting her hand lightly over his, intertwining their fingersin the way
he had taught her.

Just at the door, she checked and looked down into his eyes, her own shaded with trouble, so that he felt
hisgaety fade.

"Don't let me make amistake," she said, fingerstightening around his.

Astonishment held him for half a heartbeet, to be replaced by flaring joy. For here at |ast was the sign of
her intention he had hoped for since she had turned her face from contract-marriage.

Don't let me make a mistake. She placed her melant'i in his hands for safekeeping, asif they werekin.
Or lifemates,

"Er Thom?' Her eyeswere dlill troubled, doubt beginning to show.

Asif she could think that what she asked was any € se than his own ardent wish—He stopped himsdif,
recalling that she was Terran and unsure of custom.

Gently, and with extreme caution, helifted his hand, barely brushing her lipswith hisfingertips.

"No," he said, solemn despite the burgeoning joy, "I will not let you make amistake, Anne." A laugh
burst free despite hisbest efforts.

"But if we are late for the Gathering Hour with my mother,” he predicted, "'nothing may succor either of
lﬂ"

Her son and the guest were late—oh, afew minutes, merely, Petrellaalowed, as she settled more
comfortably into her chair—but late, nonetheless.

Almog, she had timein their tardinessto imagine hersdlf the victor. To suppose that seeing his Terran
tart here, in hisvery homeplace, surrounded by all that was elegant, proper and Liaden had awakened
Er Thom's swooning sensesto sanity.

Almost, she began to weigh the wisdom of accepting this child—this Shan—to yosGaan. Not, most
naturaly, as Er Thom's heir—young Syntebra would doubtless serve them well enough there. But it
could not be denied that the clan could ill afford to turn away one who was potentialy pilot and Hedler
merely because tainted blood ran hisveins.

Her hand moved, amost touching the button that would fetch Mr. pak'Ora—and paused.
Therewerevoicesin the hall.

Er Thom's murmur came first to her ears. She missed the words, but the cadence was of neither High



Liaden nor Low.

The voicethat answered him was dl too clear; carrying without being shrill, with the hint of such control
found in the speech of those trained as prenama.

"I've sent amessage to Drusl| td'Bana," the carrying voice announced in perfectly intelligible Terran,
"telling her I'm on-planet and hoping for an early meeting. I'll haveto go to her, of course, which means
renting acar, if you would give me the name of a—"

"The House," Er Thom'swordswere now clear, aswell, "will provide you acar, friend. And adriver,
should you wigh."

Oh, and will it? Petrellathought, stiffening againgt the cushions—but that was only ill-temper, for surely
Er Thom owned vehicles enough in hisown right that the Terran scholar need never walk.

Honor to the guest, she reminded hersdf, composing her face into that look of courteous blandness with
which one dedlt with those not of one's clan.

Asked, she could not have precisely said what portrait imagination had painted of Anne Davis
beforehand. Sufficient to its accuracy to say that the woman who crossed the threshold on Er Thom's
arm surprised. Entirely.

To be sure, shewas agiantess, looming above her tall and shapely escort, but she did not moveill.
Indeed, there wasthat in her stride which seemed peculiarly pilot-like, and her shoulders sat level and
easy, aswith any person of pride.

Though shewaslargein al things, Petrellaacknowledged her not out of proportion with her height, and
of her form there was a pleasing—yet not overcommanding—symmetry.

Her gown suited her figure, and was not—to an old trader's eye—overexpensive. Her plain necklet and
earrings, thelack of ostentation in the matter of rings—all this proclaimed her a person who knew her
own worth and was neither ashamed of her station nor eager to show herself as more than she was.

The face, to which Petrellanow raised her eyes, was large-featured: The nose was too prominent for
beauty, the mouth too full, the eyes set afraction too close, the willful jaw square, the forehead high and
smooth. Not abeautiful face, but, rather, an interesting face—intelligent and humorous, enlivened by a
pair of speaking brown eyes, with a sweetness about the mouth that did much toward balancing the
stubborn jaw.

Had Anne Davis been Liaden, Petrellamight at thisjuncture very well admitted to some small portion of
interest in her.

But Anne Daviswas unremittingly Terran; Er Thom, by guiding her here, was seen to be till in the throes
of hismadness; and their child, by dl that meant winning, must remain ahaf-bred bastard,
unacknowledged by yosGalan.

With adetermination that was surprisingly difficult to raly, Petrelaturned astone-like face toward her
son.

"Good evening,” shesaid, chilly andin dl of the High Tongue, bardly inclining her head.

"Good evening, mother," he returned gently, bowing respect. He brought the Terran woman forward asiif
she were some outworld reginaand bowed once more.



"I bring you Anne Davis, Professor of Linguistics, mother of my child, guest of the House." He put the
woman's hand lingeringly aside, and turned to make his bow to her.

"Anne, hereis Petrdlla, Thoddm yosGaan, whose child | have the honor to be."

Pretty words, Petrdlathought grumpily, from one who has not also the honor of being obedient. It
surprised her that he gave the introductionsin High Liaden, for surely a Terran, no matter how
scholarly—

The woman before her bowed with an ease astonishing in one so large, in the mode of Adult to Person of
Rank, a choice that charmed by itsvery lack of innuendo.

"PetrdlayosGaan,” shesaid in her clear, soryteler'svoice, "I am glad to meet you. Allow meto thank
you at once for the generosity which has admitted me asaguest in your house.”

Petrellavery nearly blinked. That this graceful acknowledgement was made in High Liaden must amaze,
though the ddlivery was necessarily marred by arather heavy accent. Still, it was understood that not
everyone spoke with the accent of Solcintra, and balancing this was the fact that the sentences had been
spoken in proper cadence and with a thoughtfulness indicating the speaker understood her own words,
rather than merely repeating what had been learned by rote.

It was necessary to answer grace with grace—her own melant'i demanded it, even had there not been
this other matter between hersdlf and her son. Petrdllainclined her head with full ceremony.

"Anne Davis, | am glad to meet you, aswell. Forgive methat | do not rise to greet you more properly.”

"Please do not concern yoursdlf," the guest replied. "Indeed, it isyour kindnessin having mysdlf and my
son here when you are so il that has particularly touched my heart. | wish that we will not be aburden to
you."

Petrelawas il trying to gauge whether this astonishing speech carried any deliberate offense—given
leaveto beill, forsooth!—when Mr. pak'Ora entered to announce the arrival of the delm.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Liaden clansare primarily social organizations, amended by centuries of ever more exacting
usage. Some Terran investigators compar e them without amendment to military organizations,
perhaps not realizing that the line of command is to some extent fluid, with variation due to
considerations of melant'i. Though the delmis " supreme commander” and the thodelm his
"second,” an adroit junior with an agenda may at times be as much of an impediment to those
commanders as any external enemy.

—+From The Lectures of a Visiting Professor, Vol. 2
Wilhemenia Neville-Smythe,
Unity House, Terra

"Daav yosPhdium, Delm Korval," Mr. pak'Orainformed the room, and stepped aside so the gentleman
might pass.

Unhurried and silent, he came across the rug, dressed in much the same way as Er Thom, hisdark hair
tied neatly at the nape with alength of slver ribbon. Deep and respectful, he made his bow before
PetrellayosGdan's chair.

"Aunt Petrella. Good evening to you.”



"Good evening to you, nephew,” the old lady replied, with an inclination of her head, her tone nearly
cordia. Shelifted athin, shaking hand, directing the man's attention aside. "I believe you have had the
honor of making your bow to yosGalan's guest.”

He made another, nonethel ess. "Professor Davis. How good it isto seeyou again!”

The words were High Liaden, the mode as between equa adults, which was about asfriendly asthe
High Tongue got, Anne thought, returning his greeting with pleasure.

"You arekind," shesad, meaningit. "l an glad to seeyou again, ao, Sr."

She thought she saw a smile glimmer at the back of his eyes, but before she could be certain, Petrella
commanded his attention once more.

"I will aso make you known to Er Thom, athodelm of yosGaan, master trader and heir tothedelm. |
am persuaded you can never have seen hislike before."

Her nephew considered her out of bright black eyes, head tipped alittle to one side.

"Y ouwrong me, Aunt Petrella," he said after amoment, and with utmost gentleness. "Thoughit isentirely
truethat | have never seen hislike anywhere ese.” He turned his head, smiling a Er Thom with
throat-tightening affection.

"Hdlo, darling.”
Er Thom'ssmilewas no lesswarm. "Daav. It's good of you to come."

"Yes, let usby al meansextol my virtues," his chaleket said with agrin. "Certainly the party hasa
moment or two at leisure!”

Annelaughed and Daav turned to her, one hand flung out, face comically earnest.
"What! Y ou doubt me virtuous to even that extent?'

"On the contrary," she assured him, with matching earnestness. "I think it very good of you to round out
the dinner party—especialy when you clean up to such good advantage!”

In her chair, the old lady stiffened. Anne caught the movement from the corner of an eye and half-turned
inthat direction, worry overcoming fun, and found Daav someway before her.

"Widl, you know," he said, il in that tone of bogus gravity, "my aunt has been saying the same of me any
time these ten years—have you not, Aunt Petrella?"

"Indeed,” the old lady agreed, with, Anne thought, atouch of acid, though her parched face remained as
bland asformerly. "It only remainsto discover how to influence you to behave in concert with your
finery." She shifted abruptly, sgnaling Er Thom with awavering fingertip.

"Doubitless, the guest would welcome aglass of wine. Daav, | want you, if you please.”

"Certainly," he murmured as Er Thom and the guest walked downroom toward the wine table, "it must
aways please meto obey you, Aunt Petrella. In the face of such pleasure it does seem churlishto
observe that | would welcome aglass of wine, aswdll."

She merdly stared at him, face compaosed, until she judged the others sufficiently well-embarked on their
own conversation to carelittle of what was being said behind them.



"S0," shesaid at last, meeting hiseyesfully. "It comesto my attention that the delm now decidesfor
yosGaan."

Daav lifted an eyebrow. "I am desolate to be the first before you with the news—the delm decides for
Korva."

"And you see nothing that might offend, that the delm should decide—for Korval!—before ever the Line
has made decision. | see”

Petreladrew a hard bregth, eyes wandering, then stopping where Er Thom stood with his—with
yosGaan's guest—sipping wine and gazing up into her face with such alook of admiration as must give
pause—if not actua pain. She brought her attention forcibly back to Daav.

"Itisunderstood,” she said, though without any effort to soften her tone, "that the clan must not at this
point inits history turn away any who are—never care how irregularly!—of the Line. That the one now
offered islikely pilot and perhagps Hedler must make him doubly advantageousto the clan. That heisthe
child of beloved kin must make him more than acceptable to yoursdf. All thisiscrystaline.” She paused,
considering hisface, which was merdly attentive, black eyes shadowed by long dark lashes.

"However," Petrella continued after amoment, "yosGalan at present is engaged in adisciplinary matter of
no smal moment. Respect for authority must be taught in such away asto leave an inddibleimpresson
upon the athodelm. 1t is no lessthan my duty to the delm, who must at al times be certain hisdirectives
will be obeyed. | do not know how it is come about that the atthodelm has become so carel ess of
obedience, but as head of hisLine, thefault ismineto correct.”

Daav bowed, dightly and gravdy. "And young Shan?"'
She sghed, fingerstightening on the arms of her chair.

"Youwill say | am crud, to use achild asthe whip which will humble his parent. But | very much fear, my
Dem, that you have Seen a child for Korva who has no other home than—Korva."

"Hah. And thisisyour last word upon the matter?"

She moved her shoulders, fretfully. "'If helearns hislesson well," she said, meaning Er Thom, "perhapsthe
child may be admitted—eventually. Certainly, the thodelm will do as he pleases, when | am dead. Inthe
meanwhile, however, | will trouble the dem to arrange afostering for this—Shan, yos-Galan will not
have him here"

"Removad of the child at thistimewill likely distressthe guest,” Daav commented. "Unlessthat isaso your
intention?’

"The guest remainsfor atwelve-day,” Petrelaanswered camly. "It is understood that a proper fostering
may take even aslong asthat to arrange. Scholar Davis need experience no grief from an untimely

parting.”
"You arekind," he observed, in such atone of bitternessthat she raised her eyesin surpriseto hisface.

His countenance was hidden from her, however, by reason of his bow, which was low and full of respect
asaways.

"By your leave, Aunt Petrdlla, | am now in desperate need of wine."

"Go, then," she snapped, pleased to have an excuse to be annoyed with him. "And send my son to me,



"Turnabout, darling!" Daav cried as he gpproached the coupl e tete-a-tete at the wine table. ™Y ou to your
mother and | at long last to drink and fashion pretty compliments for the delectation of the guest!”

Er Thom turned, showing atolerably composed face in which the violet eyeswere heated far beyond the
prettiest compliment. Anne Davis, her own eyes bright, ventured another of her delightful laughs.

"Weve dready dedt with the dress and the hair and the hands," shetold him gaily. "Y ou shdl haveto be
inventive, gr!"

Heamiled a her in gppreciation. "But you see, | may admire your abilitiesin the High Tongue, which are
asnew to me as our acquaintance, and if Er Thom has not aready been delighted with your manner
before my aunt, | can only cal him adullard.”

"I have never found Anne's manner other than adelight,” Er Thom said camly, while his eyes betrayed
him and his brother wondered more and more.

"Best answer the summons quickly, you know," Daav said when a moment had passed and Er Thom
made no moveto go to his parent. "Try to comport yourself well. Scream, should the pain go beyond
you, and | swear to mount arescue.”

Er Thom laughed his soft laugh and bowed gently to his companion. "My mother desires my presence,
friend. Allow Daav to bear you company, do. | engage for him that he will not be entirely shatterbrained.

"Bold promises!” Daav countered and Anne laughed. Er Thom smiled faintly and went at last to wait
upon hismother.

"Wineiswhat | believe | shdl have," Daav announced, moving toward thetable. "May | refresh your
glass?'

"Thank you." She came dongside him and held out a goblet haf-full of hisaunt's best canary.

He shook the lace back from hishand, refilled her glass and took anew one for himself, into which he
poured misravot. He had just replaced the decanter when the woman beside him spoke, in avery quiet
tone.

"Ddm Korvd?'

He spun, startled by such an address here, when more proper solving would cal for privacy and time
and—

Her face showed confusion at his aacrity; indeed, she dropped back a step, fine eyes going wide as her
free hand lifted in agesture meant, perhaps, to ward him.

"Hah." Underganding came, asit often did to him, on aleve moreintuitive than thoughtful: She meant
courtesy, that was dl, and called him by the only title she knew for him. Heinclined his head, face
relaxing into agmile.

"Please" he said, going into Terran for the proper fed of friendly informdity. "Let me be Daav, if you will.
DemKorvd isfo—formalities™ He dlowed his smileto widen, showing candor. "Truth told, Delm
Korva isatiresome fellow, always about some bit of business or another. | would be just as glad to be
ghut of him for an evening.”



She amiled, distress evaporating. "Daav, then,” she dlowed, following him into Terran with just a shade of
relief in her voice. "And | will be Anne, and not stodgy Professor Davis.”

"Agreed," he said, bowing gdlantly. "Though | must hold that | have not yet found Professor Davis
stodgy. Indeed, anumber of her theories are exciting in the extreme.”

Shetipped her head. "Y ourealinguist?'

"Ah, no, merely acaptain specidist of the Scouts—retired, aas." He spped hiswine and did not yield to
the strong temptation to look aside and see how Er Thom got on.

"My areaof specidty was cultura genetics," hetold Anne Davis, "but Scouts are dl of us generdidts, you
know—and linguists on the most primitive level. We are taught to learn quickly and to the broad rule of a
thumb—" Shelaughed, softly. "And, truly, there are severa languages which | speak well enough to
make mysdf plain to anative of thetongue, yet still could not make available to yoursdlf." Hesghed. "My
skill asalexicographer falsshort, | fear.”

"Asdoesmineg" she sad. "I've been working forever on atrandation guide between High Liaden and
Standard Terran.” She shook her head, though not, Daav thought, in order to deny anything, unlessit was
apoint madein her own mind. "I'm beginning to think I'm barking up the wrong tree."

Daav took note of theidiom for future exploration. "Perhaps your time on Liad will enlighten you,” he
suggested.

"Maybe," she dlowed, though without observable conviction. "It's just frustrating. With the
back-language so—" She started, flashing him a conscious look.

"Y ou don't want to hear me rant for hours about my work," she said, smiling and taking anervous sip of
wine. "Professors can bore the ears off of the most sympathetic listener— as my brother often tellsme! It
would be much safer, if wewereto talk about you."

But he was saved from that bit of fancy dancing by the advent of Mr. pak'Ora, cometo say that Prime
medl awaited them in the dining room.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Wicked men obey from fear; good men, fromlove.
—Arigotle

Prime went off without too much event, though Daav fancied he saw Er Thom once or twice hint Anneto
the proper eating utendll. Still, there was no harm done, and the attention no more than adutiful host
might without offense offer to aguest of different manner.

Anne had apparently settled upon the more-or-less neutral mode of Adult-to-Adult for her conversation,
apoint of Code which Petrdlawas at first inclined to dispute. However, as neither of the remaining party
found it beyond them to answer asthey were addressed, Adult-to-Adult became the mode of the
evening.

There were to have been cards afterward, but as the guest had never used a Liaden deck, the play wasa
trifle ragged, and Petrella soon excused hersdlf, pleading, so Daav thought, a not-entirely fictitious
exhaudtion.

Asif thiswere her cue, Anne aso announced an intention of retiring, turning aside Er Thom's offered



escort by saying she wished to stop in the nursery for afew moments. Both ladies then quit the drawing
room in the wake of Mr. pak'Ora.

And s0 the brothers were abruptly aone, trading bemused glances across the card table.
"Well," commented Daav, "and to think we shdl liveto tell thetael”

Er Thom laughed. "Now | suppose you will make your excuses, aswell."

"Nonsense, what would you do with yoursdf dl the long evening if | wereto be so craven?!

"There are severa hundred invoices awaiting my attention,” Er Thom replied with abrupt seriousness,
"and adozen memorandafrom my firs mate. The evening looksfair to overfull, never fear it."

"Hah. And | wishing to shareaglassand abit of chat..."

Er Thom smiled hisdow, sweet smile. "Asto that—a glass of wine and sometalk would be very
welcome, brother. Theinvoices quite terrify me.”

"A confession, infact! Very well—you see to the door, | shall seeto thewine. | suppose you're drinking
red?’

"Of your goodness." Er Thom was aready across the room, pulling the door closed with a soft thud.

"None of my goodnessat all, | assureyou! Thewineisfrom yosGaan's cdlars.” He brought the two
glasses back to the table and settled on the arm of a chair, watching as Er Thom gathered in the cards
they had spread out for Anne'singtruction.

Ddm, Nadem, Thodelm, A'thoddm, Master Trader, Ship, then the twelve common cards, until the three
suits—red, blue and black—were dl joined again. Absently, Er Thom tamped the deck and shuffled,
fingers expert and quick among the gilded rectangles.

Daav sipped misravot. ™Y our mother my aunt gppeared somewhat—fractious—thisevening,” he
murmured, eyes on the lightning dance of the deck. "How did you find her earlier?’

The shuffle did not waver. "L essinclined to be courteous even than thisevening,” Er Thom said
composedly. " She refused to acknowledge the child, which was not entirely unexpected,
though—regrettable. | fed certain that, after she has had opportunity to meet Shan, she will—"

"Thodelm yosGaan," Daav interrupted neutrally, "has requested that the delm arrange fostering for Shan
yosGdan, child of Korva aone.”

The shuffle ended in asnap of golden fingers, imprisoning the deck entire. Daav |ooked up into his
brother'sface.

"Hewill cometo me, of course," he said, and with utmost gentleness, for there wasthat in Er Thom's
eyes which boded not much to the good.

"I am—qgrateful," Er Thom said, drawing a deep breath and putting the cards by. "I point out, however,
that such an arrangement will most naturally—distress—Professor Davis.”

"Yes, s0 | mentioned aswell." Daav tipped his head dightly, eyes on his brother's set countenance.
"Thodem yosGdan informs me that the guest remainsfor only atwelve-day."

"Thodelm yosGaan is—adas—in error. There are—matters yet to be resolved—but | fed confident that



Anne—Professor Davis—will be making amuch longer stay.”

"Oh, do you?' Daav blinked. "How much longer astay, | wonder? And what isit to do with
Anne—forgive meif | speak too plainly!—should Korva make what arrangements are deemed most
suitablefor one of itsown?"

Er Thom glanced down, found his glass and picked it up. "It is not necessary,” hetold the sparkling red
depths, "that my—our—child be—deprived—of association with his mother. They have been in the habit
of spending many hours aday in each other's company. Even so small a separation as Shan'sremoval to
the nursery has caused Anne—anxiety, though certainly heisold enough—" He seemed to catch himsdlf,
to shake himsdf, and brought his gaze up to meet Daav's fascinated eyes.

"My thodelm had suggested | might take ahousein Solcintra," he said, with acam that deceived his
chaleket not at dl. "'l believethat this courseis, at present, wisest. Annewill be more a easein—a
smaller establishment—and may be freeto pursue her business at the university. Mrs. Intass shall
continueto care for Shan—"

"And yoursdl?' Daav murmured.

"1?1 should naturdly live with my son and—and his mother. Anneis not—sheisnot up to line, you
know, and depends upon meto advise her."

"Yes, certainly. What of young Syntebra? Shall she be added to your household?'
For aheartbeat Er Thom smply stared at him, eyes blank. Then recollection glimmered.
"Ah. Nexon's daughter." He glanced aside, perhagpsto sip hiswine. "That would be—entirely indigible.

"Soitwould," Daav agreed. "Nearly asindigible as setting up household with alady with whom you
share no legitimate relationship, save that she has borne you a child outside of contract!™

Er Thom gave him asolemn look. "Y ou had never used to care for scandad.”

"Andif it weremysdf," Daav cried, mastering aunique urgeto throttle his chaleket, "I should not care

now! But this... isyoursdlf, darling, on whom | have always depended to lend me credence among the
High Houses and untangle me from al my ghastly scrapes! How shal we go on, if both are beyond the
Code?'

Er Thom seemed to go suddenly limp; he sagged down onto the arm of the chair, eyeswide and very
serious.

"| asked Anne," he said dowly, "to become my contract-wife."
"Did you?' Daav blinked, remembered to breathe. "And she said?'
"Sherefused me."

And all praise, Daav thought gratefully, to the Terran scholar!

"Surely then thereis nothing moreto be said. If shewill not have you, shewill not. To talk of sharing
houses only ignores the lady's word and bdlittles her melant'i. Certainly, you owe her better—"

"Itismy earnest belief,” Er Thom interrupted gently, "that shewishesalifemating. Asdo "

It was Daav's turn to stare, and he did, full measure. When he at last spoke again, hisvoice was



absolutely neutra, a mere recitation of the information he had just received.
"Y ouwish alifemating with Anne Davis."

Er Thomindined hishead. "With dl my heart."
"Why?

Theviolet eyes were steady as ever, holding his own.
"l loveher.”

"Hah." Wéll, and that was not impossible, Daav consdered, though Er Thom's passions had not in the
past run so very warm. He recalled his brother's eyes, hot on the scholar's face; the care he took to
shield her from error during the med and then after, going so far asto lay out the entire deck and
painstakingly delineate each card. Love, perhaps, of akind. And yet...

"It had been three Standard Y ears since you had seen her," he said evenly. "In all that time—"

"Indl that time," Er Thom murmured, "1 saw no face that compelled me, felt no desire stir me. In al that
time, | wasadead man, lost tojoy. Then | saw her again and it was as if— asif it were merely the
evening after our last, and | expected, welcomed. Wished-for. Desired.”

Oh, gods. It was dl he could do to remain perched on his chair-arm, glass held loose while he met his
brother's eyes. Within, jealousy had woke, snarling, for Er Thom was his, Er Thom'slove his perquiste,
not to be shared with any—

He drew adeep, careful breath, enforcing calm on hisemotions. Er Thom was his brother, the being he
loved best in dl the worlds, his perfect opposite, his balancing point. To wound his brother was to wound
himsdlf, and what joy gained, should both be mortaly struck?

"Thisis" he said, and heard how hisvoice grated. He cleared histhroat. "Thisis the matter you would
have brought before the dem?”

Er Thom inclined hishead. "It is." His eyes showed some wariness as he looked up.
"I would have—spoken—some time—with my brother before arousing the delm.”

"Aswho would not!" Daav extended ahand acrossthe table, Korval's Ring flaring in the room'slight,
and felt an absurd sense of relief as Er Thom caught hisfingersin afirm, warm grip.

"The delm does not yet take notice,” he said earnestly, damning his melant'i and the defect of genesthat
made Kareen unable to take up the Ring. But Kareen would never have Seen young Shan at al and
would likely have sent the Terran scholar briskly about her business, richer by neither cantranor solving,
while Er Thom became the victim of whatever punishment spite was capable of framing. He sighed
sharply, fingerstight around his brother's hand.

"You mus tel me" he said. "Brother—this bringing home of your child—and most especidly his
mother!—how does this make you ready to contract-wed in accordance with your thodelm's
command?'

Er Thom's mouth tightened, though he did not relinquish Daav's hand. ™Y ou will think | am mad," he
murmured, violet eyes showing asparkle of tears.

"Darling, we ared| of usmad,” Daav returned, with no attempt, this once, to make light of thetruth. "Ask



anyone— they will say the same.”

A small smilewas seen—no more, redly, than a softening of the corners of Er Thom's mouth, aglimmer
that dried the sparkling tears.

"Yes" he sad softly; "but, you see, | am not entirely in theway of seeming so to mysdlf." He squeezed
Daav's hand; relinquished it.

"When | left you, these few weeks ago, it was to accomplish one plan, which | felt must be
accomplished, after which I—hoped—to be able to show the Hedlers a cam face and come away from
them obedient.”

Daav shifted on his chair-arm. "The Hedlers—that was not " ' necessity, except as you had not
accomplished your plan.”

"Yes" Er Thom sghed. "And yet necessity did exist. It had been three years, as| said, since |l had
looked upon aface that pleased me. Three years of—mourning—for she to whom | had given nubiath'a.
What right had | to bring such businessto the contract-room? Nexon's daughter is young, this her first
marriage. In dl honor, her husband must be attentive, capable of—kindness. | had ought to have had the
Hederstime a-gone, myself, except | would not forget..." He drew ahard breath and took up his glass,
though he did not drink.

"I went to Anne," he said softly, "to say only that | loved her. It was knowledge | knew she would
treasure. Knowledge that | could not alow to be lost entirely to the Hedlers arts. It was to have been—a
amdl thing, smply done.”

"And the child?' Daav murmured.

Er Thom lifted a hand to rake fingers through his bright hair, ahabit denoting extreme distraction of
thought, very little seen since he had put boyhood behind him.

"Therewas no child," he said, and his voice was distracted, aswdl. "There was no child nor mention of a
child, three years ago.”

"Hah." Daav glanced down, caught sight of the deck and took it up, then sat holding it in his hand, staring
hard & nothing.

"Y ou hunger yet for thislady?' he asked and heard Er Thom laugh, short and sharp.

"Hunger for her? | starve without her! | astonish mysdf with desire! Thereisno sound, save her voice; no
sensation, save her touch.”

Daav raised his head, staring in awe at his brother'sface. After amoment, he touched histongueto his
lips

"Y et sherefuses a contract-marriage,” he perssted, pitching his voice ddiberately in the tone of cam
reason. " Perhaps the—depth of your passon—may be—no dishonor to her!'— inadequately returned.”

"Itisreturned,” Er Thom told him, with the absolute conviction of obsession, "in every particular.”

Daav bit hislip. "Very well," hedlowed, till calm and reasonable. "And yet unalloyed passion is not the
foundation upon which we are taught to build alifemating. Y ou speak in such terms as make me believe
you have indeed erred, by giving nubiath'a too soon, before your passionswere daked. In such case, a

wiser solving isto go with the lady to the ocean house, indulge yourselvesto the full extent of joy, to



return home, when you have had your fill—"

"Fill!" Er Thom cameto hisfeet in aflickering surge; inginct brought Daav up, aswdl, and he met his
brother's eyes with something akin to dread.

Er Thom leaned forward, hands flat on the card-table, eyesvividly violet.
"Thereisnofill," hesad, absolutely, utterly flat.

Scouts are taught many tricksin order to ensure the best chance of surviva among potentiadly hostile
peoples. Daav employed one such trick now, deliberately relaxing the muscles of hisbody, letting his
mouth soften into adight smile, hisfingers curl haf-open. After amoment or two, he had the satisfaction
of seeing Er Thom relax, aswell, shoulders loosening and eyes cooling even as he sighed and
graightened, looking somewhat sheepish.

"Forgive me, denubia," he said softly. "I had never meant to contend against you."

"Certainly not," Daav said gently. "Though | will say it seemsagticky enough coil you planto lay before
the delm.” Hetipped his head. "Perhapsit would be—illuminating— were | to speak with Anne apart—"
Heraised adeliberately languid hand, tilling the other's sart of protest. "Only to hear what she herself
consders of the matter." Hetipped his head, offering asmile.

"| shal haveto hear it, soon or late, you know."
The amilewas answered, faintly. "So you shdl.”

"Indeed—and tomorrow soon enough, for it is come time—alasl—to make my excuses and leave you to
that dreadful pile of invoices." Hetipped his head.

"In the meanwhile, promise you will engage no housesin the city—for at least tomorrow, en?”'
"Promised.”" Er Thom inclined his head and then came around the table to offer hisarm.

Arminarm, they went down the various hallways and across the moon-bathed East Patio. At the car, Er
Thom embraced him, and Daav cursed his treacherous muscles, which stiffened, only dightly.

It was enough. Er Thom drew back, staring into his moonlit face.

"Y ou are angry with me." He made some effort to keep his voice neutrd, but Daav heard the pain
beneath and flung himsdlf into the embrace.

"Denubig, forgive me! My wretched moods. | am not angry—only tired, and such amuddle asyou bring
the delm must make my head spin!™

"Hah." Er Thom's arms tightened and when Daav asked for hiskissamoment later, he bestowed it with
the dacrity of reief.

She had wandered through the beautiful, strange, suitefor atime, but her pacing failed to tire her. Findly,
she plucked abound book at random from a shelf and, robe swirling around her, settled into acorner of
the wheat-colored sofa, resolving to read until Seep overtook her.

An hour later shewas till there, deepless as ever, pursuing the Liaden words from page to page,
resolutely not thinking of how lonely shewas, or of how much she missed him, or of—

The door-chime sounded, once.



Shewasup in aflurry of blue skirts, across the room and hand on the admittance plate before she
thought to tighten the sash at her wai t—which was not redlly necessary, after dl. The one who stood
there had seen al she had to show, many times.

Er Thom bowed and straightened, looking up at her from eyes of molten violet.
"l had come," he said softly, "to make my good-night.”
Throat tight, she reached out and took his hand, drawing him inside. The door closed, silent, behind him.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The guest is sacrosanct. The welfare and comfort of the guest will be first among the priorities of
the House, for so long as the guest shall bide.

—Excerpted from the Liaden Code of Proper Conduct

Daav yosPhdium, fourth of hisLineto bear the name; master pilot; Scout captain, retired; expert of
cultura genetics, Delm Korval, lay benesth the Hebert 81 DuoCycle, one shoulder braced against the
cool stone floor as he worked to loosen a particularly troublesome gasket-sedl. Oil dripped from the
gasket and he was careful to keep his face stain-free, though neither the thick old shirt he wore nor the
scarred leather leggings were so fortunate.

For atime he had worked with only the flutter of bird song from outside the garage for company, and the
now-and-again rustle that was rabbits foraging through the dew-sheathed grass. Now, however, he
became aware of something different—a deliberate, plodsome rhythm that vibrated through his braced
shoulder and into his heed.

Attention on the gasket, he wondered bri€fly if there was an e ephant |oose on the lawvns. He was mildly
disappointed, but not redlly surprised, when afew minutes later the plodding became the harsh click of
boot hedls striking stone flooring and a sound was vented in the sudden silence that his Scout sensibilities
cataloged as ahuman sigh.

"What," demanded the voice of hissgter, spesking in the mode of Elder Sibling to Child, "are you doing
under there?'

The gasket-sedl at last heeded his promptings and fell free, releasing aminor downpour of oil. He
flinched back from the splatter that liberally redecorated his shirt-front and peered around the Hebert's
front whed.

Creamy leather boots met his gaze, striped here and there with light blue grass-stains. The tiff slk
trousersthat belled over them, faling precisdy to theinstep, were of an identica cream color. Daav
turned his attention back to the gasket.

"Good morning, Kareen," he called, mindful of his manners, and phrasing the reply in Adult Siblings.

The Right Noble Kareen yosPhelium allowed hersdlf a second sigh. "What are you doing under there?”
she asked again, il in that tone of exasperated scolding.

"Replacing the winder-gasket and repairing the sync-motor," Daav said, carefully using a solvent-soaked
towel to clean the gasket seet.

Therewas ashort silence before his Sster asked, with lamentable predictability, "And that is atask of
such urgency you must attend it before you receive your own kin?'



"Well," Daav alowed judicioudy, working the new gasket around to the proper orientation. "Thereis
some urgency attached to it, yes. The final part required for the repair only arrived from Terralast
evening and as soon as | have the sync-motor geared, the cycle will bein fine state for racing. | confess|
have been wanting to race it anytime this last Standard, but it would not do, you know, to enlist an unsafe
mechine

"Racel" Kareen's voice carried awedth of loathing much more suited to the elder sibling mode she yet
insisted upon than the mode he had offered. " One hopes you have more care for your duty than to
endanger the person of Korval Himsdlf in arace. Most especialy asyou have not yet seen fit to provide
the clan with your heir."

"Oh, no!" Daav said, asthe gasket clicked satisfyingly into place. "Please do not tease yoursdlf on that
account one moment longer! Of course | have designated an heir. Only thismorning | re-initided the
document pertaining to the matter."

"Only thismorning," Kareen repested, voice suddenly silken with mdice. "How very busy you are,
younger brother. No doubt this reinitiaing has much to do with yosGalan's latest impropriety.”

"yosGaan'simpropriety?* Daav demanded, letting go the gasket and staring wide-eyed at the boots.
"Never tell me Aunt Petrellas been brawling in tavernsagain!”

"Y es, very good. The clan hovering on the brink of ruin and you in one of your distempers!" She stopped
hersdf so sharply Daav fancied he had heard her mouth sngp shut.

"Onthebrink of ruin?" he repested, in accents of wonder. "Are we impoverished, then? Small wonder
you disturb yoursdlf to come to me here! | honor your sense of duty, that you brought the news yoursalf.”

One of the boots lifted. Daav watched it with interest, wondering if he had so easily driven Kareen to the
point of samping her foot a him.

The boot hesitated, then sank, with only the faintest of hedl-clicks, to thefloor.

"Will it please you to come out?" she asked with astonishing mildness. "1t would be best, could we
discuss a certain matter face to face.”

Benesth the cycle, Daav frowned. Kareen's conversation rarely descended into civility. She must want
something from him very badly, indeed.

"Well," hesaid, by way of seeking arange, "1 had hoped to effect the necessary repairsthismorning..."

"l see" That, at least, was as acerbic as abrother might wish, but the sentence that followed was nothing
short of darming. "If you will name atime when it will be convenient to spesk with me regarding amatter
of utmost seriousness, | shall endeavor to wait upon you then.”

Oh, dear, Daav thought. If this goes on we'll actually have her calling me by name.

He toyed with the notion of sending her away until the afternoon, but reuctantly gaveit up. Theinterview
with Anne Davis might well prove lengthy and he had no wish to crowd himsalf on amatter of such
importance.

Sighing lightly, he turned onto his back and called out, "A moment! | shal attend you forthwith!"

He then scrambled out from beneath the Hebert, an operation not abundant of grace, and came 'round to
lean ahip againg the fender, stripping off hisoily gloves as he considered his sister's face.



"All right, Kareen. What isit?"

She flinched at the state of his clothes, which was expectable in one who regarded dirt as a personal
affront, but forbore from comment.

Instead, she bowed, if not respectfully then at least with that intent, and straightened to look him inthe
eye.

"It has cometo one's atention,” she said, mildly, "that the delm has Seen achild caled yosGaan, which
yosGalan has not likewise Seen. Such anirregular circumstance mug, aas, awaken theliveliest
gpeculations among those who movein theworld. That the child exists outside of any recorded contract
thickens the sauce, while the fact of mixed parentage adds piquancy for those whose favorite dishis
scanda broth."

Hersdlf chiefest among them, Daav thought uncharitably. He raised his eyebrows.
"I must say, it seemsavery bad case, put thus.”

"And yet not entirdly hopeless," Kareen assured him. " Given onewho is known in theworld, who
possesses the necessary sKills, working with the clan's interest at heart—the broth may never gain the
dining board." Sheinclined her head.

"Itisthusthat | may serve Korva."

"Y ou offer to undertake damage control, do you?' He grit histeeth against a surge of anger at the
effrontery of it. Kareen, to wash Er Thom'sface for him? Morelikely the scheme of |etting ahousein
Solcintrawould find the dedm'sfavor than—

"How much?" he snapped, barely resisting the temptation to address her in the mercantile mode.
Kareen stared. "1 beg your pardon?

"Oh, come, come!" He moved ahand in asweeping, deliberately meaningless gesture. " Surely we know
each other too well to pretend of coyness! Y ou offer to perform aservice.

| desireto know your price. | will then decideif the priceisfair or dear.” He met her eyes, hisown hard
as black diamond.

"Tdl mewhat you want, Kareen."
She touched her tongue to her lips, though she matched him, stare for sare.
"I want my heir returned me."

Of course. Daav reached up and fingered the sllver twist hanging in his ear, souvenir of his Scouting
days.

"Your her,” he mused, letting his gaze wander from hers and fix upon a point dightly above her head. He
continued to play with the earring. "Enlighten me. Has your heir aname?"

"Hisnameis Pat Rin, asyou well know!"
Well, at least they had done with that unnaturd civility. Daav very nearly smiled as he let the earring go.

"And have you seen Pat Rin of late?’



"l saw him not twelve-day gone,” she answered, somewhat snappishly.
"So nearly asthat. Then you will be ableto tell me of hislatest interest.”

"Hisinterest?' Kareen glanced asde. "Why, hisstudiesinterest him', naturally, though | must say that
Luken bel'Tarda does not insst upon the level of achievement | consider—" She broke off, respiration
dightly up, and fingered the brooch at her throat before continuing.

"Heisforever rambling about outdoors, so | expect, asdl boys, heisfond of faling in streams and—and
climbing trees and fetching down bird'snests..."

"Guns," Daav said gently. Kareen's head jerked toward him asif he had pulled awire.
"Guns?' she repeated blankly.

"He bidsfair to become an expert on guns," Daav told her. "Everything about them interests him. How
they work. Why one sort is superior to another sort. How they are put together. How they are taken
gpart. Relative benefits of velocities versus projectile size. The theory of marksmanship.” He bowed
dightly. "When | last visited, | took him abeginner's pistol and we had abit of target practice. | would
say, should hisinterest continue, that he holds potentia asamarksman of some note."”

"A marksman." Kareen did not even try to mask the loathing in her voice.

Daav raised an eyebrow. "Our mother belonged to Tey Dor's, did she not? And successfully defended
her place as club champion for five yearstogether. Why should Pat Rin not be as good—or better? Or at
very least have the chance to explore hisinterest to itsfullest?

"But you are not interested in such matters," he continued after amoment. ™Y ou are most naturdly
interested in knowing whether the service you offer will be accepted.” He moved ahand in negation.
"Your priceisfound too high."

"S0." It was nearly ahiss. "Er Thom yosGaan isto be alowed abastard mongrel and not required to
make so much as abow to society! But |, who have done duty and desire only to serve the clan, must
have my son fostered away without my consent, for no reason other than you had decided—"

"I will remind you that the delm decided,” Daav cut in. "1 shal aso give you two pieces of advice: The
first isto compose yourself. The second isthat you drop the words 'bastard' and ‘'mongre’ from your
vocabulary. The child'snameis Shan yosGaan. Heisthe son of Er Thom yosGalan and Anne Davis,
both of whom acknowledge him astheir own, s0 you see that 'bagtard' isinexact.”

" 'Mongrel' however isno more than plain truth!" Kareen cried, apparently choosing to ignore hisfirst
piece of advice.

"I find theword offensive,” Daav said evenly, and sighed sharply. "Come, Kareen, have sense! Y our
concern isthat those with nothing better to do than scrounge for trouble will scan back through The
Gazette and find that there has been no contract between Er Thom yosGalan and Anne Davis, with the
child to cometo Korvd. Eh?’

"Yes, cartanly—"

"And yet you chooseto ignore the fact that persons of such mind will without difficulty find listed in that
same Gagzette the information that Pat Rin yosPhelium has been taken from his fostering and returned to
his mother. And that they will think to themselves, bribe.™



"And you consder yourself equal to thetask of cleaning Korvd's melanti anong the High Houses—"

"l remind you again that | am delm,” Daav interrupted with exquisite gentleness. " Should Korva's melant'i
require repair, it isno lessthan my duty to see such repair done. However, there is nothing to be
mended. The clan accepts who it will, and no explanations due any outside of the clan.” He took a careful
bresth.

"| advise you to leave me, Kareen. Now."
Her lips parted but no words came and in amoment she had made her bow.

"Good-day," she stated, in atone so absolutely neutrd it might be said to be modeless. Sheleft him then,
quickly, heavy stepsrattling the paving stones.

Daav stood where hewas until he heard amotor start up, far down the hill. Then and only then did he
alow hisshouldersto losetheir level rigidness and, pulling the gloves back over his hands, went to put his
tools away.

They woke early, shared aglass of morning wine and aleisurdly, sensua shower. Then, like children
sneaking a holiday, they had gone to explore the house.

Anne was soon thoroughly lost, her head amuddie of Parlors, Public Rooms and Recelving Chambers,
and at last gopped in the middle of an opulent hall, laughing.

"Don't leave me, love, for if you did I'd never find my rooms again!™ She shook her heed. "1 can seel'll
have to carry asack of bread crumbs with me and remember to scatter them well!"

"Yes, but you know, the servants are very efficient,” Er Thom murmured, swaying close and smiling up
into her face. "Likely they would have the crumbs swept up far ahead of the time you wished to return.”

"ThenI'mlost! Unlessyou'll draw me amap, of course.”

"If you wish," he replied and she looked down a him, exotic and achingly beautiful in the embroidered
house-robe. He shook the full deeves back and caught her handsin his.

"Shdl | show you one morething?' he murmured, eyes bright with the remains of hissmile. "Then | swear
| will allow you to est breskfagt.”

"One morething,” she agreed, giving herself asharp mentd rebuke: Don't gawk at the man, Annie
Davis!

"Thisway," Er Thom said, holding tight to one hand and keeping so close to her sdethat hisrobe bid fair
totanglein her legs.

They walked the halway without mishap, however, and went midway down one dightly shorter.
"Here," he said, squeezing her hand lightly before helet it go.
Stepping forward, he twisted an edge-gilt chinaknob and stepped back with afluid bow. "Enter, please.”

Anne hesitated fractiondly. The bow had been of honored esteem, but Er Thom's eyes showed an
expectation that was nearly hunger. Smiling dightly, she went into the room.

Thewallswere covered in nubby bronze silk, the floor with areslient grass-weave the color of Jeaza
Kazone'sleaves. A buffet along the back wall supported two small lamps and there were bronze sconces



st at preciseintervas around thewalls. Three rows of twelve chairs each were arranged in aprecise
haf-circle beforea—

"It's beautiful," she breathed, going across the woven mat asif the omnichora had reached out ahand and
pulled her forward. She stroked the satiny wood, pushed back the cover and ran her fingers reverently
over the pristineivory keys.

"It pleasesyou?" Er Thom asked from her side.
"Pleases me? It overwhdms me—an insgrument likethis..."

"Try it," he said softly and she shot him aquick ook, shaking her head as she lifted her hand from the
dlent keys.

"Don't tempt me," she said, and he heard thelonging in her voice. "Or well be here dl day."
He caught her hand, lay it back on the keyboard, fingertipslazing over her knuckles.
"Turnit on,” he murmured. "Play for me, Anne. Please."

It took no more encouragement than that, so hungry was she to hear the 'chore's voice, to test its spirit
agang her own.

She played him her favorite, Toccata and Fuguein D Minor, an ancient piece meant for the
omnichoras predecessor, the organ. It was an ambitious choice, without the notation before her, but her
fingers remembered everything and threw it into the perfect keyboard.

The music filled the room like an ocean, crashing back at her, bearing her up on awave of sound and
emotion until she thought she would die there, with the music so close there was no saying whereiit
stopped and Anne Davis began.

Eventually, she found an end, let the notes die back, let herself come out of the glory, and looked at Er
Thom through a haze of tears. She scraped her sweat-soaked hair back from her face and smiled at him.

"What agloriousingrument.”

"You play it well," he said, his soft voice husky. He moved a step closer from his station at her side. It
was then that she saw he was shivering.

"Er Thom—" Concern drove dl else beforeit. She spun around on the bench, reaching out for him.

"Hush." He caught her questing hands, alowed himself to be pulled forward. "Anne." Helay his cheek
againg her hair, gently loosed a hand to stroke her shoulder.

"Itiswdl," he murmured, feding the way her muscles shivered with strain, in echo of hisown. He
stepped back and smiled for her, tugging lightly on her hand. "Let usgo and egt breskfast. All right?”

"All right," she said after a moment, and tarried to power-off the'chora, and to cover the glistening
keys.

They werein the dining room, rapt in each other, various dishes scattered near them on the table. Er
Thom was wearing ahouse-robe, the Terran scholar aplain shirt and trousers.

Petrellaglared at them for severa minutes, her fingers gripping Mr. pak'Oras arm. When she was
convinced that neither her son nor the guest would soon turn a head and decently see her, she hit the



floor asturdy thump with her cane.
Both heads turned then, but it was Er Thom's eye she wanted.

"You, sr!" she snapped, "aword, of your goodness.” She stumped off with no more than an inclination of
the head as good-morning to the guest.

Er Thom sighed lightly and put his ngpkin aside.

"Excuse me, friend," he said softly, and went off in the wake of his mother.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

A Dragon will in all things follow its own necessities, and either will or will not make its bow to
Society. Nor shall the prudent dispute a Dragon's chosen path or seek to turn it fromits course.

—+From The Liaden Book of Dragons

"Y ou will have the goodnessto explain,” Petrellaannounced as the patio door closed behind the butler,
"why three messagesto your personal screen have gone unanswered from the time of sending to this
moment?'

Er Thom bowed. "Doubtless because | have not gone by my rooms since an hour before last evening's
Prime medl, nor have collected messages from the house base.”

Petrellatook adeep breeth, fingers tightening ominoudy around the head of her cane. A breeze played
momentary tag with the flowers at the edge of the patio, gave up the sport to tease the deeves of Er
Thom's robe, then veered again, showering Petrellawith flower-scent asit chased off.

"Mother, dlow meto seat you," he murmured, dipping asolicitous hand beneath her ebow. ™Y ou will
overtireyoursdf."

It was just such gentle courtesy as he waswont to offer. Tearsfilled Petrella's eyes as she accepted it,
though she could not have said whether they were tears of rage or of love.

Love or rage, her voice shook when next she spoke.

"If you think that | will close my eyesto any impropriety you and that—per son—chose to perform in this
house—"

"Forgive me." Hedid not raise his voice, but some dight edge, immediately recognizable to those who
were of Korva—and those who dedlt with them—warned her to silence.

"Professor Davisisaguest of theHouse," he continued after amoment, voice unremittingly gentle. "The
Code teaches us that the well-being of the guest is sacred. Professor Davisis—accustomed—to
depending upon mefor certain comforts; she felt hersdlf adrift among strangers, done on aworld far
different than her own. Shall | doom her to deeplessness and worry from aconcern for propriety? Or
shall | offer accustomed and much-needed comfort, that she might rest easy in our House?"

"All from concern for the guest,” Petrdlasaid acidly. "I am enlightened! Who would have considered you
possessed the geniusto twist Code in such awise, al with an eyeto gain your ownway! | had thought
you a person of melant'i, but | see now that judgment—and the judgment of your foster mother—wasin
eror. | seethat what | haveisacdlever hdfling, strutting his own consequence and flaunting hisfaulty
understanding for al theworld to see! Never fear that | am too ill to lesson a disobedient boy. Give me



thet ring!"
Er Thom froze, eyeswide in aface gone somewhat pae.
"Well, ar?Will you have me ask it twice?!

Sowly, then, heraised hishands, dowly, drew the master trader's amethyst from hisfinger. He stepped
forward and bowed, and lay the ring gently in her pam.

"So. We have at least abase of obedience upon which to build. You relieve me." She clenched her
fingers, feding the edges of the gem cut into her pam. "With thisring you give me your pledge, Er Thom
yosGaan. Y ou pledge you will withhold such—comforts—as you have been accustomed to provide the
Terran scholar, beginning immediately. Carry through your pledge and in leven day'stime, when her
guesting isdone, you may ask me for your ring." She gripped the gem tighter as she spoke, grateful for
thedight, smplepan.

"Fail of your pledgeand | shdl return thisring to the Trade Commission, and ask that your license be
withdrawn."

There was little chance that the Trade Commission would revoke the license of Master Trader Er Thom
yosGalan. But arequest for revocation would mean areview. And areview would suspend Er Thom's
ability to trade for aminimum of two Standard Y ears.

Er Thom drew a deep breath. Perhaps he meant to speak. If so, he was rescued from that indiscretion by
the cheery voice and sudden advent of his chaleket.

"Good-morning, dl! What alovely day, to be sure!" Daav paused beside his foster-brother and made his
bow, al grace and easy amiles.

"Aunt Petrella, how ddightful to see you looking so rested! | am come to spesk with the guest. Isshe
within?'

"Inthedining hdl," Petrellatold him, with scant courtesy, "when last seen.”

"l tothe dining hal, then." He turned and caught Er Thom's hand. "Good-morning, darling! Have you
been naughty?”

Er Thom laughed.

Daav amiled and raised the hand he held, bending his head to kissthe finger which the master trader's
ring had lately adorned.

"Courage, beloved," he said gently. Then he loosed his brother's hand and vanished into the house.

"Another mannerless child!" Petrella sngpped peevishly, flicking her hand in dismissal. "Leave me" she
commanded her son. "Take care you recall your pledge.”

Annelowered her coffee cup, glancing up eagerly as a shadow flickered across the dining room door.

Alas, the shadow was not Er Thom, returning from hisinterview with his mother, but Er Thom's
foster-brother. She rose quickly and bowed good-morning, but some of her disappointment must have
shown in her face.

"Ah, itisonly Daav!" that gentleman cried, striking apose eloquent of despair in the instant before he
swept hisown bow of greeting. "Good-day, Scholar.”



It wasabit of incidental theater worthy of one of Jerzy's more manic days and she gave it the laughter it
deserved.

"But | thought we'd agreed that | wasto be Anne, not 'Scholar',”" she protested.
"My dreadful manners," he said mournfully and Anne grinned.
"If you're looking for Er Thom, his mother needed to spesk with him for a—"

"Yes, I've seen them,” Daav interrupted, leaving Adult-to-Adult and entering Terran. "But it'syou I've
come to speak with. Have you half-an-hour?' He tipped his head. "There's aroom down the hal where
we may be private."

"Thewhole houseisfull of roomswhere people can be private," shetold him, coming dowly around the
table.

"Have you seen dl of TredlaFantrol?'Y ou must be entirely exhausted.” He bowed her through the door
aheed of him.

"Only acorner of it, I'm afraid.” She sighed. "My head'sin amuddle. I'm not even sure | can find the
‘choraroom again.”

"So you have seen that," he murmured. "How did you find the omnichora?!
"It'smagnificent,” she said frankly. "The Academy of Music on Terrahas nonefiner."

He sent her a glance from benegath hislashes, atrick he shared with Er Thom, else she would never have
caught it.

"Have you been to the Academy of Music on Terra, | wonder?'

"| wasthere on scholarship for two years," she said evenly. "Funding dipped in the third year and there
was no way my family could—" She shrugged, cutting hersdf off.

"I went home and finished out college, snared afellowship and went on to advanced work."

In record time, she added slently. Driven by the grief of losing her first love, determined to make a
success of her second, studying to the exclusion of everything, even—especialy—friendship. ..

"l see," Daav said, guiding her into asmall room and pulling the door closed. He waved toward a pair of
oversuffed, amost shabby chairs.

"Please, St. May | giveyou wine?'
"Thank you—white, please.”

The chair she chose was ddightfully comfortable, the seat wide enough for her hips, thetal back
sweeping 'round her shoulders, and sufficiently high-set that she barely needed to fold her legsat all.

Daav sat opposite her, placing two glasses on the low table between them.

"So, now." He settled back into hischair. "'l have questions which must be answered. Believe that | do
not wish to distressyou in any way." He smiled. "Er Thom would hand me my earsif | did, you know."

Shelaughed. "Yes, very likdy!™



"Ah, you don't think so? But surely it's no more than duty to protect the peace of a proposed spouse?!

"A proposed—oh.” She shook her head. "Er Thom told you that he asked meto Sgn amarriage
contract. | turned him down, and if he didn't tdll you that he should have."

"Hedid," Daav said gently.

"Then what—" Shefrowned, searching histhin, foxy face. "I don't understand.”
"Hah." Hetasted hiswine, considering her over the edge of the glass.

"May | know," he said eventualy, "your intentions toward my brother?"

She barely knew, hersdlf. It was plain she would have to give the man up—soon. Unfortunately, it was
equaly plainthat giving him up wasliketo rip theliving heart out of her.

Annereached for her glass, buying time with asip of wine. When she had put the glass asde, shewasno
closer to an answer.

"Should we," she asked, flicking aglance a Daav's face, "be having this conversation in—the High
Tongue?'

"Certainly, if you would fedd more comfortable,” he said agreeably. "But | find Terran so free, don't you?
No need to sift through a dozen modesin search of one particular nuance..."

Shegrinned. "It'sonly that | thought, since | seem to be speaking with the delm—"

"Ah, my regrettable manners The delm, stuffy fellow that heis, remains doof for the moment. Y ou are
speaking to Daav yosPhelium, on behdf of his brother, who asked that | talk with you."

"Regarding my intentions?"' Drat the man, why couldn't he ask her himsdlf, men?

"Or your fedings," Daav murmured. Hetipped hishead. "It'san impertinence, | know. Alas, I've dways
been aimpertinent fellow—and my brother isvery dear to me."

She glanced up, charmed by his candor.

"Wadl," shesaid wryly, "he's very dear to me, too. How I'm going to give him atolerable good-bye at the
end of semester break ismore than | can see.” She shook her head.

"| should never have cometo Liad—I seethat now. It was only that he—he cameto find me. Me. He
wasin trouble—" she amiled, recdling Er Thom'sway of it—"in difficulty. And | thought, foolishly
enough, that | could help..." Sheglanced aside.

"Nothing foolish at dl," Daav said gently, "inwishingto aid afriend.”

"Yes, but | should have thought it through,” she said, biting her lip. "Naturally, you, or his mother
or—other friends— would be more able to help him than—than a Terran.” She raised her eyesto meet
Daav's black gaze.

"I'm ahandicap to him here, whatever histroubleis. But he wanted the delm to count Shan—it was so
important—and then | had word from Scholar yo'K era's associate and—oh, it all seemed to fal into
some sort of pattern! Shan would be counted—that was small enough—my friend's associate would get
her assstance, and—" Shefdtered, swallowing against sudden tears.



"And you would help Er Thom extricate himsdlf from his difficulty,” Daav finished for her. Therewasa
dight pause. "Y ou didn't think of parting?"

She laughed ruefully. " At the beginning, | was braced— waiting for him to leave. Of course he would
haveto leave, | knew that. But he stayed and he kept insisting that we go to Liad and | kept insisting that
Shan and | would stay on University—" She shook her head.

"Quite adonnybrook—and dl wasted effort. Er Thom got hisway, of course—that should teach me not
to argue with amaster trader! The more we were together, theless | thought of parting. He waswith me
and | loved him—more now— much more now—than—before." She glanced down, saw her fingers
twisted around each other on her Iap, sighed and looked up. "Isthat what you wanted to know?'

Daav's eyes met herswith acuriousintengity.
"Y ou never thought of alifemating?' he asked.
Annefrowned. "I'm Terran.”

"And a Terran wife must necessarily be aburden,” he commented dryly. "Y€, if he offered a
lifemating—"

"No." She shook her head decisively. "No, | couldn't let him do that. It's not—necessary—that he make
such a—I'll be able to—to show him adry face, whenit'stimeto leave."

"Will you?' Hisvoice was very soft, one eyebrow well up.

Annelooked at him, feding the tightnessin her chest. "Yes, | will," she said with acertainty shewasa
long way from feding. "I've doneit before, after dl.”

" I might indeed give him hisring back,” Petrellainformed her nephew tersdly. "He knowswhat he must
dotoearnit.”

"Y es, but only consider the unnecessary speculation awakened in the minds of theidle" Daav urged,
"does he but go into Solcintra thus."

"Thereisno reason for Er Thom to go into the city."

Daav stared. "Why, thereis every reason for him to do so!" he cried. "The normal demands of his duty
take him to Solcintraand the Port many times over atwelve-day." He checked his pacing. "Unlessyou've
relieved him of those, aswel|?"

"Certainly not," she said, righteoudy. "Only the Trade Commission may relieve amaster trader of his
duties.

Daav clamped hisjaw against a sharp return to that and mentaly reviewed a Scout's relaxation exercise,
ddiberatdy bringing hisanger under control.

"Aunt Petrella" he said after amoment, with credible, if fragile, cam. "If you believe Er Thom will keep
from duty smply because you choose that he not wear mark of rank, you have avery odd view of his
character.”

"Thank you!" she snapped. "I choose to teach him obedience, s, as| told you last evening. Y ou will not
interfereinthis”

"Y ou wish to shame the dlan's master trader before the Port entire and claim it's none of mine? Aunt—"



She struck thefloor with her cane. "'l will not have him interpreting Code for his own benefit!"
Daav froze, staring at her out of wide eyes.

"lan't thet what it'sfor?’

Petrella glared, thin chest heaving with rage, hands gripped like talons about the head of her cane.

"I may die before your eyesthis moment,” she said grimly, "and leave you awrongheaded, disobedient
boy asthodelm. It's no lessthan you deserve.”

"l don't want adog broken to hedl!" Daav shouted, control and gentle-speaking alike be damned. "I
want intelligence, clear Sght, strength of duty—as my mother did beforeme! And | tell you now, Chi's
sgter, if you break Er Thom yos-Gaan, you break Korval!™

She straightened in her chair asif he had struck her, sucked in bresth for she barely knew what reply—

Too late. Daav was gone.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The dramliz want young Tor An's genes. Farseers predict twins from the match and offer the
girl-child to us—to Clan Korval —as settlement.

Jela would say that a wizard on board tips the scale to survival—which remains sound reasoning,
though we're planet-bound now and in honorable estate, or so the boy will tell me...

Asit transpires, Tor An met his proposed wife several days ago, through Dramliza Rool Tiazan's
good graces, | make no doubt! The boy's smitten, of course, so the marriage is made.

Perhapsthe girl-child will fail of being dramliz...
—Excerpted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book
"Master Merchant bel'Tarda," Mr. pak'Dra announced from the doorway. "Master Pat Rin yosPhelium.”

Petrella glanced up from her desk with ill-conceded irritation as L uken, looking every inch therug
merchant he was, crossed into the room, holding adark-haired boy of about six Standard Y ears by the
hand.

The man bowed greeting between kin, a certain trepidation marking the gesture. The boy's bow, of Child
to Clan Elder, was performed with solemn exactitude. He straightened, shifting the brightly-ribboned box
he carried from the left hand to the right, and showed Petrella a sharp-featured face dominated by apair
of wary brown eyes.

"Good-day, Luken," Petrella said, inclining her head. For the boy, she added a smile. "Good-day, Pat
Rin"

"Good-day, grand-aunt,” Pat Rin responded politely, nothing so like asmilein either lipsor eyes.

Stfling asigh, shelooked to the man, who gave the impression of fidgeting nervoudy, though he stood
dmog panfully ill.

"Well, Luken?What circumstance do | praise for this opportunity to behold your face?'



The face in question—Dblunt, honest, and mostwise good-humored—darkened in embarrassment.

"Boy's cometo bring agift to hisnew cousin,” he said, dropping alight hand to Pat Rin'sthin shoulder
and flinging Petrellaalook of respectful terror. " Just as his mother would wish him to do, dl by the Code
and kindnessto kin."

It was perhaps the piquancy of apoint of view that could suppose Kareen yosPhelium capable of
wishing her heir to associate in any way with an irregularly-alied child of lamentable lineage that saved
L uken the tongue-flaying he so obvioudy anticipated. Petrella contented hersalf with asigh and the
observation that newstraveled quickly.

Luken moved his shoulders. "No trick to reading The Gazette," he commented. "Do so every morning,
with my tea."

Petrella, who had failed of her own custom of The Gazette with breskfast only this morning, openly
Stared.

"Y ou wish me to understand that there is an announcement of Shan yosGaan'sbirth in thismorning's
Gazette?' she demanded.

Luken looked adarmed, but stuck to hisguns.

"Right on thefirst page, under 'Accepted.” He closed his eyes and recited in adightly sing-song voice: "
'Accepted of Korva, Shan yosGaan, son of Er Thom yosGalan, Clan Korvd, and Anne Davis,
Universty Centrd."

He opened hiseyes. "That'sal. Smple, | remember thinking."

"Indeed, amasterwork of smplicity,” Petrella said through gritted teeth and was prevented of saying
more by the unannounced arrival of her son, dressed at last in day-clothes.

"Luken. Wdl-met, cousin." Er Thom'svoice carried rea warmth, as had his bow. He smiled and held out
aringlesshand. "Hello, Pat Rin. I'm glad to see you."

The tense face relaxed minutely and Pat Rin |eft hisfoster-father's sde to take the offered hand. "Hello,
Cousin Er Thom." He held up the festive box. "We have a gift for Cousin Shan.”

"That's very kind," Er Thom said, matching the child's seriousness. " Shdll | take you to him, so that you
may giveit?'

Pet Rin hesitated, glancing over his shoulder at hisfoster-father.

"Of course you would welcome the opportunity to meet your new cousin,” Luken coached gently and Pet
Rin turned his serious eyes back to Er Thom.

"Thank you. | would like to meet my new cousin.”

"Good. | will take you to him immediately. With my mother's permission..." He bowed respect in her
direction, gathered L uken with aflicker of fingers and moved toward the hallway.

Petrellagripped her chair.
"Br Thom!"

Heturned hishead, violet eyes merely politein aface gill somewhat pae. "Mother?



"An announcement of your child's acceptance,” she said, with forced calm, "appearsin thismorning's
Gazette."

"Ah," he said softly, and, seeing that she awaited more, added: " That would be the dedm'shand.”
"I see" Petrellasaid, and spun back to her desk, releasing him.

He had just reviewed the last of the day's pressing business and was considering aclimb up the Tree.
Seated on the platform he and his brother had built as children, the world below reduced to proper
inggnificance, surrounded by the benign presence of the Tree—there he might profitably beginto
consder Er Thom'stangle.

Indeed, he had pushed away from the desk and was haf-way across the room when he heard hisbutler's
familiar step in the hallway beyond and paused, head tipped to one side, wondering—

In another moment, wonder was rewarded by delight.

Mr. pel'Kana bowed in the doorway, " Scout Lieutenant sal'lprith," he announced, standing asideto let
her pass.

"Olwen."
Smiling, Daav went to meet her. Mr. pel'Kana discreetly withdrew, pulling the door shut behind him.

Shewasin leathers, asif new-come from space, and carried asmal potted plant carefully in both hands.
Looking up, she returned his smile, though somewhat less brightly than usua, and went past to put the
pot on the desk.

Daav watched her, abruptly cold.
"Olwen?'

She spun away from the desk and flung againgt him, arms hard around hiswaist, cheek pressed to his
chest.

Shewas sweet and familiar, warm where he was so suddenly chill. Daav hugged her close, rubbing his
facein her hair.

They stood thus some time, neither speaking, then she ftirred alittle, musclestensing asif shewould
move away.

Heloosened his embrace, though he did not entirely free her. Olwen sighed and seemed to melt against
him.

"Wonderful news, old friend," she said, so softly he could barely make out the words. "'I'm recdled to
activeduty.”

"Ah." He closed his eyes, acutely aware of the softness of her hair. He drew a careful breath.
"When do you leave?'

"This afternoon.” Her armstightened bruisingly; she released him and stepped back, one hand rising to
brush hischeek. "Bewell, Daav."

He caught her hand and kissed the cool fingertips. "Good lift, Olwen. Take care.”



"Asever," shereturned, which wasthe old joke between them.
He walked with her to the door, and watched as she went down the path and dipped into her car.

When the sound of the engine had gone beyond his hearing, he returned to his office, taking care that the
door was well-closed behind him.

Nubiath'a sat upon the corner of the desk, where she had placed it. He shivered and bent his head,
gasping, hands coming up to hide hisface, though no one wasthereto see him cry.

"It'snone of my business" Luken muttered for Er Thom's ear done asthey strolled dong the hal, Pat Rin
well ahead, "and you needn't bother snatching my hair off if I'm expected to turn ablind eye. But |
wonder what's happened to your ring.”

Er Thom lifted an eyebrow. "My thodelm keepsit for me," he said mildly, and smiled. "More than that
losesyou hair, Cousin.”

"Fairly warned," the older man said with the good humor that won him friendsin both the Port and the
City.
"Announcement in The Gazette took me unaware—" he confided—"fdlicitations, by theway! But the

last | knew of matters, yosGalan was looking to Nexon to provide your heir—" Hethrew Er Thom a
sudden look. "Not that it concerns me, of course!l”

Er Thom laughed. "Poor Luken. Do we abuse you?'

"Well," the other replied candidly, "you and Daav cut up atrifle rash as cubs—and it's a certified wonder
you weren't drowned as haflings. Though,” he said hagtily, asif recollecting himsdf, "1 believe that to be
the case with most hdflings.”

"And as adultswe daily snatch you hairless" Er Thom murmured, "and do you no better good than
setting Kareen at your throat.”

"No," Luken said asthey climbed the sairs. "No, | wouldn't have it that way. Daav vidts often, you
know—he and the boy are quite fond. | find him much easier now he's come back from the Scouts and
taken up the Ring. Y ou—Yyou were dways the sengble one, Cousin, and if you have from timeto time
been sharp, why, it's doubtless no more than | deserved. I'm not aclever felow, after al, and it must bea
trial to you quick onesto always be bearing with us dow. Kareen, now—" Luken sighed, eyes on the
child who went so solemn and unchildlike ahead of them.

"The boy makesgains" he said eventudly. "No more nightmares—waell, none to spesak of." Hismouth
tightened.

"My back's broad. Kareen yosPhelium may do her worst to me, if it buysthe child his peace.”
Er Thom lay ahand on the other's arm, squeezing lightly.
"Thank you, Cousin.”

"Eh?' Luken gave agtartled smile. "No need for that, though you're very welcome, I'm sure.” He moved
his shoulders. "That's aways been the difference between you lot and Kareen. Good-hearted, the both of
you, and not dedling hurt for thejoy of hurting." Heraised hisvoice.

"Ho, there, boy-dear, you've gone past the door!"



Up ahead, Pat Rin turned and came dowly back, holding the gift between his two hands.
Er Thom lay his pam againgt the nursery door and bowed his cousinswithin.
"Catch!" Annetossed the bright pink sponge-ball in alazy arc.

Shrieking with laughter, Shan grabbed, the ball skittered off his fingertips and he flung down the long
room after it, giggling.

Anne shook her hair back from her face, clapping as he caught up with the ball and snatched it high.
"Now throw it back!" she caled, holding her hands over her head.
"Catch, Mal" her son cried and threw.

It wasn't too bad an effort, though it was going to fal short. Anne lunged forward on her knees, hand
outstretched for the grasp—and turned her head, distracted from the game by the door-chime.

"Miradal" Shan ran and threw himsdf with abandon into hisfather's arms, ignoring the other two visitors
entirdly. Anne came off her knees and went forward, ball forgotten.

Er Thom caught Shan and swung him up into an exuberant hug. " So, then, bold-heart!"

Beside them, the older of the two visitors—a sandy-haired man of perhaps forty-five, with a bluff,
good-humored face— pursed hislipsand lay alightly-ringed hand on the thin shoulder of his companion.
Anne smiled at the fox-faced little boy and received a solemn stare out of wide brown eyes.

"Play bal, Miradal" Shan commanded as Er Thom set him down.

"Indeed not," he murmured. "Y ou must make your bow to your cousins.” He turned his head and caught
Anneseye, giving her asmilethat jelled her kneejoints.

"Anne, here are my cousins Luken bel Tardaand Pat Rin yosPheium. Cousins, | make you known to
Scholar Anne Davis, mother of my child and guest of the House."

"Scholar." Luken bd'Tardas bow puzzled for an instant, then she had it: Honor to One Providing a
Clan-Child. "I'm glad to meet you."

"I'm glad to meet you also, Luken bel Tarda." Honor-to-one-providing had no neeat corollary, so Anne
chose Adult-to-Adult, which was cordia without legping to any unwarranted conclusions regarding
Luken bel Tardals melant'i.

"Wl that'skind of you to say s0," he said, with apparent pleasure. He squeezed the little boy's shoulder
lightly. "Make your bow to the guest, child-dear.”

Bow to the Guest it was, delivered with adult precision, and aquick, "Be happy in your guesting, Scholar
Davis," delivered in ahusking little voice, while the brown eyes continued, warily, to weigh her.

Anne bowed Honor to a Child of the House, adding a smile as she straightened. "Y ou must be Daav's
little boy," she said gently. Pat Rin ducked his head.

"Begging the lady's pardon,” he said quickly, "I am the heir of Kareen yosPhelium.”

"But he has hisuncleslook, certain enough,” Luken added, rumpling the boy's dark hair with casua
affection and sending Anne aglance from guileless gray eyes. "Hismother's dark, aswell. | don't doubt



you'll be meeting her soon. Never oneto alow aduty to languish, Lady Kareen."

"I look forward to the pleasure of meeting her," Annetold him, with was only proper, and wondered why
he blinked.

"And here," Er Thom said gently, "is Shan yosGalan. Shan-son, these are your cousins Luken and Pet
Rin. Make your bow, please.”

Shan hesitated, frowning after the Liaden words.
"Shannie" Anne prompted in Terran. "Bow to your cousinsand tell them hdllo.”

There was another momentary hesitation, followed by abow of no particular mode. On straightening, he
grinned and offered a cheery "Hi!"

Luken bel'Tarda sent a startled glance to Er Thom. "I'm afraid—oversight, of coursel—I've never
learnt—aah—Terran—"

"Hi!" Shan repeated, advancing on his cousins. Pat Rin tipped his head, brown eyeswide.
"Hdlo?' he said uncertainly.
Shan nodded energeticdly. "Hdllo, yes. Hi!" He thrust out a hand. " Shake!™

Pat Rin flinched and stared. Then, lower lip caught between histeeth, he reached out and brushed Shan's
fingerswith his.

"Hello," he repeated and snatched his hand back. "I am glad to meet you, Cousin Shan," he said in rapid
Liaden and held out the package he carried. "Weve brought you a gift."

Shan took the package without a blink. "Thanks. Play bal?"

"My son thanks you for your thoughtfulness," Er Thom said for Luken bel Tardals benefit. "He asksif his
cousnmight, play.”

"That'svery kind." Luken looked gratified. "It happensthe boy and | are promised in the City today, but
I'd be delighted to bring him to visit again soon. He might spend the day, if you've no objection, Cousn.”

"Of course Pet Rinisawayswecome," Er Thom said and Anne saw the tense little face relax, just a bit.

"That'sfixed then," Luken said comfortably. He turned and bowed, giving Annethefull
honor-to-one-providing treatment.

"Scholar Davis. A ddight to meet you, maam."
"Luken bel Tarda. | hope to meet you again.”

Unprompted, Pat Rin made his bow, and then the two of them were ushered out by Er Thom, who
turned his head to smile at her as he was departing.

"Wel!" Anne sighed gustily and grinned a her son. Do you want to open your present, Shannie?!

CHAPTER TWENTY-3 X

There is nobody who is not dangerous for someone. ;



—Marquisede Sevigne

The chime recdled him, blinking, from the world of invoices, profit and cargo-measures. Herose,
half-befogged, and keyed the door to open.

"Anne." The fog burned away in the next instant, and he put out a hand to catch hers and urge her within.

"Comein, please," he murmured, seeing his delight reflected in her face. ™Y ou must forgive me, you
know, for thrusting L uken upon you, al unexpected. | had not known you would be with our son—"

"Nothing toforgive," shesaid, smiling. "l thought he was ddlightful.” The smile dimmed afraction.
"Though Pat Rinisvery—ghy..."

Trust Anne to see through to the child's hurts, Er Thom thought, leading her past his cluttered worktable,
to the double-chair near the fireplace.

"Pat Rin progresses," he murmured, which was only what Luken had told him. "I thought him quite bold
in dealing with our rogue.”

She laughed alittle and alowed him to seat her. He stood before her, availing himsdlf of both her hands,
amiling into her face like amooncalf.

Her fingers exerted pressure on his, and afrown shadowed her bright face. She bent her head; raised it
quickly.

"Y ou've taken off your ring." The tone was mild, but the eyes showed concern—perhaps even darm.

"Wdl, and s0 | have," he said, asif it were the merest nothing. He raised the hand that should have borne
the ornament, and silked her hair back from her ear, the short strands diding through hisfingers.

"How may | sarveyou, Anne?'

She moistened her lips, eyeslit with acertain saf-mockery. "Keep that up, laddie, and neither of uswill
get to our work." She turned her head to brush aquick, pulse-tirring kiss along hiswrist.

"And that?" he murmured.
She laughed and shook her head so that he reluctantly dropped his hand.

"It happens I'm going to need that car you offered,” she said, in ashocking return to practicdity; "and
probably adriver, too. Drusi| tel'Bana can see me this afternoon.”

"Ah. Shdl | driveyou?'

"I'd likethat," she said, with aregretful smile. "But I'm liable to be sometime. If Doctor yo'K eras notes
arein asbad away as she'sled meto think—" She shook her head. "No use you kicking your heelsfor
hours while a couple of scholars babble nonsense a each other. It'sashameto even forceadriver..."

"Nonetheless," Er Thom said firmly, laying adaring finger across her lips. "Y ou will have adriver.
Agreed?'

"Bully." Shelaughed a him. "1'd like to see what would happen if | didn't agree—but asit happens, | do.
I'mnot a al certain of my directions, and if the work should keep me until after dark..."

"Itisarranged,” he said. "When shdl you leave?!



"lsan hour too soon?'

"Not at all," he returned, around a stab of regret. He stepped back, reluctantly releasing her hand.
Anne stood. "Thank you, Er Thom."

"Itisnotrouble," he murmured and she sighed.

"Yes, you dways say that." Shetouched his cheek lightly and smiled. "But thank you anyway. For
everything." Shelay afinger againg hislipsashe had to hers.

"I'll seeyou later, love," she whispered, then whirled and left him, asif it were too chancy athing to Stay.

"Scholar Davis, how delightful to meet you at last!" Drusi| te'Banas greeting was warmth itself, couched
in the mode of Comrades.

Anne bowed and smiled. "I regret | was not able to come sooner."

"That you came at al issufficient to thetask," the other scholar assured her. "1 had barely dared
hope—But, there! When | wrote | had not known you were dlied so nearly with Korva. | do not dways
read The Gazette, das, and with Jn Del's death—" She gestured, sweeping the rest of that sentence
away. "Atleast | did read today'sissue! Allow meto offer fdicitations.”

"Thank you." Anne bowed again. "1 will share your fdicitationswith my son and hisfather.”

Drusl te'Banas eyes widened, but she merdly murmured, "Y es, certainly,” and abruptly turned aside,
raising ahand to point.

"Let me show you Jin Dd's office. His notes—what are remaining—have been kept just asthey were
found when—The state of disorder, | confide to you, Scholar, isnot a al in hisusua way. | thought, at
firgt, you know, that—buit it is foolishness, of course! What senseto sted the notes for awork that will
perhaps excite the thought of two dozen scholars throughout the galaxy? No. No, it must only have been
that he wasill—much moreill, | fear, than any of us had known."

Anne glanced down at the woman beside her, seeing the care-grooved cheeks, the drooping line of her
thin shoulders, the jerky walk.

"Doctor yo'Kerds death has affected you deeply,” she offered, cautioudy fedling her way aong the
border of what the other would consider proper sympathy and what would be heard asinsult. "I
understand. When | received your letter, | could bardly credit that he was gone—he had seemed so vitdl,
0 brilliant. And I had only known him through letters. What one such as yourself, who had the felicity of
working with him daily, must fed | may only surmise.”

Drusl| te'Banathrew her alook from tear-bright eyes and glanced quickly aside.

"You arekind," shesaid in adtifled voice. "Hewas—ajewel. | do not quite see how one shal—but that
isfor later. For now, thereis Jin Del'swork to be put into order, hisbook to be finished. Here—hereis
hisoffice”

She turned aside, fumbled a moment at the lockplate and stepped back with abow when the door at last
swung open and theinterior lights came on.

"Pea2"

Anne stepped into the room beyond—and smiled.



Overcrowded shelves held tapes, bound books, disks and unbound printouts. Two severe chairs were
crowded together at the front of the computer-desk, a battered, rotating work chair sat behind it. A filing
cabinet was jammed into one corner, adouble row of books at its summit. Next to it was aplain table,
bookless, for awonder, though that lack was more than made up by the profusion of 'scriber sheets, file
folders and note cards littering its surface.

Thefloor sported adark red rug that had once very possibly been good. The wallswere plain, except for
aframed certificate which declared Jin Del yo'Kera, Clan Y edon, a Scholar Specidist inthefield of
Gdactic Linguigtics, and aflat-pic, dso framed, of threetal Terran persons—two women and aman—
standing before an idand of treesin asea of grasdands.

"He had gone—outworld—to study, asayoung man," Drusi| tel'Banasaid from the doorway. "Those are
Mildred Higginsand Saly Brunner with their husband, Jackson Roy. Terrans of the sort known as'Aus.’
Jn De had stayed at their—station—one season. They taught him to—to shear sheep.” Anne glanced
over her shoulder in time to see the other woman give awavering, unfocused smile,

"He had another picture, of a sheep. He said that they were—not clever.”

Anne grinned. "My grandfather kept sheep,” she said, "back on New Dublin. He contended that they
were smarter than aradish—on agood day."

Drusl tel'Banasmiled and in that instant Anne saw the woman as she had been: Humorous, vivid,
intelligent. Then the cloud of grief enfolded her again and she gestured toward the laden table,

"These are hisnotes. Please, Scholar, of your kindness..."

"It'swhat | camefor," Anne said. She spun the desk chair around to the table, reached out along arm
and snagged one of the straight-backed 'student's chairs.

"Do you havetimeto sit with me?' she asked Drusi| te'Bana. "'In case | should have questionsas| go
through?'

"My timeisyours," the other woman said, sitting primly on the edge of the straight chair.
Anne, perforce, sat in the battered, too-small desk chair, and pulled the first stack of folders toward her.

Hours|ater, she sat back and scraped the hair from her face, staring blankly at the blank wall before her.
Her shoulder and back muscles were cramped and she didn't doubt her legs would stiffen up when she
findly tried to stand—but none of that mattered.

Disordered as his notes undoubtedly were, it was plain to one who had corresponded with him and who
tended in certain directions of thought herself, that Jin Del yoKerahad found it. He had found what she
hersdf had been looking for—the proof, the empirica, undeniable evidence of acommon mother tongue,
which had then given birth to its disparate, triplet children: Liaden, Terran, Y xtrang.

Jn Del had found it—his notations, his careful reasoning, his checks and double checks—all here,
needing only to be re-ordered, culled and made ready for presentation.

All here, dl ready.
All, except the centra, conclusive fact.

Anne looked aside, to where Drus| te'Bana till sat patiently in her hard chair, face grooved with grief,
but otherwise composed, calm.



"Isthere,” Anne asked dowly. "Forgiveme! | do not wish to ask—improperly, but | must know."

Drusl| tel'Banainclined her head. "Thereisno shamein an honest inquiry, Scholar. Y ou know that is
true”

Annesdighed. "Then | ask if there are—people—who would fed their—meant'i at—risk, should afact be
found thet linked Terrato Liad?"

"There are many such,” the other woman said, with matter-of-fact dreariness. "Even among your own
folk, isthere not the Terran Party, which would wish to deny Liad the trade routes?”

The Terran Party was agaggle of cross-burning crackpots, but it did exist. And if the Terran Party
exigted, Anne thought wildly, why shouldn't there be a Liaden Party?

"Youfed," Drudl td'Banasaid hesitantly, "that there is something—missng—from Jn DeFswork?"

"Yes," Annetold her. " Something very important—the centerpiece of his proof, in fact. Without it, we
merely have speculation. And dl his noteslead meto bdieve that what he had was proof!™

Beside her, the other woman sagged, tears overflowing al at once.
"Scholar!" Anne reached out—was restrained by alifted hand as Drusi| tel'Bana shielded her face.

"Please," she gasped. "I ask that you do not regard—I am not generaly thus. | shall—seek the Hedlers,
by and by. Only tdl meif you are able, Scholar."

Anneblinked. "Able?’

"Ableto take on Jin Del'swork, to find his proof and finish hislifepiece. | cannot. | lack the spark. But
you—you are like him for brilliance. It was your thought that started him on this path. It isonly fitting that
you are the one to complete what you caused to begin.”

And there was, Anne admitted wryly, acertain justiceto it. Jn Del yo'Kerahad ungtintingly given of his
time and his knowledge to the young Terran scholar he had gracioudy addressed as 'colleague.
Together, the two of them had constructed the quest represented by the notes now spread,
helter-skelter, before her. That one of the two was untimely caled aside did not mean that the quest was
done.

She sighed, trying not to think of the yearsit might take to recapture that one vita fact.

"I will need to take thisaway with me," shetold Drusl| tel'Bana, waving ahand at the littered table. "1 will
require permission to go through his files—the computer. The books."

"Such permissions are on file from the Scholar Chairman of the University. If you find it necessary to take
anything ese, only ask me, Scholar, and | shdl arrange dl." The Liaden scholar rose and went to the
desk, pulled open adrawer and extracted a carry-case.

"What you have upon the table should fit in here, | think."

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Love: the delusion that one woman differs from another.



—H. L. Mencken

" Sacrifice?'

Er Thom sagged to the edge of the desk, staring at Daav out of stunned purple eyes.
"Anne said it would be a sacrifice for me to become her lifemate?”

" She stopped short of the actua word,” Daav acknowledged, "but | believe the sentence waswalking in
that direction, yes."

"|—" He glanced aside, moved adender, ringless hand and rubbed Relchin's ears.

"There—must be an error,” he said asthe big cat began to purr. " She cannot have understood.” He
looked back to Daav.

"Anneis not adways as—certain—of the High Tongue as—"
"Wewere spesking Terran,” Daav interrupted and Er Thom blinked.
"|—do not understand.”

"Shesad that, dso." Daav Sghed, rdenting somewhat in the face of his brother's bewilderment. " She
admitsto being in love with you, darling—very frank, your Anne! However, sheissensblethat a Terran
lover makes you vulnerable, as she would haveit, and that a Terran wife must make you doubly so." He
amiled, wryly. "An astonishingly accurate summeation, given that she does not play."

Er Thom chewed hislip.

"She asked me," he said, dl his confusion plain for the other to read. " She asked meto guard her
mdanti."

"Shedid?' Daav blinked. "I n—traditionad—manner?"

"Wewere speaking Terran,” Er Thom said dowly. "Last evening, when | had gone to escort her to
Prime. We were about to leave her gpartment and she suddenly paused and looked a me with—with all
of her heart in her face. And she said, Don't let me make a mistake ..."

"And you accepted this burden on her behalf?"

"With joy. It wasthe avowa | had longed for, which she had not given, though there was certainly
aufficient else between us—" He broke off, eyeswide. "It was plain," he said stubbornly. There could
have been no error.”

"Andyet," Daav said, "the lady spoke—plainly, | assure youl—of her intention to show you adry face,
when time had come for her to end her guesting and return to University.”

"No." Er Thom'svoice broke on the denia. He cleared histhroat. "No. She cannot—"
Daav frowned. "Would you deny an adult person the right to her own necessities?"

"Certainly not! It isonly that there must be some error, some nuance | am too stupid to see. Anneis
honorable. To ask for the care of alifemate and in the next breath speak of giving nubiath'a—it isnot her
way. Something has gone awry. Something—"

"And how," Daav cut in gently, hating what he must put forth, "if the lady asked not for lifemate's care,



but for that of kin?"
"Kin?' Er Thom's face showed blank astonishment. "'l am no kin of Anne."

"Y et her sonisaccepted of Korval," Daav murmured, "which might encourage her to believe herself ina
manner— kin—to you."

A vivid image of Anne's body moving under him, arecollection of her kiss, her face transcendent with
desire—Er Thom glanced up. "I am not persuaded she bdlieves any such thing.”

"Hah." Daav'slipstwitched, straightened.

"Another way, then. Understand that | honor her abilitiesin the High Tongue. However, you, yoursdf,
say her proficiency sometimewavers. How if her understanding of custom islikewise uncertain? How if
she should consider that aguest of the House might ask thisthing of ason of the House?' He moved his
shoulders.

"She has dready made one error of custom, has she not?' He asked his brother's stubborn eyes. "In the
metter of naming the child?'

"Yes," Er Thom admitted after amoment. "But thereisno—" He broke off, sighing sharply.

"| shall endeavor to arrive at plain speaking,” he said dowly, "and show Anne—" He stopped, wariness
showing in hisface.

"|sit—possble—that the delm will alow alifemating between mysdf and Anne Davis?'

"Thedem..." Daav moved from his chair, took two steps toward the desk and his brother—and halted,
hands flung, pam out, showing dl.

"The ddmismogt likely to ask you to consider what this affair hasthusfar bought you," he said levelly.
"Heislikey to ask you to think on the anger of your thodelm, who refusesto See your child, and whois
prepared to ring such a peal over you as the world has never witnessed! The delm may ask you to look
on the disruption your actions have introduced into the clan entire." He took agentle breath, meseting his
brother's eyes.

"The demislikely to ask you if another coin might spend to better profit, brother, and the Terran lady
released to her necessities.”

Er Thomwas dlent, eyeswide and waiting.
"The delm may well ask," Daav concluded, with utmost gentleness, "that you givethislady up.”

"Ah." Er Thom closed his eyes and merdly sat, hip on the desk, one foot braced against the carpet, hand
quiet dong Relchin's back.

"With al respect to the dem,” he murmured eventudly, and in the Low Tongue, so Daav understood that
as yet the ddm was safdly outside the matter. "Might it be—permitted—to mention that one has striven
for severd yearsto put thislady from ones mind?' He opened his eyes, tear-bright asthey were.

"Whatever the success of that enterprise, certainly she remained in one's heart.” He moved his shoulders,
amogt ashudder. "The delm needs no reminder of one's—adherence to duty—saving this single thing.
To give her up—that isto go now, tonight, to Solcintra, and give myself to the Hedlers."

And have Anne Davis ripped not only from his memory but from his daily mind, Daav thought,



overriding his own shudder. Which commission the Healers certainly would refuse.

However, were Anne Davisto depart according to her stated intention, the Hedlers would very easily
agreeto assuage what measure of grief Er Thom might experience from the parting.

Daav stared at his brother'sface, seeing the pain there, feeling hislonging, and his need.

It'sill-done, he warned himsdlf, though he dready knew hewould fail to heed hisown warning. You set
him up to fail; you bait the trap that will spring forgetfulness with that which he most desiresto
recall...

"Daav?'

He gtarted, went forward and enclosed his brother in embrace. Laying his cheek againgt the warm, bright
hair, he closed his eyes, and dlowed himsef afantasy: They were boys again, the lie went, and nothing
loomed to mar their love. They were one mind with two bodies, neither ascendant over the other. There
was no dark power that one held which with aword would change the other, irrevocably and forever...

"A wager," Daav whispered, never caring that his voice trembled. It did not matter. Er Thom would take
the bait. He must.

Daav stepped back and met his brother's eyes. A wager, darling," he repeated softly.
"Tdl me"

"Why, only this: Woo thelady while sheis here. Win her— plainly, mind—and with full understanding
between you! Win her aye, and win dl. The delm shall overrule yosGaan, the lady shdl stand at your
sde, the child shdl be your acknowledged heir. All." His mouth twisted wryly.

"Does your wooing fail to sway thelady from her necessities, then the day sheleaves Liad isthe day you
make your bow to Master Hedler Kestra."

"Hah." Er Thom'slipsbent in apale amile, eyesintent on Daav'sface.
"Shall | lose, brother?' he asked softly.
"I will tll you," Daav said with the utter truth one owed to kin, “that | think you shdl.”

"Solittlefaith!™ Er Thom moved his shoulders. "It isonly acontinue of the throw made three years pas.
The game continues.” He smiled more widely and gave alittle haf-bow from his perch againgt the desk.
"Weplay on."

Daav returned the bow, speechless and grief-shot, in afair way to hating delm and clan and homeworld
and the necessities the weaving of all crested—

"Never mind." Er Thom came off the desk and moved forward, raising ahand to cup Daav's cheek, to
trace the line of abold black brow.

"Never mind, beloved,” he whispered, and touched the barbaric slver earring, sending it to trembling. "1
shdl not lose"

Some hours later, Daav leaned far back in hiswork chair and stretched mightily, fisted hands high over
his heed.

"Well," he sad, righting himsdlf and glancing over to where Er Thom sat beside him, silently perusing the



screen. "Doesthat cover everything, do you think?!

"l believeitisasolid beginning," Er Thom replied, picking up hisglassand spping. "A contract of forma
aliance between Clan Korva and Anne Davis. Free passage on any Korva ship. Right of visit to our

"And haf your persond fortune," Daav finished, tasting hisown wine. Y our mother will didike that
excessvdy, darling.”

Er Thom shrugged, much as he had earlier when this point had been raised.

"Money iseasy to comeby," he murmured now, dismissing his parent's displeasure as the merest
annoyance. "Why should Anne not have comfort in her life?

"Why, indeed?' Daav sighed. "I do wonder—"
Er Thom flashed him aquick purple glance. "What isit you wonder?"

"Only if thelady's understanding of custom was equal to the knowledge that her child belongsto Korval.
| had the distinct impression that she meant to take him away with her when she returned to University.”
He spped wine. "Though | could be mistaken.”

"] am certain that she understands that Shan is of Korval," Er Thom said. "We had discussed it—severa
times"

"Quitea donnybrook, asthe lady described it,” Daav agreed. "Still, | wonder if she does know."

"Since | am aready embarked upon amission of clarity, | shal undertake to be certain that she does.” Er
Thom frowned. "What isa donnybrook!*

"An argument,” Daav murmured, "named in honor, or so | am told, of apossibly mythic town on Terra
wherefidicuffsisthe pastime of choice" Hegrinned. "A languageto love, admit it!"

"| fear my proficiency fatersdaily,” Er Thom said mournfully. Far down the hall, aclock could be heard
griking the hour.

"Gods, only hear thetime! And | expected early at Port tomorrow—"
Daav eyed him doubtfully. "Areyou?'

"Yes, certainly. | must tend some matters on the Passage first, then there are ordersto place, peopleto

"Naturaly enough, since you have been away for sometime. However," Daav hesitated.
"Y our thodelm expects there is no reason for you to go into Port. Or so she said.”

Er Thom glanced down at his naked hands; back to Daav's face.

"My thodem," he said levdly, "is—das—migaken.”

"Yes" Daav agreed, "l thought that she might be." He waved a hand at the screen. " Get you home, then.

| shall send thislot on to Mr. deaGauss. He should have the framed contracts to you within atwo-day.
You and | can then discuss any modificationsthat may be necessary before the fina papers are presented
to Anne."



"All right." Er Thom rose and smiled. "Thank you, Daav."
"Thank me, isit? Go home, darling, you'rein your cups.”

Helet himsdlf in through the door off the East Patio and went, surefooted and quiet, through halls
illuminated by night-dims.

In the upper halway, he lay his hand against a door-plate, and stepped gently into the darkened room
beyond.

Annelay inthelong, wide bed, fast adeep in the wash of star shine from the open skylight. Shelooked
vulnerable, thus, and incalculably precious. ajewd for which aman must gamble—and never think of

losng.

He sighed as he stood over her, for he understood Daav's wager well enough, knew the dangers that
dodged his steps and his brother's distress—who could have no lessfailed to offer the wager than Er
Thom declined to take it. To be delm was an awesome and perilous duty. Daav had never wanted the
Ring, which was Er Thom's certain knowledge. He had, indeed, begged his delm to pass him by, to place
the Ring in abler hands—

In Er Thom's hands.

She had refused, which was wisdom, and Daav was thus Korval, gods pity him. Daav possessed full
measure that trait which alowed him to offer such athing asthistwisty wager to his chaleket, expecting
him to fall—for the good of the clan.

Itisaterrible thing, Er Thom thought, leaning above hisdegping love, for a delm to have a brother .
Beneath the star-glown blanket, Anne stirred and lifted a hand.

"Er Thom?" Slegp-drugged and beautiful, her voice. He caught her questing hand and bent to gently kiss
the pam.

"Hush, sweeting," he murmured, soothing in the Low Tongue. "I had not meant to wake you. Seep,

"You, too," sheindgedin Terran. "It'slate.”
"Indeed, and | am to go early to Port..."

"Tell the computer to wake you up,” she mumbled, her hand going dack in his as she did back toward
deep. "Cometo bed..."

With exquisite care, helay her hand back atop the coverlet, then stood still in the starlight, watching her
and recaling what histhodelm had ordered.

Thinking on Daav's damned, labyrinthine wager.
Woo the lady. Win her ayeand win all...

Anne feared that alifemate's burden of shared mdant'i put him at risk in the world. Such fear did her only
honor, so he considered it, and proved—if it happened he required proof— the depth of her love.

Towin her, he must cross custom onefind time, show her his heart and hisinnermost mind—asif they
were dready lifemated many years.



There was nothing dishonorable in such a path, as he conceived it. Anne was the one his heart had
chosen; hislifemate, in truth, whatever anew dawn might bring.

Decided, he crossed the room to the house console and tapped in instructions to wake him at dawn.

Back at the bed, he removed his clothing and did under the covers, curled againgt Anne's warmth—and
plummeted into deep.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

A person of melant'i deceives by neither word nor deed and shall have no cause to hide his face
from the world.

—EXxcerpted from the Liaden Code of Proper Conduct

He entered his office aboard Dutiful Passage, jacket collar still turned up againgt therainin the Port
below. One moment he paused as the door shut behind him, eyes closed, breathing in the elusive taste of
ship'sair, listening to the myriad, usua sounds that meant the Passage wasdivedl around him.

Sighing with something like relief, he opened his eyes and crossed the room to his desk, spinning the
screen around to face him.

Twenty minutes later, he was still standing there, quick fingers plying the keypad. He barely registered the
whisper of the door opening at his back and very nearly Sarted a hisfirst mate'svoice.

"Ah, you are herel" Kayzin NeZame exclamed in Comrade, the mode in which they usualy conversed.
"I might have known you'd come up ahead of the early shuttle. Fdlicitations, old friend, on Korvad's
acceptance of your child! When shdl | be pleased to make his acquain—"

Er Thom took a careful breath and ddliberately turned to face her, handsin plain sight.
She chopped off in mid-word, her eyesleaping to his.

"Old friend?' Very careful, that tone, even from Kayzin, who had known him from histwelfth name day.
Almog, Er Thom sighed.

Instead, he gave her courtesy, and the gentleness due afriend.

"My rating isintact,” he murmured, gesturing toward the computer. ™Y ou may cal the Guild Hall to be
certan, if youwish."

"Yes, naturally." She moved her shoulders. "Ken Rik is concerned of Number Eighteen Pod and requests
the captain's earliest attention. The radio-tech sent by the Guild was—unable to meet our standards. |
took the liberty of dispatching her Port-side. Shipment from Trellen's World will meet usat Arsdred,
something about the trans-ship company's credit record. | will look into that, of course..."

Er Thom leaned a hip against the desk and Kayzin drifted over to perch on the edge of achair, both
caught in the business they knew best, no blame nor shadow of doubt between them.

The afternoon among the warehouses was dightly less felicitous than the morning on his ship. There were
none who actualy refused to take his requisitions, though there were enough glances askanceto leave
onesbdly full down thelength of along lifetime.

One fellow did demand a cantrato "hold" the order, to the very visible horror of his second. Er Thom



gave him along stare, then flicked the coin from his pocket to land, spinning, on the counter.
"A receipt," he said, entirely bland. The merchantman swallowed.
"Of course, Master Trader,” he sammered, fingersjamming at the keys.

Still bland, Er Thom took the offered paper and gaveit leisurdly perusa before folding it into his pocket
and going hisway, setting his boot hedls deliberately against the worn stone floor.

Some whilelater, he wasin the public room of the Trade Bar, having just concluded atrifle of business
with Zar Kin pel'Odma. Wily old trader that hewas, Zar Kin had not alowed himsdf even aglance a
Master Trader yosGaan's hands. Which, Er Thom thought, sipping aglass of cold, sweet wine, told as
much about Trader pel'Odmas melant'i asit did about the speed at which newstraveled, Port-side.

He touched the port-comm's power-off, sipped again at hiswine and closed his eyes, wondering if it
were worth waking to the Avenue of Jewels on the chance that Master Jeweler Moond would be
disposed to see him.

"Captain yosGdan, how fortunate to find you here, Sir!"”
The voice was not immediately familiar, the accent unabashedly Chonsdta

Er Thom opened his eyes and looked up, encountering apair of hard gray eyesin adeterminedly merry
face. Her hair was dso gray and clipped close to her skull in the manner favored by Terran pilots. It was
astyle that showed her earsto advantage, and al the dozen earrings piercing each. On her hands she
wore, not the expected hodgepodge jewdry of a Port-rat, but asingle large amethy<, carved with the
symbol of the Trader's Guild.

"Master Trader Jyl ven'Apon.” So sheintroduced hersdlf, clanless, bowing as between equals. She
graightened and gave him aknowing look. "Cgptain.”

Er Thom acknowledged her introduction with abare nod of his head and fixed her with a gaze that would
have given anyone of melant'i serious doubts regarding the wisdom of imposing further.

Jyl ven'Apon wasfar from entertaining any such doubts. Uninvited, she pulled out the chair Zar Kin
pel'Odma had lately vacated and sat, arms folded on the table before her.

"One hears," she said, leaning forward with a show of candor, "that Er Thom yosGalan has been seen
about the Port this day, devoid of his master trader's ring. Of course, this can but pain those of uswho
wish him well, of whom there are— most naturaly!'—dozens. It isindeed fortunate that one such
well-wisher as mysdf should have the meansto offer—easement in loss”

"Oh, indeed?' Er Thom raised his eyebrows. "Y ou fascinate me. But you merely mean to sell me another
ring, of course.”

The gray eyes narrowed and the facelogt alittle of its merriness, though she did bend her lipsdightly in
the parody of asmile.

"The—captain—will have hisjoke," she alowed. "But the matter in which | can provide easement isin
the area of trade." She sent a sharp glanceinto hisface. Y ou perhaps did not receive my
correspondence regarding a certain extremely lucrative business venture. Severa traders have dready
seen the advantages of this—venture—not merely in terms of the cantrato be earned, but in the sense of
winning greater rank. Indeed, | do not think any who assist in bringing the project to fruition can escape
the notice of the Trade Commission. In the case of some, the prospect of gaining—or regaining—the



rank of master trader must carry dl other considerations beforeit.”
So that was the bait that had snared yo'Laney and Ivrex. Er Thom stared at her coldly.

"| recall the correspondence,” he said flatly. "1 will tell you that | hold severe doubts regarding the viability
of your enterprise and am distressed to find you still enjoy hopes of luring othersinto a scheme that must
fail. | suggest—most srongly—that you re-evaluate your plan of busnessin thisinstance, elseareview
before the Guild must beinevitable."

"Oh, mugt it?" She laughed, and ddiberately poured hersdf acup of wine from the pitcher.

"Will you cal meup for review, Captain! | wish you might try!" She drank deeply of her cup and
grinned. "But of courseif you no longer care for amethy<t, there's nothing moreto be said.”

Er Thom put hiswine cup aside, turned the port-comm'’s screen around and pushed the keyboard across
thetable.

"You might,” he suggested gently. "Cal up today's Guild list of master tradersin Port." Heleaned back in
his chair, hands folded before him on the table, face and eyes composed.

Her gartlement showed clearly for an instant, then she spared him another hard-edged grin, hit the
power-on and typed in the request.

Still grinning, shefinished the dregs of her wine, poured more and turned her eyes back to the screen.
The grin faded.
Er Thominclined his heed.

"I had been taught that a master trader was made by skill, and that the ring bestowed upon attaining that
leve of skill was an acknowledgement, not alicense.” Helifted an eyebrow. "Doubtless, other clans
teach other wisdom.”

Jyl ven'Apon touched her tongueto her lips. "Asyou say."

"Ah. Allow meto offer advice, from onewho is master of trade to one who wearsthering. Let the
lithium dedl go. Return the buy-insyou have collected. Thiswould be equitable and not likely of failure,
nor noticeto the Guild for review."

"Y ou thresten me, in fact.”
"l am of Korva," Er Thom said softly. "I merely tell you what is"

She managed another laugh at that, though not so convincingly asformerly, and threw the rest of the wine
down her throat. She then rose to bow a seemly enough farewell—and went away down the room,
swaggering likea L ow Port bravo.

Moond had been in and willing, for awonder, to talk, by which circumstance he did not arrive home until
well after Prime, to find his mother at teawith Lady Kareen.

He made his bows from the doorway and, obedient to his mother's gesture, came forward to sit and take
refreshmen.

"] ask pardon,” he murmured with al propriety, "that | show mysdlf indl my dugt. | am only this moment
come from the Port."



His mother shot him a sharp glance. Kareen'swas more leisurely—and, naturaly, thorough.

"Why, Cousin Er Thom," said she, in tones of false concern, "I believe you may have misplaced your
rnng."

Bland-faced, he met her eyes. "Y ou are mistaken, cousin. | am well-aware of thelocation of my ring."

"But to go thusto the Port,” Kareen ingsted, eyes gleaming with spite, "where the lack of rank-ring must
be noted and commented upon, is—surely—foolish?!

"Is adherence to duty foolish?" Er Thom wondered, Sipping histea. "I cannot agree with that."

Kareen's eyes narrowed, but before she could launch another attack, his mother introduced a change of
topic and therest of the visit passed dmost agreeably.

He stood and bowed as Kareen took her leave and was on the point of departure himsalf, when his
mother snapped, "Stay."

Eyebrows up, he resumed his seat, folded his naked hands upon hislap and assumed an attitude of dutiful
attentiveness.

"Tothe Port, isit?' Petrelasnarled after amoment. "1 bow to your sense of duty, sir. And where, one
wonders, did duty dictate you deep yestereve?'

Er Thom merely looked at her, eyeswide and guildess.

"l see" hismother said after along minute. She closed her eyes. "In the time of thefirst Daav,” shesad
eventudly, "acertain EbayosPheium was publicly flogged by her thoddm. The instrument employed
was aweighted leather lash, from which Ebareceived six blows, laid crosswise, along her naked flesh.
History tells us she carried the scarsfor the rest of her life." She opened her eyes and regarded her son's
bland face.

"I bore you," she surmised. "Or perhaps you believe me too weak to wield the lash. Never mind—we
shdl speak of pleasanter thingsl Delm Nexon's ddightful vist of this afternoon, for an ingance.

Only silence from Er Thom, who kept his eyes and face turned toward her.

"Delm Nexon," Petrellasaid, "wonders—most naturally!'—what Korva means by the announcement that
appeared in yesterday's Gazette. Shewondersif Korva has been toying with Nexon, by raising hopes
of amatch advantageous to both sides—she saysl—and then withdrawing al hopein this churlish
manner. Delm Nexon wonders, my son, if she has been insulted, though she does hope—very

sncerd y—that thiswill be found not to be the case.”

When he gtill remained silent, she fixed him with astem eye. "Well, Sr? Have you anything to say, or will
you St there like astump until dawn?’

Er Thom sighed. "Dem Nexon," he said softly, "isentirely aware that no insult has been given. No
contract exigts. Preliminary negotiations of contract-marriage flounder and fal awry every day. Asto
what Korva might mean by publishing notice of Shan's acceptance to the clan—that isentirely by the
Code, and nothing to do with Nexon at al.”

"Bold words," Petrellacommented. "Bold words, indeed, A'thodelm. Especidly asthereisyet the matter
of an heir to the Line—which is nothing to do with this Shan. | will have aproper heir out of you, Sr, and
| find in Nexon's daughter your suitable match.” She held up ahand, stilling hismove of protest.



"Y ou will say that you do not know the lady—that we are no longer in the time of the first Daav. True
enough. Nor do | wish to thrust you into the contract-room with alady whose face you have not seen.
Y ou shal meet her beforehand.”

"l will not—" Er Thom began and Petrella.cut him off with adash of her hand through the air.

"We have had quite enough of what you will and will not! What you will iswhat you are commanded by
your thodelm. And you are commanded to attend the gathering that will be held in this house two
evenings hence. At that time you will meet Syntebrael’'Kemin, who | suggest you begin to think of as
your contracted wife."

Er Thom's eyes were hat, though his voice remained cool. " Scholar Daviswill yet beaguest inthis
house."

Petrellamoved her shoulders. "The scholar iswelcometo join the party, if sheissoinclined. It may
prove—ingructive—for her."

"No! " He snapped to hisfest, towering over her, dim and taut as a cutting cord. "Mother, | tell you now,
| shdll not—"

"Silencel" she shouted, pounding her cane on the floor. She lifted it, agonizingly dow, until the point was
on aleve with hisnose.

"Y ou do not raise your voiceto me," shetold him, Thodelm to Linemember. "Beg my pardon.”

For along moment he stood there, quivering with the fury that filled his eyes. Then, dowly, he bowed
apology.

"l beg your pardon.”
Eyesholding his, shelowered the cane-tip to the floor.

"Leave me" she said then. "If you are wise, you will go to your room and meditate upon the path of

duty.”

He hesitated a fraction of a heartbeat before he bowed respect to the thodelm—and obediently quit the
room.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

On average contract-marriages last eighteen Sandard Months, and are negotiated between clan
officials who decide, after painstaking perusal of gene maps, personality charts and intelligence
grids, which of several possible nuptial arrangements are most advantageous to both clans.

In contrast, lifemating is a far more serious matter, encompassing the length of the partners' lives,
even if one should die. One of the pair must leave his or her clan of origin and join the clan of the
lifemate. At that time the adoptive clan pays a "life-price" based on the individual's profession,
age and internal value to the former clan.

Tradition has it that lifemates share a "bond of heart and mind." In view of Liaden cultural
acceptance of "wizards, " some scholars have interpreted this to mean that lifemates are
"psychically" connected. Or, alternatively, that the only true lifematings occur between wizards.

Thereislittle to support thistheory. True, lifematings among Liadens arerare. But so are life-long



marriages among Terrans.

—From Marriage Customs of Liad

Anne sighed and pushed back from the computer.

Standing, she siretched high on her toes, celling tiles an inch beyond her fingertips.

It takes going to Liad and living among folk half your own size to find a ceiling that's tall enough.
She grinned and finished her stretch, glancing to Doctor yo'Kerdswork table, where Shan sat, silky
white head bent over his Edu-Board.

The Edu-Board was a sdlf-paced, salf-programmed wonder, sure enough, and it held Shan's attention
like nothing before. Annetipped her head, watching her son work, feding abuzz of determined
concentration somewhere in the behind of her mind.

Just like his ma, she thought, and felt her mouth twist into asmile. And his da, too, truth be told.

The smile grew abit wistful. She had woken in the gray of dawn, to fed warm lips on her cheek and a
light hand caressing her hair.

"Seep again, darling,” Er Thom whispered in theintimate, only-for-kin Low Tongue. "'l shdl seeyou this
evening.”

Drowslly obedient, she had nestled back into the quilt, waking again severa hourslater to full sunlight and
the wonder of having two endearments from Er Thom within the space of asingle night.

God's love the man, she thought in exasperation. How am | ever to leave, if he turns up sweet now?
"Ma?' Shan looked up from hisdevice. "Says play and rest.”
"Modulefull?" She moved, bending over him to peer a the miniature screen.

EXERCISE TIME! Thetop linewasin Terran, scribed in cheery blue letters. Below, in green |etters,
was the Liaden approximation: PLAY WITH THE BODY, REST THE MIND.

Anne blinked and |ooked down at the top of her son's bright head.
"What doesthissay?' she asked, pointing at the Terran |etters.
"Timeto exercise," Shan sad, patient, if inaccurate.

Anne pointed at the Liaden line. "What doesthis say, Shannie?’

"Fganin brath'a, vyan seuntor.” He craned his head backward to look at her out of wide silver eyes.
"Play in body, rest in mind. Mirada says. Mirada says, pilots run and think."

"Well, Miradas certainly right there," Anne said wryly, recdling Er Thom's hair-raising dash between the
lumbering big-rig and his son.

Planned that trajectory to a hair, laddie, shethought. And then called it nevermind. She sighed and
reached down to touch her son'sface.

"You like Mirada alot, Shannie?"'

"Love Mirada" He blinked solemnly. "Pay now, Ma?'



Shelaughed and rumpled his hair. "Regular con artist.” She shook her head ruefully.

"l expect | could use arest, too. How's this meet your fancy, boy-0? Well have us arace down to the
snack shop at the end of the hdl, nibble a bit, then come back for an hour more so | can finish my search
line. OK?'

"OK!" he said energeticaly and popped out of his seet. "Last winner's arotten egg!”

It was Jerzy who had taught Shan first winner and last winner, a philosophica concept that was about as
aien to Liaden thought asyou could get. Anne hesitated, turning to stare around Doctor yo'Kerdstiny,
comforting office.

Liad.
Liadens.

An entire culture that counted coup, that held meant'i and the keeping of melant'i to be vital work. A
culture cutthroat and competitive in every imaginable area, where people were divided into two
camps—kin and opponents.

On Liad, therewere never firs winners and last winners.
On Liad, youwon. Or you logt.

Anne shivered, remembering Drusi| tel'Banas grief-filled haf-ravings. Had there been some esoteric
balancing of socid accounts which Doctor yoKerahad logt, thus forfeiting the central proof of his
lifework?

Forfeting, aswdl, hislife?
"Ma?" Shan tugged at her hand, bringing her out of her morbid dreamings. She smiled down a him.

"Masbeing arare, foolish gel. Never mind." She opened the door, turned and made certain it was
locked before she looked back to her son and dropped his hand with aflourish.

"Last winner'sarotten egg!" she cried and they were off.

* Kk *

It had taken more than an hour—or even two—to finish her systematic search of Doctor yo'Keras
private termina. Somewherein the midst of it, she roused hersdlf to call Tredla Fantrol and leave two
messages. One for the hogt, regretting that she would be unable to attend Prime medl.

And one for Er Thom—rather warmer—regretting the same and hoping to see him later in the evening.
You're shameless, shetold hersdf. Why not practice leaving go of the man now?

But, after al, therewould be plenty of timeto practice lifewithout Er Thom—Iater. Anne sghed and
glanced over at Shan, who was curled up atop the work table, fast adeep in the nest of her jacket, white
head resting on Mouse.

He woke on his own just asthe data-core copy was completed. A disk sighed out of the side dot. She
pulled it free and shut down the main system, shaking her head.

Fruitless.



Sheldd known it would be, of course, but hope had been there. The next task, she supposed, tucking the
disk safely away into her case, was a search of the books—a daunting task, and one likely to take more
time than remained of semester bresk.

Shewondered if Er Thom might give her aspecid rate on shipping thethingsto Universty.

Books as ballast, she thought with atired giggle. Why not?

"All right, now, laddie, it'shomefor ugd"

Shan yawned and wriggled free of her jacket. She caught him under the arms and swung him to thefloor.
"Gather your things and |et's be off."

"OK."

In very short order, the Edu-Board was stowed in her carry-all, Shan wasin hisjacket and Mouse was
in hisarms. Anne shrugged into her own jacket, glanced once more around the tiny office, got agrip on
her case and nodded to her son.

"Stay by me, now."

She made sure of the door, checking the lock twice, turned—and nearly fell over aman hovering at her
elbow.

"For goodness—" She retreated a step, which put her back against the door, her hand rising toward her
throat in agesture of surprise.

The man—perhaps thirty, with a peculiarly blank face and curioudy flat brown eyes, neet, forgettable
clothing, neat, nondescript hair—also fell back astep, bowing profoundly.

"l beg your pardon,” he said in expressonless Trade. "It seemed you were experiencing difficulty with the
door and | had thought to offer aid."

Annelooked down a him—rather away, as he was significantly shorter than Er Thom—and returned his
bow of Stranger to Outworlder precisdly.

"Thank you," she said, choosing the High Tongue mode of Nonkin, which was coal. Very coal. "l am
experiencing no difficulty. | had merely wished to be certain the mechanism was engaged.”

The man's eyesflickered. He bowed again—Respect to Scholarship, this time—and when he answered,
it wasin the High Tongue, Student to Teacher.

"You must forgive meif my use of Trade offended. | did not at first gpprehend that of course you must be
the Honored Scholar who shal complete Doctor yoKeraswork." Helay hishand over hisheartina
forma gesture. "'l am Fil Tor Kin-rag, Linguistic Technician, Student of Advanced Studies.”

Anneinclined her head. "1 am Anne Davis of Universty, Linguigtics Scholar.”

"Of course. But | keep you standing in the hallway! Please, dlow meto carry your bag and walk with
you to your—"

"Mal" Shan'svoice was sharp. Shelooked at him in surprise, saw him staring in—fright?—at the man
before her.



"Go home, Ma Go home now!"

"Oh, dear." She swooped down and gathered him up, felt him shivering againgt her, and threw a
distracted, apologetic smile at the bland-faced grad student.

"l regret, 9r. My child requires attention. Another time and we shall talk.”
"Another time." Fil Tor Kinrae bowed precisaly. "An honor to meet you, Scholar Davis."

"An honor to meet you, aswell." Anne barely knew what she replied. Shan was never—never —afraid
of strangers. Her scomach cramped in fear as she turned and walked rapidly down the hall, toward the
carport.

The patient driver settled them in the back of the car and wasted no time in putting the campus behind
them. Gradualy, Shan's shivering stilled. He Sghed and snuggled into her arms.

"OK now, Shannie?"
"Uh-hunh."

Anne rubbed her cheek againg hishair, feding decidedly better hersdf. Really, shethought. Of all the
foolish starts, Annie Davis...

"What happened?’ she asked her son softly.
He pushed hisface against her neck.
"No sparkles," he whispered—and shuddered.

She was leaving the nursery, her thoughts on finding Er Thom, when she was intercepted by nolessa
personage than the yosGaan butler.

"Scholar Davis" Stately and austere, heinclined his heaed. "Thodelm yosGalan requests the pleasure of
your company inthe Small Parlor.”

Which request, she thought wryly, had the force of command. She tifled asigh and inclined her head.

"I shal be delighted to bear Thodelm yosGaan company,” she said, glad that the Mode of Acceptance
leached any flavor of untruth from her words.

"Follow me, please," the butler replied, and turned briskly on his hedl.
"Winefor Scholar Davis," PetrellayosGaan directed and wine there was.

Mr. pak'Ora aso refreshed the cup on the table at the old woman's side, then left, the door snicking shut
behind him.

Petrellatook up her wine and sipped, her movementsfirm and formal. Annefollowed suit—asolitary
taste of wine, and the glass put gently aside.

"Y ou are comfortable in our house, Scholar?' Petrellas choice of mode this evening was Host to Guest.

Anneinclined her head and responded in like mode. "I am extremely comfortable. Thank you for your
care, maam."

"Hah." Petrellaglanced down, made a minute adjustment to the enameled ring she wore on the second



finger of her left hand. Abruptly, she looked up, faded blue eyesintense.

"Y our command of the High Tongueis praiseworthy, if | may extend acompliment,” she said with formal
coolness. "It is perhaps not to be expected that your grasp of custom be so exact.” She smiled, dightly,
coolly. "Indeed, | know well how dippery custom becomes, world-to-world. One would require Scout's
eyes, to never err. Few of us, das, are able to achieve so wide an understanding.”

Anne eyed her dubioudy, wondering if the old lady were going to give her atongue-lashing for missing
dinner. Sheinclined her head carefully.

"One hearsthat Captain yosGalan's challeket had been a Scout.”

"So he had. The children of yosPhelium are often sent to the Scouts; it's found the training tames them.”
She paused. "The Scoutsteach that dl custom is equally compelling, which may well betruein thewide
gaaxy. On Liad, matters are quite otherwise."

Anne kept silent, hands folded tightly in her lap, waiting for her host to come to the point.

A amile ghosted Petrellas paelips and sheinclined her head asif the younger woman had spoken.
"A word in your ear, Scholar Davis?'

"Certainly.”

"You have," Petrella said after amoment, "borne my son achild. Understand that we are grateful. At
such atimein the clan's history, when the Line Direct is become so few, every child, no matter how
irregularly gotten, isajewel. Y ou must never doubt that the clan's gratitude shdl show itself fitly, nor that
the child shdl receive dl care, nuturance and tutelage.”

She paused, eyes sharp, and Anne hoped fervently that her face was properly bland, giving awvay nothing
of her bewilderment.

"Necessity, however, exists," Petrella continued dowly. "It existed before the advent of yourself and the
child you giveto Korval. It exists now, unchanged. As much as your son shall be atreasure to the clan, it
cannot be denied that he is but half of the Book of Clans. Such aone cannot be accepted asthe heir of
he who will soon be Thodelm yosGalan. The athodelm isaware of this. Heisaso awvarethat a
contract-wife has been chosen for him and that heis required now to wed. Indeed, a gathering in honor
of the to-be-signed contract shall be held in this house two evenings hence. Y ou are welcome to attend
the gather, should you care to wish the athodelm and his bride happy.”

Care to wish him happy? Anne thought, around ajag of icy, incredulous grief. Could ye not have
waited until | was gone? She wanted to scream the question at the woman across from her. Instead,
she swalowed and remained silent, hands fisted on her |ap, face determinedly smooth.

Once more, Petrellas faded eyes scrutinized. Once more, sheinclined her head asif Anne had made
somefitting reply. "My son spesks highly of you, Scholar. | believe that such if | delight as you shared
must long remain in fond memory.

However, it isnow time for the athodelm to do his duty. He will expect you to stand aside.” She glanced
down, rubbing her ring with an absent forefinger.

"Surdly," she murmured, eyes coming back to Anné'sface, "even among Terrans a pleasure-love must
yiddtoawife"



Seep again, darling, Er Thom murmured tenderly in memory.

Confusion washed through her, threatening to tear away her fragile mask of calm; she thought she must
be trembling. Fatd to cal Thoddm yosGadan'sword into question. Even to ask for aclarification of
Shan's statusin Clan Korva would expose weakness, make her vulnerable. ..

Carefully, sheinclined her head.

"I am grateful for the care of the House," she said, concentrating on keeping precisely to the mode of
Guest to Hogt. "Naturally, one would not wish to be untoward..." 1t was dl she could think of, but it
seemed it was sufficient.

Petrellasmiled her cool, ravaged smile and raised a hand on which the thodel m's enameled band spun
loosly.

"Pray do not say more. It isthe honor of the House to guide the guest.”

"Yes, of course. Anne stood, desperately willing her trembling legs to support her, and made her bow to
the host. "I am certain you will forgive me for leaving you so soon,”" she said, though she was certain of no
such thing. "My day was long and somewhat arduous. | fed the need of rest.”

"Certainly," Petrellasaid, moving her hand with aremnant of grace. "Good hedlth to the guest.”

"And to the hogt," Anne responded properly, and forced hersalf to walk, dow and steady, from the
room.

CHAPTER THIRTY

A Healer should be contracted to attend every birth for the purpose of keeping the mother's soul
attached to her body and for easing the way through childbirth.

Such attention is doubly necessary in the case of one who has the honor to bear a child for an
allied clan. In thisinstance, the child's clan must instruct the Healer in addition to blur memory
and assuage any painful emotions the mother may otherwise experience.

A Healer should also be summoned befor e the one who gave the child-seed rejoins his own kin.
—~From TheLiaden Code of Proper Conduct

The child shall receive all care, nuturance and tutelage...

Seep again, darling...

Even among Terrans, a pleasure-love must yield to a wife...

| am not a thief, to steal our son...

No sparkles!

The clan shall show its gratitude—

"Anne?'

Gasping, she spun, hands outflung, haf-curled and protective.

Er Thom caught both, hisfingers shockingly warm, reassuringly strong. Her friend, her love, her aly



againg Liad and the terrors of Liaden custom—

Who had lied, after all, and stolen her son; who came to bed with endearmentsin his mouth even as he
planned to wed someone other—

"Annel" Hisgrip tightened; worried violet eyes|ooked up at her out of aface that showed clear
consternation.

She made a supreme, racking effort. Fatal to antagonize Er Thom. Fatal to assume, to assume—
"You're hurting me." Her voice sounded flat, cold asiron. Cold iron, to bane an df-prince...

Hisfingers eased, but he did not |et her go. Face turned to hers, concern showing plain asif it werered,
he bespoke her in the Low Tongue.

"What has happened, beloved? Y ou tremble..."

"I've just come from your mother—" She blurted the truth in Terran before she considered what lie would
best cover her agitation.

But it seemed the truth served her purpose very well. Anger darkened Er Thom's eyes, his mouth
tightened ominoudly.

"l see. Wemust spesk.” He glanced around the hallway. "Here." He tugged on her hands. "Please, Anne.
Comeand st withme."

Shelet him lead her down the unfamiliar hdl, into aroom shrouded in covers, illuminated by the dusty
light from a center-hung chanddlier.

Her mind was working now, smoothly and with preternaturd efficiency, laying out plansin some place
that was beyond pain and bewilderment, that was concerned only with necessity.

"Here," Er Thom said again, his Terran somewhat blurred—a certain Sgn of his own agitation. He left her
to swirl adust-sheet from the sofa before the dead hearth, rolled the cloth into a hasty bundle and cast it
adde.

"Please, Anne. Sit."

Shedid, curling into the high-swept corner. Er Thom sat next to her, turned sdeways, one knee crooked
on the faded brocade seeat, one elbow propped aong the back cushion. He looked elegant, all grace and
beauty in hiswide-deeved shirt and soft-napped trousers. Anne looked away.

"My mother has distressed you," Er Thom said gently. "I regret that. Will you tel me what she has said?!

She conddered that, ddliberately cold. First and foremost, she must have verification of her worst
suspicions. Y et she must gain such verification without alerting Er Thom to her plan.

"Y our mother—confused me—on a couple things. | thought | understood—" She hesitated, then forced
hersdf to meet hiseyes.

"Shan is accepted of Clan Korvdl, isn't he?'
Something flickered in Er Thom's eyes, gone too quickly for her to read.

"Yes catanly.”



"But your mother said that he wasn't—wasn't good enough to be your heir," Anne pursued, watching him
closdy.

Anger showed again, though she sensed it was for his mother and not for hersaf. He extended adim,
ringlesshand. "Anne—"

"It'sjust—" She glanced at the dead hearth, fedling how rapidly her heart beet. Gods, gods, I'm no good
at this...

"It'sthat—" shetold the cold bricks, "if Shannie's going to be aburden on your clan, maybeit would be
best if | just took him back to University—"

"Ah." Hishand gripped her knee very briefly; her flesh tingled through the cloth of her trousers. " Of
course Shan shdl not be a burden upon the clan. The clan welcomes children— and doubly welcomes
such achild as our son! To snatch him away from kin and homeplace, when the clan has just now
embraced him asitsown..." He amiled a her, tentatively.

"Try to understand, denubia. My mother is—old world. She has held dways by the Book of Clans, by
the Code—by Liad. To change now, when sheisill and haslost so much in service of the clan—" He
moved his shoulders. "I do not think that she can. Nor, in respect, must we who hold her closest demand
such change of her." He seemed for an ingtant to hesitate. One hand rose toward her cheek—and fell
againto hisknee,

"| regret—very much—that she found it necessary to speak to you in such terms of our son. If you will
accept it, | ask that you take my apology as hers.”

A rock seemed lodged in her throat, blocking words, nearly blocking breath. That he could plead so
swestly for a parent who showed him not an ounce of affection, who ordered him to her sde asif he
were her daverather than her son... Anne managed at last to get a breath past the blockage in her
throat.

Verification, announced the Strange new part of her mind that was busily molding its plans. We proceed.

"|—of course | forgive her," shetold the hearth-stones. "' Changeis difficult, even for those of uswho
arent—old— and—and ill..." She cleared her throat sharply and closed her eyes, hearing her heartbeat
pounding, crazy, in her ears.

"l find I'm to wish you happy," she whispered, and there wasno iron in her voice now at al. ™Y our
mother tells me you're going to be married—"

"No."

His hands were on her shoulders, his breath shivering thetiny hairs at her temple. Anne shrank back into
the corner of the sofa, a sob catching her throat.

"Anne—no, denubia, hear me..." Hishandsleft her shoulders and tenderly cupped her face, turning her,
gently, inexorably, toward him. "Please, Anne, you must trust me."

Trust him? When he had just confessed to lying, to kidnapping, to using the trust she had borne him
to—no.

On Liad, youwon. Or you lost.

It was absolutely imperative that shewin.



She dlowed him to turn her face. She opened her eyes, looked into his and saw, incredibly, tenderness
and care and longing in the purple depths.

Er Thom smiled, very gently, ran histhumbsin double caressaong her cheekbones beforetaking his
hands away.

"I loveyou, Anne. Never forget."

"I loveyou, too," she heard hersdlf say, and it was true, true, gods pity her, and the man had stolen her
son.

Never mind, the cold planner in the back of her mind told her. Disarm him with the truth, so much the
better. Put any suspicions he may have fast asleep. Then the plan will work.

He sat back, reluctantly, to her eye, and folded his hands carefully on his knee. The face he showed her
was earnest, the eyes tender and anxious.

"This marriage which my mother desires" he said softly. "It isold world, and asadutiful son | should
accept the match and give the clan my helr, which isduty long past fruition." Hetipped his heed, anxiety
overriding tendernessfor the moment. "'Y ou understand, thisis the—manner in which thingsare
done—and no dight to you isintended.”

"l understand,” she said, hearing the iron back in her voice.

Er Thom inclined hishead. "So. But it happensthat thereis you and there is our son and we two—love.
Thereisthat bond between us which—after even such atime—remains unabated. Unfilled. That istrue,
Anng, isit not?"

"True" True...
"I had thought s0," he said, very softly, and she saw the shine of tearsin his eyes.

"Since we wish not to part—since we wish, indeed, to become lifemates—this marriage that my mother
hopesfor is— anothing. | have taken counsel on the matter. A lifemating between us shal be dlowed,
doesthe delm hear from your lipsthat it isyour desire aswell asmy own. Alas, that my mother has
sought to—to force the play—striving to divide us and burst asunder the bond we share." He reached
out and took her hand; her traitor fingers curled tight around his.

"If we stand together, if we hold now asthe lifemates we shall soon become, she cannot win," Er Thom
sad earnedtly. "It will be difficult, perhaps, but we shal carry the day. We need only give her what she
desires—in certain measure. She desiresto have the lady here to meet me. So we acquiesce, you see?
The lady isachild. She does not want me. She wants the consequence of bedding an athodelm, of
having borne achild to Korval.

"The—infdicity—of the proposed match can easily be shown her, gently and with al respect, in the
course of such an affair asmy mother plans.” Hisfingers gripped hers painfully, though Anne made no
demur.

"We need only stand together," he repeated earnestly. ™Y ou must not alow yourself to be frightened into
leaving our house. To do so ensures my mother'svictory. Y ou must only attend the gather and show a
cam face. Why should you not?

When the gather is done, we shal go hand-in-hand before the delm and ask that he acknowledge what
dready infact exigs”



Lifemates? For amoment it seemed she spun, alonein void, the familiar markers of her lifewiped clean

away. For amoment, it seemed that here was a better plan, that kept her son at her side, and her lover,

too, with no duplicity, no lies, no anguish. For amoment, she hovered on the edge of flinging hersdlf into
his arms and sobbing out the whole of her pain and confusion, to put everything into his hands for

olving—

The moment passed. Cold reason returned. Er Thom had lied. From the very beginning, he had intended
to sted Shan from her, though he swore he would do no such thing. There was no reason to believe this
pleafor lifemateswas any truer than his other lies.

"Anne?'

She stared down at her lap, at her fingers, twisted like snakes each about the other, white-knuckled and
cold.

"Y our mother," she said, and barely recognized her own voice, "will bejust aswell served if | shame
you."

"Itisnot possible" Er Thom said quietly, "that you will shame me, Anne."

She had thought hersalf beyond any greater agony, foolish gel. She stared fixedly down at her hands, jaw
clenched until she heard bone crack.

"We may go tomorrow into Solcintra,”" Er Thom continued after amoment, "and arrange for proper
dress”

"I—" What ? she asked hersdlf wildly. What will you say to the man, Annie Davis ?

But she had no moreto say, after dl, than that bare syllable. Er Thom touched her kneelightly.
"Lifemates may offer such things" he murmured, "without insult. Without debt.”

Oh, gods... From somewhere, she gleaned the courage to raise her head and meet hiseyeslevdly.
"Thank you, Er Thom. |—expect | will need adress for— for the gather.”

Joy lit hisface, and pride. He smiled, widely, lovingly. "Weplay on," he said, and laughed lightly. His
fingers grazed her cheek. "Courageous Anne.”

She swallowed and tried for asmile. It was apparently not an entirely successful effort, for Er Thom rose
and offered hisarm, al solicitude.

"Y ou are exhausted. Come, let me walk you to your rooms.”
In the moment of rising, she froze and stared up into his eyes.
"Anne, what iswrong?'

"|—" Gods, she could not deep with him. Shewouldn't last through one kiss, much lessthrough a
night—shewould tel him everything, lose everything...

"I wasthinking," she heard her voice say, "that maybe we should—deep apart—until the gather isover.
Y our mother—"

"Ah." Heinclined hishead gravely. "I understand. My mother shal seethat al goes her way, eh? That the



guest has heeded her word and behaves with honor regarding the House's wayward child.” He smiled
and it was all she could do not to cry aoud.

Instead, she rose and took his arm and alowed him to guide her through unfamiliar halwaysto the door
of her room.

Once there, she hesitated, and some demon prompted her to ask onelast question.
"Y our mother had said that the clan would be—grateful— for Shan's adoption. | didn't quite—"

"That would be the proposal of dliance,” Er Thom said gently, "aswell as other considerations. Daav and
| had drafted the papers yesterday, and atrust fund has been created in your name." He smiled up at her,
sweetly. "But these matters are moot, when we are lifemates.”

Speechless, she stared down at him, wondering what— consider ations—what possible sum of
money—Clan Korva had thought sufficient to buy achild.

"You aretired," Er Thom murmured. "l say good-night. Seep well, beloved." He raised one of her
hands, kissed the pam lightly and released her.

Tear-blinded, Anne spun and fumbled her hand againgt the lock-plate, escaping at last into grief-shot
solitude.

* * %

"Why now?" Daav demanded.

Petrellaregarded him camly from the comm screen. "Why not now? He has been coddled long enough.
Nexon calsKorvd's meant'i into question. What better way to give such question rest than by
proceeding as planned?’

"Asyou planned!" Daav snagpped and sighed, reaching up to finger hisearring.

"Aunt Petrella, be gracious. The guest will still be with you two nights hence. She holds Er Thom
precious, whether you will seeit or no. What can possibly be gained by wounding her in this manner?
Such action does more harm to Korva's mdant'i than all Nexon's petulance can accomplish!™

Petrellaraised her hand. "1 hope we are not rag-mannered, nor behind in our duty to the guest,” she said
augterdy. "Certainly, there wasingruction given. The guest cannot hope to know our custom. A word in
her ear was sufficient, asit happens. | find Scholar Davis avery sensible woman.”

"Oh, do you?' Daav closed hiseyesbriefly, running a Scout's caming exercise, trying not to think of Er
Thom's desperate gamble and what must be made of hiswooing now.

"Indeed | do," Petrdlareplied. "Shdl | have the honor of seeing you at the gather, my Delm?"

"Why certainly,” he said, hearing the snap in his voice despite the exercise. "'l can dways be depended
upon to dance for you, Aunt Petrella. Good-night.” He swept the board clear with aviolent palm and
surged to hisfeet asif hewould run immediately out into the night.

Instead, he walked very dowly over to the windowsill and reached down to stroke the leaves and white
flowers of the plant Olwen had left with him. Nubiath'a

"Ah, gods, brother," he whispered to the little plant, "what a coil we have knotted between us..."



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Accepted of Clan Korval: Identical twins, daughters of Kin Dal yos 'Phelium and Larin yos
‘Galan.

Accepted of Line yos Galan: Petrella, daughter of Larin.
Accepted of Line yosPhelium: Chi, daughter of Kin Dal.

—From The Gazettefor Banim Fourthday
in the Third Rdumma of the Year Named Yergin

Two days ago she had dreamed of such avisit to the City of Jewels. Then, Solcintrahad gone past the
car window in adazzle of possihility, and she had imagined waking the wide streets safe on Er Thom's
arm, enclosed by hismelant'i, guided by hiscare.

Today, she stared, sand-eyed, at a city gone gray, and listened to the cold, back-brain planner make its
cold and necessary plans.

Tomorrow and today were her last on Liad. On the morning after Er Thom's betrotha party, she and her
son would be gone. That was the plan.

The plan cdled for precisetiming. It caled for theingenuity to forestal Er Thom immediately petitioning
the delm to acknowledge lifemates. It called for pulling afew strands of wool acrossthe eyes of an
unsuspecting yosGaan driver. It required the fortitude to |eave everything—everything—behind, save
her son and what could be carried in her briefcase.

Necessity existed. These things could be done.
It required sufficient funds to book passage for hersdf and her child on the first available ship.

Cash wasthe sticking point: She had alittle, in Terran bits, which enjoyed an—unequa—exchange rate
onLiad.

Of course, shewould el her jewdry, patry stuff that it was. Er Thom's good-bye gift would fetch the
most of thelot, but she was not fool enough to suppose it would cover even atenth of the passage price
to New Dublin.

For it was to New Dublin she had determined to go, where laws were sane and where she would have
her brother's staunch and stubborn support.

From Liad to New Dublin the price will be dear, shetold hersdf wearily, as she had told herself all
last night, pacing, exhausted and shivering, through the luxurious, alien gpartment.

Shewondered if she dared ask Er Thom how to access the trust fund he had set up for her.
While she was weighing that question, the car pulled into aparking dot and stopped.
"Wearrive," Er Thom said softly, and turned to look at her. "Areyou wel, Anne?’

He had asked her that once aready, this morning at breakfast. Anne had a moment of despair, that a
whole day in her company would reved to him that she was sick with fright, bloated with deception. She
would lose—

| will not lose, shethought firmly. Clan Korval does not own Shan. My son is not for sale.



Resolutely, she summoned the best amile stiff face muscles could provide.
"I'mfing," shelied. "Just—tired. | didn't deep very wdl.”

"Ah." Hetouched the back of her hand with light fingertips. "When we are lifemated, perhaps... The clan
keeps ahouse by the southern sea. We might go there, if you likeit, to rest and—grow closer.”

Pain twisted, amereflicker of agony in thelarger pain of hisbetraya. Anne smiled again.
"That soundswonderful," she said, and it wastrue. "1'd like that very much, Er Thom."

If it all was different. If you hadn't lied. If you hadn't schemed and connived. If | could dare even
pretend that this might be true...

"Thenitisdone" Heamiled. "Come and let us put you into Eyla's hands."
Eyladedl orn stood back, gray head cocked to aside, lined face impish.

"S0, Your Lordship bringsme achalenge,”" she said to Er Thom, and rubbed her clever hands together.
"Good."

To Anne, she bowed dightly, eyes gleaming.

"Ah, but you will provide such opportunity, Lady—I give you thanks Nothing usud for you, en? Nothing
the same as so-and-so had it at Lord Whomever'srout. Hah! No, for you, everything must be new,
origind!" She shot agleaming glance asde to Er Thom.

"Anorigind. Thereisno possible comparison between thislady and any other lady in theworld. Inthis,
theworld hasfailed us, but the lady shall be accepted on the terms of her own possibility. | accurately
reflect Y our Lordship's thought?"

"Asdways," Er Thomtold her, lipstwitching, "you are a perfect mirror, Eyla.”

"Fattery! Recall who made your first cloak, sir, and speak with respect!" She beckoned Anne. "Come
with meif you please, Lady. | must have measurements—ah, shewalks asapilot! Good, good. Put
yourself entirely in my hands. We shal send you off in afashion theworld hasrardly seen! Such
proportions! So tal! The bosom, so proud! The neck—Ah, you are a gift from the gods, Lady, and |
about to expire of boredom, or strangle the next same-as who walked through my door!"

Thelittle woman's eagerness pierced even the iron-gray dreariness that enclosed Anne. She smiled.

"| fear | may prove alittle too far out of the common way for such adebut asthat,” she murmured as she
was led back to the measuring room.

"Never think it!" Eylatold her energeticdly. "Theworld isagreat coward. Merely keep alevel gaze and
acourteous face and the world will bow to you. Some will scoff, certainly, but you needn't mind those.
An origina isa Code unto herself. And you have the advantage of sponsorship by Korva, which has
elevated origindity to an art form." She rubbed her hands together, looking Anne up and down with

eager appraisa.
"And now," she said, going over to adiscreet console. "'If | may ask you to disrobe..."

The gown would be brought to TreallaFantrol no later than mid-morning, tomorrow. The color wasto
be antique gold, to "show that ddlightful brown skin." Eylagave Er Thom a patch of fabric, which he
solemnly placed in his pocket.



"We shd| be going dong to Master Moond presently,” he murmured. "When the design isfixed, perhaps
you might cal and dlow him to name asuiteble jeweer.”

"Hell want thework himsdf," Eylapredicted with asmile. "Only show her to him. The deadline will mean
nothing to Moonel, with such a showcase for his craft.”" She clagped her hands together and bowed them
out with energy.

"And to think that only last evening | was congdering retirement! "

" You and Eylaare good friends?" Anne asked, because it was necessary to say something. It was
imperative that Er Thom think everything wasjust the same between them, and to put down any oddness
in her behavior to the effects of arestless night.

"dedLorn and Korva areold dlies," he murmured, guiding her aong the flower-scented street with a
gentle hand on her ebow. "Eylawill want to make your entire wardrobe."

"Would that be wrong?"

"Not—wrong. Indeed, it might well be prudent. Eylahasthe gift of seeing exactly whet is before her,
rather than what she believesisthere.” He smiled up at her. "It hasin the past been

cons dered—expedient—to engage the services of severd tailors, so Korval's patronage may not be
used to undue advantage.”

"But if your Houses are dlied—"

"Not alied. Not—precise y—that. Doubtless my Terran fals short. It is—in thetime of my
fourth-great-grandfather— the youngest of dealLorn, who had just finished his gpprenticeship, camewith
aproposa for trade. The deall.orn would undertake to make whatever clothes Korval required at cost,
inreturn for materials at cost.”

Annefrowned. "That sounds rather audacious.”

"Indeed it was. But audacity amused my grandfather. He inspected those items the dealLorn offered as
samples of hiswork, and made a counter-offer. He would provide shop spacein one of Korval's Upper
Port warehouses and a very favorable discount on materids, aswell asoptionson
certain—exotic—fabrics. These things would condtitute his buy-in and make him one-half partner in the
dedLorn's business, which would indeed make Korva's clothes. Free of charge.”

"But in return he got free advertisng,” Anne said, "and the opportunity for his clothesto be seen at
society functions...”

"And so he prospered,” Er Thom concluded. "The deglL orn's daughter was able to move the shop to its
present location and to retire Korva's partnership. The trade agreements remain in place—and dealLorn
from time to time makes Korva's clothes. At cost." He sent her a glance from benegath hislashes.

"Anne?'

Shedrew acareful bregth, willing her faceto be neutrd. 'Y es?'

"l wish," Er Thom said, very softly, "that you will tell mewhat troublesyou.”
Oh, gods... She swalowed, glanced aside, groping for alie—

"l—it'sfoolish, | know," she heard hersdf saying distractedly, "but | can't seem to get it out of my mind.”



Annie Davis, she demanded in internal bewilderment, what are ye nattering about?

"Ah." The pressure of Er Thom'sfingers on her elbow changed, guiding her to the edge of the Sdewak
and a bench beneath aflowering tree.

"Tdl me" he murmured.

The bench was not particularly roomy. Er Thom'sthigh against hers woke astorm of emotion, of which
lust and anguish were foremost. Anne bit her lip and amost cried out when he took her handin his.

"Anne? Perhaps| may aid you, if | can but understand the difficulty.”
Well, and what will you tell him ? she asked hersdlf with interest.
But the back-brain planner had been busy.

"It's probably nothing," she heard her voice say uncertainly. "But—I took Shannie with me yesterday to
Doctor yoKeras office. | was doing an inventory of his research computer, and it took longer than | had
expected—I sent you anote.”

"Yes, soyou did," Er Thom murmured, gpparently not at al put out by this rather rattle-brained narrative.

"Yes. Well, it waslate when we finaly did leave—the night lamps had come on in the hallway. | made
sure the office door was locked, and when | turned around there was—a man. He startled me rather
badly, though of course—" She shook her head, half in wonderment at hersdf, half in remembered
consternation.

"A Liaden man?' Er Thom wondered softly.

"Oh. Yes. Very ordinary-looking. He spoketo mein Trade at firss—I'm afraid | was pretty sharp in
setting him straight. He was polite after that—offered to carry my case—and of course he had a perfect
right to be there, snce he'sagrad student..."

"Doyou recdl hisname?'

"Fil Tor Kinrag," sherecited out of memory, "Linguistic Technician and Student of Advanced Studies.”
"Ah. And hisdan?'

Annefrowned. "Hedidn't say."

"Did henot?' Er Thom's glance was sharp.

"No," she said defendvdly, "he didn't. Why should he? It was more important for me to know that he was
alinguistics student with a perfectly legitimate right to be where hewas."

"Yes, certainly.” Er Thom squeezed her hand gently. "What disturbed you, then?"

"It was Shan," she said and shivered, recdling her son'sfright. "He's never—you know he's never afraid
of anyone!

But hewas afraid of Fil Tor Kinrae. Demanded to go home now." Shelooked down into Er Thom's
eyes.

"Inthe car, | asked him what had happened. And he said— no sparkles—and hid hisface...”



Er Thom's eyes darkened. " No sparkles?' He glanced aside, chewing hislip.

"Thereis—athought,” he said after amoment. "My grandmother had been aHedler, you know. | recal
she once said that no one holds the key to al rooms. That those who are locked and dark to one Healer
may be open and full of light to another.” Helooked up into her face.

"Shan isyoung. If thisisthefirst person he has met who does not—broadcast on the same frequency,
Daav would say—he may well have been frightened.” His gaze sharpened, alittle.

"It might be wise, were we to ask the delm to call aHeder to our child. Heisvery young to be
experiencing these things. Thereis perhaps something that may be doneto dleviate such distress aswas
occasoned last evening.”

And only another Healer would know what to do, she thought, suddenly cold. Whatever are ye
about, Annie Davis, to be taking the laddie away from such aid? How will he learn what to do
with his sparkles, when ther€'s no one who's Terran can teach him?

She snatched &t hishand. "Er Thom!"
"Yes, denubia" His voice was soothing, hisfingersfirm. "What € se troubles you?!

Almog, shetold him. It hovered on thetip of her tongue, the rollygig of loss and love, hope, denid and
confusion. She was a heartbeat away from burying her facein his shoulder and sobbing out the whole.

Down the walkway beyond the tree came a couple, very finein their day-clothes and jewels. The woman
turned her head and met Anne's eyes. Disgust washed over her perfect Liaden features; she clutched her
companion'sarm, leaning close to whisper.

Heturned his head, face and eyes cold.

They walked on.

Anne cleared her throat.

"It'snothing,” she said, and could not meet Er Thom'seyes. "I—Thank you, Er Thom—for listening.”

Therewasalong silence, and still she could not bring hersdlf to raise her faceto his. Findly, shefdt him
move, coming smoothly to hisfeet, hishand till firmly holding hers.

"l shdl listen whenever you wish," he said gently. "Will you come with me now to Port?"
"Yes," she said numbly and stood, and let him lead her back to the car.

Master Jeweler Moondl was as taciturn as Eyla deal.om was voluble. He took the bit of fabric from Er
Thom'shand and glared at it asif he suspected it held aflaw.

"Tomorrow?" he snapped and moved hiseyesto Anne. "Thisthe lady for whom the items are destined?”"

"Scholar Anne Davis," Er Thom murmured, "guest of Korval. Pleasefed freeto give Eylaanother name,
Madter, if the deadlineistoo near.”

"Yes, very likely." Moone spun on his stool, showing them his back as he reached for histools. "I'll send
them 'round by mid-day. Good morning."

"Good morning, Master Moond," Er Thom said, bowing to the older man's back. He smiled at Anne and



held out his hand.
Hand-in-hand they came out into the narrow Avenue of Jewels.
"Would you care for luncheon?' Er Thom asked asthey turned down adightly wider side Stret.

"Good-day to you, Captain yosGaan!" The passerby who gave the greeting had close-cropped gray
hair and amultitude of earrings. She raised a hand from across the way and the sunlight gleamed on her
measter trader'sring.

"I've yet to hear from the Guild, sir!" the little woman added gaily. Her sharp eyes swept once over
Anne's face and then she was gone, swallowed in the crowd.

Er Thom'sface was siff with anger, his mouth atight line. Anne blinked in amazement.
"Who wasthat?"
Hetook a deep breath and sighed it out forcefully, then looked up into her face, violet eyes bland.

"Noone" hesad flatly. "Let usgo to Ongit'sfor luncheon.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

The last of those who had hand in Eba yos Phelium's capture and shaming seven years ago is
dead. Balance achieved.

—Daav yos Phelium, Sixth Delm of Korval

Entry in the Delm'sDiary for Trianna Seconday
in the Fourth Rdumma of the Year named Sandir

"Morning wine or red?"

"Red, if you please," Er Thom answered absently, eyes on the counterchance board sitting ready before
the hearth.

Daav filled the glassand put it into his brother's hand, added a splash of morning wineto his own cup and
shot a shrewd glance at the other's abstracted face.

"What's amiss?'

"Hmm?" Er Thom had wandered over to the board. He picked up apair of dice, idly shook and rel eased
them: Eighteen.

"Isit true," he murmured, perhapsto the dice, "that Eba yosPhdium was publicly whipped by her
thoddm?'

Daav's eyebrowsrose. "Yes," he said matter-of-factly, "but you must understand that it was the means
by which her life was preserved.”

Violet eyesflashed to hisface. "Ah, wasit?'

"Certainly. Times were—unsettled. To make acomplex tale smple, Ebafdl into the hands of those who
wished Korvd ill. They then showed her, still bleeding from the abduction, knife dong her throat, to her
thodelm, who was also her challeket.



"The enemies of Korval were adamant that Eba be punished for some insult they had concocted. The one
with the knife claimed the right to her life and professed hersalf willing to do the thing at once. However,
there were cooler heads present, who saw that their ends would be met aswell by a public shaming.”
Daav spped hiswine.

"The young thodelm judged Eba's odds of surviva, not to say recovery, significantly better did hewield
the lash himsdlf, so he contended for, and won, the right.”

Er Thom picked up the dice and made another cast: Six.
"Arﬂ?'

Daav moved his shoulders. "And he laid the stripes, then ran, weeping, to cut her down, his back
guarded by dl of the clan who could hold aweagpon. Balance commenced immediately she was safe at
Jelaza Kazone and her wounds had been treated. Seven years were required for fruition, asthere were
severd Housesinvolved.” He lifted an eyebrow.

"Shdl | show you the entriesin the Diaries?"

"Thank you," Er Thom murmured, raising his glass and meeting Daav's eyes across the rim, "that will not
be necessary."

"Ah." Daav lifted his own glass, but did not drink. "Has your thodelm threstened to flog you, darling?’
Er Thom grinned. "Oneisamazingly disobedient, after al.”

"So I've heard. Does it occur to you to wonder whither Aunt Petrella has purchased these sudden
notions of propriety?"

"Perhaps her illness..." her son offered, and sghed. "I miss our mother," he said, very softly.
"As| do." Daav drifted over to the table, picked up the dice and threw. Eleven.

"Our mother would have liked your Anne, | think," he murmured. "The devil'sinit that | believe Aunt
Petrellawould like her well enough, were we only able to show her Line and House!"

Acrossfrom him, Er Thom shifted. Daav |ooked up, eyebrows high.

"Y ou wonder that the delm would ask you to give her up, eh? But the lady's summeation was unfortunately
correct: Accepting a Terran makesthe clan vulnerable. It can be managed, if it must be managed. But
how very much easier, to go on as dwayswe have. Asfor Daav—" he moved his shoulders and threw
again: Seven.

"Daav likes her very well indeed and thinksit agrest pity that Liad must be so overfull with Liadens.”

Er Thom laughed. " Spoken like a Scout! But there. When have we ever gone on as proper Liadens? The
Diariestdl usthat isnot our contract. Here are our mothers born aside the Delm’'s Own Word, smply
because Kin Dd and Larin could not keep from each other!"

"And they send usto be Scouts and traders,” Daav agreed. "Which makes us even odder." Hetipped his
head. "How does Anne take news of your betrotha ?"

"Unhappily,” Er Thom said, frowning. "For one who states she will not be played, my mother throwsthe
dicewith energy.”



"Will Anne show her face a the gather, | wonder?'

"Certainly. We have sttled it between us™ He smiled. "1 believe | may soon bring you proof of awin,
brother, and ask the dem to See my lifemate.”

"So?1 will wish you joy gladly, darling. Is there reason the win must wait upon the gather?'

"Kindness for Nexon's daughter,” Er Thom said softly. "At the gather | shal have opportunity to show
her that we would not suit. Also, ameatter of balance, in part. It isill-done to hold such an event at this
moment. Add to that the manner in which my mother chose to spesk to Anne regarding our son—I will
tell you, brother, it has disturbed Anne greatly! Sheisdistracted—anxious... It isashameto the House,
that a guest be treated so, never mind what punishment thodelm finds proper for athodelm!” He raised
hisglassand drank, showed arueful amile.

"Still, she has agreed to attend the gather, bold heart that she has—and show a calm face to Nexon and
her daughter, not to speak of Thodem yosGalan.”

"Honor to thelady,” Daav said, with sincerity. " She may yet learn to be a player to fear." He spped.

"Should you bring alifemate before the delm,” he said after amoment, "certain things shdl be required,
for the good of the clan. Y ou will be required to provide the clan severa more children. Y our lifemate
shall berequired to take pilot'straining.”

Er Thom inclined hishead. "I shdl discussthese thingswith Anne.”
Daav eyed him with atouch of wonder. "Oh, and will you?"

"Of coursg," Er Thom said. "How else?!

"How else, indeed?" hisbrother replied politely.

"Thereisameatter which might be brought to the delm'’s attention, however," Er Thom continued,
obliviousto—or ignoring—irony.

"Our son has recently met with one who frightened him— an unusua occurrence. The reason he gave his
mother for thisfright was that the person in question possessed 'no sparkles.’ In view of his extreme
youth and the apparent precocity of histaent, it may bewiseto call aHeder, before he experiences
another—perhaps needless—fright.”

"Yes, | see" Daav frowned down at the counterchance board. "Heisvery young for this, is he not?
Mostwise, talent shows when one comes hdfling..." He shook himself and looked up.

"Certainly, aHeder must be summoned. The dedm shall seeit done.”

Again, Er Thominclined hishead. "I shdl inform Anne of the dem's care.” Helifted his glass and drained
it.

"| shdl haveto leave you now. Isthere acommission | may discharge for you in Port?"

"Thank you, no. My steps are for the City thismorning. The deim and Mr. dedGauss are called to
renegotiate with Vintyr."

"Pah." Er Thom made aface. "Vintyr isnever satisfied, brother."

"So | beginto notice. | believe | may mention it to Mr. deaGauss, in fact. It seems achange of courseis



indicated.”

"Good lift to the delm, then," Er Thom said, with alight-hearted bow. "I shall see you at the gather, shan't
|?'

"Indeed, how could | stay away, when Aunt Petrellawas so gracious asto order my appearance?”
Er Thom lifted troubled eyes.
"Her illnessweighs more heavily upon her, | think."

"| think so, aswell," Daav said, and resolutely shook off his sudden chill. "1 shal be there to support you
thisevening, never fear it. Until soon, darling.”

"Until soon, Daav."
WA, Annie Davis! And you preened in the green gown and thought yourself so fine.

The new gown, like the old, was cut low over her bosom, closein to her waist. There, al smilarity was
done.

A wide collar swept up to frame her throat, belling, flower-like, to cup her face. Long deevesfdl in
graceful pleats, caling attention to her hands, and the floor-length skirt, deceptively dim, was dashed to
permit al of her accustomed stride.

Eyladedl orn twitched the skirt into more perfect order and smiled.

"Yes," shesaid, sanding back and clasping her hands before her. "I believe His Lordship will be
pleased.”

Before Anne could make answer to thet, thelittle tailor held up afinger.

"Attend me, now, Lady. Thedressisal very well, and Moone's jewel swill shame no one. However, if
you are wise, you will take my advicein afew certain matters. Firs—hair. Sweep yours up—yes, |
know it isnot long! Up and back, nonetheless. The collar's work isto frame the face—alittle daring, |
admit, but not wanton. Of a sophigtication, perhaps, that a master trader might encounter—and
admire—far outside of Liad's orbit." She rubbed her hands together.

"You wak well, with afine smooth stride. The dressis made to accommodate you. Y our hands—so
beautiful, your hands! Show them, thus—" She extended an arm and flicked her wrigt. "Try."

Anne copied the other woman's gesture; the deeve flipped smoothly back from her hand, revealing
strong, dender fingers.

"Good," Eylaapproved. "An origina isa Code unto hersdf. Thereisnot your likeon dl of Liad. The
rulesthat bind you are not found within the world, but within yoursdaf. Recdl it and carry your head—so!
Eh? There are those who must crane to admire you—that istheir concern, not yours. There are those
who will turn their face away and cry out that you are not asthey." Shelifted ahand to cover abogus
yawn.

"Boors, das, are found in even the highest Houses."
Anne smiled, paely, and inclined her head. "Y ou are kind to advise me."

"Bah!" Eylaswept thanks away with an energetic hand. "'l will not have my work shamed, that isdl." She



smiled and bent to gather up her work-kit. "His Lordship meansto fire you off with flair, which is profit to
me, doesthis gown please." She Straightened.

"It will be amusing to see what the world makes of you, Lady. And what you will make of the world."

Shan was fractious and weepy. He jittered from one end of the nursery to the other; even the Edu-Board
failed to hold his attention for more than afew seconds. All Anné's attemptsto ease himinto aless
frenzied state were met with utter failure.

At lagt, feding her own frazzled nerves about to go, she gathered him into her Iap, thinking that acuddle
might do them both good.

"No!" Hejerked back, body Hiff, slver eyeswide.

"Shannidl"

"No!" he shouted again and smacked her hand aside, so un-Shan-like that she let him go in astonishment.
"Miradal" He stamped hisfoot, glaring up at her. "'l want Miradal Go away! Go away, bad Mal"

And with that he was gone, running pell-mel down the long playroom—and into the arms of Mrs. Intasd,
who had just stepped through the door that led to the nursery's kitchen.

"Bad Ma" Shan cried, hurling himsdf againgt the nurse'slegs and hiding hisfacein her tunic. "1 want
Miradal"

"That'sdl very wdl," Mrs. Intass said in firm and un-sympathetic Terran. "However, you are not very
kind to your mother. Y ou should beg her pardon.”

"No," Shan said subbornly, refusing to raise his head.
Sick to her somach, shivering and weary, Anne rose, shaking her head at the tiny ex-Scout.

"Never mind," she said, hearing how her voice shook. "If he doesn't want me here, then I'll go." She
turned toward the door, missing the concerned glance Mrs. Intass flung her.

"Good-bye, Shannie," Anne cdled. "MaybeI'll see you tomorrow."
The nursery door did closed behind her with a sound like doom.

Shewaslying on her bed somewhile later, staring blankly through the overhead window. The Liaden sky
was brilliant, blue-green and cloudless.

The brilliance pierced her, searing the tumbling thoughts from her mind, scalding emotionsto ash.
Seared, scaded and gone to ash, she closed her eyes against the brilliance.

When she opened her eyes again, the brilliance had faded. She turned her head against the pillow. The
clock on the bedside table told her there were two hours | ft to prepare for the gather.

Sighing, fedling not so much exhausted as drained—of thought, of emation, of any purpose savethe
plan—sherolled out of the wide bed, glanced at the mirror across the room— and frowned.

On the vanity benegth the mirror, among her familiar belongings, were two unfamiliar boxes.

The large box was covered in lush scarlet velvet. Annelifted thelid.



A rope braided of three gold strands: Pink, yellow and white, weeping drops of yellow diamond exactly
matching her gown. Tiny yellow diamond dropsto hug her earlobes, glittering alure. Woven gold combs
and pins, dusted with yellow chips, to hold her hair, up and back.

Annelooked down at the velvet box'streasure, at jewelsthat cost more than shewould likely earnina
lifetime, created to grace one dress, created in turn for one gathering. ..

His Lordship meansto fire you off with flair.
Anne sghed, feding, perhaps, adistant relief.
Now she would have enough money to buy passage. Home.

The smaller box waswood, carved with vines and flowers, a center medalion inlad with bits of ivory.
She opened it, found afolded square of ivory-colored paper. Her name, written in uncertain Terran
characters, adorned the outer fold.

Insde, the words were in Liaden, the letters true and bold.
For my love. To say hello, and never to say good-bye. Er Thom

Nestled in asatin pillow was aband of rosy gold. The gem et flush to the metal, smply cut and pure as
pain, was precisely the color of hiseyes.

For along moment she smply stood there, wondering if her heart would take up its next bedt, if her lungs
would accept another bregth.

When it seemed that shewould, after all, live, she closed thelittle box and set it gently aside. The scrap
of creamy paper she placed in her briefcase, sedled in the pocket with the disk from Jin Del yoKeras
computer.

The velvet box she let stand open, giving its expensive glitter to the room while she began at last to ready
hersdf for the gather.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Here we stand: An old woman, a halfling boy, two babes; a contract, a ship and a Tree.
Clan Korval.
How Jela would laugh.

—Excerpted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book

A'thodelm yos Galan, Syntebre reminded hersdf forcefully, is a person of melant'i, son of an old and
respected House. It isa signal honor to be chosen as his wife.

To be sure, she thought, cold fingers twisted together benesth her cloak, to marry an athodelm of Korval
would be avery greet thing, indeed.

Except her heart—that traitor which had lifted so quickly upon hearing Korval had Seen a child of
A'thodelm yosGaan—her heart, now an ice-drenched stone pitted in her chest, did not ssemtofindit a
great thing at dl. She had said as much, tentatively, to her father.

"Not marry theyosGaan?' Her father stared, aswell he might, Syntebra dlowed fairly. "Are you mad?'



Syntebrafelt the easy tearsrise to her eyes, and her father's face softened.

"Doubtless you're thinking now achild is Seen theré's no cause for him to marry. Nothing could be
farther from the case, | assure you. Korva isin sorry state of late—wretched luck for them, certainly, but
golden fortunefor us, do we throw the dice canny!" He leaned forward with the air of one offering a
treat.

"Why, if the yosGdan does not want you, there's Korva Himself il in need of an heir!”

But that was even worse, for Korva was a Scout, dl the world knew that! And Syntebrawas afraid of
Scouts.

Tearfully, she had attempted to explain thisto her parent. She met Scouts from timeto time at the Port,
where she went—dutifully—to put in her hours of flying. Scouts possessed the oddest manners
imaginable, and abold, unnerving way of looking directly into one's eyes.

Scouts forever seemed to be enjoying some obscure joke, or secretly laughing at something. Syntebra
rather thought that they were laughing at her.

"Oh, posh!" her father cried, dl out of patience. "Y ou'll do asyou'retold, and none of your vapors!
Hearing you, one would think the yosGalan scar-faced and Korval dissolute! Y ou are very fortunate, my
girl. I recommend you seek solitude and consider that aspect of the case.”

Which ishow Syntebra cameto be a her ddm'ssidein Tredla Fantrol's great forma entry hall, handing
off her cloak to aservant and dutifully striving to recall that it would be avery gresat thing indeed, to wed
A'thoddm yosGdan.

"RakinaLirgad, Dem Nexon," Mr. pak'Oraannounced. " Syntebrad'Kemin."

They came dowly down thelong room, the elder lady leaning lightly upon the younger's arm. Neither was
dressed in the firgt style of eegance, though the younger lady's gown was dightly more elaborate,
designed to show awinsome shape to perfection.

Stationed beside his mother's chair, Er Thom watched their progress. Y oung Syntebra’s plentiful hair had
been pinned high, then allowed to tumble with calculated artlessness to kiss her bare shoulders. Here and
there adiamond winked among the rioting dark ringlets. Diamonds glittered in eech tiny ear and a
solitaire suspended from a chain fragile as thought trembled at the base of her throat.

"Dem Nexon," Petrelasaid from her chair. "Bewelcomein our House."
Nexon bowed, the glitter of her dressjewesdl but obscuring sight of the clan Ring.

"Y our welcomeisgracious,” she stated. Straightening, she indicated the younger lady. "Allow meto
make you known to Syntebra d'Kemin, adaughter of Nexon's secondary Line. Syntebra, hereis
Thoddm yosGaan."

Syntebras bow was charmingly done, though to Er Thom's eye atrifle ragged a the start.

Petrdlainclined her head and raised a hand that trembled visibly. Er Thom felt a stab of concern. His
mother was pushing her limit tonight. Godswilling, shewould not pushiit too far.

"My son," hismother wastelling the guests, "Er Thom, A'thodelm yosGalan.”

He made his bow to Nexon, receiving in return an inclined head and acivil, "Sir."



To Syntebrathen he bowed, which was rather atrickier undertaking, for he must neither appear cool to
the careful eye of his parent, nor so warm to the eye of the lady that impossible hopes were nourished.

Thereby: " Syntebrad'Kemin," he murmured, al propriety and very littleelse. "l am pleased at last to
meet you, maam."

Wide, opal-blue eyeslooked up at him from atight little face, the luscious red mouth pinched pale.

Gods abound, the child'sterrified! Er Thom thought, and felt a spate of anger at their respective
parents, for ingsting upon thisfarce.

Syntebra made her bow—not quite as pretty as her first.

"Sir," shereturned in abreathless, husky voice. "A'thodelm yosGaan. | am—very—pleased to make
your acquaintance.”

* ok ok

WA, Er Thom thought wryly, as he obeyed his mother's hand-sign and went 'round to pour wine for the
guests, it should be no very great thing to show her that we shall not suit...

It was al Syntebracould do to keep the tears at bay. Certainly, she could not bring herself to look up at
thetall gentleman beside her, nor could she think of one gay or witty or even sensible thing to say.

He would think shewas afool. He would—her delm would—

"Drink your wine, child."

The voice was very soft, the mode Adult-to-Adult. Syntebralooked up in startlement.
Violet eyes met her gaze straightly from beneath winged golden brows.

"Youll fed the better for it," he murmured, raising hisown glassfor asip. When he lowered it, she saw
he was amiling, just alittle. "I won't eat you, you know."

Almost, the ever-ready tears escaped. She had not expected kindness. Indeed, she had expected nothing
but scorn from so grand a gentleman. Of course, he was quite old, and it was perhaps not entirely
flattering to be addressed as "child," when she had al of twenty Standards. ..

"Oneisinformed,” A'thodelm yosGadan said in his soft voice, "that you have but recently attained your
second-classlicense. Do you plan to pursuefirst class?!

Firg class? She wished she had never atained second! The sorriest day of her life thusfar had been the
day shetested well in the preliminaries. She hated piloting. She hated ships. She hated the Port, with al
its noise and rabble and bewildering to-and-fros—

But, of course, one could scarcely voice such sentiments to aman who was both master pilot and master
trader. Syntebratook a hasty swallow of wine—and was saved from answering by the dismaying call of
the butler:

"Daav yosPhdium, Dem Korva!"
Dem Korva was more terrifying than she had anticipated.

He spent some time speaking with Nexon and Thodelm yosGalan, aswas only proper. However, after



the introduction, in quick succession, of Mr. Luken bel Tardaand Lady Kareen yosPhelium, he had
turned his sillent Scout steps toward her tete-a-tete with A'thodelm yosGalan.

Now, Syntebra had long been wishing for something like thisto happen. It was only ill-chance that her
rescuer should be more dreaded than he from whom she was rescued.

"Maam." He gave her the grace of asmall bow, and such alook from hisbold black eyesthat she
wished she might sink into thefloor.

Happily, the bold eyes moved in the next instant as Korva addressed his kinsman.
"Good evening, darling. Shdl the guest bewith us, after dl?"

"l believe 0," A'thodelm yosGaan said in his soft way. He turned to Syntebra. " Scholar Anne Davis,
guest of the House, isto be present this evening, aswell."

Syntebravery nearly blinked. Scholar Anne Davis? But surely—She became aware that she was the
object of sudy of two very vivid pairs of eyes, and raised ahand to her throat.

"l—ah—the Terran lady?' she managed, trying to seem asif she were quitein the way of meeting
Terans,

A'thoddm's yosGaan's golden brows rose dightly. "Indeed,” he murmured politely, “the Terran lady."
"Y ou needn't be nervous of her, you know," Korva added in his deep, coarse voice. " She's quite gentle.”

Shelooked up a him, but his face was composed, without a hint of the laughter she suspected he
harbored in his heart.

"It ismerely that one does not spesk Terran,” she said, striving to recover her dignity. "And to converse
in Trade would seem out of theway."

"Ah, no, acquit her asthe cause of such inconvenience, | beg." Korva said. "Her grasp of the High
Tongueisentirey adequate.”

"Scholar Davis™" A'thodelm yosGaan murmured, " specidizesin the study of linguistics.”

At that moment Lord and Lady yo'L anawere announced, then Delm Guayar. Syntebra, looking aside
from the progress of these luminaries, saw A'thodelm yosGaan exchange aquick glance with his
kinsman.

"Scholar Anne Davis," the butler announced, and Syntebra saw A'thoddm yosGalan amile.
"Hah." He bowed gracefully to Syntebra, gave hisdelm anod. "Pray excuse me.”
In the next moment he was gone, crossing the room to meet the lady who had just entered.

Syntebrafairly gaped. She had considered A'thodelm yos-Gaan and Delm Korva out-of-reason tall,
but Scholar Davisrevised that thought.

A'thodelm yosGaan greeted her with the bow between equals and, looking warmly up into her face,
offered hisarm. Thelady took it and they went down the room, pausing here and there to make proper
introductions.

"There," Delm Korval said. "She doesn't look at al savage, does she?!



Undeniably, hewas laughing at her. Of course the lady didn't look savage, though how such an
immoderately tal, deep-bosomed creature could contrive to seem so rega went beyond Syntebras
understanding. She went 'round the room on A'thodelm yosGalan's arm asif she were precisaly High
House, making her bowswith grace, her clear voice carrying effortlessy to al corners of the suddenly
quiet room.

"She bears an accent,” Syntebra said to Delm Korva. The gentleman lifted one eyebrow.
"Well, and sodo|," he said equably. "My Terran isquite marred by it, | fear."
She was spared any answer to this by the advent of the guest and A'thodelm yosGalan.

"Daav." The Terran smiled, making free of Korva's persona name, asif, Syntebra thought, they were
kin. She shrank into hersdlf, anticipating the withering set-down to be delivered the lady for her audacity.

On the contrary.

"Anneg" Korvd returned with asmile that transformed his face into something gpproaching beauty. He
bowed gently. ™Y ou look magnificent. Dance with me later, do.”

The Terran actudly chuckled, mischief lighting her eyes. "Do you only dance with magnificence, Sr?'

"Ah, do not teasel" Korval returned in desperate tones. "If you won't have me there's nothing for it savel
dancewith my sger.”

"A fate to be most ardently avoided.” She smiled and inclined her head. ""Count me your rescue, then.”
Sheturned her attention to Syntebra.

"Syntebrad'Kemin, Clan Nexon," A'thodelm yosGalan said softly, " Scholar Anne Davis, guest of
Korva."

Really, Syntebrathought, making her bow, that dressis entirely wanton.

However, there was no wantonnessin the Terran lady's bow, or in her very correct, " Syntebra d'Kemin,
| am pleased to meet you."

"Anne Davis, | am pleased to meet you," Syntebrareplied, since she must.

She had to crane her neck to seethe Terran'sface. It wasin no way abeautiful face, further marred by
lines around the eyes and mouth. There was the suggestion of asmilein the grave brown eyes, and it was
the outside of enough, Syntebra thought pettishly, to be laughed at by a Terran.

"Allow meto giveyouwine" A'thodedm yosGdan said.
The Terran lady agreed to the suggestion and they went off, leaving Syntebra alone with Delm Korval.
"Will youtdl, me" Er Thom said in soft Terran, "if thering displeases?’

It was wrong to ask it; twice wrong to ask it here, now. But the sight of her naked hands had
hurt—appalingly. It was asif he had leaned to kiss her and she turned her face aside.

"Thering is—lovely,” Anne said, keeping her eyes seadfastly from his. "I—I chose not to weer it."

His breath was out of pace and he felt uncannily closeto tears. Exercising stem control, he poured her
wine and held the glass. Shetook it, looking down.



"Anne..." Gods, he was going to break and shame them both by weeping before dl these gathered. He
swayed adaring hdf-step closer, not caring who marked it.

"Anne, | beg you will tell mewhat iswrong!" The whispered plea came out with the force of ashout, and
at last she raised her heed.

Her eyes were desolate—determined. He saw the lieform in their depths, felt the price she paid for
gpeeking it asif it were wrung from hisown soul.

"Thereisnothing wrong," she said, and took a breath. " Shouldn't you be attending to that pretty child?’

"That pretty child," he said, hearing the edge on hisvoice, "isterrified of me. The best | might do for her is
to arrange matters so we need never meet again.”

Anne glanced around in time to see Luken bel Tarda approach Syntebra and Daav.
"Then you won't mind if you lose her to Luken,” she said, raising her glassto sip.
"If Luken can abide her, heswelcome." He turned away and poured himself aglass of thered.

"At least tell me," he said, looking back to her, "if you yet intend to alow me the honor of becoming your
lifemete”

Agony. Bailing lye poured across the open wound of his heart. He gasped, clutching hisglassasthe
room spun dizzily out of control—and steadied. Before him, Anne'sface was stark, desolate eyes
sparkling tears.

Shewill lie, hethought around the Snging in hisears. Gods, | cannot bear it, if she liesto me again.
Anneturned her head sharply, breaking his gaze.

"I must ask Daav to make me known to hissigter,” she said abruptly, and with no more ceremony than
that sheleft him, waking so smoothly the gown bardly rustled.

Er Thom took agp to cam himsaf—and another—and moved out into the room, meticuloudy taking up
hisduties as hogt.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

The Lower Docks of Solcintra Port are the sphere of thieves, murderers, rogues and criminals of
every description. Clan-less and desperate, they have nothing to lose, and are completely willing
to relieve the unwary of their purses and, often enough, their lives.

—From A Terran's Guideto Liad

Thefinal guest at long last bowed out, Er Thom leaned dizzily againgt thewall and raked his hands
through hishair.

Hed lost track of Daav during in the evening; he supposed his chaleket to have smply dipped away
when the crush became too wearisome. He remembered that Anne had retired about mid-way through
the dancing. Daav, her self-appointed cavdier, would have likely made his escape soon &fter.

The two dearest to him in someway accounted for, Er Thom closed his eyes, trying to ignore the roaring
in hisearsand consdered what he could recall of the evening.



He had avague notion that he had performed his hostly duties with competence, if not flair. Daav had
attached himsaf to Anne, for which kindness his brother loved him al the more.

L uken had taken young Syntebrain to dinner, and danced with her severd times. Duty had compelled Er
Thom to claim the lady's hand for at least one dance, which he had done, and come away wondering
how Luken could bear the chit hanging on hisdeeve dl evening.

But there, he thought, leaning his head back againgt the wall, L uken was a patient, good-hearted fellow.
The child's gpparent distresswould be sufficient to assure her of hisgood offices.

Of therest of the evening, he could recal nothing, save afedling of bone-deep coldness, nausea, and the
desireto break into tears at the most inopportune moments.

11, he thought, clawing hishair back from hisface. | must beiill.

Hed beeniill, once or twice, so long ago he could scarcely remember the occasions, much lessthe
symptoms. Hetried to recal when he had first felt poorly this evening—and gasped, coming up sraight in
the hdlway.

Anne

He'd been speaking with Anne. Anne who had not been her accustomed self for several days. Annewho
had lied to him and who, reasonless, declined to wear hisring. Anne—

Gods, if Anneisill—

Hewas on hisway down the hall, haf-running, shivering now with fear, lest she belying in need and he
unaware—

The door to the Smaller Salon opened. His mother came one step into the halway and held up her hand.
"A word with you, srrah. Now."
"Y our pardon,” he sammered, barely knowing what he said. "I must go to Anneimmediately.”

His mother's hand moved, flashing out with al her old speed, fingerslocking around hiswrig, crushing his
lace, biting into hisflesh.

"I think not," she said ominoudly.

For dl her sudden strength, he could have easily broken the hold. But she was kin; she had borne him
and given him aside, that he might be raised with Daav yosPhelium, his beloved other self—and for that
she was owed.

"Mother," he said gently, standing where she hdd him. "I have reason to believe the guest isill.”

"l see," she said, remotely polite. "A very grave affair, | agree. Mr. pak'Ora shdl be digpatched to inquire
into the guest's hedth. Y ou will comewith me.”

For a heartbeat he thought he would not; thought he would break with clan entirely, rip away hisarm and
run abovestairsto his heart'sown love.

But he felt the deep tremorsin the hand that held him, saw the exhaustion in her face and the half-mad
glitter in her eyesthat said she kept her feet by will aone.



"Certainly," he murmured and they went together into the Smaler Salon, she leaning heavily on the arm of
her supposed captive.

Er Thom seated her in achair by the busy fire, then stood back, solemnly studying the table at her sde.
Petrellas glittering eyes raked hisface.
"Think I'm beyond keeping my word, do you?" she snapped and pulled the intercom to her.

The order to inquire into the state of the guest's health was given, brusquely, and the intercom shoved
asde.

"Sidfied, A'thoddm?*
Er Thom bowed. "My thanks, mother."

She made no answer to this, but Smply sat for atime, staring into hisface, fingers gripping the arms of the
chair.

"The Terran scholar looked uncommonly finethisevening,” she said a last, and in milder tone than he had
anticipated. "EyladealLorn'swork, | think?'

Er Thom said nothing. In spite of the fire he was cold— cold. Hefdt certain his mother could see him
shiver.

"And the jewels," she pursued, after amoment. “"Who but Moone would think ayellow diamond rope?
Allow meto offer my compliments, A'thodelm: Y ou do handsomely by your light-loves." She paused,
eyesburning into his.

"Y ou will now have the goodness to name the day in this relummaon which you shal wed Syntebra
d'Kemin."

Er Thominclined hishead. "I shdl not marry Syntebrad'’Kemin," he said steadily. "Not in thisrdummacor
inany other."

"Ah, 307" Hismother lifted her eyebrowsin polite interest, her voice dangeroudy mild. "Pray, why not?*
"For thefirgt part, because the child isfrightened of me.”

"A condition,”" Petrdla pointed out, il in that tone of menacing mildness, "you did very littleto dleviate
thisevening. But | interrupt! If thereisafirst part, then a second must be a hand! Enlighten me, | beg.”

Hishandswereice, hefdt swest gathering dong his hairline; his somach was cramped and there was a
roaring in his earsthat overrode the crackling of thefire. Er Thom grit histeeth and bowed.

"Scholar Davisand | are agreed to become lifemates,” he said, around a strangling tightnessin histhroat.
"We go to seek the delm tomorrow."

Silence. Petrellawas seen to close her eyes—and open them.
"I forbidit."
"Y ou cannat,” he answered.

"Ah, can | not?" Sheleaned forward, fingers clawed into the carven arms of the chair. "1 remind you that



| an ThoddmyosGaan. It is| who decidesissuesof Lineand | have decided that it is not necessary to
take a Terran into yosGalan. Why should we do so? We are Liaden!"

"WeareKorvd!" Er Thom's shout startled him as much as hismother. "Thereis strength in diversity,
weaknessin same-hood! Y ou have read Cantra'slogs—" He flung his hands out, showing her his empty

pams.

"Mother, you have not even seen the child we made," he said, voice somewhat calmer. "Bright,
bold-hearted and quick—as quick as any in the clan at his age—quicker than many! How isthisill-done?
Why, the clan can use adozen such!”

"And may have them yet, should | decide to breed you thus often!" Petrella pushed to her fet, face
nearly whitein thefire glow.

"Mother—"
"Silence!" The Command Mode: Thodelm to Line Member. She pinned him with glare.

"You areforbidden,” she gated, dl in High Command. "Y ou are forbidden from this moment forward to
see, touch, speak to or think upon Anne Davis. Sheisnot for you. Y ou are commanded to name a day
when you shall wed Syntebrae'Kemin. Now."

"Never!" hecried. "Asfor denying Anne, | shal not! We are lifemates, in al but word! Tomorrow
morning, we shdl be lifemates entirely! Y ou cannot stop us from seeking the delm, you cannot—"

"| forbid thislifemating!" Petrdlasnarled. "Pursueit at your peril, A'thodelm, unless you wish make away
for yoursdlf and your lifemate on the Lower Docks!"

Er Thom froze, jaw tight. He met his mother's eyes Sraightly.

"Thereisno need for amaster trader to seek the Low Port,” he said, and the inflection of hisvoice was
nearer Terran than any proper mode. "And if you will have my license cdled in question, then | remind
you thereisyet no reason for amaster pilot to go further than the Guild House in the Upper Port." He
bowed.

"If you will haveit so, maam, then you will. | wish—with al my heart—that it were otherwise. Asitis
not, | shdl take mysdf and mine—"

"Enough!" The Command Mode: Delm to Clanmember. Er Thom bit off his sentence as Daav came,
quick and silent, across the room.

"You!" Heflung ahand out to Petrella, black eyes bright in aface that might have been carved of gold.
"We bar none from the clan tonight! Y ou!" The hand flashed to Er Thom, Korva's Ring snagging the
firdight. "We drag none unwilling into the dlan. Ever!”

Er Thom started, was stilled by aflare of black eyes. "The lady has told me—tonight!—that she would
have none of you. She sworeit, and | believe her. The gameisdone.”

"No!" Er Thom shook off hisdem'sgaze. "I will see her, spegk with her! Thereis something goneill and
Se—"

"Silence!™ Korva commanded and Er Thom gasped, Saring into black, black eyes. In thefireplace, a
gtick broke noisly, rdleasing arain of sparkles.



"You will go to your rooms," Korva commanded then, "and await the Hedler. Anne Davisis none of
yours. | trust you will not trouble her further.”

She had denied him. His mind logged the thought into aloop, that began at once to repeet, over and
over: Anne had denied him. Anne had denied him. Anne... Anne.

His body moved, graceless and wooden—a bow to the delm's honor, followed by another, to the
thodelm. His— legs—moved, carrying him past delm and thodelm, out of the room, into the hall, down
corridors pitch black and bitter cold, until &t last he came to an end of walking.

He stared around the place where he found himself: Stared at the laden worktable, the mantel piece
cluttered with bric-a-brac from an hundred worlds, the pleasant grouping of chair and doublechair before
thelaid and unlit hearth.

Hewalked toward the hearth, eyes caught by aflutter of red and gold among the mantdl's clutter.
Reaching, he had it down, and stood gazing at the thing.

A scrap of red silk no longer than his hand, that was all. That, and alength of tarnished, gold-colored
ribbon, eaborately knotted into afraying flower, through which the red silk had been lovingly threaded.

"Anne!" Her name was akeen, jagged with agony. He crashed to hisknees, clutching the bit of slk asif it
were alifdine, bent his head and wept.

"Well." Petrdlasank into her chair, quivering in every muscle. Shelooked up into her nephew's set face.
"Better late than never arrive, | suppose. It comforts me that at last you perceive the good of the clan.”

"The good of the clan,” Daav repeated tonelesdy. He stared down at her, eyes black and remote. "Is
Korva so wedthy, aunt, that we might cast aside amaster pilot, and shrug away the cost? Or has your
intention aways been to end yosGalan with yoursalf? Speek plainly, | beg you."

"End yosGaan—ANh." Petrdlaclosed her eyes and let her head fal againgt the chair's padding. "Y ou
heard me threaten him with the Lower Docks, did you? Then you aso heard that he wasraving. | spoke
to frighten, and to shock himinto sanity.”

"And faled in both intents," Daav snapped. "He was on the edge of accepting your terms, maam, when
the delm ordered him to cease!"

Therewasasmal slence. Petrellaopened her eyes.
"I believe you had mistaken the matter, nephew."

"Oh, had 17' Daav returned bitterly. " 'l shal take mysdf and mine— waswhat he said! Am | the only
one of uswho can clearly hear the end of that sentence?' He bowed, deeply and with irony. "My
compliments, aunt—In one throw you make your son clanlessand a thief.”

In the depths of her chair, Petrella shivered, assailed by apain far different than that which wracked her
body.

"He—isill," she achieved after amoment. "To turn hisface from the clan and follow aTerran? It is—"

"Master Hedler Kestrawill be with him tomorrow. Would that she had been able to come tonight.” Daav
turned away to stare into the fire. Suddenly, he whirled.

"Damn you for ameddiesome old woman!" he cried. "Why could you not have let it be? The lady had



said shewould not have him! Sheloved him too well, for your interest, aunt—too well to alow him the
sacrifice of digning himself with a Terran. If only hismother loved him haf sowel! But you—you must
needs demand and shame and assert your dominion, sowing pain with every throw!" He came forward,
one step, and stopped himsdlf, staring down at her asif shewere prey.

"Thelady would have gonel" he shouted. "Of her own will, she would have left us and sought what
healing she might. My brother would have likewise sought the Hedlers, to ease the grief of her going.
There would have been honor for both in this, and aminimum of pain." He paused and Petrellafound she
could breathe again, though she dared not take her eyesfrom his.

"All thanksto your wisdom," hefinished with bruta cam, "we have now two bleeding from wounds
which may never hed clean, and achild abovestairs, crying doud for both.”

He swept alow, mocking bow, hislace rustling in the utter sllence of the room.
"Seepwdl, Aunt Petrdla. | shall return tomorrow.”

She made him no answer; barely knew that he was gone. She watched the fire—and, later, the
embers—Ietting her mind ride the waves of pain, until she was back in atimewhen her twin was adive
and dl of life stretched before them.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Er Thom fell from the Tree this morning.

| hasten to add that all iswell, though of course he took damage. A matter of broken ribs and
dislocated shoulder-that's the worst of it. Nothing beyond the auto-doc's capabilities.

| cannot for certain say how far he fell, for all Daav can tell meisthat the pair of them had
"never been so high." Er Thomwas craning for a better sight of the Port when an end-branch
broke under hisweight.

He was caught, twig-lashed and unconscious, by the big by-branch about seven meters up—you
know the one, sister. The luck isin the business twice: The child doesn't remember falling.

Daav saw the whole, and kept a cool head—far cooler than | should have kept at eight Sandards,
and so | swear! 'Twas he climbed down, fetched me out of a meeting with dea 'Gauss, and showed
me where Er Thom lay.

Nor would he be parted from his cha'leket, but kept vigil at 'doc-side and bed. | at last persuaded
himto lie down whilst | kept watch, and he fell instantly asleep—to wake a quarter-hour later
shrieking for Er Thom to come back, "Come back." The branch is breaking!"

| await the Healer as| write this...
—Excerpted from a private letter to Petrdiayos Galan from Chi yos Phdlium

Shan took her hand listlesdy and went without any of hisusua chatter down the long hallway toward
Doctor yoKeras office, Mouse clutched tight against his chest.

Anne eyed him worriedly. According to Mrs. Intass, he had passed arestless night, his deep broken by
bad dreams and bouts of crying. It sounded remarkably like Anne's own night and she wondered,
half-dazedly, if she had caused her son's unrest or he had caused hers.



She shook her head. Sure and there's plenty of pain for everyone to have their own share. Er
Thom's night would have surely been no better; she recdled thelook in his eyes, as he begged her to tell
him what was wrong.

Annie Davis, | hope you know what you're doing.

But after dl, shetold hersdlf, working the lock on Doctor yo'K eras door, there was nothing else to do.
By now, Daav would havetold Er Thom that Anne had lied when she had agreed to be hislifemate. Er
Thom could not possibly forgive such alie, such adtrike a hismelant'i. Of course, he would come after
her—but he would do so in any case, once he found Shan was gone. It was her intention to be firmly
within Terran jurisdiction by the time Er Thom finaly caught up with her.

"Ma?" Shanlooked up a her from heavy-lidded slver eyes. "Where's Mirada?'

Oh, gods. She dropped her bulging briefcase and went to her knees, gathering her son's small body
close.

"Miradacan't come, Shannie," she whispered, cheek tight againgt his hair. "His clan needs him.”
He dipped hisarms around her neck, shefdt him sigh, then: "We stay here? With Mirada?'

"No, baby," she whispered and closed her eyesto hold back the tears. "We're going home—to visit
Uncle Dickie. A nice, long vist."

She thought briefly of her post on University: Good-bye tenure track. Well, she could get ajob on New
Dublin, surely. She could be atrandator at the Port, or ateacher of Standard Terran in the private
school.

Or she could raise sheep. Her arms tightened around her son.
"l loveyou, Shannie.”

"Loveyou, Ma." He pushed back againgt her arms and lifted ahand to her face. Hisfingertips came
away wet. "Sad."

"Sad," she repested, voice cracking. Shetried asmile; it felt wrong on her face. "Well be happy again. |
promise.”

She stood and lifted him onto the table; plucked Mouse from the floor and laid it across Shan's knees.
"I'm going to call acab,” shetold him. "Then we can go to the Port.”

It took afew minutes and some ingenuity to thread the university's comm system, but shefindly got an
outside line and placed her cdll. The cab was promised in fifteen minutes, at the secondary door, as
directed. Anne nodded to herself and cut the connection, glancing around Doctor yo'Keras cluttered,
comfortable office for thelast time.

In an ocean of hurt, the pain of leaving hiswork undone, of walking away from the mystery of missing
corroboration, was imbued with specia flavor. Jin Del yo'Kerahad been her friend, steadfast down a
dozen years. In away, she had loved him. Gods knew, she owed him more than she could ever repay.
Toleave him thisway, with hisresearch in shambles; hisbrilliance dimmed in the memories of his
colleagues...

She shook her head, denying the tears that made a glittering riot of the book-crammed shelves. Turning



from the shelves, she found herself contemplating the flat-pic of three Aus at their sheep station: Mildred
Higgins, Sdly Brunner, Jackson Roy. Strong, straightforward people they seemed, smiling out of the
battered frame. People who would see nothing odd in teaching a Liaden scholar to shear sheep.

Theflat-pic was dightly wrinkled, asif someone had lately had it out of itsframe and reseated it
imperfectly. Or, Anne thought, perhaps the picture was so old the paper was beginning to dissolve. She
had a moment's urge to take the thing off the wall and smooth the pic tidy. Shaking her head at the
impulse, she turned back to Shan.

"Timeto go, laddie," she said, swinging him to the floor. "Hold tight to Mouse, now."
She picked up her briefcase, took her son's hand and stepped out into the hall.

Shan uttered a sharp squeak and fell silent, hishand gone cold in hers.

Fil Tor Kinraefinished hisbow and amiled, coldly, up into her eyes.

"Scholar. How fortunate that | meet you. We have much to spesk about.”

Anneinclined her head and dlowed anote of irritation to be heard. "Alas, Sr, | am unableto
accommodate you today. | am bound for the Port.”

"Then | am twicefortunate,” he said in hiscurioudy flat voice. "I go to the Port, aswel. Allow meto
driveyou."

"Thank you, no. | have trangport." She made to go past him down the hall, but he was abruptly before
her.

The gunin his hand was quite steady. He was pointing it at Shan.

"Y ou do not seem to grasp the Situation, Scholar,” he said, and the mode was Superior to Inferior. "You
will dlow meto drive you to the Port. Y ou will continue to do precisaly as| command. Fail, and | shall
certainly harm—that." The gun moved minutely, indicating Shan.

"He'sonly achild,” Annesaid dowly. Fil Tor Kinraeinclined hishead.
"So heis. Walk thisway, if you please, and pray do not do anything foolish.”

He cameto himsdf in the gray of foredawn, face crushed into the hearth rug, one outflung hand clutching
atattered piece of red silk and atawdry, fraying love knot.

His body ached amazingly, but that was no matter. His mind was clear.
He had dreamed.

Baffling, grief-laden dreams, they were, that robed the veriest commonplace in twisty, aien menace until
his stomach churned with the strangeness of it and his head felt likely to burst asunder.

There weretolls demanded, now and again—he gave what was asked: Hisring, hisfortune, hispeace. In
return he was promised safe passage through the surrounding menace. He was promised love, melant'i
and areturn of peace.

Thetoll-man demanded his son.

"He'smy son, Er Thom!™ he cried out and felt asif his heart were broken anew. "He'sa Terran citizen!



Y our clan doesn't know and your clan doesn't care!” He covered hisface and wept aloud.
"I came home," he whispered distractedly, "and you were gone..."

Full awake, lucid and cam, herolled to his back, cardess alike of complaining muscles and ruined finery.
He stared up at the gray-washed ceiling and considered hisown folly.

Of course Anne did not care of Shan's place in Line—that would beto think asaLiaden. Tothink asa
Terran—to think like Anne—one would weigh the answers to such questions and find in them proof that
the man she had asked to guard her mdant'i—the man she loved too well to allow his sacrifice— had
willfully cheeted her, stolen her child and placed him beyond her reeach—forever.

Comesthe same man pursuing his suit and Anneis flung headlong and frightened into agame so complex
it might well give a seasoned player pause.

The man crieslifemates—does he lie? He had lied once, had he not? Assume he lies—necessity
demandsit. Lieto himinreturn, alittle; better, alow him to deceive himsdlf. Play for time, play for the
single, dender moment of escape.

She had played well—brilliantly well, for one unused to the game. Y et she had been unable, even for
necessity, to lieentirely. Honor would not alow her to wear the ring he had given.

He wondered, lying there, if she had known her confidence to Daav would end thus, with Er Thom safely
out of the way, and her path clear from nursery to space port. It seemed likely.

He sighed and moved his head from side to side againgt thefloor.

Anneswindow of opportunity was today—this morning. She would take it—she mugt, or al play was
for naught. He rather thought she would try to barter Moond's jewelry for passage away, an enterprise
she might find more difficult than she had supposed.

His course was clear. He spared athought for his brother— but it seemed he was beyond fedling any
new pain. The Heder would soon arrive; she must find an empty room when she did.

He cameto hisfeet, wincing alittle at the protest of his muscles, and went aong to the shower, stripping
off hisformal clothes as he walked.

Muscles eased by ahot shower, Er Thom dressed in plain, serviceable trousers, plain shirt, comfortable
boots. Each of the boots carried acantrain the hedl.

The belt he ran around hiswaist carried two dozen cantra between the layers of lesther; the
cunningly-made silver buckle could be traded either for melt-price or as an artwork.

From the lock-box he took other sorts of money: Terran bits, loops of pierced shell and malachite,
rough-cut gems. These he disposed in several secret pockets about his person, and closed the safeon a
dozen times the amount he had taken.

He shrugged into hisleather pilot'sjacket, feding it settle heavily across his shoulders. Coinswere sewn
between the outer lining and the inner; more coinsweighted thewai <.

For amoment he fingered hisjewel-box, frowning—and decided againgt. He pulled a second, smdler
box toward him, lifted the lid and brought the gun out.

Quickly, he cracked it, checked it, reassembled it and dipped it into ajacket pocket. Extra pellets went



into till other pockets. He closed the box and put it meticuloudy back in its place.
So. Helooked around hisroom, reviewing his plan.

Annesfirst object must beto leave Liad. Thus, hewould find her at the Port. Necessity might dictate that
she bear her son away, but she loved Er Thom yosGaan. He knew that. She would alow him to come
close enough to speak to her— close enough to touch her.

The gun weighed like astonein his pocket. For amoment he hated it with an intengity that should have
been shocking— then he shook the emotion away. He must make haste. Daav would be here with the
Hedler very soon.

Pilot quick, he went back to the parlor and opened the window wide. The door was unlocked; he didn't
bother locking it or scrambling the access code. Such tactics would scarcely dow Daav. The best plan
was to be gone, and quickly.

He spared aglance for Jeaza Kazone, stretching tall and true acrossthe valey, visble sign of Cantra
yosPhdium'slove for Jea, her partner, and the father of her child. Tears pricked his eyes; he dashed
them away, swung over the sill and began the downward climb.

Daav ran across to the open window, heart in his mouth. Gods, no, he would not—

But his brother's broken body did not lie on the path so far below. Indeed, a cooler perusal of the vine
that grew along the window and bel ow discovered disturbed leaves, torn runners, crushed
flowers—damage one would expect a climber to inflict.

Daav swore, though with more relief than anger, for it was an gppalling climb down a sheer rock wal and
thevinevery littlead, in case one should fall.

"However, hedid not fal," Master Hedler Kestra commented from behind him. *So you may lay that fear
adde, if you please”

He turned back to her and bowed fully. "My apologies, Master Hedler. It appears my brother
had—busi ness e sewhere.”

"Urgent business," she agreed in her dry way. She paced to the hearth rug, bent to pick up ascrap of red
fabric and abit of gold ribbon.

"The room," she murmured, her face losing its accustomed sharpness as she reached for nuance beyond
the mere physicd.

"Theroom tells me of great distress, of two people— wounded, yet fighting for
understanding—of—resolution..."

"Two?' Daav demanded, for surely Er Thom would not have been so disobedient as—A breeze from the
window mocked the thought.

From the hearth-rug, Master Kestrafrowned. "Two? Of course—No. No, | believe you are quite
correct. Three people. But surely oneis—achild? A rather exceptiona child. | would beinterested in
meaking the child's acquaintance, | think."

"It had been intended,” Daav said as his mind raced, placing piece against piece until he had the shape of
how it must have been.



The lady would not leave without the child, hethought, withicy cdm. Er Thom would not stay
without the lady. The luck send I'min time to catch them at the Port!

"Magter Hedler, | am wanted urgently € sawhere.”

She turned from her study of the mantel piece and gave him alook of degpy amusement, running the
red-and-gold ornament absently through her dender fingers.

"Go aong, then. | shall await your return.”
Without even abow he was gone, running at the top of his considerable speed.

A few moments|ater the sound of alandcar's engine came through the open window and faded repidly
into the distance.

The Healer sat cross-legged upon the hearth rug, dreamy-eyed and languorous. She smoothed the
tattered little love token flat on her palm, closed her eyes, and prepared hersdlf to listen.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

To be outside of the clan isto be dead to the clan.
—Excerpted from the Liaden Code of Proper Conduct

She spoke once on the ride to Solcintra Port, to offer their captor the jewelsin her briefcase, in trade for
their freedom.

"l am not a patient man, Scholar," Fil Tor Kinrae replied without sparing aglance at her face.

Anne sat back in the short, cramped seat, shoulder bumping the opaqued window, put her arms around
her son and tried to think.

Marksmanship had been part of her required course of study at the Academy of Music. She had never
been comfortable carrying agun, though, and given the habit up on her return to New Dublin.

Of course, she attended the mandatory self-defense practice course for faculty every other semester. But
the prospect of taking agun away from an undoubted professional while ensuring he did not shoot her
child iced her blood.

Perhaps a chance would present itself when they |eft the car. If she could keep between Shan and the
gun—in her lap, Shan twisted to push hisface againgt her breast.

He hadn't uttered a sound since his squesk of terror in the halway, miles and minutes ago. Annelay her
cheek againgt hishair and stroked him slently, hearing the echo of hisfright, feding her own muscles
tensein response.

Don't, shewarned hersdlf sharply. For the gods' sake, gel, don't set up a loop. The laddie's
frightened enough—and you need your wits about you.

She closed her eyes and ddiberately thought of Er Thom as he had been back on University, after it was
ettled that Shan would come to Liad—after they could be easy with each other again. She thought of his
understated humor, his care and his thoughtfulness. She thought of him cross-legged on the floor, assisting
in the design of ablock tower; she thought of him holding Shan in hislap, teling astory in his soft, sweet
VoiCe...



In her lap, Shan relaxed, the hand that clutched her deeve loosened. Anne resolutely thought of the good
times, and it seemed that she could see him before her, his hair brighter than gold, his eyes purple and
compelling benesth winged brows. The mind-image grew sharper until it seemed she need only extend a
hand to fed the silked surface of hisold leather jacket, to finger the new scar dong the shoulder, to touch
his cheek—once more...

The car stopped.
She sat up, Shan tensing against her. Now, perhaps...

The door popped open. Fil Tor Kinrae reached in, grabbed Shan by one arm and dragged him from
Annéslap.

"Ma" he shouted, then gasped into sllence. Anne flung out of the door—and froze, staring at the gun.

"Good," the man said without inflection. "Have the goodness to bring the case, Scholar. If the child
makes another sound he will regret it. Impressthat upon him, won't you?"

Annelicked her lips and looked down into her son'swide silver eyes. "Shannie," she said, keeping her
voice firm and even, "you haveto bevery quiet, OK?'

He swallowed and nodded, keeping his face turned away from the man who held him. Anne reached into
the car and pulled out her briefcase.

"Good," Fil Tor Kinrae said again and moved the gun. "Thisway, Scholar.”

They werein an dley, thin, dirty and deserted. Anne walked past two empty shop fronts and turned into
athird, obeying the movement of the gun. The man pushed ahead and shouldered the door open,
dragging Shan into adank vestibule. He pointed the gun at a set of twisty, ill-set steps.

"Up."

Obediently, she went up, minding the shalow stairs and hearing, in the hidden pocket of her mind, the
sound of her son's silent sobbing.

At thetop of the flight was another door, thisone dightly gar.

"In"

Anne pushed the door wide and walked in. Behind her the door closed, tumblersfaling loudly.

The woman at the console spun in her chair, snapping to her feet in such haste her many earrings jangled.

"Cold space, it'stheyosGaan's Terran!" The hard gray eyes went past Anne. "And the mongrel. Have
you gone mad?"'

Fil Tor Kinrae sent Shan redling againgt Anne's legs with negligent brutdity and walked within, moving his
shoulders.

"What business of mine, if the yosGaan keeps cows?'

"Andis o very cardess asto lose them,” the woman agreed, running a hand on which a master trader's
amethyst gleamed over her close-cropped head. "Well enough. But that child isKorva, my friend, and if
you believe the Dragon will not tear the Port to ground to find him, you have run mad™



"But they're not at the Port, Master ven'Apon,” Kinrae explained in hisflat voice. "They're at the
university.”

"Oh, arethey?' The hard eyesflickered over Anne'sface.

"That might serve," shedlowed. "I trust no one saw you take them." Her face shifted. "And | trust youll
alow them to be found far away from here, aswell. | need no trouble with Korval, thank you. The
yosGaan has dready done methefavor of cdling my name before the Guild, scar hisfacel™

Kinrae stared at her. "If | chose to leave them here, | hope to hear no word from you, Master.”

"Leaveyour dirty linento me, will you?' thelittle woman demanded hatly, putting her pdmsflat on the
desktop. "Damn you, wash your own laundry.”

The gunman looked at her blandly. "I believe you've had handsome payment.”

"And worked handsome hard!" the woman retorted. "I'vetold you I'm called before the Guild! How if |
scrub clean and show the gentles the way of buying amaster trader's license?!

"Would you sing that song?* he wondered flatly. "But birds have such short lives, Master ven'Apon.” He
moved hisgun, negligently.

"| shall be using the back room and | expect | shall not be disturbed.” The gun was on Anne, who was
holding Shan againgt her and stroking hishair.

"Touching. Thisway, Scholar." He reached out and pulled Shan away, fingerstwisted in the back of the
child'scollar. "Bring the case.”

She had not attempted to sdll the jewel s back to Moonel, nor had she been seen in the Gem Exchange.
He considered it unlikely that she knew of the less-savory establishments on the border of Mid-Port.
Besides, they would not give her near the sum she must have.

It could perhaps be judged an error of play, that she had not asked him for money. How simple amatter,
after dl, to point out that her purse was dimmer than she liked. He would have emptied his pockets at
her word. It was thus, between life-mates.

But Anne, Er Thom thought, standing at the curb on Exchange Strest—Anne would see such asking to
be dishonorabl e, the coins themsdves tainted, devalued by deceit.

Wondering where next to seek her, he stuck his handsinto his pockets, shuddering when hisfingers
touched the gun.

Ah, gods, beloved, must it be this path?

But there: Anne had chosen their course; to unchoose it was not possible. Bound to her as he was, with
spider-silk lines of love and lies, it was his part, now, to follow.

He stepped off the curb and crossed the busy street, waking back to his car, puzzling over where she
might have gone. Frowning and abstracted, he lay his hand against the door, and spun around, certain he
had heard someone cdl his name.

The street behind him was very nearly empty. No one stood near, hand raised in greeting.

He heard the cdll again—dightly louder. His name, certainly, the voice seeming to come from—the east.
Toward Mid-Port.



Holding his breath, he dipped into the car, sarted the engine—and sat waiting, stretching his ears, though
of course that was foolish. When the call came again, he put the car into gear and followed the fading
echoes through the noisy chatter of the outside world.

"Y ou will have the goodness to produce the piece of bogus evidence linking Liaden languageto Terran.”

Anne eyed Fil Tor Kinrae carefully. The gun was steady, but at least he had et Shan Sit next to her on the
hard wooden bench. The crying in the back of her mind had stopped, replaced by akind of exhausted
half-trance.

"If the evidence is bogus, why bother with it?" she asked the gunman.

He returned her scrutiny blandly. "1 collect lies, Scholar; it is an avoceation. Produce the materid or pay
the price. Please understand that | am able to extract whatever payment | will. Behold the destruction of
the Languages Department on University and believe me." He moved the gun. "The proof, Scholar.
Now."

"l don't haveit," she said, meeting his disturbingly expressionless eyes and willing him to believe the truth.
"JnDe yoKerahad it," he returned.

"So | believe. However, the centra argument ismissing from hisnotes. | thought it might bein his
research computer, but | was not ableto find it." She nodded toward the briefcase leaning against the
wall. "l copied the core. Thedisk isin my case. Y ou're welcomed to takeit."

"Am |? But how kind. However, | am not interested in negative results, Scholar. | give you one more
opportunity to cooperate: Produce this central argument of Jin Ddl's, this masterpiece of error that
attemptsto link Liad and Terrato acommon mother tongue.”

Her son's body was atorch, scorching her side, his presence in her mind an alert somnolence. She met
the gunman's eyesfully, and saw Jin Dd yo'Keras degth in their depths.

"l have no such information.”

"l see. Itismy belief, Scholar, that you are not fully awake to the vulnerability of your position. Perhapsa
demondrationisin order."

Thevoice no longer called hisname.

Indeed, Er Thom thought, threading the narrowing streets toward Mid-Port with rapid skill, that which
guided him was no longer voice, but—compulsion. He followed it and in good time pulled over to the
sdeof an dley, just behind another, nondescript and dightly battered, landcar.

He got out of the car and walked a short distance. It took less than a minute to persuade the street door
to admit him, after which helost no timein going up the rag-tag stairway.

Jyl ven'Apon spun round as he burst through the door, her hand flashing toward the wesapon set ready on
the desk—too late.

Er Thom's gun was dready out and aimed, with regrettable accuracy, a apoint in the precise center of
her forehead.

Annetried to block the man with her body and earned afist against her shoulder for her efforts. He
grabbed for Shan.



The child flung himsalf back againgt the wall, soft-booted feet flailing at the man'sface.
"Miradal" he screamed in piercing hysteria. "Miradal Miradal"

Fil Tor Kinrae swore and snatched again, clawed hand grabbing for fragile throat. Anne twisted, flung the
man haf backward and used her elbow in the way she had been taught.

One blow to crush aman'swindpipe. Kinrae dropped like a stone. Before he hit the floor, Anne had the
gun out of hishand and caught Shan to her.

"Hush, baby. Hush, OK?'

Face againg the Side of her neck, he nodded. Anne held him, mind working feverishly. Thewomanin the
other room: She would have to be prepared to kill her, aswell. Anne swallowed, fedling the gunin her
hand, the plastic still warm from Kinrag's grip.

"Shannie, ligentome. Y ou ligening?'
IIY$II

"OK. I'm going out for aminute. Y ou need to stay here (with a dead man on the floor, Annie Davis?).
I'll be back in aminute and then well leave. (Gods willing.) Promise meyou'll stay here until | comefor
you."

"Promise, Ma."
"Good." She hugged himtight. "I love you, Shannie

The warning was little enough—alight step in the hal beyond. Anne cameto her feet, thrusting her son
behind her, gun held ready.

The door burst open.
"Mirada"

Er Thom's eyes flashed over her face, took in Shan and what wasleft of Fil Tor Kinrae on the floor. He
dipped hisgun away and held out ahand.

"Come away now. Quickly."
Er Thom had the briefcase, Anne was carrying Shan, uncertain if the shaking shefelt was hisor her own.

They went through the console-room. A glance revedled no body bleeding itslife out on floor or desk.
Anne swalowed around a mingled sense of nausea and rdlief, recalling what was left behind on the back
room floor.

"How did you get here?" she asked Er Thom, voice sounding thin in her own ears.
He spared her aquick violet glance. "1 heard you caling.”
"Oh." She gulped, hugging Shan tight. "We'releaving Liad, Er Thom."

"Yes," hesaid, leading the way down thetricky stairs. "I know." At the bottom of the flight he turned to
her.

"Y ou and our child must be attended by a Hedler as soon as possible. We should thus book passage on



Chelda, which leavesthis afternoon and has a Healer on-gtaff. After we are safe away, we may modify
direction.”

She stopped, blinking into his beautiful, beloved face. "We?'

He met her eyes, his own unguarded, hisface fully open to her.

"If youwill haveme."

Hg(;/e him? Anne drew a careful breath, aware of Shan, trembling in her arms. "We haveto talk," she
sad.

Er Thom bowed dightly. "We do, indeed. Let usboard Chelda. The Hedlers shall tend to you and to our
son. We shdll talk. Fully, | sweer it. If you choose then that we must go separate paths, | shall trouble
you no further." He held out atentative hand.

"Can you trust mein these things, Anne?’
Shetouched hisfingertipslightly with her own. "Yes™"
"Good," he said gravely. "L et us go away from here."

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

In the case of a clan's loss of an individual member through the actions of a person unrelated to
the clan, balance-payment is hereby set forth. Such payment weighs equally the occupation, age,
and clan-standing of the individual who has been lost. The attached chart shall henceforth be the
standard by which all clans shall compute such balance-payment.

—From the Charter of the Council of Clans, Fifth Amended Edition

"Yes, | see" The Healer Folded neat handsinto hislap. "For the child, forgetfulness. And for yoursdf as
well, if youwishit, Lady.”

Anne found herself looking into apair of bright brown eyes.

She frowned, fighting to think with amind that seemed frozen and unwieldy. Er Thom had handled the
arangements a the reservation office, dicing through what Anne dimly percelved as adaunting mountain
of red tape. He had bespoken them a suite aboard Chelda, she remembered that he had said so. But
what else he might have told her, she could not presently call to mind.

On consideration, they might very well be on Chelda now, in the very suite Er Thom had rented, though
the shuttle trip seemed likewise lost to recollection. The only thing she clearly remembered was the scene
in the Mid-Port back room, where she had killed aman and left him lying on thefloor...

The Healer waslooking at her, head tipped to one side, face alert and friendly.

"Forgetfulness," she managed. Her voice was shaking badly, she noted with detachment. ™Y ou can make
Shan forget what happened?'

TheHeder inclined hishead. "Very easily, Lady. Shdl 17?7
"It would be best," she heard Er Thom murmur beside her.

She hugged Shan tight againgt her chest. "Yes," she said awkwardly, the dead man looming before her



mindseye. "If you please.”

"Very wdl." He stood, adiminutive man with aquantity of curly gray-shot hair, and held out ahand. "We
shdl haveto bedone, Shanand . It will not takelong."

On her 1ap, Shan stirred, looking up at the tiny man out of dull Slver eyes. Abruptly, he wriggled upright
and leaned forward in Anne's hold.

"Beautiful sparkles," he announced, and raised a hand toward the Hedler. " Show me."
TheHeder amiled. "Certainly.”

Shan wriggled again, and Annetook her arms away. Her son did from her 1ap and clasped the Hedler's
hand. Together they disappeared into an anteroom.

"Anne?' Er Thom's voice was worried. Sheturned to look at him. "Shall you take forgetfulness, aswell?*

Forget... Shewanted, desperately, to forget. Especiadly, she wanted to forget that last moment, when her
body had taken over from her mind and—she had killed aman. She had intended to kill him. He had
threatened her child, herself. He had murdered Jin Del yo'Kera, by his own word, he had destroyed the
Language Arts building and only pure luck that no one had died of it—

"Anne!" Er Thom's hands were on her shoulders.
Sheredized she was trembling, looked wildly into hisface.
"What happened—happened to the—master trader?'

Hisfingers were kneading her shoulders, setting up arhythm in counter to her trembling. " She need not
concern you."

"Youkilled her."

"No." Helifted ahand and tenderly cupped her cheek. There was no need. Sheran away." Gently, he
bent and lay hislipsagaingt hers, whisper-light and warm.

Tears spilled over. She lurched forward, face buried in his shoulder, armstight around hiswaist. The
trembling turned to violent shaking, the tearsto haf-cries, gritted out past locked teeth.

Er Thom held her, one hand stroking her hair, the vulnerable back of her neck. He spoke in the Low
Tongue, honoring her, loving her. Indeed, he barely knew what he said, except it camefull from the heart.
It seemed the sound of his voice soothed her.

The storm passed, quickly for al its passion. Shelay shivering in hisarms, her cheek pillowed againg his
shoulder.

"Remember something for me," she said huskily, her breasth warm against the side of his neck.
He stroked her hair. "What shdl | recal?"

"That—Fil Tor Kinrae. He wanted the central argument— the materid that was missing from Doctor
yo'Keras proof. | know—I think | know whereit is." She drew ashuddering breath. "It's behind the flat
pic of—of the Aus sheep farmers. In his office. Remember that, Er Thom." Her arms tightened around
him. "It'simportant.”



"l will remember," he promised.

"Thank you." She sighed and nestled her cheek againgt him, seeming more peaceful, though she trembled
gill.

The door to the anteroom opened and the Healer spoke with the ease of one for whom there are few
surprisssinlife,

"The childisadeep. If the lady will comewith me, | shall see what might be wrought.”

She stirred and moved her arms from hiswaist. Er Thom stepped back, took her hand and helped her to
rise. Sipping her arm through his, he guided her to the doorway and gave her over to the Hedler.

"I will bewith you," he said, smiling up into her beloved and careworn face, "when you wake."

She gave him an uncertain smilein return. "All right," she mumbled, and alowed the Hedler to lead her
avay.

* ok ok

The Heder's exhaustion showed clearly in hisface. He accepted a glass of wine with unfeigned gratitude
and dumped into the offered chair with asigh.

Er Thom sat in the chair opposite, Sipped hiswine and put it aside.

"It isfortunate,”" the Healer said after asip or two of hisown, "that they were able to be seen so quickly
after the event. | anticipate no complicationsfor the child: The dream will be hazy when he wakesfrom
trance and will continue to fade over the next two or three days.

"Thelady | believe capable of recapturing the entire experience, did necessity exist. She hasadisciplined
mind and avery strong will. If she should find it difficult to concentrate, if her degp isdisturbed, if sheis
troubled in any way—only call. | shdl be honored to assist her.”

Er Thom inclined hishead. "I thank you."
"Itisjoy to serve," the Heder replied formally. He had recourse once moreto his glass.

"The child," he said then and met Er Thom's gaze. "Y our Lordship is perhaps not aware thet the child is
something out of the common way. It would be wisdom, were he to be shown—soon—to amaster
Heder, or brought to aHall."

Agan, Er Thominclined hishead. "I shal discussthe matter with my lady.”
"Certainly." The Heder finished hiswine and rose to make his bow.

Er Thom rose, returned the man's s ute with gravity, straightened and held out ahand inwhich a
gx-cantragleamed.

"Please accept tangible evidence of my gratitude for the service you render my lady and our son.”
"Your Lordshipisgracious.” The coin disappeared. The Hedler inclined his head.

"Good day, sr. Fair fortune to you and yours."

"Andtoyou, Heder."



Er Thom walked the smaler man to the door and let him out into the wide, cruise-ship halway. He
closed the door and locked it—and went back through the parlor to the bedroom, there to keep watch
at Anné's bedside until such time as she should wake.

* * %

Coming out of deep was like coming out of heavy cloud, into lighter cloud, to dense fog, to mis—to
bright, unencumbered sun.

Anne gretched luxurioudy. She felt wonderfully well, without care or grief; lucid and joyful for thefirst
timeindays.

She gtretched again, knowing that they were booked on the cruise ship Chelda, bound for Lytaxin and
points outward, scheduled to leave Liad orbit this very afternoon. Her son was safe and happy—deeply
adeep a the moment, she knew. Er Thom was traveling with them—she forgot precisely how that hed
come about, for suredy—

Thethought did away, vanishing into awarm glow of happiness.
"Hdlo, Anne." Hisvoice, in gentle Terran. "Areyou well?"

"WelI?' She opened her eyes and smiled up into his, extended alanguid hand and brushed his cheek with
her fingertips, reishing the dow stir of passion. "I'm wonderful. | guess| needed anap.”

"l—guess" Er Thom agreed softly. He traced her eyebrows with alight fingertip. ™Y ou are beautiful .
She laughed. "No, laddie, there you're out. | am not beautiful.”

"You redly must dlow meto disagree with you," he murmured, fingertips like moon-moths against her
lips. He smiled, eyes smoky, fingers running the line of her jaw. "Beautiful Anne. Darling Anne.
Sweetheart.”

She gasped, as much from surprise asfrom the tingle of pleasure his caresses evoked.

"Y ou don't—Y ou never say—things..." Hisfingersweretracing aline of fire dong the curve of her
throat.

"My dreadful manners" he murmured, bending his bright head as his clever fingersworked lose the
fagtening of her shirt. "Forgive me."

His mouth was hot over the pulse at the base of her throat. Hisfingers were teasing anippleto erection.

"Teach me," hewhispered, raising his head and kissing her cheek, her eydids, her chin. "What ese
should | say, Anne?'

Shelaughed breathlesdy, cupping hisfacein her two hands and holding him ill.

"I don't think you need to say anything more at the moment,” she murmured, and kissed him, very
thoroughly, indeed.

She woke again, sated and atinglein every nerve, opened her eyes and saw him leaning above her, face
suffused with tenderness. She shivered and reached for him.

"Er Thom, what'swrong?"



"Ah." He stroked her hair softly back from her forehead. "1 shall—miss—my clan.”

Coldness|eached into her, riding confusion. Why was he here? The plan—hadn't the plan been to take
Shan and hersdf away to New Dublin? Er Thom was to have stayed with his clan, wasn't that the plan?
How—She groped after the precise memory. It duded her, leaving her blinking up into hiseyes, fedling
haf-ill with londiness, vulnerable as she had never been vulnerable.

"Y ou could—" Gods, she could scarcely breathe. She pushed her voice past the tight spot in her throat.
"Theship'sdill in orbit, isn'tit? Y ou could—go home..."

"No, how could 17" He smiled gently and lay hisfinger along her lips. "Y ou and our son areleaving Liad.
How can | stay?' He kissed her cheek. "1 shall learn, sweetheart. | depend upon you to teach me."

She tared at him, speechless—then blinked, attention diverted.
"Shan'swaking up."

"l shal goto him," Er Thom said, dipping out of the wide bed and bending to retrieve his clothes. He
smiled at her. "If you like, we three may go up to the observation deck and watch the ship break orbit.”

Hewas going to stay with them, loneliness and vulnerability be damned. Shefdt his determination echo at
the core of her. Hewasturning hisback on his clan, on wealth and position; throwing hislot in with
Linguigtics Professor Anne Davis, untenured.

"Er Thom—"

"Hush." He bent quickly over her, stopping her protestswith hislips. "'l love you, Anne Davis, with dl of
my heart. If you will not have Liad, then you must lead me to another place, and teach me new customs.
Only do not put me aside..." Hisvoice broke, eyes bright. "Anne?’

"Youlied," she said uncertainly, for that had suddenly come crysta clear. "Y ou said you weren't a
thief—"

"Nor am |." He sat on the edge of the bed and caught her handsin his. "Anne, listen. If there were achild
who was Davis, and | caused him to brought into Korval, that isthievery. But achild named yosGalan,
brought into Korva—how may yosGdan sted ayosGaan?' Hisfingersweretight on hers; shefdt the
truthin him, likeaflame, melting awvay old fears.

"l erred. That, yes. | mistook local custom and thought | had explained enough. | thought, having done
honor in name, you now passed the full joy of another yosGalan to the clan, aswas right and proper.
Liaden. | plead stupidity. | plead pride. But you must acquit me of lying to you, Anne. That, | never
undertook.”

"Youll comewith us?' she said, wonderingly. "To New Dublin?'

"Isthat where you are bound?' Er Thom moved his shoulders. "1 shall stand at your side. It iswhat |
wish." Hetipped hishead. "We may need to tarry upon Lytaxin. Our son should be seeninthe Heder's
Hall—unlessthereis such on New Dublin?"

She shook her head. "WEIl need to talk," she said, and heard avague, fog-shrouded echo. She let it fade
away, uncurious.

Er Thom inclined hishead. "Sowe shdl. | will go to our son now."



"I'll sort out my clothes,” Anne said, with wry humor, "and meet the two of you in the parlor very soon.”

Shan pronounced himsdf both hungry and thirsty. He submitted with acertainill-grace to having hishair
combed and awet cloth passed over hisface, but took Er Thom's hand willingly enough and went with
him into the parlor.

One step into the room, Er Thom froze, staring & the man in the black leather jacket who lounged at his
ease on the low-dung sofa, long legs thrust out before him and crossed neetly at the ankle. Helifted a
glassof blood-red winein salute and Spped, room lights running liquid off the enamd-work of hissingle

rng.
"Daav!" Shan cried joyoudy.

"Hello, Nephew," the man replied gently. His black eyes went to Er Thom. "Brother. | perceivel amin
time"

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Take the cour se opposite to custom and you will almost always do well.
—Jean Jacques Rousseau

Shan was settled at alow tablein the corner, acrystal glass of juice and sometidbits of cheese to hand.
Er Thom came back to the center of the room and stood staring down at the man on the sofa.

"My family and I," he said eventualy, and in Terran, "are bound for New Dublin.”
Daav raised hisglass, lips pursed in congderation.

"A pagtord location," he dlowed in the same language. "Do you plan along stay?"
"l believe Anne means usto settle there.”

"Redly?' Daav lifted an eyebrow. "I don't see you asafarmer, denubia.”

"That hasvery littleto say to the matter,” Er Thom informed him flatly.

"Ah. Wdll, that islowering, to be sure." He flourished the glass, switching to Low Liaden. "Drink with me,
brother.”

"| regret to inform you," Er Thom said, keeping stubbornly to Terran, "that your brother is dead.”

"Oh, dear. But you are misnformed, you know," Daav said kindly, pursuing hisend of the conversation
now in Low Liaden. "My brother was seen not very many hours ago, booking passage for three upon
Chelda. Unlessthe linés service has gone entirely awry, | believe we may assume heisenjoying his
customary robust hedth.”

"Miradal" Shan caled from acrossthe room. "Morejuice. Please!”

"Y ou will haveto teach himto cal you otherwise," Daav murmured, and lifted an eyebrow at Er Thom's
Sart.

"Father," he suggested in soft Terran, meeting the determined violet eyes. "Pgpa. Da. Something of that
nature.”



"Mirada?' Shan cdled.

Er Thom went to him, refilled the glass and ruffled his frost-colored hair. Then he came back to stand and
stare. Daav spped wine, unperturbed.

"I repudiate the clan,” Er Thom said, the High Tongue cold as hyperspace.

"Yes, but you see" Daav returned earnestly in the Low Tongue, "the clan doesn't repudiate you. If things
were otherwise, | might very well wave you away. An off-shoot of the clan on New Dublin might be
amusing. But things are not otherwise, darling. The clan needs you—you, yourself, not Smply your genes.
| cannot allow you to leave us. Necessity." He used his chin to point at Shan, engrossed in his snack.

"And if you think | shal alow that child beyond range of aHeder Hall any time before he has compl eted
formal training, | beg that you think again." He cocked awhimsical eyebrow. "Come home, darling, do.”

Er Thom's mouth tightened, his eyes wounded.

"My family and |," he repesated steadfastly, though his Terran had gone rather blurry, "are bound for New
Dublin. The ship leaveswithin the hour.”

Daav sighed. "No," he corrected gently. "It does not.”
Er Thom drew acareful breath. "The schedule—"

"l see| havefailed of making mysdf plain." He swirled what was€eft of hiswine and glanced up, black
eyesglinting.

"This ship goesnowhere until | leaveit. And | shal not leave it without yourself and your sonin my
company.” Heraised hisglass and finished the last of thewine.

"Thereisan important package due from Korva," he said, somewhat more gently. "The ship isbeing held
foritsarival.

It will make rather ahash out of traffic, of course, but that's the port master's problem, not mine." He put
the glassaside.

"When | leave the ship, the package will be delivered and Chelda may be onitsway." He moved his
hand asif he cast dice. "It is now your throw, brother. How long shdl we hang in orbit?"

Therewasalong slence.

"Anneand | are—tied together,” Er Thom said eventudly, and in, his brother heard with relief, the Low
Tongue. "Understand me. | heard her call—from across the Port. | followed her thought to a place—"
He moved his shoulders. "Thereis adead man named Fil Tor Kinraein the back room of awarehousein
Mid-Port."

"How ddightful. Y our work?'

"Annes. In rescue of our son." Helifted ahand and ran it through his hair. "The Hedler has been to both.”
"Very good. | hesitate to mention that Master Hedler Kestraawaits you at Tredla Fantrol.”

Er Thom dtiffened. "Anneand | aretied. | had just told you."

"My dreadful memory," Daav murmured. "I do however seem to recall that the lady swore she would



have none of you. Thisleads meto the unfortunate conclusion that any— bonding—that existsis on your
Sdedone”

Er Thom bowed with exquisiteirony. "Asyou will. Onesided or nat, it exigs. | go with Anne, since
choiceisnecessary. | cannot do otherwise.”

"Ah, can you not?' Daav frowned; turned his head.

The door to the bedroom did open and Anne came into the room. She advanced to Er Thom's side and
looked down, her face tranquil, as the faces of those newly Heded tended to be. Daav inclined his head.

"Good-day, Anne."
"Daav," shereturned gravely. "Have you cometo take Shan away?'

"Worsethan that," he said, watching her face with al a Scout's care. "1've come to take your son and
your lover avay."

Something moved in her eyes; heread it asanger.
"Er Thom makes hisown choices" she said flatly. "My son comeswith me."

"To New Dublin?' Daav asked, keeping hisvoice gentle, his posture unthreatening. "Anne, your child
bodes to be aHedler of some note, if he does not come to hafling as one of dramliz. How shall New
Dublin train him to use these abilities? Will you wait until he harms someone through ignorance—or until
he begins to go mad—before you send him back to Liad to be taught?' He showed her hisempty pams.

"How do | serve my chaleket by denying his son the training he must have to survive? How does flinging
talent into exile serve Korva?' He lowered his hands and gave her arueful amile.

"For good or ill, Shan isof Korva. We arein Liaden space, subject to the law and customs of Liad.
Shan'sdelm commands him to bide a home. Thelaw will find no different.”

Shelicked her lips. "Terran lav—"

Daav inclined hishead. "Y ou are free to chart that course. However, for the years such litigation will
doubtless encompass, the child bides with Clan Korva, hisfamily of record.” He shifted; cameto hisfegt
in onefluid move, hand out in agesture of supplication.

"Anne, hear me. Theluck wasiniit, that you brought your child to Liad. Thereisnowhere elsein the
gaaxy where histaents are understood so well. | am not your enemy in this, but your friend. Only think
and you will seethat itisso!"

Her mouth wastight, fine eyesflashing. "Y ou seem to have me over abarre," she commented. "What do
you propose | do, hang on as Clan Korval's guest until my son is come of age?’

Daav tipped his head, watching Er Thom's face out of the Side of an eye.

"Why, astothat,” he said calmly, "hereis my brother says he can do nothing other than stand at your
Sde, whatever ground you choose. He makes arather compelling case for himsdlf, casting asde his
delm'sword and escaping from hisrooms down avine. If things were otherwise, | might well give such
devotion itsjust reward. But the devil'sin it, you see—I need him. Korval needs him. He comeswith me,
if I must have him off thisship in chains.”

"So the great House of Korval holds hostages, doesit?* Anneflashed. "Isthishonor?”



"We had been—wishing—to talk," Er Thom said, very softly, from her side. "' Perhgps—we might find the
proper compromise—on Liad."

Anne spunto look at him, eyeswide.

Er Thom met her gaze. "Isthe intent of the trade to keep we three together?' he asked. "Or isit to keep
usforever at— at—"

"Loggerheads," she supplied, dmost absently. ™Y ou would burden yourself with a Terran on Liad?!
There was anote of wistfulness beneath the disbelief. Daav relaxed, carefully. Er Thom took her hand
and smiled up into her eyes.

"Y ou would have burdened yourself with aLiaden,” he murmured, “on New Dublin.”
Daav felt asmal hand dip into hisand looked down into Shan's bright silver eyes.

"Hi, Daav," that young gentleman said comfortably. He smiled impartidly at dl three adults. "We go home
now?'

"May | offer you morefruit, Master Healer?' Petrellayos-Galan asked from the head of the table,
"Cheee?'

"Thank you, my needs have been well provided for." Master Hedler Kestrainclined her head.

Thodelm yosGalan's displeasure with her son was entirely audible to the Hedler'sinner ears. It was, of
course, bad form to broach the subject of emotiona turmoil with one who had not specificaly requested
aid, and Kestra had scrupuloudly kept to good form. Thusfar. She could not help but admit, however,
that her sympathieslay on the sde of the aboruptly absent dthodelm and the lady his heart would not
relinquish.

The shabby little love-knot had been compelling, as had the struggle she had perceived in the room's
echoes. Two people who loved each other, each striving for right conduct. More the pity that the two
were persons of melant'i and that right conduct shifted like moon shadow, world to world.

"1 must offer gpology,” PetrllayosGaan said ill-temperedly, "for my son'slack of manner. Of late he has
come unruly, to the clan'sdistress.”

"No need of gpology,” Kestrareturned mildly. "Those of Korva are understood to be unruly.” She
gmiled.

"| recall when the delm—Scout Cadet yosPhelium he was at the time—applied for Hedling, after hisship
was disabled. Four Hedlerswere required for the task of smoothing the memory—mysalf and another of
Master rank, with two high adepts—and he wished to forget!" She sipped tepid teaand set the cup
downwith atiny click.

"For dl of that, we did not entirely accomplish our god. We succeeded in blurring the experience, but he
recdlsit. | am certain that he does. | believe it to be adistant recollection, devoid of emotion, asif he had
read of theincident in abook. But | am entirely certain he could tap the memory in dl itshorror, did he
become convinced of necessity.”

Her host said nothing to this and after amoment the Healer continued, in not so very good form:

"It has perhaps—forgive mel—escaped notice that your son'slove-for thislady and their child goes very
deep.”



"S0?' Petrdlasaid harshly. "We have dl lost that which weloved, Hedler. It isthe nature of the game.”
"True," Kestradlowed. "But it is not the purpose of the game.”

"Enlighten me," the thodelm requested, with acid courtesy, "isit myself you have been requested to
Hed?'

Kedtrainclined her head. "Maam, it isnot. Y ou must forgive me and lay fault with my years. | find that
old women are often impertinent.”

"Not to say incorrigible" Petrelaremarked, and Kestra smiled, feding thetingle of the other's
amusement.

"I had told Korvd | should await hisreturn,”" Kestrasaid. "If it does not inconvenience the House—"

But she got no further. There was a subdued clatter in the hallway, the door to the dining room swung
open and Delm Korva entered with hislong, silent stride, accompanied by avery tdl lady and a
fair-haired man carrying achild. The Hedler cameto her feet, inner eyes a-dazzle.

Fumbling like anovice, she Sorted the images. Thoddm yosGalan she could now ignore; likewise
Korva'svivid emotive pattern. The others....

The strongest was adazzle of tumbling color and untamed light—rather asif one had fdlen head-first into
akaleidoscope. With difficulty, the Hedler traced the tumbling imagesto their source, bringing the pattern
to overlay what was perceived by the outer eyes—gasped and automatically damped her own outpui.

" am—honored—to meet Shan yosGalan,” she said, perhapsto theroom at large. "I would
wel come—indeed, requirel—opportunity to spend more time with him. But if my primary concernisto
be A'thoddm yosGalan, | must ask that the child be removed. Heis—enormoudy bright.”

Korva was areedy at the wall-mounted intercom. A'thodem yosGalan aso moved, leaving thetdll lady
standing aone near the door.

"Mother," he said, going gracefully to one knee by PetrellayosGalan's chair. 1 bring your grandson,
Shan, to meet you."

Theold lady's pattern, seen dimly through therioting light show that was the child, registered yearning,
even affection. However, the face she showed the one who knelt before her was bitterly hard. She did
not so much aslift her eyesto the child.

"Sad sparkles,” the child said suddenly and wriggled in the athodelm's grasp. Set upon hisfest, he
reached out and took one of Petrella's withered handsin his.

"Hi," hesaid in Terran, and then, in Low Liaden, "Tra'savolecta, thawlana"

"Grandmother, isit?' Petrdlaglared into the smal face, then sighed, suddenly and sharply. "Good-day to
you aswell, child. Go with your nurse now, before you blind the Hedler."

"Come dong, Shan-son,”" the athodelm said softly. He took the child's hand and led him to the nurse
hovering at the door.

"Mrs. Intass," Shan cried, flinging himself againg her, "we went to the Port!"

"Wadl, what an adventure, to be surel” Mrs. Intass returned and led him out, carefully closing the door
behind her.



Master Hedler Kestralet out asigh of heartfelt relief, ran an exercise to calm her jangled nerves, and
trained her inner sight on the athodelm.

It was a pleasing pattern: Sharp-edged and cunning; subtly humorous, with a deep, well-guarded core of
passion. The Master Hedler nearly sghed again: Here was one who loved deeply—or not &t all. There
were Signs of stress on the overlay, which was expectable, and atenuous, dmost airy construct that—

The Heder frowned, focusing on that anomaly. There, yes, feeding straight to that core place where he
kept himsdf so doof. And it fed from—where?

Laborioudy, shetraced the airy little bridge—and encountered another pattern entirely.

Thisonewas dso orderly, well-shaped and passionate, overlain with the fragile skin of arecent Hedling.
The humor was broader, the heart-web less guarded, more expansive. The Hedler lost the bridgeina
twidting interjoin of passon and affection.

"Oh." Master Hedler Kestra opened her outer eyes, seeking Korval's sparkling black gaze. 'They're
lifemates”

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

There are those Scouts—and other misinformed persons— who urge that the Book of Clans be
expanded to include certain non-Liaden persons.

| say to the Council now, the day the Book of Clansincludes a Terran among its pages is the day
Liad beginsto fall!

—Excerpted from remar ks made befor e the Council of Clans
by the chair per son of the Coalition to Abolish the Liaden Scouts

"I beg your pardon,” Petrdlasaid acidly, "they are certainly not lifemates.”

The Master Hedler turned to her. "Indeed they are," she said, striving for gentleness. "It isvery nearly a
textbook case—a shade tenuous, perhaps, but beyond mistake.”

Petrellaturned her head and glared at the tall athodelm and histaller lady, standing Sde-by-sde at the
door.

"l forbidit," she said, the Command mode crackling minor lightnings.

Kestra saw theflicker in the athodelm'’s pattern and acted to prevent aresponse which could only pain
dl.

"Forgiveme," shesad firmly to Petrdla "It is plain you have failed of grasping the fullness of the Stuation.
| am not spesking of pleasant Signatures on a contract and aformal announcement in The Gazette. |
speak of averifiable, physica fact whichisnot in any way subject to your commands.”

"Lifemates?' Petrdlaflung back with pain-wracked scorn. "Which of themisawizard, pray?'

"Widl, now, the gaffer, hewas awater-witch," thetdl lady said in apeculiar, lilting voice, aglimmer of
half-wild humor lighting her paitern.

The Hedler frowned after the sense of the words, feding asmilarity to Terran, but unable to quite—

"A water-witch," Korva murmured in Adult-to-Adult, "is one who has the ability to locate water below



ground without use of instrumentation.” He flicked aglance a the Terran lady. " Correct?"

She moved her head up and down—Terran affirmative. "He found other things, too,” shesaidin
accented, though clear, Liaden. "Lost sheep. Jewery, once or twice. A missing child. But mostly he stuck
towater." She shrugged. "If you listen to the talk on New Dublin, al the ancestors were—fey, we say. It
adds color to the family tree.”

"You areyourself awizard, then?" Petrella's voice was sharp.
The Terran lady shook her head. "No, alanguage professor.”

"Y ou know when the child wakes," the athodelm murmured from her side. "Y ou know when | am
troubled. | heard you caling me, from many miles away, and followed your voice."

"And yet neither are of the dramliz," the Master Hedler said, firmly. "I recal when the athodem was
tested at Hedler Hall asachild. Wetested twice, for, after dl, he is of Korval." She moved her shoulders
and caught Korval's attentive eye.

"Plain meat and no sauce, the athodelm. Y oursalf—you have something, my Lord. If we are ever able
to quantify it, | shal tell you."

Heinclined hisdark head. "Y ou are gracious."

"You are dangerous—but, there. It iswhat one expects of Korval." She turned her attention once more
to Petrella

"Neither pretends to wizardhood, Thodelm. | suspect the only talent either ever held wasthe ability to
recognize and meld with the other. That work has proceeded as it must—hindered, das, by the demands
of custom, melant'i—and kin. It may not be stopped, nor may it be undone.” She showed her empty
hands, pam up.

"Y ou speak of wrapping the athodelm in forgetfulness, of sending the lady far away. To speek of these
thingsisto beill-informed. If they are separated by the length and breadth of the galaxy, still they will find
each other. They are lifemates, Thodelm. If your pride cannot be thwarted, you must have the lady
killed—and the child, aswell. Then, the athoddm will befree of her."

"Y et history tdlsusthat Master Wizard Rool Tiazan'slady lived in him after the degth of her body,”
Korva commented from across the room.

Kestrahid her smile with abow. "Indeed. Y ou understand that the tie between these two may not be so
potent—or it may well be potent enough. Certainly they are both strong-willed. Certainly they both love.
It may be that the areas where the match is not entirely perfect are those which are not so—
very—important. Who can say?"

Therewasasdlencein theroom. Korva shifted dightly, drawing al eyesto himsdlf.
"Cry grace, Aunt Petrella," he said gently. "The game has gone to chance.”

"Chance," the Terran lady murmured, aflutter of panic through her steady, beautiful pattern. "Chance
without choice.”

"Choicewas made," A'thodelm yosGaan said, "severd times over.” Hetook her hand, looking earnestly
up into her face. "'l love you, Anne Davis."



It thrilled dong al the matrices of her pattern, resonating within his. She smiled. "I love you, Er Thom
yosGaan." The smiled faded, and she spoke again with acertain sternness. "But we ill haveto talk.”

"Certainly," hereturned, smiling asif they were quite donein theroom. "Shdl | show you the maze? We
may be private there.”

"All right..."
He turned back to the room, making his bows, pattern a dazzling, sensuous clatter.

"Magter Hedler," he murmured, with a propriety that belied the joy ringing through him. "Mother." He
turned to face Korva and checked, the clamoring joy within him stuttering.

Carefully, dlently, he bowed respect for the deim.

Straightening, he stepped back, opened the door and alowed hislady to proceed him into the hall.
"Hasten Merchant be'Tarda,” Mr. pd'Kana announced from the doorway .

Daav |ooked wearily up from hiswork screen.

Luken had got anew jacket—an astonishing affair in bright blue with belled deeves and citron buttons.
The buttons flashed irritatingly when he made his bow.

"Winefor Master bel'Tarda," Daav instructed Mr. pel'Kana and waved ahand. "Sit, Cousin, do, and tell
me what bringsyou so far from the City."

"Well, it'snot asfar asthat,” Luken said serioudy, digposing himsdf with unusud carein the legther chair
acrossthe desk. "Matter of an hour'stravel, if you're unlucky in theroute.”" He received hisglassfrom
Mr. pe'Kanaand took the required sip, watching Daav trepidatioudy over the rim.

Daav smiled, picked up his near-empty cup and aso drank, setting the thing aside as Mr. pel'Kana
closed the door.

"Wadl, Luken, you might aswell make a clean breast, you know. | can hardly be expected to go before
the Council of Clanson your behdf unless| know the awful whole."

"Council of Clangl Here now, it'snothing—" L uken sputtered, caught himsdlf and sighed.

"It'sno wonder the world findsus odd,” he said severely, "when you go on giving rein to that sense of
humor of yours."

"Horrid, isn'tit?' Daav agreed. "Now you've vented your fedings, shall you tell mewhat iswrong? Peat
Rin?'

"Eh? Oh, no—no. Ease your heart there—the boy's fine, though we had his mother yesterday. Why that
woman ingsts on—Well." He glanced down and brushed an imaginary fleck of dust from one of his
improbable deeves.

"It'sabout young Syntebra,” he said, and raised a hurried hand. "Now, | know she'sintended for Er
Thom, but the thing is—well, damn it, it just won't do!"

Daav lifted an eyebrow, momentarily diverted. "No, won't it?'

"Terrified of him," Luken said warmly. "Of you, too, if it comesto that. Nothing against her. But she's



only achild, you see—and mid-House, beside. Hardly knows how to go on in that world, much less
rubbing High House shoulders. I'm not saying she can't make a success of things—but she needs more
work than Er Thom'slikely to have timeto give. HE'sabusy one, and he stands too close to the delm.”

Daav looked sharply away, picked up hisglass and drained it. "Does he?'

"Well, he'syour heir, isn't he? And the pair of you as cutting quick and twisty bright as any would
wish—I'll tell you what, it's tiring trying to keep abreast! The girl would be miserable, lost and uncertain
of hersdf." Heeyed Daav congderingly.

"You darm me, Cousin. | certainly would not wish one of Korvd to be the agent of such distress.
However, | fed sure you are about to offer me asolution to young Syntebrastroubles.”

Luken grinned, rather shamefacedly. " See through me like glass, can you? Wdll, it's no matter—I know
I'm not aclever fellow. Hereit is: I'll engage to marry Syntebra. Another child is no hardship on me—the
eldest isaway at school more often than she's home now-days, and Pat Rin's no trouble at al. Nexon will
be put to rest and amore equitable wife can be found for Er Thom."

"Undoubtedly, amore equitable wife can be found for Er Thom," Daav murmured, possibly to himself.
He looked at Luken with agrin.

"| take it the lady does not find yoursd f—aah—terrifying, Cousn?'
"Not abit of it," Luken said comfortably and smiled. "I get on with mogt, after al.”
"So you do." Daav closed his eyes and resisted rubbing his aching forehead. He opened his eyes.

"I shdl speak with Thodelm yosGalan tomorrow," hetold Luken. "However, | fed certain that your
solution will be adopted. Now thereis an active nursery at TredllaFantrol, Pat Rin may be relocated for
the duration of your marriage." He cocked an eyebrow. "Unless you think that unwise?!

Luken pursed hislips. "I'll spesk with the boy," he said eventudly, "and let you know hiswishes." He sent
asharp look at Daav. "Not that he isn't fond of his cousin Er Thom, nor that young Shan doesn't look a
likely child. But | would didike going againgt the boy's strong inclination, if he has one.”

"Certainly." Daav inclined his head. ™Y ou do well by us, Cousin,” he said in sudden and sincere gretitude.
"I find you honor and ornament the clan.”

Luken blushed, dark gold spreading across his cheeks. He glanced aside and picked up hisglass.
"Kind of you," he muttered, and drank.

It took two rather hefty swallows to recover his address. He glanced at Daav.

"I'll hear from you, then?" he said hopefully.

Daav inclined his head. "I expect you may hear from me as soon as tomorrow.”

"Good," said Luken. "Good." Herose. "Y ou're abusy man, so I'll betaking my leave. Thank you."

"Notrouble," Daav said, risng aso and coming 'round the desk. He forestalled L uken's bow by the
smple maneuver of taking him by the arm and turning him toward the door.

"Allow meto seeyou to your car, Cousin..."



It wasrather late.

Daav had no clear notion of precisely how late. He had put the lights out some time back, preferring the
room in firelight while he drank aglass or two in solitude.

Firdight had become emberlight and the glass or two had become a bottle. Daav leaned hishead against
the back of his chair and thought of his brother's cold face and unwarm bow.

Gods, what have | done?
He closed his eyes againgt the emberlight and strove not to think at all.
"Y ou're going to have a dreadful headache tomorrow," the sweet, bel oved voice commented.

With exquidite care, Daav opened his eyes and lifted his head. Er Thom was perched on the arm of the
chair across the counterchance board. Someone had thrown afresh log on thefire. Hishair gleamedin
the renewed brightness like a heart's ransom.

"I have," Daav said with acertain finicking precision, "a dreadful heedache now."
"Ah." Er Thom smiled. "l rather thought you might.”

"Have you cometo cut my gizzard out?' Daav asked, dropping his head back against the chair. "'l
believe there's an gppropriatdy dull knifein thewinetable."

"I don't know that I'm particularly skilled at gizzard-cutting,” Er Thom said after amoment. " Shall you like
sometea?'

"Gods, at this hour? Whichever it is—" He moved ahand in negation. "No, don't disturb the servants."

"All right,” Er Thom said softly. He rose and vanished into the fringes of thefirdlight. A minor claiter was
heard from the direction of the wine table. Daav wondered somewhat blegarily if the other had decided
upon the knife after all.

"Drink with me, brother."
Daav opened hiseyes. Er Thom was before him, limned in the firelight, holding two cups.

"Thank you," Daav said around a sudden start of tears. He accepted a cup and drank—afulll
mouthful—swallowed—and laughed. "Water?"

"If you drink any morewineyou'elikdy to fdl into asnore," Er Thom commented, lifting hisown glass.
Therewas agleam of purple on his hand.

"Reindaed, darling?'

"My mother attempts to accept the outcome equitably.” He smiled. " She spesks of—perhaps—accepting
thechild."

"Gracious of her." Daav Sgned. "Will your Anne be happy with us, do you think?'
The smilegrew dightly wider. "l believe it may be contrived.”

"Hah. Solong as my work asdelm isnot entirely confined to scrambling planetary traffic and threstening
my kin with chains—" He shuddered and looked up into bright violet eyes.



"Thewindow was—distressing."

Er Thom inclined hishead. "I gpologize for the window." he murmured. "But thereisno way to closeit,
you see, once you are climbed through.”

Daav grinned. "l suppose that'strue.”
Er Thom tipped hishead. "May | know what bal ance the delm may require of me?”

"Balance." Daav closed his eyes; opened them. "How shall the delm require balance, when it was he did
not listen to what you would tell him?"*

Er Thom frowned. "I do not believe that to be the case," he said in his soft, seriousway. "How should
any of us have expected such an extraordinary occurrence? Recall that | gave nubiath'al Indeed, it may
be that such—adversity—as we met with enlivened and strengthened our bond.” He bowed, dightly and
withwhimsy.

"Ddm'sWisdom."

"Amuse yoursdlf, do." Daav tried for alook of severity, but his mouth would keep twitching in amost
undignified manner. He gaveit up and grinned openly.

"All'swell that ends well," he quoted in Terran, "as your lady might agree. Tdl her: Be fruitful and
multiply.”

Er Thom laughed. "Tell her yoursdlf. We shdl want the delm to See ustomorrow, after al.”

"Whatever for? | digtinctly recal Master Healer Kestrainforming us that your arrangement is beyond the
ken of command or Code."

"Ah, but, you see," Er Thom said earnestly. "Thereisloca custom to be satisfied. | would not wish to be
backward in any attention the world might deem necessary.”

"Certainly not. Korva hasits sandards, after al.”

Er Thom laughed.
CHAPTER FORTY

Thefirst attack was a hammer-blow at the Ringstars. A dozen worlds were lost at once, including
that which was home to the dramliz and the place the Soldiers call Headquarters. There was
rumor of a seed-ship—as high as a hundred seed-ships—sent out from Antori in the moment
before it died. Much good it may do them.

Jela says The Enemy means to smash communications, then gobble up each isolated world in its
own good time.

Jela says anyone with a ship is a smuggler, now. And every smuggler isa soldier.
I've never seen anything like this...
—Excer pted from Cantrayos Phelium's L og Book

It was early, the halls yet empty of scholars, save the one who walked at Er Thom's side. When they
cameto acertain door, he stood away, and watched her bend over the lock, quick brown fingers making



short work of the coding.

Straightening from her task, she flung him asmile and caught hishand, pulling him with her into atiny,
cluttered office smelling of book-dust and disuse.

Just within, he paused, holding her to his sde while he scanned the shabby and book-crammed interior.
Satisfied that they were aone, he alowed them another step into the room, then turned to lock the door.

Annelaughed.
"Asif wewerein any danger anong acrowd of fusty professordl”

Er Thom bit hislip. Of course, she did not recal. He had not doubted the wisdom of immediately
summoning aHedler to ease Annes distress. To be abducted at gunpoint, to have one's child and one's
own life threatened, to make one's bow to necessity and take alife—these things were certainly best
quickly smoothed from memory and peace restored to amind unsettled by violence.

Y et now it seemed that in doing her the best service he might, he had placed her in the way of future
peril. One madman with agun did not necessarily argue another, but it was only wiseto be wary.

And difficult to be wary when the memory of past danger was washed clean away.
"Er Thom?' Shewasfrowning down at him, concern showing in her eyes. "What isit?'
He caught her other hand in his and looked serioudly into her face.

"Anne, | wish you will recall—I amin very earnest, denubial | wish you will recal that Liad isnot a—safe
place. There are those who love Terrans not at al. There are those who actively hate—who may seek to
do you harm for merely being Terran, or for the direction your work takesyou... Liadens—thereis
pride, you understand. It pleases many to think Liad the center of the universe and al others—lower.
With some, this pleasure becomes obsession. Korva'swing isbroad, but it isfar better to be vigilant,

and avoid rousing the delm to balance.”

"Better to be safe than sorry,” Anne murmured and inclined her head. "'l understand, Er Thom. Thank
you." She hesitated; met his eyes once more.

"I knew how to use a pistol, once. I'mwilling to brush up and carry agun.”
Hesmiledinrdief. "That would bewise. | shall teech you, if you likeit."

"l likeit." She grinned, squeezed his hands and let them go, crossing the room in three of her long strides
and taking aframed flat-pic down from the wall between two reverent pams.

"Er Thom," she said, as she lay the frame face down and began to ease the back away. "Aren't you
Liaden?'

He drifted over to the desk, watching her face, downturned and intent upon her task.

"WeareKorva," he said, softly. ™Y ou understand, we are not originadly from the Old World—Solcintra,
it was called. Cantracame from the Rim, so it states in thelogs, and her copilot in the endeavor which
raised Liad—young Tor An had been from one of the Ringgtars, sent to Solcintrafor schooling. Poor
child, by the time his schooling was done, the Ringstars were no fit place for return.”

Anne had raised her head and was watching him intently. "Every other clan on Liad can traceitsorigins
to—Solcintra?"



"Yes, cartainly. But Solcintrawas only oneworld in what had been avast empire” He smiled into her
eyes. "And not a particularly—forward—world, at that."

"You know this" shesad, very carefully, "historically!"

He bowed. "It is of course necessary for one who will be Korva Himself—and for one who may be
delm—to have studied the log books of CantrayosPhelium, aswell asthe diaries of the delmswho had
come before.”

She hit her lip. He had a sense of—hunger?—and aredization that, for one who studied as Annedid,
such information as he had just shared might be pearls of very grest price.

"Oneempire" she murmured. "One—anguage?’

"An official tongue, and world-didects. Or so thelogslead oneto surmise.” He showed her hisempty
pams. "Thelogs themsalves are written in alanguage somewhat akin to Y xtrang—so you seethey are
not for everyone. Korva is counted odd enough, without the world deciding that we are spawn of the

enamy.
"May | seethem?' Anné'svoice wasrestrained, intense. "Thelogs.”
Er Thom amiled. "It isentirdly likely that you will be required to see them, beloved.”

Her face eased with humor. "Home study for the new Dragon,” she quipped, and turned her attention
once more to the task of easing the back from the rickety old frame.

Thiswent dowly, for Anne seemed asintent on keeping the framein one piece asthe frameitself seemed
determined to fall. Her patience won in the end, however, and the frayed backing was set aside.

Atop the pic-back lay one thin square of gray paper.

Anne picked it up, frowning & the single row of |etters.

"What isit?' Er Thom wondered, softly, so not to shatter her concentration.

"A notation,” she murmured. "I don't quite—" She handed him the paper, shaking her head in perplexity.
A notation, indeed, and one as familiar to him as his brother's face.

"Lower haf of the second quadrant, tending toward eighty degrees." Heread off the piloting symbols
with ease and raised hiseyesto Anne. "Alas, | lack board and screens.”

She gtared a him. He saw the ideabloom in her eyesin the instant before she caught hisarm and turned
him with her toward the overfull bookshelves.

"Lower haf," she murmured, moving toward the shelves, her eyes on the books asif they might up and
bolt if she shifted her gaze for amoment. ... of the second quadrant...” She knelt and lay her hand dong
asection of spines, eyes daring to flash aquestion to him.

Heinclined hishead. "Just s0."

"Tending," Anneran her fingerslightly, caressngly, down the spines. "Tending. Toward eighty de—Dear
gods”

It wasasmall, dim volume her forefinger teased from between two of its hulking kinsmen, bound in



scuffed and grit-dyed leather, looking for al the worlds like someone's persona debt-book that had been
left out intherain.

Anne opened it reverently, long fingers exquistely gentle among the densdy-noted leaves, her face rapt
as she bent over this page and that.

Er Thom moved to knedl beside her. "Isthisthe thing you were seeking?'

"l think..." Sheclosed it softly and held it cupped in her hand asif it were alivething and likely to
escape. "I'll have to study it—get an accurate dating. It looks—it looks..." Her voice died avay and she
bent her head sharply over thelittle book with a gasp.

"Anne?'

She shook her head, by which he understood he was to be still and alow her time for thought.
"Er Thom?' Very unsteady, her voice, and she did not raise her faceto his.

"Wes"

"There was a man—aman with agun. |—the grad student. He killed Doctor yo'Kera. For this. To
suppressthis” At last she raised her head, showing him aface drawn with sorrow and eyes that sparkled
tears.

"He wanted the information from me—threatened Shan." She swalowed. "I killed him. Fil Tor Kinrae."
"Yes" Hereached out and stroked her cheek, lay hisfingerslightly dong her brow. "I know."

She hit her lip and looked deep into his eyes, her own showing desperation. " They're going to come and
demand balance" shesad. "Hisclan.”

Er Thom lifted an eyebrow. "Morelikdly they will come and most abjectly beg Korva's pardon for the
error of owning achild who would abduct and threaten yourself and our son.” He moved his shoulders.
"Inany wisg, itisacasefor thedem.”

"Isit?"
"Indeeditis," hereturned firmly. "Shdl | fetch you a Healer now, Anne?

"You did that before." She bent her head and reached out to take his hand, weaving their fingers together
with concentration, the ring he had given her scintillant againgt her skin.

"l think," she said softly. "I think I'll try it without—forgetting. It's not—it seemsvery—migty. Asif it
happened along time ago..." Shelooked up with asmile. "If things start to dip, I'll let you know. OK?"

"A bargain. And in the meanwhile you shdl practice with your pistal, en?’

"I'll practice with my pistal,” she promised, and glanced down at the little book she held so protectively.
Shelooked back to Er Thom'sface. "Will—the delm—want to suppress—assuming it'sreal!—this
informetion?'

"Thelast | had heard, the delm was advised by his grandmother in matters such asthese,” Er Thom said
caetuly.

"That being, you understand, Grandmother Cantra. Her philosophy, as seen through the logs, leads meto



believe that the deim will not wish to suppress anything of the sort, though he may very well have certain
necessitieswith regard to the manner in which it ismade available to theworld." Heinclined hishead.
"For the good of the clan.”

"l—see." One more glance at the book, abrilliant Iook into his eyes and awarm squeeze of her hand.
"Well, it'stoo valuable to stay here, so | guess!'ll just drop it in the delm's lap before we go on our
honey-trip." She grinned. "Which reminds me, if we don't move soon, were going to be late for our own
wedding."”

"Now that," Er Thom said, "would be very improper. | suggest we leave immediately."
"l suggest,” Anne murmured, swaying lightly toward him, "that we leavein just aminute.”

"Much more appropriate,”" he agreed, and raised hisface for her kiss.

Liaden/Terran Dictionary

A'nadem: Heir to the nadelm

A'thoddm: Head-of-Line-to-Be

A'trezla: Lifemates

Al'bresh venat'i: Formal phrase of sorrow for another Clan's|oss, as when someone dies.
Al'kin Chernardi: The Day Without Ddlight

Bdent'i Kaandon: Our loca gdaxy

Balent'i tru'vad: The starweb of all creation

Challeket: Heartkin (heartbrother, heartsister)

Chatrez: Heartsong

Chernubia: Confected ddlicacy

Chiat'abe kruzon: Dream swestly.

Ckrakec: (derived from the Y xtrang) Approximately 'Master Hunter'
coab nrinshak'a: 'Necessity exits

Consdem: An absurdity

Dem: Heed of Clan (Dem Korvad, Korva Himsdf/Hersdlf)

Demee: LifematetotheDelm

Denubia Darling

Dramliza A wizard. PLURAL: dramliz (Thedramliz...)

Dri'atrLeft

Eklykt'i: Unreturned



Eldema First Speaker (most times, the Delm)

Eldema-pernard'i: First-Speaker-In-Trust :

Entranziavolecta Good greetings (High Liaden)

Favya: an aphrodisiac-laced wine sold at Festival

Haran Chamenthi: I(/We) Dare

Gdandaria: Confederate? Countryperson?

Ge'shada: Mazdl tov; congratulations

Glavda Empri: yo'Lannas house

I'ganin brath'a, vyan seuntor: Play with the body, rest the mind

I'lanta: Right

[laniafrrogudon palon dox: (approx) Y oung ladies should speak more gently
[llangakilachi: (no trandation available)

Indrac Uncle

JelazaKazone: The Tree, dso Korva's Own House. Approx. "Jeas Fulfillment”
Lazenia gpandok: Son of abitch (REAL approximeate)

Lisamiakeshoc: Thank you (Low Liaden)

Megelaar: The Dragon on Korvd's shield

Meant'i: Who oneisin relaion to current circumstances. AL SO who oneisin sum, encompassing al
possible persons one might be.

Menfri‘at: Liaden karate

Mirada: Father

Migravot: Altanian wine; bluein color.

Nadelm: Delm-to-Be

Nubiath'a: Gift givento end an affair of pleasure
Pdesci modassa: Thank you (High Liaden)
Prendma Storyteller

Prethliu: Rumorbroker

Qeandra Man of business

Qualechi: Exclamation of horror



Relumma: Divison of aLiaden year, equaling 96 Standard days. Four reummaequa oneyear.
Thawla: Mother (Low Liaden; approximately Mommy)

Thawlana: Grandmother

Thodelm: Head-of-Line

Tragavolectas Good morning (Low Liaden)

TredlaFantrol: TheyosGaan house.

Vacon Berant'a: Dragon's Price or Dragon Hoard, the name of Korva'svaley

Vacon Medad'a: Dragon's Way, the Delm's Own ship van'chela: beloved friend vanetra: charity case,
lame puppy zerkamka kindayer



