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Advance praise for Lee and Miller's | Dare!

"Followers of the Liaden Universein particular and aficionados of intelligent space operain generd will

be thoroughly entertained by Lee and Miller'slatest episodein the far-future, star-spanning adventures of
Clan Korva onthe planet Liad. In thisimmediate sequdl to Plan B (1999), which is recommended
reading for those who wish to get the most out of this one, the action is nonstop from the first page, asthe
members of Clan Korvd, fleeing from the Department of the Interior, aid their alies of Clan Erobin
defesting theinvasion of the Y xtrangs, anasty militarized culture with overtones of ancient Sparta

"Purely escapist thisbook may be (perhaps not abad thing at this moment in history), but the authors
craftsmanship istop-notch, recaling the work of Elizabeth Moon and Lois McMagter Bujold, aswell as,
at alessexdted leve, the military SF of writerslike Robert Frezza" —Publishers Weekly November
26, 2001 .

"Even though thisis the seventh and concluding volume of the Agents of Change sequence setinthe
Liaden Universg, it's enticing enough to captivate readers new to Lee and Miller's series. The members of
Clan Korva are so far-flung and out of touch owing to battles and palitics that it'simpossible to know
where anyoneisor if anyoneisdill dive. Vd Con yosPhdium fightsfor hislifein acatastrophe unit while
hislifemate findstheir link dipping away, but salvation may bein the hands of two giant turtldike beings.
Pat Rin yosPhdlium's adventures on abackward Terran planet are the easiest to follow as he cleverly
takes control with the help of two hired guns. Any reader familiar with the serieswill definitely check this
out, and new Leefanswill seek previous volumesto find out how thisremarkable family got into its
enticing adventures. The combination of wit, relationship, and space operamay apped to readers of Lois
McMaster Bujold." —Booklist December 15, 2001

"Sharon Lee and Steve Miller are so good it's scary."—S. L. Viehl, author of the Sardoc series

"I Dare livesup to itstitle as a perfect blend of adventure, intrigue, suspense, and wit, crisply written and
deftly plotted. For those aready addicted to Clan Korval, be warned: you had best be in a comfortable
position when you Sit down to read it, because you aren't moving until it'sdone, and it'slike just one
more potato chip—you'll end up wanting another one. For those who have yet to fall under the Lee &
Miller spell, you have an even bigger treat in store—you get to go back and read the others.

"These authors consstently deliver storieswith arich, textured setting, intricate plotting, and vivid,
interesting characters from fully-redlized cultures, both human and dien—and each book gets
better."—Elizabeth Moon, author of Speed of Dark

"The Liaden Universe novels offer that rarest of blends— rousing SF adventure with amystica
undertone. These books areirresistible, fast paced, and packed with unforgettable characters."—Janny
Wurts, author of the Wars of Light and Shadow series

"In| Dare, the fourth book in the Agent of Change Sequence, Miller and Lee, gather up haf adozen
magjor story threads and weave them into, not only acomplex and exciting whole, but atruly satisfactory
ending. Or possibly beginning..."—TanyaHuff author of The Better Part of VValor, DAW 2002

"When | first met Miri, Va Con, Shan, Pricilla, and the other characters populating the Liaden Universe,
their personalities were S0 sharply drawn and their adventures so breathtaking that | found mysalf thinking



about them asif they wereredl. | Dare isabook I've anticipated for aong time. Now | can stop
worrying about the characters | love, celebrate resolution in their lives, and begin nagging authors Miller
and Lee. More, please! And hurry!"—Maureen Tan author of Run, Jane, Run

"Sharon Lee and Steve Miller have amarvel ous ability to weave powerful characters, intriguing
world-building, and swift action into arich, compelling tapestry, and they're at the top of their gamein |
Dare, the exciting conclusion to their Agent of Change sequence. The conspiracy againgt Liad and Clan
Korva isvast and ruthless, and afull range of characters both old and new are needed to survive, and
triumph. Heroic storytdling at its best!"—Mary Jo Putney, author of The China Bride and The Spiral
Path

"Imagine Georgette Heyer crossed on James Bond in a universe of starships and psychic wizardry, and
you'll have something like the Liaden novels of Sharon Lee and Steve Miller—nobody esein thefield
combines space opera and comedy of manners with the same deftness and brio as these two."—Debra
Doyle, co-author of the Mageworlds noves

"Thisnovel concludes the sequence, and manages to conclude many intricate plot lines spawned in the
previous books. Romantic attachments are resolved or strengthened, new characters are introduced and
devel oped, old ones pass through more trias and become stronger. The plot isfast and exciting, and
many favorite characters play enjoyable roles. While the book succeeds very well initsdifficult task of
concluding theintricate series, the necessity of accelerated plot show up in action smoother...thanin the
previous books.

"...thisbook is excdlent and very satisfying to the fans of the series. Mgor changes take effect, severa
previous mysteries are resolved, the sequence is concluded while life and adventure clearly goeson
(sequels are possible but not required). Liad and Korva are changed in mgjor ways—for the better.

Thisis, aovedl, aspace opera. The nove features colorful, likable, and occasiondly improbably
talented characters, some strange (but benevolent) diens, barely sketched but highly evil villains, and
plenty of combat and piloting where persond skills matter more than technology. Thereishumor,
romance, courage and incredible rescues.

While new readers would be better off starting with Partners in Necessity, existing fanswill bevery
happy with | Dare."—Other Worlds September, 2001

"Thelatest SF nove inthe"Liaden Universe' series, thiswraps up the "Agent of Change'" sub-series,
featuring Va Con, heir to Clan Korva, who in earlier volumes was brainwashed by the sinister
Commander of Agents and his Department of the Interior. Va Con broke free of their influence with the
help of hislifemate Miri Robertson, and now the pair hopesto take the battle to their enemy—while the
rest of Korva has goneinto hiding under the long-standing Plan B. One clan member, however, is
unaware that Plan B has been activated: the gambler Pat Rin, who isled to believe the rest of hisfamily is
dead. Therés definitely afantasy fed to parts of this exuberant space opera, with such characters as
wizards, a sentient tree, and even acat who walksthrough walls, but it'safun mix...and a multitude of
characters who refuse to fade into the background. Once the plot startsrolling....the fun snowbdls, with a
glorioudy mixed ending that settlesthe current problem nicel y—while promising more such entertainment
yet to come."—Locus December, 2000

An introduction to | Dare

L. E. Modesitt, Jr.

| must confessthat, before being contacted by Kevin Murphy and Stephen Pagd, | had never read any
of the Liaden Universe books. | had seen aweb site about the Liaden Universe, and, even after paging



through it, wondered exactly what it was al about. So, when Kevin asked meif | would read | Dare, |
certainly cameto the worlds of Sharon Lee and Steve Miller with absolutely no preconceptions. And |
gulped down dl of thetitles, in addition to | Dare, in something like three days.

Almost immediately, | noticed that Sharon and Steve did onething that | appreciate tremendoudly in
authors—they don't smplify into idiocy. Of course, das, that dso may be why they don't have the
readership they deserve... They dso represent the "universe’ as| have found it to be. By that, | mean
that when matters|ook like they can't possibly get much worse, such matters amost inevitably do.
Sharon and Steve dso seem to understand that life is not amere series of adventures, but that what
moves life are the dreams and the hopes of determined people, and that those dreams are purchased
most dearly, with blood, sweat, and tears—and usudly, that's just the down payment.

| have my own favorites among the characters, naturaly, and one of themis Pat Rin, the Liadenwho is
amost an outcast among Clan Korval because he seemsto lack the talents necessary for piloting. My
identification with Pat Rin may be because | wasaNavy pilot to whom piloting did not come naturaly for
along time, much as| wanted it to, and | could certainly understand spending all that timein the second
seet before finally becoming acommand pilot. But then, there are others, such as Priscillaand
Edger...but each reader should find his or her favorite.

Put plainly and smply, | liked the Liaden books, and | Dare in particular, for awhole dew of reasons. In
the end, however, the reasons don't really matter. What mattersis that more people should be reading
what Sharon Lee and Steve Miller have written.

L. E. Modestt, Jr. Cedar City, Utah 2001

| DARE by Sharon Lee and Steve Miller
Day 276 Standard Year 1392 Master Jenn's Workshop Neglit

They had doubted hisskill, laughed at him, by Erlady! Took leave to believe him aonce-was—a
ten-thumbed, aging Terran, haf-blind; incgpable of bringing the table silver to luster, never mind to copy

aring.
That had been before the Liadens.

They were Liadens, right enough, with the pretty cantra pieces dandled like candies ‘tween their dender
evish fingers and sweet words of flattery in their mouths.

Truth owed Erlady, it were the cantra pieces spoke loudest. A man and his grandson, with three cantra
piecesto draw againgt, lived well, for ayear or Sx, here on backworld Neglit.

And they promised him three cantramore, when they cameto collect thering.

Thering. Now, there was a beautiful piece of work. In hisyoung days, he would have snatched the job
up for the chdlenge of it, no thought of payment in his head.

He'd aged out of that nonsense—paid he would be. Well-paid. And sill he had the delicate, brutd tria
of thework, the result of which, polished and re-polished until the intarsawork gleamed like water in the
beam of hiswork-light, proved he was yet a master of his craft.

They'd sought him out, the canny Liadens. Him, Jen of Neglit Center, though they surely had dl the
fabled master jewelers of Solcintrato choose from. Y et they traveled to an outworld, sought out an old
and fading Terran master, commissioned him to make— to remake—their ring. And why was that?



Thetaethey'd soun for Terran witswas smple enough. The origina ring, afamily heirloom, had gone
missing, and must be replaced before certain elders of the house noticed itslack.

Such things happened, drain pipes and gambling games being universaly hazardousto jewery. And
mayhap the jewd-masters of Solcintra goss ped 'mong themselves, and awhispered word might waft to
the ear of the stern elder, to the dismay of his pretty patrons.

Mayhap.

He was canny enough not to question them too nearly. He had no ambition to risk his six cantra, though
he might have baked, if they had wanted paste or light-gold or glass.

But they were keen in their ingtructions. he wasto use only pure-gem, true-gold and emerad. A
replacement, that'swhat they insisted on: full duplication of thering that waslogt.

A replacement, exact in every detall, iswhat he had made for them.

He picked the ring up, turning it thisway and that, admiring the smple power of the design. Caught in
fluid perfection, abronze dragon hovered, wide-winged, above atreein full green leaf. Smiling, he set it
againg the holopic they had given him of the origind.

"I witness ye'd decelve the master who made yon," he told the copy fondly.
"Indeed, it isremarkable work," said a strongly accented voice at his elbow.

The master jeweler started badly and jerked around on his stool, frowning down at the pale-haired
Liaden in his cogtly leather jacket. "Enough to give abody his death, sneak-footing behind one!" He
caught himsdlf up, looked from hisvisitor to the workroom door, with the bell hung aboveit, that jangled
when one of hisrare customers camein from the street.

He looked back to the Liaden's smooth, emotionlessface. "How came ye?'
The Liaden gestured behind him, to where the inner door stood gjar. " Through the house.”

Fear—thetiniest spark of fear—flickered in the master jewe er's heart. The boy was hislast treasure. He
did not think these were child-thieves, yet—

"I have distressed you," the Liaden said gently. "It was not my intention.”

"Well." Mindful of the three cantra yet to come, the master jeweler moved his hand, smoothing the fear
out of the air, and spoke moderately. "Understand ye, it's late. The boy needs hisret.”

"Of course," said the Liaden and a shadow moved at his shoulder. The master jewe er looked up,
mesting the dtill eyes of thefemae Liaden.

"The child was adeep,” she said in her soft, emotionless voice. "We did not wake him."
He ducked his head, relieved to look away from her eyes. "Thank'ee."

"Surdly," she said, then moved forward. Her partner stepped aside, giving her clear view of the
worktable. She paused, face as ungiving as ever, studying holo and redlity, Stting Sde by sideinthe
work-light.

"Excdlent,” shesaid at last, no faintest lilt of gppreciation in her voice. Sheraised her cold eyesto his
face, and went toward the table, her path forcing him to turn somewhat on the stool. The male Liaden



had vanished into the shadows of the shop.

"You areindeed amadter jeweer,” the woman said. She extended ahand and plucked the ring up,
turning it under the light, then lowering it to compare against the holopic. Trapped on his stoal, the master
jeweer watched her, seeing neither pleasure nor relief on her cold, comely face.

"Yes" shesadfinally, and dropped thering asif it were acommon trinket into the pocket of her jacket.
The holopic went to the other pocket, from out of which came three cantra coins, shining across her pam
like moons.

"Y ou have earned your fee, Magter Jen," she said, extending her hand, the coins glowing, murmuring
comfort and ease and schooling for the boy. He leaned forward, felt asharp pain at the base of his skulll.

The Liaden woman stepped back and let the body fal to the floor. Her companion took the polishing rag
up from the work-table and used it to clean the gore from the wire-blade before dipping it away into an
inner pocket. From another pocket he drew forth avial, and anointed the corpse with its contents. Then
he recapped the container, and wiped it, too, with the polishing rag before returning it to its place.

The woman raised her hand and turned, walking unhurriedly down the dim, cluttered room. He followed
her back into the house, past the till figure in the small bed, through the forced door and out into the
night.

They were five minutes gone when the first flameslicked to life, feeding on the lines of accelerant Ieft to
nourish them. Five minutes more found house and workshop both engulfed in fire so fierce the water from
the firefighter's cannon sizzled and evaporated before it ever touched flame.

Five hoursfrom the gtart, the fire was out, having consumed house, shop and contents, leaving not so
much as an ash on the scoured stone floor of the basement.

Day 283 Standard Year 1392 M cGee Spaceport Fortune's
Reward

"How many timesyou figure on firing me?"

Pat Rin yosPhelium sighed. "Refresh my memory, Mr. McFarland. How many times have | succeeded in
firing you thusfar?'

The big man grinned. "OK, that'sfair. But, see, | thought we had an understanding. | ain't only your pilot;
I'm your backup. Thisideaof yours—to cash up and go to ground—not athing wrong with it. In fact, it's
agredt idea, even considering how much you bothered to tell me, which | really ain't dumb enough to
think isthe whole story. Only thing wrong with it isyou're planning on going in without backup, and that
just an't bright. How you go to ground—you go easy and smooth, making just asfew ripples asyou can.
But you go with the certain knowledge that no matter how smart you are, or how low you keep your
head, something's gonna happen—most likely having to do with blind stupid luck— and you're gonna be
needing back up.

"Y ou gotta suppose they're gonna find you, and be reedy for it. Y ou go in thinking anything different and
you might aswell take apistal right now and blow your own brains out. Save everybody sometrouble.”

Such elogquence. Pat Rin raised an eyebrow. "Y ou intrigue me, Mr. McFarland. | wonder how you
became such an expert in going to ground.”

"Someday | might tll you," the big man said, shortly.



It occurred to Pat Rin that he had annoyed his pilot quite as much as his pilot had annoyed him. He took
afresh hold on histemper and inclined hishead.

"Forgiveme, Pilot. | did not intend to cause you pain.”

"Youdidn't," Cheever sad, ill tending toward short. "Unless you count aheadache." He sighed, gustily.
"L ook, we been through this. Covering you is part of the deal between me and Shan. Do me the favor of
bdieving | ain't dumb enough to go back on my word to a Liaden, OK? Y ou got a problem with the
arrangements, take it up with him next time you two are in the same room together."

"Ah." Pat Rin consdered that. Such solicitude was. ..unusud; his cousins every one being younger than
he, and accustomed dl their livesto seeing him set his own course. What had persuaded Shan thistime
that Pat Rin might meet with difficultieslarge enough to warrant a Cheever McFarland? Unless....

Shan was aHealer, not a prognosticator. However, Shan's youngest sister, Pat Rin's cousin Anthora,
was adramlizaof some note—including among her taentsthe ability to foretell event. Pat Rin had once
witnessed Anthorain the throes of her gift, and did not doubt that the ability was genuine. Perhaps she
had foreseen the cold shadow of the clan's danger even as he was preparing to leave planet, and
whispered aword in her brother's ear?

And, in the end, what matter? Pilot McFarland was correct. It lay well outside the scope of Pat Rin
yosPhelium's meant'i to disturb an arrangement between Shan and another.

He sighed, and favored the pilot with astraight look.

"| am counted quite agood shot,” he said, with what mildness he could muster. "I offer thisas apoint of
informetion.”

"Yessr, | don't doubt it. But you gotta deep sometime.”

And that, thought Pat Rin, would appear to be that. Heinclined his head, granting the point as much to
Shan asto Cheever McFarland.

"Very wel," hesad. "Since you ingst upon remaining in my employ, | will tell you that | require adawn
departure.”

The big man favored him with agtare. "Y ou do.”
"Yes, | do," Pat Rin said, rather sharply. "Have | made ademand which isimpossble for you to meet?!

"No. Would've made things aeasier on us both, though, if you'd've thought to cal the tower and have us
moved to a hotpad.”

It was Pat Rin'sturn to stare. "In order to accept a hotpad hook-up, | would have had to file my license
number with the tower," he said, wondering if the pilot had returned from hisleave just alittle drunk, after
dl.

Cheever nodded. "Y eah, but my card's aready on-line. Y ou could've filed the request manually, direct
into the queue, an' nobody'd known it wasn't me on the board.”

"Rilot McFarland—"

"Cause you know the protocol for accepting the hook-up, right? Just like you know the rest of the
board?| tell you what, it beats hell outtame why you won't sit second. | don't think | ever seen anybody



as hungry for the boards as you are—and | sure could use the help. Back-up, get it?’
"Mr. McFarland, | am not apilot. Placing my hands upon that board—"
"What's the protocol for accepting a hotpad hook-up?' Cheever demanded.

Pat Rin glared, goaded. "The keys to accept the hotpad hookup are twelve-green-right and the
appropriate ship axis s north-south-east-west—that assumes one has a matching power-source, which
we do el se the power light would indicate blue-blue-red rather than the blue-blue-blue presently showing,
and we would be using converters, at a cost of an additional half-cantra the Standard—ipro-rated to the
Terran minute—for the service." He drew a hard breath, and attempted once more to leash histemper.
That amere hirding should chalenge him on so basic adrill! Did he look like afool ?

The Terran nodded. "Right. So you coulda done it, though they wouldalikely hit you up for ahigher
charge unless you remembered to tell 'em to orient from ventral instead of dorsal, sncethisisapre-1350
ship and they'd've mistook your protocol ‘cause the lineslook so new." He nodded again, possibly to
himsdf.

"If you got that much, you can move us around when we're locked on to an outside bay in orbit
somewhere. I'd right appreciateit if you'll sit second for me, ‘case we might need an extrapair of hands
or eyes somewhere down the road. Boss."

Pat Rin sighed, chilly in the sudden absence of hisanger.

"Mr. McFarland, | am not a pilot, and my hands on the board would be sufficient to frighten any honest
ship-handler into an early retirement. Yes, | know the protocols. Nearly al my kin arepilots. | was
myself tested for pilot. And | failed. Repeatedly. | am at aloss asto how | might make this circumstance
any plainer toyou."

"Donejust fine" Cheever assured him. "Y ou're wanting me to understand that you know what to do, you
just don't doit fast enough. That it?"

"Y$"

"OK. But there's stuff you could be hel ping me out with—to both our benefits. Y ou know your
equations, don't you?"

Gods, but didn't he. When hewas a child, he had thought it a game—Uncle Daav, Cousin Er
Thom—even Luken!—would throw out a partid piloting sentence and applaud lavishly when he
completed it properly. On those occas ons when he missed his line— often, at firs—they would gently
recite the correct response, and applaud again when hetold it back without error.

He had done the same with his own child; teaching him the nursery rhymes of pilots...

Pat Rin looked up at the bulk of Cheever McFarland. Master Pilot, he reminded himsdlf, and Sighed. "I
know my equations, Mr. McFarland. Yes"

"Good. | can't forceyouto doiit, but | think it'd be best for the ship—my judgment as Master Rilot, while
we're being clear on stuff—if you'd sit second for me.”

The best interest of the ship must carry al beforeit. Pilot or no, the care and keeping of shipswas bred
into his bones. Korval, after dl, was ships.

Pat Rin bowed, noviceto master.



"Very well, Mr. McFarland, asyou fed it isamatter of ship's safety, | will St in the second seat.”

"Great," Cheever said, and stretched, arms over his head, hands brushing the ceiling of the ship. "I'm
gonnago get ashower and some caffeine. Meanwhile, you cal the tower and get us moved to a hotpad,
OK?Don't forget to tell 'em about that orientation to ventral."

So saying he turned and exited the bridge, leaving Pat Rin glaring at nothing.

After atime, he sighed, and moved over to the board to input the request to the tower.

Day 283 Standard Year 1392 Liad Department of Interior
Command Headquarters

Satisfied, Commander of Agents closed thefield report.

Korva's strengths—that it husbanded—one might say, hoarded—ships; that it valued the skillsand
reactions of pilots above any other skill aclanmember might possess; that they deliberately bred for
pilots, thus propelling themsalvesto a pinnacle of thetype...

Those strengths had hidden a notable weakness.

Pat Rin yosPhdium, heir to Kareen, elder cousinto Va Con, who should by al right of blood and
kinship, now stand as Korva Himsdaf—excepting only that he was not a pilot.

Crippled, in Korva's eye, he had been cast aside, dismissed to awastrel life of spoilt self-indulgence.

The Department of the Interior, however, knew just how to vaue Pat Rin yosPhdium, and his place
withinthe Plan.

Commander of Agents smiled dightly and lay hishand on the closed folder.

Despite that the Department found it necessary to its own success to remove Korva from the board, yet
it wastrue that the world, in some measure, required Korva. Lose aclan which held controlling interest
in atriple-dozen industries on-planet, which controlled the pilots guild, funded the Scouts, which owned
outright fifteen trading vessals and unnumbered smaller craft, not to spesk of the yardswhich serviced
them? The planetary economy trembled at the whisper of such caamity. Why, Korval owned the very
dies from which cantra pieces were struck, only leasing them to the Moneyers Guild in twelve-year
renewals tretching back to thetime of thefirst Va Con yosPheium, Cantras heir.

Inany wise, it was no part of the Department's Plan that Liad should be made bankrupt. It was al to the
Department's good that Liaden economy flourish and expand.

Thus, if the economy demanded aKorva, then aKorval therewould be.

Day 284 Standard Year 1392 Departing McGee

Cheever McFarland bulked large over the controls of Fortune's Reward, hands delicate and sure, nearly
caressing in their motions. Despite hissize he sat comfortably in the pilot's chair, which was locked &t the
rearmost limits of itstrack. At thisstage in the flight his attention was securely on the board—uwith its
dozen of lights, meters, knobs, and switches—and on the screens ahead.

The pilot's choice of screensfor the main board was sparse: centered was loca space forward, with
radar ranging imposed over the combined straight visua and near infrared view; rear view was a super



wide angle in radar encompassing everything not on the front screen at half-size below it. Somefew of
the screens were surprising—especialy the left corner screen, showing a double-deck transcription of the
last 144 syllables of Com One's radio communication in Terran—incoming on top, outgoing on the
bottom.

The co-pilot's board was live, and Pat Rin yosPhelium sat, ill-at-ease, in the chair beforeit. He
scrupuloudy avoided the controls, concentrating instead on the Jump equations he was engaged in
framing for the pilot's approva. Asif in tesimony to the fact that he sat second by the pilot'swhim aone,
instead of the proper view of space outside the ship, the screen above his board showed amosaic of
thumbnails. every system on the ship represented in an order known only to the pilot.

Pat Rinfinished hislast caculation and filed it. Leaning back in his chair, asfar awvay from the board as
he could reasonably sit, he watched the screens as Cheever M cFarland threaded Fortune's Reward
through the crowded spaceways of near orbit.

From timeto time Pat Rin saw a pause, a decision point, pass through the pilot's hands. At the third such
he glanced up and saw a new window open on the | ft.

"I'm watching for long-range interception,” the Terran said, camly matter-of-fact, "causein here, with al
this mess, the normd thing to do is be worried about the next 72 seconds or so, then the next 720
seconds, and not much beyond because so many of the orbits are tight and the maneuvering's hectic. But
if someonewas looking for usto be Jumping from aparticular point, more or less, they'd likely be close
to an interception trgjectory somewhere down the line, like three hours or so when a ship like ours might
normaly be expected to Jump.”

A lessonin piloting, forsooth. Pat Rin moved a hand in acknowledgment.

"And s0 right now, theré's aship moving parallel, but that ain't a problem—I doubt anybody'd be trying
to chase uswith an ore-ship. There's so one summeat behind that got underway from the repair docks
about the time we hit orbit. Shows up fine on visud but the beacon onit'sabit funny and out of
adjustment, I'd say. They been tuning their orbit something fierce, just like aship right out of dock might.”

Pat Rin moved his hand again as Cheever checked in with control once more, confirming by voice his
destination and learning that, "due to heavy traffic," the Portmaster requested al ships add another
quarter planetary diameter to Jump run-up.

"Damn," Cheever said under his breath and hit the com button.

"Control, can we stay on origina schedule? I've got anovice here caculating that Jump for al he'sworth
and welll beinyour way al day if he's gottastart over!™

The delay might have been due to more than the crawl of light across space; the answer wasa
half-chuckle. "Oh, aye, that's astet then, Fortune's Reward. And I'm to tell you your novice owesa
drink to the submaster next trip through.”

"To hear isto obey, Control. Fortune's Reward out.”

Pet Rin glanced a hispilot quizzicaly.

"I could have reca culated those equations—the quarter diameter is scarcely a—"
A Terran headshake.

"Sureit an't. But now we got an excuse when we Jump abit ahead of timewith al the wrong energy



levels, just in case we're being snooped.”

And so they were prudent, on the off-chance that Korva's enemy had found him. Cheever McFarland
was aman who took his own advice, then, and built plans upon worst-case projections.

"Tel youwhat," the pilot was saying, "once we Jump I'll adjust that sde and you can shadow me inbound
to Terigte. I'll probably ask questionsto seeif you're paying attention.”

Pat Rin bit back asharp retort. It was never good luck to argue with an elder willing to teach what was
needed—especidly with Plan B in effect.

Day 50 Standard Year 1393 Lytaxin Erob's M edical Center

The names of their kin had gained them entrance to the house and arapid and willing guide to the place
wherether sster lay, recovering from her wounds.

It waswdl, Edger thought, following Alys Tiazan Clan Erob, Cousin to Miri Robertson Tiazan Lady
yosPhelium, that they had not tarried, but had descended to the planet surface with al haste and come
directly to this dwelling-place.

Truth, it had been Sheather's disquiet that had spurred them to seek their kin so speedily. Y et Sheather
had studied Miri Robertson to a depth that none other of the Clutch had yet studied an individua of the
Clans of Men, and Edger had been willing to heed his brother's impatience.

Nor was thisimpatience found to be excessive, once the door to Clan Erob's house had been opened to
them. The news given by Alys Tiazan was aarming in the extreme and Edger hoped most stringently that
they had arrived with speed enough, and skill sufficient for the tasks which bore their names.

Before him, theimpaossibly frail person Alys Tiazan ran. Her red hair, so like hissster's, was made into
double braidsthat lifted alittle in thewind of her own passing. Walls barred her way, then did silently and
swiftly asde, dlowing her, and, quickly after her, themsalves, into ashort, quiet hal, whereasingle man
wearing the clothing and sidearm of amercenary soldier stood at guard before a door.

He looked up asthey bore down upon them, frowned and moved afew steps forward, holding up his
many-fingered hand, pam turned to them.

"Holdit," hesad to Alys Tiazan. "Y ou ain't taking them in there, are you, kid?'

"Indeed, | am," she returned, somewhat bregthlessy. "They have kin-right. My cousin will wish to see
themimmediady.”

Hewas awell-grown male of the kind which named themsdves " Terran,” yet he did haveto look up
quite some distance to survey both Edger and Sheether.

"Kinright?' he repested, eyes squinted alittle.

"The child speakstruly,” Edger answered. "Miri Robertson Tiazan, Lady yosPhelium, Captain Redhead,
as sheisknown here, issster to mysdlf and this my brother. We are likewise kin to he who is named
here Va Con yosPhdium Scout.”

The soldier frowned down at Alys. "Orderswas, kin vigits only, and as few of them as possible. Cap'n
Redhead ain't hardly eight hours outta the 'doc, kid. She getstoo tired, the techsl| stick her back in the
box, and you can depend on it shewontt like that.”



"Infact," Sheather spoke up, with aforcefulness much unlike his previous diffidence, "we are here
precisay because we have heard darming reports of our sister's hedlth. 1t would ease us, could we see
her, speak with her, and make our own evaluation of her condition.”

"Oh." The soldier chewed hislip, then appeared to take adecision with asharp nod of hishead. "OK, |
can see where you'd want to make sure she's on the mend. | can let you in for aquick look, but likel
sad, there ain't no profit to anybody in getting her tired out to where the techs take an interest. Especialy
not with her partner in the sate he'sin.”

Edger blinked. "We have heard that our brother's stuation isdire.”

"Well," the soldier said judicioudy, turning to lay his hand on the door-plate, "he ain't as bad ashewas
six days ago, but | sure wouldn't want to trade places with him." The door did open and he stepped
asde, waving a casud sdute.

"There you go. Remember what | told you, now."

"Wewill remember," Sheather said, and followed his brother into the room wheretheir sster lay,
convaescent among the songless.

Red-haired Miri Robertson, lately captain of the Lytaxin Irregulars, lay against a mountain range of
pillows, eyes closed. The room wasfull of sound—usuad sickroom stuff: the bubble and babble of the
machinery; the occasond rustle from the med tech there to tend them—and her. Funny, she thought,
somewhat muzzily, how sickrooms aways sounded just the same, Terran or Liaden, planetside or space
based.

Sighing—quietly, otherwise the tech would be after her to take anap, like she just hadn't spent six
Standard Days unconscious in an autodoc—sighing, she marshaed her attention, deliberately blocking
out the too-familiar sounds of the sickroom, and focusing on the place inside her head where sheld gotten
used to finding the— ah, hell, cdll it thelifeforce, cdl it the soul-shadow, or just call it the pattern, of her
lifemate.

Previoudy, this edifice had been scintillant, brilliant with color, cunning in its complexity. A little more
recently, she had observed it fading, the clever interlacings unraveling with regd, horrifying precision. Vd
Con had been dying, then, of various wounds, the most serious being the bullet held taken off an Y xtrang
Elite Guard while in the process of stealing an atmospheric fighter craft the guard had considered,
reasonably enough, belonged to his outfit.

Elite Guards used bulletswith a smorgashord of |oads—explosves, hallucinogens, and other
not-so-goodies. The bullet that had nicked VVa Con had carried nerve poison. He hadn't taken afull hit,
which was the good news, afull hit being something that could drop afull-grown Y xtrang soldier, and
probably melt your basic "abit over average height—for a Liaden™" on the spot.

S0, Va Con hadn't died, though at that hisluck was mixed on the day. They'd managed to share his
other injuries between them so that she ended up in the 'doc for days, being healed of wounds sheld
never taken, and hewas till sedled in acrisgsunit, not quite out of danger yet. Shan had explained it to
her—all right, he'd tried to explain it to her, but she had afeding she was going to have to get him to go
over thetricky bitsagain, like how exactly she came up with acceleration injuries when her body had
been passed out cold on the ground, miles away and below the plane sheld brought in when Va Con—

Never mind, Robertson, shetold hersdf. There ain't any may to make sense outta it. Just stipulate
it happened, OK? No use banging your head against the impossible.



Banging her head againgt the impossible was a so getting in the way of checking up on Va Con. She
ground her teeth together and concentrated, feeling the sweat break out on her face. Chest tight, she
craned inward, seeing nothing but gray, nothing but—it hadn't used to be this hard!

Abruptly, she had it—the pattern flared, bright and coherent, burning away the swirling fog.
Miri swallowed.

No doubt that thiswas Va Con. No doubt that he was dive. But there was—adivison—a
rift—interlockings sundered, portionsisolated from the whole; here and there colorsfluttered, pae, while
other patches showed nearly trand ucent.

"Oh, gods," she whispered and hit her lip again. She absolutely did not want the attention of the med tech
for the next while. She needed time to study this, to try to figure out just exactly what she was seeing.

Andwhat, if anything, she could do tofix it.
Carefully, she brought her whole attention to one flickering sector, noticing what seemed to befault
lines—

"Cousin Miri!" ayoung voice shrilled, which would've been enough to get her attention, without the med
tech doing her bit for peace and quiet by snapping aHigh Liaden order to, "Remove yoursaves a once!"
while avoice big enough to rattle al the aching bonesin her convalescing body boomed, "The songs are
al of discord, brother!"

Miri opened her eyes, took in nine-almost-ten Standards old Alys Tiazan, hair neatly braided and hands
on her barely-existent hips, glaring at the med tech, while two large, shelled people moved with
ponderous purpose toward the wall of instruments.

"Remove them immediately,” the tech ordered, but Alyswas having none of it.
"They are kin and have theright to be here! Y on lady ismy cousin by blood-tie and | mysdlf will—"

"PIPE DOWN!" Miri yelled, or tried to yell. The 'pipe was pretty good, though not up to her best.
'Down'’ suffered from her voice squeaking out into acough. Still, she managed to achieve the desired
effect: Everybody got rea quiet and al facesturned to her. She glared at each in turn, trying to ignore the
swest running down the side of her face, and the way her pulse was pounding way too hard against her
eardrums.

"What the hell's the matter with you people?’ she snarled, somewhat faintly. "Don't you know theresa
Sck personin here?'

"Coudn..." Alysbegan.

"| said pipe down,” Miri interrupted, then dropped into ragged Low Liaden, in case the kid hadn't caught
it. "That means. Be dtill, child, and don't dispute your elders.”

Alyslooked stubborn, but managed a creditable bow. "Y es, cousin.”

The med tech was sputtering. Miri ignored her for the moment and looked up at thetallest of thetwo tall
non-humans.

Eight foot high and bottle-green, the room's soft light waking gleams of malachite and cobat among the
tilesof his magnificent shell, eyes asbig asdinner plates, yelow and ditted, like acat's;, four hundred



pounds, if he weighed an ounce—her brother, Twelfth Shell Fifth Hatched Knife Clan of Middle River's
Spring Spawn of Farmer Greentrees of the Spearkmaker's Den, The Edger. May the gods have mercy
on her soul.

"Glad to seeyou, Edger,” she said.
"Sigter, the song of my heart achievesfullnessin your presence.”

Wow. Shelooked to the second, smaller, and less grandly shelled Turtle. It struck her that he looked
worried, though she'd've been hard put to say how she had formed that opinion.

"Sheather. What's bugging you?' She moved ahand againgt the coverlet. Shed meant tollift it and give
him ahigh sgn, but it wastoo much effort.

"Siger. The songswithin thisroom irritate me. More, they interfere with the progress of your healing. If
kin may say so, and with gpologies, should | spesk too briefly—I fear most strongly for you, wounded as
you have been, and surrounded by discord. More, | fear for our brother, the mate of your heart, for it
has been told us that hiswounds are more serious than your own, leaving him more greetly vulnerableto
theill effects of wrong snging.”

Sheblinked at him, sagging back against her battalion of pillows, the bresth burning in her chest like sheld
run an obstacle course with afull field pack on her back. She closed her eyes and wearily, warily, looked
ingde her head, at the broken, flickering pattern that was Va Con. The mate of her heart.

"Lady yosPhdium," the med tech said, "allow meto call the House to your assistance.
These...persons...tire you dangerousy and—"

"One must be the judge of one's own danger,” Miri said, more-or-less hitting the High Liaden mode from
boss to hired hand. She opened her eyes and |ooked from Sheather to Edger.

"You'reteling me that you got a better way to heal Va Con than the autodocs and the monitors can do?”
"Siger," Edger said solemnly, "wedo."

"OK," Miri said, and took a couple minutesto chew on that, not that Edger or Sheather would notice.
The Clutch did not lie. Especidly, they didn't lie to kin, and they had the same rule as Liadens did about
the duty of kin caring for kin. Which didn't mean that they couldn't do as much damage asthe next guy in,
al from good intentions. She moved her head againgt the pillows and sighed.

"Can you gimme a demongtration, before we move on to something life-and-death?" she asked.
"Understand, | trust your word, but it seems to me there's room for reasonable doubt and honest error,
especidly since we're talking across species. Thingsjust might not. .. match up,” she finished, somewhat
lamdy.

"Our sgter is prudent,” said Sheather, and exchanged alongish, yellow-eyed stare with Edger, who
eventually looked back to her and spoke.

"There are those among the clans of men who are more sightful than the common run,” he boomed, his
big voice shaking the bed shelay in. "These sghted ones may seeinto the soul of their fellows, touch the
strands of their being and, sometimes, curetheillsthat afflict the spirit. Should such a one be brought to
us, we might show them our intention and our technique.”

"That isquiteridiculous,”" stated the med tech.



"Noit ain't,” Miri said, way too tired now to ded with the tricksy modes of High Liaden. She managed to
get her hand up and pointed at the kid. "Call Shan and get him down here."

Alysfrowned while she worked her way through the Terran sentence, then she smiled, walked over to
the house phone, and punched the call button.

L ytaxin Erob's Grounds

They had passed the first sentry and were well on the way to raising the second, moving aong the paths
and wooded ways like the shades of dead soldiers. Not aleaf rustled, nor stone turned, not abranch
broke by reason of their passing.

Ndlirikk's heart soared with pride, that he walked at the head of such agroup, equal, among peers. Swift
and slent, that was how an explorer walked.

It was dlso, of course, how Liaden scouts walked, which his three companions were. They were an
oddly matched trio, more gaggle than Troop, and very easy with banter among themselves— which
reminded him forcefully of the manner often kept between the captain and the scout to whom hewas
sworn.

"How much farther to this house of yours, Explorer Nelirikk?' That was the shorter of the two elder
scouts, called Clonak ter'Meulen, who wore a Terran-like mustache beneath his snub nose.

"We must be passed by one more sentry,” Nelirikk told him. "Shortly after, the wood will surrender to
fidd. From there, if we continue at the current pace, we will raise Erob's house in gpproximately
twenty-five Standard minutes.”

Clonak sighed gustily. "So far? Shadia, my ddlight, run ahead and beg the houseto send acar. | am far
too frail for dl thistraipsing about in gravity."

The youngest scout laughed. "Y es, of course. | can see the wobblein your gait. Poor old Clonak."

"Wadl, | don't know that | like that theme," the mustached scout commented. "I was thinking more along
the lines of 'dear, delicate Clonak,' mysdf.”

"I'm certain you were," Shadiasaid cordialy, deftly ducking beneath awickedly taloned branch.
"I don't see you running ahead to the house,” Clonak pointed out.

"Nor will you," Shadia returned with spirit. "Send a car, indeed! Come, Clonak, it'salovely day for a
grall. Even with the gravity."

He sighed. "What a desperate failure of discipline we see among the ranks of our juniors, eh, Daav?'

Daav yosPhelium, he who bore the Tree-and-Dragon device that proved himin service to Clan Korval,
raised an eyebrow. "Now, I'm puzzled. It seemsto methat Shadiamerdy displays a—naturdly
regrettable!—lack of respect for an elder. How do you find afailure of discipline?’

"l outrank her," Clonak began—and between one step and the next fell both silent and till, the others
doing the same, until they might have been three leather-clad boul ders scattered aong the pathway.

Likewise frozen, Nelirikk craned his ears, hearing the smal sounds made by the sentry standing his pogt,
just 'round the next bend in thetrail. Nelirikk's regard for Clonak increased, even as he relaxed.



"Itiswdl," he said, keeping hisvoicelow. "Only the guard & his—"
"Halt!" the sentry shouted. "Who goesthere?"

The brush to Ndlirikk'sleft and dightly in advance of his position erupted into noise, asif somelarge
anima was crashing back and forth, perhgpstrying to freeitself from one of the plentiful thorny bushes.

"Halt!" the sentry shouted again. "Give me theword or | shoot!"

The brush grew slent, then rustled more courteoudy, branches shivering as alarge figure pushed through
to stand in the very center of the path. He was holding a Soldiers General Duty Long-arm in two hands,
amed up into the blameess sky. Sowly, he bent and placed the weapon on the ground. He straightened
with even more care, went back two steps, and held his hands, palm out, at belt-level.

"Capan Meery Roberzun," he said, and Ndlirikk felt the hairs on the back of his neck lift.
"Captain Miri Robertson," Daav yosPhelium said in a stage whisper, loud enough to be heard ahead.

"ldentify yourselves!" The sentry snapped, wisdly remaining at cover. Ndirikk stepped forward, hands
visible and very empty, one eye on the Y xtrang soldier who stood, patient and open-handed, in the path.

"Lieutenant Ndlirikk Explorer, Lytaxin Irregulars.” The soldier in the road did not react to the Terran
words, as of course he would not. Troop were not taught Terran. Only squad leaders were given Trade.

"Aide" Ndirikk finished, for the benefit of the hidden sentry, "to Captain Miri Robertson. Theword is
sardonyx. | escort three scouts to my captain.”

Out of the edge of hisvision, he saw the soldier'slips move, saw his eyes go wide.

"Cagpan Meery Roberzun!" he repested, voice too loud with excitement. He pointed at the rifle on the
ground, and his next words were in Common Troop. "Sir, we have come to offer the Hero Captain our
wespons and our lives" He swallowed as Ndlirikk faced him squarely, possibly unnerved by the lack of
vingtai on aface so plainly of the Troop.

"Have | the—the honor to address the Hero Nelirikk Explorer?' He stammered.

"What's that guy want, Lieutenant?" the sentry asked, but before Nelirikk could reply, Daav yosPhdium
stepped forward, claiming the soldier's attention with a hand-wave.

"We?' he snapped in the tongue of the Troop, his accent only dightly more rancid than Va Con
yosPhelium's. "Produce this we! Immediately!"

"Sir!" The soldier'sfist hit his shoulder with awill and he spun on hished to address the bushes, from
which thereissued no immediate reply.

"Dammit!" the sentry abruptly shouted. "Where did you come from?"

"Theairfield, most recently,” Clonak ter'Meulen replied in cheery Terran. "Before that—wdll, youll
gppreciatethat | can't tell you everything, even though you are carrying some very impressive firepower.
I'm one of the scouts being escorted to Captain Robertson by the Lieutenant over yonder.”

"Heredly is" Ndirikk caled over his shoulder, anticipating the sentry's next question.

"Yessr. But what ishe doing here?" wailed the sentry.



Clonak tsk'ed. "Why, only making certain you don't decide that it would be best for al to shoot the
charming young person asking after Captain Robertson's hedlth. It happens that the scout standing next to
dear lieutenant Ndlirikk iskin to Captain Robertson, and very tender of her possessions.”

"Possessiond” the sentry sputtered.

On the path, Daav yosPhelium moved.

"Well?' He snapped at the bushes, crossing hisarms over hischest. "Am | blind? Am | afool ?*
The bushes offered up no reply. .

The scout snorted.

"Hero Captain Miri Robertson has no use for cowards. Lieutenant?’

Nélirikk cameto attention and glared into the soldier's stoic face. " Captain Miri Robertson accepts only
the bravest and most skilled into her troop,” he snarled, taking up his cue with awill. "Thisisthe captain
who attaches a scout to her troop! This isthe captain who keeps an explorer asher aide! The captain
who broke the back of the Fourteenth!™

"Show yourselves," Daav ordered the bushes, and swept forward in agraceful lunge. He came up
holding thelong arm &t ready. "Or die."

Still the bushes were silent, the branches melting away from the one who came forward, hands out and

empty.

"Thereis onewho iswounded,” she said and looked over the scout's head to Nelirikk. He read the mark
of an explorer on her cheek with afeding of inevitability. Of course: A mere Rifleinfiltrate thefirgt line of
guard, intent on giving his battle oath to Captain Miri Robertson? Common Troop did not
behave—could not behave—in a manner so contrary to command. An explorer, however, like a scout,
was required to think beyond the boundaries of the common. An explorer, like ascout, could easily claim
the service of aRifle, who would no more question her commands than he would the commands of any
other officer.

"Hold!" he snapped at Daav, but the scout had aready lain therifle down.
"I do not shoot scouts,” he said in calm Liaden. "Unless they give me cause.”

The explorer looked down at him. "No cause," she returned, her Liaden hating and modeless.
"Wounded, one's senior. Wounded—" She moved her hands in frustration and looked again to Nelirikk.
"Heisat glory'sgate,” shefinished, in Troop tongue.

"Shadia?' Daav said quietly to the bushes.

"Here, Captain Daav," the youngest scout's voice came from the bushes at the explorer's back, abit
breathlessin the Liaden mode caled '‘Comrade. "He doesn't look the picture of hedlth, truth told.” There
was a pause and alow groan. The explorer twitched, and stilled, her eyes down turned.

"Tdl the sentry to send for afield 'doc,” Shadiasaid flatly. "Thisman's dying."
"We need a'doc, quicktime,”" Ndirikk heard Clonak tell the sentry. "There's aman down and criticd.”

"Migter, those're 'trang soldiers and dl the 'trang I've seen lately want to die," the sentry argued.



"Y et you will observe that these particular Y xtrang soldiers appear to wish to live. They're behaving
appropriately, aren't they? They've put down their guns like good children and they're being very seemly,
by my standards, at least,” Clonak's voice hardened. "Call for an emergency team. Now. Y ou redly
don't want the scout over there on the pathway angry with you."

"Embroider my legend, do," Daav caled, over the sound of acomm unit being engaged.
Nélirikk watched the explorer, seeing her eyebrows pull tight as she strained to follow the conversation.
"Medical assstanceisbeing caled for your senior," hetold her in the language of the Troop.

"Yes" Sheshot him alook of chdlenge. "Y ou are Ndirikk Explorer, lieutenant in the troop captained by
Miri Robertson. Will you take our oaths and receive usinto the Troop in the captain's steed?”

Certain as he was that the captain—and most certainly the scout—would wel come explorersinto their
sarvice, and aswell as he understood the dilemma behind the question, it was beyond the scope of his
duty to stand as oathtaker in the captain's place.

"I will not," he said, wishing the Common Tongue possessed even so minor aword as"adas’.

"What's amiss?' That was Daav yosPhelium, speaking yet in the mode used between comrades, his
bright black eyes darting from the explorer'sface to Ndlirikk's.

Nélirikk sighed. " She—they—cameto give an oath and be...welcomed...into atroop, with a proper
captain, to give their livesform and, and duty. We—the'doc..." He ssammered to a halt. Both of Daav's
eyebrowswere wdl up, but he waited with explorer-like patience for the matter to be made plain.

"Itiscultura,"” Ndlirikk achieved at last. "A matter of—appropriate behavior. They wish to—they
must—offer their oath only to the captain or one who stands oathtaker in her steed. |— | cannot take
oathsin keeping for the captain. And they cannot accept anything from the enemy.”

"Ah." Theblack eyes gleamed. "And your own oath—to Line yosPhdlium, wasit?"
s

"Yes. | believe we may contrive." He stepped toward the watchful explorer.

"I will have your name," he snapped in hisawful Y xtrang.

Shelifted her chin, "Hazenthull Explorer.”

"S0." Thelanguage shifted to Trade. "Hazenthull Explorer, | offer you compromise. | am kin to the Hero
Captain Robertson— blood ties, eh?

Her mouth tightened, but she gave ashort jerk of the head. "I understand.”

"Good. Understand that Captain Robertson's duties are manifold, including a position of command over
the kin unit of which | am agenetic member. The name of the kin unit isline yosPhelium. Captain
Robertson accepted the oath of Nelirikk Explorer in the name of this kin unit." Hetipped hishead. "Do
you understand this? | do not wish to trick you."

Once again, shejerked her head. "I understand.”

"Excdlent. Attend me closdy, now: The customs of kin alow me to take from you an interim oath.”



Hazenthull frowned. "Inte—atemporary oath?"

"Just 0. In the service of your senior'slife. The ‘doc which has been called for ishis only immediate
chance of survival—Shadiadoes not use the word 'dying’ lightly. | do not willingly watch scouts perish,
as| believel said. | require of you an oath that you and yours will serve Line yosPhelium, in the person
of Daav yosPhdium—that ismysdf. In turn, | will give you my oath to bring you to Captain Robertson
hersdlf, so that she may make what judgment that a captain mugt, for the good of her troop.” He paused,
perhaps awaiting a question. Hazenthull remained silent.

"Theterm of our oaths," Daav continued, "shal be concluded when the captain has given her judgment.
Canyou agreeto this?'

There was along silence. Ndlirikk saw the explorer's eyes narrow, asif she were turning the proposed
oaths round in her mind, seeking the trap that she knew must be there.

Nelirikk could have pointed out the ambiguity attending the precise expiration of term, but it wasto the
Troop's benefit to acquire the services of other explorers, if it could be managed, and so he held his

tongue.

Finally, Hazenthull Explorer gave another of her terse nods. "We are free to offer and to honor these
oahs"

"Splendid." Daav waved at the patient soldier. "Explain the matter to him." Heflicked alook to Ndlirikk.
"Asss her, please, Lieutenant.”

"Scout." Nelirikk bowed dightly and stepped to Hazenthull Explorer'sside.

Some distance up-trail, he heard the sound of ajitney engine, growing rapidly louder.

L ytaxin Erob's House
"...grace of the Mother we came through well and whole," Priscillawas saying.

The transmission was remarkably clear, considering thet it was ajerry-rig replacement for the planetary
communication net the Y xtrang had shredded. And it was beyond joy to be ableto hear hislifemate's
voice, after theselong, eventful days of separation. Still, Shan thought, wistfully, it would have been
ecdasy, to behold her face, to run hisfingersinto her curly black hair, to stroke her creamy cheek, to put

hislips—
"Shan?'

He shook himsdlf. Do strive for some breeding, Shan, hetold himsalf, will you scorn her voice
because you may not have the rest?

"Forgive me, Priscilla, | was entranced by the menta image of you doughty warriors, knives caught
between your teeth—"

"Priscilla, you redlly must spend lesstimewith my sigter,” hetold her earnestly. ™Y ou have her inflection
exactly, there."

From their ship, high in Lytaxin orbit, she laughed. Shan, seated at the desk in the guesting room Erob
had ceded him, smiled wryly and stroked the comm'’s plastic face.



"Let us make plansfor your stay on planet,” he said. "Leave now and I'll be at the spaceport to greet
you."

The beam hummed empty for amoment, then gave him Priscillas sgh.
"Love, you know | need to be with the ship. Ren Zdl isable, but—"

"But Ren Zd isnot of Clan Korvd," hefinished, knowing the necessitiesaswell as she. "Gordy of course
isof Korval, and also possesses al of nineteen Standard years. Too young by ayear or so to stand
command of astarship orbiting aworld enduring postwar conditions."

"True," she said, her voice soft across the distance that separated them. "And you cannot leave Miri and
Vvd Conwhilethey aresoill."

"Miri isout of the'doc,”" he said, suddenly recalling that he had not told her that. "Weak as akitten, of
course. Vd Con..." Histhroat closed and he shook his head, asif she could see him.

"Thetechs 4till believe hell be...impaired?’

"Impaired." He grinned without humor. "Y es, they do believe that, and quiteill-natured | find them for it,
if youwill havethetruth."”

"I'm sureyou do," she said gently. "I—when heis out of the'doc and an evauation is made, perhaps—"
Shockingly, the portacomm on his belt buzzed. Shan jumped, swore, and thumbed the receive.
"One moment, Priscilla—yosGalan," he snapped into the portable.

"Shan—L ord yosGaan—it isAlys Tiazan. | amin the recovery room with Miri my cousin and two of the
Clutch who are her brothers.”

Yes, of course, Shan thought. The situation had only lacked eight foot turtles.
"How delightful for us, to be sure. | shdl be down directly to make—"

"Their Wisdoms," Alysinterrupted, with arefreshing lack of deference for his gation; "Their Wisdoms
say that the songs of the machines are harming my cousin, your Sster. They say that the autodoc may be
preventing Va—preventing Lord yosPhelium— from healing completely. The med tech is—" she
paused, gpparently decided that he could judge the med tech's state of mind for himself, and finishedina
rush. "Cousin Miri says to get you down here." Thelast four wordswerein Terran, pronounced in tones
so authenticaly Miri-like that Shan grinned, even as his heart trembled.

"One moment,” he said to Alys, flicking the 'mute toggle. He glanced at the desk unit. "Priscilla?”

Her answer came dowly. "ltispossble” she sad, "that the rhythm of the machinery isinterfering with
total hedling. It has been known to happen. Rarely.” She was silent, then burst out. "Who knows what
may harm them? They are linked, heart and mind, by that—edificel—no more smple humans than—than
the Clutch are. No," she corrected hersdf, more camly. "More human than the Clutch are. And the
Clutch may seetruly—for their own kind.”

"Then it appears my task has been laid out for me," Shan said and flicked the portable on.

"Please dlow my sister to know that | am on my way to her sde," hetold Alys Tiazan. "AsKk her, asshe
loves me, to stay her hand from the med tech until | arrive.”



Therewasasmdl snort, asif Alyshad haf-strangled alaugh, then ademure, "I will so inform my cousin,
gr." Thelinedeared.

"Priscillay my love..."
"Until soon, Shan."
"Until soon. May your Goddess send it very soon.”

He thought he heard a soft Sigh before the connection light went out. Sighing himself, he stood, and | eft
the room at brisk walk.

A short time later, he turned smartly into the halway containing Miri's room, and nodded to the guard on
duty.

"l am summoned.”

The merc shook his head as he turned to put his hand againgt the plate. "They cdl thisrest? She might as
well hireaband and cdl it aparty.”

The door did open and the guard waved an impatient hand. Shan strolled across the threshold
and—ypaused.

Immediately before him, two very tal, green persons wearing atruly impressive quantity of tilework
across their shoulders and down their backs, confronted an average-sized Liaden woman—uwhichis to
say, her nose was not quite level with the equator of the shorter tile-bearing person. That the woman was
in high temper was obvious even without the aborasion of her passon againgt hisHeder sense. The
Turtles—wereinvisbleto hisHeder Sght, in contrast to the rather irrefutable physica evidence. Shan
glanced aside, locating Alys Tiazan, strategically placed between the med tech and the bed in which Miri
wilted againgt an oppression of pillows, long red hair snarled across one shoulder, eyes closed in aface
aswhiteassdit...

Ignoring the med tech's anger, Shan focused on Miri, catching the shine of mayhem aong her pattern, and
afear bordering on terror.

"Cousin Miri," Alyssaid. "Lord yosGdanishere

The woman in the bed opened fierce gray eyes and gave him aragged grin.
"What took you so long?'

"l had to shave."

The grin widened, briefly, then one hand wavered more or less horizonta, index finger amost pointing a
thetaller of the two green persons.

"Edger,"” she sad, hoarsdy. The finger moved perhaps the width of athought. " Sheether.” Her hand fell
back to the coverlet. "ThisisVa Con's brother, Shan yosGaan. HesaHeadler. Tell him what you told
me"

"What they told you," the med tech sngpped in amode periloudy closeto superior to inferior, "isarrant
nonsense! The machines are needful! Y our heartbeat must be monitored! Y our air must befiltered! Y our
blood pressure and body temperature must be monitored! Shut down the machines and risk doing
yourself needless, preventable harm, Lady. To even think of removing your lifemate, damaged asheis,



from the catastrophe unit..."
llQlJid.ll

One word, quavering on the broken edge of awhisper—terrifying from awoman who could make
hersdf heard amidst the pandemonium of a battlefield.

"...istokill him outright!" the med tech continued unabated. " These—personsl—are not of Erob's house
medicd gaff! They—"

"Silence!" Shan snarled, in dl the force of Command. The tech's anger flared and he countered it, barely
heeding what he did; merely casting out aglamour of cooling, like ahandful of snow-flakes. Themed
tech fell slent, passion meting, bowed and went over to st inachair.

"Very good." Hetrandferred his attention to the turtles, who were yet standing patiently, watching him out
of ydlow cat eyes.

"Shan yosGdan," the turtle on the right—Edger, Shan remembered—boomed in what was recognizably
the Liaden High Tongue, though exactly which mode was abit difficult to determine at thisvolume. "ltisa
joy to speak with the brother of my brother.”

"It isan honor to meet one of whom one's kin has spoken, often and with affection,” he responded in the
ritua stiffnessof the High Tongue, in the mode of meseting the kin of kin.

"Allow me, dso," said the turtle named Sheather, in Terran, "to express my joy a making your
acquaintance, Shan yosGalan.”

"I'm delighted to meet you, aswell, Shan replied in the same tongue. He glanced over to the bed, saw
Miri rigid againgt her pillows, once again caught the edge of her fear againgt hisHedler sense.

"Pleaseforgive meif | forcethe topic too quickly," he said to theturtles, in blessedly quick, modeless
Terran, "but | cannot help but see my siter's distress. The med tech seemsto believe that you would
have her—and my brother as well—separated from the hedling units.”

"Thesedevicesaredl indiscord!" cried the turtle named Sheather. "They interfere with the truesong of
my sster's sdf. We hear that our brother ismore grievoudy damaged till. | fear—in my heart, |
fear—that the machine which imprisons him, hel pless and unable to communicate his own needs, may
dsoday him."

Shan frowned. "And yet our sister has come successfully out of asimilar machine, healed of her injuries
and only needing to regain her strength. Many—" What had VVd Con said the Clutch called the family of
humankind—aha! "Many of the Clans of Men do exactly that, every Standard Y ear. It is how we hed
oursglves of physical wounds.”

"Y et, asmy younger brother will haveit, we hear discord emanate from yon devices and know too well
the damage that may be done. Our sister is surrounded by those things which leach her strength, and
make her path to full vibrancy into a perilous journey, uncertain of ahappy outcome.” Edger blinked his
eyes solemnly. "Our Sster tells usthat you are one who may seeinto the fabric of others, and who may
reweave somewhat that which has become unwoven.”

"l anaHeder,” Shan said dowly. "But | have no skill in mending physical hurts—only common first ad,
which thismed tech will trump, without asingle machineto aid her."

"It isyour skill in seeing that we would harness, for the lives of our sister and our brother,” said Sheather.



"We have aready observed the skill with which you silenced the medical technician and soothed her
anger before she became a danger to hersdlf.”

He had what? Shan looked over to the med tech, Sitting peacefully in her chair. Carefully, he extended
his regard and brushed her pattern, encountering an overlay of cool patience, beneath which the rest of
thewoman'’s...essence. .. appeared to Sumber.

Oh, gods, he thought in congternation. Shan, you idiot, what have you done?

"I will haveto confess," he said, looking up into Sheather's enormous eyes, "that | am not entirely certain
that...whatever...I've doneto this person hasbeenin her...best care.”

Edger turned his massive head and—sang, one high, whispery note that was gone before Shan could
quite—

"She takes no harm. She reposesin camness and heds hersdf of her distress. It iswell done," Edger
stated.

"They said,” Miri rasped from the bed, "that they could do ademo, like, and let you decideif what they
thought was best would kill usor not."

Helooked at her. "I'm to decide? How ddightful for me! Va Con did mention to you that I'm his heir,
didn't he? Thisisthe perfect opportunity for me to murder you both and grasp Korva for mysdlf.”

"Sureitis" Miri said, agreegbly. "L ook, whyn't you turn off the monitors for a couple minutes while the
tech's having her nap, and let Edger sing you a couple bars, OK?"

"My sger's plan has merit," Sheather said.

Miri turned her head on the pillow and addressed Alys, her voice dmost steedy in the mode between kin.
"Cousn, you are wanted elsawhere. What we undertake now is Korval's affair, and nothing that should
trouble the deep of onewho belongsto Erob.”

For amoment it seemed that Alyswould protest, then she bowed, askin, to the woman in the
bed—"Cousin Miri"—and as housechild to the turtles and Shan dike—"Wisdoms. Lord
yosGaan."—before walking away, with chilly dignity, and | etting herself out into the hall.

Shan met Miri's eyes down the room. ™Y ou're certain you want to try this?"

She gave him alopsided grin. "Hate to break it to you, but I've breathed unfiltered air before and didn't
take no lagting harm.”

Hesdghed. "I'll takethat asa'yes." He moved over to the wall and threw the first switch, then the other
fivein quick succession. Acrossthe room, the med tech sat, dream-eyed, in her chair.

The last unnaturd hum faded from the air and the room filled up with quiet. Sheether filled hislungs,
tasting the various scents on the confined air, soothed by the albsence of discord. Hiswork at the wall of
instruments completed, Shan yosGalan returned to them, hishair pae asthelight of the homeworld's
lesser moon; his eyesthe color of the substance Men named silver.

"Very well," he said, hisvoice pleasing in its conservation of power. "l have asubject for atest, if you are
willing, Srs”

One's brother blinked down at the man, tasting, Sheather was certain, of his power and his courage. " Say



on, Shan yosGalan."

The white-haired man bent and touched hisright kneelightly. "I very foolishly wrenched my knee—it's
too trivial athing for the'doc, but I will confessthat it doesirritate one." He straightened and looked from
oneto the other of them with hissightful slver eyes. "Isthisthe sort of thing one of you might put right,
whilel watch?

One'sdder brother signed that he would undertake this minor bit of healing. Thus released, Sheather
moved away down the room, to stand by the bedside of hissister, Miri Robertson.

"Understand, thiswill be avery smal thing, in comparison to what we propose on behaf of our brother
and ster," Edger said.

"I undergtand perfectly, sir. What we wish to prove hereisthe concept. If my leg shatters under your
care, itisan inconvenience, quickly put right by sometime in the 'doc, and we have our answer without
risk to either our brother or our sister, both of whom are as preciousto me as| know they areto you."
He paused and tipped hishead. "I hope you won't be offended by my screams; if it should happen to
occur that my leg does shatter."

"I believe you will not find it necessary to scream, Shan yosGalan,” Edger said solemnly. "I ask you now
to open your eyes and hold yoursdlf to sllence.”

Shan yosGdan straightened and closed his outer eyes. Sheather heard the song of his power intensify
even as Edger opened his mouth and sang the two notes required.

Shan compaosed himself and dropped hisinner shields, watching with Hedler's eyes.

At this exposure, the turtles stood revealed as systems of adl but intolerable complexity, informed by a
method entirely outside of hisunderstanding, stretching far beyond his ability to read, yet tantdizingly
familiar, asif...

All a once he had it: Himsdlf, just home from Hedler Hall and quite vain of his new-trained powers,
sriding up to Korva's Tree, the redoubtable Jel aza K azone, and flinging his shields down like adare.

Immediately, he had been swept into along, dow, greenness that spiraled on—forever, or so it seemed
to his shortsighted eyes. Every turn of the spiral was unique, rich with nuance and surprise. Ensorcelled,
Shan hung, and watched, and was delighted—until Va Con knocked him into the sodden grass, and lay
across hischedt, shouting in hisear that it was™ .. .raining, and our mother has been looking for you
everywherel"

Val Con.

Shan took another breath, ddliberately imposing cam, sternly refusing theimpulse to enclose himsdlf in
puny protections. Thiswasfor Va Con'slife; he dared not make an error—of any kind. His knee ached,
alittle; Hedler eyes saw theirritation as an angry red glow. He allowed the minor pain to remain within his
CONSCiOUSNESS.

Faintly, anote sounded. He heard it as the warm wash of rain againgt his naked skin; saw it asabell
tone, attenuating. .. The first note was joined, complimented, enlarged, by asecond, inspiring the gentle
shower to rain in earnest as the tone coalesced into aball that grew dense, denser, dense to the point of
implogon...

The music was ended. His knee was pain-free. A quick scan showed an entire absence of the angry glow
of injury that had surrounded it.



Shan opened hiseyes.
"Wel?' Miri rasped.
Heturned to look at her.

"Perfectly well," he said, and took a harder breath, deliberately strengthening hishold on the physica
world. Sowly, he brought his protections up; and found himself saddened to lose Sight of the turtles vast
incomprehensveness.

If they can heal Val Con of the effects of the poison. If he can walk. If he can fly...he thought
exuberantly; and then, more soberly. If it fails, we may lose both.

He stepped to the bed and bent down to take Miri's thin, cold hand between two of his.

"l give you the judgment of your thodelm, Korva," he said, in the mode used when addressing one's
dem.

Sheblinked. "l ain't Korval."

"The Code teaches us that lifemates are one melant'i in two bodies. Va Conis
nadem—Korva-in-future. Y ou are true lifemates, bound by the soul. My own father died of his
lifemate's death-wound. Y ou speek for both of your livesin this—and for Korva entire.”

She paused, her eyeslosing alittlefocus, asif she consulted her memory of the Code, which was
ridicul—

Her gaze sharpened. "Itis," she said, her voice pure and firm in the High Tongue, "asyou have sad. |
decide asKorvd inthis, for the good of Korval. Let Thodelm yosGaan render hisjudgment.”

"I believe it to be—the best gamblefor the clan, to alow these your brothersto attempt their peculiar
formof heding. | say gamble. | have heard the judgment of the medica technicians; in best case, my
brother will emerge from the 'doc able to care for himself, to speak, to reason, and to walk, for some
limited distances. Y our brothers offer a potentia for agreater win—and agreater loss.

"I may not convey what | have seen, just now. However, asaHeder, | approve both the method and the
results.” He paused, then added in Terran.

"It could work."

Shewas utterly gill for amoment, limp and white-faced againgt the pillows, then nodded.
"That'sago, then," shesaid in Terran.

Shan released her hand and straightened. "As Korva wishes.”

"It istherefore decided,” Edger proclaimed, and fixed Sheather in hiseye. "Thismy brother will remain
and sing our sigter into harmony. Shan yosGalan and | will make haste to the side of our brother and
discover usthe song we mugt craft for hiswhole good hedlth.”

"Sounds like aplan,” Miri said, and gave Shan another of her ragged, heart-stopping grins. "Takethe
med tech with you, and drop her someplace to deep it off, OK? | don't want her waking up halfway
through the proceedings and getting her nose outtajoint al over again.”

Day 50 Standard Year 1393 Liad Department of Interior



Command Headquarters
Commander of Agents closed the file and leaned back in hischair.

He was not one to indulge optimism out of season; however, he alowed the planslain for Clan Korvd's
confoundment to be... adequate.

Of necessity, the plans of action were severd, for Korva presented severa frontsto the offense.

There was, first, the on-going effort to recover Va Con yosPhelium, rogue agent and Korvd's
delm-to-be. A breakthrough had been made on thisfront, in the form of agene-match program run
againg the supposed " Terran mercenary,”" Miri Robertson. The odds that yosPhelium was on Lytaxin,
sheltering with Korval's oldest ally, Clan Erob, now approached certainty. Recent reports of Y xtrang
activity near or on the planet, followed by arumor of hurried retreat, and other rumors of a strangely
behaving vessal seemingly carved from rock—these reports only added weight to the prediction of the
odds.

So, ateam of four full Agents of Change had been dispatched to Lytaxin, to recover Va Con
yosPhdium—adive. Alive, heyet had vaue to the Department he had betrayed. Alive, hewould serve as
both bait and bridle to the remainder of Korva, for surdly hiskin would do nothing to endanger the life of
the one who would be dem? Surely, they would do al they were bidden, in trade for aguarantee of his
safereturn?

Commander of Agentswas prepared to guarantee Va Con yosPhdium's safe delivery back into the
midst of hiskin. Va Con yosPhdium, after al, had been an Agent of Change, fully trained by the
Department. And those who had once been trained could be retrained.

The second object of the Department's attention was AnthorayosGalan, the sole member of Clan
Korva remaining upon Liad. She had prudently withdrawn from yosGaan'sline House, Tredla Fantrol,
and established hersdlf a Jelaza Kazone, Korva's ancient stronghol d.

It was...daunting...that the masters of the dramliz, despite repeated testings, had failed to measure the
limits of AnthorayosGalan's abilities. According to one confidentia guild report, she was not merely the
best of the current depleted population of wizards, but the most puissant dramlizato manifest since Rool
Tiazan's death, forty years after Cantra yosPhelium brought her passengers safe to the planet they would
name Liad.

Wizardly power, however, isbut amatter of degree. The results of research done some years earlier and
set asdefor lack of relevance suddenly proved illuminating. It had been found then that certain
modificationsto a standard stasis box produced interesting reactionsin adramliza confined therein, not
the least of which was an effective neutraization of wizardly abilities. Commander of Agents had ordered
such abox constructed, and rendered mobile. It was even now in the fina stages of testing. When it was
completed, AnthorayosGalan would give up her residence at Jelaza Kazone, from which base she might
provide unknown, and potentialy disastrous, assistance to her scattered kin, and live at the pleasure of
the Department.

It was possible that Korval'swizard had value to the clan, though the clan I eft her lone and unguarded
upon Liad while the rest fled to safety—somewhere. The Commander accepted that Anthora, too, might
hold value as a hostage. It might be—should VVa Con yosPhelium not survive hisrecapture—that his
haf-Terran foster-sister would fulfill the rolesintended for him, even to the ultimate destruction of the
clan. Commander of Agentsalowed himsdf someflexibility on this point of planning, pending clarity from
the team sent to recover yosPhelium.



Commander of Agentsallowed himsalf asmal smile before he pushed back from the desk and rose.
Strike at the heart—once, twice, thrice—and Korva would fal.

It waswdll.

Lytaxin Erob's Medical Center Catastrophe Unit
Med Tech Per Ve sig'Zerbajumped to hisfeet asthe door to the catastrophe unit did open.

"Sir, | regret,” he said to the white haired man who entered. "This areais forbidden to—" He stopped,
staring quite open-mouthed at the second. .. person...to violate the area—al | two-and-a-half meters
of...it—magnificently shelled and bottle green, luminous eyes as round and as yellow as moons.

The door did closed. The med tech, with difficulty, returned his attention to the white-haired man.

"Sir—Lord yosGaan. We had discussed this matter, Sir. The catastrophe room isforbidden to al but
medica technicians. Theingruments are very delicate and the life of your kinsman depends upon their
unimpaired function. It isnatura to wish to stand close to kin who arein such desperate case, but, truly,
gr, he cannot know whether you are here or elsawhere. Y ou best serve him now by recruiting your
strength and preparing yoursdlf to show him acalm face when he emerges from the unit.”

"These machines, dso, sing of discord,” the large green person rumbled. "Where isthe device which
imprisonsour brother?'

Med Tech sgZerbablinked. "The catastrophe unit isthere.” He moved ahand toward the black
rectangle, itsdomed lid bristling with readouts, monitors, darms, and regulators. He looked again to Shan
yosGalan and bowed dightly. "Since you are here, | will tell you that the latest data has been andyzed.
Repair has been successful on many fronts. Cerebra function has been stabilized, so we may put the fear
of seizures and random states of dt behind us. Blood systems and the functions of the organs are asthey
should be." He hesitated.

"And the damage to the nervous system?’ Shan asked quietly, tasting the man'sreluctance dmost ashis
own. "How goesthe repair there?"

Thetech sighed. "Not well, das. Repair may only occur where some system remains. Regeneration. .. has
met with variable success. Thelatest analysisyields an estimate of forty-five percent function.” He
inclined his head.

"This meansthat your kinsman will not be able to pilot a gpaceship, an airship, or alandcar. With
practice, he will very likely regain his ability to walk, to grasp objects, and to throw them." Hetook a
bresth and met the white-haired man'sintense slver gaze. "Thisisnot so bad, if your Lordship will but
recall the state in which his kinsman entered the unit. We had dl despaired of hislife, then. That he has
regained so muchis...causefor joy. That he haslost some things which hewill never regain—that is..."

"Not to be tolerated,” the large green person said, in avoice that made every dial in the room jiggle and
jump.

Med Tech sigZerbajumped, too, and stared up into the huge, luminous eyes. "1...1 beg your pardon,
ah...?

"Thisis Twdfth Shell Fifth Hatched Knife Clan of Middle River's Spring Spawn of Farmer Greentrees of
the Spearkmaker's Den: The Edger," said Lord yosGalan. "He dso clamskin-right to your patient. He
has heard distressing reports regarding our kinsman's course of trestment, which your latest analysis



supports. We had come here because of those reports. Thereisa...Clutch healing... that we propose to
try."

"Propose—" Per Ve sgZerbatook ahard breath, and retained hishold on calmness. "Lord—Sirs. The
condition of your kinsman is precarious. Thisisnot thetimeto 'try" dternate hedlings, but to alow the
known method to Stay its course. Thetimefor dternative healingsiswhen we have brought the patient
safely out of hiscrisisand back into dally life. Then, after study and andlyd's, aregimen of rehabilitation
and additional measureswill no doubt be prescribed. Now, however, we must bow to proven methods,
for the best eventud hedlth of your kin."

"With al respect to yourself and your craft,” Edger sad, while theinstrumentsjittered in their places, "the
method now employed dangeroudy leaches my brother's strength.” The big head turned.

"Open your eyes, Shan yosGalan, and look at our brother. Does he seem to you to be mending as he
should?'

Shan frowned and widened his perceptions, ignoring the orange and yellow flutterings of darm that were
beginning to infuse the med tech's pattern, and waited for the familiar and well-loved pattern of his
brother to appear.

Moments passed. The med tech's dlarm showed more orange, less yellow, and a spike or two of red.

Shan opened hisshiddswider dtill, caught aglimmer of Edger's seductive intricacy, but yet nothing
remotely resembling Va Con's precise complexity or—

"Sir—" Med Tech sgZerbabegan and Shan held up ahand, hurling aside his shields entirely, desperate
now to find his brother, his outer eyes on the readouts fixed into the roof of the sarcophagus, which told
of imbeng dive...

Suddenly, he had it—a hint; nothing more than afaint touch of acerbic sweetness, asfamiliar to himashis
brother'sface. Sternly keeping himsdf to aHeder's discipline, he followed the hint, dowly, and with an

eyeto peil.

And found Va Con at last: diminished, lackluster and fragmented, surrounded by a ticky gray quag.
Digtantly, and engrayed, like adirty rainbow, he could see the bridge that linked Va Con's soul to Miri's.
“No!"

"Sir! | realy must insist that you both leave. Now. Y ou are doing your kinsman no service by becoming
overwrought on—"

"Stop." Shan opened his outer eyes and fixed them, with difficulty, on the med tech'sface.

"What have you done to my brother—cerebral function has stabilized, you said. How was it found to be
ungable?"

The tech blinked. "Why, there were—surges. One might dmost say power surges. Also overactivity;
extreme excitability, in what should have been an at-rest state. These anomalies led the seniors to suspect
damage—not unexpectable, in light of other traumas. Steps were taken to normalize brain activity, and
those efforts have been successful. We need no longer fear debilitating seizures or fata |gpses of
atention.”

"You..." Shan took abreath, for once at aloss for words.



"What distresses you, Shan yosGaan? Does our brother not thrive beneath the known method of
heding?'
"They have—In their care to normalize they have weakened the link between our brother and his

lifemate—the samelink which dlowed him to survive hisinjuries until thefield ‘doc received him. They
have—heis fragmented, without form..." Helooked at the tech.

"I mysdlf told the seniorsthat thismanislifemated,” he said, hisvoice sounding thinin hisown ears.

Thetech inclined his head, nervoudy. "Indeed. It is 0 noted in the file. However, normal cerebration is
rDt—"

"Out," said Shan.
Thetech blinked. "Sir?"

"Youwill leave," Shan repeated and heard the power echoing within each word. ™Y ou will not return here
until Va Con yosPhelium has departed the area. Y ou will not report thisto your superiors. Go!"

The tech's face wavered, eyes going cloudy. He bowed, precisely, and walked briskly down the room
and out the door.

Shan dapped the lock up asthe door closed and strode back to the brooding black unit and the
enormous, patient turtle.

"l am able to end the hedling cycle," hetold Edger. "Some time will € gpse before our brother may be
removed from the unit, for systems need to cycle down in an orderly manner.”

"l understand you," Edger rumbled and |ooked about him. He raised one three-fingered hand and swept
it toward thewdl with its profusions of equipment. "And are you able to silence those, aswell?"

"Yes." Shan wasdready a the unit's control pand, flicking switches, turning knobs, withdrawing sensors,
shutting down the flows of drugs and nutrients, canceling the muscle toners. When every light on the pane
was dark, saving the master, he went over thewall of instruments.

Gods, gods—normalizing cerebral function? Fools! And if Val Con were crippled because they
had denied him his lifemate...Shan took a breath, ddliberately leashing his anger, and threw the last
switch, then cast about him for—there,

Herolled the cot over to the hedling unit, shook out the blanket, and took a moment to master an urge to
pick up the nearest heavy object and have at the delicate instruments lining the walls.

"Whilewe await our brother'srelease,” the Edger's voice rumbled him out of his thoughts of mayhem and
despair, "thereisamatter we must undertake."”

Shan looked up a him. "Y es? And this matter is?"

"A thing—you might perhgpscdl it finetuning’,”" Edger said. ™Y our sght, your love and your
understanding will aid meinwhat work | undertake, for the best hedlth of our brother. Y ou will guide the
song—and deny it, should it wander from its purpose or reach beyond its bounds. Before we meet
together in the field of mutud labor, it is prudent to test our partnership and strengthen that which may not
be as strong as will be required.”

"A dry run,” Shan said, and nodded. "1 understand the concept. What would you have me do?"



"Only listen, while | sing, with the scales behind which you shield your seeing eyes put aside.”

Y es, of course. Shan took adeep breath in preparation, focused and brought down his shields,
completdly, as Priscillahad warned him not to do, hisinner salf exposed entirely, so that any with
eyes—or other senses—to seemight find him reveded in dl hisfaults.

"Ah." A sound like the purr of animpossibly large cat. "Y ou are ablade to behold, Shan yosGaan. Who
crafted you may bejustly proud of hiswork. Hear me now."

Thefirgt note was an iron-tipped bolt through the living core of his heart.
The second note was adash of acid across his eyes.

The third note flung his essence out into the snarling winds of Fortune and Mischance. Harried by their
teeth of ice and iron, he struck back, willed walls and walls there were—stone walls and a stone floor on
which he kndlt, doubled over and sobbing, making no sense of the hand held down to him, until astern
female voice scolded him.

"Thisis no safe haven—and well you know it! Rise now and return. Quickly!™ -,

Long strong fingers closed around hiswrist. He rose, whether by her will or his he could not have said,
and stood looking into the chill blue eyes of araw-cheeked blonde woman no longer in her youth.

"Priscilla” How he was certain that this woman was she—but certain he was. "Pristilla, the song is

changingme”
Her face softened. Shelet go hiswrist and cupped hisface in her two hands.

"The song changesusall,” she said softly. "Do not fear it. Now go." She kissed him, the sonewalls
faded, and he straightened, hisface wet with tears and his mouth warm from her lips, to face Edger the
Clutch turtle in the room of catastrophes.

Theturtle blinked his enormous eyes, once, and inclined hisbody asfar asthe shell would alow.
"All honor to you, Shan yosGdan."

Stiffly, Shan returned the bow, equal to equal. "May our work together return perfect health to our
brother," he said, hisvoice chill in the High Tongue, and turned to open thelid of the sarcophagus.

Theinterior lit itsalf, dimly, casting cool blue shadows across the dender, naked body of aman. Shan
unsnapped the locks and lowered the front wall of the box. The pallet did out of twilight and into
brightness; the man was reved ed as gold-skinned and unscarred; lean muscled, and somewhat longer in
the leg than the average run of Liadens. His chest rose and fell with the blessed, unhurried regularity of
deep deep. Hisface was smooth—achingly innocent, in repose—the well-marked brows at rest, firm
mouith tightly closed, long dark lashes smudging golden cheeks. And Shan saw with an absurd fegling of
relief that the gash which had disfigured his brother's face had been erased by the ‘doc's scar-canceling

program.
"Time passes, Shan yosGaan," abig voice rumbled behind him. "And | fear that haste must be made.”
"Yes, of course" Blinking away tears, he did hisarms gently benegth his brother's shoulders and knees
and lifted him from the pallet to the cot. Va Con sighed and nestled his cheek into the pillow, hislips

relaxing into what Shan dared to call asmile, but did not approach true wakefulness. Shan spread the
blanket tenderly over the dim body and looked up into Edger's eyes.



"Now what?'

"An excdlent question,” the turtle said. "L et us ascertain. Y our whole atention isrequired in thistime and
place, Shan yosGalan. Do you place your regard upon thisour brother and guide mein my exploration.”

"Guide?' Shan stared a him. "How am | going to guide you?'

"I subvert my will to yours: Should the song go beyond its bounds, only will menay and | will containiit.
Should it quicken that which isbest left degping, your touch will giveit back to hibernation. It must be so,
for the best health of our brother.”

Shan inclined his head, glanced down a VVa Con's deeping face and, for the third timein asingle day
dropped his shields completely, focusing his entire attention on the murky disorder of his brother's once
scintillant pattern.

"Firgt, we question,” Edger boomed, and formed a series of three short, interlocking notes. Watching
with Hedler's eyes, Shan saw fires sequentialy awake and die within the murk, illustrating a pattern both
broken and feeble—the damaged nervous system.

Edger sang again, and Shan saw aquickening of color, agparking of passion, fading amost immediately
back into the ambient grayness, displaying the med tech's proudly achieved normalized cerebration.

A third time Edger sang and the lifemate bridge blazed in glory, aive with the force of two willful,
passionate souls, joining each to the other in—muddy melancholy.

"What," Edger inquired, his voice approaching adecibd leve that Shan thought might passfor a Clutch
whisper, "wasthat last?"

"The bridge that connects our brother and our sister, soul to soul and heart to heart.”

"Those who hedl by machine dared tamper with this?" Edger demanded, abeit rhetoricaly. "They are
fools, Shan yosGaan."

"I'minclined to agree," Shan said, more than haf of hisattention still on Va Con's mired pattern. "They
have forgotten what 'lifemated’ means—wheat it had meant, in the past.”

"Thisjoiningisnot...usud among the Clansof Men, | know. Isit more usua among your Clan Korvd, or
among my sster's human clan of Erob?"

"Erob bred mighty wizards, once," Shan said, dreamily. "Korva has always been—Korva. Wild cards,
pirates, and random eements. The luck moves roughly about us.”

Therewas a pause, long enough for Shan to register astoo long, in his stretched state astride two worlds,
and then agusty sigh.

"I am ever more in awe of these my kin, who live with such passion, cregting thereby an artwork thelike
of which has not been seenin my lifetime! | am—I will seek the words, betimes; they dude me at this
present. Mayhap | must learn new words to describe new art and encompass new endeavor. In thistime
and place, however, we have before us awork of love and artistry. May we sing astruly and with
passion akin to those we would serve. Are you able, Shan yosGaan?'

Gods, was he? Was anyone?

A flash of panic fragmented hisinner sght. Hetook a hard breeth, fighting for balance, and heard his



father's voice from years gone by, stern and sweet and beloved.

"We do the best that we are able, my child. We make the best decision we may, dependent upon our
experience and our training. It iswhat we owe to kin and to those who reside under our care. If it were
true, | would tell you that necessity makes uswise. What | will tdl you isthat we al do our best; that we
al make errors; and that those who love uswill forgive us."

Shan gasped, and deliberately drew a calming breath into hislungs, another; and athird. Centered once
more, he opened hisinner eyes and beheld his brother, injured as he was and with only Shan to stand
between him and a Clutch turtlesfearsome singing.

"l am able," he said, keeping hisregard upon Va Con; only upon Va Con, whose future depended upon
his brother Shan, and who would forgive him, if hefailed.

Edger began to sing.
Miri lay back on her damp pillows and looked up at Shesther.
"Guess we better get dancing, in case the med tech comes back with her boss."

Shesther blinked hiseyes, first one, then the other, solemnly. "Perhaps we will dancein afuturetime, you
and . It occursto methat | would learn much from such an exercise. But, for now, | ask that you merely
listen to the song | have crafted for you.”

Right. Miri bit her lip, trying to remember that Shan hadn't looked like anything had hurt during the little
song that Edger had sung his knee. Hadn't looked anything but surprised, redly, and kinda....dreamy, like
Va Con looked when he was deep into playing the ‘chora.

"Y ou need have no fear," Sheether said, in what passed for soft from Clutch. "I am your brother. Y our
heart has spoken to my heart. | will not cause you pain.”

Which, cometo think of it, sounded suspicioudy like aLiaden promise. Miri sighed. What's wrong with
you, Robertson? Gettin squeamish in your old age? If Sheather wants to cut your throat, his
knife's 'way too sharp to hurt.

"Sder?'
She grinned up at the long green length of him. "sokay. Y ou sing; I'll listen. Fair division of |abor.”

"Just 0," said Sheather and paused. Miri sagged against her pillows and closed her eyes. Eventudly, she
heard something that might have been anote, or possibly just the wind, combing through leaves. ..

It was spring, and shewas in agarden, strolling along a stone-lined pathway. 1t was a meandering path,
al but overgrown in some places by effusions of flowers. In the branchesjust over her head, birds sang,
obliviousto the passage of astranger through their garden. The perfume of growing thingswas an
intoxicant.

The path spirded in, ending abruptly at aglade. She paused on the last stone, looking across a stretch of
blue-green grass at the trunk of an enormoustree.

The glade was dim under the vast lattice work of branches, and she blinked, then grinned as her adjusting
vison made out the dim form of aman leaning againg the massive trunk. Unhesitating, grinning wide
enough to crack her face, she started across the springy grass.



The man stepped away from the tree and came forward to meet her. He was wearing a best-up black
leather jacket open over afine white shirt, soft dark trousers and comfortable boots. His hair was dark
brown, his eyeswere green, and the grin that split the beardless golden face was every bit aswide as
hers.

"Chaltrez." The soft, beloved voice caressed her ears and she laughed for the sheer joy of hearing it.

"Va Con." She grabbed his hand and stood holding it like anidiot, too damn happy to think of anything
to say.

"Y ou look good," she did say, finally—which sounded funny until she remembered that she knew he was
in the catastrophe 'doc, being healed of injuriesthat should have killed him.

"Looksdeceive," Va Con murmured, which was ajoke. He tugged on her hand, urging her to walk with
him back to the base of the monumental tree. "1 am very glad you came here, Miri."

"Yah?' Shedanted aglance & the sde of hisface. "Mind telling mewhere hereis?'

"Not at dl," her lifemate said. He stepped right up to the tree and turned to face her, laying hisfree hand
againg thetrunk.

"Thisis Jdaza Kazone—the safest placein the gaaxy.”

Sheld've pegged that as another joke, normally, because neither one of them put much stock in "safe.”
But shefdt astroke of...certainty...comeright out of the core of him and into the core of her.

It took her balance, as such things till did, though the gods knew the strands of them were so tangled
together it was by no means certain which one would fal down, if either caught apellet. Shefdt vad
Con'sfingerstighten on hers and she flung her free hand out to brace against the tree.

Welcoming gladness overfilled her, an embrace of green joyousness so vivid that she staggered, vison
whiting, ears roaring—and might have falen, except her partner was there to catch her and ease her
down to sit with him on the soft grass, their backs against the Tree.

Sowly, thejubilation faded. Miri blinked the glade into focus, ears registering the racket of bird song
once more. She sighed and closed her eyes, settling againgt the trunk that tangibly warmed her back ina
sort of physicd amile.

"Chaltrez?' Va Con'svoice carried an edge of worry.
She shook her head and looked at him. "It behave like this often?"
Hissmileglimmered. "Only whenit likesyou.”

"Lucky me," she said and leaned her head against the warm bark. ™Y ou know, of course,” shesaidto Va
Con'shbright green eyes, "that dl thisisonly adream.”

One eyebrow lifted. "Asmuch asit must naturaly pain meto disagree with my love and my lifemate—"

"A dream," Miri repegted, interrupting him ruthlesdy. "'l got out of the'doc thismorning. Y ou—" She put
her hand over hisheart, feding itsfirm beet againgt her pam.

"Y ou're broke into six dozen pieces, Boss. They figure to get you outta the Last Hope sometime in the
next week, Standard." She sighed.



"I wish you'd stop pulling these damn fool stunts,” she said, trying to sound severe. 'Y ou're gonna get
yourself killed."

"I'm sorry, Miri," he said meekly and shelaughed, flinging forward suddenly to hug him.
"I'm sorry, too. Gods, | missyou. Missyou enough to dream you this hard...”

"Thisisnot adream, Miri," Va Con breathed in her ear, hisarmstight around her. "Thisis Jdaza
Kazone."

"The safest place in the galaxy,” she said againgt his shoulder. "Right." She sighed and straightened out of
the embrace. "Wewon, by the way."

He stared at her blankly for the best of five before understanding dawned in the green eyes.
"Ah," hesad, "the Y xtrang. That isgood."

"Y ou could say." She shook her head. "Happens reinforcements showed up in orbit just about thetime
we wasfinishing that busness at the airfidd. | ain't got al the detalls, but Shan and Beautiful sketched it in
for me. Long and short—our backup is Suzuki and every merc who happened to be &t liberty when the
cal camethrough, plus a Clutch rockship, captained by Edger.” She grinned, remembering something
else. "Edger and Sheather are here—there. Wherever. Got a serious problem with our course of
treatment. Threw the tech outta my room and—hold it." She closed her eyes, trying to focus.

"Min?"

"Wait, wait. |—" Her memory abruptly came through with the gruesome details of thelast hour, and dso
aspike of pureterror. She opened her eyes and looked into hisface, which she couldn't be doing, and
there was more, worse, than him just being bust up. ..

"The techs say you're not going to be ableto pilot,” she said, hearing her voice waver. "They say—the
nerve damage—you might not be able to walk, at first, and there's something the matter with— with
my... seeing... you. They—"

"No." He caught her handsin his. "Miri, think: Edger and Sheather are come, and they have thrown the
med techs out. And then?”

"Then..." Then what? Right, she had it. "They sung Shan's knee better and said they could fix usup dl
right and tight. Edger and Shan went off to Sing at you. Sheather—Sheather must be Snging to meright
now." She sghed, sharply. "My head hurts."

Hegrinned at her. "No, it doesn't.”
"Know al about it, do you?'

"Morethan | had used to do," Va Con said serioudy. "'l— whatever happened that. ..alowed you to
pilot that craft after my body failed me..." He reached out and touched her cheek, eyes shadowed. "Miri,
| don't know what we are become.”

"Greater than the sum of our parts?' she asked and saw him frown.
"Thet is—?"'

"Thewholeisgreater than the sum of itsparts,” Miri recited. "Maybe what happened—however it
happened—isthat we built an us-pattern whichis...stronger than either you or me aone."



The green eyesgleamed. "Together,” he murmured, "we are hell on whedls."
Miri grinned. "Likethat. Maybe. Least it gives usatheory to play with."
Va Contipped hishead. "It does not distressyou, this...new intimacy?'

"Person can get used to the damnedest things," she said, shaking her head. "I wouldn't trade what we
got—whatever it is—for aClass A Jumpship.”

"There's no need to make that trade,” Va Con commented. "Korval owns severa Class A Jumps. Only
tell me which you chooseto reserve for your use and it isdone.”

She gared at him, then grinned, dightly lopsided. "I keep forgetting how rich you are.”

"Now, there, you are out. yosPhdlium is not nearly so wedlthy aline as yosGaan—they being traders,
you see, and yosPhdium tied to adminidiration.”

"And mayhem,” Miri added.

"Fromtimetotime" he agreed. "One must do something to relieve the tedium. However, Clan Korva
itsdf is...influentid. We own yards, and ships, houses, businesses. ..deaGausswill reved dl, when we
are arrived home. My information is severa years out of date, but | don't expect that Nova has run us of f

our legs™
"We going back to Liad?' Miri asked, watching him.

"Eventudly, we must. The Department of the Interior—that must be Balanced, and not only on Korva's
account. | have aduty, asthe Captain's heir, to keep the passengers safe from peril. The Department
preysonadl of Liad, and on dl Liadens. That will end.”

Miri frowned. "Captain's heir? What captain?'

"Eh?' He blinked, then shook his head, rueful. "'l have forgotten that you have not yet read the Diaries.
The Passage carries acomplete transcription. Ask Shan, when you are returned, to provide them to you.
Y ou will need to know our history and the decisions which have gone before ours, when we are dem.”

Right. "Welikely to be ddm soon?"

He sighed and took her hand. " Soon, yes. Nova holds the Ring in trust, and has proved hersdlf able on
many paths. But she cannot Baance the Department of the Interior. That, chatrez, isfor us." He glanced
up suddenly, brows pulled together, asif he had heard someone call his name.

"Ah. | must return." He stood, and bent to offer her ahand. She did her fingersinto hisand rose
smoothly, then stood looking into his eyes.

"Va Con—" Her throat closed, and it was al she could do to blink the tears away.
He stepped forward and did hisarms around her, hugging her tight as her arms dipped 'round his neck.
"It will bewdl, Miri," hewhispered in her ear. "Gods, time runs—give me your kissto bear awvay."...

Sheraised her mouth, hungrily. Scant heartbegts later, they relinquished the embrace with equa
reluctance, and Va Con turned toward the pathway.

"Until soon, Miri," hesad.



"Until soon, Va Con," she whispered, and watched him move away acrossthe grass, quick and silent
and graceful. She turned her face aside for amoment, and when she looked up, he was gone.

Alone, she stood in the glade, listening to the birds and to the wind, gently combing the moist, soring
leaves.

They had seeded the fragmented nervous system with a double-dozen crystalline notes, and turned to the
larger problem of weaving the unraveled pattern whole. Shan saw himsdlf withinagray, ill landscape,
Edger's song ranging somewhat before him, seeking, aswould a hunt-beast, and wherever it passed,
color took root and began to glow.

Up ahead, the song snagged on a sullen, dusty outcropping, disturbing murky complaints of burnt senna
and umber. Shan extended himsalf and caught the note, holding it frozen while he examined thisanomaly.

It hed the taste of something constructed, yet it reacted when he put hiswill uponiit, hissng in aféebrile
hodtility that said wrongness to hisHealer senses.

Hewidened his area of perception, seeing how it was laced, haphazard, into his brother's soul—laced
twice, now that he looked more closdly, with some of the origind rough bindings broken and replaced by
stuff somewheat finer and recognizable as the same materia of which the rest of the pattern was formed.

Carefully, he put hiswill againgt the ediifice, felt it snarl and jerk, like ahdf-tamed dog, straining againgt
the newer, finer lacing. Wet red numbersflared, foretelling doom and dire consequence. Shan reached
forth and shushed them.

Once more, he brought his attention to the newer bindings, recognizing Va Con in the knots and
redoubled lacings. So. His brother valued thisthing, whatever it was, but did not careto trust it. Well and
good.

He cast hiswill over the edifice, camed its hodtility with akiss, ran his hands aong the shape of it,
smoothing away the kinks of falsehood, closing the access ports of strangers, draining off the poison
pooled at its core. Then he withdrew to the place where Edger's note reposed in patience and
contemplated the results of hisefforts.

Its color was better—richly topaz, with glints of copper—its shape more pleasing, lessintrusive, nor did
it snarl when he touched it with hiswill, but merdly held itsdf in readiness. It would do.

He hoped.

He removed the compulsion from the note in progress, alowing it to swell forth and encompassthe
thing—whatever it was— and mold it irrevocably into the totdity of VVa Con.

Day 286 Standard Year 1392 Teriste MidPort Panake House,
Field of Fire, Speculator's Trust

Asit transpired, Cheever McFarland knew Teriste, though not the side that Pat Rin knew. Cheever
knew the repair shops, both large and small, and had offered to arrange to have the modest
Tree-and-Dragon sgil on the ship removed, or covered; which offer Pat Rin refused after some moments
of congderation.

Fortune's Reward aready appeared on the day-board, and was registered with the portmaster, and
whileit wastruethat it would very soon be desirable for it to become another ship entirely, registered to
afictiona owner from afar outworld, it would perhaps be best to have those adjustments madein a



place somewnhat less...popular...than Teriste.

Pilot McFarland also knew numerouslocal esteries catering to Terran or mixed crews, and it wasto one
of those they repaired before they moved forward with the various tasks of the day.

At the Panake House, Cheever's jacket—or perhaps his face— won them entry into the roomy and
more comfortable inner sanctum with acheerful, "Thisway, pilots!” from the beaming host.

The menus were on the table and coffee poured before Pat Rin could refuse.

The offer to "stow those bags' was waved away, politely acknowledged, and followed by a"back in
two" asthe waiter hurried to refill the cups at another table.

Themenu, for dl that it wasin Terran—alanguage Pat Rin read well—was next to incomprehensible,
The"dabs' and "stacks' offered for his delectation were meaningless, as were the supposed qudifiers:
thick, short, full ...

He needn't have concerned himself. His companion intercepted the waiter with awave of hisbig hand.
"Two Morning Specias, double medium dices, and c-juice.”

Thisrepast, when it arrived, proved to be astack of flatbreads which one—taking Cheever McFarland
as one's mode—doused with various liquids and jams; recognizable eggs, and severd patties of ground
or pressed meat, each about the size of one the flatbreads.

Warily, Pat Rin sampled the various offerings. Thejuice drink was familiar enough; the other flavors
pleasantly spicy. He had a bit more of each.

"Thishere," Cheever said, around amouthful of flatbread. "Thisisahard-working port. Thisplace hereis
always open, and pilots dways get the best tables. Take whatever they got on specid and you'll get a
good, cheap med."

Pat Rin glanced up from hisplate. "However, | am not apilot.”

McFarland forked amest patty into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully.

"Y ou can passthough,” he said eventualy. "We get you ajacket and nobody'll doubt you know Jump.”
He emptied his coffee mug, waved it in the genera direction of awaiter, then shook it gently at Pet Rin.
"If were going low or something, you're gonna haveto learn to drink this stuff like you meaniit.”

Pet Rin raised an eyebrow, looked at his nearly untouched mug, and smiled dightly.

"| seethat | face greater hazardsthan | had thought,” he said in quiet Terran. Ddliberately, he picked the
mug up and took along dow sp of the dark beverage. He sighed dightly, wishing for some quiet morning
tea, and spped again asthe waiter hove into view, bearing aoversized carafe.

"Nah, now thisisn't too bad,” said Cheever. "If we get to aplace where | only drink asip, you can

"Filot, | see many lessons ahead for both of us!™

Cheever only nodded as the waiter warmed both their mugs from his pitcher, and offered news of fresh
pastries and doughnutsto finish the med.



Pat Rin's name gained them entry at Field of Fire, where the hostess was pleased to find them aplacein
the members only section as guests of the house.

The hostess dso offered to waive the range fee in return for his signature in the guest book. 1t was
seldom that a Liaden shooter of his caliber called on a Terran establishment such asthis, and the
sgnature of the reigning champion of Tey Dor'swould enhance the melant'i of the house. Whether he
could afford to indulge the house in this, Pet Rin left for |ater, merely bowing polite acknowledgment of
the offer.

They were then walked down along, trangparently walled hal, the hostessintent on convincing Pat Rin of
thejoys of the establishment. Asthey passed severd dozens of lanes, some lighted and occupied, some
lighted and empty, and some dark, al with avariety of targets visble, she continued her spiel, explaining
that Field of Fire was not the largest range in number of shooting lanes on planet—no. But it was the best
equipped, certainly, holding acomplete set of house wegpons from light to heavy, including dueling
pistols of many calibers. There were dso tuning and repair smiths on duty at al times, and indtructors.

She paused there, recognizing a potentia faux pas, and covered by extravagantly diding akeycard into a
section of wall marked "' Club Members Only."

Beyond the door there was better lighting, upgraded carpeting, and asmall canteen, manned by an dert
looking young man. Theindividua lanesfanned away from this concourse, eight on each sde of two
small central shooting theaters capable of accommodating four marksmen at once.

Only one of the single lanes was occupied, and through the thick plastiglass aman could be seen
laborioudy packing an armored travel bag with an array of small pistols. On the floor next to the shooting
stand was an identical bag, seded.

Their hostess escorted them past the semi-circle of observer's seating to the theater on the left, activating
the keyplate and lights with a card and—after the door did soundlessly aside—motioning them down the
ramped entranceway to the sunken shooting floor with its equi pment benches and controls. She made no
attempt to descend to the floor hersdlf: only shooters were dlowed in the fire-zone.

"| think you gentlemen will be comfortable here" she said. "Therangeisn't scheduled until this evening.
Y ou're cleared for up to three hours of shooting; the timer starts with the first shot or when you invoke
the tracking computer, whichever comesfirst. Once again, we will be pleased to waive dl charges,
should Lord Pet Rin careto sign our guest book."

Pat Rin accepted the keycard and the code as she left, and in short order he and Cheever McFarland
had arranged their equipment, donned the club-supplied ear protector headsets and began the
sraightforward testing-and-truing of what the Terran termed "the hardware”.

On Cheever's bench sat two massive chemical LaDemeters and several dozen cartridges, amuch smaller
and aso chemically powered double-barrel derringer-style boot-pistol with its bright shellsnext to it, and
abrace of standard pdllet pistols, three extra charges for each sitting by. In his hand was what appeared
to be alarge— even for a Terran of Cheever's not-inconsiderable size—surviva knife. Before each of his
three shotswith it he turned and glanced over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching, and as
soon as he finished the third shot he carefully reloaded it, sheathed it, and immediately dipped it back into
his boot.

He moved on quickly, though not as stedlthily, to the derringer, squeezing off shots quickly and
accuraey, the gun dmost hidden in hisbig hands. The noise of itsfiring—like that of the knife-wegpon—
was asharp snick, even through the ear protectors. The chemicasleft adightly smokey haze and an
acrid odor, which was quickly cleared away by the air filtering system.



Pet Rin was still working with hisfirst wespon, astandard caliber Liaden deNobli pellet pistol. While
the caliber may have been standard, the pistol itself wasawork of art, with filigree metal work, acustom
jay-bead quick-sight, and grips of lovingly hand-shaped kredl-horn. Each shot produced a quiet whap
through the ear protectors, though the accompanying magnetic whine seeped through without hindrance.
His"show gun,” the deaNobli was more accurate than many clans dueling pistols and more costly than
mog.

The targets varied from stationary bull's-eye, to gdlery-like mythic creatures, to moving human
slhouettes, chosen by the shooter's whim. Setisfied with the dealNobli againgt the bull's-eye, Pat Rin was
about to bring up something more challenging when the rhythm of his companion's shots dtered—and
stopped.

The big man's hand motion was discreet but clear. Lowering his gun, Pat Rin turned and saw that they'd
drawn apair of observers, who were lounging in the chairs on the other side of the plastiglass, mugs and
food on the table before them.

The man was certainly Terran—not quite perhaps of Cheever's Size, but larger than the average mae of
the race, with the dark and beginning-to-wrinkle complexion of one who has been overexposed to solar
radiation. An ex-mercenary perhaps, or anative of one of the back-worlds, his face was strong-festured,
square jawed, and not overly inteligent.

Thewoman was...most likdly... Terran, and also dark, though it appeared her complexion was of birth
rather than burn. Her hair made a black silken cap 'round her neat head, her featureswere fine, and she
had quick ebon eyes, which at the moment rested upon himself with more than casua interest.

"Just sat down," Cheever said, sotto voce. "Hesmuscle, but if sheaint apilot I'll eat my license. They
both got bags, but she's..."

"Sheiscarrying agun under her right arm,” Pat Rin finished for him, "which iswhy the vest seemsabit
bulkier than one might expect on so warm aday. The manis, asyou say, abodyguard.”

The woman raised her hand, perhaps indicating that they should fed free to continue with their practice.

"I bedieveit istimeto take abreak, Mr. McFarland. Please do me the honor of saving our records. Then
we shall see what we may discover of our visitors."

"GOtCha,"

Pat Rin engaged the safety on the dealNobli and |eft the pretty gun lying ostentatioudy on the bench,
feding the accustomed weight of the hideaway in hisright deeve as an unexpected comfort. Cheever
McFarland at his back, he touched the keypad and stepped out into the concourse.

Cool air assailed them, and the increasingly familiar odor of coffee.

"There was no need to disturb yourselves on our account, Master,” the woman said in lightly accented
Liaden as they approached.

Seated, she bowed, gracefully approximating the mode of novice to master, which was surdly flattery.
"Wewill be using the other theater in amoment, but it israre for usto see such shooting here.”

Pat Rininclined hishead. "We had not intended ademonstration, and | fear the shooting may not have
been up to our best. We have been sometime traveling.”

"Ah, al themoreimpressvel" The dark eyes measured him, then she turned, motioning to her



companion, bespeaking him in Terran no less mannered than her Liaden—"Julier, my manners havefailed
me. Please—fetch our guests coffee and a snack—or perhapsteafor the master.”

Pat Rin eyed the woman speculatively, and held up ahand. "Allow meto send Mr. McFarland, aswdll,"”
he sad, following her into Terran. "He understands my taste in coffee.”

She gave him ahaf-smile and shrugged a proper Terran shrug. "Of course you will wish to send
someone to attend your interests.”

Pat Rin glanced to Cheever.

The pilot nodded, waiting for the bodyguard to rise. They walked side-by-side to the canteen, not quite
brigtling, like two strange cats thrown together on unknown turf.

Thewoman leaned toward Pat Rin, inclined her head in amotion that became aformal bow.
"Magter, it is urgent that we spesk—a one. | am Natesa. | believe our interests coincide.”

The two big men fidgeted, uncomfortable in their sudden roles as spectators, as the door sealed with a
dight hiss

"They are nervous of this," Natesasaid as she waked with him down the ramp to the shooting floor. "It
speskswell of them.”

"I sugpect we dl four have some concerns,” Pat Rin murmured, picking the deaNobli up from the bench.
"Mr. McFarland tells me that you are aprofessona shooter and likely afirst classpilot.”

"Ah, and my guardian informs me that you are a better shot than you appesar.”
Pat Rin sent an exasperated glance toward the two-man audience, and Natesa laughed, soft and musical.

"| thought you might appreciate the level of assistance | am equipped with when thelocasingg. Julier is
agood man in abarroom brawl—as | suspect Mr. McFarland is—but he is perhapsin the second tier,
both of shootersand of intellects, unlike Mr. McFarland.” She smiled, and pointed. "1 shall take the blue
sde”

Pat Rin appraised her coally as she finished unloading the weapons from her bag. These disposed to her
satisfaction upon the bench, she turned to face him fully, raising one hand, fingers spread wide, inthe old,
old, gesture of peace.

"By your leave, Magter. | should test these aswell.”

From beneeth her vest she pulled apam gun, laying it carefully on the bench, its muzzle aimed, without a
doubt, down the lane. The design was not familiar; and it was unclear from its lineswhether it wasa
chemical weapon. Natesa reached beneath her vest once more and brought forth atiny and strange
wegporn—which wasimmediately recognizable, despite that he had held one only once, and that many
Standardsin the past.

Heraised an eyebrow, and sheinclined her head, not without irony.

"| thank you for your care; you may rest assured that | know thisis not atoy. It isbest that we be plain
with each other. | am caled Natesathe Assass n—among other things—and that"—she pointed—" isa
triple cdiber pellet weapon. A single shot. Very high energy. Perhaps the equivaent of one of Mr.
McFarland's specia |oads."



So. Pat Rin drew a careful breath, conscious that the stakes had risen, though not, or so he thought, out
of al reason.

"I am not," he said to thewoman'sintdligent dark eyes, "aprofessond. Certainly | carry nothing to..."
Sheraised her finger to her lipswith asbilant Terran shush.

"You are correct, of course," she said, with abrisk nod. "Neither of us can be expected to display al of
our weapons and backups. However, you should know that | see two of your hideaways."

Heindlined his head, coming the lofty lordling. "My thanks."
Her lips twitched, and she bowed once more.

"Shall we say best of fifty?" she asked. "Mixed targets? | have here amatch in caliber for your pellet
pigal.”

"Of course." He checked the charge on his weapon as she checked hers.

"Shall we dternate’? Use the same targets? Or shoot duo?' He asked, automaticaly looking at the floor
to be sure of hisfooting.

"Duo," she said promptly, and moved a hand toward the targeting switch. "I choose this. Y ou choose the
targets.”

And that, Pat Rin thought, was agambit. The gamester in him rose to the chalenge: the best refutation of
agambit is acceptance.

He reached to the controls, punched his choicesin, and held hisfinger on the presstab as he looked over
to her.

"We shdll have duplicate heavy game. The pace to be energetic. The distancesto vary identicdly. If you
agree.”

She nodded rather than bowed, her face merely comely. "Indeed, heavy game. An excellent choice.”
Heraised five fingersto indicate the delay to start, activated the press tab, and stepped back to theline.

Numbersflickered on the ceiling, counting down. The lights dimmed. The targets came up.

Heavy game.

Thefirg target svung out of the floor, at the far end of the dley, acrouching image of aman bringing a
sighted rifle to bear. Pat Rin's shot was quick, and automatic. One shoots between the arms, below the
stock, as closeto the throat as one can. The target spun away, replaced by something out of the left
wall—two men, side by side, with pistals, followed by ayoung girl with pistal, skip the young boy with
the flowersin his hand, try the head shot on the figure with a gun sheltering by atree trunk.

Hewas aware that in the other [ane the targets came out at the sametime, and that it seemed the sound
of her gun was overlaying his...but the targets came on.

Pat Rin was swesting, the dealNobli's charge near exhausted, the targets each taken down in their turn,
alowing the boy with flowers, the old man with his broom, the couple with their ice-licks, and the two
tiny creatures—perhaps they were dogs?—to hold their ground.



In amoment, the scores.

Natesawhistled lightly. Blue side: 297 points. Green Side: 298.
"May 17" she asked, reaching toward the controls.

Pat Rin bowed, and the n brought up the fine scores.

"So, Master. We each havefifty live targets. We each score fifty respectable hits. My times were—see
here—dightly faster. Y our shots were exceedingly accurate, if dower. Mine were al good enough.”

Pet Rin bowed. "Y our shotswere dl quicker than mine, and with heavy game, thisisimportant. | will tell
you that | noticed you overcorrecting a drift to the left at the end. Without that, you would have certainly
hed the three hundred.”

Shelaughed then, and bowed lightly.
"Master. Y ou see well enough to watch both our targets. And why the drift to the left, if you can tell me?”

Helooked at her carefully, raised afinger and indicated that she should spin about. She shrugged and did
S0, coming to rest facing him, dark eyes quizzical. He moved hisfinger again, miming asower spin, which
was perhaps an error: he was momentarily distracted by her shape; and thetilt of her shoulders and head

madeit plain that she had noticed.

"l believeitisdear,” he said in Liaden—in the mode of master to master. Y our vest bound you dightly
asyou worked. It isthat very flat item above your |eft kidney that isthe problem.”

"Ah." For an ingtant only was Natesa the A ssassin nonplused, then she bowed, deeply, in the mode of
noviceto magter. "I am ingtructed.”

She gtraightened and gave him a serious 1ook.

"L et usingpect weapons amoment,” she said, "and speak |ooking down the dleyway so that none behind
usmay read our lips”

Now it was come. Whatever it was. Pat Rin bowed agreement and proceeded to field strip his pistol.

"Master of Tey Dor's," she said softly, her hands busy and sure at her own weapon, "please consider me
at your disposd. If you have need of transport, or a safe house; for additiona bodyguards, for acash
advance—" She shot him aquick, dark glance. "Understand, | have discretion. More. | have jurisdiction.
Much may be contrived, if you have need.”

"And you offer from the goodness of yoursdlf, no doubt..." he murmured, glancing acrossto her.
Sheraised her head and looked fully into hisface.

"If you like, you may consider thisaforma offer of the Juntavas—an extension of the aid-and-comfort
you may perhaps have heard." She paused.

That she was a Juntavadid not surprise him—he had supposed as much. That she cameto him with this
generous and open offer of ald was—distressing. Still, it was best to hear her out, so that he might know
what protections he might need to find—elsewhere.

Bland-faced, hands steady on hisweapon, he inclined his head— courteousinvitation to continue.



Natesasighed. "Ah. | feared you would seeit thus. Master, hear me—I repest it: our interests coincide.
| know, | know—the old agreement. But many things are. .. not asthey have been." She held up ahand,
her face earnest.

"So, | will tdll you: the Juntavas discoversthat there is something very wrong on Liad. Korval-in-person
disappears from the breadth of space, but for you—perhaps you are the bait in atrap?— and the silly
young cousin. Korva ships ply their routes, but we note the changes in long-established patterns, the
captains redistributed, the crew-members put ashore, the heavy weagpon pods mounted.

"In other sectors, confusions begin to grow, which seem to our andlysisrelated to the. .. dteraionsin
Korva's behaviors. We hear of—certain people oneiswiseto avoid; of some of those who have dedlt
with particular Liadens turning up—not ruined or shamed—~but dead.”

Plan B, thought Pet Rin, and then said it, softly: "Plan B isin effect. Korval is beset, Natesathe Assassin.
We have goneinto hiding."

"Yes?' Her eyesgleamed. "But you have not goneinto hiding, Master. And the Juntavas has made a
study of Korval. We do not expect that the dragon ismeek in its exile. We anticipate decisive action,
from an unexpected quarter—and that soon.” She paused, her eyesyet on hisface.

"Understand me, Pat Rin yos Phelium. As a Sector Judge | am able to provide what you may need.
Whatever you may need. And if you should lead usto your kin, that the Clutch turtles may be satisfied
that the Juntavas trests with honor, so much the better for usdl.”

"Sector Judge?' he repeated the unfamiliar title quietly, dowly fitting his gun back together.

"Yes, yes." Impatience was evident in her voice. "l am—a power. When there are disputes over territory,
or of proper ownership of particular objects or properties, | am called in to find the answers, to make
things smooth again. And if there is a problem which cannot be solved by discusson, | am empowered to
solveit as| may." She paused as she concentrated on something finicky within her weapon.

"Thisiswhy | walk with Julier, who isagift of theloca bosswhile | am on planet. The bosswishesto be
certain that | will agree with him when need be.”

She glanced at him asthe snick-click of the new charge going home broke the silence.

"The old agreement—that the Juntavas does not meddle with Korva. That Korval does not meddle with
the Juntavas..." Pat Rin said, softly, so softly. ™Y ou counse meto set it aside, you
argue—persuasively!'—that circumstances have dtered so entirely that the boundaries of wisdom—the
boundaries of mutual surviva—have been re-drawn, placing the Juntavas and Korva side-by-sideinthe
face of acommon enemy.” He moved his shoulders, of a sudden very weary.

"Y ou know who | am. It is not within my scope to set aside clan policy. Certainly, not this, of al possble
clan policies. No matter what the need.”

She was slent. He stood and backed away from the work bench, his gun pointed specificaly away from
her. He glanced dong the dley, and moved to the target console.

"Shall we shoot?" he asked, fiddling with the settings. "One hundred targets, descending from standard
sze and distance to one sixth size and double distance.”

"You are certain?' she asked, and, indeed there was a tentative note in the soft, cultured voice.

Pat Rin glanced over his shoulder, saw her standing, gun reassembled and aimed at the innocent floor,



dim and deadly and very comely, indeed. "Why should | not be certain?' he asked lightly. "A cantrato
you, should you best my score."

Shelaughed then. "Y ou are agamester, aren't you? But no, I'll not put you out of pocket. Rather let us
agreeto part amicably.” She bowed, lightly and with whimsy.

"And yes, Magter, | would be very pleased to shoot again.”

They disposed of the hundred targetsin short order, failing yet again to find one of them ascendant over
the other. Natesa had left him, then, with agraceful bow. Helet her out of the theater to rgoin her gift
bodyguard, and re-admitted Cheever McFarland.

"Wewill be departing Teriste earlier than anticipated, Mr. McFarland,” he said as the big man loaded his
second LaDemeter and stepped up to the line. "When wefinish here, | will call at the bank. It would be
best if you take leave thisevening.”

The pilot looked at him, wearing an expression between agrin and agrimace. "Got a date?'

"Mr. McFarland, | do. | must to the casino, else we arrive at our destination without enough cash to buy
intoagame.

"Oh. Y egh. But she's something, ain't she, Boss?"
"Alot?'

"That Natesa. A bit of alooker and she shoots like a champion. She ought to, ‘cause she'sthe reigning
champin this cub.”

"I am informed, but not surprised.” Pat Rin stepped up to the line and squeezed off hisfirgt shot.
"Jduntavas, huh?"
"Y ou are gpparently aware."

"The boy she was with had a half-dozen tell-tdes on ‘em. Tattoo here, 'nother one there. Carries officid
Juntavas ordinance— what that Natesa don't do—even wearsthe damn ring! Got no style at dl. | gotta
tell you, if he'safriend of that lady I'll be surprised.”

"Indeed. | believe her to hold you in much higher esteem than that enjoyed by Julier.”
"I sure hope so. He's about as subtle as adrunk merc a a nude beach.”

"Mr. McFarland, if you think to spoil my aim by distracting me or by making melaugh, you're quite off
the mark."

"Wdll, aguy'sgot to try. Y ou're two whole shots up on me with twenty to go."
"Shoot, Mr. McFarland. If you continue, you may match Natesa's score.”
"Guess she was digtracted, huh?1 think she likes you, Boss."

"Mr. McFarland..."

"Y eah. Right. Gotcha. My shot.”

The private accounts manager was new since the last time Pat Rin had accessed hisfunds at Teriste



Speculator's Trust. The former manager had been male, soft-spoken and respectful.
The new manager was female, breathless and provoking.

"I very much beg your pardon, sir," she dithered, her fingers stuttering over her keyboard. "I don't seem
to find that account. I—oh, here! Ah, no. No, that'snot it."

Pat Rin swallowed a caustic comment, counted to twelve and pointed out that the paperwork he had
provided listed not only his name and his account number, but the first of histwo pass phrases, which
redly should be dl she needed in order to locate hisfunds.

"Yes, yes, of course, you are quite correct, Sir!" she babbled. "It isonly that—well! | seethat | will need
to bring the branch manager in. Only amoment, sSir, of your goodness. | will return immediatedly—" She
legpt up from her chair and fled, the door sedling behind her.

Pat Rin bit down on hisannoyance. Redlly, thiswas preposterous. There should not be the dightest
difficulty in accessing his account. The manager had very likely miscoded the request; indeed, it was a
rare wonder that she had been ableto type at dl, as badly as her hands had been shaking.

And why had her hands been shaking? He wondered abruptly. He was hardly afearsome individual,
after dl; and hisrequest had been merely commonplace.

Frowning, he got up and walked 'round the desk. The screen was il active, awash with red lines and
danger-signds. In the center of it al wasthe codefor his private account, showing abalance of some
ninety-six cantra; followed by an unfamiliar code, dsoin red.

Just s0.

Absolutely cam, he retrieved his paperwork from the desktop, folded it into the inside pocket of his
jacket, rounded the desk and lay his hand against the door. It did open at his touch, which surprised him
somewhat, but he rather thought that the new manager was unused to dealing with dangerous clients.

Walking quickly, he went down the hall and through the discreet common office, heading for the door to
the street. Behind him, he heard a clatter of hedlsand agasped, "Sir? Sir, amoment, please!" He did not
turn his head, but swept out the door.

Gaining the street, he strode on, despite the fact that his knees had devel oped a disconcerting wobble.
He had scarcely gone six steps before he was joined by alarge man carrying apair of gun bags.

"Business concluded, Boss?' Cheever asked.

"Concluded,” he said, rather breathlesdy, "but not to our advantage. | was not able to withdraw funds.
Worse... Mr. McFarland, | fear | may have aerted someone...unsavory...to my presence.”

"Bound to happen, | guess,” Cheever said philosophicdly. "Timeto lift?"

Pat Rin walked on, somewhat less quickly now, and forced himself to focus. Panic was never awinning
hand.

"No. | must atempt the casinos. With the ship's fund and my personal accounts beyond reach, the need
for money becomes desperate.”

"If they know you're here, they'll be watching the casinos,” Cheever pointed out, reasonably enough.

Pat Rin moved ahand in agreement. "They will. But the casinos have security on-staff and an investment



in maintaining the safety of their clients. | may be seen, but it isunlikely that | will beimportuned.” He
sighed. "Therisk must be accepted in any case. We must have cash.”

There was ashort pause, then asigh.
"If that's the way it's gotta be, then we go withit," he said. "I'll be coming with you."

It was perhapsindicative of his state of mind that Pat Rin felt not annoyance &t this presumption, but
relief.

"Thank you, Mr. McFarland," he said. "'l will be glad of your company.”

Teriste Casino District The Practical Statistician

"Lord Pa Rin—amoment, if youwill!"

The beautifully dressed gentleman did not look up at the hail. He received the dice, shook them briefly
and threw with an expert's snap of thewrit, rings flashing richly in the tablelights. The dice struck the
felt-covered end wall, rebounded, rolled twice and stopped; the first and second die each showed one
pip, while the third displayed five. The gentleman stood quietly, dark head tipped, camly awaiting the
Housg's judgment.

"Seven cdled and seven rolled!” the croupier announced, deftly separating three coins from the bank and
placing them before the winner. "House pays three gold to the gentleman with the blue earring.” Thedice
rattled to the cloth beside the coins. "Roll again, Sr?”’

The gentleman took amoment to consider, aswell he might, gambling at gold level, with the House's
three and his own two riding the toss.

Jawels flashed as shapdly fingers spread above the coins. "Hold."
"The gentleman with the blue earring holds hisline," the croupier cried. "Who rolls against the House?"

The dice passed to a brassy-haired lady in an inexcusable scarlet coat, who shook them with greeat
energy. The gentleman with the blue earring deftly pamed hisfive gold and left the table, moving avay
from the area from which the most unwelcome hail had come, and toward the table at which Cheever
McFarland had last been seen.

No sooner had he cleared the crowd surrounding the dice table than his deeve was snatched and held by
asharp-faced man of extraordinarily nondescript dress.

"Lord Pat Rin?"

Helifted an eyebrow. "Y es?' he murmured, and glanced significantly down at hismangled deeve.

Alas, his captor was wholly intent upon his own business and failed of taking the hint.

"Sir, thereis one who would spesk to you. Most urgently.” The man'sfingerstightened. Pat Rin frowned.
"Youwill," he said, softly, and yet unmistakably in the mode of Command, "release me.”

Startled, the stranger did just that, dropping back a step, his dead eyes legping to Pat Rin'sface.

"Y our pardon, sir. | meant no disrespect. But thereis one who has—"



"Urgent need to spesk with me" Pat Rinfinished, dl of his attention seemingly upon smoothing the
creases out of hisabused deeve. "Just s0. | do not desire to leave my amusement. If
your—employer—must speak to me as urgently asthat, he will cometo me."

The stranger gaped, then bowed, abruptly and muddy of mode, spun on his hedl and vanished into the
crowd, leaving Pat Rin to are at the place where he had been and damn himself three timesfor afool.

Careful to display neither haste nor concern, he crossed the room to the Smaller Whed and insinuated
himsdlf into the crowd 'round the table. There, sheltered on all sdesby tall Terrans, hetried to think.

That the sharp-faced man belonged to the Juntavas, he doubted, though the possibility could not be
rejected out of hand. It was conceivable that the loca boss sought to gain advantage over the Sector
Judge who had been thrust upon him. And yet...

The sharp-faced man had been Liaden. Plan B specifically warned him away from Liad—and from
Liadens. And, truth told, there was that about his recent captor which made the Juntavas— most
especialy the Juntavas in the person of Natesa—show honorable, wholesome and foursquare for clan
andkin.

There was adisruption in the crowd of spectatorsto hisleft. Pat Rin haf-turned and looked up into the
very welcome face of Cheever McFarland.

"Wdl met, Rilot," he murmured, for hiscompanion'sear done. | believeit istimefor usto leave."
They were not—not quite—taken unaware.

They left together by aside door, at Filot McFarland's insstence, and made rapid progress toward the
digtant shine of ataxi stand.

The night was busy with wind, damp with the threet of rain; and it had taken Pat Rin afew momentsto
be certain that the small noises and the motions of shadows were concerted action and not Smply the
random pattern of people on the town.

And by then, it was clear that they were both shadowed and outnumbered. Cheever flipped his pocket
lightly and Pat Rin muttered under his bregth, "Not yet, we have no plan.”

They had continued moving in the direction of the transport kiosk, hoping againgt the odds for the timely
appearance of ataxi or ashuttle, but the interception went smoothly.

"Thisway, please,”" the pale-haired man who drifted in beside them said in Liaden, and then in accented
Terran, "Thereisno need for darm.”

The place to which they were taken was not far from the casino district, down awindowless alleyway
and into acourt where severa vehicleswere parked. Surprisingly, there were a smattering of treesand
bushes here, asif some effort at landscaping had been made.

They were ushered past the trees, into asomewhat smaler and dimmer alley. Severd of their escort
peded off to take up what Pat Rin thought must be guard points. A few more steps along the second
aleyway and they cameto arough-walled building. The door stood open; the pale-haired man bowed
them within. He entered after, his bodyguard sealing the door behind dll.

The man led them down athin and lowering hdl, then, and into asparsdly lit, irregularly shaped room.

The room smelled of old dust and the floor was uneven, asif the building had shifted and created tectonic



ridgesinthetiles.

The leader motioned toward a rude tabl e attended by two ruder chairs, set near the center of the gloom.
Hetook for himsdlf the chair nearest the door, his second standing behind him.

They took thisasamode: Pat Rin in the chair; Cheever McFarland behind.

"We are messengers,” the pale-haired man murmured, soothing the air between them with agesture one
might more reasonably expect to encounter at a High House dining board than at arough plastic tablein
abadly lit, abandoned storeroom. "Merdly messengers, Sir. Bearing news from those who wish you, not
harm, but only wel."

"News," Pat Rin repested, liking the matter no better, and fervently grateful for the formidable bulk of
Cheever McFarland standing behind his chair. He took a breath, keeping hisface camly neutrd—the
old, thefamiliar, gambler's mask—and inclined his head.

"Of course," he said, matching the man's soft tone, ""one welcomes news, when one has been heedless
upon holiday.”

The man acrossinclined his head gravely, his gun-sworn standing at iff attention behind hischair.
"Of course," he agreed, and put his hands pam down againgt the table, meeting Pat Rin's eyes squarely.
"I bring news of your clan.”

Y es? Pat Rin flicked a glance downward, looking for the Tree-and-Dragon token held discreetly
between two of the man's quiet fingers. Hewas not. ..entirely...surprised to discover it invisble.

Helooked again at the man's bland, mannerly face. "Oneisever joyful to have news of oneskin,” he
sad softly.

"Aswhoisnot?' the other replied according to the proper formulaand leaned forward abruptly, his
curioudy flat eyes pinning Pet Rin's gaze.

"Your kin aredead,” he said, asif it were the merest pleasantry; asif heimparted nothing more startling
than an unlooked-for change in the weather.

Behind the gambler's mask of calm neutrdity, Pat Rin froze, hearing again that calm, uninflected sentence,
not quite making sense— His kin. Hiskin—dead? All hiskin? Quin? Luken? Nova? Shan? His mother?
Dead? Ridiculous.

"Ridiculous,”" he heard his own voice state, dispassonately.

The other man inclined hishead. "1 understand,” he murmured. "So large achangein Korval's
fortunes—in your own fortunes. Of course, so skilled aplayer as yoursdf would wish proof. Asit
happens, we have proof.” He dropped his eyes deliberately to the tabletop.

Pat Rin followed his gaze, saw the sinewy golden hands|ift up and away, leaving adone upon the scarred
plastic asmallish thing that glittered evenin light so low; athing he had reason to know well, having seen
it upon the hands of severd of hiskin, most lately on the hand of his cousin Nova, who held Korva in
trust for Va Con.

And who would have surrendered Korval's Ring to the man who sat before him only in the extremity of
her death.



Heforced himsdf to blink, to look up from the impossibility on the table before him; forced himsdlf to
speak camly to the man opposite, who sat watching with hisflat, predator's eyes and his curioudy
immobileface

"There are," he observed, asif the thing upon the table were the merest bauble, "others before me.
Indeed, | believe that there are children not yet hafling and at least one Terran far-kin to whom the Ring
would fal before ever it cameto me."

The man smiled gently. "They no longer impede you. NovayosGaan, AnthorayosGalan, Shan
yosGaan, Kareen yosPhelium, Luken bel Tarda, Va Con yosPhdium, even Gordon Arbuthnot. All
have been swept from the board.”

Hearing the names of hiskin—his dead kin—but the man had not named the children! Pat Rin grasped
that thought, ingsting that his mind work. The pale-haired man had not named the children, but his mother
and Luken—by every iteration of Plan B he had ever memorized, Luken bel'Tardaand Kareen
yosPhelium were responsible for the safety of the children. If his mother and L uken were—dead. ..

No. It—they could not—it was not possible...

Blindly, he reached out, plucked the Ring from the table and stared at it, eyestracing the familiar lines of
Korva's Tree-and-Dragon, the bright enamel-work, the perfect emerads framing the boldly scripted
Flaran Cha'menthi.

"Who did this?' he asked, eyes on the dragon, on the emeralds. Two perfect emerads...

"It isnecessary,” the pae-haired man said in his soft, mannerly voice, "from time to time to remove from
play those who impede the work of the Department of the Interior. Thusit was with those who had been
your kin. And, now, through the efforts of the Department of the Interior, you rise to your proper estate.”

With an effort, Pat Kin lifted his eyesto stare at the man opposite, who inclined his head deeply—a
seated bow of profound respect.

"Korval," hesad.

Pat Rin could not quite control the shudder as he placed the ring back in the center of the table. He took
abreath.

"The Department of Interior will require some...service, in payment of its efforts on my behaf,” he
suggested gently.

The pale-haired man moved ahand in that curioudy soothing gesture. ™Y ou need only mind the
Department'sinterests with the Council of Clans. Advisories and information will be delivered to you a
the appropriate times.” He smiled. "Smal enough payment. Y ou will find the Department isa staunch
defender of itsalies”

"Ah." Hetook ahard, sudden, bresth, raised ahand asif to shield hisface, and al at once recalled
himsdlf, sngpping the arm down as he glanced aside. ™Y our pardon,” he gasped, asthe hideaway did
from hisdeeveinto hishand.

"Of course," sad hisenemy. "Y ou will wish timeto assmilate—"

Pet Rin brought the little gun up and shot him through the right eye. The body of the man collapsed
forward, face flat on the table, his gun-sworn snatching at her sdearm as hefell. The boom of Cheever
M cFarland's wegpon and the rain of blood from the gaping holein her chest were smultaneous.



"You OK, sr?"

Pat Rin took a breath which failed tofill hislungs, and tried another, finding hisvoice a last, remarkably
seady, though somewhat light.

"l am perfectly well, Mr. McFarland, thank you." Absently, he did the hideaway back into hisdeeve and
stood.

"You'l haveto leave your jacket," Cheever said apologeticaly. "The blood."

"Of course." He unfastened the sedl and stripped the garment off, dropping it into the merciful shadows
aong the floor. For amoment, he stared uncomprehending at the square of cloth Cheever sllently held
out. Clean-dlk. It cameto him, then, that hisface might not be. .. perfectly...clean. He plucked the cloth
up and used it thoroughly, then dropped it, too, into the shadows.

"Isthat Novasring?"

Helooked up at the big pilot, then turned and plucked the thing off the table. Two perfect emeralds.
Fools. And, yet...

"Mr. McFarland, | fear werein ascrape.” He held up the counterfeit. "Thisis not Korva's Ring, though
those—" he swept his hand at the dead without looking at them—"claimed that it was. They also clamed
that al of my kin are—are dead." His voice was not doing so well, after all. He swallowed and forced
himsdlf to go on.

"They named names, Mr. McFarland. And—we are neither of us children. Or fools. We both know that
aman who tells one lie does not necessarily tell two."

Cheever'sfacein thedim light might have been hewn from wood.

Pat Rininclined his head. " Just s0. Baanceisowing.” He did the bogus Ring onto hisleft hand—onto
the second finger of hisleft hand—and held it up to catch the sullen light.

Therewas abrief silence before Cheever nodded hisbig head. "Gotcha. Now, let's get outta here before
their buddies wonder what all the noise was about.”

At the door to the dleyway, Cheever held up his hand. Pat Rin obediently dipped into the shadows at the
edge of the doorway, gun ready, asthe big Terran moved slently out into the dark.

Shivering in histhin dlk shirt, Pat Rin counted to twelve, to twenty-four—to thirty-six, and the alley gave
up neither sound nor light nor Cheever McFarland. Forty-eight, and Pat Rin began to consider the
likelihood of aternate exits and how they might be guarded. Fifty-seven—and gravel scraped in the
dleyway, asif purposefully scuffed beneath the hed of aboot.

A heartbest |ater, Cheever McFarland himself materidized, showing empty pams.
"We're clear, Sir. The guards are accounted for.”
Soundlesdy and quickly. Pat Rin dipped hisgun away. "Y our work?'

Cheever grinned and lowered hishand. "'l ain't that good.” He jerked his head to the right. ™Y our
girlfriend did usafavor.”

Girlfriend? There was the very dightest of motionsin the shadows at the right. Pat Rin turned, and Natesa
the Assassin alowed him to see her, bowing profoundly in her dull black lesthers.



Behind her Pat Rin caught glimpse of aface, abody in the weeds—the man who had accosted him &t the
casino...

"Madter. | hear there was a disagreement insde. Perhagpswe may assist you."
She straightened, showing him aface expertly darkened, in which her eyes shone like ebony waters.

"l understand that you have already assisted me," he replied, and bowed in acknowledgment of the debt.
"Have you taken any harm from it?"

Amusement, rich and subtle, was conveyed in the curve of one leather-clad arm. "No harm in the lesst.
They were unweatchful and arrogant.”

He moved a hand, describing the building behind him. "There are two dead personsin the room at the
end of that halway. It would be best if they were not found.”

"Housekeeping will dedl withit," she said cdmly, and bowed once more. "Again, | offer trangport and
whatever you might require.” She straightened, eyes gleaming. "Master, there was no need for you to be
inthat roomat al."

"There was every need,” Pat Rin corrected, and raised his hand. What light there was skidded off the
bright enamel work, and Korvd'sancient 9gil flared like agtar inthe dley. The assassin drew abresath,
pulled the most obvious wegpon from its holster and offered it to him across her two pams.

"Service, Korval. | would stand at your back."

Pat Rin closed his eyes. Cantras own words, from the very Diaries of Korval, burned bright against the
inddeof hiseydids: 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?

Pet Rin opened his eyes and bowed, acknowledging his receipt of her oath.
"Service accepted,” he said, and turned to his pilot. "Mr. McFarland, we are enroute.”

The big man nodded and touched the butt of the gun thrust through hisbelt. "Y essir. | seethat we are.”

Day 287 Standard Year 1392 Departing Teriste

There was a Juntavas safe-house somewhere on Teriste; Natesa had wished to take him there. Which
offer he of course refused, ingsting that they—or at least he—return to Fortune's Reward.

"l will not leave my ship untended when there are enemiesto hand,” he said, reasonably. At lesst, he
thought he was speaking reasonably, survivd dictating that one ought to speak reasonably—in fact, with
al courtesy—to a Juntavas assassin.

She considered him for amoment in silence, black eyes unreadable in her darkened face. She bowed
then, honor to the delm, and Pat Rin felt afrisson run his spine, which she certainly sawv— and it would
not do to show weakness before such a one, when he must display only strength and absolute
certainty—when he must be ruthlessin the pursuit of hisBalance...

"After dl," Natesamurmured, "Korva isships." Shelooked to Cheever, who nodded.

And so they three had returned to Fortune's Reward, though in an order dictated by Cheever
McFarland, who took to himsdlf the task of ascertaining that enemies had neither subverted the



ship-codes nor awaited them within the shadows of neighboring vessels. When the dl-clear came, Pat
Rin went forward, Natesa dightly behind and to hisleft, and thus they entered his ship.

Cheever was dready at the board, chatting with the tower asif the entire universe had not been dtered in
its course over the last hour—but, of course, for Cheever, the universe maintained. The two of them had

been beseat by cutthroats, whom they had dispatched with speed and efficiency. They had thereby gained
araher...irregular...dly, but Cheever seemed to hold the Juntavasin neither awe nor loathing, regarding
them smply as another fact of life. And lifewent on.

Soitdid.

Standing in the center of the piloting chamber, Pat Rin took a careful breath, and turned toward the
waliting assassin. His oathsworn.

"l was unfortunately naive prior to raisng thisport,”" he said, speaking in the mode between equals. "'l
seek now to correct an error.”

Sheinclined her head. "Madter, | am at your service."

"Then you will tell meif it is possble—or when it will be possible—to dter the name, ID, and port of
originfor thisves."

She pursed her lips, considering; indicated the busy pilot with a subtle move of her head. "Pilot
McFarland dready files an amended flight. Heiswisein this, | think. We have this evening discommoded
aplayer of whom | am insufficiently knowledgeable. Ignorance being an active threat to survivd, it is
wisdom to retireto alessvolatile location.

"So. If you will alow me, thereis agtation within this sector where the modifications you mention may be
made, easily and professondly.”

"And the price?" he asked, which was only prudent, when buying from the Juntavas.

Natesa's dark eyes gleamed with amusement. "I have jurisdiction there. The legitimate expensesof a
Judge on assignment are charged on account.”

"l see." He had taken her service, he reminded himsaf—necessity. And if, through her, he had also taken
service from the Juntavas entire?

Necessity.

Hetook abresth, deep and calming, and looked down at his hands. Bright and bogus on the second
finger of hisleft hand—the finger on which Korva-pernardi had worn the true Ring, and, gods willing,
wore it still—his newest adornment quite cast hisusud jewelsinto the shade, asif they were mere paste,
instead of ...

Instead of cash. Pat Rin shook himsdlf, recdling that his earnings on the evening were dight, and all
accounts closed to him. He looked up, to find Natesawatching him closdly.

"Something dse" he said, showing her hisright hand, al a-glitter with gemstones. .

Sheinclined her head. "It would be most profitable to sell those here. If you will, | may summon oneto
conduct the appropriate transactions. The money will await you at the service station we spoke of "

And he had only to trust her, he thought, and very nearly laughed.



"Of your kindness" he said, instead, and had the things off, jumbling them into her waiting pam. He
hesitated, then, and raised a hand to the blue earring. His trademark, by which he would be known.

"Hold," the woman said, softly. "The rings are enough for now, Master. Thai—it isworth too little, if it
must be sold without provenance.”

He considered her, both eyebrows surprised into lift, but she only smiled, and bowed, and moved to the
board, murmuring arequest that the pilot open acomm line for her.

"We got lift scheduled inside the hour, gir," Cheever McFarland said over his shoulder, faceascdm as
adways. "Any ideawhere were going?'

"First, we must undertake certain renovations too long ignored— Natesa has the coords for
the...preferred shop in the sector.”

Unflapped, Cheever nodded. "And after that?'
W ?Pat Rin asked himsdlf, interestedly. And after that? He looked at the big man steadily.

"After that shal depend upon necessity, pilot.”" He moved ahand toward the hall leading to his quarters.
"If you have no need of me, | shall retire now, and meditate upon my....requirements.”

"Right." Cheever nodded again. "I'll give you a heads-up when we raise the ation.”

"Thank you, Mr. McFarland,” Pat Rin said, softly. Heinclined hishead, and waked away from the
busyness of the piloting chamber, down the hal and into his quarters.

Asked, if any were bold enough to do so, Pat Rin would have said that he was not afond man. Of
course, one had preferred acquai ntances—even preferred kin—but one was not, after all, clan-bound.
Certainly, he was no such weeping heart as might overload his persona databank with images of hiskin,
inal their facesand seasons.

Indeed, amost thorough search of that same databank produced precisely six images, al unsatisfactory
inthe extreme.

Six.

Carefully, he arranged them on the screen, side-by-side, top-to-bottom; enlarging each asif he would
read every line and nuance of the digita faces.

Here: Shan, Nova and Anthora grouped, laughing, around the ubiquitous Jeeves. The picture was not
recent—Shan was wearing Korva's Ring in trust, which he had assumed upon Cousin Er Thom's degth;
Anthoralooked the merest halfling, and Nova—Nova scarcely looked older.

Here was Quin, hisown heir, caught in the midst of arace againgt his cousin Padi, Shan's daughter. This
image was of more recent vintage, though still some years behind the calendar.

The next picture—that was recent, and Pat Rin spent some time looking into the faces of the two most
dear to himin al theworlds. Luken bel'Tarda, hisfoster-father, sandy hair goneto gray, shoulders
squarein his second best coat, and Quin, who had gone from hooligan to young gentleman in the space
of oneimage, standing before the hand-knotted Pasiryki carpet which was L uken's pride and sole
extravagance. Fortunes had been offered Luken, in exchange for that rug. Alas, fortunesinterested
Luken—not at dl. Quin was dressed in traveling clothes, hisdark hair painfully neet, the opa blue eyes
which were hislegacy from his mother wide and guileless. A kit-bag sat a hisfeet. After the picture was



taken, Pat Rin recalled, finding it suddenly difficult to bresthe, he had escorted his son to the excellent
private school that now—that had had him in its keeping.

Another: Not recent, though not as old as the image of his cousins and their housebot. His mother at
study, various editions of the Code laid open on the table around her workstation; her face intent upon
the screen.

Anather: Hiscousin Va Con, douched in achair before thefireplace in Tredla Fantrol's family parlor, his
legsthrust out before him and crossed at the ankle, aglass of wine held loosgly in hisleft hand. He was
looking directly into the camera, and gently smiling, eyes as brilliant asthe emeradsin the counterfeit ring
on Pat Rin'sfinger.

The last image was the oldest of dl, blurry with the photographer'slack of skill. It showed four personsin
formal tableau, paired two-by-two. On theleft, tal Anne Davis, kind-faced and smiling, her hand resting
on the shoulder of ayellow-haired man of extraordinary beauty—Er Thom, her lifemate. Beside Er
Thom, lean and dark and diabolic—Uncle Daav himself, holding the hand of adight and elegant lady, her
tawny hair caught back from her face by a carven comb, her green eyes aglow with joy. Adliana, Daav's
lifemate. Va Con's mother. Dead—they were dl four dead; had been dead |ong before Plan B had been
caled. It was aportrait of ghosts he studied so intently, and had been so for years...

Six images, incomplete and old—which, if the representative of the Department of the Interior wasto be
believed, was dl that he had now, of hiskin.

He sat for sometime, staring sightlesdy at the screen, trying to think of away—any way—to gain news
of hiskin without endangering those who might yet remain unmurdered.

Fortune's Reward carried a pinbeam. Hewas in possession of abeam-code, meant for usein the
irregularly scheduled roll cals, aswell as other codes, which in happier timeswould rouse Luken; the
Dutiful Passage; Nova; dedGauss, and the master computer at Jelaza Kazone.

He dared invoke none of them, he decided after aperiod of cold and close reasoning. The Department
of the Interior had located him, offered their preposterous deal, and their messenger had died as aresult
of their impertinence. These factsin no way guaranteed that the Department'sinterest in himsdlf hed
likewise died. Indeed, he rather thought that their interest might grow significantly warmer, when it was
discovered why their messenger, and histeam, had not reported in.

Certainly, the Department of the Interior was monitoring his accounts. Certainly, they monitored Korva's
known bands and, perhaps, if only one adult had fallen to them, the lesser known bands, aswell.

Pet Rin shivered, closing his eyes. He dared attempt to call— no one. More: he dared not be taken by
the Department dlive, to then be compelled to betray whomever yet remained at large.

And, above al, he must not alow his desperate desiresto blind him to the possibility that the
Department's messenger had indeed told him nothing more than the plain truth, and that he, Pat Rin
yosPhelium, wasthe lagt of hisclan.

He opened his eyes, blinked severa timesto bring the faces of hiskin into focus, and pulled the
keyboard to him.

He left the images on the primary screen, opened a second screen and, typing uncertainly with fingers that
were none too steady, began to compilealist of ...Korva's...necessties.

They heard him out—the pilot and the n—as he outlined his requirements and his plan. When he



hed finished, the pilot whistled, long and low.
"S0, you're gonnavanish, and build up reserves?'
Pet Rininclined hishead. "In essence.”

"It isabold pla—and difficult, " the assassin said in her turn, her dim fingers woven together upon the
table. "I wonder, Master, about the necessity of aworking spaceport. | wonder—will aprimitive
port—even, avery primitive port—serve you? Y ou might then shapeit to your needs.”

He thought about that. A spaceport was necessary—he would need ships; he would need to build, dock,
and maintain ships. And yet, spaceportsinvited the galaxy, and it was equally imperative that he remain
benegth the range of Korva's enemy. Until he should reved himsdlf, at atime and place of hischoosing.

"A primitive spaceport has some advantage to us,” hetold her. "But not so primitive that it may be not be
upgraded—auickly."

"I understand.” She looked down at her hands, then into his eyes, her own as deep as starless space.

"L et usthen posit aworld which is primitive in many ways, yet its barbarism alows—opportunity for
manipulation. A strong-willed person, capable of concelving and implementing a plan, might do whatever
he wished, eventudly.” She sighed, which he thought was not like her. "I know of such aworld.”

Pat Rin glanced at Cheever McFarland, who waved a big hand, indicating that he was atending the
conversation, but had nothing to add.

So.
He considered Natesa the Assassin, her quiet hands and unquiet eyes.
"l believe you are not entirely pleased with thisworld,” he said softly. "Why not?"

She moved her shoulders—closer to the fluid and ambiguous Liaden gesture than an honest Terran shrug.
"l have—no jurisdiction there," she said, matching him soft for soft. "1—perhaps— have contacts there,
tenuous contacts, a best. | know the language, as do you. | know of a...relatively secure landing place,
so that we need not aert the port to our presence—but jurisdiction?' She met his eyes squarely. " No one
hasjurisdiction there."

"Ah." A world that was alike protected from the so-called Department of the Interior, and the
Juntavas—perfect.

Pat Rininclined his heed.

"l believe that is—dedirable.”

She nodded, asif she had expected no other answer. As perhaps, Pat Rin thought, she had not.
"What's the name of this place?' Cheever asked from his corner of thetable,

Natesaturned to look at him. "Why, Surebleak, pilot. Have you heard of it?"

Surprisingly, the big man threw back his head and laughed.

"Oh, | heard of it, OK." Hetransferred awide grin to Pat Rin. "She'sright, Boss. If theresaworld
where anything can get lost and never looked for, it's Sureblesk.”



"Good," Pat Rin said, and inclined his head to both. "Then it is settled.”

Day 50 Standard Year 1393 Dutiful Passage L ytaxin Or bit

The shift was more than haf done. First Mate Ren Zd dea Judan finished the last report in the queue and
leaned back in his chair, reflecting that it was odd that the paperwork of war and the paperwork of trade
should be so amilar.

Though, he thought, reaching for his cup, to be precise, they were no longer at war, but rather stalled in
some hdfling state between the usud and the unthinkable, waiting for the gods knew wheat.

Ren Zd spped, found the tea tepid, sighed and drank it anyway.

The reports provided by the mercenary forces on the planet below spoke of the "mop up phase’ of the
on-going military operations, and indicated that the present hostilities between the mercenaries and those
Y xtrang soldiers remaining were sporadic and disconnected, ranging over consderable geographic area.
Clan Erob'sairfield, which had been apoint of contention before the Y xtrang warships had abruptly
withdrawn from orbit, abandoning thousands of soldiersto their deaths, was secure. What was | eft of
Lytaxin spaceport was also secure.

The captains and mates of the ships now surrounding the Passage—officersold in warfare—gave as
their expert opinionsthat it was extremely unlikely that the departed Y xtrang would return with
reinforcementsto retrieve the soldiersthey had left behind.

Ren Zel shuddered, and not because his teawas cold. To be abandoned by one's ship among hostile
srangers, the last duty remaining oneto diewdll...

It struck too close to the heart, that, and set uneasy memories snarling. To have one's death recorded
and made fact before ever one had lain down and—

"Have done!" hetold himself sharply and stood.

Hewanted tea. Fresh, hot tea, and an end to the nattering of ill memory. He was clanless—dead to kin,
outside the laws of Liad. Dead in truth, had Shan yosGalan not put forth his hand, and declared that he
and his crew welcomed pilots of ability and steady will. Here, on Dutiful Passage, Ren Zel dealJudan,
deceased of Clan Obrelt, had comrades, and a place, and work—as pilot and, now, asfirst mate, under
Shan yosGaan'slady lifemate, PriscillaMendoza. Hiswedth exceeded, by many orders of magnitude,
anything another clanless might hope to achieve—aye, and many who were clanned, aswell.

Tea He moved to the refreshment console—and the comm unit on his desk beeped.
Pilot-quick, he was across the room, finger on the button.
"Frst Mate."

"Hi there, First Mate," Radio Tech Rusty Morgenstern said brightly. " Got acal on the priority channel for
the officer in charge. Want it now?"

Priority channd?"Certainly."

"All yours" Rusty said. Therewas aclick as of asecond line being opened, then Rusty'svoice again,
amogt painfully respectful. "Here's Pilot dealJudan, maam—officer on shift.”

"Thank you, Mr. Morgengtern,” said acool feminine voice. "Pilot deaJudan?’



"Yes, maam,” Ren Ze agreedin hiscareful Terran. "May | know to whom | have the honor of

spesking?'
Therewas adight pause, asif the lady were taken aback to find one who did not know her.

"I have the honor," she said, abruptly and icily in the High Tongue, in the mode of announcement, “to be
Korvd-pernardi. My persona nameisNovayosGaan. | will be arriving at Docking Bay Twoin
one-hdf hour, Standard. My necessity isto meet with the captain immediately upon my arriva. Am |
plan?’

"You are extremely plain, my lady," Ren Zd answered in the mode of oathbound to lord, which was
precise, as even thelaws of Liad must acknowledge, while disputing hisright to speek at dl toaliving
Liaden lady. "Arrangementswill be made to welcome you a Bay Two in one-hdf hour, Standard.”

"That iswell," said NovayosGaan and signed off. Ren Zd frowned.

NovayosGdan, first speaker in trust for Clan Korval, was the sister of Shan yosGalan. He had met the
lady once, standing protected and anonymous within the shadow of his captain's melant'i. That same
captain who casudly brought his sster's reputation awhisper from ruin by introducing Ren Zdl, in
Terran—"PFilot deaJudan, sster. Ren Zd, my sster Nova, dso apilot.”

Now she came, Korval-pernard'i, riding a double wave of danger, and demanding to see the captain of
Dutiful Passage. By whom she could only mean her brother, who was...no longer aboard.

Ren Z€ leaned over the desk and punched in a quick sequence, barely glancing at the keypad. The
second remote trill was cut off by the deep, resonate voice of PriscillaMendoza, who had been first mate
before him.

"Mendoza"

"Pray forgive mefor disturbing your rest," he said in forma Liaden, scarcely heeding his own speech.
"Circumgtance requiires.”

"Appaling circumstance, apparently, to have kicked you back into the High Tongue," said Priscillain light
Terran. "What tragedy has overtaken us, friend?”

Ren Zd smiled dightly and amended hislanguage. "'l pray forgiveness,” he said carefully. "One hasjust
now closed conversation with alady of high mode, indeed." He glanced at the clock on thewall beside
the refreshment unit. "In precisdy twenty-eight minutes, Standard, NovayosGdan, Korvd-pernardi, will
arrive at Docking Station Two. Her desireisto enjoy an interview with the captain, immediately upon her
arivad."

Priscilla said three hard-edged words in alanguage neither Terran nor Liaden. Ren Zd blinked.
"I beg your pardon,” he said, as gently as Terran dlowed him.

Her sgh came clearly out of the speaker. "No, | beg your pardon,” she said, equdly gentle, "for | must
send you into peril done, and for no better reason than | cannot face the upcoming interview with
Korva-pernardi on an empty stomach.”

She sighed a second time. "'Please do me the favor of meeting Lady Novaa Docking Bay Two and
escorting her to my office.”

"1?" Ren Zd hit hislip. "Priscilla, | an—"



"Filat, first mate, and crewman of good standing on this ship,” sheinterrupted. "Lady Nova knows how
to vaue such things"

And he had, after dl, Ren Zd reflected wryly, received his orders from his cgptain. Heinclined his head,
asif she could see him—and who knew that she could not, dramlizathat shewas?"| will meet Lady
Novaand bring her to you in your office.”

"Good," sad Priscilla

His hand moved toward the disconnect—and stopped as she spoke his name.

"y e

"It will not be necessary,” she said, "to tell Lady Novathat her brother isnot presently aboard.”

The ways of the dramliz were mysterious, Ren Zd thought, but the ways of Korva were stranger till.
Agan, heinclined his head.

"| understand,” he said, and the connection light went ot.

The status light went from red to green, and the hatch did open, reveding atal blond woman wearing the
leather jacket of a Jump pilot over serviceable dark shirt and trousers. Her face was comely, as he had
recaled, and fdl easily into afrown, though he had taken care to bein place several minutes beforetime,
50 that she would find him neither tardy nor bregthless.

He bowed, oathbound to lord, which might have waked a question in her mind, had she been less
focused upon her own business. Asit was, she returned his courtesy with an inclination of the head, and a
brief, "Pilat.”

"Lady," he murmured, straightening in proper time and keeping his gaze decently averted. "l am sent to
bring you to the captain.”

"So | surmised,” she answered drily, the accent of fabled Solcintra gilding her words. "If the captain has
likewise desired you to lead methe long dance, | pray you will allow yourself to be persuaded otherwise.
| do know the shortest route, and will have no difficulty escorting mysdlf.”

Wéll, and Captain yosGalan had been known, upon occasion, to issue such ordersto those sent as
escort, Ren Zd alowed, and bowed again.

"The captain was off shift," he offered, softly, "and required time to prepare.”

"Of course," said Lady Novaand swept adim hand toward the corridor. Korva's clan ring flared briefly
inthelight, slver and green. "My businesswith the captain isurgent.”

"Certainly. If your ladyship will accompany me..."

All honor to thelady: She did not insist on the shortest route, through the narrow service corridors.
However, the pace she set through the public corridors was swift enough to discourage conversation,
which Ren Zd could only fed wasto his benefit.

Soon enough, the bright red door of the captain's office came into sight. The lady broke her step,
courteoudy dlowing Ren Zd to lay hispam againgt the plate. The door did slently open and he
preceded the guest across the threshold, as protocol required, saw his captain sitting tall and proud
behind the desk and swept alow bow as Nova yosGalan stepped past him.



"l bring—" he began, and then halted, as Priscillas voice overrode his, spesking mild Terran.
"Well met, sgter. Will you havewine?!

Ren Zd draightened. Sster. What came next was between kin. He had no business here. He moved one
careful step forward. Both women looked at him, but he kept his eyes on Priscillasface.

"Captain, shal | take your place on the rogter this shift?"
She amiled. "That will not be necessary, first mate. Please, pursue your rest shift.”
He bowed—"Captain"—again—"Lady"—and resisted the impulse to back out of the office,

The door did shut behind the brown-haired pilot. Novatook a deliberate breath, and glared at the
woman behind the desk. " So. Sister and captain, isit? Where is my brother?”

"Planetsde," Priscillasaid in her deep, cdm voice, and raised ahand asif she felt Novas cry of protest
risng. "It was an accident, | swear. We had taken damage and he inssted on being part of the repair
crew. The enemy attacked and separated him from the ship." She paused, then added, " Seth Johnson
gave hislifeto protect his captain and hisship in that action. | think you knew him."

Novabowed her head, recalling with the vividness that was her gift and her curse the long, rat-faced
Terran pilot. "Who are we, that people die for us? All honor to him."

"All honor to him," Priscillarepeated softly. Novalooked up. "First mate risesto fill the void in command,
when the captain is separated from the ship. It is understood. Now—sister?”

"Shan and | have declared lifemates.”
Nova closed her eyes. "With recourse to neither law nor first spesker.”

"The clan was scattered; our enemy in pursuit,” Priscillamurmured. "I refused to leave the ship to be safe,
and he was too wise a captain to order hisfirst mate awvay."

Novaopened her eyes. "Ah, | understand! A sacrifice upon the dtar of duty! How like Shan, to be
surel”

Priscillathrew back her head and laughed. After amoment, Nova sighed and moved forward to take a
char."l beievel will have aglass of thewhite, if you please. Siter. And then you may tell me how my
brothersfare, planetside.”

"Shan," said Priscilla, moving gracefully acrossthe room to the bar. "Fareswell. Va Confares...less
well." She poured two glasses of white wine and carried them to the desk. She handed Novaaglass and
sat again behind the desk, her own glass cradled in long, dender fingers.

Nova's mouth tightened. "How much...lesswdll...stands my younger brother?’

Priscillaraised her glass and dmost laughed again, to catch herself employing one of Shan'sdelaying
tactics.

"Va Con was desperately wounded in the strike that broke the back of the Y xtrang on-world. He
remainsin the catastrophe unit at Erob's medica facility. The med techsthere are divided in their
predictions of the fina percentage of his disability.”

The color drained from Novasface, leaving it agticky beige color; her distress dammed across Priscillas



inner senseswith the shrill force of ascream.
"Nova—"

Her lifemate's sster raised adim, golden hand, and turned her face aside. "A moment, of your kindness.
Va Con—" Her breath caught. "If heisnot abletofly..."

If Va Conwerenot ableto fly, Priscillathought, following Novas|logic effortlesdy, then he could not, by
Korva's own law, be ddm. And Korva needed its ddm now as never before, with Plan B in effect, and
enemieson dl Sdes.

"Va Con'slifemateisout of the'doc and by al reportswill make afull recovery,” she said to Novas
gricken eyes. "She will beableto fly. Korvd hasitsdem.”

"Lifemate," Novarepeated flatly, and had recourse to her glass, eyes half-closed.

"Lifemate," Priscilla asserted. " Shan says—lifematesin the fullest sense, shadowing the link that your
parents shared.”

Novaclosed her eyes. "Gods be merciful,” she murmured. She had another sip of wine and opened her
eyes. "l will be leaving for the planet surface as soon as | have cleared descent with the appropriate
commanders,” she said, with aforced and brittle calm.

"Thereare Y xtrang on the planet surface,” Priscilla pointed out, though she had very little hope of turning
Novafrom her course. ™Y ou will be placing yoursdf in peril."

The other woman stared at her for along moment, violet eyes unreadable.

"| acknowledge the possibility of peril," she said, dowly. "However, thereport | have from the
mercenariesisthat Erob's Houseis no longer inimmediate danger of attack and that the Y xtrang have
lost heart. | am Korval-pernardi. Necessity exists.”

And that, Priscillathought with aninward Sgh, was that. She knew better than to try to talk any Liaden
out of an action that had been found, by some fey balancing of duty, desire, and melant'i, to be

"necessary."

"May | ask you athing,” Novasaid suddenly, "as captain of thisvessd ?'
What now? Priscillawondered, but kept her face and voice serene. "Yes."
"I wonder how you cameto name a clanlessfirst mate?"

"Ah." Priscillaleaned back and sipped her own wine, her eyes drawn upward, to the glittery frivolous
mobile AnthorayosGalan had given her brother Shan. "Ren Zd is able; mere hours away from master
pilot. Heisrespected by his shipmates, and—" She brought her eyes down to meet Novas gaze. "And,
heisnot...entirdy...clanless. This ship—this crew—are hiskin. He will fight to keep both safe, with his
last gasp of life”

Novasat for amoment, then inclined her heed. "1t iswell-reasoned. | thank you.” She stood, leaving her
empty glasson the corner of Priscillas desk. "If | may have the use of acomm?”

Priscillarose. "Y ou may usethisone, and welcome," she said. "'l am wanted on the bridge.”

"Thank you. Sigter." She smiled, then, sudden and genuine. "1 am glad to be ableto say it."



Liad Department of Interior Command Headquarters
The box was approximately five foot square, matte black and, on casua inspection, seamless,

Commander of Agents, completing an inspection that was not at al casua, paused before the door and
looked to the hovering technician.

"l would examinetheinterior.”

"Certainly, Commander." The tech removed acylinder no longer than hisforefinger from apocket and
depressed a section of its black surface. There was no sound, but when Commander of Agentsagain
faced the box, it wasto discover that onewall had did away. The interior was very dark. Commander of
Agents produced a hand light from his pocket, flicked it on and stepped into the box.

Itsinterior dimension was somewhat less than the outside led one to expect; the ceiling short enough that
Commander of Agents needed to duck his head and round his shoulders. A taller person would not have
been ableto stand at all, but would need to knedl upon the ungiving metal floor.

"The gpparatus,” the technician murmured from the doorway, "is enclosed in the floor and the Sdewalls.

If one braces onesdlf againgt awall, or knedls or lies down on the floor—the |ethargic affect isfar greater.
Thetest subject has been able to experience the weakening of his abilities, which was not expected, but
which may prove useful. In the short term, the perceptible ebb of power has been observed to awaken
panic to the verge of hysteriain the test subject.”

Commander of Agents played hislight around the interior of the box, noting with satisfaction the smooth,
nearly featureless metal walls. There were a series of smal, vents—33 holes dtogether, the report had
sad—on theimmovablewall. These were for ventilation, or for the introduction of gasses, as necessary.
On the very center of the"ceiling” were severa indentations—these the microphone and speskersfor
communicating with theinmate, or for introducing sounds as might be required. An uncomfortable place,
atogether, in the norma way of things, but for those of the dramliz—atorture.

"Youlost asubject, | believe?' he said over his shoulder to the technician.

"Commander, we did. Thefirgt dramliza understood her circumstance very quickly and was abletoraise
sufficient power to hurl afirebal at the apparatus beneeth the floor."

The Commander's little beam of light danced across the floor, found ablack smear rather like agrease
gain on thefloor nearly at hisfeet; asmilar sain ran half-way down the wal hefaced.

"Did the mechanism take harm?"

"Testsimmediately after the incident indicated that the gpparatus remained fully functiond,” the technician
sad. "Thematerid, you see, ishighly reflective of that energy utilized by the dramliz. The bolt wasthus
sent back to the subject from the floor and dl the walls, immolating her. An unfortunate loss of an
interesting subject. | very much regret the waste.”

"Thereissomewastein al experiments. Y ou have found the second subject lessvoltile, | understand.”

"It was understood that proper testing required that we utilize dramliza of greater rather than lesser ability,
and the present subject, like thefirgt, isvery strong. Heis, however, young; and we hold his chaleket
hostage to his cooperation. Also, | took care to show him the stains you have found, sir, and explainin
depth how they cameto be there." The technician paused. "There was, of course, some danger that he
would attempt to suicide, using this proven means, but heis, as| have said, young, fond of his chaleket,



and inclined to believe in the possibility of rescue.”

Hunched, the Commander backed out of the box and flicked off hislight. Straightening his cramped
shoulders, helooked again to the technician.

"Y ou planted the belief that he might expect arescue?"

Thetech inclined hishead. "It seemed the best Strategy, given the need to concedl our development from
thedramliz.”

The Commander took amoment to consider this. Ordinarily, he did not tolerate such innovations from
mere technicians. In this case, however, given, as had been said, the need to conserve resources...He
inclined his head.

"Y ou have donewell," he said. The technician bowed profoundly. "I will wish to spesk with the subject
in"—he glanced as his chronometer—"four hours, Standard. | suggest he spend the time before our
meseting inthere." Heflicked anegligent hand at the box.

The tech bowed again.
"Commander, it shdl be done."

L ytaxin M ercenary Encampment

Clonak was on the camp, engaging in poker with as disreputable a half-dozen card sharps as Daav had
been privileged to behold in at least twenty years. He hoped, though without much optimism, that Clonak
would alow them to retain their dignity, if not their pay.

Shadia, sensble woman that she was, had retired immediately after their release from Commander
Carmody's dinner party.

Nélirikk—or Beautiful, as Commander Carmody had it—had chosen to remain with the fearsome duo he
referred to, with no irony that Daav could detect, as "the recruits'. The Rifle—one Diglon—appeared of
aphlegmatic nature and would very likely follow Shadia's sensble schedule. However, the winsome and
biddable Hazenthull had been another kindle of kittens entirely. She had been most displeased to find that
shewas not to be alowed to sit sentinel by the autodoc enclosing—and gods have mercy, heding—her
senior, and had only reluctantly accompanied Nelirikk and Diglon to quarters.

Which left Daav, wide awake and content to be done, sitting cross-legged on the bench by the 'doc
containing the wounded explorer, eyes closed againgt the darkness.

It was at timeslike thisthat he could fed her Sitting next to him, her knee companionably pressing his; her
dlence sanctifying hisdisinclination to talk. Adliana, hislifemate. Dead these last twenty-five Standard
years.

Daav sghed in the dark, and felt Adlianalay her hand, comfortingly, on histhigh.

It cameto him that he was as much aghost as she: his brother was dead, and his brother'slifemate. Who
of Clan Korva would remember Daav yosPhelium, so long absent from kin and hearth ? Certainly not
the so-formidable son referred to, by explorer and mercenary commander alike, as"the scout"—as if
there were only onein al the galaxy. The smdl boy he had given, weeping, into the care of his challeket
had in some way become aman revered as alesser god by the Y xtrang soldier he had bested in single
combat; lifemate of ared-haired rakehdl no less beloved of Jason Carmody.



"What may we bring to theseferd children, our kin?' he murmured into the darkness.

"Why aworking Rifle," Adlianaanswered, her voice warm ingde the whorlings of hisears, "and abrace
of explorers. It seemsagift they will know how to vaue."

Daav smiled and resisted the temptation to pat the hand that could not be touching him. "Why, so it does.
And how fortuitous to have met them upon the road, to be sure.”

Aédlianalaughed softly and it was al he could do, not to open hiseyes and turn to look at her. Instead, he
smiled for her, and sighed, just alittle.

"Commander Carmody has promised to send amessage to our son'slady, desiring her to visit a her
earliest convenience," he said. " Perhaps we may meet her soon.”

"Will she accept the Y xtrang, do you think?" asked Adliana.

Daav sghed again. "Commander Carmody thinksit...possble.

And we see that she has alowed our son to persuade her to one Y xtrang aready..."
"Singularly persuasive, this scout of yours," sheteased him.

"Y ou will hardly blame him whole cloth upon me," he said, with mock severity. "Not only did | find you
an enthusiastic participant during construction, but saw you thoroughly besotted with the result.”

"Y ou, of course, never named him 'little Dragon’, nor recited nonsense versesfor hoursonend to lull him
todeep.”

"A man of my honors and position? | should think not.”

"Fdse, ohfase, van'chda A man of your dignity, indeed.”

"Oh, and now | have no dignity?' He forgot himsalf and spoke aloud, rousing the tech on duty.
"Everything OK over there?’ shecdled.

"Yes—" Daav began, opening his eyes, and then cameto hisfeet, staring at the 'doc, which ought to
be—which had been— aglow with readouts, and statuslights.

"Something'swrong," he called to the tech.
Sheranto hisside, took one look at the somber ‘doc and shook her head with asigh.

"Nothing wrong,” shesaid. "He'sjust deed, isal.”

Thingsthat Go Bump in the Night

The house lay shrouded in pre-dawn, itsrooms at rest. Abovestairs, awoman dept unessily in abed
beneath a slvering skylight, her hair adark wing acrossthe pillows. A gray cat, his pre-dawn nap
disrupted by the lady's restive habit, sat at the foot of the bed, meticuloudy washing hiswhiskers.

"Necessity," thewoman said clearly, her voice full of unshed tears. The cat paused in his ablutions, paw
poised by cheek, earsticked forward, asif reserving judgment on the truth of her assertion until he had
heard thewhole.



"Necessity, captain,” AnthorayosGalan moaned, twisting beneath the knotted blankets. She gasped and
abruptly sat up, silver eyeswide, staring toward the cat, but seeing something entirely else.

"Yxtrang," she gasped. "Suicide craft. Gods, oh gods—the Passage..." Sheblinked, eyesfocusing a
last on the cat, who met her gaze, looked away, and compl eted the suspended pass at hiswhiskers.

Anthorathrew back the blankets and swung to the floor, the ribbons of her bed shirt fluttering with the
gpeed of her movements. Barefoot, she went across the room, snatched up awhite silk robe and
shrugged it on, knotting the sash as she moved.

"Lord Merlin," she called as she passed from the room.
The cat shook out his paw, jumped to the floor and followed.

He had bardly closed his eyes when the battle-dream formed, horrific as ever, shaking him out of
dumber, asit did every third or fourth deep shift. Ling, the ship's Hedler, assured him that the memory
would fadein time and leave himin peace. Until that time, however, Ren Zd was | ft to devise hisown
drategies for outwitting the demon and gaining hisrest.

With the room lights cycled to their brightest, he pulled abound book of Terran poetry from the cache
next to his bed.

The volume was acollection of lyrical poetry on the theme of sensud delight; agift from one Sdain
Gudder, with whom he had enjoyed aliaison of pleasure three trade trips back. He smiled with
remembered fondness and, opening the book at random, soon lost himsdlf in the rich, evocative language.

Eventudly, lulled by images a once alien and comfortable, he caught himsalf nodding and waved ahand
to extinguishthelight.

Hefdl immediately into deep. At once his deeve was snatched by—well, he was not precisdy certain
who, save that the touch and the voice seemed—familiar—and whose evident distress had root in the
same horrific incident which haunted his own deep.

"Peace, peace," he soothed her, for she was crew—she must be crew, mustn't she, who had such a
memory upon her? It was no less than hisduty asfirst mate to ease her.

"Peace," he said athird time, as she thrust the dream forward, shrilling awarning of disaster to come.

That brought him up for amoment, then he saw that she must be caught yet in the throes of the thing,
where past and present were as one.

"Wearebeyondit," hetold her, inthe mode of Comrade. "We are safe. The battleisover. Thewar is
ending. All iswel." He extended ahand and touched her shoulder, lightly, as acomrade might. "Sleep
now; you have no causefor worry." And with gentle firmness, he pushed her away.

He hdf-woke, then, sighed, and subsided into dreamlessness, the book dipping from hisfingersto the
floor. A few hourslater, he drifted toward wakefulness once more, roused enough to fedl the cat
kneading his chest. Drowslly, he raised ahand and siroked the creature, fegling the plush fur warm
againg his pam, and the vibration of a purr—his eyes sprang open in shock.

"Caf?"

The room lights came up at the sound of hisvoice. Therewas no cat on his chest; no cat glaring a him
reproachfully from the floor, or the comm shelf or the desk. There was, however, along white whisker



caught in the weave of the coverlet. Ren Zdl worked it loose and stared at it for severa heartbeats before
throwing back the covers and swinging out of bed...

Therewas no cat under the bunk. There was no cat in the 'fresher. Truly, his cabin was catless. Asit
should be.

Andyet...

He held the whisker up to thelight, admiring its length and its sturdiness, then went over to hislocker. A
moment's rummeage produced athin glass sampling vid—another reminder of Selain— with are-seding
top. Thewhisker dipped eadily into the vial. He resedled it with care and glanced ruefully at the clock.

Two hours 'til the start of his shift; too late to court deep athird time. Well, then, a shower and an early
gart, he thought philosophically, moving toward the fresher.

He showered longer than was usud for him, invoking the cold, needling cycle twice, but the cat whisker
wasdill initsvid when he emerged.

The song was everywhere; it filled the room, the planet, the infinite cup of spaceitself. At onceasingle
note and wholly aside the song, Shan observed the bold, improbable and eminently correct pattern that
was Vd Con yosPhelium.

In the course of the Healing, they had come across other leavings of the interloper responsible for the
insertion of the calculation program. When they did, Shan had reached forth hiswill and made the
interloper subservient to the greater pattern of hisbrother. Now, asthe song rested within itsalf, he
ingpected the work, tested the bindings and the connections, observed the brilliant shine of integration,
and was satisfied.

Shifting hisregard, he considered the arc of living power flowing in unending waves of iridescenceto and
from the guarded center of the pattern, where VVa Con kept his soul—and found it beyond anything he
had ever before observed.

Thething is done, he decided; and it isgood.

Gently, he brought his attention to the song, Sgnaing completion. The note stretched, dtered, quickened,
and stopped.

Shan shook his head and blinked his eyes, focusing first on Va Con, covered with athin blanket and
deeply adeep, and then across and up, into the luminous eyes of the enormoudy old being called Edger.

"Itisdone" hesad, feding hisvoicerasp in adry throat.

"It isdone," Edger returned, and lifted athree-fingered hand in what seemed asdute. "And done well. All
honor to you, Shan yosGalan." He blinked. "Our brother deeps now and will wake when thetimeis
appropriate. We two should likewise seek our beds.”

"That," Shan said, abruptly aware of aching back and the grate of exhaustion immediately behind his
eyes, "isawonderful idea." He hesitated, glancing at the figure adeep upon the gurney. " Should we—?"

"I believe we may leave him herein al safety,” Edger boomed, moving toward the door. Shan hesitated a
moment before bending and kissing his brother on the cheek.

"Seep wdl, denubia," he murmured, and followed the turtle down the room.



Once, in ateasing moment, Anthora had asked her brother Va Con how scouts were able to persuade
savage persons to divulge sometimes quite secret information about their world and culture, al without
being ritualy murdered and esten.

"Oh, there's nothing to that," Va Con had assured her, green eyes dancing. "It's only amaiter of asking
theright questions.”

She had laughed then, as she had been meant to do. And it had only cometo her dowly, over acourse
of years, just how often successin any endeavor hinged upon asking the right questions. Even when one
was adramlizaat the height of her not-inconsiderable powers.

Especially when onewas dramliza.

Now, as she sped aong the path to the garden's center, horrific visions of the Passage beset by
countless numbers of mine-bearing Y xtrang in tiny craft, she berated hersalf for her stupidity. Every
evening since she had removed to Jelaza K azone, just before retiring, she had gone out to the heart of the
garden. Leaning thus cosly againgt the Tree, she had, bumblebrained, asked the question, "Are those
most dear to my heart dive?' and flung her mind out into the void.

Every evening, she counted thefragile, brilliant flames of her kin, and was thereby comforted.

And never once had it occurred to her to ask who—if any— reposed in danger, who was their enemy
and if there were any means known to the dramliz, or hidden in her own untapped talents, to aid them.

Of course, it wastrue that they al reposed in danger, with Plan B in effect. To Anthora's mind, however,
there was danger and there was danger, into which latter category attacks by armed and desperate
Y xtrang plainly fel.

The stone pathway ended at aglade dimly illuminated by the night-blooming friatha. Anthoradid not
dacken her pace, but sped across grass that chilled her feet and soaked the hem of her robe, straight to
the faintly phosphorescent enormity of the Tree. Shelay her hand against the warm bark.

"Good morning, Elder," she said, though she hardly needed to spesk doud. "I'm anidiot.”

Above her head, leavesrudtled in alight chuckle, though the air e sawhere in the glade was ill. Anthora
sghed.

"Yes, dl very wdl. But the Passage will be—or perhaps aready has been!—under attack by an Y xtrang
force. | must warn them, or—" She broke off, biting her lip. What if the attack were past? If the Passage
was dready an Y xtrang war prize; Shan—and his Priscilla, too—dead or dying of unspesakable tortures?

Shefelt asoft, reassuring pressure againgt her shin and glanced down, finding Merlin in the shadows at
her feet. Shelooked up into the dark, attentive leaves.

"I must warn them," she said again to the Tree. The leaves directly over her head were till, though there
was acommotion higher up, asif asquirrd had thrown asmall stone forcefully groundward. Anthora
stepped back and a seedpod struck the turf by her right foot.

"Thank you," she murmured, warmed. Bending, she gathered up the gift, skritched Merlin's ear and
straightened. She cracked open the nut and ate the kernel, savoring the minty taste. Then, she set her
back firmly against the trunk of the Tree, closed her eyes, and brought before her Inner Eye the construct
of emoation, intelligence, and power that was uniquely in thisgaaxy known as Priscilla Ddlacroix y
Mendoza. Priscillawas aWitch, with talents and abilities uncannily close to those Anthora held, as one of
Liad'sfew remaining wizards. If any on the Passage had the earsto hear her message, Anthorathought,



it would be Priscilla.

Thought was swept away in thetide that drew her from hersdlf into timelessness. light flickered in tongues
like flame, and there was wind, upon which souls strange and unsought swirled like so many dien leaves.
Within the maelstrom, Priscillas paitern flared, brilliant.

Anthora exerted control—but, instead of making the expected contact, she hurtled past her target,
tumbling out of control—no. Control was there, abrupt and rather startled, asif she had someway
stumbled and landed in the arms of a stranger, who now took care to set her gently upon her own feet.
Puzzlement emanated from the one who had caught her; puzzlement and adim, sweety horror, doubtless
theresdue of anill dream.

Anthorasnatched at that hint, trapped it, wove it to her own dream—and even as she wove saw it
shaken into another image entirely, accompanied by a brief, warm touch of comfort.

Contact was broken then, and not by her will. Blackness swirled, thick and comforting as afavorite
blanket.

Anthora sighed, opened her eyes and discovered hersdf al a-tangle at the base of the Tree, her head
resting on amoss-covered root, and Merlin staring down into her face.

Painfully, she sorted her limbsinto seemliness and sat up, her back againgt the Tree. Acrossthe glade,
sunlight touched the bank of night-bloomers, which werefolded tight in daytime dumber.

She had been adeep, Anthorathought in disbelief. Adeep for hours.
Beside her, Merlin settled, chicken-fashion, atop the moss-covered root, his eyes ditted in satisfaction.
Anthoralet her head fall back against the Tree and spoke aloud, her voice bresthless.

"It was not aforetelling—it wasamemory. | don't know who—held like ababe!" She bit her lip, hard,
curbing her baffled indignation. To be held like the merest novice, and then dismissed— put to slegp—as
if her will were nothing—

"The battleisover," she continued, more or less camly. "The enemy has been vanquished. The Passage
issafe, and I—" Her voice broke here and not even she was certain if the cause was hysteriaor fury—"1
am not to worry?"

L ytaxin M ercenary Encampment

They were granted quarters by Commander Carmody; good quarters, with ashower in one corner and a
corpora before the door.

Nélirikk, who knew the order of the Gyrfalks and how the soldiers were distributed in camp, understood
that they were well-contained, surrounded by watchers, in case there should be trouble.

He did not anticipate trouble, himsalf. Less S0, after watching the gusto with which the recruits wolfed the
sandwiches sent from the mess tent—explorer no less ravenous than Rifle.

It was, largely, asilent medl. After, the recruits made use of the shower, brushed out and put on their
battle lesthers.

Clean and fed, Diglon Rifle sat unconcernedly on the floor, hisback against a cot, and rolled out hiskit,
preparatory to stripping and cleaning hisweapon. Ndlirikk gpproved—it was acommon soldier's duty to



carefor hisweapons, as much among Terrans as among the Troop. More, the familiar task would soothe
the Rifle, who must know aswell as Ndlirikk did that he was asingle soldier, surrounded on al sides by
those not of histroop, who had no reason to trust him.

No, thought Nelirikk, stting on his own bunk, apiece of fancy-work in his hands, the Rifle was not his
most pressing problem. His problem was Hazenthull Explorer.

She had argued againgt Daav yosPhelium's order that she bunk with her troop, leaving her senior done
and vulnerable, in the care of those who had been their enemies. It spoke much for the abilities of the
scout's father, that he had been able to enforce hiswill and see his order carried out, however reluctantly,
whilerasing neither hishand nor hisvoice,

Now, denying hersdaf the smple solace of caring for her weapons—or even of deep, though he could
read exhaustion in the muscles of her face—Hazenthull Explorer, dressed and ready for combat, prowled
the quarters from end to end and corner to corner.

On her third circuit Diglon Rifle looked up from histask, tenson growing. "Explorer?' he said, respectful
and soldierly. "Duty?"

Hazenthull checked.

Head bent above hiswork, watching from the side of hiseye, Ndlirikk saw her understand the danger.
Surrounded by those who had defeated them in battle, oathbound to a Liaden, soon to offer oath to
another—it was unthinkable that these things be so. And yet, incredibly, they were so. It was the duty of
command to accept these impossibilities as commonplace, with no breath of unease. For the good of the
troop—large or small.

So. "At ease, Rifle)" shesaid, firmly, but not too firmly.
Comforted, he saluted, and returned to hiswespon.

From the corner of hiseye, Ndlirikk saw the explorer take a bresth, turn cleanly on her hed and walk
down the room, to where he sat, setting careful gtitchesin the gift he was making for Alys Tiazan.

For seven or eight heartbeats, she stood over him. Nelirikk continued hiswork without looking up. At
last, she moved soundlessly back, folded her legs and sat on the floor before him. He raised his head and
met her eyes.

Surrounded by the tattoos describing her honors and accomplishments, her eyes were dark brown; the
shade, Nelirikk thought, of his captain's favorite beverage. She jerked her chin at his hands.

"What work?" she demanded, in the tongue of the Troop.

Nélirikk smoothed it on his knee before holding it up for her to see. Her eyes widened as she recognized
the device he was working into the patch—the device of the troop that had broken the back of the
Fourteenth Conquest Corps.

"Thereisayoung soldier in the House of the captain,” he said, also in the Troop tongue, "who isworthy
of this"

Hazenthull's mouth thinned. " Soldier.”

Ndirikk returned to hiswork, plying the needle with care. "Asmuch as| am. Or you are." He glanced
up, switching to the didect of explorers, in consideration of Diglon Rifle's comfort. "Why do explorers



march with common troop?'
Her eyes shifted. "Command had |eft planet. Wefdl in—"

Nelirikk tied off the green thread. "1 meant,” he said, interrupting her ruthlesdy, "why were explorers
fighting ongside common troop?”

Sheglared at him. "That isfor the senior to tell."

Aschain of command went, she was correct, Ndlirikk alowed, threading his needle with crimson. It
was...useful.. . that soldierly behavior made it impossible for Hazenthull to answer aquestion she would
rather not; explorers not being dways at one with soldierly behavior. Still, Nélirikk did not begrudge her
the Stratagem.

Needle at the ready, he glanced up.

"The captain will require things. Things that run counter to the order you know." He moved hishead, a
short jerk toward the busy Rifle. "Far out of the order that one knows."

Hazenthull sighed. "She will take us out of context,” she said, sounding as weary as shelooked. "Sheis
fortunate. Half her work has been done for her.”

For what context was there, Ndlirikk thought, for being abandoned to the enemy—the victorious
enemy—while Command ran to save itself? He bent amoment to hiswork, concentrating on keeping his
ditchessmal and even.

"The captain will requirethat the vingtai be erased.” Heraised hishead again, giving her aplain sight of
his naked face. "Asyou see. The heding units have an erasure program.” He stopped short of telling her
that the procedure was painless, though that was the truth as he knew it. Acquiring vingtai was
excruciating; it seemed somehow wrong that they could be effortlesdy and painlesdy wiped away during
the course of one brief deep insde the hedling unit.

"The captain requires this because her troop isthe enemy of Y xtrang," Hazenthull said dowly, working
out the process of Command's thought, as explorers were taught to do. " Soldiers who think they are

Y xtrang, who wear the rank marks and hold the traditions of the Troop, will not fight strongly against
Y xtrang." She frowned.

"Explorers can backtrack the captain's thought and understand the requirement. But, he—" she cocked
her head toward her Troop—"heisonly aRifle. He will not understand.”

"Y ou are second in command,” Nelirikk told her ruthlessly. "It is your duty—or the duty of your senior, if
he is able—to make him understand. | suggest that the best strategy isto lead by example." He saw her
draw asharp breath, but did not alow her to speak.

"Captain Miri Robertson does not accept mediocrity. She expects superior performance. Occasionally,
she demands more. Y ou will adapt—"

"Or die," Hazenthull snarled, asif it were achalenge, and not atruth they both knew in their bones.
"Or die," Ndirikk repeated, camly.
Hazenthull looked down, possibly at her hands, folded tightly together on her knee.

"The senior..." she began, and paused, throat working. ""Protocol linked us, junior and senior—you



know how it isdone. Beforeit did, he had been twice across the sea of stars, marking many worlds for
the future conquest of the Troop."

"He brought much glory to the Troop," Nelirikk said, when he had set an entire row of stitches and she
had not spoken again.

"Muchglory..." sherepeated. "1 amjunior to himin al ways— in glory, in knowledge, in understanding.
When the order came down that we should accompany the Fourteenth as...when we had the order, he
first sharpened his grace blade, and had me sharpen mine, and while we sat together over thistask that
we hold in common with al soldiers, from creche to command, he talked to me of battle. He said that a
soldier must aways be prepared to die, that—that duty demanded that the death not be wasted, but
served the living good of the Troop." Another silence, not aslong asthe first, then arapid burst of words.

"The senior—that he has not received the Starburs—regardless, heisaHero. To dlow himto...just die,
when Command had betrayed us, would be to go againgt everything he had taught me. It isnot to the
good of the Troop that such asoldier die, uselesdy and in defeat, when thereis so much more..."

From outside the door came the sound of the corpora's voice, issuing challenge.
"Scout Captain Daav yosPhdium," camethereply.

Hazenthull cameto her feet, face toward the door, muscles betraying eagerness. Ndlirikk put hiswork
aside and had aso risen by the time the scout's father entered.

Hisface was bland; his muscles betraying nothing more than areasonable dertness, yet Ndlirikk felt
compelled of a sudden to move within restraining distance of Hazenthull Explorer.

The scout paused, and looked up into Hazenthull’ sface, his hands folded together at belt level.

"I'm sorry, child," hesaid, in Terran. "He's dead.”

Day 307 Standard 1392 Blair Road Sur ebleak

It was Insurance Day in Boss Moran's streets, and Jm Snyder, the boss new second-hand man, made it
apoint to hit the pavement early, collar turned up againgt the cold morning wind. Hed been third-hand
man last Insurance Day and while the events of that day had resulted in Jm's elevation, hewas
determined to learn from the downfal of his predecessor.

And what he had learned, first and above everything, was that the boss expected Insurance Day to go
easy and smooth, no problems, no short-pays, and No excuses.

Bossesin genera were atouchy breed, which only made sense, when you thought about it. Bosses had
al therespongbility of keegping order on their turf, collecting the insurance, putting the bouncers on the
borders, setting the tolls—and seeing that collected tollswas turned in—it was ajob of work being a
boss, no argument there, and anybody took it on, in Jm's opinion, had aright to be atouch irritable.

It could be that Boss Moran was a thought touchier than most. im couldn't precisdly say: hed been just
atad when Boss Tourin owned these streets, and Boss Randall hadn't lasted long enough to make much
of animpresson. Boss Vinda had held on couple, four years—Jm'd run atoll-booth under Boss Vindal.
It hadn't been bad; he couldn't off-hand remember her shooting anybody for shorting on the tolls. But,
push come to shove, maybe she hadn't been such agood boss, 'cause when the smoke cleared off their
mesting, it was Boss Moran standing and the late Boss Vinda being carted off to the crematory ...



Sometimes, dl the fatcats would meet on neutral ground and rework the boundaries, trading around this
business gtreet for that manufacturing block. It was important to have astrong boss protecting your
interests when that happened—even though it hadn't happened lately. Give her acouple beersand Jm's
Aunt Carlacould tell storiesthat would raise your hair right straight up on your head, about the days
when she'd been just atad and lived on Boss Henrick'sturf. That was before the fatcats had one of their
meetings. Boss Tourin had got made at that meeting, and everything from Blair Road over to
Carney—part territories from Boss Henrick and Boss Tiede— got swopped out and called histurf.
Thered been aperiod of shakedown, and one of the bosses—Aunt Carla switched between Henrick
and Tiede when shetold it, depending on how much beer sheld had—got to thinking he'd been cheated
when he sat down after the meeting to do the math. Lot of guns on the streets back then, as Aunt Carla
had it, and the crematory'd done real well.

But they didn't have them kind of problems no more. Not on these streets. Boss Moran had held the turf
for going on three years and if he occasiondly shot his second-hand for aminor screw-up in addition, or
made a public example of some shopkeeper who'd got behind on hisinsurance payment—uwell, that
showed he was a strong boss. And you needed a strong boss to protect your interests, else some other
boss would make a move on the turf—and ; there wasn't no percentage for anybody in that.

Firgt stop on the morning was Wilmet's grocery. Jm opened the door with a shove, and the bell hung on
the wire overtop clanged in protest. Old Wilmet came hurrying out from the back, and stood twisting his
fingerstogether while Jm made aleisurdly circuit of the place, on the spy for any improvementsto the
premises, or new equipment. He hel ped himsdlf to a pretty good apple, and kept on inspecting, til hed
eaten dl the fruit expect the brown spots. He dropped the core to the floor and nodded at Wilmet like
hed just noticed him.

"Insurance day," he said, hooking his handsin his belt. He saw the other man's eyes dart down, following
the motion, saw him look redl hard at the gun on Jim's belt, before he looked up and nodded, quick and
sort of jerky.

"Soitis" hesaid, and hisvoice sounded alittle jerky, too, Jm thought. That was good. It was important
that the Streeters kept a healthy respect for the boss—and for the boss ‘hands.

Making a show about it—dtretching it out just alittle—Jm reached into his pocket and pulled out the
Book. The grocer waslooking alittle grey around the mouth. Jm licked hisfinger and leisurely leafed
through to the right page. It took him acouple minutesto review the payment schedule—Jm could read,
but it wasn't a strong point—nodded, and looked up. The grocer was swesating now. Jm let himself smile
on one side of his mouth, like the boss did when he wanted to make you squirm. Useful tactic; and Jm
knew persondlly that it worked atreat.

"S0," he said to Wilmet. "'a's twelve, cash, this month, and the boss|| have the rest in chocolate, sugar,
'toot, and pot meat. Case lots—you know the play."

The grocer's face was so gray now that Jim kind of wondered if the man was going to pass out. He did
pull astained rag out of his pocket and mop hisforehead withiit.

"Twelve cash, sure, yeah. Just asec.” He scurried into the back. Jim helped himsdlf to another apple, not
as good asthefirst one, but the best he could find in the basket.

Wilmet was back, bills clutched in his hand, and counted them out, one through twelve, right there
between the carrots and the potatoes.

"The kid'l take the goodsto the boss house," he said, looking down &t his money. "Everything delivered
before lunch, Mr. Snyder."



Jm nodded, dropped the unfinished apple to the floor, fished the pencil out of his other pocket, and
made a tick-mark on Wilmet's page. Then, he put the book and the pencil away, picked up the cash and
stowed it in the folder the boss had given him, did that away, gave the trembling grocer a cheery nod.

"Y ou're covered 'til next month, Wilmet. Profit to the boss."
"Profit to the boss," the man repeated, at awhisper.
Jm grinned and strolled out, damming the door so hard the bell tore off itswire.

By mid-morning, Jm had called on and collected from al the streeterslisted in the Book, except for the
hardware store, which held deliberately left 'til last becauseit wasjust a couple doors up from Tobi's,
where he figured held grab a bite and a brew before taking the day's recei pts back to the boss.

Inno red hurry, feding kind of warm and peaceful in the pit of hisbelly, Jm strolled 'round the corner,
heading on down to the hardware store.

Something bright and colorful pulled a the edge of his vison and he glanced across the street, expecting
to see maybe one of Audrey's Scarlet Beauties, out on an early job.

What he did see rooted hisfeet to the ground and left him staring.

It was—agtore. Jm guessed it was astore. But it waslike no other store held seenin hislife. The big
front window was not only unshuttered, it was clean, so you could seeright into the brightly lit insides,
and count—one, three, eight, nine, twelve rugs, some hanging around the walls, somelaying down on the
scrubbed pladtic floor. Rugsin colors Jm had no name for. Rugs woven in patterns so complex hiseyes
crossed trying to look at them.

Asif that big, bright, risky window wasn't enough, the door to the joint stood wide open and athin little
rug showing vines and flowersin dark red, bright blue and yellow was laying haf on the store'sfloor and
haf on the crumbling walkway, where anybody who went into the store would walk on it. Standing just
ingde the doorway was aman Jm might have mistaken for one of Audrey's, if held seen him maybe at
Tobi's Darkhaired and on the short side, dmost girl-dender, he was dressed in a pretty blue jacket, with
agleaming white shirt under it. His britcheswere adarker blue than his jacket and fell smoothly to the
break of his shiny black boots. He was standing with his hands behind his back, gazing out at the Street
asif the view of the crumbling tarmac and shuttered, dusty storefronts was—interesting.

Looking a him, Jm found himself counting backwards, trying to remember exactly when held changed
hisshirt last.

Asif hed fdt theincredulous weight of the stare on him, the: little man looked up, meeting Jm's eyes
acrossthe street. Jm clamped hisjaw and glared, so the guy would know he wasookin' at somebody
important on the turf.

Thelittle man—he sort of bowed, inclining from the waist an inch or two, then turned and walked into his
store. Hisimpossible store.

"How the deet long has that been there?' Jm demanded of Al, the hardware guy, acouple minuteslater,
jerking histhumb over his shoulder in the generd direction of the rug store,

Al shrugged. "Couple days."

"Couple days?' Jim boggled, remembering the storefront as he had last seen it—empty, ‘course, its
previous occupant having been astreeter Boss Moran had used as a public example, three, maybe four



Insurance Days ago. Asthird-hand man, Jm had been in charge of the clean-up crew that stripped the
joint—shoe store, it had been. He remembered, now. He glowered at Al, trying to regain some of the
vanished feding of warm accomplishment.

Al shrugged again, and looked up &t the ceiling, like maybe the date the rug store had opened was
written on one of blackened beams above Jim's head.

"Yeah, let's see. Day before yesterday, him and the big guy comein right while | was opening. Needed
board, hammers, nails, paint, brooms, soap, buckets, wet mops, cleaning cloths, heavy gauge wire—
didn't | have atime digging that out'—and a buncha eye-hole bolts. Talked soft, paid cash. Went back
over there and started in. Looked out around lunchtime and they had the shutters off the window and he
was out there with awet mop an’ abucket of soapy water, scrubbin' awvay. Heard some hammerin' from
insde and saw a couple of the extrasin and out—guess he had 'em runnin' errands for him. Anyhow,
they was il at it when | locked up. And when | come in yesterday morning—well, thereit was, just like
you seeit now, and the big guy, he was out front sweeping the sdewalk.”

Sweeping the sdewak. Jm closed hiseyes.

Now, gtrictly speaking, the Situation was out of his hands, the rug store not being notated down in the
Insurance Book. Jm having come up through Tall, instead of Insurance, he'd never even seen astore set
up, much lessdone it himself. But one of the couple hundred things that Boss Moran didn't have no
patience with was 'hands who were light on initiative. Set ahigh price oninitiative, did Boss Moran, and
as Jm was as eager to show well to the Boss as he was to not follow the previous second-hand man to
hisfina ash-pile, he considered that he had no choice but to cross the Street after he had concluded his
businesswith Al, and demondtrate to the fancy little man in his pretty blue jacket just who was abig dog
ontheturf.

So thinking, he pulled out the Book and read off Al's premium—fifty, cash, and nothing in goods. Al
pulled the bills outta his drawer and paid without comment.

Jm made the tick-mark in the Book, folded it and the pencil and the money away, turned—and turned
back.

"S0, what's his name?' he asked.
Al shrugged for the third time on the visit, trying for deadpan, but Jm thought he saw the man smile.
"Thebig guy cdlshim'boss," hesad.

The bright-lit showroom was empty when Jm swaggered in through the open door a couple minutes
later. He had just enough time to figure out that the big rug hanging on the back wall showed a bunch of
naked people, doing things to each other that Jm felt pretty confident even Audrey's Specids hadn't
mastered, when it was pushed aside, reveding adoorway, and the pretty man, entering the main room
with adight smileon hisface.

"Good-morning, Sr!" he said, and hisvoice was soft, like Al'd said it was, but clear, for dl of that, and
not at all jerky. "Doubtless you have come to take advantage of our grand opening sale.”

Jm stared at him hard, and hooked his hand in his belt near the gun. The man glanced at the gun, but
didn't seem exactly bothered, which aman who was naked—that is, who wasn't carrying—really oughta
been. Up close, his blue jacket showed a nubbinessthat Jim vaguely associated with silk, having seen a
slk pillow upstairs at Audrey's, once. The shirt benegth was white enough to hurt aman's eyes, and he
was wearing a blue stone in one ear—it matched the color of hisjacket.



"Inwhat way may | serveyou?' he asked, and there was something funny about the way he talked. Not
that he was hard to understand, or anything like that, but there was smooth kind of fed to theway he said
the words, like hed carefully polished each one and taken al the burrs and sharp edges off.

Jm frowned and did hisbest to harden hisglare.
"It'sInsurance Day," he said. "Y ou owe Boss Moran for the month.”

The man inclined his head, gravely courteous. "Thank you, but I have my own insurance.” Hemoved a
hand that glittered from the big ring on his second finger, showing Jm the cluster-fuck rug. "'l seethat you
have some admiration for this specimen, here. Now, thisisavery interesting carpet, of atype not
normally found beyond the world of itsweaving."

Following him to the back wall, Jm stared up at the frolicking people. "Why not?" he asked.

"Ah, because they are done as penance, you see. The weaving of the carpet isimposed by temple upon
adjudged sinners, who are required to weave in an open square, where al may see them and know their
shame. After the carpet is completed—and avaue affixed to it by the temple—the penitent is required to
purchase it and display it in the public room of their homefor the rest of their life. So, you see how rareit
isto come across one of these. Look!" He lifted the edge of the rug, and turned it over to display the
underside.

" See these knots? One hundred twenty to theinch! Truly, gr, thisisacarpet that will give you many
years of enjoyment.” Heflipped the edge right-side-up and ran hisfingertips over the projecting backside
of an amazingly curvaceous lady.

"Fed this nap. Imagine walking barefoot on this carpet.”
Jm extended ahand—and jerked it back, pulling hisglare on, big-time.

"l ain't hereto buy no rugs. ThisIsInsurance Day. Y ou're on Boss Moran's turf and you owe on the
month.”

"No, no, please," thelittle man said, rubbing hisfingertips over the lady's bottom once more before
looking up at Jm. "Put yoursdlf a ease on that account, Sr. My insuranceis entirely adequate.” He
moved ahand, drawing Jm's eye to the corner of the room. Jm looked—and blinked.

He thought he knew every pro gun in the surrounding three territories, but she wasn't nobody he'd ever
seen before. Not al that much taller than the guy, she was dim, except for someredly interesting curves,
her skin dusky and soft-looking. Shewore adark vest, dark shirt and dark trousers. A pistol with
slver-chased grips showed in the holster on her belt—and she stared at him outta black eyes as cold and
as pitiless as adead winter night.

It took some effort to look away from those eyes and back to the guy, but Jm managed it.
"Boss Moran don't let nobody ese sdll Insurance on histurf.”
Themaninclined hishead. "I understand. Thereisno difficulty. Thislady isin my employ.”

Wheat that had to do with the way business was done, Jm couldn't have said. He was beginning to think
maybe the little guy was a couple snowflakes short of ablizzard. Not that it mattered. Insurance was
Insurance, and it had to be paid, every first of the month. That was how business was done under Boss
Moran, no exceptions, no problems, no short-pays, and no excuses. Unless somebody had an ambition
to be made a public example of.



Any case, the Situation was outta Jm's hands. He'd tried—even the boss would have to admit that—and
done as much good as anybody could, trying to reason with a nut-case. It was up to the boss to decide
what to do with the little guy now.

Jm frowned regdly down at him. "I'll be reporting to Boss Moran right &fter | leave here)” hesaid. "You
got apresent or something you wanna send along?’

A good present—say, something aong the lines of that amazing rug on the back wall—might actualy
help keep the boss temper down to a non-life-threatening level. Which you'd think even anut-case could
figureout.

Not this one, though. He wriggled his shoulders under his pretty blue jacket and murmured.
"Alas, | have nothing that would be. . .appropriate, | think."

Jm shook his head.

"OK," hesaid, ominoudy. "If that's how you wannaplay it, it an't no skin off my buit."

It struck him that thiswas a pretty good exit line, so he did, slamping hard on thelittlerug in the
doorway. Once on the sdewalk, he turned right, toward the boss place, rather than going down to
Tobi'sfor lunch, like hed planned.

Somehow, he wasn't red hungry.

From behind him came a sound remarkably like ahiss. Pat Rin turned and looked at Natesa, both
eyebrowsup ininquiry.

She shook her head, black eyes snapping.
"There was no need to provoke him.”
"No?But, as| understand it, our whole mission hereis one of provocation, with violence as the pay-off."

That Natesa knew this, he had no doubt. They had planned as best as they were able, choosing the
victim and the turf with care. For Pat Rin to succeed—for his Balance to succeed—he must establish
himsdlf as a power—a "fatcat"—and the territory he annexed must be on the Port Road.

There were two paths by which one might arrive at the pinnacle of fatcat. One might, for instance,
perform aservice for an existing boss which required territory and statusto balanceit. Thiswasa
potentialy bloodless path, but time-consuming.

Natesa hersdlf had argued, persuasively, for the quicker way— elevation by nation. Thiswasthe
traditional path, and one of the primary sources of Surebleak’s multitude of ills. Cheever McFarland had
offered it as his opinion that the sooner Pat Rin established himsdlf, the quicker the redl job could get
done, which had a so been persuasive—and so Pat Rin had alowed himself to be persuaded.

Now, however, the Juntava appeared to be having second thoughts. Pat Rin spread his hands, averting
his gaze from the fase glitter on hisleft hand.

"Wewill shortly have cdlers, if al goesaccording to plan,” he said, softly. "We have provoked,” wisdy
or no, following the plan— wisdy or no. If you have found aflaw in my intentions, now isthetimeto

For amoment, Natesa stood silent, her eyes on hisface. Then, she bowed in the mode of student to



madter.

"I would ask that you not expose yoursdlf," she said, dipping into High Liaden. "Master, it is not needful.
Thereare Mr. McFarland and mysdlf to receive and...entertain. . .these calers.”

"Ah, | see. My oathsworn are expendable, but | am not.”
Again, she bowed. "Madter, itisso."

"| disagree," he returned, histone rather more acidic than the mode allowed. He sighed, and moved his
hand, soothingly.

"Come," he said, going back into Terran, "let us not argue. The trap has been set, and we as much as
Boss Motan are caught initsunfolding.”

She gppeared to consider this, deek head dightly to one side, then shrugged .

"Asyou say." Light asadancer, she glided out of her corner, using her chin to point at the rug hanging on
the back wall.

"Isthe manufacture of this carpet truly asyou described it to the boss hand?' She asked.

"Of course," Pat Rin said, walking toward it with her. "Surdly, you don't think | would misinform a
customer regarding the vaue of his potentia purchase.”

"But..." her brows pulled together. "How did it cometo be at Bazaar?"

"| suspect that someone who did not like warmth retired from the kitchen," he murmured, extending his
hand to sample the pleasant nap again. "'l paid a cantrafor this carpet. Were we sdlling out of
Solcintra—and with certification from amerchant more experienced than mysdlf... There are cusomers
of—that | know, who would offer twenty cantra, Sight unseen—not because of its subject matter, but
because of itsrarity." He moved his shoulders, considering what he had thus far seen of Surebleak.
"Here, we will be fortunate to recover our cantra.”

He stood for amoment, the Juntava—his oathsworn—at his side, considering the thing that had cometo
him, over the weeks of their association, weighing his necessity againgt the likelihood of erring against
custom. He had performed this exercise more than once, over the last few days, and had learned that his
necessity was greater than his natural wariness of Juntavas custom.

So.
"| am doubtlesslacking in courtesy,” he said, very gently, "but | wonder if you will tell me your name.”

Besde him, hefet her shift, and quickly turned to face her, schooling himself so that he neither stepped
back nor went for hisweapon, but only faced her, and met her eyes, equa to equal.

Her face was composed, her eyes bottomless.
"Y ou know my name, Magter," she said, matching his gentle tone.

"I bedievel know your gun name," he replied, wondering at the strength of his need to know thisthing. "I
ask that you honor me with your persond name.”

Therewas abrief slence; the composure of her face unbroken, then, aquiet, "Why?'



Heinclined hishead. "I hold your oath, which meansthat | have certain obligationstoward you. As| am
certain you know. The path we embark upon is chancy. Should there be need, | would wish
to...properly inform your kin."

"Why, asto that," she said, lightly—too lightly. "Y ou need merely inform the Juntavas that Sector Judge
Natesa, caled The Assassin, has ended her career under conditions described hereunder.” She extended
ahand, as he had done, and stroked the nap of the Sinner's Carpet. "To file such areport isto fulfill your
obligation as oath-holder, completely and with honor."

So hewas rebuffed, Pat Rin thought, as he might have known he would be—and very gently answered in
hisimpertinence, too.

"Very wdl." He bowed dightly, to show that the subject was closed. "Will you join mein acup of tea
before our vistors arrive?”

Boss Moran counted the take while he listened to Jm's report. He put the bills down when Jim got to the
sudden new store and the streeter who had his own Insurance, and sat staring at him, hisface starting to
take on that purple tinge that meant somebody, somewhere, was gonna get hurt.

"Who'sthe Insurance?’ he asked; Jm shook his head.
"Don't know her. Pro, though." He frowned, trying to remember what the little guy'd said.

"Told the streeter he couldn't buy nobody else's Insurance, but he said everything was warm, ‘cause she
worked for him." Jm remembered something dse. "Hardware guy says the rug-man's'hand calshim

"Yeah?' The boss face was the shade it had been when he'd up and shot his former second-hand, his
eyesdl glittery and narrow. Just about the time Jm started to have some serious concerns about the
length of hisown lifetime, the boss dammed both hands down flat on the table and shouted for Tony.

Jm relaxed. Tony was head of the publicity committee. The pretty little man—and his pretty little
store—was about to become a public example.

Five of them waked across the red-yellow-and-blue rug and into the brightly lit ore, Jm and Tony firgt,
then the boss, then Veenaand Lew. Barth and Gwince took up position outside, showing serious

wesponry.

The store was empty, just like it had been earlier in the day. The boss|ooked around, walked over to the
rug hanging on the right-hand wall, picked up acorner, and let it drop.

"Rugs," he said, and shook his head. "How much ishe sdllin’ these things for?”

Jmbit hislip, suddenly aware that not having asked the little man this question demonstrated alack of
initiative on his part. He was about to blurt out a number—four hundred cash seemed expensive
enough—Dbut the smooth, rounded voice of the streeter who owned the joint cut him off.

"That particular carpet isalittle worn toward the center, as| am sure you have noticed,” he murmured,
walking forward with hisempty handsin plain sght. "However, such wearing must not be thought a
defect, rather, it isabadge of authenticity. We do, of course, haveits paperson file. So, thiscarpet,” he
extended ahand and stroked his pam across the materid, like he was gentling arestlessdog. "This
carpet, | am ableto sdll to you for one thousand cash.”

"Onethou—" Boss Moran stared at the little guy, who stared right back, cool as awater-ice despite the



presence of five armed people any one of who was bigger, heavier and meaner than he was.
"Y ou know who | am?' the boss asked. The guy moved his shouldersin that snaky shrug of his.
"Alas. However, | fed certain that you are about to tell me.”

"Damn graight.” The boss used his extended fingersto hit him, hard, in the shoulder. "I'm Moran. I'm the
bossfrom Blair clear on over to Carney. Y ou set up on my streets, you follow my rules. Got that?'

"| confessto having had asimilar tae from this gentleman, here—" The hand sporting the big, flashy ring
swept gracefully towards Jm. "1 believe he dso wished to sdl meinsurance. | was unfortunately not able
to accommodate him, as | have my own insurance, which is entirely adequate to my needs.”

"Y ou set up on my sireets, you take my Insurance,” the bosstold him, and brought arolled weed out of
his pocket. He snapped his fingers and Jm jumped forward to light it with the industrid strength
flame-tick the publicity committee had loaned him.

The bossdrew in adeep lung full of smoke and blew it down into the little man'sface. Give the guy
credit, Jm thought, remembering hisfirst face full of the boss smoke, he didn't flinch and he didn't cough,
though he did fold his hands, neetly, in front of him.

"Could be you don't understand about Insurance,” the boss was saying, conversationd-like. "Lemme
'splainit to you." He waved the weed at the thousand-cash rug, its business end hovering above the cloth
by no more than ababy's hair. "Now, see, without Insurance, somethin’ terrible might happen to your
stock, here. Y ou got nice stuff—it'd be too bad if it al burned up, say, in afire.”

Thelittle guy inclined his head. "Thank you, | understand the concept of insurance very well."

"Good," said the boss. "That's good. But there's worse things could happen, if you wasn't to have
Insurance. Y ou—you could get hurt. Happens dlatime—qguy fals, breaks hisleg. Or hisneck.” He
brought the weed up and had another long draw. The smoke thistime missed the little man'sface, though
Jm couldn't have exactly said how—or when—he'd moved.

The boss|ooked around, eyes squinted at the rugs on the wall, on the floor, counting...
"I'm figuring your insurance payment is ten thousand cash. Per month. Y ou can pay Mr. Snyder, there.”

Thelittle guy spread his hands. "Regretfully, | must once again point out that | hold my own insurance,
withwhich | am perfectly satisfied.”

The boss nodded, looking serious. "Right, you did say that. Not a problem. Bring her out. I'll get rid of
her for you."

"Ah." Heturned his head dightly and spoke over his shoulder. "Natesa."
"Sr?l

Jm whipped around, staring—and sure enough, there shewas, al in black, like before, the fancy gun
glittering in its holster. Behind her, standing just in front of the clusterfuck rug, was abig, rugged looking
guy, hisarms crossed over his chest, eyes haf-closed, looking dow and deepy and stupid, likeredly big
guys usudly were. If he was armed, his vest was covering the weapon.

"Natesa," the little guy was saying, moving his hand to show her the boss. "HereisMr. Moran. He
represents himsalf as someone ableto berid of you."



"Heis," she said composedly, "in error.”

"Areyou certain?' Thelittle guy asked. "I wish usto be plain, Natesa. | had understood that our contract
wasexclugve. If | find that you are dso in the employ of Mr. Moran, | shal be most displeased.”

"I have never seen Mr. Moraninmy life," the pro answered, till in that completely composed voice.
"Nor do | wishto seehim again.”

The boss face went purple, but he only nodded again, and said to her, real serious, "We can dedl. Tony."

Tony was the quickest shot on the boss staff. Jim saw him go for his business piece—and 'way too many
gunswent off.

There wasn't any time to draw, no timeto really understand what had happened, beforeit wasall over.

Jm was standing, arms held out from his sides. Natesa the pro was standing, too; her pretty pistol
pointed a him. The big guy was standing, not deepy-looking at al, holding acannon in one hand, the
busi ness end covering the street door. The pretty man with the blue earring was standing, pam gun aso
pointed & Jm. Therewasnt amark on any of 'em—the little guy's jacket wasn't even wrinkled.

The publicity committee hadn't done so good.

Tony wason thefloor at Jm'sright. There was a nedt little hole centered between his eyes. His gun was
dill inthe holster.

Boss Moran—former Boss Moran—was in ahegp under the rug held threatened to burn. Hisweed was
crushed, like somebody'd stepped on it, a couple sad little curls of smoke twisting up fromiit.

Jm swiveled his eyes, made out an arm and aloose gun on the floor, which was probably al that was left
of Veenaand Lew.

"Y our compatriots are dead, Mr. Snyder," the little guy said, and hisvoice was kinda breathless, like
maybe he'd run a couple blocks. The gun, though, that stayed steady, and even if it hadn't, the pro wasn't
havin' no trouble at adl with her am. "If you attempt to draw awegpon, you will join them. Am | plan?'

Jmlicked hislips. "Yesdr."
"Good. Now, | have aproposition for you—"

"Company,” the big guy interrupted quietly. Jm turned his head cautioudy, and saw Gwincein the
doorway. It didn't take her long to figure out what'd happened. Jim saw her take stock of the three
holding guns, her own pointed peaceably at the floor. She nodded at the big guy.

"Boss?' shesaid.
Hejerked his head to the left. "He's the boss.”

If Gwince thought sheld never seen anything in her lifelookin' lesslike aboss than the fancy guy inthe
blue jacket, she didn't say 0. Instead, she nodded to him, and said again, real respectful.

"Boss. I'm Gwince." Shefrowned at the mess on the floor. Y ou want we should get rid of that for you?"'

"Shortly, perhaps.” The boss voice was back on the smooth, not breathless at dl. "First, however, you
and your partner have a choice to make. Please bring him inside and close the door. Take care not to

rumple my carpet.”



"Yesdr," shesad, and leaned outside, keeping onefoot in the store. "Hey, Barth! Bosswantsyal”

He came quick enough, which is how you stay dive, in the employ of bosses, checked on the edge of the
doorway, eyesflickering around the room while Gwince moved behind him, closing the door red dow,
S0 as not to muss the boss rug.

Gwince was no dummy, and Barth was some quicker than her. He wasn't in the room two heartbeats
before he had the situation scoped and the little guy pegged, with anod and a soft, "Boss.”

"Barth," the boss returned, softer. Then, consderably sharper. "Please tell meif any of the deceased had
kin."

Barth'sforehead rumpled and he shot alook at Gwince. "Kin?"

"Family," the boss said, even sharper. "Brothers, ssters, mothers, fathers, children—anyone who vaued
them—and who will missthem, when they are discovered to be absent.”

"Well..." sad Barth, "Tony had agirl, | think..."

"Not anymore," Gwince interrupted. " Smacked her around once too often, and she went and found
somebody elseto pay the rent.” She frowned down at the bodies on the floor.

"Veena—undergtand, | don't know if it's her or her money helll miss—but she dways sent some of her
draw to her brother. Lew—" she shrugged. "Lew ain't got nobody that | ever heard about. The boss..."
Her eyesflicked to thelittle guy'sface. "Beg pardon, Sir. | meant to say, Moran—might be some of the
other fatcatsll misshim. | don't run at that level "

"l see," the boss said. " Do you know how to contact V eenas brother?”
"Yeah, | do. Youwant | should break the newsto him?"

"Eventudly, perhaps| shdl. Wewill also wish to take her possessionsto him and to discover the sum he
was accustomed to receiving from her, so that a payment schedule may be arranged.”

Gwince blinked. " Payment schedule? Boss, unless | read thiswrong, Veenawent down shooting at you
and your crew, here.”

"Indeed. She died in performance of her duty. Her pension shall be assigned to her brother, asher
surviving kin. These others..." The boss glanced to Natesa, who inclined her head. "We shadl publish
their namesin the newspaper, and aso an announcement of the. ..change of adminigtration.”

"Newspaper?' Jm shook his head, keeping a careful eye on Natesa's gun. "We ain't got a newspaper.”

"Wedid though," Barth said, excited. "Seet, musta been eight, nine years ago. Only thing Randd| did
before Vindal come aong and promoted hersalf was shut down the galb-rag and make the guy who
owned the print shop into a public example. Vindd, she got busy with building up the border guards an'
dl..."

Thebossheld up adim, pretty hand, hisbig ring glittering like something dive. Barth gulped into sllence.
"Isthereaprinter in thisterritory?"

"Oh, well, sure," Barth said, nodding. "Sure, thereis, Boss. Just she ain't never done agab-rag, isdl.”
"But she may be able to adapt hersdlf to the concept. Very well." The bosslowered his hand, and moved



hiseyes. "Mr. Snyder."

Hereit come. Jm squared his shoulders and tried not to look at the pro holding the gun on him. "Y essir.”
"| believe that you are aman who vaues hislife, Mr. Snyder. Am | correct?"

It took Jim a second to figure out what he was hearing, but once he did, he nodded enthusiastically.

"Good. Thenthisiswhat we shdl do. You and | are going into the back room. I will ask you questions
and you will give me truthful answers. When my questions are satisfied, | will arrange for you to be
escorted across the border."

Jm goggled. "Y ou're sending me outta the territory?"

"I am. | don't wish to seem discourteous, but, since the two of usare dedling in truth, | must confess that
you arenot at al the caliber of citizen | wish to tenant my streets. However, you did not draw on us, and
s0 you have earned your life. Conditiondly."

The boss sure did talk atwist. Frowning, Jm worked out his meaning, and arrived at the theory that the
new boss vaued initiative just like the old boss had, and that Jm hadn't shown al that well.

"Hey, it ain't so bad over on Deacon'sturf,” Gwince said cheerfully. "Y ou'll do just fine, Mr. Snyder."

Easy for her to say, Jm thought. Nobody was talkin' about throwin' her off the turf shedd grown up in. On
the other hand, looking at Natesa's gun and cold, patient face, it didn't ook like he had much of a choice.

"OK," he said to the boss, trying to sound like moving turf was nothing. "We can ded "

"l am ddlighted to find it s0," the boss said, and pointed at the back wall. "Please go with Natesa. | will
joinyou very soon.”

Natesamoved her gun, inviting him to walk ahead of her. He did that, and the big guy lifted the rug away
from the door so they could pass.

"Mr. McFarland," the boss said when the big man had dropped the carpet back across the doorway.
lls'r?l

"Y ou will please ascertain if Gwince and Barth have vaue to my adminigtration. If they do nat, or if they
choose not to remain in my employ, they may also be escorted to the border and passed without toll. If
they wish to remain, and you find them vauable, please consder them attached to your department.”

"Yesdr," thebigman said essly. "I'll getright on it.”
"Thank you, Mr. McFarland,” the boss said, and left them.

"OK," thebig guy said. "My name's McFarland, like you heard. Which of you don't wannastay on? Sing
out, now; don't be shy."

Gwince looked at Barth and Barth looked at Gwince. They both looked at the deaders on the floor and
then back to big Mr. McFarland. Neither one said anything.

"Right, then." He put his hand-cannon away in its holster and nodded at the floor. "First job we got isto
clean out those pockets. Then, welll straighten up and put everything back neet, the way the boss likes
it"



"Yessr!" they sad in unison, and in matching tones of relief, and moved forward to tackle their first job
for the new boss.

The woman Gwince was the key that gained them entry into the late Mr. Moran's so-caled 'mansion,
much more than those on the ring retrieved for him from the dead man's pocket.

By thetime Pat Rin had met and taken provisiona alegiance from the house staff; spoken to the printer,
hastily summoned from her shop, covered over with ink and ill-concedled terror, regarding the necessity
of anewssheet and the contents of the first issue, which would—"yessr, Boss, no problem at al"—be
available on the street tomorrow at no later than one hour beyond dawn; and located the boss private
office, it was dark on the—on his—streets. Natesa and Cheever M cFarland were engaged in other parts
of the house—Natesa on a"security check” and Cheever interviewing others of the staff. Well enough:
Duty awaited him aswell.

The office was on the second floor, adank and disma chamber—cold, asit was cold everywhere on this
wretched planet—the walls of which had once, perhaps, been painted white. The desk was rust-colored
plastic, the filing cabinet was red plagtic, the two chairs—one behind the desk, onein front of it—were
blue plastic and ydlow, respectively. The floor was dso plastic, and in need of a scrubbing. The rug—for
there was arug in thisroom that otherwise showed him neither books, nor comm unit, nor tegpot, nor
potted plant, nor any other human comfort—the rug was nothing short of astonishing. Merely, it wasa
primitive of tied and woven rag, rectangular in shape, yet made with some artistry, so that it was cheerful
without being over-bright; pleasant and easeful on the eye.

Pat Rin gasped, hisvision suddenly clouded. There was someone—someone within the few ghastly
blocks of thiswretched, filthy city that he was now pleased to call his—some one of his people had heart
enough to have produced athing of beauty. He shook his head, banishing ridiculous tears, and walked,
somewhat unsteadily, over to the file cabinet.

He pulled open the top drawer with difficulty, and stood staring, confronted not with arow of neetly
labeled files, nor even adisorderly mess of papers. No, the top drawer of Boss Moran's cheap,
unlocked filing cabinet wasfilled to capacity with cash of every denomination, mixed al helter-skdlter, as
if it had just been flung within, and the door dammed shut.

The second drawer held asimilar outrage. The bottom drawer held coins.

Pat Rin closed it and straightened. Idiot, he thought. Not even a safe? Sighing, he crossed the room to
the desk

The blue chair was grubby, the plastic mesh seat stretched, the plastic legs bowed darmingly. Pat Rin
pushed it to one side.

Therewasasmall book lying in the center of the desk; for one mad instant he thought he had discovered
Moran's persona debt-book—but, there, Terrans did not keep debt-books. Most especialy, he
suspected, recaling his researchesinto the place—not to mention the tales he had from Natesaand
Cheever—did the worthy citizens of the planet Sureblesk fail of keeping debt-books.

He picked the thing up and opened it, frowning as he riffled the pages. Very quickly, he ascertained that
what he held was Moran's Insurance Book, listing dl the businessesin the territory, what they owed and
what they had paid.

It was asingularly frustrating document, written with some blurred and blurry charcod-like substance; the
notations ranging from barely lettered to indecipherable. Pat Rin emerged from his study not much
informed on the topic of the profit to be had from Insurance sales on Surebleak, and with anasty ache



over hiseyes.

Sighing, he rubbed his forehead and ddliberately sought out the cheery, unassuming little rug on the dirty
plastic floor.

The painin hishead flared, and he was seeing—not the floor in the office of the vanquished Moran, but
thefloor of hisstorein the aftermath of the gunplay, the gleaming plastic surface littered with the bodies
of—the bodies of hiskin.

There—Anthora, her arm blown off at the shoulder; here, Shan, a pellet hole between hisfrost-colored
eyebrows, there again! Quin, haf of hisface torn away—

Retching, Pat Rin raised his hands before his eyes, blocking out the horrific sght; and hearing again the
pale-haired man'sinflexible, emotionless voice: ™Y our kin are dead. NovayosGalan, AnthorayosGaan,
Shan yosGaan, Kareen yosPhdium, Luken bel'Tarda..."

There was a sound in the doorway, audible even over the voice of hisenemy, chanting the names of his
dead. Pat Rin spun, the gun coming neetly into his hand, and in one smooth motion, he raised it, aming—

At Juntavas Sector Judge Natesa, called The Assassin.

It spoke wdll of her <kill, that she neither went for aweapon nor drew hisfire by assuming the attitude of
prey. Merely, she paused in the doorway, black eyebrows arched above black eyes, and inclined her
head.

"Master," she murmured in the mode of student to teacher. "It pleases meto find you so well guarded, as
| wasjust now coming to scold you for deserting your oathsworn.”

Pet Rin lowered the gun, heartbest roaring in his ears, somach roiling. He fussed over the placement of
the palm gun in his deeve, and answered her without looking up, in Terran.

"I had thought my oathsworn intent upon their own business.”

"Certainly, Mr. McFarland and | were performing our various duties, to insure that the house would keep
you safe," she said, keeping to the High Tongue. "Y et Mr. McFarland tells me he had | eft Gwince at your
back."

Another word from her in the language of home and he would—he would do something irreparable. Pat
Rin took a deep breath and found the courage to meet her eyes.

"If you please. | prefer to conversein Terran.”

Something moved in the black eyes, sheinclined her head before he could identify it and murmured. "As
youwigh."

"Yes" Pat Rin cleared histhroat. "Gwince sood her duty well. When | had done spesaking with the staff
and with the printer, | dismissed her to her meal, and perhapsto her bed.” He glanced away, resting his
eyes cautioudy on therag rug. " She has taken losses today."

"To hear her tell it, perhaps not,” Natesa said drily. "However, you may be pleased to learn that she rose
to meet Mr. McFarland's expectations of her. It could not be expected that she would refuse adirect
order from the boss, but she did seek out her department head to inform him of her dismissd.”

"Whereupon you were dispatched to scold me," Pat Rin concluded, and moved his shoulders. "Well, |



am pleased that Gwince proves hersdf able. But | do not intend to live with a constant guard at my
back."

"Then you do not intend to live," she said, leaning gracefully againgt the doorframe and crossing her ams
beneath her breasts. "I am disappointed.”

Heinclined his head, eloquently ironic. "I am, of course, grieved to heer it."
Natesasighed, sharply. "llluminate my error, that you draw on metwiceinsgde asingle conversation.”

And it was not, he thought, her error, but his own. Error understood too late, with hisfeet irrevocably
upon a path that demanded he deal violent desth to people who had never heard of Liad, or Clan
Korvd; Plan B, nor even the Department of the Interior. People who had brothers. People who might
livewdll for severd years on the profit made in salling the piece of trumpery he wore upon his
finger—provided they weren't murdered for gain in the meanwhile.

"l beg your pardon,” he said to his oathsworn, being certain that histone was inoffensve in offering the
unaccustomed Terran phrase.

"That isno answer, Magter," she chided, her eyesintent upon hisface.

Indeed, it was not—and Natesa was wise enough in custom to know he owed his oathsworn more than
pettishness and ill-temper. And yet, what might hetell her that would not reved he who held her honor in
his hands as the madman he undoubtedly was?

Sighing, he showed her empty palms. "I beg your pardon,” he said again. "|—people have lost their lives
today, for nothing more than my necessity. Shal my Balance go forth asit must, more will die—and those
before ever | lay hand upon my enemy." He moved, suddenly restless, pacing round the desk to stand
staring down at the rag rug. From Natesa he felt avast patience, which soothed him oddly, and moved
him to spesk morefully.

"Baance—you understand that Balance must go forth. This— Department—must be answered.”
"Certainly they must,” she said, softly, from the doorway. ™Y our kin have died a their hands.”
Almog, helaughed.

"Yes. But that is not why the Department must be stopped,” he said to the rug and looked up to meet
Natesa's eyes.

"I am old enough to know that Balance does not bring back the dead. If | murder worlds—day the
gaaxy—yet my kinwill not arise—" Tears, however, were arising, and he had been—must continue to
be—very careful not to weep before his oathsworn. He closed his eyes, breathed deeply and camingly,
and again met Natesa's black gaze.

"However, Korva has—acontract. An ancient and explicit contract, which requires the one who wears
this—" he showed her the ring on hisfinger, "to protect the population of Liad. Such assumptions asthe
representative of the Department of the Interior made, such policies and procedures as he revealed to
me— Liadisin danger. If Baance does not go forth—and that with precison—innocents will be
endaved or worse." Hefound it somewhat easier to breathe, thus retracing the chain of duty and right
action he had laborioudy forged in the aftermath of the Department's... offer... to himself.

The silence stretched, not uncomfortably, then Natesa spoke in her quiet, sumptuous voice.



"l understand—and | thank you." She straightened, and stretched, cat-like and supple.

"Last seen, Mr. McFarland was attempting to convey the notion of vegetable to the cook,” shesaid. "'l
doubt he succeeded, but it is not unlikely that we have some sort of medl awaiting us."

Food. Pat Rin's ssomach clenched—and yet he must eat and remain healthy, so that he might see his
Balance precisdly placed. Once again, he looked up at Natesa.

"I have taken your point regarding the necessity of aguard. | bow to the wisdom of my oathsworn.”

"Ah." She amiled. "Wewill endeavor not to leave you too often with strangers.” She moved anarm,
gracefully inviting him to proceed her out of the room. "We musin't keep the cook waiting.”

There were vegetables—a mess of indeterminate green leaves boiled with apiece of fat. Asadish, it was
afalure—even Cheever McFarland scarce ate more than afork full—yet at that it was not the worst of
the offerings brought forth for the new boss delectation.

The mest was old—afact that the cook attempted to disguise by using a heavy hand with hot-tasting
gpices. Cheever didn't even manage afork-full there, and neither Pat Rin nor Natesa bothered to take a
portion onto their plates.

On the other hand, the rice was quite good, and the butter not, as Pat Rin had certainly expected it to be,
rancid. He satisfied himself with a plate of rice, well-buttered, smiling as he saw Natesa do the same,
Cheever manfully worked hisway through the table, afork-full here, a half-spoon there.

The choice of beverages were three: auniquely undrinkable hot brew that the serving girl had whispered
was, "Tea, Boss," beer, which Cheever drank without gusto; and plain cold water. After one disbdieving
gp of "teq," Pat Rin had water; Natesaagain following his lead.

"What they're calling coffee ain't no better,” Cheever said. "Worst excusefor ‘toot | ever smelled in my
life. Didn't even bother to try and drink it." He shook his head at Natesa. "We're gonna have to figure out
something about provisons.”

"Security firgt," she said, and he grinned at her, good-humoredly.
"Boss, thiswoman don't know how to live high. OK—security.” His big face got serious.

"Weain't in too bad a shape, everything considered. The old boss put a high price on his hide, so we
inherited some good systems.” He used hisfork to point at Natesa. "Not as good as she can do for us,
but we don't got to be worried about being overrun while she's doing the upgrades. People..." He put
the fork down and reached across the table to break off apiece of hard brown bread, the medl's other
outstanding success.

"Got some decent people. What | mean by that is, they can be trained. Old boss doesn't seem to have

made himsdlf red popular with the hired-ons, so were going in with them fedling grateful to usfor doing
them afavor. Gwince has the instincts of apro. Barth's probably steady aslong aswe don't ask him to

do too much work." He buttered his bread.

"Any one of 'em’ll sell usout to ahigh bidder, ‘course—that's the way they do business here. But we ain't
gonnasee ahigh bidder 'til folks catch their breath—Ilonger, if we don't give 'em any reason to fedl
abused.” He grinned. "Which Boss Moran also made redl easy for us.”

Pat Rin pushed his empty plate away and reached for hiswater glass. "How—" he began, and the door
opened to reved the doorman—one Filmin—and a young red-haired woman enclosed from throat to



ankles by atolerably good black velvet cloak. To her feet were strapped the daintiest of silver sandals.

"Girl'shere, Boss," Filmin announced, and, obvioudy feding that he had fulfilled his duty with utmost
propriety, departed, closing the door loudly behind him.

The girl, rather quicker than Filmin, checked, her eyes sweeping the room. Pat Rin raised his hand, the
ring glittering inthe dull light.

"l anthe boss," hesaid. "May | know your name?’

Her eyeswere ginger brown, her gaze straightforward and not at dl afraid. "I'm Bilinda, Boss. From
Audrey'sHouse."

Audrey, so0 he had gathered from the excellent Gwince, was the owner of the most profitable businessin
Pat Rin's new territory. He thought that whorehouses were often so.

"l see," he said gently. "But, do you know, | did not request a companion for this evening.”

"No, that's OK," Bilindatold him easily. "It'sal written down on the schedule. | can writeit out for you, if
you wa—" She stopped, her rather pale face suddenly ablaze, and her gaze not— quite—so fearless.

Pet Rin frowned at her, wondering what the difficulty might be, then recalled the unlettered entriesin the
book he had found above Hairs.

"I canread," hetold Bilinda, and saw the fear edge out of her eyes.

"However," he continued, "I am not thin of company this evening. Nor do | foresee aneed to follow the
former boss schedule.”

Bilindafrowned. "Y ou don't want me?"

Pat Rin raised his hands soothingly. "It isamatter of business," he said gently, "and nothing whatsoever to
do with you, yoursdlf. | regret that | did not know of the existence of the schedule and thus exposed you
to the dangers of traveling at night." He glanced at Cheever, who was Sitting amost absurdly fill.

"Mr. McFarland will escort you to Audrey's House. Also, if thereisafee—"

Bilinda blinked. "Fee? For me? Nossir, Boss. That'sall part of the arrangement. Thisishow Ms. Audrey
pays her Insurance." She heditated, then said, rather breathlesdy, "I don't mean no offense, but—if you
ain't gonna hold with the arrangement, does that mean Ms. Audrey's outta business?'

Acrossthetable, he heard adight sound, asif Natesa had sneezed. Pet Rin gavethe girl adight frown.
"That is between Ms. Audrey and myself." Heinclined hishead. "I gpologize for the inconvenience, to
yourself and to Ms. Audrey. Have a pleasant evening, Bilinda. Mr. McFarland?'

"Onmy way." Cheever cameto hisfeet and grinned at the girl. "OK, Bilinda, timeto go home."

Therewas, asthe vernacular went, no percentage in arguing, which Bilindawas quick enough to
understand. She gave Pat Rin anod, and, on reflection, Natesa, too, and alowed Cheever to usher her
out. The door closed—softly—behind them.

Pet Rin closed hiseyes, abruptly very, very tired.

"Magte?'



He opened hiseyes. "I believe | will retirefor the evening,” he said with alanguid wave of the hand. "The
exertions of the day have quite exhausted me."

It was meant to gpe the manner of the more insular and annoying High Houselings, but Natesa did not
gmile. Merdly, sheinclined her head and rose.

"I will escort you to your bedroom and make certain that al is secure.”

Someone had been at the bedroom. Here, as nowhere el sein Boss Moran's narrow, tawdry house, the
floor was clean, the walls washed, the bed linens spotless. There was arag rug akinto the onein his
office next to the bed. He stood near it, watching Natesa make her circuit about the room.

When at last she was satisfied, she moved to the door, paused on the threshold and inclined her head.
"Master. Seep well. One of uswill be close by."

"Do not cheeat yourself of degp to guard mine," he said, and she did smile, then, by which he knew she
would not obey him.

"Seepwdl," she said again, and stepped into the hdl, pulling the door behind her. Within aninch of
closing entire, the panel paused, and her voice wafted to his ear.

"My nameisInasBha."

Day 50 Standard Year 1393 Lytaxin Erob'sHouse

The breeze subsided so gradualy she couldn't have said when it quit completely. She noted its absence;
in so noting decided she had dept long enough—and awoke.

For amoment she lay, eyes closed, listening to the silence, fedling the jubilant singing of blood through her
veins, the sweset passage of air through her lungs. She stretched, luxuriating in the smooth dide of
well-toned muscles. Sensuoudy, she stretched her mind aswell, reaching out in that undefinable, definite
way, to the pattern that was her perception of Va Con's sdif.

The pattern blazed with lucent purity, its byways and inroads fully integrated, absolutely, entirely and
unmistakably Va Con; joyoudy intact. Throat tight with the beauty of him, Miri extended hersdlf and
stroked him, raising acrackle of startled lust, and aflicker of the particular bright green she understood to
belaughter. Then, dowly—very dowly, asif rdishing every ingant of contact, shefdt hisfingers stroke
down her cheek, and across her lips. Miri sighed, reached—and found him abruptly absent, though she
saw his pattern as plainly as she ever had.

Regretfully, she opened her eyesto Erob's sickroom. Thewall of medica gizmoswas dark and silent; the
tech's noteboard standing blank and ready in its place, though no tech wasin evidence. Nor wasthere
any sgn of the largish green person known to them both as her brother Sheather.

Throwing back the quilt, Miri bounced out of bed and strode over to the door to check the lock.
Locked, dl right, and from theinsde, too. Shetried to figure out if that worried her, or ought to, then
decided the hdll with it: The door was locked from theinside, and Shesther, who had presumably
arranged for that circumstance, was conclusively not in the room with her. Therefore, Sheather was on
hisown insde aLiaden clanhouse. That might've been worrisome, had the House in question not recently
survived both acivil uprisng and an Y xtrang invasion. At this stage in the proceedings, nobody waslikely
to get too upset about alittle thing like a Clutch turtle wandering the hdls.

Which, cometo think of it, sounded awhole lot more entertaining than sticking around a deserted



sckroom. Shewaan't Sck. If sheld ever fdt better in her life, she couldn't at the moment recdl the
occason.

Shedid fed atrifle grubby, which could be remedied by a shower, after which she intended to go for a
walk, unless somebody came up with acompelling reason why she shouldn't.

Decison taken, she moved briskly in the direction of the 'fresher, stripping off her nightshirt as she wernt.

The shift had thus far been quiet. Ren Zel had run routine systems checks, and done some genera
housekeeping. Hismind did wander, now and again, to the impossibility of the cat in his cabin and the
irrefutable evidence of that long, white whisker. At last, knowing what he would find, he pulled up the
current roster of the pet library.

As he had expected, there were no cats currently on filein thelibrary. Certainly, there was no ship's cat,
free to wander the vessdl, earning its passage by digpatching vermin. Useful as such creatures were, they
had atendency to get into unchancy places, resulting in fouled machinery and, more often than not, a
dead cat.

And even if the Passage did harbor a cat, who had let the cresture into his quarters?
He sighed and closed the roster.

It was apuzzle, certain enough, and the only other possibility that occurred to him wasthat acrew
member had smuggled a pet aboard. Though how they had kept it secret from all was another, just as
knotty, puzzle.

He sighed again and consdered taking the whisker to the ship's Hedler, to see what she might scry from
it. Linawas aHeder of no small skill, her lack of successwith himsdf having to do with some sort of
'natura shielding' that he possessed. He understood that thiswas not entirely unknown. Unhappily, the
shidding prevented him being Hedled of the nightmares of battle, and the pain of hisdying. Though he
thought he was healing of that last wound on hisown, if dowly.

So, then, he thought. At shift-end, he would take the whisker to Lina. That was the best course, surely.

Someone had been kind enough to lay in acouple shirtsin her size. The same someone, Miri supposed,
newly showered and thoroughly air-dried, who had been forethoughtful enough to shine her boots and
make sure that her lesthers were clean.

The arrangements had a certain fed of Beautiful to them—the Compleat Captain's Aide, Miri thought
with wry gratitude, sealing the cuffs of her shirt. She stamped into her boots, put her hand against the
plate and left the dressing room. Half astep into the main room, she checked, turned and frowned at the
man lounging in the chair next to the tech's station, hislegsthrust out before him and crossed nestly a the
ankle. He was dressed like she was, in working lesthers, and boots buffed to amirror finish. One
irrepressible eyebrow rose at her frown.

"The door," she said, trying to sound severe, "was locked."
"It was," Va Con admitted. "And it islocked now. | hope you don't think melax in such matters.”

It took amgor effort of will not to laugh out loud, which was, of course, what he wanted. Instead, Miri
managed quite a credible sigh while she surveyed him.

Helooked like his pattern, she thought—new-made and shiny; so beautiful it made abody's throat close
up and her heart start acting funny. In fact, he looked miraculoudy well for aman she'd been told was



going to have to devote some considerable timeto relearning how to walk. Va Con raised his other
eyebrow.

"Isthere something wrong, chatrez?
"Depends,” she said. "We having another one of those dream sequences?”

"Dream—Ah. Jelaza Kazone." He smiled. "I believe it safe to assume that we are now both present
in...contiguousredity.” Hetipped his head, consdering. "Mostly contiguousredlity.”

"Mostly's more than we had last time," she dlowed, drifting over to hisside. She cleared her throat. "Y ou
don't happen to know where Edger and Shan are, do you?"

"Alas. Mugt we locate them immediately ?"
Shelooked down into hisface. ™Y ou got anything better to do?"
"Yes" hesaid. She saw familiar lightning weave through his pattern, and shivered.

"Yes, isit?' Her hand rose, not entirely on her order. Softly, she stroked the well-marked, mobile
eyebrows, ran her fingertips aong the high line of hischeek...

"Chaltrez?' Hisvoicewas not quite steady. Miri stroked his cheek again.

"Scar'sgone, boss," she murmured, tracing the place where it had been.

"Many scarsare gone. | an—Miri..." Hetook ahard breath. "Miri, let us makelove."
"Here?"' she asked, teasing him, like her own blood wasn't hot with desire.

He reached up and captured her hand. "Why not?" he murmured, and kissed her fingertips before
danting aglance of pure mischief into her eyes. "The door islocked.”

It was the custom of Emrith Tiazan, Erob Hersdlf, to take aturn or two through the atrium prior to
seeking her bed. Asthis had also been the custom of her father who had been delm before her, the
room's cycle had long been set opposite the day-night cycle of the outside garden, where the seedling of
Korvad's Tree held dominion.

Here, there were more convenabl e plants, mild-mannered and conducive of an easy deep. Korva's Tree
promoted madcap dreaming, of akind unsuitable in old women who had lost athird of her Housein the
late warlike disturbances.

Alone with her thoughts and her dead, she ambled dong the sweet-smelling ways, pausing now and again
to admire the progress of certain favorites. Her shoulder muscles began to loosen under the suasion of
the mock sunlight; her houseboots made a soft shuffling sound againgt the shredded bark path; the first
notes from the Snging waters wafted 'round the next curve, teasing her ears. Comforted by al that was
gentleand usud, Emrith Tiazan'sface relaxed into asmile.

She followed the path around, and the full song of the waters rushed to greet her. She paused, as she
aways did, face turned up toward the fal se sun, eyes closed in pleasure, before moving acrossthelittle
stone bridge to her especia spot, astone nook, surrounded by smple rock plants, enchanted by the
joyouswaters.

Which wasthis evening filled very nearly to overflowing by two large, green...things.



Emrith at first thought them twin boulders, brought in and disposed by some well-meaning but mad
gardener. Then she saw the extended foreleg of the smdler, culminating in athree-fingered hand. She
walked closer, discovering other details—beaked faces with nogtril dits, horny green hides, and a
shell-like substance partially encasing each large torso. Both gppeared adeep. Or dead. Emrith Tiazan
dared at them along time, by her lights. She didn't even wonder where they had come from—to whose
orbit, after dl, did any of the strange, uncomfortable or dangerous oddities of the universe attach
themsdves?

Eventudly, she sighed and did something that she had done only once before in this garden—she reached
in her pocket and thumbed on the remote.

"My dem?' An Der sounded startled, aswell he might, she thought, sourly.

"Find Shan yosGdan," she said, striving for an gppropriate calmness. "Bring him to the snging watersin
theatrium. | believe | have found that which belongsto hisHouse."

As agreed, the mgority of their party waited in the Sde garden while Nelirikk went ahead to dert his
captain to the presence of both scouts and recruits.

The hour was far advanced, and he was certain that the medical technician currently in aposition of
authority over the captain would find hisvisit unseemly. Had he been in pursuit of an Y xtrang commander
insmilar graits, Ndlirikk would smply have put the technician asde and given hisreport; asoldier's duty
camebeforedl: illness, pleasure, deep, or food. ..

Liadens held to another ordering of duties, and the necessities of soldiers were not dways at the top of
thelist. Which ishow it cameto pass that amere medical technician could order a captain.

Nor wasit appropriate, according to the complex net of rule and custom in which Liadens ensnared
themselves, for a captain's aide to lay hands on amed tech for the purpose of gaining his captain'sside.

It was thus necessary to have areason for speaking to the captain at once that the tech would accept as
aufficiently urgent to disturb her rest.

Wrestling with this conundrum, Ndlirikk turned a corne—and dammed to ahalt, Saring.

Two people were walking toward him—two people he had reason to know well. The woman was none
other than his captain, who he had last seen that morning, lying pale and week againgt pillows, med tech
on the hover. The man was no one less than the scout himself, who certainly should not be walking—not
S0 soon, if ever again.

Regardless, herethey came, strolling hand-in-hand down the center of the hallway, to the uninformed
eye, asvulnerable and as guildess as children. Ndlirikk frankly stared.

"Hey, Beautiful," the captain cdled. "How was your walk?'
"Captain." Herecdled himsdlf and cameto attention, saluting. "My walk wes. . .interesting.”
"Yeah?You didn't seen any Clutch turtles, did you?'

Clutch turtles? Nelirikk managed to stifle the shiver, while fervently hoping never in hislifetimeto seea
Clutch turtle, enemy of the Troop, dayer of fleets.

"Captain," hereplied, somewhat siffly, "1 have not. | have, however, seen scouts, and together we
have—"



"Scouts?' The man murmured. "Areyou certain?'

Nelirikk frowned. " Are there others among Liadens who walk silent and woodwise and arrive on-world
inascout classship?'

"Actudly," the scout said surprisingly, "thereare.”
Nelirikk thought about that, then looked to the captain, who was watching him out of ironic grey eyes.

"Two represent themselves as scouts: Clonak ter'Meulen, scout commander; Shadia NeZame, scout
lieutenant, firg in. Thethird..."

Helooked from grey eyesto green. "Thethird did not say he was a scout, though the otherstreat him as
apeer—and at times defer to him. The lieutenant addresses him as'captain’. He bearsa
Tree-and-Dragon—" He touched the matching symbol on his collar, "and gives his name as Daav
yosPhdium.”

The scout's eyebrows rose. "Does he?' He glanced at the captain.
"Odds he'sthe genuine article?" she asked. He moved his shoulders.

"It would be difficult to fool Clonak, even at thisremove; he and my father trained together. Later, he
was amember of the survey team of which my father was captain. Uncle Er Thom said the two of them
were greet friends—even though Clonak had been in love with my mother.” Again, he moved his
shoulders, and smiled into the captain's eyes. "If it's odds you're after, my lady— then | am compelled to
say that | havetoo little data and must see the man for mysdf.”

"Sureyou are," she said resignedly. The scout grinned and Nelirikk gave agtart, the sense of wrongness
about the other man'sface crystdlizing al a once. The green eyes moved; pinning him.

"y e
"|—" Nélirikk cleared histhroat. " Scout, your nchaka is—gone."

"Ah." The smdler man inclined his head. "The Troop remembers.”

"The Troop remembers,” Nelirikk affirmed and looked back to his captain.
"Captain. In addition to scouts, my walk produced recruits.”

She shook her head. "The Irregulars are outta business; ain't taking recruits. Point 'em at Commander
Carmody."

"Commander Carmody has given medical care, food and quarters, so winning himself aplacein the
camp-tales. However, if the captain pleases, these recruits will give their oaths and their wegpons only to
Hero Captain Miri Robertson, who vanquished the Fourteenth.”

She sighed. "Y ou're talking about Yxtrang recruits?'

"Taes of your prowess echo throughout the ranks of two armies,” the scout murmured. "A hero to
Y xtrang and mercenary dike, you—"

"Canit," shetold him and frowned up at Ndlirikk.
"How many?'



"If the captain pleases. One Rifle and an explorer—two in total. The third—a senior explorer—has gone
to glory'sreward.”

"Y eah? Two of you have an argument?’

"Captain. | had not the honor to know Gernchik Explorer before he died. Hewaswounded in a
rear-holding action, to alow the officerstime to escape. Seeing that his condition was serious, and
unwilling to use the grace blade, hisjunior—Hazenthull Explorer— attached Diglon Rifleto her
command, and marched the three of them here, to present their weapons and offer you their oaths.”

"And to get her senior into an autodoc, quicktime." She nodded. "How's she taking his death?’

Thiswasthejoy of serving acaptain wisein theway of the common troop. Ndlirikk saluted. "Captain.
Sheisa the moment...docile. Daav yosPhelium givesit as his opinion that this condition might change,
quickly and catastrophicaly.”

"He does, huh? Then | hope you got her someplace where she can't do too much damage.”
"Captain. Sheisin the garden attached to the side of thiswing.”

The captain blinked. She looked at the scout, who lifted an eyebrow.

"Ndirikk," shesad, mildly.

He swdlowed and cameto full attention. "Captain.”

"Haveyou lost your mind?'

"No, Captain.”

"You're sure about that?'

"Yes, Captain.”

"Right." Shelooked up a him. ™Y ou want to tell me what you wasthinking?'

"Captain. It wasthe thought of Daav yosPhelium that Hazenthull Explorer should be brought immediately
to givefull battle-oath to the captain. He fearsthat the interim oath he holds from her is not strong enough
to bind, if her grief overcomes her reason. He was supported in this by the scouts.”

"Daav yosPhelium holds temporary oaths from an Y xtrang common trooper and an explorer?’ She
asked

"Yes, Captain.”

She shook her head and looked again at the scout. " This has got to be your father.”
"He does appear to have something of the familial sense of humor." Hisface was bland.
"Isthat what you call it?' She sighed. "What dse, Beautiful? Might aswell spill it al.”
"Captain, thereisno more. Y our recruits await you, accompanied by scouts.”

"The Irregularsre out of business," she repeated, but it was scout she was spegking to. "l don't guessit
would be good form for line yosPhelium to hold a private troop."”



"Thereis," murmured the scout, "some precedent.”

"Great. | suppose the House routingly hires Y xtrang soldiersto guard its piggy-bank. No—" sheraised a
hand—"don't tdl me."

"Asthe captain wishes."

"No respect, that's your problem.” Shefdll silent then, frowning at a pace somewhere between
Neirikk'sleft elbow and infinity. Eventually, she looked up.

"OK. Get on back. WE'I be there soon."
Nelirikk saluted. "Captain. Thank you, Captain.”

"Think you'd know better than to thank me by now," she said, and her voice sharpened. "If the explorer
decides her oath ain't binding, shoot her dead. If her trooper's reasonable, you can stop there and wait
for me. If hell breaks, | expect you and the scouts to be standing when it's done. Thisisan order.”

Nelirikk saluted once more. "Y es, Captain.”
"Right. Get outta here.
Another salute and he was gone.

Miri waited until the sound of hisfootsteps had faded to nothing before looking into her partner's
Speculative green eyes.

"How much precedent?’ she asked.

The child is going to break, Daav thought, stifling asigh. Behind hiseyes, hefdt Adlianadtir, though
she offered no comment.

To casua—that was to say, non-scout—eyes, Hazenthull was the picture of well-mannered docility. She
sat where she had been directed, on awide stone bench beneath afragrant tree laced with fairy lights,
Diglon Rifleat her 9de.

The garden waslargely shrouded in night, pierced gently here and there by the spangle of decorative
lights. Shadiawas invisible between the bench and the outside gate, on the dert for trouble. Clonak had
disappeared into the shadows nearer the house, guarding the door againgt the possibility of an Y xtrang
rush.

As oath-holder, Daav occupied the position of greater peril, leaning againgt an artfully place boulder
directly before the stone bench occupied by his oathsworn. He crossed hisarms over his chest, which
put hisright hand on the butt of the pistal riding hidden in hisvest.

Gods, hethought, | don't want to waste a scout.

"Nor ought we to endanger the House." Adlianas tone was more than alittle acerbic, which was, Daav
owned, no less than he deserved, who had placed Erob's House in peril by insisting upon this mad
course.

If the captain comes quickly...hethought. Yes, and if Hazenthull could but hold scout-sense againgt the
rising tide of rage—that the solution which was to have bought her senior'slife had failed, leaving her and
her dependent trapped and in the power of the enemy...



" She depended upon her senior to find the way clear, once he was hedled,” Adlianasaid. " She did not
planfully.”

How could she?Hereplied, reading the change in Hazenthull's muscles, malleable under the growing
warmth of her rage. His survival was the essence of her plan.

On the stone bench, Hazenthull shifted, her muscles bunching asif for the charge. Daav's hand closed
around the hidden pigtal.

"Explorer." Unexpectedly, Diglon Rifle leaned forward. "Explorer, the cgptain comes.

Sheturned on him, face set in asnarl, and started badly when the house door snapped open, admitting
the person—and the voice—of Ndlirikk Explorer.

"Prepare for ingpection!” He commanded, in the Y xtrang common tongue.

Diglon Rifle rose a once, marched over to the pool of light spilling from the open door and dropped into
parade rest.

Hazenthull Explorer sat, as awoman turned to stone, staring, her face beneath the tattoo work beginning
to crumble,

"Explorers kept discipline, when | wasin the corps,” Nelirikk said, acidic in the extreme; and then
snarled, "Prepare for inspection!”

The command voice sent alittle thrill even dong Daav's scout-trained nerves. Diminished as she was,
Hazenthull wasin no condition to resis.

Sullen, but obedient, she stood, walked out into the light and assumed parade rest dightly in advance of
Diglon Rifle, as befit her higher rank. Ndlirikk placed himsdlf to the right and dightly forward of both,
eyesfront.

Daav sighed and stood away from the boulder, hands at his Side, pistol nestled yet in its secret pocket,
and wondered how soon the cgptain might arrive.

Wonder was speedily answered.

"Troop! Attention!" Nelirikk bellowed, and al three straightened as the empty doorway framed adender
woman in working leathers, her white shirt laced with silver cord, her red hair negtly braided and
wrapped three times around her head, like the crown of a barbarian princess. At her back, not
immediately noticeable, walked aman, dressed as she was, in working lesthers, his shirt black, hishair
dark.

Daav took a careful, quiet breath. The scout, isit?hethought. Aelliana, behold our son.

Hisvigon dipped, theimages going ghostly, asit did when shewas actively using his eyes, rather than
merely depending upon the data he gathered for both of them.

"A scout sublime," she murmured. "No more substantive than athought, and the edges of him so sharp he
fairly glows. Though | think that he would not be quite so invisibleif hislady did not ddiberately draw the
eyeto hersdlf." She paused. "A formidable pair of children, to be sure, van'chela—and aptly joined, lesf
and root." His eyesight blurred; became his own once more. "We may be proud.”

Or terrified, Daav amended, and heard her laugh before she vanished from his awareness.



Straight up to the waiting troops walked the red-haired lady, and stood before them, hands behind her
back, chin up. Shetook her time cons dering them; the man at her sSide glanced casudly ‘round the
garden, unerringly picking out the positions of the three scouts.

Apparently satisfied with what she saw, the lady deigned to speak. "'l am Captain Miri Robertson, field
name Redhead.” Her voice was firm, her Y xtrang dow, but robust, her accent, Daav noted wryly, neither
native nor quite as ghastly ashisown. "I am in command here. Lieutenant, present the recruits.”

"Captain." Ndirikk saluted, showily, and barked out. " Candidate Hazenthul| Explorer, stand forward for
ingpection!”

For amarve, she did so, and saluted, somewhat faintly, her stance e oquent of disbdlief as she gazed
down upon a captain two-thirds her height and less than haf her mass.

"Captain," shesaid, warily.

"Explorer.” The captain's tone was cool

"Candidate Diglon Riflel" Ndlirikk ordered. " Stand forward for ingpection!”
Hedid, saluting with energy. " Captain!"

"Rifle” Sightly warmer, there, accompanied by an infinitesmal nod of the head. "Why do you want to
enlist under me?'

"Captain." He saluted, looking bewildered, aswell he might, thought Daav. Why was not the concern of
mereRifles.

"Captain, soldiers need command. We are. . .abandoned in place, without orders, except to resist the
enemy until wedie." He paused, brow furrowed, tattoos rumpling. "Captain, | would rather live than die.”

Captain Miri Robertson, field name Redhead, smiled. "So would 1." The smile faded.
"Hazenthull Explorer.”

"Captan.”

"Why do you want to enlist under me?"

There was a pause, possibly longer than was quite considerate of the captain's honor.
"Captain. Soldiers need command.”

The captain shook her head, Terran-style. "But explorers—like scouts—chafe under too much
command. As| well know." She paused, then snapped in full command mode.

"Explan!”

Hazenthull jerked, and saluted, hagtily. "Captain. It was known that the Hero of the Battle for the Airfield
had recruited an explorer. It was thought that such a captain might attach more explorersto her unit. The
Fourteenth Conquest Corps has deserted us. Without command we are dead and without honor. Under

aHero captain we may serve with honor and die with glory. For the good of the Troop."

There was asmal silence before the captain nodded. "Better." She glanced at the silent scout, perhaps
gaining some information from hisface that wasinvisble to Daav. She brought her gaze back to the two



Y xtrang.

"Before| ask for your oaths," she said dowly, "I will tell you that the troop you cameto join, the Lytaxin
Irregulars, was afield troop, itsranksfilled by survivorsfrom the first wave of theinvason and afew old
soldierswho had been separated from their home troops. Having done duty, the Irregulars
have—honorably and without prejudice—been disbanded. The survivors have returned to rebuild their
homes. The old soldiers, many of them, have been reattached to their home troops, which camein as
part of the counterattack. Those who have not are temporarily attached to mercenary units here. They
will take trangport when the mercenary forces lift and will rendezvous with their home troop out of
headquarters. Understand this. | hold rank as a captain of mercenary soldiers, commissioned by
Commander Carmody himsdlf, but at thistime, | have no command.”

She paused. Neither recruit made a sound.

"In addition to my rank as captain,” she continued, "1 owe dlegiance to akin-group—Clan Korva. This
kin-group has acquired aworthy and cunning enemy. In order to fight this enemy, wewill need soldiers.
The sub-group Line yosPhdlium stands ready to receive your oaths, if you wish to give them, but you
must understand that this service will be different. Y ou will be required to learn languages other than the
tongue of the Troop; cultural study will be required. | expect this of explorer and Rifle, dike. Worse, you
will serve not one captain, but the leaders of the sub-kin-group, who are two and equd.” She put her
hand, pam flat, against her chest; then likewise touched the man beside her.

"ThisisVa ConyosPhelium Clan Korva. Heis, anong many other things, a Liaden scout and my
lifemate." Shetipped her head, and asked aquestion in Liaden. "Do you understand 'lifemate, Hazenthull
Explorer?’

"If the captain pleases. Aswe are taught, it isan arrangement of sexua convenience, with implications of
exdudvity."

"Oh, my," Adlianamurmured.

She's young, Daav countered. And | will own, my lady, were we both embodied...
"True"

The captain's eyebrows had lifted. She glanced at the man beside her.

"Hear that?' shesaid in Terran. " Convenient .

He moved his shoulders. "Theinterpretation of custom isuniquely subject to error, as even the most
careful scholar will confess™

Hazenthull stirred. "If the captain pleases,”" she managed in her ragged Terran. "Does this mean that
lifemate isnot asexud architecture?’

"Ingenerd, itis" the captain said dowly. "In specific, it'salot more. NdirikK'll fill youin, and you can
minceit up into Rifle-size pieces. If you wannago through with it, that is. | wouldn't blame you if you
didn't want to have nothing to do with swearing to line yosPhdium. Ndirikk canfill you in on that, too."

Hazenthull's eyes moved, questioning.

"The scout who stands beside the captain is of Jelas own blood," Nelirikk said in the tongue of the
Troop. Daav saw Diglon start and lean forward, face intent.



"The Linethe captain asksyou to give oath to isthelineto which | have mysdf given oath. When the
captain and the scout go againgt the enemy of their blood, | will be at their backs. If thereisaplaceor a
sarvice of gregter glory in al the galaxy, | have not heard of it."

Therewas sllence. Hazenthull looked to Diglon Rifle, not asif she were seeing him, Daav thought, but as
if shewere weighing the burden on her soul. She sighed, and saluted.

"Captain. We came to offer oursalves and our weaponsto Captain Miri Robertson. That has not
changed. If acaptain so wisein war will accept our oaths and weapons, we will serve her until our last

bullet is spent.”
The captain nodded, glanced aside—and Daav found himself pinned in aferd gray glance.

"If Scout yosPhdlium will relinguish the short-oaths he holdsin my name, this man and | will take your
oathsto lineyosPhdium.”

yosGalan had been roused from hisbed, Emrith Tiazan surmised, not without a certain satisfaction! Not
that he was rumpled, mis-buttoned, clumsy, or in any way unseemly; but the Silver eyes were heavy, and
the charade of the voluble fool was missing entirely. Indeed, one might amost say the bow he accorded
her was... terse.

"Erob."

"yosGaan." Sheinclined her head, merely, not bothering to rise from her seat on the edge of the stone
bridge; and pointed at the giants dumbering in her quiet place.

"Thoseareyours, | believe?'
Hesghed. "Infact, they are not, though they stand kin to my brother and hislifemate.”

She sighed in her turn. "How else? Wdl, no matter. Korval'skin-lines are not mine to tend. Thank the
gods. Remove them. Immediately.”

The thin white eyebrowsllifted. "I failed to notice the location of the pneumatic hoist when | camein.
Perhaps you would be good enough—?"

"Or perhaps | would not. Wake them, yosGalan, and remove them. Understand me, | would not require
it of you, were your chaleket or hislifemate able. However, my information isthat both are conva escent,
so the duty falsto near-kin."

"They are," he said dowly, "guests of your House."
She gtared at him. "I beg your pardon? Who admitted them?"
"Surely that information isin the door-log.”

Widll, and so it would be—later just as much as now. And she was far too wily an old woman to be
found in doubt of an assertion made by one of Korva. She sghed again and looked at the large,
unmoving bulks of them, sprawled al over her comfort place.

"And | supposethisisjust like home?' Sheraised ahand. "No, leaveit. Only tell me how long they will
desp.”

"Forgive me, but | am ignorant of their cussoms and their habits. It may that my brother'slifemate will
know the length of their deep cycle, though | hesitate to disturb her own rest.”



"Yes. Wdll." Creakily, she began to rise from her seat on the edge of the bridge, and was agreesbly
surprised to find alarge brown hand extended to her service. She did her hand into hisand alowed him
to help her rise, then walked with him, companionably side-by-side back across the bridge and toward
the door.

"Thisisapleasant garden,” yosGaan said, smiling at a colorful bank of gladali.

Well, and it was that, Emrith dlowed, when it wasn't being invaded by giant turtles. Sheinclined her
head.

"| thank you," she said calmly. "It isone of thejoys of—"
The remote in her pocket gave tongue. She snatched it out, thumbed ‘receive’ and snarled, "Who dares?’
There was amoment of terrified silence, or so she devoutly hoped, before An Der spoke, respectfully.

"Y our pardon, my delm. | relay amessage from the door. Lady NovayosGalan has arrived claiming
guest-right and requesting the comfort of her close-kin."

"Has she," said Erob, and directed aglare at the lady's brother. "Pray conduct Lady Novato the guesting
suitein the garden wing. Her brother will be with her shortly. Should she have any other requirements, the
House exists to serve her." She closed the connection.

yosGalan spread hisbig hands. " Surely you can't blame me?”
"Oh, can | not?' Emrith Tiazan snapped. "Sheisyour Sster!”

"But morethan that," he said soothingly, "sheis Korva-pernardi, in which face she strongly representsa
force of nature. A brother— amere thodelm!'—hardly commands her arrivals and departures.”

She drew adeep breath, but he was bowing, gracefully, and with more than atouch of irony.

"However, snce the House has promised my sister the comfort of her close-kin, | should betake mysalf
to the guesting suite in the garden wing with no further delay. Good evening, maam.” And so hel&ft her,
seething.

"Lieutenant, please take the troops to the staff cafeteriainside and wait for methere,” Captain Robertson
ordered. She turned her head, looking out across the dark garden.

"ShadiaNeZame."

The darkness shifted, and cod esced into awoman in scout leathers, bowing the bow between equals.
"Captain Redhead?'

"Do methefavor of lending your countenance to the troop,” the captain said, and her Liaden bore the
very accent of Solcintra. She switched to Terran. " Stay out of trouble, got it?

Shadiagrinned. "Got it." Shewaved ahand at Nelirikk. "After you, Lieutenant.”

"Troop, about! Singlefile! Follow me!™ Nelirikk marched into the House of Erob, followed by an
explorer, aRifle, and, lastly, skipping, a scout, who lightly touched the control as she passed over the
threshold. The door did shut behind her.

Daav shifted, and found himsdlf caught in the regard of two pair of eyes—one gray, one green.



"Clonak," the scout said, without turning his head. " Grant us haf-an-hour.”

There was no reply, merely asubtle disturbancein the air, then the dight sound of the gate at the end of
the garden, opening—and closing.

Daav waited.

Surprisingly, it was Miri Robertson who spoke.

"Any ideas what we ought do with you?'

The tonewas more than alittleironic; the dialect Street-rat Terran. Daav shrugged, ddliberately Terran.
"I don't know that you need to do anything with me," he said, in hismost finicking, professorid accents.
She snorted. " Got the proper respect for command,” she told the green-eyed man at her left shoulder.

"Ah," he said, eyes and face bland. She shook her head and looked back to Daav, an expression of
mingled exasperation and amusement informing her mobile festures.

"Wannatell me under what authority you took those oaths?!

"Blood kin," he said, more sharply than he had intended. "I couldn't very well take oaths for the House,
you know—especialy as| rather think my name has been written out of the roster of lives and into the
listsof Korva'sdead."

"No," the scout said in his soft, murmuring voice, "it has not.”
Daav met the green gaze and waited.

The scout's | eft eyebrow dipped upward afraction. " Surely, you don't think your brother gave over hope
of your eventud return—or that your son did?"

"My brother," Daav said dowly, "perhaps not. What my son might do is—aas—beyond my ability to
predict. He was so young when we parted, you see.”

"Precisdly,” the boy murmured. "It will perhaps amuse you to know that your son did not strike your
name from the book of the living, nor did he ever give over hope of your eventua return. He had severa
pointed questionsto ask you, as | am certain you will understand.”

"My understanding is perfectly engaged,” Daav assured him, "since it was the very need to ask pointed
guestions which drew me out of my Balance and sent me back toward Liad.”

Something flickered in the green eyes. The boy inclined hishead. "I regret to inform you that Er Thom
your brother has died during your absence. He survived hislifemate by only a Standard.”

It till sent an eectric chill aong hisveins, the knowledge that Er Thom was gone; that he would never
again see hisbrother's face, or hear therare, sweet music of hislaughter. Daav took ahard breath,
inclined his head in turn, and dropped into High Liaden for the perfectly correct response.

"| thank you. Clonak had previoudy informed me of these things, but | had not yet had it from kin."
He straightened to find the captain looking over her shoulder at the scout.
"Wdl?'



"Wel," hereturned.
"Right." Shelooked at Daav, gray eyes serious now. "Y ou want back in or isthisjust avigt?'

He had discussed thisvery choice with Adlliana, severd times. She was of amind to become re-clanned,
pointing out that he could not reasonably expect to resurrect Professor Kiladi on Delgado and would thus
need to establish another character e sawhere, over another period of years, before he might take up his
Bdance once more.

"Andtruly, van'chela" shehad said, "I believe this phase of Balance complete. Now it istimeto gather
aliesand to pool what isknown."

Sound advice it was, and well-argued, yet there was a certain disinclination to return to the confines of
Liad after having for so many years enjoyed the easy customs of the Terran worlds.

Miri Robertson grinned. "Tough cdl, ain't it?"

"Surprisngly so." Hesmiled a her. "'l am guided in thisby my Lifemate, who | am persuaded would wish
me safeamong kin."

"Safe among kin ain't what we're offering this quarter,” she told him, very seriousindeed. "Be sure you
know that."

Daav raised hiseyebrows. "l know it now, | thank you. The condition is not so different from my life
away."

"OK, then. Firg thingsfirst." She moved one step back, which put her shoulder-to-shoulder with her
Lifemate.

Daav took a sharp breath, and felt Adliana, awake and aware, and very interested in the matter at hand.
Miri Robertson lifted her chin and looked him in the eye before spreading her armsin theritual gesture.

"We seeyou, Daav yosPhdium," she said, the High Liaden phrase ringing againgt the darkness. "Come
forward and be reunited with your House."

Throat tight, and eyes misted, he stepped forward. He had to bend atrifle to accept his Thodelmae's
kiss, not a al to receive the Thodem's. He did not entirely anticipate the embrace that followed—as
perhaps his son had not, judging by its abruptness and the rough, anguished whisper in hisear:

"Father, where the hell have you been?!

Day 308 Standard Year 1392 Blair Road Surebleak

Despite anatural desireto please one's oathsworn, Pat Rin did not deep well. Indeed, his exertions
toward arestful dumber were so little rewarded that he arose from his celibate, sagging bed after only a
few hours of tossing and turning, and made hasty use of ashower which could at best be coaxed to
produce tepid water. Thereafter, Natesa at his back in defiance of adirect order to seek her own couch,
he had another tour of his new property, yanking open every drawer in every room, ending—unfulfilled,
frustrated, but considerably warmer for the exercise—in the so-called "parlor,” where he wasin good
timeto greet the printer.

That worthy came, as she had last evening, ink-stained and breathless, with the addition thismorning of a
fistful of flimsy gray sheets, which shethrust a Pat Rin with abroad grin.



"On the street, Boss. Got a couple of mine from the shop and some of Audrey's on the corners, reading
‘em out, with extrasto give the oneswho can read themselves."

"Wel done." Pat Rin shook one sheet loose and passed it to Natesa, took another for himself, and put
the rest atop the chest of drawers he had been, fruitlesdy, exploring.

It was, he saw at once, the paper that was gray; the printing itself was remarkably crisp and resisted
smudging. The announcement of the change in administration was set top-and-center, with no dterationin
hisorigind text. That was good. At the bottom of the page was a boxed advertisement, announcing the
grand opening sae at the Carpet Emporium on Blair Road, directly acrossfrom Al's Hardware.

"Wewill want one of these put out every morning,” he said to the printer. "I will give you newsfrom the
boss office. It would please me, however, if this effort were to develop into an...honest. ... publication,
imparting news of interest and importance to everyone who lives on these sireets.”

The printer nodded. "1 wastalking to one of minelast night, while we was setting the type on this. Old
fella. He remembers‘way back, and he sayswe ustahave a—adaily gab-rag. Told me how to set it up.
Weé're gonna need couple people on the street, finding out what's up and who's doin' which. They'd write
it up and wed set it—and every morning, early, it's on the street, free. Free" shesaid again,
emphaticaly, though Pat Rin had made no demur. "Reason we can giveit away, iswe sdll these boxes
like you got hereto the joint-owners—like Al and Tobi and, hell, Ms. Audrey. Sounded weird to me, but
Laird—that's the old guy—L aird says the owners paid up, and were glad to do it. The percentage isthat
they got more traffic through their joints, especidly if they'd do a— a special on something everybody
needs—sugar, say. Sdl it low instead of high to—"

Pat Rin raised ahand, and the printer chopped off in mid-sentence, eyes showing whitein her
ink-smudged face.

" am familiar with the concept. It is precisaly what | propose and | am ddlighted that you have an advisor
to hand. Do you find yoursdlf able to undertake this project?!

"I'min," shetold him. "I need to know what your piece is so we can price up the boxesright."

Pat Rin frowned. "My...piece. I—Ah." It was expected that he take a profit from the printer's endeavor,
while absorbing nothing of therisk. Gods, what a hideous place. He sighed.

"My piece will be taken in advertisng space,”" he said, showing her the flimsy sheet. "A box, precisely as
you haveit here, with words that will dter at my discretion. Threetimesaweek, | will have such an
advertisement from you.”

Sheblinked. "Thet'sit?'
Helifted his eyebrows, conscioudy adapting aHigh House hauteur. "It is sufficient.”
"Yessr," shesaid hadtily, and cleared her throat, looking around her. "Well, if you're not—"

"Hold." He extended a hand, and she froze asif he had turned her to sone. "There may be another
sarvice you may perform for me. | will pay," he said sternly, "for thisservice"

The printer glanced aside, possibly trying to gain something from Natesasface. Inthis, shewas
apparently frustrated, for she looked back to Pat Rin with ajerky nod. " Sure, Boss. What can | do for
you?"

"Pens," hesad.



"Towrite with. Ink pens. Black ink, by preference, or blue. But any color will do—I apprehend that |
may not be able to afford to be proud. Have you such access to such things?!

She swalowed, her eyes diding toward Natesa again, before being forcibly brought back to hisface.
"Yesdr. | can get you pens. Black ink and blue. Got red, too, and green. Purple...”

"Black," he said firmly, and added, after taking thought. "And red. A dozen each, if you havethemin
such quantity. If not, as many as you can bring me today, with the balance due when they are available.”

She nodded, jerkily. "Right, Boss," she said, her feet diding against the plastic floor, preparatory to taking
her leave—and froze once again when Pat Rin raised his hand.

"Onelast thing," he said. "A—alogbook."
"Logbook, Boss?' There was genuine puzzlement on the woman's face.

Pat Rin sighed. "A bound book, with the interior pages blank, so that one may—may make notations. Of
agood size..." Hishands moved, squaring it out in the air between them. "The binding of some durable
meateria— eather, perhaps or—"

"Got it!" The printer'sfacelit. "Can do, Boss. Got just what you need. I'll send it over with the pens.”
"And aninvoice" Pa Rin cautioned her. "l will purchase these from you."

"Sure, Boss. Whatever you say." She moved her feet again, clearly aching to be gone.

"Thank you," Pat Rintold her. "Y ou have done well. Natesawill see you out.”

"Right. Uh-r-you're welcome. Boss." She darted after Natesa and Pat Rin closed his eyes, wishing most
heartily for acup of tea

Pat Rin put the tin down on the kitchen table, not quite able to repress the shudder, and stood, head
bent, striving for patience. Once, the tin before him had contained a perfectly unexceptiond blend of
afternoon tea. Now...

The cook, who had been hovering, hands twisting in his apron, sighed.
"Bad, huh? he said dmost wigtfully.

"On severd counts,” Pat Rin told him, with realy commendable camness. "Firg, it isold. Second, itis
damp. Thissortisadry leaf tea" Hetook acareful breath. "Well. We shall have to purchase more.
When—"

The cook was shaking his head vigoroudy. "No, sir. Or, at least, not if you're after more that look like
that tin there. Got abunch of ‘emin the pantry.”

"Which are of like age?' Natesa murmured.

Pat Rin moved a shoulder. " The age perhaps does not matter so much,” he said. "Thistin had been
sasis-seded. If the others have not been breached, there may actualy be something in this house worth
drinking." He waved alanguid hand at the cook. "Take meto the pantry."”

Theman blinked. "Ain't no need of that, Boss. Won't take me aminute to fetch 'em out for you."



"Yes, but you see" Pat Rin explained gently, "eventudly | will wish to partake of amedl, and | am afraid
that the qudity displayed last evening must improve. Rapidly. So, | am interested in what else might bein
the pantry in addition to tea; and if any of it is eatable, or may be made to be eatable.” He fixed the man

in hiseye and frowned. "In short, | wish to ascertain whether | need anew pantry or anew cook."

"Oh," the cook said. "Gotcha." He unwrapped his hands from his agpron, and pointed. "Right thisway,
Boss"

Pat Rin followed, Natesa at his back. The pantry was at the end of anarrow halway, behind aheavy
wooden door. The cook pushed this portal open and brought up the lights, reveding haf-a-dozen orderly
shelves of tinned stuffs, and bags that announced their contentsin letters and pictograph: sdt, sugar, flour,
rice. To theright of these were afew bins, covered over with old blankets. Above, suspended by cords
from the center beam, were perhaps a dozen round, waxy balls.

The cook stood respectfully aside as Pat Rin toured the room. There were more empty shelvesthan full,
which struck him as odd in the house of a supposed Power—buit, then, much about the late Boss
Moran's house struck him as odd. He perused the stocks leisurely, finding first ten stasis sedled tins of the
same unexceptiona blend as that which had been spoilt. He picked one up and stood with it cradled in
his hand, reading the |abels of the other tins.

It appeared that he was wedlthy in tinned fish, tinned crackers, and two or three varieties of tinned soup.
Next to these things were perhaps half-a-dozen glass jars, vacuum-seaed, each bearing a hand-lettered
labd: Jam. He took one of those, too, and carried it and the tea-tin in the crook of hisarm as he moved
over to ingpect the contents of the bins, Natesato hisright, and a step behind.

Further to theright, within the shadows cast by of arow of empty shelves, something moved; at the door,
the cook gasped, and stiffened. Beside him, Natesadrew, fierce and fluid—

"Do not!" Heflung ahand out, and she whirled, staring at him out of obsidian eyesthat must surely have
done damage— had done damage. ..He shook away the wound and pointed. "It isonly acat.”

Shelooked down theline of hisfinger and the cat obliged him by strolling out into the greeter light,
sparing the two of them ayellow-eyed glance of utter boredom before trotting off down the room, to be
lost once morein the shadows.

"l... see," Natesasaid, on along sigh, dipping her wegpon away. She looked back him, eyes
condderably less sharp, and inclined her head. "Magter.”

"Surely, merely lucky?" he responded, deliberately flippant, and looked over to the cook, standing
clenched and dightly pae by the door. "I have some...familiarity...with cats.”

"Yessr, Boss. Boss Moran, heliked to shoot cats.”
"Yes, well. | prefer not to have mice." Taking a deep breath, he continued to the bins.

Leaning over, heflicked back the blankets. Bin One contained a goodly number of some sort of tuber,
gill wearing their native soil. Bin Two waswholly given over to pungent-smelling bulbs— possibly the
loca equivadent of onion. Bin Three wasfilled near to overflowing with large orange fruits, which
appeared to be of arobust hahit.

Pat Rin turned to face the cook, and pointed up at the center beam.
"Cheee?'



"Right you are, Boss. Best cheeseinthe city.”
"Ah. Asit happens, | am partia to cheese.”

The cook smiled. "WEell getchaadice off the one in the kitchen, when we go back. Man who likes
cheexgll find it afriend.”

Pat Rin eyed him. "I infer from thisthat Mr. Moran did not care for cheese?'

"Nossir. Boss Moran, he didn't like much, ‘cept to hoard his money. And makin' his 'hands crawl—he
did get aheapin’ cup o'pleasure outtathat.”

" wonder that you stayed with so unsatisfactory amaster,” Pat Rin commented, but the man only stared
a him. Sighing, he jerked his head toward the bins.

"Those tubers—are they alocal specidty?’
The cook nodded. "Jonni grows 'em up on the roof. He takes care of 'most al the vegetables.”

"l see. Y et when Mr. McFarland particularly desired vegetablesfor last evening's medl, you sentina
mess of leaves. | wonder why?"

"After greens, iswhat he told me. We're too early in the season for greens. Froze some stuff, end of last
growin' season, but it's gone now, too."

"l see," Pat Rin said again, and used hisfree hand to motion the cook out into the halway. "L et usrepair
to the kitchen. | am very much in need of tea, and perhaps some of your excdllent bread, with jam oniit.”

They were seated 'round the kitchen table sometime later when Cheever McFarland arrived, dl three
supplied with a beer tankard filled with agently steaming pale green liquid. Plates before each bore the
sticky remains of toast-and-jam sandwiches. Pat Rin and the cook had their heads together, apparently
engaged in producing agrocery list, while Natesalooked on, her eyes heavy, and faintly amused.

"Mornin’," he said to her, and pointed at the wreckage. "Any more of any of that |eft?"

She moved her head in a subtle nod toward the counter. "There istea, and thereisjam, and thereis
bread. Toast ismade on the grill."

"Right." He congdered her. "Long night?'

Thefingersof her left hand flickered in the sgn-language known as Old Trade, letting him know the boss
hadn't dept—and neither had she.

"Right," hesaid again. "I'm on shift now. Get somerest. I'll St on him.”

She amiled faintly. "I wish you good fortune, but | believe you will find yourself bested,” she murmured,
easing out of her chair. At the sink, she emptied what was | eft of her teg, rinsed the beer mug and set it to
be washed.

She looked back as sheleft the kitchen. Pat Rin yosPhelium and the cook were till degp in their plans;
the cook laborioudy writing down the boss suggestions.

"Don't look like the ad's drawing so good,” Cheever commented at about half-past lunch. "What say we
shut the store for an hour and go on down to Tobi's for bite?”



Pat Rin glanced up from the battered notebook held been studying for most of the morning. "We do not
appear to be awash in customers,” he allowed, courteoudy. "Nor have | properly attended the hour. By
al means, Mr. McFarland, provide yoursdf with lunch.”

Cheever sghed mightily and shook his head. "1 thought we'd got the concept of 'security’ through to you.
| ain't leavin' you here on your own, even if you probably are the best shot on the planet.” He swung a
hand around, impatiently. "Think about it! What if five guns comein through the front door right now and
you was done?'

The Liaden smiled, politdly, like Cheever'd maybetold him adightly off-color joke. "Why, then, Mr.
McFarland, | should immediately be out the back door.”

"If | believed that—which | don't—how'd you plan on dedin’ with the two they sent 'round to watch the
dley?' Hefrowned, asugly as he knew how. "Y ou ain't making things easy for your security, Boss. My
copy of the plan don't include the part where your head gets blown off."

"Ah." He closed hiseyes. Cheever consdered him, letting the frown go, and alowed as how he was
worried. The plan—because there was one, hammered out between the three of them long before they
raised Surebleak—was only good to a point. Taking over Moran's territory—that had been according to
plan. They had to have a planetary base, and while Moran's streets weren't exactly convenient to the
spaceport, they had been the nearest most accessible target. From here, they could consolidate, and
figure out how to get past the more powerful fatcats who controlled the territories surrounding the port.

He'd consdered that they'd be using their guns more than once, ‘cause that was how business was done
on Sureblesak, and didn't think much more about it.

Since yesterday, though, he'd thought about it alot.

Pat Rin...Pat Rin wasn't apro. Oh, he was agood shot; he walked the walk, and that cool, pretty face
of hisdidn't give avay much, but that was gambler bravado—yplus ameasure of pure cussedness, give
the boy his due—and nothing like what marked Natesa out asagun to fear.

Pat Rin had a revenge to accomplish. Cheever understood that. In fact, he sanctioned it. And he didn't
doubt—if the boss had to personally shoot every fatcat and loya 'hand on Sureblesk to do it, that the job
would get done. What worried him, considerable, was the question of what would be left of Pat Rin
yosPhdium at the end of the campaign. He'd dready taken ahit that would've unhinged most Liadens, as
Cheever understood it. Pat Rin hadn't come unhinged—at least, not so you'd notice—but he was starting
to show some strain. Even ashe sat therein his chair, eyes closed and restful looking, Cheever could see
thetension in his muscles, and new lines starting to etch in around his mouth. The success of the game
depended on this man, Cheever thought—and came suddenly to the redlization that nobody—maybe not
even Pa Rin himself—knew what Pat Rin would do next.

"Well." The Liaden opened his eyes and dipped the little book away into hisjacket. "One does not build
an entire day's [abor upon ajam sandwich.” He stood, a shade less graceful than hisusud, which
Cheever thought was the degpless night starting to show.

"Let us havelunch, Mr. McFarland.”

Come down to it, Cheever hadn't expected to win the argument, and he wasn't sure he liked the idea of
the boss in Tobi's surrounded by workaday streeters, now that he had the victory. Still, they had to show
their faces around town—that was the point of the rug store, after al. Asif to enforce thisline of
reasoning, Cheever felt his somach rumble an order for abrew and a sandwich.



That being settled, he followed the boss into the store proper just as the first customer on the day walked
in off the Street.

Shewas asight to behold—on first glance as out of place on the Street as Pat Rin himsalf. Second glance
found the sk to be second-grade synthetic; the jewdry light-gold set with mine-cut stones. Still, she bore
hersdf as would-a-person of melant'i, cometo call upon an equal.

Accordingly, Pat Rin bowed.
Thelady considered him out of clever blue eyes, and shook her pale, elaborately coiffed head.

"l won't even try to duplicate that,” she said, and her voice was high and swest. "Let'sjust consider that |
done what was polite.”

"Indeed,” Pat Rin said, smiling. "Let usdo so. Have | pleasure of addressing Ms. Audrey?'

She nodded, unsurprised. "Expecting me, were you? Well, | guess you shoulda been, after last night. |
was out on business, or I'd've tried to set things straight then. I'm hoping we can cometo an
accommodation today, if you got time?"

"Mr. McFarland and | were on our way to lunch. If you would caretojoin us...?"

"Great mindsthink dike" she said, with agrin. "1 was hoping you'd see your way clear to having abite at
my place. Not as public as Tobi's, and the food's better."

Pat Rin consdered her, noting a certain tenson—which was certainly expectable in one cometo call
upon the new and unknown quantity to whom one owed alegiance—as well as a certainty of her own
worth. The clever eyes met hiswith frankness, which wasrarein this place where he found himsdf. She
was not by any meansin her first youth, and struck him as both competent and commanding.

Infact, shewasjust such aone as hewould need by him, if they were able to forge an aliance built on
mutud profit.

Heinclined hishead. "Almogt, you persuade me," he murmured. "Mr. McFarland?!

Hefdt, rather than heard the big man sigh. "Sounds greet,” he said. "Tobi'sain't the kind of placeto do
business, Boss."

So, Pat Rin thought grumpily, 1 have cleared the matter with 'security. * behold me, virtuous.
"Well, now, that's—" the lady began, and cut hersdlf off, frank gaze going over Pat Rin's shoulder.

"Will you look at that," she breathed, reverently. "l ain't ever..." She brought her eyesback to Pat Rin's
face with avishble effort.

"Thatisonehdl of arug.”

"Soitis" he agreed smoothly, dipping into his merchant'srole. He moved a hand, inviting her to makea
closer ingpection. Nothing could have been moreto her liking.

At hisdirection, she sampled the nap, her fingers as reverent as her voice, and obediently inspected the
underside, admiring the precious, hand-tied knots.

"Who'd make something like this?" she asked, when he had done and stepped back to alow her to
commune with the carpet.



"Certain...members...of aparticular sect,” he replied, with perfect truth. "It isvery rareto find such
thingsfor sde.”

Shelooked at him, blue eyes shrewd. "Why's that?"

"Because, upon itsworld of origin, this carpet isardigious artifact, and the rules of the sect did not alow
of them being sold.”

S0, how'd you get this one?"

He amiled, liking her more and more. "Naturdly, | must protect my suppliers. Let ussay that it was
offered for sde from alicensed dedler, who had paperwork sufficient to convince me of the carpet's
authenticity.”

She sighed, stroked the carpet one last time and moved aregretful step back, her eyes still on the pattern
of thejoyousrevelers.

"How much does something like that put a body back?'

"That carpet—being auniquity, you understand—may be purchased for eight thousand cash—" He
raised ahand, smoothing away the protest he saw rising to her lips. "Or, it may be leased, by the
Standard month, or the Standard year."

"Leased." Shefrowned, the clever eyes showing puzzlement. "What's that?"

"Ah. It isan arrangement whereby acustomer will agreeto pay a set sum which issignificantly lower than
the cost of the carpet, plus arefundable amount of earnest money, in order to have the use of aparticular
carpet for amonth, two months—ayear." He moved his shoulders, and raised his hands, showing her
empty pams. "In that case, there are papers to be executed—agreements to be made. The customer
would pledge to protect the carpet from spoilage, to keep it safe from theft, and to return it, intact, upon
the day specified. If the customer failed of meeting the terms, he would be seen to have purchased the
carpet, and the full retail price would then be due.”

Audrey congdered him with interest. "So, how much to leaseit, say, for amonth?

Pat Rin frowned dightly while hedid severd lightning caculations. Of all the mad starts, he scolded
himsalf—and yet he was certain that he needed this woman's goodwill. Not that he would buy her—in
fact, he doubted that he could buy her—but that he would show good faith, and awillingnessto
negotiate—yes, that he must do. Equal to equa. So...

"I ask two thousand cash, plus earnest money of an equa amount. But, you see, it is not efficient—for
either of us—to lease for amonth. | must ask ahigher rate, because | must moveit, twice, in avery short
time. The most efficient arrangement for both is one that alows the carpet to rest in one placefor a
period of afew months. Should you wish to contract for three months, for instance, the monthly rate fals
to one thousand cash; six months, and the rate falls again—to eight hundred cash. A year'slease may be
had for amere six hundred cash per month, plus the deposit of earnest money.”

Shegrinned at him. "That's quite ascheme. Let'ssee..." Shewasquick a her numbers. "If | lease from
you for ayear, you'll see areturn of seventy-eight hundred cash—two-hundred cash lessn the full selling
price.”

"Precisely so. However, the carpet will not be available as an item for sale during the period of itslease,
and | must cover my potentid loss."”



It was alaugh thistime, full-bodied and attractive. " Sure you do! And you get the rug back at the end of
itto sdl. Or lease. Seemsto methat leasing's more profitable.”

"On certainitems, of courseit is. | am fortunate that the carpet under discusson isdurable aswell as
difficult to stain or to Snge. However, it is aunique item and thus vulnerableto theft. And if it were stolen,
| should not haveit to sell ever again.”

"Theresthat." Shelooked at him thoughtfully. "OK, | cameto invite you to lunch, and your 'hand there's
lookin' about ready to eat one of the rugs, which can't be good for business. Let's go over to my place,
andtalk."

"Certainly," heinclined his heed. "After you."

Smiling, sheturned and led the way out, though she did pause for amoment on the threshold, to ook
back over her shoulder at the Sinner's Carpet, and sigh.

Ms. Audrey's house quite cast the late Boss Moran's "mansion” into the shade. Most likely, Pat Rin
thought, as he followed his hostess through wide rooms and broad hallways, before embarking upon its
career asawhorehousg, it had been three connected houses, and had required extensive remodeling to
achieveits present Sate of relative sumptuousness,

It was awell-occupied residence, to judge by the number of brightly dressed young people they passed
on the way to the "private dining room." The urge to understand it as a clanhouse was very nearly
overmastering—and atemptation that he must at all costsresist.

The"private dining room," achieved at |ast, proved to be a cozy interior chamber. A long table at the far
wall supported various tureens and platters. A smdler, round, table sat on arag rug of akind he was
coming to know well, in the center of the room. Three places were set with what appeared to be silk
napkins and slver utendils. A glass at each place wasfilled with afaintly amber liquid. In the middle of the
table sat an artful and modest bowl of flowers.

"Herewe are," Audrey said, cheerfully. "Gotta serve ourselves, but we can talk private."

She ushered them to the buffet, removed the lids from the tureens, and proceeded to serve hersdlf, which
was certainly her right, in her own house. Pat Rin picked up aplate, as she had, and followed her down
thetable, taking amite from every unfamiliar dish. When he reached an end, hefollowed his hostessto
the round table, situated his plate, pulled out his chair and sat.

“Blegart little thing, aintt you?" shesid wistfully.

Inthe act of unfolding his ngpkin, Pet Rin froze. How dare— Sowly, leisurely, he turned his head, and
met her eyes, frowning.

It could not precisaly be said that afrown of disgpprova from Pat Rin yosPhelium caused seasoned
gamersto swoon. However, it was generally agreed among those who had reason to know that it was no
easy thing to bear, that frown, nor that it brought forcibly to mind the recollection that Lord Pat Rin shot
first a Tey Dor's— and had done so for anumber of years.

Ms. Audrey laughed, quite merrily, and shook her napkin out.

"Now, no offense meant—it's ahabit of business, like you doing a quick-and-dirty assess on my poor
old rag rug, first thing you walk in the room." She sighed, and looked up to bestow her pleasant smile on
Cheever McFarland and hiswdll-filled plate.



"That'sright, " she said comfortably. "Man your size has got to have hisfood. Enjoy yoursef.”

"l intend to, malam, thank you," Cheever answered easily. He shook his napkin onto his knee, picked up
afork and fell to.

Not entirdly mallified, Pat Rin finished with his own napkin, extended ahand to hisglass, raised it and
essayed aexploratory sip.

It was anew wine, and a sweet one, with afaint, enchanting note of something reminiscent of ginger
beneath. Pat Rin had a second sip and set the glass aside.

"Thewineispleasant,” he said to his hostess. "May | know the vintage?'

Audrey amiled. "Wejugt cal it Autumn Wine. It comesin from the country in lots of sx, and | generdly
buy acouple dozen, if that many pass through. Some of our clients are partid, and some of the staff.
Wevegot afew left from last season's buy; I'll be pleased to give you abottle.”

A gift of wine. Pat Rin felt absurdly pleased as heinclined hishead. "Thank you, | would like that."

She nodded, and had an appreciative Sp from her own glass. "That's good," she murmured, and shook
her head. "Understand, thiswingll turn, if you keep it too long into spring, and what you'll havethenis
some nice smdlin' paint remover.”

"Ah, then | will remember to enjoy it soon, with warm memories of your hospitality.”

For aheartbest, she stared a him, her mouth haf-smiling, then she shook her head and returned to her
med.

At long last did Pat Rin address his own plate, and found the unfamiliar viands good—even very good.
Nor did he wonder when Cheever M cFarland rose from his placeto refill hisown plate.

"l wonder," Pat Rin said softly, "if you know who makestherag rugs. | have severd in...my...house,
and would be pleased to have more—or even to purchase some for trade.”

"Well, for that, Ajay Naylor makes'em—hasfor years. But buying ‘em for trade—there's no profit there,
Boss. Therugsishow she pays. Strictly barter, isAjay."

"Isshe? But the trade | had meant was not necessarily locdl.”
"Gonna sl 'em at the port?' Audrey frowned at her plate consderingly. "Might do, | guess.”
"Do no ships come through the port?' Pat Rin murmured.

"Oh, well, ships. Sure they do. Once in asummer snowstorm. The trouble with trying to sell thingsto the
ships isyou gotta deliver the full order on time. Which means you need a safe road from hereto there.
Whichyou ain't got."

"And yet there is the Port Road, which runsthrough thisterritory and straight to the port,” Pet Rin
pointed out.

"That'sright. And thereé's Six different territories between here and there. That'salot of toll—and
assuming there ain't aturf war goin' on in one—or morel—when you gotta pass—not the way to bet, not
with that bunch. Also assuming that somebody up an’ comin’ don't decided to knock you over and make
your profit his."



"l see” Pet Rin sipped hiswine. "Then we will need to work to secure the Port Road, so that all may
have equal accessto trade.”

Audrey blinked a him. "Surewe will," she said politely, and Cheever M cFarland laughed.

"Don't egg him on, maam," he said, pushing his plate aside and reaching for hisglass. "Hell do it just to
prove you wrong."

"Thank you, Mr. McFarland,” Pat Rin said coolly, and turned back to his hostess.

"Y ou will understand that | have not had much timeto go over such records as| have...inherited. ..from
thelate Mr. Moran, so | wonder if you might tell meif thereisabank within my territory?'

Her eyebrows pulled together in a puzzled frown. "Bank?'

It was seldom that Pat Rin had cause to question his abilitiesin Terran, but shewas so plainly at aloss,
and that over an inquiry after an ingtitution that must surely be well known to so astute a
businessperson...Hurriedly, he sifted his vocabulary for the correct word to convey his meaning—and
the word was bank™.

"Bank," he said again, softly, certainly—but her puzzlement did not abate. "Forgive me.
An...inditution...which keegpslarge sums of cash in trust for customers, which makes capita loans,
receives collatera, pays out interest—"

"Oh!" Understanding dawned. " Gotcha. Pawn shops. Sure, you got two established and one making a
gart." Shefrowned, briefly. "Pays out interest, now—that's opposite the way it's been done. The shop
chargesyou interest, see, to keep your item instead of selling it. No percentage in them paying out
interest, when they gotta store the stuff, too.”

Beside him, Cheever McFarland shifted, but when Pat Rin looked, the pilot was found to be gazing
raptly at the artful arrangement of flowers.

"A pawn shop isadifferent enterprise entirdly,” Pet Rin said carefully. "Theindtitution that | envison holds
cashin trust for members, and loans cash to other members, to whom it chargesinterest. The ingtitution
then paysinterest to its depositor-members, in payment for its use of their funds." He was about to go on
to eucidate the more arcane functions of banks, but he saw from her face that he had said quite enough.
Audrey obvioudy thought he was raving.

She had recourse to her glass, and sat holding it in her hand, looking at him out of considering blue eyes.
"OK," shesad a last. "Just who would be running thisjoint— this bank?'

Pat Rin raised an eyebrow. "A board of trustees.”

"Uh-huh. And the reason they don't take al the free money and leg it for Deacon's turf would be?’

Ah. You have forgotten where you are, hetold himsdf, and sghed ruefully.

"Ordinarily," he answered Audrey, "1 would say, because of the contracts and laws binding upon them. |
quite see that such contracts and laws would be unenforceable under . ... present circumstances.”

"It'd be tough," she dlowed. "We don't have much to do with contracts and laws—not here, an' not on
any other turf | ever heard of." She frowned and had abit more of her wine.

"l liketheidea," she said dowly. "I can see how it could work. But these trustees of yours—they'd have



to be people who weren't tempted by big stacks of cash, and that ain't anybody | ever met.”

"Many people are tempted by large sums of money.” Pat Rin frowned. Surely, he thought, there was
something, some mechanism, aside from law and honor, which would insure the safety of theinvestors,
and the honesty of the trustees?

"How if," he murmured, his eyes now on the flower arrangement aswell, but seeing something rather
different—Mr. deaGauss seated in his office, holding forth on the structure of a particular fund that Pat
Rin had wished to invest in, outlining the various failsafes and protocols. ..

"How if the procedures required the keys of at least three trustees in order to access the money itself? If
the trustees are al businesspeople of consequence...”

"And, better yet, if they dl hate each other,” Audrey said, suddenly smiling. "This could work. It could
work. It'l take some planning and somefinagling, but it might be possible." Her smilewidened into agrin.
"Just moved from the Impossible pile to the Maybe pile. You'll be atrustee, yoursdf?

"Indeed | will not. The bank—best call it a—a mercantile association—it should have nothing to do
with the boss or the boss office. Idedlly, it should be a separate entity, protected by those lavs and
contracts we have both agreed are unenforceable at the moment.”

She stared, then laughed, and looked aside to Cheever McFarland. "He like thisdl the time?

"No, maam,” Cheever said serioudy. " Some days he's downright ornery. He deegps, occasiona. And,
from timeto time, he likesagame.”

"Doeshe?' Shelooked back to Pat Rin with interest. "Cards?' she asked, then corrected hersaf, "No,
you're aboxman, ain't you? Dice."

Pat Rin sighed, and spared aglare for Cheever McFarland, who was once again studying the flowers. To
Audrey, heinclined hisheed, dightly.

"l am...familiar...with most types of gaming and gambling practiced in the galaxy.”
"Well." Shefinished her wine and put the glass down. "What're you doing here?"
He raised an eyebrow. "Rudticating.”

Shedidn't smile. "Plan on sticking around?*

"Surely that'smy business.”

"Was," she said, her voice amogt stern. "But then you set yoursdlf up as boss. That changesthe rule of
play." Sheraised ahand, asif shedd felt hisoutrage.

"Hear me out, just hear me out. Nort Moran was astupid, safish animd, and the whole territory's best
off without him. Vindal—that was the boss before—she was smart, but she wasn't tough. Word was she
didn't even try to pull when Moran waked in on her. Y ou—you're smart and you're tough—and we
need you. Y ou're gonna be good for business—this bank idea of yours, for one; and putting the gab-rag
back on the gtreet. That's for day one. Who knows what you'll come up with by the time you're on the
Street aweek?"

"Who, indeed,” Pat Rin said politely, sternly suppressing the shiver. For the second timein hislife, hewas
being offered aRing. Gods. At least, this offer was made with honor—or so he thought— perhaps



leavened with a healthy dose of fear.

Audrey nodded. "Right. Right. You'rethe boss. An' I'm outtaline." She sighed, and pushed back from
the table. " Just—think about it, OK?"

Apparently, their luncheon bus ness was concluded. Pat Rin inclined his head and rose. "1 will think about
it. My thanksfor amost delicious and convivia med."

"Yourewecome," Audrey said, matching hisformality. "I hopeitll be thefirst of many." She glanced up
to Cheever McFarland. "Mr. McFarland, my pleasure.”

"No, maam. My pleasure," the pilot assured her, gallantly, which won him an easy laugh before sheled
them back through the hallways and spacious rooms to the main entranceway.

There were rather more people about now, the clients obvious by their less grand—and more
conceding—clothing. That severd of the clientstook him for anew addition to the house was plain from
the stares of interest he intercepted. He sighed to himself, and followed his hostess, coming up to her sde
when she stopped a deek young man dressed only in apair of scarlet synth-silk trousers, and apurple
sash. The young man favored him with awide smile.

"Villy, love, run down to the pantry and bring a bottle of Autumn Wine up for the boss," Audrey sad,
quite loudly enough to be heard across the room. In fact, severa headsturned in their direction—clients
and resdents dike.

The young man's smiled dimmed considerably, but he nodded briskly enough. " Sure thing, Ms. Audrey.
Back inasec.” Hewas gone, running lightly on bare feet.

"He'sagood boy," Audrey said comfortably to Pat Rin. ™Y our wine will be herein aflash.”
"Ms. Audrey," he said, softly, but with genuine feding. "Y ou must remind me never to dice with you."

She laughed, and patted hisarm. "L et them get agood look at you," she said, her voice as soft ashis.
"Y our security's right behind you. Besides, it's been along time since anybody was stupid enough to
draw in my house."

There was alight patter of feet againgt floorboard, and Villy was back, bottle in hand. He presented it to
Ms. Audrey with aflourish and prudently faded away.

"OK." Audrey presented the bottle with asimilar flourish, smiling as he took it from her hands.
"Thank you," he said, pitching hisvoiceto be heard.

"Glad to be ableto oblige," Audrey assured him, aso in carrying tones. She smiled impartidly around the
room and they went on.

In the entrance hall, Cheever opened the door and examined the Street.

"Clear," he said, over his shoulder. Pat Rin bowed to Ms. Audrey—the bow between equals—turned.
"Oh," shesaid. "Onemorething.”

He looked back, eyebrow up.

"I'll lease that rug from you for sx months. Can you have it here tomorrow?"



Throughout the afternoon they entertained a steady trickle of customers—most, so Pet Rin thought, come
to look the new boss over. It was peculiarly unnerving, to be thus on display, and it required every bit of
his consderable addressto carry through, moving unhurriedly among his customers, answering questions
with gentle and attentive courtesy.

Besde himsdf, the Sinners Carpet was the item of most intense interest. He lost count of how many times
he displayed the knots; elucidated the fabric; told over its curious history—and reveded that, beginning
on the morrow, it was on lease to Ms. Audrey, for aperiod of six months, Standard. Often enough, this
led to adiscussion of the concept of "lease," asit had with Audrey.

When at last Barth arrived to take up his post as night guard, Pat Rin felt he had been, in theidiom of
Shan's mother, spin washed and hung out to dry. His head ached, and he wanted the study of his
house in Solcintra, with its comforts of books, and comm screen, and achair that cherished the contours
of his body—wanted it so fiercely that his sight misted and he bent his head, biting hislip.

It is gone, hetold himsdlf, grimly. " Everything and everyone—gone, dead, destroyed, unmade.
Believe it. Make your balance your focus, or you will surely go mad.

"You dl right, Sr?' Cheever McFarland's voice was soft, for awonder, and carried a strong note of
concern.

Pet Rin straightened. He must not display weakness before his oathsworn. He took abresth. "'l am
perfectly fine, Mr. McFarland,” he said coolly and strode up the sidewalk, toward the "mansion” he
cdled hishome.

The door was opened to them by Gwince, grinning good-naturedly.

"Evening, Boss. Mr. McFarland. Natesa said to tell you, Boss, that the work you wanted doneisin
process. Cook asks when you want to eat supper. Printer's boy brought a package for you. Natesa put it
inyour office

Pat Rin closed his eyes, therein the tiny vestibule of his house, and tried to recal what tasks he had
particularly wished Natesa to accomplish. Ah. That would be the upgrading of Boss Moran's security
arrangements. Very good. News of the delivery from the printer was aso wel come—he had two persons
of honor on the day, which surely found him richer than yesterday. What had been the—yes. Supper.

"Please tdll the cook that Mr. McFarland, Natesaand | will dinein one Standard Hour. Mr. McFarland
has a battle of wine, which wewill wish to drink with the medl ."

She took the bottle from Cheever, eyebrows twitching in what might have been surprise, but she merely
murmured arespectful, "Yessr, will do."

"Thank you, Gwince," he said and began to turn away, then swung back. "I wonder, do you know Ajay
Naylor?'

Gwince looked surprised. " Sure, Boss. Everybody knows Ajay."

"Alas, not everyone," Pat Rin murmured. "l have not had the honor, an oversight that | wish to rectify. Do
you think you might ask her to cdl on me a the store tomorrow, mid-morning?'

Now, Gwince looked puzzled, even faintly darmed. "Sure, | can do that." She sent aglance into Cheever
McFarland'sface, but apparently found nothing there to ease her distress.

"Urn, Boss—just so you know. Ajay'slike four hunnert yearsold. She aint—wadll, sheain't—" Gwince



stumbled to a halt, regrouped, and produced arather faint, " She makes rugs, see? And trades'em out for
stuff she needs.”

Gods, what a filthy place! Pat Rinthought, furioudy. Asif | would murder an old woman—Hisfury
flamed out, leaving him cold and shaken. While it was true that he had not yet murdered an old woman,
who could say where the necessities of his Balance might take him? Gwince was within her rightsto be
wary of hisreasonsfor wanting Ajay Naylor. He Sghed and met her eyes.

"I have businessto discusswith Ajay Naylor," he said, mildly, and was absurdly pleased to seethedarm
fade from her eyes.

"Right," she said, briskly. "Mid-morning tomorrow, at the rug sore. I'll tdll her, ar.”

"Thank you," he said again, and waked down the short halway, Cheever McFarland alarge and
ridiculoudy comforting presence at his back—and paused on the threshold of the front parlor.

Last seen, thischamber had been very nearly as grubby asthe printer he had interviewed there. This
evening, while the furnishings must gtill dismay any person of taste, other matters had undergone achange
for the better.

Thefloor, for ingance. Thismorning, it had been adull and dightly sticky gray. It now flaunted itstrue
color for al to see—apale, and not unbecoming blue—and showed a small, repesating pattern of a
darker blue—flowers, perhaps, or some sort of decorative insect.

Thewalls, which had this morning been of adinginessin competition with the floor, had been washed,
reveding that they had, at some dl but forgotten timein the past, been painted a blue to match the floor.
The ceiling, likewise relieved of severa years of grime, was discovered to be white, the centra
globe-shaped light fixture yellow. The effect was unexpectedly pleasant—rather like waking into a sunlit

Ky.

"Well," he murmured, and heard Cheever McFarland grunt behind him.
"Thought she was going to deep.”

Pat Rin glanced at the big man, eyebrows up. "Y ou think Natesa did this?"
"Widll, sure, don't you?"

"No," said Pat Rin, looking 'round the room and consdering its possibilities. "1 think she had it done. |
wonder what € se has gone forth, as we were whiling our hoursin pleasure?’

"Guess we could take the tour and find out."

"We could," Pat Rin conceded. "Or we could ask Natesa, which would be much lessfatiguing.” He
turned to look up the big man.

"Mr. McFarland, | am going to prepare for dinner. | don't doubt that you are heartily sick of the sight of
me and wish afew momentsto yourself. | give you my word thet | will not be nated before the
dinner hour."

Surprisingly, Cheever grinned. "Dismissed!" he said cheerfully and nodded. " Seeyou a dinner.”

Blessedly done, Pat Rin took one more look at the blue room, reminding himself to congratulate Natesa
on the result, and went upstairsto dressfor dinner.



Themed arrived in asurprising two courses. Thefirst conssted of a plate of tinned soup for each, and a
communal platter of crackers and cheese. Thiswas removed by amain course of baked tubers under a
spicy brown sauce accompanied by thin dices of meat braised with onion; fresh breed, buitter, tea, and
Autumn Wine

"Much improved,” Pat Rin murmured, and heard Cheever McFarland chuckle.
"Improved ain't the word. I'm thinking that the cook was after poisoning uslast night, eh, Natesa?"

"Possbly," sheanswered. "Just as possibly, he was frightened enough to have been thrown off his skill."
She sipped the wine cautioudy, and Pat Rin saw her eyebrowslift.

"Thisispleasant,” shesad. "Havewe awinery?'

"Alas. Thebottleisagift. And we are ingtructed that it isafragile thing, not to be held far into the spring.”
He moved his shoulders. "We are further told that this vintage originatesin the country, and that
sometimes as many as two dozen bottles makeit into thisterritory, whereupon they are purchased by
Ms. Audrey."

"Ah." Her facelit. "Y ou called upon Ms. Audrey?'
"Rather, she called upon us. We had a very pleasant discussion over lunch in her house."

"Where the boss here sweet-talked her into startin' abank—no, hold it, a mercantile association—since
pawn shops ain't good enough for him, and shetried to get him to promise to be bossfor life." Cheever
forked adice of tuber and looked at it meditatively. " Course, that's how it works here, anyhow, but she
seemed of the opinion that hislife was gonnabe longer than most. Right taken with him, shewas.
Thought he was e egant.”

Natesalaughed.

"We have dso," Pat Rin murmured, "placed the Sinner's Carpet at lease for sx months, Standard, at a
rate of eight hundred cash per month.”

"Ms. Audrey, of course," Natesasaid. "No one e se could afford it." She paused, her head dightly to one
side. "Indeed, | am surprised to hear that she can afford it.”

"A test of trugt," he said softly, finishing the last of hismed with red regret. " She must know if we can
work together—which iswhat | must know, aswell. Also, | believe that her smuggling operationis
profitable.” He moved his shoulders. " So, we have progress upon the day." He pushed his plate asde
and reached for hiswine.

"I have noticed the improvement in the front parlor,” he said, which phrase would have been entirely
appropriate in the High Tongue, but struck the ear oddly in Terran, amost as an accusation.

However, Natesa, who spoke Liaden, seemed to have heard the commendation he intended to convey.
Sheinclined her head politely and murmured that she would inform the staff of his approva.

"How's house security?' Cheever asked then.

Natesaturned to him. "like the meal, much improved. We are not impregnable, of course, but we are
difficult. If tomorrow'swork goesaswell, wewill be formidable.”

"That's good. What about the overheads? | can help out tonight, if you need it."



"Thank you; assstance would be most welcome. Thereisaso a...device...in the sub-cdlar that | would
liketo have your—"

The door to the dining room opened just enough to admit athin person dressed in what appeared to be
the street standard: 111-fitting trousers and shirt, with a second shirt worn over thefirst, asajacket. This
particular specimen aso had a shapel ess cap crammed down over his ears. He came two stepsinto the
room, aflicker of shadow at hishedls, and froze, eyes stretched wide in a pointed brown face.

Pat Rin tipped his head, considering this gpparition. He was young—aboy only; at aguess, severd
Standards younger than Quin—and bore himsdlf with the tentativeness one might expect of asmaller and
wesker "extra'—those who loitered in crowds on street corners, and were available for such day-labor
asmight manifest.

"Good evening,”" he said gently to the wide, frightened eyes. 'l am the boss.”

The boy nodded vigoroudly, and abruptly reached into his pocket. Pat Rin tensed and forced himsdlf to
relax, which was wisdom, for what came out of the pocket was atuber. The boy held it up, and then
touched it to his chest.

"What the—" began Cheever, but Pat Rin held up a hand, watching the wide eyes watch him, watch his
face, with such intengity that—

"Wait," hesaid. "l think that thisis Jonni, who gardens on the roof."

The boy nodded so vigoroudly thistime that his cap came off his head and tumbled to the floor between
his boots. He made no moveto pick it up.

"And | dsothink," Pat Rin continued. "That Jonni is deaf."
The boy nodded again, his snarled black hair, released from captivity, flopped in hisface.
"Deaf?' Cheever blinked. "But they can implant—" He cut himsdlf off on asharp sgh. "Right. Surebleak.”

"Indeed.” Pat Rin frowned. There was something he had heard, once—perhaps from Va Con?—that the
deaf on low-tech worlds often developed a Sign language for use among themsalves, which, while diverse
asto culture, were each built along the lines of Old Trade, with its emphasis on the concrete over the

philosophical.
Tentatively, he moved ahand in theritua gresting.

Jonni cocked his head, his eyes suddenly on Pat Rin's hands, rather than hisface. His own hand—the
one not holding the tuber—raose, touching fingertipsto lips and descending, pam up, and stopping a
chest levd.

Not the sign he had used—not quite. He repeated the boy's truncated version, and earned himsalf
another enthusiagtic nod.

"S0." He sighed, and moved his hand again, showing first Cheever and then Natesa. He said their names,
clearly, keeping hisface turned toward Jonni, so the boy could read hislips, then drew acircleintheair
with hisindex finger, Sgning "protection”.

Jonni frowned briefly at that, then suddenly grinned. He dropped the tuber into his pocket and used both
handsto mimic pigtols.



Diverse asto culture, indeed, Pat Rin thought, and tried the sign for "service'.

But this proved beyond Jonni's ability to trandate; and after afew frowning moments, he gaveit up with
an exaggerated shrug.

"Just 50," Pat Rin said, dowly and distinctly. "Why have you cometo me?'

That met with comprehension, and produced a veritable storm of signs, the sngle one Pat Rin recognized
having to do with growing—or growing things. Quite possbly the unfamiliar Sgnswere technical terms,
invented to describe specific plants.

Pat Rin held up ahand, pam out. Jonni's hands fdtered; fell.

"Tomorrow morning,” he said. "Wewill go to the garden and you will show me. Isthat soon enough?'
Jonni nodded.

"Good. Tomorrow morning &t..." Heticked the time off on hisfingers and heard Natesasigh behind him.

Once more, Jonni nodded, then offered what was agpparently hisversion of "good-bye'—amere reversal
of "hello"—recaptured his cap with aswoop, and vanished out the door before Pat Rin could return the
courtesy.

"Tomorrow morning at two hours past dawn?' Natesa asked, resigned.

"It would be best to tend to it before | leave for the store," he told her earnestly. " And tomorrow will be
an early day because of the necessity to deliver the Sinner's Carpet to Ms. Audrey's house." He tipped
hishead. "Y ou needn't come with me, you know. He scarcely looks able—or inclined—to hurl me off
theroof."

"True. However, he may easily have friendswho are very able and desperately inclined.” Sherose, and
sent ameaningful glance a Cheever. "Mr. McFarland, if we are to tend the overheads, now isthe hour.”

"Yesm, | seethat's0." He frowned at Pat Rin. "Gwinceisyour security this shift. Try not to do anything
to scare her, OK?"'

Pat Rininclined hishead, diffly. "I will do my humble best, Mr. McFarland. Within reason.”
Thebig Terran just shook his head, and followed Natesa out of the room.
On the verge of following, Pat Rin paused, hiseye drawn...

The cat was Sitting upright beneath one of the extra plastic chairs, tail wrapped neatly 'round itstoes, ears
forward-pointing and interested, eyes glowing like molten gold.

"Well," said Pat Rin and went gracefully to one knee, extending afinger in greeting.

The cat considered options, leisurely, and at precisely the moment Pat Rin thought to withdraw his hand,
stretched up onto its toes, walked from beneath the chair and touched the proffered finger with aflower
pink nose.

It was, Pat Rin saw, the precise cat that had sartled Natesain the pantry that morning: Brown, with
severa broad, uneven stripes of black down its washboard sides, and another down its spine. Itstail was
dightly fluffy, aswasthe rest of the cat, and also stripped brown-and-black. It was not by any meansa
handsome cat; rather abrawler, if its ears were to be believed, and Pat Rin al but wept with joy to



behaldit.

"Wdll," hesaid again. "I don't doubt but that you've come to thank me for protecting you from Natesa's
il

The cat blinked, strolled forward and stropped forcibly against Pat Rin's knee. Lightly, prepared to
snatch hishand back at the suggestion of aclaw, he stroked the brown-and-black back. Thetail went
up, the cat arched into the second stroke, and there was heard amomentary grinding sound, asif
someone were drawing awhetstone down ablade. Pat Rin smiled, stroked the cat athird time and,
reluctantly, arose. The cat looked up at him, yellow eyes molten.

"Duty cdls, and her voiceisstern,” Pat Rintold it. "I must to the office. Y ou may comewith me, if you
like, or you may return to your own duties, in the pantry.”

S0 saying, he departed the dining room, collected Gwince from the other Sde of the door and went
upstairsto his office, where Natesa found him, some few hours|later, having resolved both the overheads
and the matter of the device in the sub-cellar.

He was dumped over the desk, his head resting on an open book, pen fallen from lax fingers, an ugly
brown and black cat curled on the floor by his knee, eyes ditted and yellow. Natesa drew a sharp
breath, heart squeezing, then saw his brows pull together in afrown a some upstart dream, and sighed.
He was adeep, nothing more. Silent asan n, she went forward.

He had been writing—black ink across the grayish pages of his so-called log-book. She glanced at the
left-hand page, expecting to see code-words, or some arcane language of symbol and nuance. ..

He had chosen to write in Trade, very smply, the smooth lines of his hand drawing her eye even as she
told hersdlf that thiswas not hersto read.

Surebleak, Day 308, Sandard Year 1392

My name is Pat Banyos Phelium Clan Korval. | writein Common Trade because | do not know
who you will be, or from what world you will hail, who will come after me. | will begin by
describing the circumstances immediately preceding my residence upon this planet. | will delineate
the Balance that must go forth, and the reasons for its going forth. I will put down, as best as| am
able, those things from other log books and diaries that may illuminate my actions and necessities.

Let it begin.

On the planet Teriste, in Sandard Year 1392, Day 286, a messenger of the Department of the
Interior brought me word that the entirety of my kin were killed—murdered by agents of this
Department.

I will herein name the names of my kin, lest they are forgot, and | will say to you, whoever and
whenever you may be, that it isonly I, Pat Ban, the least of us all, who is left now to carry
Balanceto fruition...

Day 50 Standard Year 1393 Dutiful Passage L ytaxin Or bit

Linahad agreed to meet him over teain thelibrary at the end of his piloting shift. The necessity of
retrieving the whisker from his quarters put Ren Zel afew moments behind the gppointed time, and he
found her at table ahead of him, tegpot steaming and two cups standing ready.



"Well-met, shipmate,”" she said with asmile, that having become a joke between them, over the years of
their acquai ntance. Despite the concerns he brought with him from his shift, Ren Zel fdt his mouth curve

upward in response.

"Shipmate," he responded, dipping into the chair opposite her, and inhaling the fragrance of thetea. "Ah."
Hissmilegrew wider. "Shdl | pour?’
"If you please. | find myself remarkably indolent this hour."

Tofind Linaindolent wasto find an impossibility. Ren Zd filled acup, and passed it to her. She cradled it
in her hands and lifted it to sample the aroma. Ren Zd poured a cup for himsalf, and leaned back in his
chair, likewise enjoying the sweet steam, and then taking a bare sip, teasing his tastebuds with the
complex notes of the beverage.

"S0," said Linaeventudly, putting her cup aside. "How may | assst you, shipmate? Have you been
dreaming agan?'

"Infact, | have," Ren Zd murmured, setting aside his own cup and reaching into his pocket for the
sampling tube. "And, when | woke, | found that dreaming had produced—this." He placed the tube
before her on the table, then sat back, with an effort.”

"l...see" She picked the tube up and turned it thisway and that in thelight. "A singularly handsome
specimen. Found in adream, you say?'

"In the aftermath of adream,” Ren Zd said, dowly. "I woke— or dreamed | woke—and felt the weight
of acat on my chest. | raised ahand to stroke it—and realized of asudden that a cat was—not possible,
sothat | wokeintruth." He waved ahand at the tube. " And found that whisker caught in the coverlet.”

"I see" Linasaid again, her eyes on the whisker. "And was there a dream before the dream of the cat?!

"Two," he said promptly. "First was the battle-dream. | woke from that and read until | nodded. There
was another dream, then. Within it, a...shipmate had come to me with the same dream, of the fleas and
the—solution we undertook to save oursalves. | soothed her as best | might and sent her to her own rest.
And then—"

Linaraised ahand. "Did you recognize this shipmate?'

Ren Zd considered that, then shook his head, Terran-wise. "Indeed, it was only that she had the memory
upon her, and stood so very distressed, for ship and crew..." He moved ashoulder. "But, after dll, it was
adream.”

"Just s0." Linatouched thetip of her forefinger to thetube's sed. "May 17"
"Cetanly."

And s0 she had the whisker out, and settled back in her chair with it held close between her two pams,
and her eyes closed.

Momentarily ignored, Ren Zd retrieved histeacup and spped, recruiting himsdf to patience.

"I know thiscat..." Linamurmured, her voice dightly durred, asif she spokein her deep. Ren Zd froze,
cup hafway to hislips, unwilling to bresk the Hedler's trance.

"I know thiscat,” she said again, barely more than awhisper. "It is..." Her face changed, tightened; her



eyelidsflickered, flew open. She sighed and shook her head gently. "To my knowledge, this cat has
never been on the Passage.”

With which, she picked up the tube, reinserted the whisker, resealed the top, and leaned forward to
place the whole before him.

Ren Zd lowered histeacup, looking from her careful face and opague eyesto the tube and its captive
wonde.

"It had seemed,”" he said eventually, and with utmost care. "That. . .trance had produced more information
regarding thiscat."

"Had it?' Linarecovered her cup and sipped.

And whatever that information might have been, Ren Zd dea Judan was not to be made a gift of it. He bit
hislip, staring down at the tube, concentrating on breathing. He had counted Linaamong hisfriends...

"You think me crud," shesad. "Friend, acquit me."
Helooked up, saw sympathy in her eyes and raised ahand. "Then, why—?"

She shifted, setting her cup down. "Tell me, has there been areturn of that phenomenon such as Shan
reported, when he found you on Casigport?”

He blinked, bought amoment of thought by putting his cup down.
"Certainly not. Why should there have been?'

She moved a hand, soothing the air between them. "Forgive me; | meant no offense. It was merely that
Shan had said you werein trance, and foretdling...."

" waswounded,” he said, more sharply than he had intended, "and raving.”
Shewas gtill for amoment, then inclined her head. "Asyou say, Pilot.”
Ren Zd flinched. "Lina

"Ah, no—" She bent forward and put her hand over hiswhere it rested next to the damned tube.
"Peace...peace. Friend, you must understand that it is...difficult to know the correct path to take with
you. We have on this ship three not-incons derable Hed ers—one afull dramliza—and you remain
beyond the touch of al, shielded so well that none of us may so much as reach forth and give you ease of
ill dreaming." Gently, she patted his hand and withdrew.

"With you, we must—we must pilot blind, trusting our training and an honest regard for yoursdf to win us
through to safe landing.” She sighed and picked up her teacup to Sip. Ren Zd, curioudy bregathless, did
the same.

"So," Linacontinued. "1 will tell you that the trance did produce more information. Not," she said wryly,
"asmuch as| would have desired. Y et morethan | will giveto you. My training—and my sincere regard
for yoursalf—tells methat it would be best to allow you to proceed. . .unencumbered by preconception.
The cat may never come to you again—or it may regppear often, at thetimesit chooses. Cats arelike
that, after dl."

"So they are." He picked up the sampling tube and did it into a pocket, rose and bowed, respect to a
mader. "My thanks, Hedler."



She amiled, wigtfully, and inclined her heed. "PFilot. Good lift.”
"Safelanding,” he answered, that being the well-wish pilots exchanged before ajourney.

Hewalked back to his quarters dowly, wondering what sort of journey Lina supposed him to be on.

Day 309 Standard Year 1392 Blair Road Surebleak

Natesa had perhaps been correct to protest his choice of hour for this meeting, Pat Rin thought, as he
followed Jonni on atour of the rooftop garden. The air wasfrigid, and the light breeze soon had him
ashiver and longing for the temperate climate he had been born to.

Well, he would have a cup of tea soon enough, and in the meanwhile hewasin afar way to learning the
sgn-namesfor rather anumber of vegetables.

It appeared that Jonni's purpose in the tour wasto dlicit Pat Rin's advice on the crops to be planted this
season. The unraveling of thiswould doubtless have proven tedious, if not impossible, asthe beds had
lain falow over the winter beneath tarpaulin shrouds, long since stripped of their visua aidsto
communication. But here Jonni reved ed unexpected resources.

Showing Natesa empty hands with fingers spread wide, he opened a plastic tool chest and pulled out an
object inexpertly wrapped in oilcloth. A few moments later, Pat Rin was holding a spine-shot paper book
entitled How to Grow Food in Small Spaces, and trying to Smultaneoudy read the descriptions
appended to the pictures Jonni pointed out and attend the boy's hand-talk and pantomime.

So, in the end the planning was only laborious, leaving Pat Rin feding that he had personadly turned every
bed and hand-set every seed.

"That isgood then," he told Jonni, closing the book. "With care, we will be comfortably supplied through
next winter. | depend upon you to do well for us.”

The boy smiled and nodded, and reached rather anxioudly for the book Pat Rin cradled in hisarm.
"A moment." He held up ahand, and the boy stopped, smile vanished and eyes anxious.

Pat Rin sighed. "Only aquestion, child. Can you read?"

The pert nose wrinkled, and the right hand wobbled in a sign which was most perfectly plain: So-so.

"Ah." He glanced to Natesa. "l supposeit istoo much to hope that thereisaschool in thisterritory?' He
asked, foreknowing the answer.

But she surprised him. "Gwince tells me she learned to read at Ms. Audrey's house. | do not believe that
shewas ever employed as a Scarlet Beauty, so it seemsat least possible that Audrey sponsors a school.”
Her mouth twitched in afaint smile. "For some definition of school.”

"Well, sincel will be seeing Ms. Audrey today, | will makeinquiries." He held the book out. Jonni
pounced on it with visble relief and went over to stow it inthetool chest, first re-wragpping it inits sheet
of waterproofing.

A blade of wind diced across the rooftop; Pat Rin gasped shivering renewed, and turned toward the
rather fearsome metal staircase which ascended from the attic to the garden.

"Come," hesaid to Natesa. "Therewill beteain the kitchen."



"Beautiful,” Audrey bresthed, some hours|ater, gazing raptly at the Sinner's Carpet.

It did look well, Pat Rin thought, standing at survey by her sde. He had been at painsto impress upon
the extras hired to carry and lay it that it did indeed matter how the carpet was oriented in the room, that
the edges be straight, and that there be no unsightly wrinkles. In fact, it had taken rather longer than he
had estimated to finish the thing properly. But the result was well worth the |abor.

"l got it al planned out," Audrey was saying, with what sounded to be genuine happiness. "Real specid
ded, only for the, you know— connoisseur.”

"I hopethat it brings you profit,” he murmured politely and she chuckled.

"Oh, it will. That rug isgonnabe good for business." She turned to him with asmile. "Thank you. Now,
let's step dong to my office and I'll hand over the deposit and the first month'srent.”

"I wonder if you might assst me," he murmured, as they walked through hals and rooms much less busy
than yesterday. Audrey threw him aquick blue glance.

"Wedll, | cantry,” she said, with appropriate caution. "What's up?

t‘There isachild of my house who requirestutoring. He reads, but poorly. | would have his kil
increase.”

Both of Audrey's eyebrowswere up. "If hereads at al, he's better off than most of the streeters.”
"True. However, he bears the burden of being deaf, and thusit is doubly important that he learn to read

and writewdll." Hetipped hishead, considering. "It would aso be good if he were ableto learn basic
mathematics”

She snorted, hdf alaugh. "What dyathink thisis, anursery school? Who'sthe kid?”
"His nameis Jonni. Heis employed as my gardener.”

She stopped, there in the middle of the hall, and turned to stare a him. Perforce, Pat Rin aso stopped,
wondering.

"Kid about—what?—thirteen? fourteen?—with a kinda pointy face and a head full of black hair that just
makes you itch to take acomb and apair of scissorsto it?"

A fair description. Pat Rin inclined his heed. "It soundsthe very child.”

Perhaps she heard him, perhaps not. Certainly, she continued on asif she had not—"And deaf. Blizzard,
it'sgotta be the samekid!"

"I am to understand,” Pat Rin ventured when severd moments had passed and she said nothing more,
"that Jonni isknown to you?'

"Known—" Shelooked at him, her face set in grim lines. "L ook, that kid used to live here—we taught
him what he knows about reading, and he used to be pretty good at his numbers, too. Not that he cared
about the reading or the sums—but he did care about growing things, and so he learned what he needed
for that. Then—it's been maybe two years ago, now—an— well, you don't need the details. Short of it
isacustomer waked in here one night higher'n a spaceship on somethin' that wasn't doin' him no good,
and when the smoke cleared, he was dead, which he deserved—and so was two of mine, which they
didn't." She sighed. "An' o'course one was Jonni's mom. Kid come gtrollin' in from somewhere, took one



look and screamed— firgt time | ever heard him make a sound—turned 'round and ran out the front
door. A couple of the boyswent out after him, but they lost him in the dark. And, you know, we thought
he'd come back, after he got himsdlf in hand." She sighed. "Hasn't yet."

A bitter tale, indeed, and if the boy could not bear to return to the place of his mother's murder, who was
Pat Rin yosPhelium to cal him acoward? Y et, he must have hisletters and his sums, if he wereto
profitably make hisway into adulthood. He looked up a Audrey.

"l will speak with him," he said, and saw her browslift dightly, possbly in amusement. "If he will not
come herefor lessons, perhaps lessons may cometo him." Hetipped his head. "If, of course, you are
agreeableto providing tutoring for this child, in return for areasonable fee."

She waved her hand, a shaped ess, meaningless gesture. "'Oh, sure—got a pregnant girl right now who
reads like a house &fire. Sheld be glad of the work and the cash. Don't know how sheiswith her
numbers, but therés Villy to doiit, if sheain't able. Patient as glass, Villy, and real good with the kids."

"Thenitisdecided in principle,” Pat Rin said, with afeding of entirdly ridiculousrdief. "That isgood. |
will spesk with Jonni this evening and seeif | might persuade him here tomorrow. If not, | will send word
and you may dispatch histutor.”

"Suits," she said, and suddenly grinned her wide, infectious grin. " There you go again, pitching changes
into thewind! Let's make that settlement before you decideit'stoo cold and instal central heetin' on the
Sregtd”

It was mid-morning when he and Cheever McFarland returned to the store to find a bent and tattered
person at the front window, her hands and nose flattened against the glass.

S0 rapt was she that Cheever M cFarland needed to clear histhroat three times before she stirred and
looked up, blinking, but unafraid.

"I'm Ajay Naylor, Boss. Gwince said you wanted to talk to me."
Cheever shook hishead. "I ain't the boss," he said, and pointed. "He's the boss.”

She peered dong the line of hisfinger, and there came over her face an expression Pat Rin was beginning
to know well—raw astonishment mixed with disbelief.

Heinclined hishead. "Indeed, | am the boss. Thank you, for taking the time to come to me. Will you step
indde, o that we may tak in comfort?'

Disbelief increased by afactor of six. She turned back to Cheever.

"Thisisfor real? He's the boss? The one took Moran and the publicity committee out, like Gwince was
tdlin' me?'

"Thisisfor red," Cheever assured her. "He's the boss. I'm one of his'hands.”
She shook her head. "Damn." Her gaze drifted back to the window. "Pretty things you got there. Boss.”

"Thank you. Would you like to examine them more closaly? As arug-maker, yoursdlf, you will perhaps
be interested.”

She grinned & that, showing toothless gums. "I'm interested, OK. Though you can't hardly put my rugsin
the same room with them.”



"Ah, but | intend to,” Pat Rin said, moving to unlock the door. "If the two of usare ableto reach an
agreement.”

Gwince opened the door with agrin and anod.

"Evening, Boss. Mr. McFarland. Natesa sends that the work progresses, Boss. Cook asks when you
want to eat supper.”

"Wesghal dineinan hour,” Pat Rin answered. "Please ask Jonni to attend mein my office in three hours.”
"Yessr, will do."

"Thank you, Gwince." He moved down the hall, and paused to look up at Cheever, who grinned.

"Got it. Seeyou in an hour." He strode off, whistling. Pat Rin continued, more dowly.

The businesswith Ajay Naylor had been concluded to mutua satisfaction; she was not adverseto
providing him rugs on commisson, though she was | ess sanguine, even, than Audrey regarding the
possibility of shipping off-planet. The road was the thing, as he understood it. Asrecently as Ajay's
young womanhood, the Port Road had been neutra territory, and free passage guaranteed. That was not
to say safe passage, even then, but caravans had regularly formed to bear itemsfor sale or tradeto the
Port and mog, if not dl, won through.

On the subject of what had changed, Ajay was unclear. There had been arumored faling out among
severa of the bosses of the larger territories, which resulted in the road being closed, and abandoned to
bandits. Another rumor had the Port itself closing, the ships withdrawing entirely. But that rumor, Ajay
had alowed, with a certain dryness, had likely been air-dreams—as he doubtless knew better than she.

Ajay departed, and there had come Al, the keeper of the hardware store, and their near neighbor. He
had chatted for : awhile, admired the carpets without displaying the least desire to understand them, and
finaly brought the conversation around to Pat Rin's proposed | nsurance rate structure.

Upon being informed that Insurance payments were for the meanwhile suspended, Al looked less
pleased than one might have supposed, and pulled hislong chin thoughtfully.

"Gotta have a scheme for makin' money," he said. "No offense meant, Boss."

"Nor any taken," Pat Rin assured him. "My scheme for making money is entirely straightforward—I
intend to sall carpets. For cash.”

"Yeah, OK," the man said. "Though you might wanna get in some low-end stuff—I'm not sayin’ cheap,
just affordable to somebody—well, deet, to somebody like me. These 'uns are pretty, but they're pricey.
But that's just the store. Y ou're the boss—need to get cash somehow.”

"For what should | receive funding?' Pat Rin had demanded, rather heatedly. "Does the boss mend the
holesin the street? Does he fund clinics? Libraries? School s?

"WEell, no. Not lately. Audrey, she grabbed what she could of Vindal's clinic and library before Moran
torched 'em. Y ou get nicked, or break aleg or an arm—Ilike that—go to Audrey's house; they'll take
care of you. Can't do much if you're sick with something high-end, but they're pretty good with the usual.
Same way, you wannalearn how to read—qgo to Audrey's. Somebody ther€ll teach you."

"It appearsto me," Pat Rin commented, "that if there is Insurance—or street tax—to be paid, that it
ought to be paid to Ms. Audrey, who is doing more for the residents of thisterritory than any boss.”



"Naw, naw, that ain't fair. See—done right, now—forget Moran; he was a pig—doneright, the bossis
the one who fixes the problems. Say | got a problem with Tobi and we ain't been able to work it out. So
we come to you and we say, Boss, we got this problem and we can't fix it—tell uswhat to do. And you
maybe study on the case for awhile and then you tell uswhat to do. Oughta get something for havin' to
do everybody dse'sthinkin' for 'em. Right? An' then, see, the boss is the one who keepsthe turf
together, and makes sure no other bosses annex us. Ought to get something for that, too. An', if you was
thinkin' about bringing aclinic, or maybe alibrary out on the street, to kinda ease the [oad on Ms.
Audrey—you oughta get cash for that, too." Hed paused here, perhaps alittle startled at hisown
eloquence, then did his summing up.

"Tdl you what, Boss—thislittle store ain't gonnasupport alathat.”

Nor would it, Pat Rin thought now, climbing the long, chilly stairway to hisroom. Properly done, as Al
described it, aboss on Surebleak was near enough to delm. He sighed, irritated with himsalf. He had
alowed the information that thiswas a Terran backworld, brutish and barely-governed, blind him to the
fact that persons of honor naturally strove to form into clans, if not precisely kin-groups.

Sighing again, he pushed open the door to hisroom, saw a shadow move and heard a burble the instant
before the brown-and-black cat hurled itsdlf into hislegs, tail high and purring fit to desfen him.

Smiling, Pat Rin bent down and stroked the animal. Impossibly, the purrsincreased, and the cat threw
itsdlf againgt Pat Rin'slegsin an ecstasy of welcome.

"All very wdll," he said with mock sternness. "'l suppose you've been lying abed al day, neglecting your
dutiesto the cook?"

The cat burbled again, shifting from side to sde and it lifted first the left front paw and then the right,
kneading air.

Pat Rin laughed softly and straightened. " Hatterer. Now, by your leave, | must prepare for dinner.”

Dinner was Smpler this evening—ajam pastry removed by a casserole which took advantage of the
pantry's abundance of tinned fish. Despiteits lowly beginnings, the dish pleased.

The conversation was mostly between his oathsworn, on the arcane lore of security. Pat Rin listened
closdaly, astonished at those things they considered merely prudent, and marveled at the tale of protocols
and devicesthat had been put into place, solely for the purpose of protecting hislife.

Pushing his plate asde, he sat quietly Spping tea. There was eventudly alull in the discussion of
protections and defenses, offensives and attacks, and Natesa turned to him, her eyes dark and luminous,
her face subtle in shadow and nuance.

"HasMs. Audrey aplacein her school for Jonni?* she asked, with every appearance of interest.

"Curioudy, she does, though she doubts he will cometo her. He had used to livein Ms. Audrey's house,
until his mother got her death there, whereupon he ran awvay. Wel€ft it that | shall speak with him, and if
hewill not go to her, shewill send atutor here”

"That iswdll, then,” she said, gpprovingly.

"WEell enough," he agreed, and hesitated on the edge of mentioning his conversation with Al. But—no.
That was something he wished to examine thoroughly himself, weighing his mdant'i well, before he sought
the opinion of a Juntavas Sector Judge.



So. "We have a contract with Ajay Naylor for rugs on commission. She doubts the spaceport, aswell,
though she tells me the Port Road had been open and neutra in her youth."

"It had been, until several concurrent tragedies changed therule,” said Natesa. "First, there was aturf war
between two neighboring bosses, which ended, not as might be expected—in one boss annexing the
other'sterritory—but in the subdivis on—in the severd subdivisions—of both territories. From there
grew chaos, which might have eventually settled, had it not been for the arriva of an epidemic virus,
There was avaccine at the Port—Surebleak belonged to the Health Net in those days, too—and it was
to be ddlivered by Port personndl. But the Port was short-handed, and, rather than sending Port
personnd, in an armored car, with appropriate weaponry, they sent severd natives, who were employed
at the Port, with alist of territories and the number of vaccinesto be left with each boss.”

Pat Rin put his mug down. "They were robbed?’

"Ah, no. But that was only because they sold the entire shipment to the boss just next the spaceport, and
disappeared.” She moved her shoulders, eoquent as a Liaden. "Perhapsthey were clever enough to
keep vaccines for themselves. One rather hopes they forgot that detall. It was, by al reports, ahorrible
disease, and thousands died for lack of the cash to purchase the cure.

He closed hiseyes. Gods. What sort of world produced such people? And yet, Al and Audrey, Gwince,
Jonni, Ajay, Villy...

"Magter?'
He opened his eyes, seeing what appeared to be honest concern for himsdlf reflected in her face.

"I wonder, " he said, changing the subject brutally. “"What are our options of communiceation devices?|
find no radio, for instance, among Mr. Moran's former possessions. How do the bosses keep contact
among themselves? Worsg, | find no local radios, so that we might communicate between
ourselves—mysdlf to you from the store, for ingtance.”

Cheever grunted. "Been tryin' to crack that nut," he said. " Got a couple people on staff who say there'sa
native equivaent of aportacomm, but the trade's controlled by one of the bosses out from here. I'm
going down to check on the ship, day after tomorrow. Thinking about making asidetrip to check out the
portacomm trade while I'm over that way." He paused. " Speskin' of which, the emergency talkies off the
ship'll do fineto keep usthreein touch. I'll bring them on back, if you want.”

"Yes, dothat,” Pat Rin murmured. He finished histea, put the mug down, and looked up to find Natesa's
eyesyet upon him.

"Do the bosses communicate between themsalves?' He asked her.

Her eyes narrowed dightly. "My information indicated that the more powerful bosses, who control larger
territories—that there had been communication between them, arrangements of trade, aliances. Whether
thisisgtill so...1 doubt. Matters seem to have deteriorated badly since the report was written.” She
sighed, sharply, and leaned forward, eyes and face intense.

"The difficulty with Surebleak isthat the boss system isrotting from the core. Thereis no orderly transfer
of authority when bosses are often murdered by awild gun who aspires only to their power. Such guns
rarely have any notion of responsbility, or of adminisiration, never mind compromise and mutud profit.
So, theterritories are proliferating in number while they dwindle in Size, and chaosis become the order of
theday."



"Chaosiswhat we wanted,” Cheever pointed out from hisend of the table.

Natesa nodded. "Indeed, chaos serves us very well in what we propose to do. But it hardly servesthose
who live here, and who cling to surviva amidst the dow disntegration of their world. Nor isit good for

Juntavas business, that would be. Pat Rin considered her.
"I would think the Juntavas a supporter of chaos.”

"Not so—not so, Master. The Juntavasis achampion of order. We require certain things so that
business may go forth: safe and easy access, safe and easy egress, steady supply; an economy. And a
consstent structure of command, with which profitable associations may beforged. Sureblegk offers
none of these things. It isabitter waste—and not only for the Juntavas.”

"But if aboss arose who was able to consolidate and hold the territories—and train a successor to do
likewise?' Pat Rin asked.

"Perhaps the rot might be excised,” she said dowly. "Perhaps. But we must first ask if Sureblesk isable
to produce such aboss."

"Surely, there are honorable people in other territories, as we have found here?' he said.

"Surely, thereare," she agreed. "But, consider the present system, if we may dignify it so. Did a person of
honor and integrity arise, yet she must take the path to power which is open to her— cold murder. To
unite al—even most—of theterritories, she will need to murder much more than once. And, upon
achieving her god of one cohesiveterritory, she must transform herself into a statesman, capable of
compromise, dow to day even the most intractable dissident.” She shook her head. "1 do not know that
oneindividual could successfully encompass both roles, and yet they are inseparable.”

"Y ¢, you are yoursdf both judge and assassin.”

Shegnmiled. "l am called Assassin," she said, amusement rippling her voice. "Would you like to know

why?'
"Yes" Pa Rinsaid serioudy. "l would.”

But Natesamerely laughed and came lightly to her feet. "Perhaps| will tell you one day." She glanced
adde. "Mr. McFarland, if | may have afew moments of your time?'

"Surething." The big man got to hisfeet, and looked at Pat Rin, who raised ahand.
"Gwince. | will try not to frighten her. Thank you, Mr. McFarland.”
"Good-night, Boss."

Alonein the dining room, Pat Rin sighed, closed hiseyes and smply sat for the space of adozen
heartbeats. He wastired, gods. Already he was tired—and there was so much yet that he must do.

"The shortest way to finish isthrough begun,” he murmured, which was what Uncle Daav had used to
say. The Liaden wordsfelt odd in his mouth, after even so few days of speaking only Terran. Would he
be ableto speak Liaden at dl, when he at last returned to the homeworld to destroy Korva's enemy?

Well. Onething at atime—and that was Anne Davis advising him now. "Er Thom's Terran," according to
his mother, but never in Uncle Daav or in Cousin Er Thom's hearing.



Pat Rin pushed back from the table, gathered Gwince from her post at the door and went down to the
kitchen.

The cook was polishing a soup pot; he set both rag and pot aside when Pat Rin walked in and nodded
politely.

"Evening, Boss. What can | get you?' .

"Nothing just now, | thank you. | merely wished to tell you that | am pleased with the stlandard of
cooking displayed since yesterday's dinner.”

The man grinned, and shuffled one foot. "That's—thank you, Boss. | mean to keep the standards high.”
"l am ddlighted to hear you say s0," Pat Rin assured him, and turned to go, his mission accomplished.
Two steps toward the door, he recalled something else and turned back.

"The brown and black cat,” he said to the cook's suddenly anxious face.

The anxiety deepened. "Y essir. He ain't bothering you, ishe?!

"Not at dl. | merely wished to know hisname.”

"Name?' the cook repeated, hands twisting in hisapron. "Well...Cat, | guess. | mean—who names
cats?'

Pet Rin paused, theninclined hishead. "A persond idiosyncrasy. Good evening.”
"Seeya," said the cook.

The office was the next order of business. He left Gwince guarding the door and went over to thefile
cabinet to retrieve hislog book.

He had written perhaps three pages when Gwince put her head in the door.

"Jonni's here, Boss."

Heglanced up. "That iswdl. Send himin, please.”

Shevanished, and amoment later Jonni stepped tentatively within, his pointed face showing wariness.

"I'm not going to eat you, you know," Pat Rin said mildly, and motioned at the yellow plagtic chair. "Sit a
moment. | have a proposition for you."

Sill tentative, Jonni sat.

"Thank you. Ms. Audrey has said that she will teach you to read better, to do sums and to write. | wish
that you will undertake these things. Do you understand me?”

The boy nodded, insufficiently exuberant—his cap remained on his head.

"That isgood. Now. Ms. Audrey tells me that you may not wish to go to her house for lessons. If thisis
30, then she will send ateacher, and you will have your lessonsin thishouse." He fixed the child with a
gern eye, much as he had done with Quin, by way of enforcing hisfilial authority. "The lessons are not
negotiable, but the location is. Which do you choose?"



Theboy held up ahand, fingersrippling—wait.

Fair enough; it was bound to be aweighty choice, between honor and horror. Pat Rin leaned cautioudy
back in hisown chair, prepared to wait for sometime, if necessary.

It was unnecessary. Jonni sat for several moments with his head bent, contemplating, perhaps, the holein
theright knee of histrousers, then looked up, eyes bright. He made asign as appropriate asit was lewd.

"Youwill goto Ms. Audrey?' Pat Rin asked, to be certain.
Jonni nodded, placing hiscap in peril of atumble.

Pat Rinsmiled. "1 am pleased. Bein the front hdlway when | leave tomorrow morning, and you may
walk with me asfar asMs. Audrey's house."

The boy grinned, and nodded again.

"Good. Isthere anything else?" .

A headshake, grin unabated.

"Then our businessis concluded. Goodnight." He made the sign that he knew as "farewel .

The boy rose, hesitated and—bowed. It wasin no discernible mode, though it was done with grace and
good intent—and surprised entirely.

Before Pat Rin could clear histhroat, Jonni was gone, ghosting out the door.
Another victory upon the day, he thought, picking up his pen and returning his attention to the log book.
It waswdll.

He was running down cold and twisting hallways, gun in hand. The oneswho pursued him aso had
guns—as he knew to his dismay—and there were many more of them than his pellets could account for.
He could not do this on his own. He needed help. He needed kin.

The hdlway twisted, right, l€ft, right, and spilled him into adingy gray room, wherealoneman satina
chair, legsthrust out before him, holding aglass of wine. Pat Rin's heart legped and he ran forward.

"Va Con! Cousin, you must help me—" He extended a hand, touched his cousin's shoulder—and legpt
back, an unvoiced scream choking him.

The man in the chair was a skeleton, grinning degth into his eyes.

Gasping, Pat Rin awvoke. Slowly, he oriented himself, and brought hislabored breathing down. He turned
somewhat in histwisted nest of blankets, and his knee bumped something solid.

Carefully, he put his hand down—fdt warm fur and the beginning vibration of a purr—the nameless
brown and black cat.

Smiling, he put his head back down on theflat pillow, hishand till on the cat.
Therest of hisnight passed, dreamless.



Day 310 Standard Year 1392 Blair Road Surebleak

The cat dogged his heels from the bedroom to the kitchen, sat by his knee while he broke hisfast with
bread, cheese, and tea; and trotted, tail high and jaunty, at his side down the hallway to the vestibule.

It was a strangely crowded vestibule. In addition to Cheever M cFarland, who was entirely capable of
filling the small space without assistance, there was Jonni, and the dender subtlety that was Natesa

"Good morning,” Pat Rin said to his oathswvorn, smultaneoudy offering the same gresting insgnto the
child.

"Mornin’, Boss."
"Good-day, Magter."

The child likewise returned his greeting; paused and signed something else, not, Pat Rin thought, to
himsdf, but to—

The cat.

"Good morning, Boss Silk," he murmured, reading—and captured Jonni's attention with an interrogative
wave.

"Thecat'snameis SIk?" he asked, imitating the soft, smoothly flowing sign.
The boy nodded, grinning, and tossed a spangle of sign off hisfingers.

"Ah, did he s0?1 had thought him acat of discernment.”

"What does he say?' Natesawondered softly.

Pat Rin shook himsdlf. "Why only that this cat—this Silk—had the good sense to scratch the late Boss
Moran very thoroughly not too long ago, to the vast amusement of one barbaric and bloodthirsty child.”
Hetipped his head. "Forgive meif | pry, but am | to understand that you will be accompanying us
today?'

"My businesstoday ison the street, and | thought to walk with you and Mr. M cFarland—and one
bloodthirsty child—until my way turnsfrom yours." She bent her head gracefully, suggesting afull bow in
her favorite mode of student to master.

"Perhgps | am inconvenient.”
"Or perhapsyou are not,” he said dryly. "One merely inquired.”
"Cat comin', Boss?' Cheever asked lazily from hislean against the door.

"I believe that his duties keep him a home,” Pat Rin replied, and looked sternly down at his attendant
feine. Silk blinked molten gold eyes, then turned and flowed away down the hal toward the kitchen.

"Now isthe hour," Pat Rin said. "Mr. McFarland, the door, of your goodness." He moved ahand as he
spoke, derting Jonni to the door's opening, and they exited the house a veritable army: Cheever, then Pat
Rin, the boy at hisside, and Natesa, silent and graceful, walking dightly to the rear and the right.

He heard the pellet sSing by his ear and Natesa's shouted "Down™ in the same instant, and dropped to the
street, gun to hand, atarget in hiseye.



It was target practice then—heavy game, and when the targets stopped showing, he blinked, disoriented,
and withahigh buzzing in hisears.

"Stay down," Natesa hissed, from somewhere behind him. "Do not move. We are awaiting Mr.
McFarland'ssgn.”

It wastheword "sign” that jerked him back to the redlity of the Street, where he lay in the half-frozen
mud, staring at the dead man crumpled at the base of the wall opposite, his blood shockingly bright on
the dingy walk.

"Where..." he began, but Natesa's voice came again, louder thistime,

"We havethe sign. | will stand first. Count dowly to twelve. If | have drawn no fire, stand, but hold your
weapon ready.”

He sensed her movement and counted to twelve, dowly. Silence reposed upon the street. Pat Rin rose,
gun held ready.

Acrossthe street, adoor somewhat down from the dead man opened, and awoman peered out, then
hastily withdrew, the door damming into place.

More action across the way. Cheever McFarland dipped out of an dley that should have been to thin for
him, and waved.

"All clear," he shouted and strode toward their position.

Released, Pat Rin spun, looking first at the ground near at hand, but there was nothing there, save the
mud.

"Magte?'

"Thechild," he said, remembering the pellet whine and Natesa shouting—and of course Jonni could not
have heard either. Though, surely, seeing al of his house going to the ground, he would—

"The child," he said again, to Natesa's black, black eyes. "Where isthe child?"

Her gaze shifted over his shoulder. He turned and saw the ragged huddle of cloth, not so very far away,
redly.

"GCXjS,"

He kndlt next to the fill, smal body; and turned the boy in hisarms. No breath, no heartbest, no wide,
glad smile. Gods, gods...no.

"Magter?'
"Who did this?' The High Tonguefélt likeicein hismouth.

"Master, Mr. McFarland has found Jm Snyder among thefalen,” she answered softly. "He believesthe
others come from Boss Deacon's turf.”

Pat Rin kndlt, holding the dead child in hisarms, and if he wept now before his oathsworn, he waslost to
shame; logt to dl but avast and frightening coldness.

This ends, and ends now. No more of mine will be shot down in the streets.



He raised hisface to Natesa, and saw her eyeswiden.

"Fetch Audrey," he said. He heard his voice shake—and did not care. "'l will know the name of my
enemy. They will ansver me. Fully."

Natesa hesitated at the entrance to the garden, an unaccustomed shynessrooting her feet to the top Stair.
Mid-way acrossthe roof, she saw him, silhouetted against the starry glow of Surebleak’s nighttime sky;
seated on the edge of a shrouded garden patch, shoulders bowed, the cat crouched at his side. Neither
seemed to note the wind, intermittent from planetary north, which added to the evening's chill.

The child's desth—she recalled the face he had shown her then, mud-stresked and dick with tears, icy
with a purpose that surpassed mere revenge by an order of magnitude, and shivered with something more
than the cold.

"Inas, why are you come?"' His voice was soft and mannerly. He did not turn his head. And who knew
what the invocation of her persona name might mean?

Natesa gathered her courage, lifted her feet and entered the garden.
"Itiscold," she said, matching histone. "1 have cometo bring you a blanket."
llAhlll

Gently, she moved among the shadows of the dormant beds, and came to stand before him, the blanket
draped over onearm.

Helooked up at her, hisface agolden mask in the sarshine.

"Thank you," he said, but made no move to take the blanket from her. Beside him, the cat Straightened
fromits crouch and settled into a Sit, fuzzy tail wrapped neatly 'round its toes.

Natesasghed lightly. "Ms. Audrey bade me say that her house is open to you."
The golden mask displayed no emation. "I am grateful to Ms. Audrey, but | do not seek distraction.”

The wind gusted, bitter enough to dismay her, though she had taken care to don ajacket. Thisclose, she
could see that he was shivering, though she doubted he knew that himself.

"Pat Rin." Surdly, she might dare his name, when he had established the mode himsdlf?"Pat Rin, you are
cold. The night is not temperate. At least the blanket, if | cannot persuade you to goinside.” Shebit her
lip. "Y ou serve no one, if you sicken.”

"Very true," he said politely, yet still he made no move to take the blanket.

Wondering at her own temerity, she stepped forward and draped it around his shoulders. The cat Silk,
gtting tall a hisside, blinked golden eyesin approvdl.

Something moved in hisface. Indeed, he Sghed, and lifted a hand on which Korval's Ring glittered, to
touch the fabric of the blanket and pull it more snugly about him.

"Thank you," he said again, and it seemed to her that there was more than mereritua in the phrase. 'l am
graeful for your care.

"You arewdcome." She hesitated, unsure of what now she should offer, reluctant to leave him here,
aone, but for hiscat and his deed, insgde the freezing night.



"Y ou will wish to know," he said surprisingly, "that | have decided to take up the roles you doubt may be
acted by asingleindividud."

Shefrowned. "I beg your pardon?"

"l will unite theterritories," he said, sounding atogether sane. "We shdl have laws and contracts. We
shdll have free and easy travel between streets, even to the spaceport itsalf. We shdl rgjoin the Health
Net. Therewill be schoals, libraries and clinics. Children and adults will take advantage of these benefits
without fear for their lives. | will accomplish thisthing.”

"PaRin..."
"Wewill begin by annexing Boss Deacon'sterritory.”

Natesa shook her head, torn between impatience and pity. "Pat Rin, Boss Deacon iswell-protected.
More, histerritory liesin the opposite direction of our goas.”

"Y ou have not attended,” he chided her gently. "I will unite the territories. Thus, we will takefirst hewho
has dared to dedl degth to one of mine. It shal serve asalesson, and bring usto the attention of those
otherswith whom we will need to treat."

"And, having done s0," she said with asperity, "you will receive even more nsinto your presence,
until one of them succeeds”

"Inas, we can prevaill—not without blood, no. And perhaps we shall entertain more assassins before we
win through. But it can be done. | seeit. | know how to proceed.”

Pity overruled impatience. His mind had broken benegth the burden of his griefs. Had she been other
than a Sector Judge, she might well have cast hersdlf to her knees and sent up awail to the heedless
gods, which was how one grieved for the dead and the demented on the distant, unlamented world of her
birth.

Insteed, she extended a hand and touched his shoulder, lightly, companionably.

"Itisgood that you have aplan. Mr. McFarland is below stairs. Let us go to him and discuss procedures
over teaand cheese.”

She had not expected to so easily persuade him, but he rose at her word, dipping the blanket from his
shouldersand folding it nestly over hisarm.

"Let usdothat," hesaid, dill in that soft, oh-so-sane voice. " Silk—we descend." Heinclined hishead,
courtesy itsdlf. "Inas, after you."

Day 50 Standard Year 1393 Lytaxin Erob's Clanhouse and
Gardens

Despite hislack of haste, Shan reached the proper suite rather sooner than he would have liked, and,
difling asigh, put hispalm againg the plate.

A chime sounded, faint on the far side of the door. The last note had not quite faded from the ear when
the door whipped open, reveding a Liaden woman of exceptiona beauty, golden hair sweeping her stiff
shoulders, violet eyeswidein aface so rigidly calm it seemed a scul pture, audacioudy formed from pure,
pale gold, rather than living flesh. Shan's ravaged Healer senses perceived the expected anger, twined



with equal partsterror and relief—avolatile combination which did not bode well for cam discourse
between shlings.

Wi, nothing for it but to begin, he thought, and swept an elder brother's affectionate bow.

"Good evening, Sgter,” he said, choosing the Low Tongue, which was Novas preferred language, rather
than Terran, which was his. "How ddlightful to find you here! | trust you had a pleasant journey?"

Novas mouth tightened. " A pleasant journey,” she repested, so flatly asto be entirdly modeless. She
took a breath and stepped back, moving her hand in the gesture of welcome. "Pray enter, brother."

Perforce, he entered and wandered down the room to the wine table. He picked up aglass and poured a
portion of Erob's agreeable, everyday red into it, which really was too bad of him. The Code dictated
that he wait until he was offered refreshment, but, then, the Code dso taught that informality among kin
was acceptable. In any case, it offered Nova opportunity to beirritated in aminor chord, and perhaps
would leach off ameasure of that explosive mix of emotion.

"Wine, sster?' heinquired over his shoulder. "Erob'sred is quite passable. The canary isatouch sweet
and | found the jade musty the other day—though perhaps that was merely a bad bottle.”

"Thered, of your kindness," Nova said, camly, beside him. Shan sighed inwardly. Well, he had survived
thefull lash of Novastemper more times than he could count; he could doubtless survive it now. He
poured asecond glass of red, and handed it to his Sster, who inclined her head and took one small sip.

Shan spped hiswine and counted, dowly, toward twelve.

He had reached nine when Novaabruptly put her glass on the table, and brought her eyes up to meet
his

"I had occasion to trade news with PriscillaMendoza just recently,” she said, conversationdly. "Shetdls
methat our brother and Miri Robertson rgoicein atruelifemating.”

"Oh, it'sawizard's match, plain enough,” Shan said with false good cheer. "'l can seethelinkage
clearly—any Healer may, who caresto risk having their Sight dazzled for hours.”

"l see." She paused, tension screaming in every line of her. Still, her voice was calm and even when she
spoke again.

"Priscillanow calshersdf captain of Dutiful Passage and alows meto know that sheis comeinto
yosGaan asathoddm'slifemate.”

Shan grinned. "Never have | held Priscillas courage in higher esteem!”

Novasghed. "Ancther true lifemating, brother? Onewould. . .didike to believe that you set aside your
first spesker'sword from mere willfulness.”

"Mere willfulness?' Heraised his eyebrows. "Arewe or are we not of Korva? We are never merely
willful. Surely your study of the Diaries has reveded thet to you!”

lls,mlll

He sighed and rubbed the tip of hisnose. "I cannot judge. The only measures | have arewhat | see
between Va Con and Miri—and what | saw between our parents. |—we—are something—other.
Though what manner of other, | am at alossto know." Another sigh, sharper. "1 need to see Priscilla.”



And that, he thought, was a piece of understatement worthy of Va Con himsdif.

"She expressed asimilar need.” Nova picked up her glass and drank off somewineasif it werea
not-very-tasty tonic. " So, | find both of my brothers lifemated with recourse to neither Code nor first
gpesker. Wewill inaugurate avogue, and bring runaway matingsinto fashion.”

She finished the wine in asnap and put the glass back on the table.

"Priscillas other news concerned Va Con'shedth,” she said, cam, so calm, while the flames of her
dismay and fury suddenly legped, fair scorching him. "'l am to know that he is desperately wounded,
barely escaping his desth, and that he may arise from the catastrophe unit unable to fly."

Oh, Shan thought. Oh, damn.

"The med techshave," he said carefully, "expressed differing opinions. Some believethat Va Conwill at
first beadl but entirdy disabled, but that he will, over time, improve, even learning towalk again. That is
the extreme view." He pauised.

Novasface had paled considerably, but she waved a him to continue.

"Thelessextremeview isthat Va Conwill emerge able in dmost every way, except in his possession of
the reaction times necessary to amaster pilot, much lessascout pilot. These dso believe that hishedth
will remain fragilefor someyears, if not for the remainder of hislife”

Novawas now paeto thelips, but she watched hisface unwaveringly, and for a second time waved at
himto go on.

"Themogt optimigtic,” he said, neglecting to add that this group was comprised entirely of himsdlf, two
Clutch turtles, now soundly adeep in Erob's atrium, and Miri Robertson Tiazan. "The most optimistic
believe that our brother will awaken to himself complete and unimpaired.”

Novablinked.

"How can opinions diverge by so much?' she demanded. "The first and the second are consstent in
affect, merdly different in degree. But—that he awaken completely healed? How—"

Shan sipped hiswine, ddiberately buying time. Novawas going to like the risk they had taken with vVa
Con'slife even less than the med techs had. And yet, to deny her hope, when he felt her terror for Val
Con dmost ashisown...

"Y ou must understand that there are. . .variables™ he said dowly. "Did Priscillatdl you anything of the
nature of Vd Con'sinjuries?’

Novablinked. "She had said he was grievoudy wounded. | had assumed—rpiloting injuries. .."

"There were some of those," Shan dlowed. "Accderation injuries, broken bones gotten by bouncing
around in acockpit built for someone twice his size—in every direction..." He sghed and rubbed his
forehead; a headache was building, blast it. 'Y ou understand, there were no ships, soit fell to Va Con
and mysdlf and—another pilot—to take them from the Y xtrang. In the process of acquiring hisship, Va
Con was nicked by an Y xtrang pellet carrying aload of nerve poison. A full hit would have killed him
more-or-lessingtantly, as | understand it. The effects of the of the smaller dose over alonger time
are...not well documented. Additiondly, there are...variant methodologies..." He eyed her, wondering if
shewas swaying or if hisvison waswavering. "Siger?’



"You—and Va Con," Novarepested, voice shaking, " stole shipsfrom the Y xtrang?"

"Well, they had so many, you see," he said apologetically. "It was necessary to mount an air strike, so
neturdly—"

"Y ou could have been killed!" Novainterrupted.

Shan sipped wine. "It waswar," he said, striving for patience. "1 would have been killed had | huddled in
House with the infirm and the children. And if you think me cgpable of turning Va Con from necessary
action by an apped to common sense, you vastly overrate my powers of persuasion!”

She stared at him for another heartbest, then inclined her head, alowing him the point. " Just so.
Now—'variant methodologies?'

Hereit came. Hefinished hiswine and set the glassaside.

"In consultation with Clutch turtles Edger and Sheather, Va Con'slifemate became convinced that there
was more effective hedling avallable—a Clutch hedling. | offered mysdlf up asatest subject and found
the healing. ..remarkably efficacious. Miri then decided—as VVa Con'slifemate and for Korva—that he
and she would undergo this hedling. Edger and | labored some hours over Va Con, and left him deeping
eadly, his condition much improved from when we had him out of the 'doc—"

"Out of the'doc?' Nova demanded. Shan sighed. Wéll, and he had known shewouldn't likeit.

"Y ou dared to dice with the life of Korva Himsdf? When the medics—when you yoursd fl—admit that
the long-term effects of the poison are unknown, that—"

"Nadelmae Korva decided,”" Shan interrupted, somewhat louder than he had meant to do, "for hersdlf,
for her lifemate, and for Korvd entire.”

"Nadelmae Korval,” Novaspat, "isa Terran-raised mercenary, ignorant of clan and of Code—"
"No, sheé'snot.”
Novadared. "Explan.”

He rubbed hisforehead. Gods, he was tired. Quickly, he accessed aHeder's energizing routine. The
expected jolt of vigor was more like afaint tremble of nervousness, but it would suffice. For awhile.

"Miri and Va Conrgoicein atrue lifemating—recal it?I'll wager cantrato kittensthat you'l find her just
as Code-wise as— why, asVVa Con! And I'll further wager that she's found to fly like a scout. She knew
very well what her decison might mean, and she did not makeit lightly."

There was along slence, while terror, fury, hope, and exasperation warred behind Novas eyes. Findly,
shesighed.

"I will see our brother."

Shan shook his head. "That would not be wise. Weleft him deeping, in agate...somewhat akin to
trance. He will wake himsdf, when heisready.”

"I will see him," she repeated, with barely leashed violence. "If heis entranced, he will not heed me, and |
will have had some ease of heart.” Her eyesglinted. "Surely, | am alowed kin-right?"

Surely, shewas alowed kin-right, Shan thought, and truth told, it would ease his own heart to know that



Va Con gtill dept sweetly, Hedled and removed from al danger.
"Very wel," hesaid. "But aglance, only, and then | will need to seek my own bed.”
Novainclined her head and turned toward the door.

"Lady yosPhdium?' The med tech scrambled to her feet. She was showing alittle white around the eye,
for which Miri blamed her not &t al, and doing pretty good—after the first, incredul ous gape—about not
garing at the patients. Miri inclined her head, trying for a sort of matter-of-fact haughtiness.

"These, my oathsworn,” she said, choosing the High Liaden mode of employer to employee—which was
close enough to true, consdering that she was blood-and-genes of Erab, "require optimization. They
have been underfed of late, and are doubtlessin need of supplements. Also, the tattoo work will be
removed. The med techs attached to the mercenary unit have an erasure program. Pray contact them and
request itstransmittal, in the name of Captain Robertson.”

The tech swallowed, hard, and managed afairly credible bow of acquiescence.

"It shal be done." Shelooked up—at Ndlirikk, at Hazenthull, at Diglon—and down—at Shadia, and
back to Miri. "Forgive me, but oneis not able in the language of the—of the subjects. Onewould
foregtdl an...unfortunate Stuation, my lady."

"l understand,” Miri assured her, and moved a hand, bringing both Nélirikk and Shadiato the tech's
attention. " Scout Lieutenant ShadiaNeZame, and my aide, Lieutenant Nelirikk Explorer, will stay here
to assist you in any way required.”

Thetech actually looked relieved to hear it, which probably showed how little experience she had with
scouts, bowed again and moved over to the firgt ‘doc of the threein theinfirmary.

"If the...elder soldier...will come forward?"
Nélirikk trandated it in terms of an order and Diglon Rifle stepped smartly forward.

Miri exchanged alook with Shadia, who grinned and gave her a Terran thumbs-up. "We have everything
under control, Captain Redhead.”

"Why don't that make mefed better?' Miri asked, rhetoricaly, and went away to find Emrith Tiazan, to
tell her what was going on in her medica center.

Miri had gone to the med center to attend the needs of yosPhdium's newest dependents, leaving Vd
Con donewith hisfather.

When hewas aboy, he had used to dream of thismeeting: His father would arrive unannounced, and
swing him up into strong arms; his father would be sitting at his bedside one morning when he woke; he
would be called from his studies to attend Uncle Er Thom in his office, and hisfather would be waiting for
himthere...

Child-dreams, which had nothing to do with this moment, in which he, grown and lifemated, soodina
garden far away from home, in the presence of astranger, who smiled at him faintly and sad, "Well."

In appearance, Va Con thought, one's father was the antithesis of one's foster-father. Nor had the holos
of Daav in hisyouth prepared one, entirely, for the elder scout standing, serene and patient, before himin
the pre-dawn garden. The holos had been of aman at the height of his powers, whip-thin and
sharp-featured; hisplentiful dark hair confined into atail; black eyeslooking boldly out of theimage.



Thisman had thickened alittle beyond denderness; hishair more gray than brown, cut close to the head
inamanner subtly Terran. Hisface, never beautiful, even in youth, had yet a certain austere charm,
gartlingly like Uncle Er Thom; and the black eyes assessed one with al of a scout's directness.

And, Va Con thought suddenly, he has deliberately engineered this pause to allow me time to study
him. Almogt, he grinned in welcome of this oldest of scout tricks.

Daav raised an eyebrow. "Y ou had some pointed questions to ask me, | believe?

"The most pointed | had asked: What have you been about al these years?' While | waited for you,
and Uncle Er Thomdid...

Daav's eyebrows lifted dightly. "Surely | made an entry inthe Diaries? Yes, I'm certain of it. | digtinctly
recdl your presence at the event—there's a blot on the page, where you jostled the pen.”

And the other blots, thought Va Con, who knew the page well, are tearstains.

"However," said Daav, "snce the substance of the entry appears to have dipped your mind—I was
about the Balancing of my lifemate's degth.”

"But," Va Con heard himsdlf, with no little astonishment, state, "your lifemate is not dead.”

Daav appeared to experience no corresponding astonishment upon hearing this assertion. He merely
raised ahand; the old slver puzzle-ring flashing like a zag of lightning 'round hisfinger.

"It was some time before that became clear to me," he said. "Our arrangement had been...flawed.
And—forgive me—I had seen her die. It was far more reasonable to think | had gone mad from grief
than to believe | wastruly hearing her voice." Helowered hishand.

"In any case, Snce the assassn—say, rather, the one who had employed the assassin—so earnestly
wished meto look to Terrafor my villain, | could scarcely do lessthan accommodate him."”

"Though perhaps,”" Va Con murmured, "not in quite the way he had wished."

"Well, what would you? Adlianawould never have wanted meto start awar in her name—even had it
been absolutely certain that her death was called by Terra. Which it was by no means. The Code quite
clearly sates that, in matters of life-Balance, the wishes of the Balancer are secondary to the wishes
honorably imputed to hisdead." He lifted his shouldersin acommon Terran shrug.

"My lady would have said that Terrastruck because it was afraid, and that fear arises from ignorance.
S0, | have been teaching culturd genetics. To Terrans.”

“Ah," Va Con said softly.

"Ah, indeed," hisfather returned. He tipped his head. ™Y our lady captain speaks common Y xtrang very
like a scout—or perhaps she speaksit like the scout.”

"I redlly ought to teach Nelirikk my persona name,” Va Con said, musingly. He moved his shoulders,
not ashrug. "I concede that the Common Troop had not been among Miri's languages before—recent
events”

"Ah, yes! The heraic flight of captured Y xtrang fighters againgt the over-advantaged foe, in which action
you were wounded unto death! Pray, do not be coy, sr—tales of your prowess precede youl.
Commander Carmody holds you as an object of awe, and appearsto consider you thoroughly



deranged.”
Va Con laughed.

"Yes, well." Daav shifted a step or two aside and stretched, carefully, Va Con thought, aswould aman
who was concerned that his back muscles might protest.

"Tdl me, if youwould," he said, settling back from his stretch, "who isthis puissant enemy with which
Captain Robertson has beguiled my poor Y xtrang?'

Va Conlifted abrow. "I thought they were yosPhdium's Y xtrang?
"Onefedsalingering tenderness” Daav told him earnestly. "They are such good children.”

"Yourdieveme" hesad. "Asfor the enemy—" He paused, head cocked; saw hisfather stiffen, and turn
his head. The gate at the end of the garden swung on its hinges; and very shortly the shadows
relinquished Clonak ter'Meulen.

"Haf-an-hour and then some," he said, smoathing his mustache with loving fingertips. "Morning,
Shadow."

"Good morning, Clonak," Va Con replied, consdering the pudgy scout. Something was. .. shifting. ..at
the edge of hismind, asif the piecesto an old, old puzzle were snapping, at last and inevitably, into their
proper places.

"Clonak," he said again, hating what he was seeing; knowing that it must be true; "my father wishesto
know the name of Korva's great enemy, that murdered his brother and his brother'slifemate. Y ou can
tell him that, can't you?'

The older scout tipped hishead. "Already did, but | don't mind repesting it: Department of the Interior.
Y ou remember that, don't you, Daav? Though I'm not certain I'd write Er Thom againgt their account;
what | heard from Shan was that he had died of hislifematésdying.”

"Which he would not have done," Daav pointed out quietly, "had Anne remained among us.”
"True..."
Va Con took astep forward, drawing the eyes of both men.

"Y ou fed meto them," he said, and his voice was, perhaps, not quite steedy. "The scouts gave meto the
Department.”

Clonak stared at him asif held taken leave of hiswits. "Wdll, of course we gave you to them, Shadow!
Who else did we have more likely to trump them than afirgt-in, pure-blood yosPhelium scout
commander ? Concentrated random action. Would we waste such aweapon? Would you? | didn't think
s0. Besides," hefinished, crossing hisarms over his chest. "It'sthe duty of the Captain to protect the
passengers. Er Thom can't have missed tdlling you that!"

"Asclose-kin, | ask that you not kill him," Daav said into the silence that followed this. "I dlow him to be
twevetimesanidiot. But heisaso my oldest friend, and | valuehim.”

Va Con closed his eyes, ran the rainbow, sighed—and opened his eyes.

"Very wdl," hesaid, imposing neutrality, if not cam, on hisvoice. "It was my duty and | was suited to the
need. But the plan has gone awry. The Department continues.”



"Yes, it does," Clonak said, asif to ahalf-wit, "but you are no longer its creature, eh? | see our weapon
returned to us, increased three-fold; a Captain with an intimate understanding of the danger from which
the passengers stand at peril." He flung ahand out, palm up. "And scarcely a heartbest too soon, all
doom having broken loose. The scouts hold themselves ready to receive your orders, Commander.”

Va Con shook hishead. "Amuse yoursdf elsawhere. I've no patiencefor it."

"Now, Shadow," the pudgy scout said sternly, "do not, | beg you, come the kitten. | took losses at
Nev'Lorn—and so did you."

Va Con blinked. "Nev'Lorn?"

"Clonak, the lad'sbeen ill and away from the news," Daav's deep voice was perfectly serious. "He hasn't
heard that the Department of the Interior mounted an armed attack againgt a scout base and that dozens
of hiscomrades are dead of it."

The Department had openly attacked scouts? Va Con blinked again. The thing made no sense. The
Department flourished precisaly because it operated aong hidden avenues, far removed from the ken of
honest folk, and made no large, overt moves.

"Why?" he asked Clonak.

"Why?Why else but out of concern for yourself!" He sighed, suddenly and sharply. " Shadiafound the
mark of ascout in aderelict orbiting an interdicted world, and filed the report, al according to regs. She
didn't make the connection between yourself and the mystery scout, though others of usdid. The
Department caught the report off our bands and moved in, apparently having performed the same legp of
logic." He shrugged. "They were that desperate to have you back, Shadow. Or, at least, they were
desperate lest someone e'se haveyou.”

"Youratemehigh,” Va Con sad drily. "Certainly, the Commander would wish to recover—or
neutralize—me before | became athreat to the Department. But to risk everything in an open strike
againg the scouts—" He shook his head. "That is not how the Commander does his math.”

"Might have gotten anew tutor,” Clonak offered. " Or perhaps he finds himself strong enough to
commence upon a second phase, and beginsto be bold.”

Cold feet ran down Va Con's spine. That, now, wasal too likely. The Department's Plan called for
expangon, after dl, and it might well ssem the time to move, with Korva scattered to its various
safeplaces. He was about to say as much to Clonak when a soft sound caught his ear, anomalousin the
dtillness of the predawn garden. He cocked an ear, waiting for arepetition, and raised hisleft hand in the
scout'ssign for wait.

Novaset them a brisk pace down the quiet pre-dawn halls of Erob's clanhouse. Indeed, they were
moving so swiftly asthey rounded the corner into the main hallway that they very nearly knocked over
the red-haired woman in working lesthers who was striding in the opposite direction.

Shan checked, boot hedl skidding on the waxed wooden floor.
"Miri?"
She grinned. "Hey, Shan. Worked atreat!"

He eyed her, astonished; Healer senses brought him a second astonishment in the luminosity of her
pattern, by which time Nova had recovered both her balance and her glare.



"I'm speechless,” hetold Miri, "which my sister will tell you is no common occurrence. Nova, hereis Miri
Robertson Tiazan, Lady yosPhdium."

Novasglare solidified into dishdief. " You are Miri Robertson?”
"frad s0," Miri said, not without ameasure of sympathy. She nodded, easily. "Pleased to meet you."

"|—" Novabegan. Shan, deciding that bad manners were the lesser part of disaster, interrupted her
ruthlesdy.

"We're on our way to see how Val Con does," he said to Miri's amused gray eyes. "Would you like to
accompany us?"'

"Can't—gottafind Aunt Emrith and give her some good news. Tell you what, though, if you'relooking for
Va Con, youll find himin the garden at the end of the wing. He's having atalk with hisfather."

"Hisfather?' Shan blinked. "Miri—"
"Daav yosPhdium isdead," Nova, not to be outdone in any mode, including rudeness, interrupted.

"No, heain't. Wejust did the whole wel come-back-to-the-Line thing an™ Her eyeslost focus somewhat,
and then widened.

"Something'swrong,” she said, and was gone, running back the way she had come.
Shan was after her in the next heartbeat, Nova at hisside.
Wrong wasn't the beginning of it.

Miri ran, her head full of gunfire, deadly shadowsin the garden and Daav was down, Clonak beside him,
andVa Con—Vd Con...

She dapped the doorplate and dove through the opening, hitting the ground and rolling for the cover of
the hedge to the right. Gun ready, she surveyed the enclosure.

Three dark, utterly gill lumpsin three widely spaced locations 'round the garden were deaders. A single
huddle near the ornamenta boulder in the center was the scout named Clonak ter'Meulen, working with
rapid ferocity over another leather-clad form. At the opposite end of the garden, the gate siwung open on

itshinges.
Heart in her mouth, she walked over to the busy scout.

"How bad?"' she asked, as the door cycled behind her. She spun in time to see Shan and Novawhipping
through, neck and neck, for al the worldslike they were running arace.

"Nothing a‘doc won't put right," Clonak said, sitting back on hisheds, and sghing in plain relief.

"Right. Shan'll help you get him down to the med center.” Spinning on her hedl, she checked her inner
sense of Vd Con, locating him some distance from where she stood, his pattern amuddle of horror,
stubbornness and sheer crazed adrendine.

"The Department of the Interior,” Clonak said, and she didn't stop to hear anything else, but ran, ran as
she had never run, not even when Klamath was coming gpart around her, out the gate and after him.



Day 345 Standard Year 1392 Hamilton Street Surebleak

"Boss Conrad's here to see you, Penn.”

Penn—Boss Penn Kahoon, actually—frowned down at the balance sheet he'd been working on, and
walited for theroaring in hisearsto subside.

Boss Conrad was here. He'd hoped—never mind now what he'd hoped; it wastoo late for hope. Redlity
was that the man who'd come blazing out of Moran'sterritory less than a Standard Month ago—the man
the streeters cdled Boss Kille—was in histerritory—in his house—and suddenly Penn Kahoon was
looking a ending the day early.

Thera... Therad be OK, hetold himsalf. Conrad targeted bosses; streeters and staff attached to a
particular boss household were, by report, safe as anybody ever was, so long as they had the good
sense not to draw on Conrad or one of his'hands.

The exception to that'd been Deacon. Conrad blew the house, there, boss and crew—>but did it so
neither of the houses next to it blew, or took fire. They'd shimmied alittle, maybe, when Deacon's
crumbled down into its own cellar-hole.

And, according to Penn's sources, Deacon had bought that specid bit of attention fair and square by
doing something stupid even by his standards, and sending ateam onto Conrad's turf to take him ouit.
The team never made it back to Deacon'sterritory, but they managed to screw up good before they dl
got shot dead: They killed Conrad's kid.

After consderation, Penn had finally alowed that Conrad'd done just what he needed to do to Deacon,
and not one hit less than Penn might've done himsdlf, if it'd been his kid killed.

He just wished the guy hadn't gone off his head and decided to wipe out every other boss on the planet,
too.

"Penn?' That was Marj, his second, still standing by the door and not exactly sounding calm. He sighed,
capped his pen, closed the notebook, settled his glasses on his nose, and looked up.

"OK," he said, voice steady. " Please show Boss Conrad in, and have Dani bring us some hot tea—I hear
helikestea"

Marj waslooking distinctly white around the mouth. "Penn, thisisthe guy who—"

"Yeah, | know who heis" he cut her off. "And what | want you to do—no matter what happens—is
cooperate with Bass Conrad. Got that? Y ou level with him—explain how you're my second and you'll be
glad to show him whatever he needsto see. Be smart, OK?'Y ou seen the reports—the only one he
wantsisme. Hell be good for the streets—you seen those reports, too. Be smart, Marj. Tell me.”

She swdlowed, eyeswet. "I'll be smart, Penn."
"Great." He nodded. "Now go get him. It ain't polite to keep aguest waitin'."

Thereportsal had Boss Conrad peaking at the lower end of averagetal, with brown hair and brown
eyes, ablue earring, aglittery hand-ring, and aliking for pretty clothes. All that wastrue, but Penn was
gtill unprepared for the dim and elegant person who followed Marj into the office, his 'hand walking quiet
and solemn at his back.

The 'hand—it was the woman. Natesa. Penn felt one of the knotsin his gut loosen. Natesawas a pro; he



didn't have to worry about a botched job. She'd be quick and she'd be clean. Not that the big guy's
hand-cannons woul dn't've done the needful, but there'd been an awful mess|eft to add to Theras upset.

Much relieved, he stood up from behind his desk, keeping his handsin plain Sight, and nodded politely.
"afternoon, gr. I'm Penn Kalhoon."

Dark brown eyes considered him gravely from an ageless golden face. The reports put him in histhirties,
which he probably wasn't any younger than. But he couldve just as easy been ten, fifteen, even twenty
years older. He inclined his head, more forma, somehow, than a standard nod of greeting.

"Good afternoon, Penn Kahoon. | am caled Conrad. Please forgive mefor disturbing you at your
work." His voice was soft and pitched in the mid-range, real easy on the ear.

"That's OK, gir. |'ve sorta been expecting you."
The well-marked dark brows pulled dightly together. “Ah, have you? | wonder why."

Penn shrugged. "My sources said you was tending in this direction.” That was the truth—wasn't no use
lying to the man. He was gonnaneed to know the state of things, and best he had it straight from the one
who knew it best. Penn pointed.

"I'd be pleased if you'd sit. Dani'll be up redl soon with sometea.”

The eyebrows moved again, upward thistime. " Teawould be most welcome," he murmured and did sit,
graceful asagirl. His'hand took up her post behind him.

Penn sank down into his own chair, wondering what to say now, and was saved from making an
immediate decision by the arrival of Dani with atray full of cups, pot, and cookies. She got everything
down on the desk with no spills, which was pretty good, considering how bad her hands were shaking,
and shot him alook from wide, scared eyes.

"Thanks, Dani," he said easlly, like he was having lunch with Thera. "WEéll tekeit from here.”
"Yesdr, Boss," shewhispered, and fled, closing the door alittle too hard behind her.
Carefully, Penn poured teaiinto one of the cups, Sipped it, and bit into a cookie.

Having demonstrated his good will, he filled another cup and passed it across the desk.

"| thank you," Boss Conrad murmured and took a sip, then favored Penn with astraight look. "1 hope
that you will forgive meif | come quickly to the purpose of my cal," hesaid.

Penn swallowed the rest of his cookie.
"Sure," he said, and his voice sounded alittle edgy to himsdlf. "Y ou're abusy man."

"Asyou are," Conrad said. "So, then—quickly: | am hereto offer you an opportunity to enter into a
partnershipwith me."

Penn blinked, thinking he'd heard it wrong, and dared aquick look up &t the pro. She smiled dightly, and
inclined her head.

"Um," Penn said, and had another swallow of teato clear the sawdust out of his mouth. "What kind of
partnership?’



"A perfectly unexceptiond sort of partnership—or so | persist in believing, despite those who have felt
they would rather die than accept it." Conrad sipped histea. "'l envision free passage and trade between
my territories and your own, and a pooling of our various resources, for the betterment of al. Y ou will
continue to administer your streets, as you have been doing so ably for these last ten Standards. | will
administer my streets, and hopeto do aswell.”

Penn blinked again, then shook his head with ahalf-laugh. "I'm sorry. See, when you waked in here, |
knew my day was done. Gonnatake me asec to focus.” Something struck him and he looked into
Conrad's smooth, calm face.

"You didn't offer thisded to dl the—all the other bosses, did you?"

"Infact, | did not. The late Boss Deacon did not impress me as someone with whom it would be
advantageous to associate. The rest, however—yes. | offered them this precise ded "

"And they turned you down?"' Penn rubbed his nose. "How dumb are these guys?* He waved ahand. "I
know, | know. Dumb enough.” He closed his eyes, turning the ded around in his head, looking at it from
thisangle and that, seeing profit, growth, and— a snag.

"I worked hard to make my Streets safe,” he said carefully. "Some of those turfs you picked up are pretty
rugged, according to my sources. The tollbooths don't keep all the trouble out, but they keep it down."

"True enough. We arein the process of developing a street patrol, which will eventualy work to keep
trouble to aminimum. In the meanwhile, we may leave the tollboothsin place, as checkpoints only.
Travelerswould be required to stop and submit to a search, asthey are now, but no cash would change
hands."

"OK, that's aworkaround—we can do that."
"Good. I wonder how you fedl about trading people aswell?"
Penn froze. "Trading people?'

Boss Conrad moved his hand; hisbig ring sparkling. "Gently. | only meant that it might profit you if—for
an instance—| wereto ask amaster brewer who livesingde my territory to cometo you for atime, to
teach the craft to one of yours. Likewise, | amin need of assstance in the matter of inaugurating schools,
such asyou maintain. Now, we have asystem of . ...itinerant teachers, who wander from Street to stredt,
teaching those who would learn how to read. | wish to do better than this, but | must be taught how."

"l getit," Penn grinned, excited now. "An' if your master brewer, say, didn't want to leave home, maybe |
could send my student over to him for awhile.”

Conrad smiled, faintly. "Precisdy.”
"OK, sofar thisiseasy." Pennlooked at the other man serioudy. "What's the catch?”

Another amile, dightly lessfaint than thefirst. "The catch isthat | wish to secure the entire length of the
Port Road, and | will require you to guarantee safe passage for al aong that portion which runsthrough
your territory. | will undertake likewise."

The Port Road ran more-or-less through the middle of Penn'sturf, and it was as safe asthe rest of his
Sreets. But. ..

"We're cut off by Ivernet to the north, and Whitman, on the east. | can hold my piece of road, OK, but



there ain't nobody gonnacomewalkin' out of Ivernet'sturf. Whitman—I can talk to Whitman, if you
want. She's not somebody who snubs a profit, if you know what | mean. But Ivernet—det, Ivernet's

crazy."

"Ah. Nonetheless, | will be calling upon Boss Ivernet and offering him the dedl. If the dedl isnot
acceptable, then measures will be taken.”

Penn shook hishead. "Y ou're abraver man than | am," he said.

"Merely foolhardy, | believe." Conrad leaned forward to put his cup on the desk, and cameto hisfedt,
smooth and graceful. Penn stood, too, feding like hiswhole body was grinning.

"It ssemswe agreein principle,” Conrad said, inclining his head. "Natesa."

The woman moved. Penn had time for one sharp spike of terror before he saw that it wasn't agunin her
hand at dl, but a portable radio.

Shakily, hetook it.

"If you need to speak with me—a consultation, an emergency— smply push the 'four' key. If | need to
speak with you for smilar reasons, | will use my radio and yourswill emit three tones, from low to high.
Isthis acceptable?’

"Acceptable,” Penn croaked.

"That isgood. And now, | will take my leave and alow you to return to your work. Good-day, Penn
Kahoon. Itis...apleasure to do businesswith you."

"Good-day, sr. Maam." Heraised hisvoice, "Maj!"

The door popped open so fast he knew she'd been listening at the knob. Her face was white al the way
to the hairline, but she was grinning fit to best dl.

"Marj, Boss Conrad and his'hand are leavin' now. Please take them down to the door.”

"Yessr!" she sad snappily, and turned her grin on the man and the woman. "Right thisway, Mr.
Conrad.”

They followed her without a backward look between them and Penn sank back into his chair, taking
pleasurein the smple act of bresthing.

After awhile, though, hisbrain started in, like it dways did, and he shook hishead. Goingto cal on
Ivernet, was he? That Natesad better be a damn' good shot.

Day 345 Standard Year 1392 Jolie's House of Joy Surebleak

"Houses on lvernet'sturf?' Wyn, their host for the evening, shook his head regretfully. "Therean't no
houses on Ivernet's turf, Mr. Conrad. We hear there ain't much on lvernet's turf—|east ways, not much
anybody esed want. Now, if you was going over to Whitman'sterritory, we'd be right pleased to direct
you to Mirabdl'sHouse."

"Alas," Pat Rin murmured. "My fancy is quite set upon visting Boss lvernet.”

Wyn looked over to his partner, the Jolie from whom the House took its name. She sighed.



"Mr. Conrad, Wyn's right—there ain't anything on Ivernet's turf you'd want. We had—when wasit,
Wyn? Two years ago? Three? When them kids come through?”

His broad forehead rumpled in thought. "Oh, hdll, yeah, | remember them. Three years, it mustabeen—in
theflat middle of winter."

Jolie nodded, leaned forward and touched Pat Rin's deeve lightly with paefingers.

"Two kids, it was. They made it outta lvernet'sterritory just like Wyn says, in the middle of winter, their
feet wrapped in rags and not awhole piece of clothing between ‘'em. How they got past the tollbooths,
we never did find out. Lost one right off—she wasn't nothin' but skin over bone, an' so cold—we
couldn't get her warm, and I'll tell you, we covered her over with every blanket in the house, with Nuce
and Silbey one to aside. Nothin' we did was any good—she was that worn out with the drugs and bad
food and then running through the snow to get away. To get safe.” Sheturned her face aside, for al the
worlds like aproper Liaden lady attempting to recover from atoo-intimate display of emation.

"So," she said after amoment, looking back to him, her blue eyes damp. "The second one hung on a
while longer—ong enough that we thought shed makeit. Long enough to tell ushow it isover there.”
She pressed her fingers more firmly onto his deeve, and withdrew.

"Mr. Conrad, it'sahell-hole over there. Saying Ivernet's crazy don't begin to cover it. There's
drugs—something they cal 'nirf'— and most take it because it cuts down on the empty fedin' of not
havin' no food. There ain't no houses, just like Wyn told you. Some work for whatever they can get—an'
mostly what they get isnirf. Nor ain't there much in theway of business, like we got herein Boss Penn's
territory—or like you got yoursdlf, Sir, in your turfsl— 'cause nobody knows when Ivernet'll blow a
gasket and him and his 'handsll come out on the streets, lookin' to go huntin', like they cal it, and burn
themsalves down a buncha houses so they got enough light to see by.”

It seemed an apt description of ahell-hole, Pat Rin allowed, grateful for the patient presence of Natesa,
slently supping at hisright hand. Apt enough that, had it been possible, he would have alowed himsdf to
be persuaded to visit Boss Whitman instead.

Necessity, however, existed.

"l am forewarned,” he murmured. "But, asit happens, thereis one thing that Boss Ivernet holdsthat is of
interest to me. The Port Road runsthrough histerritory.”

"Yeah, it does," Wyn said, sitting up a bit straighter, eyes bright with interest. "Y ou after securin' the
Road?'

"l am," Pat Rin said, well-pleased with him. "l intend to have it open from the center-land to the
spaceport, safeheld, with free passageto al.”

Wyn whistled. "Y ou talk to Penn about this?"

"Indeed, it was the purpose of my visit. Mr. Kalhoon and | discussed the matter this afternoon, and were
ableto reach amutudly advantageous agreement,” Pet Rin said, and felt Natesa shift besde him. "Please
do speak with him, yoursalves, and ask what questions you may have. | am certain that abosswho
administers aswell as does Mr. Kalhoon must speak often with his people.”

"Penn'sthe best bossin nineterritories,” Wyn assured him warmly, and shook his head. "Audrey told us
you was a change-maker,” he continued, glancing over to his partner. "Wetried, Jolie. Audrey said he
was stubborn, too."



"Yeah. Yeah, shedid. And she said hewas good for business, which hewont be, if he getskilled on
Ivernet'sturf." She glanced a him, ablush mantling her cheeks. "Not that it's my decision, redly, or to
say that Ms. Natesaain't apro..."

"| thank you for your care," Pat Rin said, sncerdly, "but my plansarefirm.”

"And that'swhy hesaboss,” Wyn finished, dapping the table, and grinning, wide and pleased. "Tell you
what, stop over with us again on your way back out. Well be happy to see the both of you."

Warmed, Pat Rininclined his head. Audrey, of course, had provided the introduction to the house of
Jolie and Wyn, as she had provided introductions to the other six whorehousesin the Six territories that
were now either hisor dlied to his. All the heads of household had been cordid, but none save
Audrey—and now these—had shown any persona concern in himself. Indeed, why should they? Bosses
came and bosses went, and even a boss who was good for business was bound to be murdered one

day.

"I thank you," he said again, inclining hishead. "It will be a pleasure to renew our acquaintance on my
return.”

"That'sfine, then," said Wyn, coming to hisfeet, with Jolie at hisside. Pat Rin stood, in respect of the
host, and Natesa did, aswell.

"It'stimefor usto go on the floor and make sure everybody stayscam,” Joliesaid. "If you want
company, just choose who you like—on the house. Theré'samorning buffet laid out for the early guests
and the oneswhao're late going home—you're welcome to thet, too."

"You aregracious,” Pat Rin murmured. "I do not myself desire acompanion this evening, though perhaps
Natesamight wish to avall hersdf.”

"Whatever suits," Wyn said. "I'll take you on up to your room and make sure the doormen know who
you are. Staff quarters, up the back of the house. We don't get much trouble here, but sometimesa
customer'll take ashineto one of the staff and make alittle bit o' noise." He waved ahand, indicating that
Pat Rin should wak with him.

He complied, being very careful not to look back at Natesa, who after al deserved what joy she might
take, herein a place which was as safe as Surebleak came, on the eve of an enterprise of surpassing
danger, if not outright Supidity.

Whichishow he happened to missthe subtle gleam in the night black eyes thoughtfully considering him as
he quit the room.

She came to him naked, which she had not done in his several dreams upon the subject, bearing a bottle
of wine and two glasses.

Pet Rin, roused from hislaborswith the log book, himsdlf divested of jacket and most of hisweapons,
opened the door to her knock and stood, quite plainly staring.

"Is something amiss?' Natesa'srich voice held an unsubtle note of laughter.

"Not intheleast,” he assured her, recovering his addresswith aquick menta shake. "'l was merely trying
torecal if | have ever before seen you stand weaponless.”

"Ah," she amiled thistime, and showed him the glasses. "May | comein? Jolie believesthisto be quite
drinkable.



"Does she?' He stepped back, alowing her to pass, and watched her walk to the table, marveling at the
subtle beauty of her, dim and far too aluring in her creamy, soft shirt and form-fitting black trousers.
Forcefully, he moved his eyes, and closed the door.

When he joined her at the table, she had dready closed the log book and put it to one side, making room
for the glasses and the wine.

"But | am not entirely unarmed,” she murmured as he cameto her side, "asyou are not entirely unarmed.”
She danted an amused glance into hisface. "Even in the presence of friends, we arevigilant. Certainly,
we are deplorable.”

"And very likely deplored,” he agreed, as she produced awine knife from her wai stband and addressed
the cork.

"I wonder why you are here," he said then, watching her long, clever fingers ply the knife. "Do not
mistake me—I am pleased to share wine with you! It isonly that | had thought you destined this evening
for the pleasures of the house."

"Ah, yes" A sparkling glance from black eyes as she extracted the cork and set the wine to breathe.
"That was not well done of you."

"Wasit not?" he asked, which was smpleidiocy. Better to have denied having taken any action. Much
better to have failed to understand her.

"No," she asserted. "It was not." She reached for aglass, her deeve brushing his—the veriest whisper of
cloth againgt cloth, and nothing to answer for the bright flicker along his nerves.

The wine was poured, neatly and without fuss. Natesa handed him a glass. She held the other, but did
not yet drink, only stood there looking at him, her face serious.

"Y ou deny yourself the pleasures of the house, do you not?"

Heinclined his heed, alowing amusement to show. "Certainly. | am the boss and thereis ever work
awatingme."

"Yes, of course” Sheraised her glass—a Terran toast—and he followed suit.
"To our success upon the morrow."
"To our success upon the morrow," he repeated, and they drank.

"Do you have concerns of tomorrow's outcome?' he asked her, after they had Sipped again, savoring the
vintage, for truewineit surdy was, and nothing like the mis-named if pleasant Autumn Wine,

Shelaughed lightly, and s&t, dl grace and elegance, in the room's only chair. Pat Rin leaned ahip againgt
the table, and looked down into her face. Hisfingersitched with the desire to stroke her soft
cheek—which was beyond idiocy and well into madness. He had another smal sip of wine, recruiting
what sanity remained to him.

"Successis never assured,” Natesa said, speaking serioudy, for al her seeming gaiety. "And tomorrow
we go againgt an opponent who is neither predictable nor trained, which mixesin additiona danger.”

"We have known these things," he pointed out, "and made plans accordingly. We do not go to Boss
Ivernet naked; and there will be back-up within reach.”



"All true—and yet we are well-advised to go lightly. Indeed, was | not aready certain of your answer, |
would ask you to reconsider and remain a holiday here while Mr. McFarland and I, with asmall team,
go in to smooth the way.."

Hedid not immediately reply, being engaged in athoughtful sudy of her face. She returned hisregard,
widening her eyesalittle, her lips curving into adight and unmistakably seductive smile.

He understood then that she meant to punish him for histemerity in leaving her to the pleasures of the
house. He breathed in, deep and careful, ddliberately cooling the growing warmth of his blood. Balance
was her right, as it seemed she considered that he had transgressed. But Balance did not require him to
act thefool.

S0, business: "We had gone over this. It ismy intention to offer to deal with every boss, extreme force
being reserved for those who violently refuse. We cannot smply murder aman on his reputation. It may
bethat heis...misunderstood—athough | grant that seems unlikely. However, we cannot discount thet it
may be possible. Shdl we try to number between us those who now believe that Jonni was my true-son,
his dead mother my wife, from whom | was|ong separated by malicious circumstance?!

Sheinclined her head. "True. Yet | would not see you put yoursdlf in unnecessary danger. If Boss Ivernet
is harmless and maligned, then no harm isdoneto him by sending an emissary first. If heisashasbeen
reported, sending aforward team meansthat your lifeis preserved.”

She finished her wine and stood. Gently, she set the glass on the table, and turned to face him, resolution
in her eyes.

Pat Rin put his glass down, straightening away from the table—too late, she had swayed one step and
was close, her hip grazing his side, her hand rising, dowly and stringently in sight, toward his cheek.

So much for Balance, he thought. So much for honor and right action. Desire dectrified hisblood. He
looked up into her eyes, and knew he was lost—knew that he must not lose.

"Inas," hewhispered. "Inas, do not."
Her hand paused. "Why?'

"Because—because | hold your oath,” he managed, though his voice shook shamefully. "1 would not
dishonor you."

Something moved in her face; in his distress, he could not have said what.

"Ah," shesad, softly, her breath warm againgt his cheek. "l see" Her hand moved; alight finger touched
the gemstone in his ear, then she stepped back, bowing in the Terran mode, innocent of nuance.

"Pat Rin, goodnight. Seep deeply. Dream well."

"Seepwdll, Inas," he returned, and watched her go lightly away from him, and let herself out of hisroom.

Day 346 Standard Year 1392 Industry Street Surebleak

Gwince guided the car to what passed for acurb, set the brake and looked up. Pat Rin could see her
worried frown in the reflection of the rear view mirror.

"Boss, | an't likin' this street too much.”



Which only proved her awoman of superior sense, Pat Rin thought. In hisrecent travels, he had seen
bad streets—even very bad streets.

This street was—an affront to the honorable, ablight upon the eye; adismay upon the soul.

Burned out buildings lined both sides of the pitted road, broken windows gaping like fanged entrancesto
black and bottomless gullets. There were no trees, nor flowers, as there had been seen on some of the
streets under Penn Kalhoon's care; there were no people; no vehicles on the street, saving their own.

One house stood, unburned and unbroken, aong the whole doleful thoroughfare: A glowering gray pile,
protected by arusty fence which had been draped with aglittering net of metalic spikes.

"Very well," he said, steding himself, and turned to meet Natesa's eye. Sheinclined her head, noviceto
meagter, with no discernibleirony.

"Gwince, please contact Mr. McFarland and have him bring histeamin close. Natesaand | will seeif
BossIvernetisat home.”

Gwince bit her lip. "Boss, it might be agood ideato wait 'til Mr. McFarland gets here.”

"Cdl now," hesaid, patient in the face of her concern. " Surely, they will not open fire without first
discovering who we are.”

He waswrong.

He had taken precisdly fifteen steps up the shattered walkway toward the house, Natesa at his back,
when thefirgt pellet snarled past his ear. He found histarget, fired and legpt in the same ingtant, coming
down heavily on his shoulder behind apile of broken concrete that might once have been part of awall.

Thear wasfull of pellets, snarling and whining, pinging off his scant cover. Pat Rin leaned out, found a
target, fired and ducked back, face dusted with concrete. He leaned out again—and froze.

Natesalay, exposed and unmoving, on the walkway leading to the house. Even as he stared, disbelieving,
apdlet chipped the stone by her head. He could not tell if she were dive—no, her hand! Surely, her
fingers had twitched toward her falen weapon?

More pellets stormed and he ducked again, measuring the distance with his eyes, ignoring the old,
sdf-taunting voice telling him he was too dow, far too dow. Hewould not fail in this. Hewould not leave
her out thereto die.

Carefully, he holstered his gun. Carefully, he got hisfeet under him. The storm of pellet fire lessened; he
focused on the till figure lying on the broken pavement, took a bresth—and ran.

Fleet and desperate, he reached her side, lifted her in hisarms and hurtled back toward the dubious
shelter of broken concrete.

He amogs madeit.

Day 51 Standard Year 1393 Lytaxin Erob's Grounds

Hewastoo late.

Swearing, Va Con went to his knees beside the still form huddled benegth the curtain edge of the forest.
Carefully, heturned her over, wincing as he uncovered the contorted face. Beldyn che'Mara. She had



been a scout, once.

The wound she had taken in the firefight was serious enough, though not by any means a desth-wound.
No, the agony recorded in the dead face told the tale: Agent chel'Mara had understood that she was
being followed—and by whom. Her Loop would have presented the cal culation demondirating that he
would catch her before ever she reached her ship; and would further have elucidated her odds of winning
an encounter with him, depleted and panicked as she was.

So she had obeyed the implanted orders, and accepted the Loop's Final Routine, suiciding to avoid
capture.

Damning the Commander to the torments of twelve dozen hells wasfutile from this distance—and he had
no spare seconds to waste.

Quickly, fingers swift and steady, he went through the dead Agent's pockets, belt and hidden pouches,
stripping out everything, even the coins and her licenses. Cramming his harvest helter-skdlter into the
pocket of hisvest, he rose and backed away. Any moment now...

"Who isit?" Miri's voice was breathless. He held up ahand, warning her away, counting: One, two,
three, four, five—

Beldyn che'Maras body blazed into white radiance. Va Con threw an arm over hiseyes, felt the heat
and the stench of burning flesh wash hisface, heard the roar of incineration, and—nothing.

Cautioudy, he lowered hisarm.

Thethin grass upon which the Agent's body had lain waslightly scorched. Nothing else remained.
"Who," Miri repested, from the approximate vicinity of hisebow, "wasthat?"

Helooked down into frowning gray eyes.

"Agent of Change Bddyn chd'Mara."

"Suicide?'

He nodded, and hesitated before he asked his own question, seeing once more in his mind's eye the gate
damming open, hearing the first shots snarl over his head as he hit the ground, ralling; the long body

crumpling...
"My father?'

"Clonak's got himin a'doc by thistime. Didn't seem too worried. My turn to worry, | guess." She used
her deeve to mop her damp face.

"If werre gonnahave thislifemate link—and | ain't saying it's abad thing, necessarily—then we need to
fine tune some stuff. All I knew isyou was scared, you was mad, and you was gone. Clonak said it was
the Department, and | lit out, thinking they'd managed to snatch you."

"That arguesfor fine-tuning, indeed. We have aproject to embark upon during our unencumbered
hours™

"Of which it don't look like we're gonna have that many for awhile. These people ain't gonnagive up, are

they?"



"No," hesaid, dipping hisarm around her waist in abrief, absurdly comforting hug. "Infact, Clonak's
newsindicatesthat, far from giving up, the Department is moving into Phase Two of the Plan.”

"Phase Two? What's that?'

"They move more openly, dispose of their enemies, disband the Council of Clans, and establish
themsdves asagovernment.”

Miri's eyes widened. "Arethey serious?"

"Very serious,” Va Con assured her. "And—much worse—the odds are good that they will succeed.”
He stepped back and pulled the assorted jumble of Beldyn chel'Mara's belongings from his pocket. "And
somewhereinthisis... ah." Hehdd it up; Miri squinted, and sighed.

"Ship key. Great. Now al we gottado isfind the ship.”

"That isnot adifficulty,” he said, depressing the gppropriate button. The device came divein hishand,
quivering with the desire to be re-united with its ship. Va Con closed hisfingersloosdy around it, and
spun, very dowly, on one hedl. Three-quarters of the way through his revolution, the key lunged against
the prison of hisfingers.

"Thisway," he said softly, and moved off, the key bouncing in hishand, Miri walking silent a hissde.
"No." Shan sad firmly. "We are not going after them.”
" Shan, the nadelm and nadelmae of Korva are—"

"What you don't seem to grasp,” he said, raising hisvoiceto interrupt his sster and his First Speaker for
the second time in an hour. "Isthat the nadelm and nadelmae of Korval are extremely fierce individuals
. Miri Robertson isacaptain of mercenary soldiers. She haswithin recent memory led soldiersinto war,
survived severd battles, retaken an airfield held by ahostile force—oh, and attached an Y xtrang explorer
to her command.

"You will recdl that Nadelm Korva holds rank as ascout commander. Whilethisisnot of itsdf a
guarantee of ferocity, | will tell you that | haveit on hisauthority and on the authority of that same

Y xtrang explorer that Va Con yosPhelium bested a soldier twice his size, and desperate besides, in
sngle combat, each of them armed with aknife."

"Sm—"

"All of whichmeans" he swept on, making histhird interruption on the night, "that the universeismorein
peril from them than they are from the universe; and that the enemiesthey cannot vanquish with aglare
and awave of the hand are no one that we want to meet, out strolling in the dawning forest. Furthermore,
Erob has dispatched actud soldiersin pursuit of the remainder of this enemy—who and how many they
might be. And | will remind you that you are Korva-pernard'i. As your subject thodelm, referencing
Chapter Eight, Paragraph 15 of the Code of Proper Conduct, | forbid you to risk yoursdf whilethe
nedelmisunavailableto us."

Hetook adeep breath, in preparation of even more forceful arguments, if need be, but she stood silent,
garing at him out of afacerather paer than usud.

However, if Novawas speechless, there were others present who were not.

"Bravo!" Clonak ter'Meulen brought his palmstogether in appreciative applause. "Well acted, sir! Yes!



WA acted! I'll have the tape, by the gods!™
"Clonak," Shan said, warningly. "l am—"

"No, no, darling, don't speak! Y ou have ddivered yoursdlf of a masterful performance. Recruit your
grength. Allow meto carry onin your stead.” He came forward and bowed, dl correct and very High
House: Honor to adelm not one's own.

"Lady Nova, how delightful to see you again! Did you enjoy thewar?"

She glared, which deflated Clonak not -one bit. "Alas, that | missed the more robust episodes. | arrived
only hoursago.”

"Isthat s0? Then you will not have met dear Lieutenant Ndlirikk! A jewd of thefirst water, is Lieutenant
Nélirikk. I am persuaded that you will like him extremely. Asyou have heard, he was defeated by your
foster brother, the inestimable Shadow, in hand-to-hand combat, winning, thereby, a place of serviceto
your House. A man of many excellencies—and so fortunate that he was with us, when we picked up the
others yesternoon. It is of course too soon to predict their own worth to the House of Korval, but | fed
certain that they will gtriveto give good service."

"Others?' Shan repeated, ssomach suddenly cold. "What others?

Clonak turned abestific amile upon him. "Why Hazenthull Explorer and Diglon Rifle, none other, who
have only an hour ago given their oaths of serviceto Lord and Lady yosPheium.”

Shan closed hiseyes.
"Tired, darling?'

"Exhaugted, if you will haveit," he said, and Sghed. "Line yosPhdium holds service oaths of three
Y xtrang?'

"I don't doubt but they'll be found useful to have about the house. Indeed, Captain Robertson waxed
eloquent upon the point." He paused to smooth his mustache. "'l doubt it's occurred to Shadow asyet,
though it will—awake upon suits as yet undiscovered, your foster brother!—but I'm certain Daav had the
possibility of abreeding pair in hiseye." He moved his shoulders. "Wdll, hewould, you know. We are dl
but products of our training.”

"A breeding pair,” Shan repested faintly, but Novawas after other game.

"If you believe for one moment that | will accept that man as Daav yosPhelium, no maiter what sort of
hoax you and he have been able to foist upon my brother—"

"Ah!" Clonak cried, dapping his hand to hisforehead. "Forgive me! Y ou put mein mind of why | had
come to seek you out. Wait, | know | haveit here..." He made a show of searching his pockets, and
eventually produced, with aflourish, amuch folded sheet of printout.

"While they had himin the 'doc, | asked the techsto do a gene match. | knew you would care, dear
Lady Nova, and sought only to put your mind at rest.”

Frowning, Novaal but snatched the proffered paper, unfolded it—
"Korva," sheread. "Out of LineyosPheium.”
"Whichisprecisdly asit ought to be," Clonak said, and turned toward the door. "1t has been ddightful



chatting with you, children, but I must be off now, to find how Shadiagoeson. Tal"
Thedoor did closed behind him.

"Just alittle arrogant, ain't they?* Miri asked, settling on her belly under the bush they'd chosen for cover.
"No guards, no whistles, no man-traps. Just..." She waved ahand at the ship nestled against the wooded
hillsde, in full sight of anybody who cared to look for it, now that Va Con had puzzled out the key
combo and turned off theinvisibility routine,

"They depended upon the cloaking deviceto hideit," he murmured. "And there are no guarantees that the
shipitsdf isfree of traps.”

"Huh." She glanced at him. "It's probably set up to report back to base, ain't it?"

"Therewill certainly be atrans-light locator, as had been hidden on Agent Ssg'Aldas ship," he said, brows
pulled together in afrown. "Also, it will be programmed to dispatch adistresscall, if it isleft too long
aone. The Commander isnot afool. He will doubtless have discovered by now that Agent Sg/Aldas
ship never wasin orbit about Waymart. It may be expected that he has caused thisship to
carry...upgraded security.”

"Terrific." Miri glared a the ship, but it refused to dissolve like abad dream in the brightening sunlight.
"We can't just |et the damn thing Sit there—it's abomb waiting to go off."

"Agreed." He nestled his chin onto hisfolded arms, eyes on the ship. "It might be possibleto disarmiit,”
he said eventudly. "1 have Beldyn'slicense. Usingit, | should easily be able to access maincomp and
initiate a complete systems shutdown.”

"Theword 'easly’ is bothering me, here.”

Heturned his head to smile at her. "Of courseit is. However, | cannot easily envison another course of
action, given that the shipis here, four of its Agents are dead, and it isamost certainly going to apply to
the Department for assistance when its countdown is done and no one has reported in." He looked back
to the ship.

"I suggest that you await me here, with the most of Beldyn's belongings. | will use her licenseto access
maincomp. If | cannot trigger a systems shutdown—if maincomp requires two or more licensesto
vaidate the order—perhaps| can at least reset the timer.”

"And give ustimeto get the other licenses and come back to try again,” Miri said. Silently, she went over
the plan. It wasanice, smple plan; it had some play init, and a built-in contingency scheme, which the
gods knew wasn't standard for either of them. Still, shedidn't like it much and said so.

"Alternatives?' Va Con asked, which she might've known he would. She sighed and shook her head.

"I can't even think of agood argument to support us going in together, instead of splitting up,” she said.
"Musgt be getting old.”

He smiled. "We are decided, then." He looked at her, green eyes serious. "l will be very careful,
chatrez."

"Y ou dways say that," she complained, and sat up, wary of tangling her hair in the near branches. "Guess
we better move onit, then."

"Indeed. The best path to finish isthrough begun.”



He cameto hisknees, fishing in hisvest for the stuff he had taken off the dead Agent. Mot of it, he
handed to her, reserving for himself the ship key, ameta card that was the late Beldyn's piloting license,
and aflattish, notched piece of long metd.

"Interior key," he murmured. "For unlocking chests and inner hatchesin times of disrupted power."

"Right," she said, and pocketed the jumble as Va Con ghosted out from under their bush and moved
toward the Agents ship.

The hatch rose in response to the key's command, and Va Con entered the ship of the Department.

The cabin lights came up as he proceeded, dert for traps and trip-beams. He achieved the center of the
piloting chamber without mishap, and paused there to look about himself.

The board was locked down, screens blanked; the status lights showed all systems at first level
standby—primed to legp into compl ete wakefulness at the touch of apilot'shand. A prudent measure,
Va Con thought, for apilot who had chosen not to land at a port, where he might command the luxury of
ahotpad, and who could not know if he would depart hotly pursued by enemies, or at leisureand in his
own good time.

Well. Quick and silent, he went through the rest of the ship, satisfying himsdlf that he was aone, then
returned to the piloting chamber, pulling Beldyn chel'Maras piloting license out of his pocket.

Miri shifted under the bush, her eyes on the ship. The hatch had come up without any fireworks going off
and Va Con had walked on in. Insde her head, she saw the particular pattern that meant he was being
careful, and thinking in smdll, tight steps. There was no sense that he saw anything that struck him as odd,
or dangerous, or—

Silhouetted againgt the wooded hill, the ship's hatch descended, inevitably and with dignity. Miri flung
hersdlf to her feet, heedless of the scratchesinflicted by her passage through the bush, her shout
swallowed by the accelerating whine of engaged gyros.

The Agents ship hurtled into the sky.
His hands flashed across the board, calling for an abort. The ship ignored him.

He dapped up navcomp, which obligingly displayed the laid-in and locked course, the coords of which
weredl too familiar.

The Department's ship was taking him to Headquarters.

Va Con bit hislip, letting the force of the ship'srising press him into the pilot's chair. His hands on the
board—the very keys had recognized hisfingerprints, he thought, and gave awry menta bow to the
Commander, who was, after dl, no fool.

The ship hurtled upward. Maincomp alowed him to activate the screens, so that he could see the ground
faling away beneath him, the bush where he had | eft Miri dready indistinguishablein the blur of green.

Headquarters, he thought, and then thought of the Commander, and of the likely fate of one who had
broken training, to the savera-times|oss of the Department.

Returning to Headquarters was not an option.

Va Con reached to the board and opened acomm line.



A chime sounded. Priscilla, more than half of her attention on the systems report cluttering her main
screen, reached absently across the board to hit the toggle.

"Mendoza."

"Priscilla, thisisVVa Con." Hisvoice came out of the speaker, calm and clear, immediately recognizable,
though she had not heard it for more than three Standards. She sat up, staring.

"Already?' She demanded. "Shan said it would be days yet—"

"Shan was migtaken,” he interrupted. " Attend me now. Thereisaship rising from Lytaxin a longitude
76.51.33 west, 39.24.17 north, at an acceleration of 7.8 local gravities. Acquireit, please.”

Her fingers danced over the board. "I haveit.”

"Good. Dedtroy it."

She blinked; checked her instruments. "VVa Con, you're on that ship.”
"Indeed | am. Firea will."

"No."

"Priscilla, if you refuse, you will destroy the clan. The ship will not obey me and the courselaid in will
deliver meinto the hands of our enemy.” Cam, so calm, hisvoice. It was hisvery camness that
convinced her that his order was right and necessary, though, Goddess, what she would say to Shan...

"It would be best," he said. "If you fire while we are in atmosphere.”

She amiled. "Yes, of courseit would." Her fingers moved on the board again, unhesitant and certain.
"Beam up," she murmured. "Target locked.”

Miri craned up into the brightening sky, watching the ship that was taking him away from her. It was at
the edge of her vision, now, a speck againgt the white clouds of morning. Soon—

Sashing through the white clouds came adender radiant beam. It touched the speck, surrounded it,
pulsed.

The ship blew up.
Miri screamed.
Ren Zd woke, suddenly and entirely.

A glance across the dark room at the glowing ice-blue digits of the clock proved that he had been adeep
just over an hour. Despite this, he felt extraordinarily dert, even abit restless. A walk, he thought, would
be just the thing to put him restful once more.

So thinking, he arose from his bed and dressed rapidly in the near darkness. Stamping into his boots, he
reached out and plucked his pilot's jacket from its hook. Hisfingers caressed the worn, scarred | egther,
running over thetiny seamsthat each marked a place where the lesther had been torn and, later, mended.

He smiled, therein the darkness, and swung the jacket up and on. The next instant, he stepped into the
hallway beyond his door and strode off toward the right.



The hdl bent sharply to theleft, then to theright. Ren Zd moved out with awill, senses wide open, more
energetic with every step.

The hdl bent again to the right. He rounded the corner and walked into a garden, stepping from carpet to
grassand pausing at last, hisface turned up to asky silvered with starlight. He took a deep breath of
fragrant air—and felt something bump againg hisshin.

Carefully, helooked down, hisvision tainted with silver, so that the large gray cat making a second, even
more robust, pass at hisleg seemed for amoment to be outlined in light.

"Gently," Ren Zd murmured, bending down to offer aforefinger in greeting. "That leg has dready been
broken once—and very thoroughly, too."

The cat blinked up at him and touched its nose, dainty, and dightly damp, to the offered finger. The
demands of courtesy having thus been satisfied, it pushed its head hard againgt Ren Zd's hand, startling
the man into a soft laugh, as he obligingly rubbed the sturdy gray ears.

A smdl wind moved among the leafy things, bearing sweet, unaccustomed scents. Ren Zdl drew another
deep breath, and straightened with afina chuck of the cat's chin.

"Come now, let mewalk through this garden. | have been— long away—from gardens.”

He strolled forward, boots whispering across the grass, smiling as his deeve brushed the leaf of amisty
night bloomer and released a scent as sharp and as satisfying as cinnamon. Precisdy such asmall treasure
might have been found in the garden maintained by the House into which he had been born, yearsand
worlds away.

Directly ahead, the grassy route he followed dead ended in a opulent sweep of greenery, but before one
reached that, one came across the roots, and then the trunk, of amonumental tree.

Ren Zd picked hisway across the surface roots. Glancing down to be certain of hisfooting, he saw that
the cat companioned him 4till, gliding slently over theirregular ground.

Arriving a thetree itsdf, Ren Ze steadied himself with one hand flat againgt remarkably warm wood, and
craned upward.

Above him, he saw shadow, sketching, perhaps, the shapes of leaf and branch. The stars were quite
obscured, and the brilliant, silvery sky. He squinted into the vastness of the shadow in vain; details € uded
him, though he gained avivid impression of strength, of ...age...and...warm regard.

From the high branches came a sound, as of something come loose and faling swiftly groundward. Pilot
reectionsflung Ren Zd back half adozen paces, which waswell, se the small plummeting object would
have struck him squarely on the head.

Instead, it smacked in to the dark grass and was immediately leapt upon by the cat, who planted both
white front feet firmly onits prize and looked up at Ren Zd with unmistakable chalenge, asif to say,
Well? I've caught it for you, Master Timid. Are you too fainthearted even to look at what it is?

Ren Zd stepped forward and bent down, not without a certain amount of wariness, recalling the antics of
tree-toads in the garden of hisyouth. The cat stepped back, tail high, and flicked out a negligent paw,
moving the object sufficiently for hiseyetofind it.

No tree-toad here. Frowning dightly, Ren Zel bent and picked up what proved to be a seedpod—two
seedpods, connected by athin branchlet. He looked at the cat, Sitting primly, tail around toes, its gaze



very much on Ren Zd'sface.
"Your treeisthrowing thingsa me, en? Am| to infer that | an unwelcome?”

One quickslver paw came out, passing gently over the whiskers, then the cat was waking away, tail
high., Ren Zel moved his shoulders, thought to drop the seedpods, and then did not: they felt warm and
comfortablein hishand and it came to him that he would have need of them, later.

Halfway acrossthe glade, the cat paused in its purposeful perambulation and looked over its shoulder.
Agan, Ren Zd had the distinct impression that, if the anima could spesk; it would this moment be saying
something rather sharp to one Master Timid Sandfeet and urging him to come aong quickly, now.

Thus gently persuaded, Ren Zd stepped forward. The cat watched him for amoment, then, apparently
satisfied that he would do as he was bid, took up the lead.

Pieces of what had once been aship fell, tumbling, out of the sky.

Miri, gtirring beneath the shelter she did not remember taking, watched them fal, and gingerly, ready to
snatch back at thefirst cold shock of emptiness, extended her thought to the place where his pattern
should have been.

It was—there. Pre-occupied right this second, but displaying no signs of attenuation like sheld seen when
he'd been dying on the Y xtrang fighter. In fact, he seemed quite amazingly busy for aman who ought to
have been vaporized when the beam pierced his ship.

Carefully, not wanting to disturb his concentration, she pushed her thought alittle degper into his pattern.
Her vison side-dipped crazily, and she was seeing the ground from high above, turning gently and rising
dowly beneeth her as—as?

Escape kite, Va Con murmured in her ear. The manual key opened the emergency drawer, and
triggered the escape hatch.

She closed her eyes, which didn't quite get rid of the disorienting far-view of the ground. Even more
carefully, she withdrew her thought from his pattern, and opened her eyesto the sky.

High up againgt the clouds, she saw along, black wing, spirding lazily downward.
The path culminated in adoor. The cat stopped and looked at him over its shoulder.

Ren Zd surveyed the Situation. The door was set into a section of wall. The section of wall was part of a
greater wall, which formed, so he was persuaded, part of the first story of aclanhouse. He glanced down
at the cat.

"l am afraid I'm no useto you. My print will not open this."

The cat yawned, sauntered over to the door, stood on its back feet, braced itself with one paw againgt
the lower door and stretched toward the latch with the other. Ren Zel sighed sharply.

"Understand me, it'susdess! Thisisaclanhouse—l am clanless. Thereisno door on dl the worlds of
Liad which will open to my hand."

The cat stretched higher, its paw questing well below the latch.

"Merdy disobliging, am |? Well, the proof is easy enough.” He went forward two steps and snatched a
the knob, aready hearing in hismind's ear the blare of bells asthe house took aarm from the touch of an



intruder.

The knob turned easily in his hand. The door swung wide, silent on well-oiled hinges. The cat strolled
insde, then stopped and looked over its shoulder in away grown far too familiar.

"No." Ren Zd stared down into glowing eyes. "'l cannot.”

The cat came back, stropped itsalf one way and the other, soft and caressing, against hislegs, then
moved on again, down the dim hallway.

It was risky—even given the mafunction which had alowed him to open a coded door. He did know the
risk. Y et the house lured him, with its promised glimpses of the life he had been denied. Surely, he
thought, just a short stroll down the hal, aglance into aroom or two—surely there was no harmin that?

Knowing his peril, Ren Zd stepped ingde, closing the door carefully behind him, and being quite certain
that the lock had caught before he followed the cat into the degps of the house.

Time and route blurred. He thought they might have crossed a dark, deserted kitchen, he and the cat,
and gone up athin flight of sarsinsufficiently illuminated by night-dims, and down another hall, or

possibly two...

Timerighted itself. They stood before another door. The cat stroked, long and sensuous, across Ren
Zd'slegs, then stretched high on back feet, reaching for the palmplate set far aboveits head.

"Thisisthe private gpartment of someone who belongsto thishouse," Ren Zd said, hisvoice barely a
whisper. " Qurely, my hands are usdessto you here."

The cat did not even deign to turn its head. Ren Zdl sighed, stepped forward and put his hand with
absolute certainty againgt the coded plate. His palm tingled as the house scanned him. His shoulders
stiffened beneath his many-times mended jacket, asif tensed againgt the grip of ahostile hand.

Silent and stately, the door did back on its groove. The cat made a pleased burble and al but legpt
within, tall hedtal, fairly quivering with joy.

Ren Zdl took astep back. That is, he meant to take a step back, to retrace the half-remembered path
through private, richly carpeted corridors, to descend the back stairway, cross the kitchen, and gain, firgt,
the gtarlit garden, and shortly thereafter the familiar, beloved halls of Dutiful Passage.

He went forward another step, clearing the beam, and heard the door dide shut behind him.
It occurred to him, somewhat belatedly, that he had lost his mind.

Mad or sane, histraitor feet kept on, walking him softly and without haste through a pleasantly cluttered
parlor, 'til he crossed yet another forbidden threshold, into the very deeping room of onewho was
clanheld, alive, and joyous.

The inner room was spacious, the center held by a bed of noble proportion, set directly beneath a
skylight, from which slver beamsilluminated the rumpled coverlet, and wove starsinto the long, dark hair
of the woman adeep againg the pillows, one rounded arm flung high over her head, afrown disturbing
the smooth expanse of her brow.

Sanity returned, quick and cold, freezing hisfeet to the carpet. They would kill him, the people who
belonged to this house. Truly, they would kill him—and justly so—a stranger who had forced himsdlf,
aone and uninvited, into the very degping room of one of the clan's precious children.



Biting hislip, he haf turned to go—which was the moment the cat chose to legp upward from thefloor,
landing solidly on the somach of the degping woman.

"Ooof!" Thelady jack-knifed into asitting position, snatching the cat into her arms. "Horrid cregture!
Fird, you refuse to share my deep and now you refuse me solitary dumber! Unhandsome, Lord Merlin! |
had thought you for the garden dl the night—" She stopped, hearing her own words, so Ren Ze thought,
and put the cat gently to one Sde, staring across the rumpled blankets to—himsdlf.

"Oh," she said, and tipped her head to aside, as one puzzled, but in no wiseterrified to find a stranger
standing at the very foot of her bed. "Good evening, Pilot." Her voice was dow, the tone oddly
reverberant. She spoke in the mode between equals.

By the Code, he should throw himself on hisface and despoil her no further while she got on with the
business of screaming for her agemates, or her eders, or her deim to come quickly and dispose of him.

Ren Zd inclined his head, matching her grave, unfluttered attitude. "Good evening, Lady."

In the starlight, she smiled, and tossed the coverlet aside, diding out of bed and coming toward him on
slent, naked feet, her bed shirt floating 'round her knees.

"Now, to," shesaid. "I confess | had not expected you. May | know your name?"
Hedid bow then, very gently, in the mode of introduction. "Ren Zd."
She smiled again, and shook her hair back. He thought it threw off sparksin the starlight.

"A brief name, but well enough.” She paused, standing so close that he could see the color of her eyes
benesth the winsome dark brows—silver, like the sarlight.

"My name," shesad, "isAnthora” She held out ahand, the lace of her deevefdling gracefully back
aong her arm. "May | hang your jacket avay? We are dl pilots here.”

"|—" Histhroat closed. Hetook abregath. "I should not stay.”

"What—when you have come so far? At least take your ease for an hour before the exertions of the
journey back."

She swayed forward another half-step, the Silver eyeswide in aface not precisaly beautiful, with its sharp
cheekbones and pointed chin. It cameto him, asif from adistance, that he had seen alike face—then
lost the thought in horror as he found his hand risng, drawn asif by a magnet toward her silken cheek.

Her eyesflickered, following the motion, and he used the moment to go back astep and to lift hishand
higher, displaying the twin seedpods, still attached by their branchlet.

"A gift,”" he managed, hisvoice sounding unsteady in hisown ears. "If the lady pleases.”

"A gift?" For aningant she merely stared, then threw back her head and laughed, fully and without
atifice. Ren Zd felt hismouth curving into asmile, his eyesfollowing the perfect curve of her throat down
to the rounded thrust of her breasts againgt the thin stuff of her shirt—his breath caught, blood hesting;
and in that moment she met hiseye, dill grinning, and reached out to pluck up the pods.

"A handsome gift, | own, and perfectly suited to the occasion! Come, let us share.”

He blinked at her, tongue-tangled with mingled desire and dismay. "Lady, | do not—"



"No, haveacarel" Sheraised an admonishing finger. ™Y ou have brought the gift; our duty isplain. So!"
She broke one of the pods from the branchlet. It [ay for amoment on her open pam, then neatly halved
itself, showing a plump, sweet-amelling kerndl.

"Thus, for the guest.” She extended her palm, and perforce he took up the offered nut. "And now for
me." Again, the pod lay quiet for an ingtant before falling gpart in perfect haves. Daintily, she plucked the
kernel fromits nest, raised it to her lips, and paused. Silver eyes danted up at him, mischievous and
gentle, asif she perfectly comprehended his dismay—and hisdesire. "Eat, denubia. | swear that you will

find it good."

Denubia. She should not cal him so, he thought, plucking the kernel free of its nut-haf. He was no
proper recipient of aLiaden lady's endearments. Carefully, he dipped the kernel into his mouth—and
gasped as ariot of taste exploded aong histongue, and exploded a second time—and yet again, so that
his eyes percaived strange patternsin the agther and his ears heard music behind the silence, and his
treacherous, traitor body cried out against itsincompl eteness.

He gasped again as the sensations faded, though they did not dissipate entirely. It seemed to him that he
could Hill seelinesof power and probability intersecting in the air dl about; and that the low hum of music
trembled just insde hisears.

"Gently..." Her voice was—and her hand was on hisarm, which should not be.

"Lady, cry you mercy..." He could not alow this, whatever this was, to go on. If hewas a-dreaming, he
would wake. Now. Closing his eyes, he drew on—why, in someway on the lines he perceived about
him, pulling thisone thus, and this other one 0...

"Sit the board serene, Filot. Sometimes, it iswisdom to do nothing.” She stroked hisarm, tracing lines of
fire on his skin through the much-mended |eather. He made the error of opening his eyes and beheld her
face before him, slver eyesworried and teasing at once. The threads he had gathered dipped from his
grasp; the building surge of music settled back to a sweet hum. Anthora smiled.

"It iswdl," she said and stepped back, holding out both hands. "Y our jacket, Pilot. Y ou do not need it
here"

True enough, he thought, and had it off, placing it in her hands with alingering touch.

She held it for amoment, asif considering the weight of the leather, then looked back to him, her brow
knit in puzzlement.

"Thisjacket carries many wounds."

"Heded," hetold her, striving for some measure of lightness. "Both of us hedled, well enough. That jacket
saved my life, Lady.”

"All honor toit," she said, silver eyes solemn, and shook it sharply, asif she sngpped arug free of dugt,
and moved away to drape it over the edge of achair.

She was back in the next ingtant, and it came to him that the room was growing lighter, for he could see
the full curves of her body plainly through the pale shirt.

"Time grows short," she said, moving close and smiling into hiseyes. "May | have your kiss, Ren Zd?'

He had been born for no other purpose than to give her hiskiss. And he cameto her too late: dead and
beyond them both to hed it. He shook his head, redlized that she might not understand the Terran



gesture, and murmured.
"No. Lady—I am clanless. Y ou are—I should not be here..." hefinished, helplesdy.

"Poppycock,” shesaid in plain Terran and grinned, lopsided and adorable. "Well. Let ustry another face
of thefortress. Y ou will seethat | am quite without shame—so: Since | am alady and may mind my own
meant'i—Would you spurn my kiss?'

Helooked into slver eyes and knew that he should lie.
"Never."

Her grin softened as she closed thefina distance between them, setting her naked feet carefully beside
his boots. They were much of aheight, and she easily lay her arms about his shoulders. Her breath was
warm againg his cheek and he held her waist between histwo hands, cradling her closer still astheir lips
touched—

And the universetook fire.

Day 349 Standard Year 1392 Hamilton Street Surebleak

He woke with the echo of gunfirein hisears, and asearing sense of loss.
"Natesal"

Someone nearby whispered her name, the voice unfamiliar— thin and ragged—and yet if therewerea
friend of hersnearby...

"Dammit, don't you Sart that again!" That voice wasimmediately identifiable: Cheever McFarland, andin
something of a pet, to judge by the volume.

Pet Rin opened his eyes, gaining an immediate view up into the big Terran's face, which showed more
worry than temper, despite the volume—and, just now, a profound and dawning relief.

"Now, why didn't | think of doin' that before?"

"Doing what?' Pat Rin asked, and heard the unfamiliar ragged whisper emerge from his own mouth.
Other details of his condition were beginning to emerge: He hurt, comprehensively; and hisleft arm was
immohbilized.

"Never occurred to meto just tell you to shut up,” Cheever was continuing. "Well, o'course, it
wouldn't—when in your life have you ever done what you were told?' He frowned, trying for ferocious.

"Y ou been layin' herefor the better part of two days, out cold, and feverish—which would've been
worrisome enough—and you been talkin' Liaden non-stop, except for the occasiona hour when you'd
yell for Natesa. Which iswhat happened to your voice. What happened to the rest of you isyou took a
pellet in the arm and another one in the thigh, and you're in Penn Kahoon's persona house, being taken
care of by his persond staff, none of who speak Liaden, by the way, which is probably agood thing,
consdering thelittle bit of it | could scan.”

He did have some memories of ... .conversations; long, intimate talks with his deed kin, of the sort they
had rarely engaged in. There had been those things that he had wished to say—most especidly to his
son; and also to Shan, with whom he had so often been out of charity, so often for such little cause. ..



"It was not my intention to disturb the staff,” he managed now, his ragged voice waking the discomfort of
araw throat. He drew abreath, which also was aso painful, but not beyond his ability to endure.

"Natea"

Cheever grimaced and Pat Rin felt again the fiery pain of loss, asthe pilot's face dissolved in ashameful
wash of tears.

"Naw, now, don't go jumping to endings.,” The other man's voice was unexpectedly gentle. Pat Rin
closed his eyes, the tears |eaked beneath hislashes and |eft cold, wet trails down his cheeks.

"Ligten, Boss, she's gonna be fine. Caught a pellet in the shoulder—the jacket took most of it. If it hadn't
been acustom load, it wouldn't've stopped her at dl. Asit is, she'sgonna be outta bed and raisin’ hell
before what passes for the doctor 'round here lets you eat better'n oatmedl.” He paused, then added,

thoughtfully.

"Thing is, Natesa's some peeved about you putting yourself on the line like that—I ain't exactly happy
about it, mysalf. Were your security—I'm sure we told you this, couple dozen times, maybe. Wetake
the chances while you get under cover—which thistime, you did, according to Gwince, but then what'd
you have to do but leave cover and set yoursdlf up as atarget nobody who wasn't drugged outtatheir
brains—which Ivernet'swere, your luck—coulda missed.”

"My oathsworn," Pat Rin whispered, eyes closed against the dow leak of tears, "are not expendable.”

"Yes, we ar€" Cheever said, plainly exasperated. "That's the point—ahh, never mind. I'll let Natesa
pound it into your head. Maybe shelll have better luck.”

Helay there, letting the sense of it Sink into his bones. Natesawas dive. Shewould befine. Life went on.

"And Boss Ivernet?' he asked, recdling a last the why of placing himself and his—gods pity him—his
beloved, into such danger.

"Wasn't enough of Boss Ivernet |ft to take to the crematory after the mob got through with him." There
was acertain grim satisfaction in the Terran pilot's voice. Pat Rin opened hiseyes and stared up into his
face.

"Mob?'

"Right. See, after you went in and practically got yoursdlf killed over this, wasn't much Penn Kahoon
could do but back you, not to mention Ivernet's own streeters suddenly understanding that there might be
away out andjoiningin..." He shook hishead. "Wasn' pretty. Quick, though—it was that. Especidly
with the bosses on the other side of Ivernet comin' in to lend ahand. Turns out everybody wanted him
outtathere, but none of ‘em could figure out how to go about it 'til you come dong." He shrugged.

"S0, you got the turf. Penn's second—Marj Fender—she's sittin' in the Boss Chair, temporary-like, tryin'
to get everything sorted out and stable. Penn wanted me to make sure you knew they wasjust holding it
temp, and not making aturf-grab. Y ou bled for it—it's yours. That's hiswords.”

"All honor to him," Pat Rin whispered, closing his eyes again. He was, ridiculoudy, exhausted, hisface
wet with more than the unabated run of tears.

"Wewill need to send word to our other territories and—"

"Done," Cheever interrupted. " Some of us been workin'."



And al honor to Cheever McFarland, who held the course, as apilot should, despite near catastrophe.

His earsregistered a sudden bustle across the room, and a brisk female voice, borne closer on the clatter
of hedsagand tile,

"Mr. McFarland! Y ou promised!”
"Sorry, maam. Got to takin'."

"Well, you can get to talkin' with Chim, downgtairs," the unknown woman scolded, "and leave Mr.
Conrad to rest up. Even bosses get timeout for gunshots and fever!" A sharp sound, asif she had brought
her pams forcefully together. "Go on, now— out! That's enough damage for one day!"

"Yesm. Boss, I'mwithin range if you want me, got it?'
"Yes," hisvoice was barely audible, even to himsdlf. "Thank you, Mr. McFarland."

The bed shook dightly, echoing Cheever's path across the tiles. Pat Rin opened hiseyesby araw
gpplication of will, and found himself looking up into the round face of a smiling woman of about hisown

age.

"I'm Kazi," she said. "Mr. McFarland says, ‘the doctor, so-called.™ Shelay one cool, plump hand against
hisforehead, tsk'd and brushed hishair back, asif he were afractious child.

"Wore you right down to nerves, didn't he? | don't know why, but people think bosses ain't human,
somehow. Well. Let's wash your face, then I'll check your progress. Y ou were lucky, if Mr. McFarland
didn't tell you—the thigh shot missed the artery and the bone; it'sanice, clean wound. No problems
there. Thearm'salittletrickier, but | think you're gonnato be just fine, so long asyou're sensible. Can
you be sensble?’

She had produced abowl and a cloth from somewhere. He watched her through ditted eyes as she
dipped the cloth in the bowl and wrung it out.

"Perhaps... I... can," hewhispered. "I have...not attempted...recently.”

Kazi smiled, leaned forward and used the cool cloth to wipe hisface. "There, that feels better, doesn't
it?" She dropped the cloth into the bowl and put it aside.

"OK, now I'll check the wounds. Y ou can have anap after—or if you fall adeep while I'm poking you, |
won't be offended. | do want you to have some broth alittle later, but the nap comesfirst." Shefolded
the coverlet back from hisleft sde and reached forward. "This might hurt you some. Fed freeto yel and
swedr."

Indeed, it hurt amazingly, though her hands werelight and certain. Pat Rin closed hiseyesand gave his
attention wholly to recalling the order in which the books were shelved in his mother's study, starting from
the topmogt of the floor-to-ceiling shelves. He was just starting on the second shelf when Kazi spoke

again.

"They both look good." He opened his eyesto her face. She smiled and nodded. "Whyn't you go to
deep now? I'll be back in awhile with something like dinner.”

Seep. Hisweighty eyelids closed. "Thank you," he said— meant to say—and let the black velvet tide of
deep bear him away.



Day 355 Standard Year 1392 Hamilton Street Surebleak

"Boss?' Gwince paused in the threshold of the parlor Penn Kahoon had set aside for Pat Rin's use.
"Boss Mdlina Sherton's here to seeyou.”

He looked up from the book he had been reading—a bow to Kazi's indg stence that he "rest” between
entertaining callers. Melina Sherton held alarge territory considerably out from his present location;
bordering on the dmaost-mythic " country”, with its fresh vegetables, fidlds and wineries.

"Pray show Ms. Shertonin,”" he said, putting his book aside; "and ask Dani to bring refreshments.”
"Yessr."

Pat Rin sraightened in hischair, careful of thearm initsawkward rigid bindings. A cane leaned against
thetable a hisside, another concession to the doctor'slist of instructions.

He had not, of course, been able to acquiesce to all of her demands, though he did make a push to be
sengble. Behold him, for an instance, guesting yet in Penn Kalhoon's household, rather than returning to
his home turf, or going on tour with Cheever McFarland.

Light footsteps sounded in the hall. Pet Rin turned his face toward the doorway, and inclined hishead as
his guest came through the door.

"I hopethat you will forgive meif | remain seated,” he murmured. "I mean no disrespect to yourself."
Thin reddish eyebrows arched above tan eyes.

"| think a man who went down with a couple pelletsin him six days ago has aright to stay seated for as
long ashewants," she said.

Her voice was strong and emphatic; her person thin of flesh; her face long and bony. She nodded.
"Médina Sherton. | hold the territory behind Ira Gabrid."

Boss Gabriel had called on Pat Rin yesterday afternoon, one of three on the day, as opposed to two, the
day before. He had proven himsdlf to be asensible man, and willing to dedl. They had parted amicably,
Iraclenching his portacomm in one outsized fist.

"l have met Boss Gabrid," he said to Mdina Sherton. "An excdlent individual ."

"He knowswhat's good for business," she dlowed, moving forward and seating hersdlf in the chair facing
him. "I've been dedling with Irafor amost eight years, hesaman believesin that Road, same like you do.
| guessyou talked about that.”

"Indeed, we did. And yourself?"
Sheblinked. "Me?'

"Yes. Do you bdievein the Road? | anticipate that holding it open might cause difficultiesfor you, with
your territory Stuated asitis.”

"Because aroad goes both ways, you mean.” Shetipped her head to aside, considering him. "I thought
about that— thought about it alot, if you want to know, because | got an interest in the border farms,
and some trade further in. And what | decided..."”



Here, Dani gppeared with the tray, which she disposed quickly and quietly on the table. Hands steady
and sure, she poured—for Pat Rin, who took a sip to demonstrate that the beverage was
undrugged—and for the guest. She departed, also quickly, but without seeming in haste, leaving the door
dightly gar behind her, as per his standing ingtructions.

Pat Rin sipped again and put his cup on thetable. "Forgive me," he said to the other boss, "we had been
discussing your decision regarding the freedom of the Port Road through your territories.”

"Right." She held her cup against her knee, and leaned forward, tan eyesintense. "'l decided that it's OK
for the Road to go to the Port and to the country. Sleet, | started in trying to figure out how we could
have more of them—a safe-road out to the coast and back! Another one up into the hills and back!" She
laughed.

"Same sorta thinking that got mein trouble eight years ago, when | decided the only way to protect our
farmswas to set up as boss of the turf next in—act as akinda buffer zone. That'swhat it was gonnabe, a
safety zone between the rest of the city and the holdings. Then | got to looking around my streets, seeing
what was needed and who was where. Got in touch with Iraand found him to be of the same genera
tendencies..." She shook her head. "Ancient history. What I'm trying to tell you is, if you're dtill offering
that deal like you got with Penn, I'll be pleased to sign on and hold the Road clear, share out info and
help settin' up schools and clinics. Might be some of mine could teach some of yoursto grow establesin
little |land-patches, or up on the roofs.”

Memory's eye provided avivid picture of agarden shrouded on arooftop, awaiting the touch of the
gardener who would never come again...

Carefully, he took a breath; anothe—and met Melina Sherton's eyes.

"That is precisdy the sort of partnership we wish to form— a cooperative of skill and knowledge, which
will benefit everyone™

She nodded. " Sure would. And if anybody can hold that kind of cooperative open, it'syou. A bosswho
an't afraid to put hislife down on what he believesto be best? I'll team with him."

"Thank you," Pat Rin murmured, reaching for histea cup. He sipped at leisure, and turned the
conversation to the particulars of her turf. Sometime later, they found themsalvesin agreement, with a
date set on which Pat Rin would call on her at home. She received her portacomm gravely, and Gwince
showed her out, closing the door gently behind her.

Pat Rin wilted againgt the back of hischair, and closed hiseyes. He could fed thetrembling in hislegs
and in his unbound arm. Though he was much improved in hedth, yet even seated negotiation had the
ability to exhaust him, and Melina Sherton had been hisfourth interview on this day.

Seated thus, he might have dozed. In fact, given hisweakened condition, it wasinevitable that he doze.
The next thing he was aware of wasthe light snick of the door being pushed to.

He opened his eyes and beheld Natesa.

Their paths had crossed but seldom in past days. As Cheever had predicted, she had risen from her
sickbed while he was yet confined by weakness, and set herself to whatever tasks had need of her skill.
It did occur to him that it was anger which kept her from his side; anotion he had tried—without much
success—to put down to the morbid affect of ill-hedth.

And now, shewas here, having sought him out of her own desire, whether to throttle him or to mock him



remained to be discovered.
"Master." She bowed, €leganceitself, and straightened, her black eyes and grave, sweet face unreadable.

Heinclined his head, approximating the bow between equals as best he might, seated and awkward as
hewas.

"Natesa. | am pleased to see you, well and dancing.”
"I am pleased to see you, aso, Master, though it must on the mend, with the dance yet before you.”

He smiled, rueful. "Both Mr. McFarland and Doctor Kazi dlow meto know that | am fortunate to be
ableto hear themusic.”

Natesainclined her head. "Y ou did avery foolish thing; that isso. Very brave and very foolish. | have
often marked how frequently courage and fool hardiness make partners. | am persuaded that you have
meade this same observation.”

"Alas, mine has not been an existence where courage is commonly found, athough certainly | have seen
fools. The most recent, in my mirror.”

A frown disturbed the serenity of her brow. "No," she said eventually, as one who had given the matter
due congderation. "No, | would not have it so, though you must, of course, please yoursdlf." She paused,
then bowed once more—oathsworn to oathholde—and Pat Rin felt hisblood chill.

"Master, | have cometo ask you for athing. | hope that you will be able to accommodate me."

Heinclined hishead. "I would not be so churlish asto refuse you anything,” he said softly, while hefet his
chest musclestighten, asif in anticipation of ablow.

"Ah." Another graveinclination of the head, before she looked directly into hiseyes.
"I would have my oath returned to me."

Thefamiliar flames of loss blew high, taking his bresth, and hisvoice; incinerating what was|eft of his
heart.

He bought time with astately, seated bow, straightened and raised his one good hand, pam up, in the
gesture of release.

"Y our oath is returned to you, honored and unsullied,” he said, and it was the High Tongue that came off
of hislips, though he had not willed it so. "Pray accept my gratitude, for service given well and without
dint."

Deeply, she bowed. "I receive my oath with joy," she said, which wasthe proper beginning of theritua
phrase, properly spoken in the High Tongue. She straightened, and finished, in Terran: "I do not want
your graitude, Pat Rin yosPhdium."

He had thought himsdlf beyond any further hurt—thrice afool! Gasping, he averted hisface, his cheeks
ginging asif she had struck him—and felt her fingersin truth againgt his cheeks, cool and soft and
soathing.

"Gently," she murmured. "Pet Rin, hear therest.”

He alowed her strong, cool fingersto turn hisface, so helooked into her eyes, inches away from his



own.

"I do not want your gratitude,”" she repeated, the vicious words transformed by her voiceinto acaress. "'l
want your love.

Shivering, heraised his hand and touched her satin cheek. "Y ou haveit, dways."
Shelaughed, softly. "And he asksfor nothing in return! Very well, sr, | will giveyou agift.”
She bent closer, her bresth warm and sweet againgt hisface.

"l loveyou, Pat Rin," she said, in the mode between intimates. And kissed him on thelips.

Day 51 Standard Year 1393 Lytaxin Erob's Clanhouse

Shan sat on achair in the hallway outside the room where hislong-absent uncle Daav was reported to be
in the care of the autodoc. Nova had goneto Erob, in order to offer what assistance an dlied clan might
in the aftermath of the discovery of murderous intrudersin a protected garden.

Having begged off this duty, Shan closad his eyes and meticuloudy went through severd levels of
exercise designed to raise hisenergy levels, clear histhinking, and sharpen hisflagging Heder senses. He
would of course pay for thisindulgence later, and he would be well-served indeed if hefell flat on his
nose just when he was needed most.

And whether that would be when he was called to identify the dead, broken bodies of his brother and his
brother'slifemate, the gods aone knew.

Really, Shan, have some sense, hetold himsdlf, opening hiseyeswith asigh. Didn't you just explain to
Nova that they are very fierce individual s?

Which in no way meant they wereinvincible.

Beside him, the door swished open. He turned in his seat and found himself doubly netted by astraight
black glance and the heart-stoppingly familiar glitter of a pattern that he had last seen in his childhood.

"Shannie?' The deep, grainy voice was precisdy the same. He cameto hisfeet, feding his mouth stretch
intoanidiot amile.
"Uncle Daav. Where have you been?!

He held up ahand on which aring flickered slver lightnings. "Now, do not, | beg you, begin! | have done
quite enough explaining to your chaleket. Apply to him for detalls”

"If he shows himsdlf, | will," Shan said, suddenly somber. "He and Miri are missing in the aftermath of
your little fracasin Erob's garden.” Hetipped his head, Healer sensestracing an anomaly.

"Will my brother so explain the very odd...resonancethat | find in your pattern?”

"Ah, you did comeaHeder! Excdlent." Daav amiled. "He might very well explain it, as he deduced both
its presence and its cause with what | would have said was extremely scanty evidence. However, asyou
are aHeder, apractica demongtration might be of benefit to you..." He closed hiseyes, and said, quite
distinctly, in the mode between lovers.

"Adliana, hereis Shan, wishing to make his bow to you."



There was a pause; a sense of something shifting. Healer sense processed the change asafading and a
solidifying; not at al the expected manifestation of acompletely new pattern.

The person before him opened black eyes and smiled—a sweet and somewnhat tentative smile, entirely
different from the lightly edged expression he had been offered moments before. The muscles of the face
were used differently; the shoulders less square, and more rounded. Hedler though he was, Shan felt the
fine hairslift dong the back of hisneck. Manifestly, absolutely, evidentidly, the person before him was
not Daav yosPhdlium.

He was seeing aghost.

The soft black eyeswidened, and the smile did, too. "Shannie!™ The deep voice was lighter, the
graininess softened by the burr of a Chonseltaaccent. "Now, shall | come the flutterhead and exclaim
over your gainsin height?"

"Aunt Adli," he smiled at her, as gently as he knew how. "Y ou were never aflutterhead. Even | knew
thet."

She gave aped of appreciative laughter. "Well done! But if you wish to make abow, you know, you
must do so quickly. It would betoo bad of meto give Daav a headache, which hewill have, if I linger

overlong."
"l see" He bowed, affectionately. "Aunt Adliang, it isgood to see you again.”

She extended a hand to touch his cheek. "Thank you, Shannie. | am glad to see you, too. Take good
care, now." She closed her eyes.

"Well." Thevoice had returned to its proper depth, the accent of Solcintra highlighting the grain, rather
than softening it. The eyes opened, black and incisive. "That was aquick chat, for kin so long apart.”

"She wished not to be the cause of aheadache."

The smile was soft, but not in the least tentative. " She guards my health closely.” He paused, asone
consdering theissue from dl sides. "Someone should, | suppose.” He moved his shoulders, something of
experiment, or S0 Shan thought, and nodded, Terran-fashion.

"Well enough, for an old scout,” he said. "Now, what news? Y our brother and hisformidable lady have
not yet returned from their pursuit of our enemy, you said. Have they been long away?"

"A few hours. What's worrisomeisthat the soldiers dispatched by Erob have not as yet picked them up
inthelr sveep."

"Which only meansthey've gone beyond, or gone aside, or stayed within," Uncle Daav pointed out. "A
scout commander, as| hardly need to tell you, isno inconsiderable force in hisown right. A scout
commander seconded by Miri Robertson Tiazan..." He shook his head. "My imagination trembles.”

Shan grinned. "Would you like some taesfrom the late war?"

"I have had tales from Jason Carmody, and from Nédlirikk Explorer, enough to fray the nerves of even an
old scout who iswell-accustomed to Clonak ter'Meulen.” He lifted an eyebrow. "I suppose that Clonak
iswith Line yosPhdium's newest dependents?”

Shan shook his head. "L ast seen, he was off to confer with the techs who had charge of the dead, leaving
Scout NeZame and Ndlirikk to wait for the others to emerge from the 'docs. When | looked in, the



scout was coaching the explorer on the finer points of Terran poker. The tech let me know that thetwoin
the 'docs had fallen on poor times of late and were in need of supplements, in addition to the cancellation
of thair vingtai ." He paused. "In dl fairness, you should aso know that my sister Novaisto house. Just
now, sheswith Erob—"

"Which iswherewe should be," Va Con said.
Shan spun, gasping. "How many times did father ask you not to do that?"
His brother grinned, and shook the renegade lock of hair back from hisface. "My deplorable manners.”

"Heforgot," hislifemate said earnestly from hisside. "He's never at his best right after hesblownup a
ship."

"I'll remember that." He blinked. "Blew up what ship?'

"Surely, the Department's ship?' Daav murmured.

Va Con nodded, and looked serioudly to Shan. "Brother, will you bear us company? Father?
"Certainly," Daav sad, quietly.

Shan sighed. "I've been doing my utmost to stay out of Erob's path—and you'd be wise to do the same.
The moment you meet her, shelll be demanding that you remove the Clutch turtles from her garden.”

"Y es? Could she not smply ask them to go? Edger is a courteous man, and Sheether only one step from
timid."

"They're adeep.”

"Ah. That does put another face onit." He looked at Miri.
She grinned and shrugged. "Havetorisk it, | guess.”
"Indeed.” Hetipped his head. "Hazenthull and Diglon?"

"Still in the 'doc. Now that she has them, the tech refusesto let them go until they have reached
perfection.”

"An artist. That isgood. Now, which way to Erob?"
"l am to understand that these outlaws, then, werein pursuit of Nadelm Korva?"

Novainclined her head. "Erob, it isso. Scout ter'Meulen had performed a preliminary identification of the
three who were. . .dispatched on-site. Nadelm Korval and hislady are thought to bein pursuit of the
fourth."

"Scarcely heded and aready in turmoail.” The old woman sighed. "If it were not unworthy of andly, |
should ing st that you depart, Korva-pernardi. This planet has lately endured two military actions. We
need no more peril, just now."

A rebuke, Novathought, and ajust one. Sheinclined her head. "Indeed, it was not our intention to
burden Erob with our unseemly disputetions.”

"However, the dispute in question isnot merdly Korval's, but of dl Liadens.”



Heart in mouth, Novaturned in her chair.
There were four walking into the conference room, but she had eyes only for one.

Dark hair overlong and alittle mussed, asif he had been out in the wind, the errant forelock faling, asit
always had, across the smooth forehead and amost into the brilliant green eyes, her brother Va Con
stood tall on hisown two legs, one hand hooked in his belt, the other finger-woven with the red-haired
woman a hisside,

He might have been a shade too thin for a sster's comfort; the high curve of his cheekbones athought too
sharp, but hewas Va Con, dive, waking—and even now one well-marked eyebrow wasrising, asit
certainly should, with her gawking at him like ahaf-wit.

"Siger ain't talking to you?' Miri Robertson asked him, while Shan and agrizzled man in scout lesthers
paused behind them.

"Alas" hesaid softly. "I fear | amin disgrace.” The eyebrow waswel up, now; the green eyes quizzical.
"Come, Nova, cry friends."

"Frien—" theword died in her throat. She took a deliberate breath, and made another attempt.

"Friends," she said, and then, more sharply than she had intended—much more sharply, gods, but it was
such ardief just to behold him—"Where the devil have you been?’

Va Con laughed, and bowed, jauntily, till holding hands with the red haired woman. "A theme, in fact! |
fear that a complete answer will need to wait upon current business." He looked to the woman at his
gde

"Chaltrez, have you met my sister Nova?'

"Red quick, inthe hdl, right before the little dust-up in the garden,” she said. She produced anod and a
grin. "Hi, Nova."

"Good morning,” Novatold her, quellingly, and was not at al comforted to see Miri's grin grow wider.

"Good." Va Con moved ahand and the elder scout stepped forward. "And hereis my father, Daav
yosPhelium, joyoudly returned to us, and accepted of histhodem.”

Thusintroduced, Daav yosPhelium inclined his head and smiled. "Good morning, child,” he said, gravely.
"Y ou resemble your father extremdy."

"So doyou," she said, which wastrue, in some way that she could not quite quantify.

"Hah. An artifact of our upbringing, perhaps." The black eyes moved. "Good morning, Emrith," hesaid to
Delm Erob.

"Daav yosPhelium." She sighed and leaned back in her chair. "It needed only you."
Hiseyesgleamed. "I hold neither Ring nor rank. What possible harm can | do?'
"Doyou know," shesaid dryly, "'l wasonly just asking mysdf that same question.”
Helaughed. She did not.

"Win Den will want to see you. He owesyou acantra, | believe."



"So much?1 will be certain to look him up immediately.”
"Yes, dothat." Shelooked to Va Con. "So, Korva, what isthis danger which threatens al Liadens?'

"It iscalled the Department of the Interior,” he said, softly. "Four of its Agents came into your garden last
night.”

Erob moved ahand. "Korva-pernardi alows meto know that those personswerein pursuit of
yoursdf."

Heinclined his head. "On this occasion, they were. However, the Department has taken from every clan.
Pilots, scouts, accountants, scholars—if the Department has a use for someone of talent, it matters not to
which clan that one belongs. The Department subverts and makes them their own." He paused, green
eyesthoughtful.

"The odds that the Department of the Interior was insgrumentd in engineering the domestic dispute which
preceded the Y xtrang invasion borders on certainty. Erob became atarget because of itstieswith
Korval. | do not hide that from you. They will try again to cripple you—I do not hide that, either.”

She congdered him, silently, for some few moments. "Y ou can, of course,” she said eventudly, "provide
proofsfor these assertions.”

He bowed. "Proofs may be obtained, yes."

"So. And what isthe great House of Korva doing to stop thisterrible enemy of adl Liadens?| believe
protection of dl Liadensfalswithin your contract of hire?"

"Indeed it does." Once more he bowed—employee to employer, as Miri read it, with amovement of the
hand indicating both irony and dedication to duty.

"Korvd plansareturnto Liad," he said, straightening and looking directly into her eyes. "We shall take
the war to our enemy in hishome."

"We certainly shall not!" Nova surged to her feet, saring at himin horror. "Have you taken leave of your
senses? Plan B isin effect—do you know it? | refuse to sanction any such madness.” Sheraised her
hand, showing him Korva's Ring. "AsKorva-pernardi—I forbid it."

"Oops," Miri Robertson said, into the absolute silence that followed this.

"Precisdly,” Va Con agreed. Hand-linked, they walked forward, until they were two paces from where
Novastood, rigid and outraged.

Together, they bowed honor 