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Such isthe power of namesthat when Lady Ty and Lady Ti met on deck in thefirst hour out of Port
Allure, it waswith al theforce of degtiny, of precise and persond significance for both women.

Though they had never met before, they had long known of each other, and so in avitd sensewere
aready intimates. Asthey moved across the commons, so composed and el egant, both in sand-capes
and travelling fatigues, both smiling and with hands outsiretched in formal greeting, those watching -
attendants, crewmen, the two Nationals who were (but could never truly be) their fellow travellers -
sensed something of the persona drama, the inescapable kinship, the subtle excruciation felt by both.
Thethird Lady did not smile, could not, would never smile again, but she 'smiled’ anyway, aninclination,
nothing more, aflow of eectrons, an impulse to smile. No-one knew she had done so except perhapsthe
man who had carried her to the forward rail of the quarterdeck and fixed her therelike afigurehead on
some ancient ocean-going vessd.

She was not a persondity printing, not abiotectic construct at dl; she wasthat rare thing, a creop, an
actual brain housed in athree-foot column of brass, agleaming, antique restante container with seven
mutually interfacing backups and thefinest Israel Board that money had once been able to buy, arow of
glittering sensory beads set acrossitsfacein front of where the brain was held. A life support assst from
another age.

Thisthird Lady - more than two centuries old then - wasthe Lady Say.

And like the other two meeting then for thefirst time, she had been drawn to the deck by the bright
sunshine and the wide empty vistas through which thisfamous vessdl ran. Brought there by her captain,
Tom Rynosseros, who had arranged for the padded brackets to be fixed to the rail so she could watch
the run aong the Adanayas-Nos to Inlansay, more than she dared expect, despite her rank and
pedigree.

She wasthere, securein her improvised cradle, when Ty and Ti came forth and confronted one another.
Her sensors gave her the momentous conversation better than organic ears would have.

"It had to happen,” said the strikingly beautiful Lady Ty, thetdler, darker of the two, dowager of agreat
Emmened Clever Man. She wore mourning colours ill, whites and off-whites ddlicately arranged to set
off dusky skin and alovely face naked of al adornment at thistime of bereavement but asingle exquisite
Tarasin antique, aflower of gold, slver and titanium set at the forehead, asign of her vanity, her persona
power and quite possibly that she had never loved her husband quite enough.

"Entertainment for therest,” replied her Chitalice counterpart, the Lady Ti, aso lovely to look upon but
more sharply featured, shorter in stature, wearing sky blues the tones of severd latitudes on this great
continent, her face trikingly adorned with birkin fans, eyes bandidoed in jewelled and beaded lines asiif
some precious butterfly had been coaxed to settle upon her eyes and impressed there so it lived and
flickered in anet of photocells.

"Yes," theamost naked-faced Ty said. "I'm glad it's finaly happened. Now we become friends and
frusratethemdl.”

"Good," Ti answered. "And look! The Lady Say isaboard.”

"The onein the bottle, yes. The fortune-teller on the quay wasright. It isatimefor strange encounters.
She can hear us, you think?'



"I'd say not. It'svery old. That'san Israel Board sensorium, I'm sure of it. Shal we spend the morning
together? Play this down?"

"Agreed. Thelast thing wewant istalk. Let'sjoin the Blue Captain. | suppose we should fed honoured.”
No doubt in their private reflections, Tom Rynosseros was deemed sufficiently handsome and certainly
celebrated enough as a Nationd to warrant the interest of both women. He was of good height,
well-enough made, economica in his movements. He wore hisbrown hair in the longer style of many
Nationa captains (and many of the more flamboyant pirates, the truth be known), brushed back across
thetop of hishead in aglossy mane. His blue eyes glittered in hiswell-tanned face, twinkled there with
just enough lines at the cornersto show mirth and exactly that hint of wild adventure and hard living Ti
and Ty had heard characterized these presumptuous coastal sailors; moreover, he had awarmth both
Ladiestook asadmiring approva, that only the Restante Lady Say probably saw as smple courtesy and

indulgent good humour.

Tom watched them approach the quarterdeck and yet again resolved to be careful. These women - the
three of them redlly - were intelligent, reputedly formidable, and at least two - the corporeal two -
accustomed to considerable persona power. Ty and Ti were friends at the moment, thank goodness,
conducting themsdves well, but thiswasthe first hour of the first day of atwo-day journey. There were
smply too many opportunities for imagined dights, for rumours and jeslousiesto arise, too many
gppraisng eyes, too many expectations and judgements.

And there was the Lady Say.

Tom knew he should not have brought her up on deck yet. Her impassive gaze and disconcerting silence
added atension to this first meeting he would have avoided at al costs. He had not reckoned on Ty and
Ti appearing SO soon.

Watching them, heredlized that he had unwittingly assumed they would leave the morning, |et the voyage
routine establish itsdlf, then make tactful afternoon appearances later, al so casua and matter of fact.
Not s0. Here they were, climbing to the poop, one in mourning, the other strikingly adorned for thistime
of day, about to involve himin the beginnings of an inevitable and rigourous diplomacy.

And there were two other passengersto add to the equation, the young scholar, Tamas Hamm, and that
genia Nationd ecologist, Hugh Archimbault. When Tom saw the men gpproaching close behind the
Ladies, he sllently prayed they were not ajaltas, those Nationas who endured so much, did amost
anything to be near Ab'O notables.

True, they had made their bookings after the Ladies had, but both seemed composed, serious men,
without that intense, wild-eyed, monomaniaca gaze ajaltas dways seemed to have. When they joined
the party on the quarterdeck, Tom performed careful introductions, determined to make the most of the
Stuation now it was upon them.

"Mr Hamm, Mr Archimbaullt, it isthe honour of Blue and this ship to introduce the three great Ladies
who make this voyage possible. | do thisin the old way, by age of rank. The Restante Lady Say, asyou
see, isacreop. It may be her pleasure to speak with you, but please dlow meto learn her wishes
regarding society. Sheison deck at my suggestion, not her own. | fear | may have compromised her.
"TheLady Ty isthewidow of Gennon Bay Jargus, Clever Man of the Emmened, who recently went into
the gasat Crater Lake, glory be his. The Lady Ti iswife and hetaera of Chios Lans Sancellin of the
Chitdice. | honour them all.

"Noble Ladies, may | present by rank of Nation, the notable Hugh Archimbault of Port Sire, Nationa
ecologist presently lecturing in the exchange program at Inlansay, and from Port Merilyn the notable
Tamas Hamm, presently enroled in postgrad studiesin the Inlansay matins.”

"Gentlemen,” the dowager Ty said, inclining her head, smiling beautifully, pleased with the Blue Captain's
srict adherence to protocal. Lady Ti's echoing of the word was noticeably cooler. It was absurd, Tom
decided, but perhaps Ti saw her Emmened namesake as once again a single woman, in mourning, yes,
ADb'O, yes, but one so beautiful. And just possibly the Tarasin piece on her forehead did betray her.
Tom regarded the men, for the moment alowed to stay by the graciousness of the Lady Ty if not her less



approving companion, not ordered away peremptorily as so often happened.

Werethey ajaltas - or just unsuspecting passengers awed by thisincredible development, their
inconceivable good fortune? Tom studied the scholar's face, the serious grey eyes, the light brown hair
over the high forehead; then Archimbault's, round, florid, the cheeks creased by hisbest smile, eyes
comicaly wide, disodieving.

Nationds had done such things before. The great romances were full of improbable courtshipsand
pursuits, al manner of futilities and reprisals. It wasimpossible to know, dangerousto speculate. Ajaltas
were possibly created by events such asthis.

They attempted pleasantries, both men, tried to make polite conversation, but the tension was too gredt.
Perhapsit wastheincipient rivary; perhapsit wasthe slent canister of the Lady Say standing inits
brackets at therail, her attention on the desert or on them all, who could tell? The Restante Lady had not
chosen to speak, was gpart from the distinguished company while an obviousfocusto it, sSnce Tom's
courtesy required them to gather there. Thelights twinkling on the Isradl Board seemed totaly unhuman,
merrily oblivious, yet represented viewpoint, sanction, the possibility of judgement.

Tom tried hisbest to relax, wishing he had waited, had foreseen the present incredible development, al
of them lined up before this ancient persondity, with an audience of some dozen attendants and
crew-members milling about on the commons, unable to keep their eyes averted. He would have laughed
at the marvellous comedy of it but dared not; he gazed now at the helm readings, now at the unfolding
Road and the horizon, determined not to shake his head when it was what he wished most of dl to do.
The nervous young scholar saved it for them all. With guileless eagerness to impress, or perhgpsan
artless yet astute understanding that this awkwardness might spoil this momentous voyage, he cleared his
throat.

"Thereisan orrery a Orroroo where | wasborn," he told them, then realized he might need to explain
himsdlf. "Not one of thosetribd life experimentsout at Trale, | mean in the ancient sense: an engine for
showing the motion of the planets.”

"Yes, Tamas," Ty said, naming him, generoudy indulging this nervous, possibly besotted young man. She
had dedlt with fawning young men before, was no doubt an expert in spotting ajaltas. Tom felt easier
hearing her answer him. It boded well.

"Only oncein ninety-two years hasit stopped working - and that was twenty-five years ago, on the night
| was born, at the exact hour, between 2120 and 2200."

"Redly?" Ti sad, tactfully playing apart too, giving guarded sanction at last, though with asardonic
edge.

Tom gazed out at the land, hoping it would go easily now.

There was a purpose to the scholar's remark.

"Before we began on our voyage," Tamas continued, "1 went to that fortune-teller on the quayside. You
may have seenhim.”

"Yes," the older man, said in away that suggested he might have had areading done as well.

"Well, thisfelow told methat my birth involved astopping of the planets, just likein the Bible where the
sun stopped for the army of Joshua. It was amazing. How could he know? He said thiswould be a
momentous journey we areteking . . ."

"Enough!” Ti said, turning her brilliant eyes towards the desert.

"But, Lady!" Tamas perssted. "He - he said three great Ladieswould be involved, not two - and this
was dl before | knew the Lady Say wasto be with us."

Ajalta, Tom decided, but made sure he did not frown. Hamm was here for the adventure of it, to be with
ADb'O Ladies who had not demanded closed ship.

"And he said we should al beware The Laughing Man, but wouldn't say why. Isthat aTarot card?”
"No, not Tarot,” Archimbault said. "Perhaps north-western Amerind myth . . ."

But he wasinterrupted by Tom speaking into com. " Shannon, generd 3600 scan. Five minutes.”

Lady Ty reacted a once. "Captain, isthere a problem?’



"Probably nothing, Lady. But Tamas just now named the ship of Captain Ha-Ha."

Lady Ti clearly knew the name. "The pirate?"

"Thepirate" Tom said. "The ship'sreal nameis Almagest, but in arecent interview hereferred to it as
Laughing Man. Tamas, what did thisfortune-teller look like?'

The scholar frowned, ran a hand through his short brown hair.

"Hewas made up for it, Captain . . ."

"Forehead?"

"A dar. A five-pointed star. It looked redl. A cicatrix . . ."

"Itis. That was probably Starman Guy."

"One of Ha-Has ater-egos," Archimbault said, recognizing the name.

"One among many, yes."

"They wouldn't declare their intentions," Tamas said, searching the horizons.

The old ecologist answered him. "Why not? | hear Ha-Ha enjoys elaborate . . . entertainments.”

"So the name suggests,” Ty said.

Her words brought the scholar back to it. "And not to be taken lightly, Lady. Not asinnocent asit
sounds. In Britain a'ha-ha was the name given to a sunken fence surrounding apark or garden, named
that because the unwary would stumble from onelevel to ancther without warning.”

"Pah!" Ti said, discounting Hamm's words, not bothering to conced her didike for the enthusiastic young
man.

But Archimbault confirmed it. "Tamasisright, Lady. It isfrom English water-garden traditions.”

Ti raised the hood of her sand-cape. "We were wrong to take passage like this. We should have taken
tribal escort.”

The taler woman laughed. "We wanted time away from our retinues, Ti."

"I wanted to annoy the Kutungurlu, not become atarget for highwaymen.”

Ty smiled at her new-found friend, then faced Tom. " Captain, can we summon support ships?’

"We can, yes. There were the two Emmened charvis at Port Allure, Garis and Eson. And the Lady Ti's
origina escort, Berengar . But it might be smpler to put back.”

"No," Ty sadfirmly. "Cdl themto us."

Tom studied the wide brown eyes below the Tarasin flower. The Emmened dowager was enjoying this
unexpected adventure. Ajaltas and fortune-tellers, now pirates.

"Doit!" blue-clad Ti said. "Cadll Berengar!"

"Thiswasyour choice, Ladies," the words came, though no mouth had moved to form them.

All eyeswent to the creop in itsimprovised cradle. The Isradl Board flickered with the life of its
occupant.

Ti'seyes narrowed within their glittering cage of birkin fans. " Are you saying we should therefore risk
attack, possibly abduction?'

"Not at dl, Ti," the voice came, reasonable, unhurried, avoice used to dow time, infrequent
conversation. "Notify the ships, by al means. Let their captains advise you. Alert the comsatsaswell. |
smply suggest that Captain Tyson be alowed to conduct his scan and give us counsel. Captain?’
Another time, Tom would have laughed - laughed a how smoothly the ancient Lady dedlt with the
confused emoations of her corporeal counterparts, at how total the feared entrapment had now become.
"Thank you dl for your concern,” he said. "Well complete our scan, notify the satdllites, have them
confirm our readings. They can track us. And with your agreement, Ladies, wewill call Port Allure and
seeif your House ships have been deployed. If possible, we will summon Berengar after us”

"Good," Ty sad, and the Chitalice Lady Ti nodded in gpproval, blazing blue at the eyes, the fans giving
her afierce, dementa quality.

And as Tom began his running contact with Shannon down at com, the party of men and women moved
down onto the commons again, the Ladies not ordering the Nationals away. When the Blue Captain
heaved asigh afew moments later, bent over com, he had quite possibly forgotten the untiring, flickering



gaze of the Lady Say.

Scan showed clear. Comsat readings from the Chargan and San-Mar units geo-tethered in the locality of
that stretch of the Adanaya-Nos confirmed it. No power readings. Raiders using insulated hulls could
only bekite-driven.

The Emmened charvis had departed as feared, but Berengar was on itsway, abroken static-ridden
transmission confirmed.

Tom didn't make it generd information, confided it only to Shannon and Scarbo, and they in turn to the
rest of the crew, but that torn signa worried him. The Chitalice response code was correct but felt
wrong, asif astronger signa had been dampened or spoiled, attenuated by careful tech. In ship-talk and
battle gestures Tom signed for Full Crew and Stations. Overtly it was different.

"Give usthe gods, Ben!" Tom cried as he let Rim take the helm, then used a deck-scan to survey the
surrounding desert. Old Scarbo went laughing and wise-cracking to the kite-lockers and assembled a
wonderful canopy, sent it piece by piece out into the bright morning sky: Chinese Hawks and Demis,
Hakkakus, Sode Stars and L evitors, with ahigher mantle of racing footmen and - buried in their shapes -
four desth-lamps spinning like angry diamonds. When those were up and gorging on sunlight, Tom
accepted the inevitable return of his guests as cheerfully as he could manage.

"We haveteeth," Ty said, noting the lamps, remarking on it to her companions asthe Ladies and the
Nationals reached the quarterdeck again.

"Wehavedear a dl points” Tom told them. "The satdllites are on dert. We're getting fifteen minute
updates on that from Chargan and San-Mar. Berengar ison itsway and should reach usby early
afternoon.”

"Not sooner?' Ti said, frowning. Her ship, Berengar, adefining integer in thisfragile power-play,
persond advantage, part of astory shewould later tell. | saved Rynosseros.

"No, Lady. Unlesswe dow. Speed isour best strategy now."

"l would prefer to wait for Berengar,” Ti said.

"Yes" Ty agreed, and darted aglance at the creop. "Well, Lady?"

"Thank you, Ty," the creop replied. "1 know how difficult it isfor you and | am grateful.”

"Not at adl,” Ty sad. "Please, what do you suggest?'

"Please," Ti echoed, asif only now remembering this restante cresture's satus and the strategic value of
avility.

"Ladies, you have far more experience with shipsthan I. Thisismy first journey in nearly forty years. |
long ago decided to leave the running of shipsto captains.” Which wastoo sdf-effacingly said to seem an
insult, though the Restante L ady took no chances. "If Captain Tyson would tel usour Stuation. . ."
Tom inclined hishead in the direction of the brass container.

"It may not be Berengar . The code was asyou gaveit, Lady Ti, but the response signd was dampened,
possibly by astronger one much closer.”

"Ha-Hal" Tamas Hamm cried, an absurd comic pronouncement, earning a quick reproachful look from
Ti, acool indifferent one from the dowager who turned to face the Blue Captain.

"Does he have such tech?" she asked.

"He easly could have" Tom said. "If that was Starman Guy on the quay, it dl seemslikedy."

"But the'satdl" Ti cried. "Charganand . . ."

"Can bemided. It'show these highwaymen survive."

"Outlaw tech!"

"Of course. Most pirates are supplied by outside organizations.”

"Tos-Go?'

"Yes, Lady Ti. Tos-Go, Chandrasar, Mikel, entertainment co-operativestoo.”

"What! Sill?'

Tom regretted hiswords; he was usualy more careful about drawing attention to some of the waysthe
National economy survived. Now he was forced to answer.



"I'd say 0. It makes sense.”

The creop's voice entered the silence that followed, and for an instant al looked for the speaker once
agan.

"Werunfor Inlansay. Welve caled ahead. Shipswill be re-directed. The Chargan is even moving
down-tether to increase yield. Y ou are honoured.”

"My husband's kinsman, Chargan,” Ti told her white-clad companion.

But the dowager was unconvinced, her brows drawing down so the Tarasin inset glinted. "Simpler to
dow for Berengar . Narrow thegap. | fed | mustingst." Ty gazed directly at the creop but there was no
contradiction.

"Very well, Lady,” Tom said. "I will not stop but welll drop to 80 k's. Berengar will reach uswithin the
hour."

It was awaiting then, an unstated tension of compromise, the passengers and crew watching the
distances, watching the play of kites, each other, listening to the thrum of trangit, the keening cables, the
roar of wheels on graded sand.

When twenty minutes of the hour remained, Shannon appeared on deck, hurried to his Captain and
whispered a message that drew al eyes since it was delivered in person.

"Go!" Tom said, and his hands moved swiftly on the controls. Rynosseros surged forward asthe cells cut
in; the lines bowed and the kites momentarily trailed. Shannon returned to com.

"What, Captain?' Tamas Hamm cried, alook of fear on his narrow face.

"What isit?' Ti demanded, and Ty echoed her. Only the ecologist did not spesk, though he looked
deeply worried.

Tom let Rim take the hdm and turned to them dll.

"Berengar has disappeared.”

Ty stared in disbdlief. "What! How?"

"Dropped from scan. The sgnal has vanished.”

"Ha-Hal" the scholar told Archimbault, the ridicul ous bathos there again in the name. "A ruseto dow
Us”

Both Ladieswent to speak but Tom held up his hand, concentrating on helm function.

"Chargan and San-Mar know," he said, asif that answered dl questions now.

Kites shifted. Down came the Sodes and Demis, up ran parafoils and drab battle-kites, another pair of
death-lamps.

Rynosseros moved at 110 k's, the road song a steady thunder in the otherwise hot silent land. Great
cloudforms marched across the sky, vast towerstilted towards the west, like monstrous kites themselves
at the end of the ship's handful of diverging tethers.

Fifteen minutes later, Tom surrendered the controlsto Rim, stood back from the helm. They had speed,
defences mounted; he had done all he reasonably could. Once again he smiled, and the four passengers -
five - fet they could spesk again. Asif inviting conversation, young Hammon brought up atray of kitsas
and abig pot of blended tisn, held it while Tom poured for them and passed out steaming cups.

"What now?" Archimbault said, since the Ladieswithheld, and Tamas Hamm was munching one of the
picy cakes and studying the deck-lensfitted to the sernrail, angling it dong itsarc.

"Werun asfast aswe can for the Inland Seg,” Tom said.

"Could it be a scan problem?’

"It could. But Rynosser os was planned as awarship, Hugh, every system duplicated, seded integrity. |
agree with Tamas. Ha-Ha has a strategy, has impressive tech committed to this. Well do what we can.”
"What can we do?' Ty said.

"Tamas said he went to the fortune-teller on the quay. Did the rest of you?"

"l did," the ecologist answered.

"Ladies?"

Ty smiled. "It seemed like fun. And, Ti, we had not met then but | sasw you . . ."



"It wastiresome waiting on the ship,” Ti said. "It wasjust across from the mooring.”

Tom poured more tea. "What were you told?"

Ty shrugged. " Something about strange encounters. An unexpected kiss. That therewould be. . . lover's
kissonthisjourney."

Ti glanced sharply at her friend, at the antique Tarasin piece, a the watching ajaltas.

"Lady Ti?' Tom asked.

The Chitdice Lady lifted her head.

"That | would be digplayed in glory. Something like that."

"And you, Hugh?"

"Equaly mysterious, Captain Tyson." Archimbault's face wore alook of genuine puzzlement. "Hetold me
| would stand at the heart of adead star and watch amyth re-born.”

Asamanwho lived a the edge of myths, Tom was clearly intrigued by that remark, but the ecologist
could tell him no more.

"If Starman Guy is spesking for Ha-Ha," Tom said, "these predictions may become morered than we
would wish."

"Or it may be smple destiny,” the Lady Say added in her cool emotionless tones.

Ty and Ti turned unreadabl e glances on the creop then moved to the starboard rail. Hugh Archimbault
and Tamas Hamm followed without aword.

Gibber desert under a gibbous moon.

At 2300, Rynosseros pulled to astop at the side of the Road, responding to comsat requests for a series
of stationary scans. Tom stood at therail, watching the black emptiness, listening to the ship-sounds and,
beyond them, the near-total sillence. Now and then he glanced down at the play of lights on the creop's
sensor plate.

"You did well today," the voice came.

"Pardon me?'

"It's been difficult. You handled the Ladieswdl.”

"All the Ladies?'

"Yes. All theLadies. Y ou're doing what you can."

"Serenya, Tom. My friend name."

"It'san honour . . ."

"For metoo. Y ou gave methis. Carried me. | find, ohhow canl sayit..?'

"Serenya, | wonder at thewhole plan. Thisisamgor commitment; Ha-Ha has some intricate strategy in
mind."

"y e

"l wonder if thismight be adiverson for some other scheme. Then | wonder if he could in fact arrange it
for Ty and Ti to meet at Port Allure, if he could engineer that and so this journey now. Even directed
your own movements somehow, supplied you with aset of motives. Was Starman Guy ever engaged at
your court? Brought in for entertainment?”

"No, Tom. | saw the fortune-teller on the quay, but never before that. Y ou've had dealings with
highwaymen, | know."

"Timms, Buchanan, severd others. Never Ha-Ha. Serenya, does your container have imaging function?"
"Yes"

"Youdont useit?'

"| prefer to bewhat | am, not what | was."

"Y ou are what you were."

"And you are far too golden, my Captain. It really should be kept for the others. Being restante makes
you cynicd and wisein equd parts. Patient, grateful and cynical. Achingly vulnerable too. Painfully
philosophica. Am | human?'



"Am|?'

The Isradl Board flashed its palette of jewels. "When | wasagirl - oh, when was|?was| ever?- | once
woreatal anima mask. | looked out through gauze in the mouth, but other children would keep looking
up at thefdse eyes. It'slike that using aprojection, Tom. At first it'sarelief - everyone's attention ison
the holoform. Then you hateit. It'sasif you don't exist. They do not see you asyou. | prefer their bottle
jokes. I'm envied enough for along life, though it was my husband's choice, not mine."

Which hinted at aformer beauty, at something somehow mocked by this cool meta container now
making longly semaphoresin the night.

Therewasaslence.

"Itisnot aheavylight sensorium,” she said at last. "Nothing so sophisticated. Just a projection, no
localized POV. What is crudely known as a Corpse Mask, for theday when . . ."

"Lip synch?’

"Yes. Or therewas. It hasto beforty years. A night like this."

"Why are you here, Serenya?’

She must have cherished the question (perhaps she had feared: " Show me!™). It made it possible. There
was aflicker acrossthe Israd Board, afleeting replication of colours.

TheLady Say - the other Lady Say - stood next to him, madein light, adim glowing serenefigure, taller
than Ti, shorter than the Emmened dowager Ty, with ahigh forehead, hair cowled back in the antique
Acan fashion, wearing a plain sashani robe, not some idealized twenty-year-old, Tom noted; this printing
had been drawn from later years, though impossibly young next to what she had become.

Thelips moved, though the voice came softly out of the darkness at hisside.

"Satiffied?'

Tom tried. His eyes went quickly from the wonderful image to the sensor plate, probably much too late
but she no doubt saw him try and smiled again in intention.

"Ohyes, Serenya. Oh yes."

But thisrare vanity, this smal strange gift between them, was not snatched back in time. Tamas Hamm's
voice cried out: "Oh, Lady!", bresking on the final word. He was climbing to the poop with the Lady Ty.
"How remarkable!”

The Lady Say did not negate the image then. It would have been too desperate, too significant. She
endured the faces watching beyond the lightform, the attendants roused by the scholar's cry, what crew
were awake for this unscheduled stop, the eyelines turned upon the image and not the restante container.
Tom tightened hisjaw in away that showed both dismay and anger at such ajalta thoughtlessness.
"Thank you for the honour, Lady," he said, making possible the withdrawa . The lightwoman vanished,
leaving the canigter dully glinting, its handful of lights flickering in sad contrast to what had been.
"Forgiveour intruson,” Ty said, caringly it seemed. "We heard acry, saw the glow.”

Tamas Hamm was delighted. It was more than he dreamed possible.

Now Ti appeared aswdll, flashing alook of annoyance a Tamas and her erstwhile friend when she
found them standing together. Hugh Archimbault came up afew moments later, wearing his cabin robe
and dishevelled from deep.

"Why have we stopped?’ he asked drowslly.

"We were asked to do a dtationary scan,” Tom told him.

Archimbault looked up at the stars asif trying to locate the points of their guardians.

Rim's voice broke from com. " Berengar is back!"

"Moveout!" Tom cried, reaching for the controls.

"Waitl" Rim said. "Chargan and San-Mar say to wait. They're doing verifications."

"No! They're part of it!" Tom said, and the ship came dive under his hands; the platform stirring as
power flowed to the Pabar engines, the wheels moving Rynosseros out onto the Road.

"What do you mean - part of it?' Ty cried.

"Weve been tricked! Whoever's ghosting Berengar has been smulating sky-talk too. We can't trust
com.”



Rynosseros gathered speed. The atropaic searchlights struck graded surface, showing the way.

Tom studied those sweeps, guided his ship according to them, trying not to show his concern. This
night-run boded ill. Already mided by pirates, now he dreaded land anchors, road-chains, further parts
of thisclever trgp. Phantom Berengar was probably Almagest, Laughing Man moving in, one ship or
more. The highwayman, Ha-Ha.

Tom said nothing of such dangers. He kept to 80 k's, as much as he dared, leaving time to dow, but
giving assurances to the others. They werein trangit, he said, as safe asthey could be under the
circumstances, he urged them to go below, to get as much rest as possible.

The passengers did as he said, wanting to stay but given the example by Ty, whose earlier ingstenceto
dow for Berengar may have doomed them dl. Ti kept back her commentsaswell - her talk of Chargan
embarrassed her now.

Tom had off-duty personné roused. Shannon, Strengi and young Hammon came to the deck, were
briefed, deployed quickly about their duties, Hammon relieving Rim a com so Rim could help Scarbo get
aFarview inflatable aoft. Rynosseros could not trust her tech-assisted eyes any longer; older, more
traditional opticals were needed.

The Farview shot up on hdlium lifts, dmost immediately gave yawing, infra-red visuas of 20 k's behind,
reveded the enemy.

"Three bogeys a twelve," Scarbo read from hisdish.

" Speed? Configuration?' Tom asked needlesdy, his concern showing at last. Scarbo was dready trying
for that information.

Perhaps they had momentarily forgotten the Restante L ady, taking whatever she could, gleaning minutes
and hdf-lit glimpses of helm and crew activity, expecting to be remembered and taken below at any
momen.

Scarbo's readings kept her from that, gave her shipsand the night and the lives of these wonderful striving
men.

All day Scarbo had been abald, wiry, sun-toughened figure, never at rest, dmost aliving extenson of the
cable-boss, some magica part of the canopy itsef thrown up djinn-like by the ship; now hewas avoice,
ashadowy shape washed with the soft glow of the helm display.

"Two 90-footers. One closer to 110. Speed down to 90. They may be worried we'lll dump land-anchors
and hedgehogs. Or . . ." He hesitated, and the Lady Say decided thiswould beiit, though it wasn't yet.
"What, Ben?' Tom said.

"They know the comsat rusefailed, right? Y et they're holding back."

"They mean to run ustill morning. We cross Lateral 24. 1'd say blockade ahead or more raidersthen.”
"Aye, Tom. Risking triba ships either way."

"So they're reading the route.”

The old kitemaster made agruff, disbelieving sound.

"Sadlite tech?"

"Don't even think it. I'd say watch-points. Ships off-Road. A firefight."

"Second that. Thistech, Tom. Outside sponsors. Tribal factions. . ."

"Benefiting in some way, yes. It wouldn't be the first time. Or trading back hostages.”

"Looking for others,” Scarbo said.

And Tom remembered her. "Lady . . ."

"I'd like to stay, Tom."

"Serenya. . "

"Let meday."

". .. what other tech do you have?'

The creop gave aflat bleat, the closest thing the old voice system could manageto alaugh. "I expected it.
A"

"Contingency.”

"l know. Ak it, Tom."



"Did you smulate sat-scan?"

"No. | can dredge up a phantom that was never me, that'sal. I'm not Captain Ha-Ha."

"l wasn't saying. . ."

"I know, Tom. | would never play with peopleslives. | agree with Ben. Someone has supplied Ha-Ha
with incredible tech for this. They want . . . one of us, al of us, who can say?"

"Y ou should be below.”

"Tom, | think you know how incredibly adivel fed tonight. | think you can imaginewhat it'slike being
here on deck, with risk and pursuit and people around me who do not act out of protocol, advantage and
familiad duty, who have seen enough strange things to accept what | am. Showing my image before was
something | swore never to do again. | felt abandoned doing it, vulnerable and - coquettish. Passionate.
Those words, those things. Incredible. Notice, you and Ben did not exchange glancesjust now. Y ou
accept it. You arerdating to me. Oh, how | thank you for something so smple.”

"That cradle can be permanent. Whenever you want."

"Tom..."

"Y ou are welcome on thisship.”

The Lady hestated, and Tom actudly left the helm to hisold friend, came over and crouched before the
flickering palette.

"Serenya, | think it might be good to have your image stand with us, so you can see ustogether. | think
you'd hateit but loveit too."

"Youdontfed ..."

"You decide. I'd like it very much.”

Lightsran upon the Israel Board, a scattering of jewelsin the night. The Restante Lady could not sigh;
sheran emotionsin light patterns, in ghost impulses to touch and hold and betruly - findly - there.
"Now?"

"Why not now?'

And her ghost sprang up, stood at therail, never touching it, and for the next two hours, the raider tech
behind would have read three figures standing &t the helm.

At 0700, the passengers were on deck again, breakfasting on tisn and mirad rolls, nervoudy watching the
terrain around them as Rynosseros ran at 100 k's along the Adanaya-Nos.

It was difficult for the crew to conced their preparations or their own nervous edge, and the Ab'O Ladies
soon trandated those looks and climbed back to the poop, Hamm and Archimbault silently behind them
likedl the ajaltas ever born.

"Captain,” Ty sad. "They areclose by." Shewore an identical mourning costume to the previous day,
again with the Tarasin piece set abovethe eyes.

"Yes, Lady," Tom admitted. "We have three ships ten minutes behind us."

"Wewere not told!" Ti said. Today she wore asimple robe of deep lustrous blue, her eyes sparingly
adorned with abandido of pegpta scaesthat made the most of her sharp features. She radiated energy,
mostly as aggression but with astriking presence dl the same.

Tom made no apology. "There was nothing you could do."

"Our sfety, Captain, is. . ."

"No more important than anyone elsg'son thisvessd "

"You dare!" Ti snapped.

"Oh, Ti," the dowager said. "Don't quarrdl now. Thisisdl we have."

Then Ty must have remembered the creop's words from the previous day, redizing the smilarity in what
she had just said. She gave her wonderful laugh and went to watch the desert rush by.

Lateral 24 wasit - achoice of three directions: turning away from the still-distant Sea on two of them,
turning away from the possibility of support shipsaswell.
Rynosseros ran towards the intersection, com a maximum, calsfor help going out but unheard, so it



seemed, the 'sats making nothing of one ship ahead of aleisurely three at 90 k's, with othersusing
unprecedented cloaking tech to create ablind spot, anullity well, afateful rendezvous.

When Tom saw the line of the Lateral crossing the Road before them, making its vast cruciform upon the
blood-red land, the long sweeps, the red-gold halo, curves made by turning ships, he saw the other part
of their danger aswell. More raider-ships were moving in, three black cinders under low glittering
mantlestrailing dust, one on each gpproach and converging on that vast turning circle, everything
wonderfully synchronized.

Rynosseros was the fourth part of that dance, closing the shape. Tom and Ben, everyone on Rynossercs,
watched those austere plated charvis rushing to meet, saw the death-lamps crackling with imprisoned
light, saw theinevitability of desth and ruin.

"Surrender to them, Captain,” Ty said. "We can survivethis."

"No!" Ti said. "I won't be taken!"

"Mease, Ti." It wasthe creop's voice. "Tom, | know you must not lose your ship, but please bring down
your fighters. Meet them.”

Tom assessed, calculated quickly, sought strategies and answers, saw only too many ships, too wild a
terrain to flee the Road dtogether, the massed lamps of Ha-Ha's fleet, found, again, inevitability and
death.

He touched the controls, showing none of the emotion hefdt, signaling for hiscrew towind in the
mantle, dowing Rynosseros to 60, then 40, then 30 k's, the raiders matching the speed loss so that the
closing shape became agraceful, dmost beautiful thing, an eegant resolve, without fury.

Rynosseros rolled to astop upon the great slent circle, passengers and crew watching the highwaymen
vessels move dowly closer, death-lamps and deck-lenses turned upon them like angry stars. They were
not true charvolants, these raiders, but atabanques, with canopies congisting only of photonic parafoils
and death-lamps, none of the vast array of traditiona kites used on triba ships and Nationd vessels. The
Ladies, Ty and Ti, regarded them with added disgust because of it.

When Rynosseros was fifty metres from them, the raiders stopped, and at least thirty pirates
disembarked, moved quickly and slently towardstheir quarry, lean efficient men in dark fighting leathers,
carrying antique Nagamitsu katanas and Matsumoto parrot-guns provided by Tos-Go, many wearing
glass distortion masks so they resembled demons whose heads were living jewels.

Tom went to therail, stood there while these quiet business-like figures climbed aboard and went about
the vessdl, securing weapons, gathering everyone together.

Within minutes, Rynosseros was on itsway again, moving in formation down Laterd 24, away from the
possibility of tribal shipsarriving. Tom and Ben remained on the quarterdeck with the Ab'O Ladiesand
the slent ajaltas; the attendants and the rest of the crew sat quietly on the commons under the watchful
eyes of Ha-Ha's men and the worn beaks of their parrot-guns.

"Which of you isHa-Ha?' Tom asked one of the jewel-heads, atall solidly-built man in an inconnu mask
of blue glass. Hisfeatures were twisted into roils by the careful imperfections.

"We go to meet him now," the tech-fracted voice said, which confirmed Tom's suspicions. None of the
ships had been Almagest.

"Not behind?*

"Ahead."

"Ishe Starman Guy?'

"Ahead, Captain." He moved his hand to the worn man-bone handle of his parrot-gun.

Tom disregarded the man's gesture. ™Y ou've massed alot of ships.”

"Captain, look behind. What ships?' Tom did as he said, saw the Road behind them deserted. The
atabanques had dispersed. "Our pursuit ships are on their way to Inlansay, fully-kited and well placed.
Our escort, asyou see, no longer exists. They are part of the land.”

"You..."

"Be patient, please, and you will survivethis."



Twenty minutes later, Rynosseros turned off the Road onto atrail of well-packed gibber, travelled
severd k'sinto what looked like anest of low dry hills, but which Tom soon recognized asthe
century-old impact crater of the giant meteorite Quadlitz. Waiting in that natural amphithestre of eroded
rock-melt was Almagest, Ha-Ha's rust-golden, verdigris-marked 100-footer, kites down, lean and low
like areptile dreaming in the sun.

Rynosseros entered the arena over itslow north-eastern rim and rolled to a stop close to the pirate ship.
When the kites had been wound in, adozen figuresleft Almagest, crossed the crater floor and climbed
aboard.

The man in the lead stood taller than even the blue jewel-head at Tom's Side, well over six foot, in black
fighting leathers and a splendid inconnu that made his head adazzling jewe aso, but a shifter, multiform:
now agarnet, now an emerad, now afine sgpphire shifting to amethy.

"Captain Tom, Ladies, Gentlemen, welcome to Quaelitz. We will not detain you long. Thereisa
ceremony to perform, asmplething, utterly sdf-indulgent. A contest, then atransaction.”

"A contest!" Ti said, the scales about her eyes glinting in the hot light.

"Yes, Lady. If you and the Lady Ty would be so good asto stand by the Restante Lady. It isto be the
Judgement of Paris

"Thewhat?' Ti demanded.

"Y ou may know the myth. From Greek mythology. How Pariswas cdled on by the goddesses Athena,
Heraand Aphrodite to choose the most beautiful among them. Each promised certain favours were she
chosen - Athena: wisdom, beauty and victory in battle; Hera: power and kingship; Aphrodite: the love of
the most beautiful woman. Paris chose A phrodite, the goddess of love, and so infuriated the other
goddesses that they resolved to punish him. Subsequently, he met Helen, and so precipitated the events
which led to the Trojan War. What favours do you Ladies promise? Ty?"

"l do not ded with pirates. . ."

"Oh, but you mugt, Lady. Y ou must give favours and oaths or you might very well forfeit your life,
certainly your honour - to use that quaint old term.”

"Our flestswill destroy you!" Ti snapped.

"Givemeyour fleets. | will eat them and you will be both ravished and shipless.”

"You darel"

"Oh, I do. | do. So, Ty. Your promises. What will you give?'

"For freedom?’

"To be chosen asthe most lovely."

"I'monly interested in being free of this”

"It'sthe same thing. Humour me."

"For freedom: my ship, Garis, adozen fine swords. . ."

"Such preciseterms. Do better. That Tarasin piece you wear."

"No. | meanit. No."

There was probably a smile behind the emera d-changing-into-ruby mask; hisvoice carried the trace of
one. "Very well. A kissthen."

"No!" Ti cried.

"Not fromyou, Lady Ti," he said, turning his head dightly, appearing to face her, though who knew
where hisgazefdl?"Wel, Ty?"

"y es"

"Ty, no!"

"Excdlent," HarHasad. "And from you, Ti?"

"Never! | would never kissyou . . ."

"l do not ask it. But | think you will parade naked before usall.”

Ti was speechless. Her mouth hung open, her eyes dlittered. Finally she found words.

"Y our degth iswritten. The Chitalice will find you, burn you.”

"But you will go naked dl the same, displayed in glory, or | swear worse will happen.”



"Areyou done?' Ty demanded.

"Done? Why no, Lady. Thereis till one more. Lady Say?"

"You arenot serious,” Ty said, and the Lady Say echoed it, those exact words, in her calm, dways cam
voice.

"Ah, but | am, Serenya. Never more serious. Y ou will display your image for the judging. What will you
giveto befree?’

"Why, my poor life, Captain, what € se? Will you take it? Free me of it?"

"Serenyal” Tom cried.

Thejewe-head raised ahand to command silence, but did not answer at once. He stood flashing in the
fiery glarethat filled Quadlitz, ringed by hismen, by his crater hideaway, by the eternd land.

"Yes" wasdl hesad, very quietly, then in astronger voice: "And who will be Paris, judge of the contest?
So thewinner can . . ."

"I will'" Hugh Archimbault cried, determined to befirgt, speaking mere moments before a chorus of
others, Tamas Hamm, Scarbo, Rim, Shannon.

"l am respongble for bringing her here” Tom said. "1 would like the privilege.”

"Of course you would, Captain Tom. And | would dearly like to know who you would choose, though
I'm sure | can guess.”

Ty and Ti both flashed glances at Tom, silently demanding to know what his choice would be.

The highwayman gave them no time to speek.

"You, Guy?' hesaid. "Our fortune-teller? But you know aready surely. Let's pick our young Nationd
here - Tamas Hamm, isit? Mr Hamm, would you honour us by choosing the most beautiful of these
Ladies?'

The young man stepped forward, obvioudy afraid, trying his best to be brave and defiant.

"The otherswill pay the pendties you have stipulated?' he asked.

"Exactly as stipulated - except for the Lady Say. | would not take her smdll piece of life.”

“Then..."

"Wait!" Ha-Ha said. "Take this monitor. So we know you tell the truth. So we know you choose
honedtly.”

The young scholar took the smadl device, hed it up so dl could seethe green telltde shine on the dull
black case.

"Who isthe most beautiful ?* the pirate demanded, his voice booming out upon Quadlitz, echoing across
the bowl of heated air, beyond Almagest, filling the crater.

Tamas Hamm regarded the glowering, furious Ti, the stately dowager, the dully gleaming creop that was
al theretruly was of Lady Say.

"Please display yoursdf, Lady," hesad.

"No," the Restante Lady said, defiance and resolution in aplay of lights, in the warm gleaming metd.

"It matters. Pleasedo it.”

And theimage was there, more ephemera than ever in the harsh actinic light, the barest suggestion of her
form of the previous night.

The highwayman faced Tamas Hamm. "Choose, Paridl"

"l have," the young man answered. "The Lady Say."

"What!" Ti cried, furious at this ultimate indignity, her hands hard fists a her Sides.

Ty just laughed.

The ruby-garnet-sgpphire inconnu flashed.

"Honest choice, Mr Hamm?'

"y es"

" And the monitor remains green. Excdllent.”

"Ajalta!" Ti cried. "Heid It'sdl heisl A crazy man!"

"Your kiss, Lady Ty."

The Emmened dowager drew adeep breath, seemed to visibly brace hersdlf. "Remove your mask."



The garnet-into-amethyst shook his splendid head.

"Giveyour kissto Parisfor histroubles. And, Lady, adeep kiss, you understand me? No courtly peck.
A lover'skiss, yes?'

Ty had prepared herself and did not hesitate. She went over to the scholar, took his head between her
hands and put her mouth to his. Once engaged, one hand went to the back of his neck, holding the young
man's mouth to hers.

When they separated, Ty turned and walked to where Ti and Hugh Archimbault stood staring in
amazement.

"Excdlent,” HaHasaid. "Now . . ."

"No!" Ti cried.

"My Lady, | urgeyou to fulfil your gppointed favour. Voluntarily, or you will doit by force. Guy, assst
her please.”

Starman Guy made a move forward, but it was not needed.

The Chitdice Lady's face was set in an expressionless mask, rigid at the eyes and mouth, unrelenting. She
quickly worked at clasps and contacts. Her robe came free; she stepped away fromit.

"Underwear please.”

Ti removed the last of her garments, revealed her beautiful body, golden dusk, with the fine coils and
scrallings of her ais tattoos, and the cicatrices where the sand of her State had been worked into delicate
contours: the secret lady-map imitated by so many Nationa women.

"Walk to the helm display, past Mr Hamm and back please.”

Ti did s0, and gracefully considering her underlying rage, reached her clothes again.

"You may dress.”

Ti did so, not just pulling on her robe, but firgt lifting her armsin an imprecatory gesture like a priestess,
gazing at the hot sky, then reversing the order in which she had undressed hersdlf, making aritud of that
aswadll. It was beautiful how she did it, concealing her secret map, the secret country of herself,
commanding and powerful, making it plain to dl who watched by what alurement she controlled her
Clever Man hushand.

"Thank you, Lady. Y ou aretruly beautiful.”

Ti said not aword, but went to stand near her Emmened friend.

Ha-Hadrew his parrot-gun then, turned it at Tom Rynossercs.

"Now, Captain Tom. 'Know your man' ishow | play this, so | hold my gun at you. | tell you that the
Lady Say remainswith me; she hasgiven me her lifeand so | takeit."

"Shewon,"” wasdl Tom said.

"Still | takeit. My rules.”

Tom tensed asif to pring.

"I will shoot you, Blue Captain.”

"Mease, Tom!" Serenyacried, lights running acrossthe Isragl Board, flashes of desperate emotion.
"Captain Ha-Ha, let me spesk with him aone. Then | will go with you. Hewill dlow it." And when
Ha-Hahesitated. | won your contest fairly."

"Very wdl. Guy, move everyonefor'ard.”

Within aminute, Tom was done at therail, crouching before the ancient Lady, hearing what she said,
nodded once, gazed out over the commons, nodded again and touched the container in what could only
be a caress.

Then he stood away from the creop, and Ha-Ha and his men came forward.

"Take her,” Tomtold thetdl pirate leader. Ha-Ha gestured to Guy, who gently lifted the brass container
fromitscradle.

"The brackets, Captain? May we have them?"

"They remain here. Her place on this ship.”

"l undergtand.”

His men began climbing down to the crater floor, walking awvay from Rynosseros. At therail, HaaHa



turned.
"Ladies, Gentlemen, we have recorded what occurred here today. Copies will be sent to you for your
pleasure, a souvenir of the Quadlitz contest. The least we can do. Good day."

Almagest departed firdt, throwing up aclutch of parafoilsto catch the thermas, moving forward under
stored power and lifting over the low rim, disappearing into the desert beyond, quickly, expertly,
practised in stedlth.

It took several minutesfor Rynosseros to do the same, but soon she was moving out of Quaelitz too,
returning to Laterd 24 aong the gibber trail, heading back towards Inlansay.

Hugh Archimbault and Tamas Hamm stood with Scarbo and Tom near the helm. Ty and Ti talked
together afew metres away, close to where the brackets were fixed, but they fell silent when Scarbo
spoke.

"What did shetdl you, Tom?"

Ty moved closer, so did her Chitalice companion.

"Shereveded her true purpose for being out here."

"True purpose, Captain?' Ty said.

"She arranged thisrendezvous with Ha-Ha. . ."

"What!" Ti cried. Both ajaltas wore looks of astonishment. Scarbo was grinning.

Ty gave adow gppreciative smileaswell. "Her way of being free.”

"The contest - it was dll apre-ordained farcel” Ti said, and stalked off, heading for'ard. Ty followed
laughing, and Hugh Archimbault went after them both, as casua-seeming as he could manage, but as
resolute as ever. Scarbo caught Tom's subtle hand-sign and went laughing to the cable-bossto brief the
rest of the crew on what had occurred.

Tom was|eft with only Tamas Hamm for company.

"Shetold you," he said.

"y es"

"Y ou haven't betrayed me."

"It has been her dream for forty, fifty, who knows how many years? - to be out in this, with dl itsrisks.
Sheis gjalta dso. Inreverse. After nearly two centuries of triba ways, she wanted to be in anew world,
part of anew way."

"Desperatdy. Yes" Therewasaplay of emotion in the young man's eyes.

" She made the arrangement al those years ago with . . . your father?"

Tamasnodded. "Y es. We keep it to afew families when we can. Mine or Guy'sor Mylo's."

"Mylo wasthe blue jewel-head?"

"Aye. Hesgood at it. The right look. We use himfor dl our . . . promotion materia.”

"But it'syou. Kegping your father's arrangement.”

Again, Tamas nodded. "Forty years ago, she first made the arrangement. From the heart of atribal
capital, atribal "prison’, she managed it somehow - trapped by her status as a venerated relict. She had
to wait for achange of Princes, till anew ruler no longer required her to be so well protected.”

"Y ou made an arrangement with this new Princel™

"l did. We did. Heisfrom adifferent materna lineage. He did not need ardlict to enhance hisclam.”
"Thetech. He supplied it.”

"Aye. He was the other part of this. Such careful planning, Tom. We could not risk strife with the
Chitalice or the Emmened.”

"And yet you risked a contest!"

Tamasgrinned. "1 couldn't hep mysdlf. | am ahighwayman, after al. It makes great copy. And it's
something extrafor the Prince, for dl of us" He became thoughtful. "But she dmaost changed her mind at
theend, I think."

" She had not expected our invitation.”

"Y our offer, no. I think you helped prepare her for what we can now give."



Tom glanced at the brackets. "Y ou will let her return if shewishesit?”

"The moment shewishesit. | sweer it."

"Theword of apirate,” Tom said, laughing.

"Aye, but Parisand true ajalta too. | chosein al honesty, Tom, and she knew it. Thelight stayed green.
That iswhy she camewith me."

And they smiled, standing there together, dmost friends, surely, strangely becoming thet, as Rynosseros
ran down the wide red Road towards Inlansay.
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