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Chapter 1

HALFWAY THROUGH t he second watch the ship put into Kartos Stati on—the | argest thing ever seen in
the zone, a gleam ng silver agglomeration of vanes cradling an i mense saucer body. It was an
Oithain craft, with no markings of nationality or identification: the Orithain disdained such
conventi ons.

It nestled in belly-on, larger than the station itself, positioned beside an amaut freighter off
Isthe Il that was conpletely dwarfed by its bulk. The umbilical of the tube, the conveyor-
connection, went out to it, scarcely |long enough to reach, although the Orithain's grappl es had
drawn herself and the Station into relative proximty.

As soon as that connection was secure, five nmenbers of the crew di senbarked, four nmen and a woman.
They were kallia, like many of the Station personnel—a race that belonged to Qao V, a tal

graceful folk, azure-skinned and silver-haired; but these had never seen the surface of Aus Qao:
each bore on the right wist the platinumbracelet that marked a nas kame, a servant of the
Oithain.

The visitors noved at will through the nmarket, where amaut and kalliran commerce |inked the
civilized worlds, the nmetrosi, with the Esliph stars. They spoke not at all to each other, but
paused together and occasionally designated purchases—tots that depl eted whol e sections of the
mar ket, to be delivered i nmedi ately.

The nmonent the Orithain had entered the zone, the Station office had noved into frantic activity.
Station security personnel, both kallia and amaut, were scattered anong the regular dock crews in
di verse uniforms—not to stop the starlords; that was inpossible. They were instead to restrain the
Station folk fromany unintended of fense against them for the whole of Kartos Station was in
jeopardy as long as that silver dread-naught was anywhere in the zone; an Orithain-lord ninutely
di spl eased was a bad eneny for a planet, let alone a man-nmade bubble |ike Kart os.

And the commanders of Kartos kept otherwise still, and sent no nessages of alarm either inside or
outside the Station. There was a hush everywhere. Those that nust nove, noved quietly.

Ages ago the Orithain had first contacted the kallia, wenching the folk of Aus Qao out of
feudal i smand abruptly into star-spanning civilization. Eight thousand years ago the Orithain had
reached out to Kesuat, the hone star of the amaut—podgy little gray-skinned farners, broad-bellied
and | arge-eyed, unlikely starfarers; but amaut were scattered now from Kesuat to the Esliph. The
metrosi itself was an Orithain creation, nodern technology an Orithain gift—but one that cane at
fearful price, a tyranny uni magi nably cruel and irrational

Then for five hundred years, as inexplicably as they did everything, the Orithain had vani shed,
even fromtheir home star Kej. Ship-dwellers that they were, they began to voyage outward and

el sewhere, and ceased to be seen in the range of kalliran ships or amaut. Sone even dared to hope
them dead—until| seven years ago.

Suddenly Orithain were massing again near Kej. Ship by ship, they were reported coming in,
gathering like great birds to the snmell of death. The outnmpbst worlds knew it, though the netros
refused to admit it for fact. There was no defense possible: kallia knew this; no weapon woul d
avail against Orithain ships, and the pride that the Orithain took in inventive cruelty was

| egendary. It was nore confortable not to acknow edge their existence.

But at Kartos, bordering the Esliph, the Orithain nade their return to the nmetrosi cl ear beyond
doubt .

At the end of the new station docks the noi kame separated. Two, one carrying a small gray case,
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went up toward the Station office. The other three descended toward the ol d docks, that place
notorious as the Blind Market, where berths and facilities were cheap and crowded, where goods
were often traded unobserved by the overworked Station authorities: little freighters, snal
cargoes, often shoddy goods, damaged |ots, pirated nerchandi se. Most of the ships docked here cane
fromthe Esliph, bearing raw materials and buying up necessities and a few civilized vices for the
poorer, outernopst worlds.

The security personnel who nmintained their discreet watcn were al arned when the noi kame
unexpectedly entered that tangle of small berths, and they were perpl exed when the noi kane

i medi ately sought the Konut, an ancient freighter fromthe Esliph fringe. Fat little amaut ran
about in its open hold in an agony of panic at their coming, and the captain canme waddling up on
his short |legs, working his wide nmouth in an expression of extreme unease.

At the noi kane's order the amaut produced the nmanifest, which the noi kame scanned as they wal ked
with the captain deep into the hold. Incredibly filthy conpartments lined this aisle, a stench of
unwashed amaut bodi es heavy in the air, for the Konut trafficked in indentured | abor, ignorant

| aborers contracted to the purchasing conpany for the usual ten years on a colonial world in
exchange for | and there—and, which they desired nore than they feared the rigors of the journey.
Amaut were at heart farmers and diggers in the earth, and the hope of these forlorn, untidy little
folk was a small parcel of |and somewhere—anywhere. Mst woul d never achieve it: debt to the
conmpany woul d keep them forever tenant farmers.

And to the rear of the Konut's second hold was a nmatter which the captain neglected to report to
Station custons: a wire enclosure where hunmans were transported. Kalliran | aw forbade traffic in
human | abor: the creatures were wild and illiterate, unable to nake any valid contract—the dregs
of the stubborn population |eft behind when the hunans abandoned the Esliph stars and retreated to
hone space. Their ancestors might have been capable of starflight, but these were not even capabl e
of coherent speech. They were sectioned off fromthe other hold because the anmaut woul d not abide
proxinmty to them humans were notorious carriers of disease. One of themat the nmonment lay stiff
and unnatural on the wire nesh flooring, dead perhaps fromchill, perhaps from sonething i nported
fromwhatever Esliph world had sent him Another sat staring, eyes dark and nad.

This was the place that interested the noi kane. They stopped, consulted the nmanifest, conferred

with the captain. The one human still stared, crouched up very snall as if he sought obscurity;

but when the others suddenly rushed to the far corner, shrieking and claw ng and cli nbing over one
another in their witless panic, this one sat still, eyes follow ng every novenment outside the
cage.

When at last the amaut captain turned and pointed at him that human froze into absol ute
i mobility, resisting the captain's beckoning.

The sweating captain beckoned at the other humans then, spoke one word several tines:

chaj u—+iquor. Suddenly the humans were |istening, faces eager; and when the anmaut pointed at the
human that crouched at the center of the cage, the others shrieked in excitenent and descended on
the unfortunate creature, dragging himto the side of the cage despite his struggling and his
cries of rage. They pressed hi magai nst the mesh until an attendant coul d adninister an injection
his nails raked the attendant, who hit his armand spat a curse, but already the human was
sinking: the curiously alert eyes glazed, and he slunped down to the nesh flooring.

Wth no further difficulty the attendant entered the cage and dragged the unconsci ous human out,
rewarding the others with a large flask of chaju that was instantly the cause of a fight.

The noi kame distastefully ignored these proceedings. They paid the price of the indenture in
silver-weight, named a tinme for delivery, and wal ked back the way they had cone.

The remai ning noi kame, a man and a wonman, had entered Station control w thout a glance at the
frightened security personnel or a gesture of courtesy toward the Master. They went to the records
center, dislodged the technician fromhis post, and connected the apparatus in the gray case to

t he machi ne.

“I't will be necessary," said the woman to the Master, who hovered uncertainly in the background,
"for this technician to follow our instructions.”
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The Master nodded to the operator, who resuned his post reluctantly and did as he was told. The
Station's records, the log and the personnel files in their entirety, the centuries of accunul ated
know edge of Esliph exploration, the patterns of treaties, of |ane regulation and zona

government, bled swiftly into the Orithain's ken

When the process was conpl ete, the apparatus was di sconnected, the case was cl osed, and the no
kane turned as one, facing the Master.

"There is a man on this station named Aiela Lyailleue,"” said the nman. "Deliver his records to us."

"The Master made a hel pl ess gesture. "I have no authority to do that," he said.

"W do not operate on your authority," said the nas kane.
The Master gave the order. A section of tape fed out of the nachine.

"Di spose of the original record," said the wonman, wi nding the tape about her first finger. "This
person Aiela will report to our dock for boarding at 0230 Station Tine."

Kallia tended to a | ook of innocence. Their hair was the same whatever their age, pale and
silvery, individual strands as translucent as spun glass. The pale azure of their skin intensified
to sapphire in the eyes, which, unlike the eyes of amaut, could look left or right wthout turning
the whol e head: it gave them a whol e range of communication without words, and made it difficult
for themto conceal their feelings. They were an enotional folk—aot |oud, |ike amaut, who |iked

di sputes and noi sy entertainments, but fond of social gatherings. One kallia proverbially never
decided anything: it took at least three to reach a decision on the nost trivial of nmatters. To be
otherw se was i kas—presunptuous, and a kalliran gentlenan was never that.

Security agent Miishi ph was amaut, but he had been | ong enough on Kartos to know the kallia quite
well, both the good and the bad in them He watched the young officer Aiela Lyailleue react to the
news—he stood at the door of the kallia' s onstation apartment—and expected sone outcry of grief or
anger at the order. Miishiph had already nerved hinself to resist such appeal s—even to defend

hi nsel f; his own long arns could crush the slender linbs of a kallia, although he certainly did
not want to do that.

"I ?" asked the young officer, and again: "1?" as though he still could not believe it. He | ooked
appal lingly young to be a ship's captain. The records confirmed it: twenty-six years old, son of
Dei an of the Lyailleue house, aristocrat. Deian was parome of Xolun arethme, and the third
councilor in the H gh Council of Aus Qao, a great weight of power and weal t h—probably the neans by
whi ch young Lyaill eue had achi eved his prenature rank. Aiela's hands trenbled. He jammed theminto
the pockets of his short jacket to conceal the fact and shook his head rather blankly.

"But do you have any idea why they singled ne out?"

"The Master said he thought you nmight know, " said Miishiph, "but | doubt he wants to be told, in
any case."

The young man gazed at himw th eyes so di stant Mii shiph knew he hardly saw hiny and then
intelligence returned, a troubled sadness. "May | pack?" he asked. "I suppose | may need sone
things. | hope that | will."

"They did not forbid it." Miishiph thrust his shoulder within the doorframe, for Aiela had begun
to lift his hand toward the switch. "But | would not dare |eave you unobserved, sir. | amsorry."

Aiela's eyes raked Mii shiph up and down with a curiously regretful expression. At |east, Miishiph
t hought unconfortably, the Master night have sent a kallia to break the news and to be with him
he braced hinmsel f for argument. But Aiela backed away and cl eared the doorway to let himenter

Mui shi ph stopped just inside the door, hands | ocked behind his thighs, swaying; amaut did that
when they were ill at ease.

"Please sit down," Aiela invited him and Mii shi ph accepted, accepted again when Aiela poured them
each a glass of pinkish marithe. Miishi ph downed it all, and took his handkerchief fromhis belly-
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pocket to nop at his face. Amaut perspired a great deal and needed prodigi ous quantities of

liquid. It was the first tine Mishiph had been in a kalliran residence, and the warm dry air was
unkind to his sensitive skin, the bright light hurt his eyes. He thrust the handkerchief back into
his pocket and watched Aiela. The kallia, his own drink ignored, had taken a battered spacenman's
case fromthe | ocker and was starting to pack, nervously neticul ous.

Mui shi ph knew the records fromthe Master, who had sent him The young kallia captained a smal
geol ogi cal survey vessel named Alitaesa, just returned fromthe nmoons of Pri, far back on the
Esliph fringe. That was anaut territory, but sone kallia explored there, seeking mning rights
with the pernission of the great trading karshatu that rul ed amaut comerce. Anaut, natura
burrowers, would work as miners; kallia, strongly industrial, would receive the ore and turn it
back again in trade—an arrangenent old as the netrosi

But it was a rare kallia who ventured deep into the Esliph. It was a wild place and wide, with a
great gulf beyond. Odd things happened there, strange ships came and went, and |law was a matter of
| ocal option and avail able firepower. The anmaut karshatu took care of their own, and brooked no

i ntrusion on karsh | anes or karsh worlds: the kallia they tol erated, reckoning them harnl ess, for
they were above all lawloving folk, their major vice nerely a desire of wealth, not |and, but
nmonetary and i nmagi nary. Kallia worshi pped order: their universe was ordered in such a way that one
could not determine his own worth save in terns of the respect paid himby others—and noney was
sonmehow a neasure of this, as prinogeniture was anong amaut in a karsh. Mii shi ph | ooked on the
young man and wondered: as he reckoned kallia, they were shallow fol k, never seeking power for its
own sake. They had no anbitions: they hated responsibility, feeling that there was somnethi ng
sinister and ikas in tanpering with destiny. An anmaut m ght dream of having |and, of founding a
karsh, producing offspring in the dozens; but for a kallia the greatest joy seened to be to retire
into a quiet comunity, giving genteel parties for small gatherings of all the nmpbst honorable
peopl e, and being a man to whom others resorted for advice and influence—a safe life, and quiet,
and never, never involving solitary decisions.

If Aiela Lyailleue was a curiosity to the Oithain, he was no |l ess a puzzle to Mii shiph: an
untypical kallia, a wealthy parone's son who chose the hazardous life of the mlitary, exploring
the Esliph's backside. It was the hardest and |oneliest conmand any officer, amaut or kallia,
coul d have, out where there was no one to consult and no lawto rely on. This was not a kalliran
life at all.

Ai el a had packed several changes of clothing, everything fromthe drawers. "Sone things are on ny
ship," he said. "Surely they will send ny other bel ongings home to ny famly."

"Surely," Miishiph agreed, miserable in the lie. Wien a karsh outgrew its territory, the next-born
were cast out to fend for themselves. Sone founded karshatu of their own, sone becanme bondservants
to other karshatu or sought enploynent by the kallia, and some sinply died of grief. Wat amaut
literature there was sang mournfully of the msery of such outcasts, who were cut off and
forgotten quickly by their own kind. The kallia tal ked of his house as if it still existed for
him Muishiph rolled his lips inward and refused to argue with the childish faith.

Ai el a gathered his pictures off the desk last of all: an adult-children group that nmust be his
kin, a young girl with flowers in her silver hair—ko shenellis, the com ng-of-age: Mi shiph had
heard of the cerenony and recognized it, wondering if the girl were ki nswonman or intended nate.
Aiela hinmself was in the third picture, a younger Aiela in civilian clothes, standing by a smling
youth his own age, the crunmbling walls of sonme ancient kalliran building fluttering with flags in
t he background. They were perplexing bits and pieces of a life Mishiph could not even imagi ne,

thi ngs and persons that had given joy to the kallia, rem nders that he once had had root s—thi ngs
that were inmportant to himeven | ost as he was. The pictures were turned, one by one, face down on
the clothing in the case. Wth themwent a small box of tape cassettes. Aiela closed and | ocked
the case, turned with a gesture of entreaty.

"Do you suppose,” he asked, "that there is tine to wite a letter?"

Mui shi ph doubtfully consulted his watch. "If you do, you rmust hurry about it.

Ai el a bowed his gratitude, a courtesy Miishiph returned on reflex; and he waited on his feet while
Ai el a opened the desk and sat down, using some of the Station's paper
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After a tinme Miishiph consulted his watch agai n and coughed delicately. Aiela hastened his
witing, working feverishly until a second apol ogetic cough advi sed hi mof Miishiph's inpatience
Then he arose and unfastened his collar, drawi ng over his head a netal seal on a chain: its
enmbossed inpression seal ed the nessage—a house crest. Kalliran aristocrats clung to such synbol s,
prized relics of the feudal culture that had been theirs before the starlords found them

And before Miishiph realized his intention, Aiela had thrust the seal into the disposal chute. It
woul d end floating in space, disassociated atonms of precious nmetals. Miishiph gaped in shock
kalliran matters, those seals, but they were ancient, and the destruction of sonething so old and
fam lial struck Miishiph's heart with a physical sickness.

"Sir," he objected, and net sudden coldness in the kallia's eyes.

"If I had sent it hone," said Aiela, "and it had been lost, it would have been a shane on ny
famly; and it is not right to take it as a prisoner either."

"Yes, sir," Miishiph agreed, enbarrassed, uneasy at know ng Ai el a doubted Kartos' intentions of
his property. There was nore sense to the kallia than he had reckoned. He becane the nore
perturbed when Aiela thrust the letter into his hands.

"Send it," said Aiela. "Private mails. | know it costs— He took out his wallet and pressed that
too into Miishiph's hand. "There's nore than enough. Pl ease. Keep the rest. You'll have earned
it."

Miui shiph stared fromthe wallet and the letter to Aiela' s anxious face. "Sir, | protest I am an
of ficer of =

"I know. Break the seal, read it—eopy it, | don't care. Only get it to Aus Qao. My fanmily can
reward you. | want themto know what happened to ne."

Mui shi ph considered a nonment, his mouth working in distress. Then he slipped the letter into his
bel | y-pocket and patted it flat. But he kept only two of the larger bills fromthe wallet and cast
the wall et down on the table.

"Take it all," said Aiela. "Soneone else will, that's certain."

"l don't dare, sir," said Miishiph, looking at it a second tine regretfully. He put it fromhis
m nd once for all with a glance at his watch. "Cone, bring your baggage. W have orders to
antici pate that deadline. The Station is taking no chances of offending them"

"l amsure they would not." For a nmonment his odd kalliran eyes fixed painfully on Mi shiph, asking
sonet hi ng; but Muii shiph hurriedly shrugged and showed Aiela out the door, wal ki ng besi de him as
soon as they were in the broad hall. Another security guard, a kallia, nmet themat the turning: he
carried a sheaf of docunents and a tape-case.

"My records?" Aiela surmsed, at which the kalliran guard | ooked enbarrassed.
"Yes, sir," he admitted. "They are being turned over. Everything is."
Aiela kept his eyes forward and did not |ook at that man after that, nor the man at him

Mui shi ph fingered the outline of the letter in his belly-pocket, and carefully extracted his
handker chi ef and nopped at his face. It was too nmuch to ask. To deceive the |ords of karshatu and
to cross the Qao H gh Council were both perilous undertakings, but the starlords were an ancient
terror and their reach was |long and their know edge thorough beyond belief. The letter burned |ike
guil't against Miishiph's belly. Already he began to imagine his position shoul d anyone guess what
he had agreed to do.

And then it occurred to himto wonder if Aiela had told the truth of what it contai ned.

The Orithain vessel itself was not visible fromthe dock. There was only the entry tube and its
conveyor, disappearing constantly upward as the supplies flooded toward the unseen maw of the
ship. Aiela stopped with his escort and set his case beside himon the tiled flooring, the three
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of them conspicuous in an area where no spectators would dare to be. Aiela shivered; his knees
felt loose. He hoped it was not evident to those with him Courage to cross that small area
wi thout faltering: that was all he begged of hinself.

He was not, he had assured his famly in the letter, expecting to die; execution could be
acconplished with far nore effect in public. He did not know what had drawn the Orithain's
attention to him he had touched nothing and done nothing that could have accounted for it, to his
own know edge, and what they intended with himhe only surm sed. He would not return. No one had
ever been appropriated by the Orithain and wal ked out again free; but it would please himif his
famly would think of himas alive and well. He had saved five thousand |ives on Kartos by his
conpliance with orders: he was well sure of this; there was cause for pride in that fact.

Enpty cani sters clanged on the dock, the horrid crash runmbling through his senses, dislodging him
fromhis privacy. He | ooked and saw a frightened anaut crew trying to stop nachi nery. An anmaut had
been injured. The m nute tragedy occupied himfor the noment. None of the bystanders would help
They only stared. Finally the anaut was allowed to Iie alone. The others worked feverishly with
the I ading of canisters, trying to make their deadline. The machinery started again

H s father woul d understand, between the |ines of what he had witten. Parone Dei an was on the

Hi gh Council, and knew the reports that never went to earthsiders. There was an understandi ng as
old as the kallia's first neeting with the Orithain: their eccentricities were not for coment and
their nanes were not to be uttered; the Orithain homeworld at Kej still |ay deserted, |egendary

cities full of supposed treasure—but netrosi ships avoided that star; for nine thousand years the
Oithain had been the central fact of nmetrosi civilization, but no research delved into their
origins, few books so nuch as mentioned them save in oblique reference to the Dom nation, and
not hi ng but | egend reported their appearance. But they were remenbered. In the independence of
space the old tales continued to be told, and | egends were anplified now with new horrors of
Orithain cruelty. Deian was one of nine nmen on all Aus Qao who received across his desk all the
statistics and the runors.

And if the statistics preceded his letter, Aiela reflected sorrowfully, his father would receive
that cold nessage first. It would be the final cruelty of so many that had passed between them

If that were to go first, witnesses would at |east say that he had gone with dignity.
At the end, he could give nothing else to his fanily.

The I efthand ranp had been clear of traffic for several nonments. Now it reversed, and one of the
noi kame descended. Aiela bent and picked up his case when the nman cane toward them and when they
met, the kalliran agent gave into the nas kame's hands the docunents and the tape case—the sum of
all records in the zone regarding Aiela and his existence. It was terrible to believe so, but even
Qo mght follow suit, erasing all records even to his certificate of birth, forbidding nention of
himeven by his famly. Fear of the Orithain was that powerful. Aiela was suddenly bitterly
ashaned for his people, for what the starlords had nade them be and do. He began to be angry, when
before he had felt only grief.

"Come, " said the nas kane, accepting the sheaf of docunents and the case under his arm But he
| ooked down in some surprise as the amaut agent suddenly pushed forward, proffering a letter in
his trenbling hand.

"His too, lord, his too," said the anaut.

The nas kane took the letter and put it anmong the docunments; and Aiela | ooked toward the amaut
reproachfully, but the anaut bowed his head and stood rocking back and forth, refusing to | ook up
at him

Aiela turned his face instead toward the nas kane, appalled that there was no shane there—eyes as
kalliran as his that held no recognition of himand cared nothing for his nisery.

The nas kane brought himto the noving ranp and preceded hi mup, |ooking back once casually at the
scene below, ignoring Aiela. Then the belt set themboth into the ship's hold.

Aiela's eyes were drawn up by the sheer echoing i mensity of the place. This hold, as was usual
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with supply holds, was filled with frames and canisters of goods, row on row, dated, stanped to be
listed in the conputer's menory. But it could have contained an entire ship the size of the one
Aiela had | ately commanded—wi thout the franmes and the clutter. No doubt there were other holds
that did hold such things as transfer ships and shuttles available at need. It staggered the mnd

The nas kame took his case fromhimand handed it to an amaut, who waddl ed ahead of themto a
counter and had it stanped and listed and thrust up a conveyor to disappear. Aiela | ooked after it
with a sinking heart, for anong his folded clothing he had put his service pistol—-onlethal, Iike
all the weapons of the kalliran service. He had debated it; he had done it, terrified in the act
and terrified to go defenseless, without it. But there were no defenses. Standi ng where he was
now, with all Kartos so snall and fragile a place beneath them he realized it for a selfish and
cowardly thing to do.

"There was a weapon in that," he said to the nas kane. .

The nas kane took notice of himdirectly for the first time, regarding himwith mld surprise. He
had just put the docunents and the tape case on the counter to be sinmlarly stanped and sent up
the conveyor. Then he shrugged. "Security will deal with it," he said, and took Aiela' s arm and
hel d his hand on the counter, conpelling himto accept a stanp on the back of his hand, like the
ot her baggage.

Aiela received it with so deep a confusion that he failed to protest; but afterward, with the nas
kame hol ding his armand guiding himrapidly through the echoing hold, a wave of such shame and
outrage cane over himthat he was al nost shaking. He shoul d have said sonething; he should have
done sonething. He worked his fingers, staring at the purple synmbols that rippled across the bones
of his hand, and was only gathering the words to object to the indignity when the nas kane roughly
turned himand thrust himtoward a personnel |ift. He went, turned once inside, and expected the
nas kanme to step in too; but the door slid shut and he was hurtled el sewhere on his own. The
controls resisted his attenpt to regain the |oading deck

In an instant the Iift came to a cushioned halt and opened on a cargo area adapted to the
reception of |ive goods; there were a score or nore individual cells and ani mal pens, sone wth
bare flooring and sone padded on all surfaces. G ay-snocked noi kame and amaut in green were

wai ting for him took charge of himas he stepped out. One noted the nunber fromhis hand onto a
slate, then gestured himto nove.

As he wal ked the aisle of conpartments he saw one lighted, its facing wall transparent; and his
flesh crawl ed at the sight of the naked pink-brown tangle of |inbs that crouched at the rear of
it. It looked noribund, whatever it had been—+the Orithain ranged far: perhaps it was only one of
the forgotten humans of the Esliph; perhaps it was sone nore dangerous and exotic specinmen from
the other end of the gal axy, where no netrosi ship had ever gone. He del ayed, | ooked nore cl osely;
a nas kane pushed hi m between the shoul ders and noved hi mon, and by now he was conpletely
overwhel ned, dazed and beyond any understandi ng of what to do. He wal ked. No one spoke to him He
m ght have been a nonsentient they were handling.

Physi ci ans took hi mat | east so he reckoned themkallia and anaut, who ordered himto strip, and
exam ned himuntil he was exhausted by their thoroughness, the cold, and the endl ess waiting. He
was beyond shane. \Wen at |ast they thrust his wadded clothing at himand put himinto one of the
padded cells to wait, he stood there blankly for sone few nmonents before the cold finally urged
himto dress.

He shivered convul sively afterward, wal king to | ean agai nst one and another of the walls. Finally
he knelt down on the floor to rest, linbs tucked up for warnmth, his nuscles still racked wth
shivers. There was no view, only white walls and a bl ank, padded door—old, white light. He heard
nothing to tell himwhat passed outside until the gentle shock of uncoupling threw himoff-

bal ance: they were noving, Kartos would be dropping astern at ever-increasing speed.

It was irrevocabl e.

He was dead, so far as his own species was concerned, so far as anything he had known was
concerned. There were no nore faniliar reference points.

He was only beginning to cone to grips with that, when the room vani shed.
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He was suddenly kneeling on a carpeted floor that still felt strangely |like the padded plastics of
the cell. The lights were dim the walls expanded into an i mense dark chanber of carven screens
and panels of alien design. A wonan in black and di aphanous viol et stood before him a woman of
the Orithain, of the indigo-skinned iduve race. Her hair was black: it hung like fine silk, thick
and even at the |level of her shapely jaw. Her brows were dark, her eyes anethyst-hued, w thout
whites, and rimmed with dark along the edge of the lid. Her nose was arched but delicate, her
mout h sensuous, frosted with |avender, the whole of her face framed with the absol ute dar kness of
her hair. The draperies hinted at a slimand femal e body; her conpl exi on, though dusky fromthe
kalliran view, had a |lustrous sheen, as though dust of violet glistened there, as if she wal ked in
anot her light than ordinary nortals, a universe where suns were violet and skies were of shadowy
hue.

He rose and, because it was elethia, he gave her a proper bow for neeting despite their races: she
was fenal e, though she was an eneny. She smled and gave a nod of her graceful head.

"Be wel cone, nilnetane," she said.

"Who was it who had ne brought here?" he denanded, anger springing out of his voice to cover his
fear. "And why did you ask for ne?"

"Vai kka," she said, and when he did not understand, she shrugged and seened anused. "Au, m netane,
you are ignorant and anoi khte, two conditions inpossible to nmaintain aboard Ashanonme. W carry no
passengers. You will be in ny service."

"No." The answer burst out of himbefore he even reckoned the consequences, but she shrugged again
and sm | ed.

"We mght return to Kartos," she said. "You mght be set off there to advise them of your
obj ections."”

"And what then?"
"I would prefer otherw se."

He drew a long breath, let it go again. "I see. So why do you cone offering nme choices? Noi kame
can't make any, can they?"

"l have scanned your records. | find your decision expected. And as for your assunption of no
kame—no: kanethi have considerable initiative; they would be usel ess otherw se.”

"Woul d you have destroyed Kartos?"

Hi s angry question seened for the first time to perplex the Orithain, whose gentle manner

persi sted. "Wien we threaten, ninetane, we do so because of another's weakness, never of our own.
It was highly likely that you woul d choose to cone: elethia forbids you should refuse. If you
woul d not, surely fear would conpel themto bring you. Likewise it is certain that | would have
destroyed Kartos had it refused. Any other basis for nmaking the statenment woul d have been highly
unr easonabl e. "

"Was it you?" he asked. "Wy did you choose me?"

"Vai kka—a matter of honor. You are of birth such that your loss will be noticed anong kallia: that
has a certain incidental value. And | have use for such as you: world-born, but experienced of
outer worlds."

He hated her, hated her quiet voice and her evident delight in his msery. "Wll," he said,
"you'll regret that particular choice."

Her anethyst eyes darkened perceptibly. There was no longer a smile on her face. "Kutikkase-
met ane, " she said. "At the nonent you are no nore than sentient raw nmaterial, and it is useless to
attenpt rational conversation with you."

And with blinding swiftness the white light of the cell was about himagain, yielding white
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plastic on all sides, narrow walls, white glare. He flinched and covered his eyes, and fell to his
knees again in the |oneliness of that cubicle.

Then, not for the first tine in the recent hour, he thought of self-destruction; but he had no

conveni ent neans, and he had still to fear her retaliation against Kartos. He slowy realized how
ridi cul ous he had made hinself with his threat agai nst her, and was ashanmed. His entire species
was powerl ess against the |ikes of her, powerless because, like Kartos, |like him they would

always find the alternative unthinkably costly.

He cane docil ely enough when they brought himout into the |aboratory, expecting that they would
simply lock about his wist the idoi kkhe, such as they thensel ves wore—that ornate plati num band
that observers I ong ago theorized provided the Orithain their means of control over the noi kane.

Such was not the case. They had himdress in a white wap about his waist and |lie down again on
the table, after which they forcibly adm nistered a drug that nmade his senses swim dispersing his
panic to a vague, all-enconpassing uneasi ness.

He realized by now that beconi ng nas kane invol ved nore than accepting that piece of jewelry—that
he was goi ng under and that he would not wake the sanme man. In his drugged despair he begged, he
i nvoked deity, he pleaded with themas fellow kallia to consider what they were doing to him

But they ignored his raving and with an econony of effort, slipped himto a novable table and put
hi munder restraint. Fromthat point his perceptions underwent a rapid deterioration. He was
consci ous, but he could not tell what he was seeing or hearing, and eventually passed over the
bri nk.

Chapter 2

THE DAZED STATE gave way to consciousness in the sane tentative nmanner. Aiela was aware of the
limts of his own body, of a pain localized in the roof of his nouth and behind his eyes. There
was a bitter chemical taste and his brow itched. He could not raise his hand to scratch it. The
itch spread to his nose and was utter nmisery. Wen he grinaced to relieve it, the effort hurt his
head.

He sl ept again, and wakened a second tine enough to try to nove, renmenbering the bracel et that
ought to be | ocked about his wist. There was none. He lifted his hand—$ree now-and saw t he
nunmbers still stanped there, but faded. His head hurt. He touched his tenple and felt a thin rough
seam There was the salt of blood in his mouth toward the back of his palate; his throat was raw.
He felt along the length of the incision at his tenple and panic began to spread through himlike
i cev

He hated them He could still hate; but the concentration it took was tiring—even fear was tiring.
He wept, great tears rolling fromhis eyes, and even then he was fading. Drugs, he thought dimy
He shut his eyes.

A raw soreness persisted, not of the body, but of the nmind, a perception, a part of himthat could
not sleep, like an inner eye that had no power to blink. It burned like a white light at the edge
of his awareness, an unfocused field of vision where shadows and col ors noved undefi ned. Then he
knew what they had done to him although he did not know the nanme of it.

"No!" he screaned, and screamed again and again until his voice was gone. No one canme. H s senses
slipped fromhimagain

At the third waking he was stronger, breathing normally, and aware of his surroundi ngs. The sore
spot was there; when he worried at it the place grew wi der and brighter, but when he forced

hi nself to nmove and think of other things, the color of the wall, anything at all, it ebbed down
to a nmenory, an imagination of presence. He could control it. \Watever had been done to his brain
he renenbered, he knew hinself. He tested the place nervously, |ike probing a sore tooth; it

reacted predictably, grew and di m nished. It had depth, a void that drew at his senses. He pulled
his mind fromit, crawled frombed and | eaned against a chair, fighting to clear his senses.

The room had the | ook of a confortable hotel suite, all in blue tones, the |lighted white doorway
of atiled bath at the rear—uxury indeed for a starship. H s disreputable serviceman's case
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rested on the bureau. A bench near the bed had cl ot hi ng—bei ge—taid out across it.

H's first nove was for the case. He | eaned on the bureau and opened it. Everything was there but
the gun. In its place Was a small card: W regret we cannot permit personal arns wthout specia
clearance. It is in storage. For convenience in clainmng your property at sone | ater date, please
retain this card, 509-3899- 345:

He read it several times, nunb to what he felt nmust be a certain grimhunor. He wiped at his
blurring vision with his fingers and | eaned there, absently begi nning to unpack, one-handed at
first, then with both. His bel oved pictures went there, so, facing the chair which he thought he
woul d prefer. He put things in the drawer, arranged clothing, going through nmotions famliar to a
hundred unfam liar places, years of small outstations, hardrock worl ds—eccupying his m nd and
keeping it fromhorrid reality. He was alive. He could renenber. He could resent his situation
And this place, this room was known, already neasured, nonentarily safe: it was his, so long as
he opened no doors.

When he felt steady on his feet he bathed, dressed in the clothes provided him paused at the
mrror in the bath to | ook a second tine at his reflection, when earlier he had not been able to
face it. H's silver hair was cropped short; his own face shocked him marred with the finger-

I ength scar at his tenple, but the incision was sealed with plasmand would go away in a few days,
tracel ess. He touched it, wondered, ripped his thoughts back in terror; light flashed in his mnd
pain. He stunbled, and cane to hinself with his face pressed to the cold glass of the mrror and
his hands spread on its surface to hold himup

"Attention please." The silken voice of the intercomstartlied him "Attention. Aiela Lyailleue,
you are wanted in the paredre. Kindly wait for one of the staff to guide you."

He renenbered an intercomscreen in the main room and he pushed himself square on his feet and
went to it, pressed what he judged was the call button, several times, in increasing anger. A
gl owi ng dot raced fromone side of the screen to the other, but there was no response.

He struck the plate to open the door, not expecting that to work for himeither, but it did; and
i nstead of an ordinary corridor, he faced a concourse as wi de as a station dock

At the far side, stars spun past a wide viewport in the stately procession of the saucer's
rotation. Kallia in beige and other colors canme and went here, and but for the |uxury of that

i ncredi ble viewport and the alien design of the shining metal pillars that spread ornate fl anged
arches across the entire overhead, it mght have been an immuacul ately nodern port on Aus Qao.
Amaut techni ci ans waddl ed along at their rolling pace, |ooking prosperous and happy; a young
kalliran couple wal ked hand in hand; children played. A man of the iduve crossed the concourse,
eliciting not a ripple of notice anmong the noi kame—a tall slimman in black, he demanded and
recei ved no special homage. Only one anaut struggling al ong under the wei ght of several massive
coils of hose brought up short and ducked his head apol ogetically rather than contest right of
way.

At the other end of the concourse an abstract artwork of netal over metal, the pieces of which
were many times the size of a man, closed off the colummed expanse in high walls. At their inner
base and on an upper level, corridors led off into distance so great that the inner curvature of
the ship played visual havoc with the senses, door after door of what Aiela judged to be other
apartnents stretching away into brightly Iit sameness

The i duve was coming toward him

Pani c constricted his heart. He | ooked to one side and the other, finding no other cause for the
iduve's interest. And then a resolution wholly reckless settled into him He turned and began at
first sinply to wal k away; but when he | ooked back, panic won: he gathered his strength and
started to run.

Noi kame stared, shocked at the disorder. He shoul dered past and broke into a corridor, not
knowi ng where it |ed—the ship, vast beyond belief, tenpted himto believe he could | ose hinself,
find its inward parts, at |east understand the sense of things before they found himagain and
forced then- purposes upon him

file:/lIF|/rah/C.%20J.%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%20J%20-%20Hunter%200f%20Worlds.txt (10 of 138) [5/20/03 12:39:32 AM]



file://1F|/rah/C.%20J.9%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%203%20-%20Hunter%200f %20Worl ds.txt
Then the section doors sealed, at either end of the hall.
Noi kane stared at him dismayed
"Stand still,"” one said to him

Ai el a gl anced that way: hands took his arns and he tw sted out and ran, but they closed and held
him The first man rash enough to come at himfromthe front flew backward under the inpact of his
t hi n-sol ed boot; but he could not free hinmself. An amaut took his arnms, a grip he could not break
struggl e as he would; and then the doors parted and the iduve arrived with a conpani on, frowning
and busi nesslike. When Aiela attenpted to kick at them that iduve's backhand expl oded across his
face with force enough to black himout: a hypospray against his armfinished his resistance.

He was not entirely unconscious. He tried to wal k because the grip on his arns hurt | ess when he
carried his own weight, but it was sone little distance before he even cared where they were
taking him For a dizzying noment they rode a |lift, and stepped off into another corridor, and
then came into a hall. On the left a screen of translucent blue stone carved in scenes of reeds
and birds separated a vast dimhall fromthis narrower chanber.

Then he renenbered this place, this hall like a nuseum with its beautiful fretted panels and
| acquered ceiling, its cases for display, its ornate and alien furnishings. He had stood here once
before fromthe vantage point of his cell, but this was reality. The carpets he wal ked gave under

his boots, and the wonman that awaited them was not projection, but flesh and bl ood.

"Aiela," she said in her accented voice, "Aiela Lyailleue: | am Chinele, Oithain of Ashanone. And
such action is hardly an auspicious introduction, nor at all w se. Takkh-ar-rhei, nasithi."

Ai el a found hinself free—dizzied, bruised, thoroughly di spossessed of the recklessness to chance
anot her chastisenent at their hands. He noved a step—the iduve behind himnoved hi mback precisely
where he had stood.

She spoke to her people, frowning: they answered. Aiela waited, with such a physical terror
mounting in himas he had never felt in any circunstances. He could not even shape it in his
thoughts. He felt disconnected, snothered, w shed at once to run and feared the | east novenent.

And now Chinele turned fromhimand returned with the wi de band of an idoi kkhe open in her indigo
fingers—a band of three fingers' width, with a patchwork of many colors of netal on its inner
surface, a thread of black weaving through it all. She held it out for him expecting himto offer
his wist for it, and now, now was the tine if ever he would refuse anythi ng again: He coul d not
breathe, and he felt strongly the threat of violence at his back; his battered nerves refused to
carry the right inmpulses. He saw hinself raise an armthat seened part of another body, heard a
sharp click as the cold band | ocked, felt a weight that was nore than he had expected as she took
her hands away.

Ajewel of mlk and fire shone on its face. The asymretry of iduve artistry flashed in metal worth
a man's life in the darker places of the Esliph. He stared at it, realizing beyond doubt that he
had accepted its limts, that no foreign thing in his skull had conpelled the lifting of his arm
there was a weakness in Aiela Lyailleue that he had never found before, a shameful, unmanning
terror.

It was as if sonething essential in himhad torn away, |eft behind in Kartos. He feared. For the
first tune he knew hinself |ess than other beings. Wthout dignity he tore at the band, but of the
closure no trace renmmi ned save a fault diffraction of |ight—no clasp and no yi el ding.

"No," she said, "you cannot renpve it."

And with a gesture she dismissed the others, so that they stood alone in the hall. He was tenpted
then to nmurder, the first tine he had ever felt a hate so i kas—and then he knew that it was out of
fear, female that she was. He gained control of hinself with that thought, gathered enough courage
to plainly defy her: he spun on his heel to stalk out, to nake themuse force if they would. That
much resolve he still possessed.

The idoi kkhe stung him a dart of pain fromhis fingertips to his ribs. At the next step it hurt;
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and he paused, neasuring the long distance to the door against the pain that [anced in rising
pul ses up his arm A greater shock hit him waves enough to jolt his heart and shorten his breath.

He jerked about and faced her—not to attack: if he had any thought then it was to stand absolutely
still, anything, anything to stop it. The pul se vanished as he did what she wanted, and the ache
faded sl owy.

"Do not fear the idoikkhe," said Chinmele. "W use it primarily for coded comunication, and it
will not greatly inconveni ence you."

He was shaned; he jerked aside, hurt at once as the idoi kkhe activated, faced her and felt it fade
agai n.

"l do not often resort to that," said Chinele, who had not yet appeared to do anything. "But there
is a fine line between hunor and inpertinence with us which few mi netanei can safely tread. Cone,
m net ane-toj, use your intelligence."

She allowed himtime, at |east: he recovered his conposure and caught his breath, rebuilding the
courage it took to anger her.

"So what is the | aw here?" he asked.

"Do not play the gane of vaikka with an iduve." He tried to outface her with his anger, but
Chinele's whitel ess eyes |ocked on his with an invading directness he did not Iike. "You are bound
to find the wager higher than you are willing to pay. You have not been nuch harmed, and | have
ext ended you an extraordinary courtesy."

"I don't think so," he said, and knew what to expect for it, knew and waited until his nerves were
drawn taut. But Chinele broke fromhis eyes with a shrug, gestured toward a chair.

"Sit and listen, kaneth. Sit and listen. | do not notice your attitude. You are only ignorant. W
are using valuable tine."

He hesitated, weighed matters; but the change in her manner was as conplete as it was abrupt,
al nrost as if she regretted her anger. He still thought of going for the door; then common sense
reasserted itself, and he settled on the chair opposite the one she chose.

Pain hit him excruciating, |ancing through his eyes and the back of his skull at once. He bent
over, holding his face, unable to breathe. That sensation passed quickly, |eaving a throbbing ache
behi nd his eyes.

"Be quiet," she said. "Anger is the worst possible response.”

And she brought hima tiny glass of clear liquid. He drank, too shaken to argue, set the enpty
crystal vessel on the table. He nmissed the edge with his distorted vision: it toppled off and she
i nperturbably picked it up off the costly rug and set it securely on the table.

"I am not responsible," she said when he | ooked hate at her

There was sonething at the edge of his mind, the void now full of sonething dark that reached up
at him and he fought to shut it out, losing the battle as |ong as he panicked. Then it ceased,
firmy, outside his wll.

"What was done to ne?" he cried. "What was it?"

"The chiabres, the inplant: | would surmse, though | do not do so from experience, that you
reacted on a subconscious |level and triggered defenses, contacting what was not prepared to
recei ve you. This chiabres of yours has two contacts, mnd-links to your asuthi —your conpanions.
One is probably in the process of waking, and | assure you that fighting an asuthe is not
profitable.”

"l had rather be dead," he said. "I would rather die."

"Tekasuphre. Do not try my patience. | called you here precisely to explain matters to you. | have
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great personal regard for your asuthe. Do | make mysel f clear?"
"Am | joined to one of you?"

"No," she said, suddenly |aughing—a nerry, gentle sound, but her teeth were white and sharp
"Nature provided for us in our own fashion, mnmetane. Kallia and even anmaut find asuthithekkhe
pl easant, but we would not."

And the walls closed about them Aiela sprang to his feet in alarm while Chinele arose nore
gracefully. The light had brightened, and beside themwas a bed whereon lay a kalliran wonman of
great beauty. She stirred in her sleep, silvery head turning on the pillow, one azure hand com ng
to her breast. There was the faint seam of a new scar at her tenple.

"She is Isande," said Chinele. "Your asuthe.”

"I's it—dsual +hat different sexes—

Chi nmel e shrugged. "W have not found it of concern.”
"Was she the one | felt a nonment ago?"

"It is not reasonable to ask ne to venture an opinion on sonething | have never experienced. But
it seems quite possible."

He | ooked from Chinele to the sweet-faced being who lay on the bed, the worst of his fears | eaving
himat once. He felt even an urge to be sorry for Isande, no |l ess than for hinself; he wondered if
she had consented to this unhappy situation, and -was about to ask Chinele that question

The walls blinked smaller still, and they stood in a room of padded white, a cell. At their left,

| eani ng agai nst the transparent face of the cell, was that sanme naked pink-brown creature Aiela
renenbered lying inert in the corner on his entry into the lab. Nowit turned in the rapid dawni ng
of terror: one of the humans of the Esliph, beyond doubt, and as stunned as he had been that
day—how | ong ago?—that Chinele had appeared in his cell. The human stunbl ed back, hit the wal

where there was no wall in his illusion, and pressed hinmsel f there because there was no further
retreat.

"He is Daniel," said Chinele. "We think this is a nanme. That is all we have been able to obtain
fromhim'

Ai el a | ooked at the hair-matted face in revul sion, heart beating in panic as the human stretched
out his hands. The human's dark eyes stared, white around the edges, but when his hands coul d not
grasp them he collapsed into a knot, arns clenched, sobbing with a very manli ke sound.

"This," said Chinele, "is your other asuthe."

Ai el a had seen it conming. Wien he | ooked at Chinele it was w thout the shock that woul d have
pl eased her. He hardened his face agai nst her

"And you know now," she continued, unnoved, "how it feels to experience the chiabres wthout
understanding what it is. This will be of use to you with him"

"I thought,"” he recalled, "that you had regard for |sande."

"Precisely. Asuthithekkhe between species has always failed. | amnot willing to risk the honor of
Ashanone by endangering one of ny nost val ued kanethi. You are presently expendable. Surgery will
be performed on this being in two days. You had that interval to learn to handle the chiabres. Try
to approach the human. Perhaps he will respond to you. Anaut are best able to quiet him but | do
not think he finds pleasure in their conpany or they in his. Those two species denpnstrate a
strong nutual aversion."

Aiela nerved hinself to take a step toward the being, and another. He went down on one knee and
ext ended hi s hand.

The creature gave a shuddering sob and scranbl ed back fromany contact, wild eyes | ocked on his.
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O a sudden it sprang for his throat.

The cell vanished, and Aiela had sprung erect in the safety of the Orithain's own shadowed hal |
He still trenmbled, in his mnd unconvinced that the hands that had reached for his throat were
i nsubst anti al

"You are dism ssed," said Chinele.

The nas kame who escorted himsinply abandoned hi mon the concourse and advised himto ask soneone
if he lost his way again. There was no nention of any threat, as if they judged a man who wore the
i doi kkhe incapable of any further trouble to anyone.

In effect, he knew, they were right.

He wal ked away to stand by the i mense viewport, watching the stars sweep past, now and again the
awesone view of the afterstructure of the ship as the rotation of the saucer carried them under
the holding arm alternate oblivion and rebirth fromthe dark, rotation after slow rotation, the
bl aze of Ashanone's running lights, the dark beneath, the lights, the star-scattered fabric of
infinity, a ceasel ess rhythm

Li kely none of the thousands of kallia that came and went on the concourse knew nuch of Aus Qao.
They had been born on the ship, would live their lives, bear their children, and die on the ship.
Possi bly they were even happy. Children cane, their bright faces and shrill voices and the rhynes
of the ganes they played the sane as generations before had sung, the sane as kalliran children
everywhere. They flitted off again, their glad voices trailing away into the echoing i mensities
of the pillared hall. Aiela kept his face toward the viewiort, struggling with the tightness in
his throat.

Kartos Station would be about business as usual by now, and its people would have cl eansed him
fromtheir thoughts and their conscience. Aus Qao would do the same; even his famly nust pick up
the threads of their lives, as they would do if he were dead. H s reflection stared back out of
starry space, beige-clad, slender, crop-headed—ndistinguishable froma thousand others that had
been born to serve the ship.

He could not blane Kartos. It was a fact as old as civilization in the netrosi, a deep know edge
of hel pl essness. It was that which had conmpelled himto take the idoi kkhe. Kallia were above al
peaceful, patiently stubborn, and knew better how to outwait an eneny that how to fight

To wai t.

There was an Order of things, and it was reasonabl e and productive. For one nas kane to defy the
Orithain and die woul d acconpli sh nothing. An unproductive action was not a reasonabl e action, and
an unreasonabl e action was not virtue, was not kastien.

Shoul d he have died for nothing?

But all reasonable action on Ashanone operated in favor of the Oithain, who understood nothing of
kasti en.

Until the idoikkhe had | ocked upon his wist, he had been a person of sonme elethia. He had been a
man able to walk calmy through Kartos Station under the witness of others. He had even inmagi ned
the nonent he had just passed, in a hundred different nanners. But he had expected oblivion, a
cancel ing of self—a state in which he was innocent.

He had accepted it. He would continue to accept it, every day of his life, and by its weight, that
metal now warned to the tenperature of his own body, he would remenber what it cost to say no

He had despised the noi kane. But doubtless their ancestors had resolved the same as he, to live,
to wait their chance, which only hid their fear; waiting, they had served the Orithain, and they
died, and their children's children knew nothing el se.

Sonet hi ng stabbed at hi m behind his eyes. He caught at his face and reached for the support of the
vi ewport. Waki ng. Consci ous.
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| sande.
It stopped. H s vision cleared.

But it was coming. He stood still, waiting—npulses to flight, even to suicide beat along his
nerves; but these things were futile, ikas. It was possibl e-he thought bl asphenousl y—that kastien
demanded this patience of kallia because they were otherw se defensel ess.

Slowy, slowy, something touched him becane pressure in that zone of his nmind that had been
opened. He shut his eyes tightly, feeling nore secure as long as outside stinuli were linmited.
This was a being of his own kind, he rem nded himself, a being who surely was in no happier state
than hi nmsel f.

It built in strength.

Different: that was the overwhel mng inpression, a force that ran over his nerves without his
willing it, callous and unfam liar. It invaded the various centers of his brain, probing one and
another with painful rapidity. Light blazed and faded, equilibriumwavered, sounds roared in his
ears, hot and cold affected his skin.

Then it invaded his thoughts, his nenories, his innobst privacy.

O God! he thought he cried, like a man dying. There was a silence so dark and sudden it was |ike
falling. He was | eaning agai nst the viewport, chilled by it. People were staring at him Sonme even
| ooked concerned. He straightened and shifted his eyes fromthe reflection to the stars beyond, to
t he dark.

"l amlsande." There grew a voice in his mnd that had tone wi thout sound, as a man coul d i nagi ne
the sound of his own voice when it was silent. A flawed di minmage of the concourse filled his
eyes. He saw the viewport at a distance, nmarked a slender man who seened tiny against it—all this
overlaid upon his own view of space. He recognized the man for hinself, and turned, seeing things
fromtwo sides at once. Inposed on his own self now was a distant figure he knew for |sande: he
felt her exhaustion, her inpatience.

“I'"ll meet you in your quarters," she sent.

Her turning shifted his vision, causing himto stagger off-balance; reflex stopped the inage,
screened her out. He suddenly realized he had that defense, tried it agai n—he could not cope with
t he doubl e vision while either of themwas noving. He shut it down, an irregular flutter of on-
off. It was hard to will a thing that decisively, that strongly, but it could be done.

And he began to suspect Chinele had been honest when she told himthat kamethi found the chiabres
no terror. It was a power, a conpensation for the idoi kkhe, a door one could fling wi de or close
at will.

Only what territory |lay beyond depended entirely on the conscience of another bei ng—en two asut hi
one of whomm ght be little renoved from nadness.

He did not touch her mind again until he had opened the door of his quarters: she was seated in
his preferred chair in a relaxed attitude as if she had a perfect right to his things. Wen he
realized she was specul ating on the pictures on the bureau she pirated the know edge of his famly
fromhis mind, ripped forth a flood of menories that in his disorganization he could not prevent.
He reacted with fury, felt her retreat

"I"'msorry," she said snoothly, shielding her own thoughts with an expertise his npbst concentrated
effort could not penetrate. She gestured toward the other chair and w shed hi m seat ed.

"These are ny quarters,
that too?"

he said, still standing. "O do they nove you in with me? Do they assune

Her mind closed utterly when she felt that, and he could not reach her. He had thought her
beauti ful when he first saw her asleep; but now that her body noved, now that those blue eyes net
his, it was with an arrogance that disturbed himeven through the turnmoil of his other thoughts.
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There was a nind behind that pretty facade, strong-willed and powerful, and that was not an
i mpression beautiful wonmen usually chose to send him He was not sure he liked it.

He was | ess sure he |iked her, despite her physical attractions.

"I have my own quarters,"” she said aloud. "And don't be self-centered. Your choices are linmted,

and | am not one of them"

She ruffled through his thoughts with skill against which he had no defense, and net his tenper
with contenpt. He thrust her out, but the |east wavering of his determination let her slip through
again; it was a continuing battle. He took the other chair, exhausted, beginning to panic, feeling
that he was going to | ose everything. He would even have struck her—he woul d have been shaned by

t hat .

And she received that, and nentally backed off in great haste. "Well," she conceded then, "I am
sorry. | amrude. | admt that."

"You resent me." He spoke aloud. He was not confortable with the chiabres. And what she radi ated
confirmed his inpression: she tried to suppress it, succeeded after a nonent.

"I wanted what you are assigned to do," she said, "very badly."
"1'"I'l yield you the honor."

Her mind slamred shut, her |ips set. But something escaped her barriers, sonme deep and private
grief that touched hi mand danped his anger

"Nei ther you nor | have that choice," she said. "Chinele decides. There is no appeal ."

Chinele. He recalled the Orithain's inmage with hate in his m nd, expected synpathy from | sande's,
and did not receive it. O her imges took shape, sendings fromlsande, different feelings: he
flinched fromthem

For nine thousand years |sande's ancestors had served the Orithain. She took pride in that.
I duve, she sent, correcting him Chinele is the Oithain; the people are iduve.
The words were toneless this tine, but different fromhis own know edge. He tried to push them out

The ship is Ashanone, she continued, ignoring his awkward attenpt to cast her back. WE are
Ashanone: five thousand iduve, seven thousand noi kanme, and fifteen hundred amaut. The iduve call
it a nasul, a clan. The nasul Ashanonme is above twel ve thousand years old; the ship Ashanone is
ni ne thousand years from her |aunching, seven thousand years old in this present form Chinele
rules here. That is the lawin this world of ours.

He flung hinself to his feet, finding in novenent, in any distraction, the power to push back
I sande' s insistent thoughts. He began to panic: |sande retreated.

"You do not believe," she said aloud, "that you can stop nme. You could, if you believed you
could."

She pitied him It was a nortification as great as any the iduve had set upon him He rounded on
her with anger ready to pour forth, met a frightened, defensive flutter of her hand, a sealing of
her m nd he could not penetrate.

"No," she said. "Aiela—no. You will hurt us both."

"I have had enough," he said, "fromthe iduve—fromnoi kane in general. They are doing this to

n‘e_
"-to us."

" W]y?"
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"Sit down. Please."

He | eaned a nonent agai nst the bureau, stubborn and intractable; but she was prepared to wait.
Eventually he yielded and settled on the armof his chair, knowi ng well enough that she could
perceive the distress that burned along his nerves, that threatened the remmant of his self
control

You fear the iduve, she observed. Sensible. But they do not hate; they do not love. | am Chinele's
friend. But Chinele's |anguage hasn't a single word for any of those things. Don't attribute to
them notives they can't have. There is something you nust do in Chinele' s service: when you have
done it, you will be let alone. Not thanked: |let alone. That is the way of things.

"I's it?" he asked bitterly. "Is that all you get fromthem—to be left al one?"

Menory, swift and involuntary: a dark hall, an iduve face, terror. Thought caught it up
unravel ed, explained. Khasif: Chinmele's half-brother. Yes, they feel. But if you are w se, you
avoid causing it. Isande had escaped that hall; Chinele had intervened for her. It haunted her

ni ght mares, that encounter, sent trenors over her whenever she nust face that nan
To be |l et alone: Isande sought that diligently.

And sonething el se had been inplicit in that instant's menory, another being's outrage, another
man's fear for her—as close and as real as his own.

Anot her asut he.

| sande shut that off fromhim firmy, grieving. "Reha," she said. "H s nane was Reha. You coul d
not know me a nmonent without perceiving him"

"Where is he?"
"Dead." Screening fell, mnd unfolding, willfully.

Dark, and cold, and pain: a mnd dying and still sending, horrified, w de open. Instruments about
him blinding light. Isande had held to himuntil there was an end, hurting, refusing to let go
until the incredible fact of his own death swallowed himup. Aiela felt it with her, her fierce

|l oyalty, Reha's terror—knew vicariously what it was to die, and sat shivering and sane in his own
person afterward.

It was a tine before things were solid again, before his fingers found the texture of the chair
his eyes accepted the color of the room the sober face of |sande. She had gi ven hi m sonething so
much of herself, so intensely self, that he found his own body strange to him

Did they kill hinf he asked her. He trenbled with anger, sharing with her: it was his | oss too.
But she refused to assign the blane to Chinele. Her enem es were not the iduve of Ashanone. His
wer e.

He drew back from her, knowing with fading panic that it was | ess and | ess possible for himto
dislike her, to find evil in any woman that had | oved wi th such a strength.

It was, perhaps, the inpression she neant to project. But the very suspicion enbarrassed him and
became quickly inpossible. She unfolded further, admitting himto her nost treasured privacy,- to
things that she and Reha had shared once upon a tine: her asuthe from chil dhood, Reha. They had

pl ayed, conspired, shared their loves and their griefs, their total selves, closer by far than the
confusion of kinswonen and kinsnmen that had little nmeaning to a nas kane. For |sande there was
only Reha: they had been the sane individual conpartmentalized into two discrete personalities,
and half of it still wakened at night reaching for the other. They had not been lovers. It was
sonet hing far closer.

Sonet hing to which Aiela had been rudely, forcibly admtted.

And he was an outsider, who hated the things she and Reha had | oved nost deeply. Bear with ne, she
asked of him Bear with nme. Do not attack me. | have not accepted this entirely, but I will. There
is no choice. And you are not unlike him You are honest, whatever else. You are stubborn. | think
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he woul d have liked you. | nust begin to.

"l sande," he began, unaccountably distressed for her. "Could | possibly be worse than the human?
And you insist you wanted that"

I could shield nyself fromthat—far nore skillfully than you can possibly learn to do in two days.
And then | would be rid of him But you—

Rid? He tried to penetrate her neaning in that, shocked and al armed at once; and encountered

def enses, winced under her rejection, heart speeding, breath tight. She turned off her conscience
where the human was concerned. He was nothing to her, this creature. Anger, revenge, Reha—the
human was not the object of her intentions: he sinply stood in the way, and he was
alien—alien!—and therefore nothing. A ela would not draw her into synpathy with that creature. She
woul d not permit it. NO She had died with one asuthe, and she was not willing to die with

anot her .

Wiy is he here? Aiela insisted. Wat do the iduve want with hinf
Her screening went up again, hard. The rebuff was al nbst physical in its strength.

He was not going to obtain that answer. He had to admit it finally. He rose fromhis place and
wal ked to the bureau, came back and sprawled into the chair, shaking w th anger

There was sonething astir anong i duve, something which he was well sure |sande knew. sonething
that could well cost himhis life, and which she chose to withhold fromhim And as |ong as that
was so there would be no peace between them however close the bond.

In that event she would not win any help fromhim nor would the iduve.

No, she urged him Do not be stubborn in this.

"You are Chinele's servant. You say what you have to say. | still have a choice."
Li ar, she judged sadly, which stung |ike a slap, the worse because it was true.

I mges of Chinele: ancestry nore ancient than civilization anong iduve, founded in days of tower-
hol ds and warriors; a conpanion, a child, playing at draughts, elbows-down upon an izhkh carpet,
|l aughing at a mnetane's cl everness; Oithai n—

—+sol ate, powerful: Ashanone's influence could nove full half the nasuli of the induve species to
Chi mel e' s bi ddi ng—a power so vast there could be no occasion to invoke it.

Sol e heir-descendant of a line nmore than twel ve thousand years ol d. Vai kka: revenge; honor
dynasty.

I nvol ving this human, Aiela gleaned on another |evel

But that was all |sande gave him and that by way of making peace with him She was terrified, to
have given himonly that nuch.

"Aiela," she said, "you are involved too, because he is, and you were chosen for him Even iduve
di e when they stand between an Orithain and necessity. So did Reha."

| thought they didn't kill him

"Listen to ne. | have lived closer to the iduve than nost kamethi ever do. If Reha had been asuthe
to anyone el se but nme, he mght be alive now, and now you are here, you are Chinele's because of
me; and | amwarning you, you will need a great deal of good sense to survive that honor."

"And you love a being like that." He could not understand. He refused to understand. That in

itself was a victory.

"Listen. Chinele doesn't ask that you |l ove her. She couldn't understand it if you did. But she
scanned your records and deci ded you have great chanokhia, great—ineness—for a mnnetane. Being
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admired by any iduve is dangerous; but an Oithain does not make ni stakes. Do you understand ne,
Ai el a?"

Fear and | ove: noi kanme lived by carefully prescribed rules and were never harned-as |ong as they
renenmbered their place, as long as they remmi ned facel ess and obscure to the iduve. The iduve did
not insist they do so: on the contrary the iduve admred greatly a mi metane who tried to be nore
than m et ane.

And killed him

"There is no reason to be afraid on that score,"” Isande assured him "They do not harmus. That is
the reason of the idoi kkhei. You will learn what | nean."

Hi s backl ash of resentnent was so strong she visibly winced. She sinply could not understand his
reaction, and though he offered her his thoughts on the matter, she drew back and woul d not take
them Her world was enough for her

"l have things to teach you," he said, and felt her fear like a wall between them

"You are wel conme to your opinions," she said at |ast

"Thank you," he said bitterly enough; but when she opened that wall for a nonent he found behind
it the sort of gentle being he had seen through Reha's thoughts, terribly, painfully alone.

Di smayed, she slamed her screening shut with a vengeance, assuned a cynical facade and kept her
mnd taut, nore burning than an oath. "And I will nmintain ny own," she said.

Chapter 3

TWDO DAYS COULD not prepare him not for this.

He | ooked on the sleeping human and still, despite the hours he had spent with |sande, observing
this being by nonitor, a feeling of revul sion went through him The attendants had done their
aest hetic best for the human, but the sheeted formon the bed still |ooked alien—pal e coloring,

earth-brown hair trimmed to the skull-fitting style of the noi kane, beard renoved. He never
shuddered at amaut: they were cheerful, comic fell ows, whose peculiarities never nattered because
they never conpeted with kallia; but this—+this—was bound to his own mind

And there was no | sande.

He had assuned-—they had both assuned in their plans—that she would be with him He had cone to
rely on her in a strange fashion that had nothing to do with duty: with her, he knew Ashanone, he
knew the fol k he net, and people deferred to his orders as if |sande had given them She had been
with him a voice continually in his nind, a presence at his side; at times they had argued; at
others they had even found reason to be awed by each other's worlds. Wth her, he had begun to
believe that he could succeed, that he could afterward settle into obscurity anong the kanethi and
survive.

He had in two days al nost forgotten the weight of the bracelet upon his wist, had absorbed i mages
enough of the iduve that they became for himindividual, and | ess terrible. He knew his way, which
i duve to avoid nost zeal ously, and which were reckoned safe and al nost gentle. He knew t he pl aces
open to him and those forbidden; and if he was a prisoner, at |east he owned a fell ow being who
cared very nmuch for his confort—t was her own.

They were two: Ashanome was vast: and it was true that kamethi were not troubled by iduve in their
daily lives. He saw no cruelty, no evident fear—hinmself a curiosity anong |sande's acquai ntances
because of his origins: and no one forbade him whatever he wished to say. But sonetimes he saw in
others' eyes that they pitied him as if sone mark were on himthat they could read.

It was the human.

As this went, he would live or die; and at the |l ast monment, Chinele had recalled |Isande, ordering
her sedated for her own protection. | value you, Chinele had said. No. The risk is considerable. |
do not permt it.
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| sande had protested, furiously; and that in a kaneth was great bravery and desperation. But

Chi nel e had not used the idoi kkhe; she had sinply stared at Isande with that terrible fixed
expression, until the wetched nas kane had gone, weeping, to surrender herself to the | aboratory,
there to sleep until it was clear whether he would survive. The iduve woul d destroy a kaneth that
was beyond hel p; she feared to wake to silence, such a silence as Reha had left. She tried to hide
this fromhim fearing that she would destroy himwith her own fear; she feared the human, such
that it would have taxed all her courage to have been in his place nowbut she would have done it,
for her own reasons. She would have stood by himtoo—that was the nature of |sande: honor inpelled
her to loyalty. It had touched hi m beyond anything she could say or do, that she had argued with
Chinele for his sake; that she had | ost was only expected: it was the |law of her world.

"Take no chances," she had w shed himas she sank into dark. "Touch the |anguage centers only,
until I amw th you again. Do not let the iduve urge you otherw se. And do not synpathize with
that creature. You trust too nmuch; it's a disease with you. Feelings such as we understand do not
reside in all sentient life. The iduve are proof enough of that. And who understands the anaut?"

VWhat do they want of hinf he had tried to ask. But she had left himthen, and in that place that
was hers there was qui et

Now sonet hi ng el se stirred.

He felt it beginning, harshly ordered nedical attendants out: they obeyed. He cl osed the door
There was only the rush of air whispering in the ducts, all other sound nuffl ed.

The darkness spotted across his vision, dinmmng senses.

The human stirred, and |ight hazed where the dark had been. Then he di scovered the restraints and
pani cked.

Aiela flung up barriers quickly. H's heart was poundi ng against his ribs fromthe mere touch of
that communi cati on. He bent over the hunman, seized his straining shoul ders and held him

"Be still! Daniel, Daniel—-be still."

The human's gasps for breath ebbed down to a series of panting sobs. The dark eyes cl eared and
focused on his. Because touch was the only safe comuni cation he had, Aiela relaxed his grip and
patted the human's shoul der. The human endured it: he remi nded Aiela of an animal soothed agai nst
its will, awildthing that would kill, given the chance.

Aiela settled on the edge of the cot, feeling the human flinch. He spoke softly, tried anmautish
and kalliran words with himwi thout success, and when he at |ast thought the human cal m again, he
ventured a m nd-touch.

A masnma of undefined feeling came back: pain-panic-confusion. The human whi npered in fright and
nmoved, and Aiela snatched his mnd back. H s own hands were trenbling, It was several nonents
before the hunan's breathing rate returned to nornal .

He tried talking to himonce nore, for a long tinme nothing nore than that. The human's eyes
continually | ocked on his, aninmal and intense; at tinmes enotion went through them visibly—a | ook
of anxiety, of perplexity.

At last the being seemed cal ner, closed his eyes for a few nonments and seened to slip away,
exhausted. Aiela let him In alittle tine nore the brown eyes opened again, fixed upon his: the
human's face contracted a little in pain-his hand: tensed against the restraints. Then he
grew qui et again, breathing alnost normally; he suffered the situation with a tranquillity that
tenpted Aiela to try mnd-touch again, but he refrained, instead |l eft the bedside and returned
with a cup of water.

The human lifted his head, trusted hinself to Aiela's armfor support while he drained the cup
and .then sank back with a shortness of breath that had no connection with the effort. He wanted
sonmething. His lips contracted to a white |line. He babbled sonmething that had to do with anaut.
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He did speak, then. Aiela set the cup down and | ooked down on himwith some relief. "Is there
pai n?" he asked in the amautish tongue, as nearly as kalliran lips could shape the sounds. There
was no evi dence of conprehension. He sat down again on the edge.

The hunman stared at him still breathing hard. Then a glance flicked dowmn to the restraints, up
agai n, pleadi ng—+repeated the gesture. Wien Aiela did nothing, the human's eyes slid away from him
toward the wall. That was cl ear enough too.

It was nmadness to take such a chance. He knew that it was. The human could injure hinmself and kill
him quite easily.-

He grew |li ke Isande, who hated the creature, who would deal with him harshly; |ike the iduve, who
created the idoi kkhei and maintained matters on their ternms, who could see sonething suffer and
remai n unnmoved

Better to die than yield to such logic. Better to adnmit that there was little difference between
this wetched creature that at least tried to maintain its dignity, and a kalliran officer who
wal ked about carrying i duve ownership | ocked upon his wist.

"Come," he said, |oosed one restraint and the others in quick succession, dismnssing iduve,

di smissing |Isande's distress for his sake. He chose, he chose for hinself what he would do, and if
he would die it was easier than carrying out iduve orders, terrifying this unhappy being. He
lifted the human to sit, steadied himon the edge, found those pale strong hands | ocked on his
arms and the hunman staring into his face in confusion

Terror.

Dani el wi nced, grinmaced and clutched at his head, discovered the incision and pani cked. He hurl ed
hinsel f up, sprawled on the tiles, and lay there clutching his head and npani ng, sobbing words of
nonsense.

"Daniel." Aiela caught his own breath, -screening heavily: he knew well enough what the hunan was
experiencing, that first horrible realization of the chiabres, the know edge that his very self
had been tampered with, that there was sonething else with himin his skull. Aiela felt pressure
at his defenses, a dark force that clawed blindly at the edges of his mnd, hel pless and nonstrous
and utterly vulnerable at this nmonment, |ike sonething newborn.

He l et the human explore that for himself, neasure it, discover at last that it was partially
responsive to his will. Aiela sat still, tautly screened, sweat coursing over his ribs; he would
not admit it, he would not admit it—t was dangerous, unformed as it was. It nmoved all about the
wal |l s of his mind, sensing something, seeking, aggressive and frightened at once. It acquired

ni ght mare shape. Aiela snapped his vision back to now and destroyed the image, refusing it

adm ttance, saw the human wi nce and col | apse.

He was not unconscious. Aiela knew it as he knew his own waking. He sinply lay still, waiting,
wai ti ng—per haps gathering his abused senses into sone kind of order. Perhaps he was wi shing to
die. A ela understood such a reaction

Several tines nmore the ugliness activated itself to prowl the edges of his mind. Each tine it fled
back, as if it had | earned caution

"Are you all right?" Aiela asked aloud. He used the tone, not the words. He put concern into it.
"I will not touch you. Are you all right?"

The human nade a sound |like a sob, rolled onto an arm and then, as if he suddenly realized his
| ack of elethia before a man who was still calmy seated and waiting for him he made severa
awkwar d nmoves and dragged hinmself to a seated posture, dropped his head onto his arns for a
monment, and then gathered hinself to try to rise

Aiela noved to help him It was a nistake. The human flinched and stunbled into the wall, into the
corner, very like the attitude he had maintained in the cell

"I amsorry." Aiela bowed and retreated back to his seat on the edge of the bed.
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The human strai ghtened then, stood upright, released a shaken breath. He reached again for the
scar on his tenple: Aiela felt the pressure at once, felt it stop as Daniel pulled his nind back

"Daniel," he said; and when Dani el |ooked at himcuriously, suspiciously, he turned his head to
the side and let Daniel see the scar that faintly showed on his own tenple.

Then he opened a contact fromhis own direction, intending the slightest touch.

Daniel's eyes wi dened. The ugliness reared up, terrible in its shape, Vision went. He screaned,
battered hinsel f against the door, then hurled hinself at Aiela, mad with fear. Aiela seized him
by the wists, pressing at his mind, trying to ignore the terror that was feeding back into him
One of them knew how to control the chiabres: uncontrolled, it could do unthinkable harm Aiela
fought, losing contact with his own body: sweat poured over him making his grip slide; his
nmuscl es began to shake, so that he could not nmaintain his hold at all; he knew hinself in physica
danger, but that inside was worse. He hurled sense after sense into play, seeking what he wanted,
reading the result in pain that fed back into him nightnare shapes.

And suddenly the necessary barrier crashed between them so painful that he cried out: in
instinctive reaction, the human had screened. There was separation. There was sel f-distinction

He slowy disengaged hinmself fromthe human's grip; the human, capable of attack, did not nove,
only stared at him as injured as he. Perhaps the outcry had shocked him Aiela felt after the
human's wrist, gripped it not threateningly, but as a gesture of confort.

He forced a smile, a nod of satisfaction, and uncertainly Daniel's hand cl osed—ef a sudden the
human gave a puzzl ed | ook, a hal f-1augh, half-sob

He under st ood.

"Yes," Aiela answered, alnost |aughed hinself fromsheer relief. It opened barriers, that sharing.

And he cried out in pain fromwhat force the human sent He caught at his head, signed that he was
hurt.

Daniel tried to stop. The nmental pressure cane in spurts and silences, flashes of |light and fl oods
of enotion. The darkness sorted itself into less horrid form It was not an attack. The hunan

want ed; so long alone, so long helpless to tell -he wanted. He wept hysterically and held his hands
back, trenbling in dread and desire to touch, to lay hold on anyone who of fered hel p.

Barriers tunbl ed.

Ai el a ceased trying to resist. Exhaustion claimed him Like a man rushing downhill against his
will he dared not risk trying to stop; he concentrated only on preserving his bal ance, threading
his way through hal f-explored contacts, unfanmiliar patterns at too great a speed. Contacts

mul tiplied, wove into pattern; sensations began to sort thenselves into order, perceptions to
arrange thensel ves into conprehensible form body-sense, touch, equilibrium vision—the room
writhed out of darkness and took form about them

Suddenl y deeper senses were seeking structure. Aiela surrendered hinmself to Daniel's frane of
reference, where right was human-hued and wong was different, where norality and nornmality took
shapes he could hardly bear without a shudder. He reached desperately for the speech centers for
wi der patterns, establishing a contact desperately needed.

"1," he said silently in human speech. "Aiela—+. Stop. Stop. Think slowy. Think of now Hold back
your thoughts to the pace of your words. Think the words, Daniel: ny |anguage, yours, no
di fference."

"What — the first response attenpted. Apart fromAiela' s nmnd the sound had no neaning for the
human.

"Go on. You understand ne. You can use ny |anguage as | use yours. Qur synbolizing facility is
mer ged. "
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"What — Death was in his nmind, gnawi ng doubt that al nost forced themapart. "Wat is going to
happen to ne? What are you?"

Hi s communi cati on was a babble of kalliran and human | anguage, amaut nixed in, voiced and thought,
echoes upon echoes. He was sending on at |least three |levels at once and unaware whi ch was
dom nant. Hone, help, home kept running beneath everyt hing.

"Be calm" Aiela said. "You're all right. You're not hurt."

"l have—one a long way, a very long way from honme. | don't even know where | am or why. | know—*
No, no, not accusation; soft with him soft, don't nmake himangry. "I know that you are being
kind, that |—ambeing treated well —= Cages were in his mnd; he thought themonly out of sight on
the other side of the wall, shrieks and hi deous noi se and darkness. At |east he | ooks human, the
second | evel ran. Looks. Looks. Seens. Isn't. God, help me." Aiela, |—dnderstand. | am grateful

Al el a—

Daniel tried desperately to screen in his fear. It was a terrible effort. Under it all, nonverbal
there was fear of a horrible kind, fear of oblivion, fear of losing his nind altogether; but he
woul d yi eld, he would nerge, anything, anything but lose this chance. It was dangerous. It pulled
at both of them Aiela screened briefly, stopping it.

"I don't know how to help you," Aiela told himgently.

"But | assure you | don't want to harmyou. You are safe. Be calm"

I nf ormati on—they want —honme cane to mind, far distant, a world of red stone and bl ue skies. The
menory net Aiela' s surmse, the burrows of amaut worlds, human | aborers, and confused Dani el
greatly. Past or future, Daniel wondered. Mne? Is this mne? Is this what |'m going to?

Ai el a drew back, trying to sort the human thoughts from his own. Nausea assailed him The human's
terrors began to seemhis, sinister things, alien; and the anmaut were at the center of all the
ni ght nar es.

"How di d you cone here, then?" Aiela asked. "Where did you conme from if not fromthe anaut
wor | ds?"

And where is here and what are you? the human responded i nwardly; but in the |ightning-sequencing
of menmory, answers cane, random at first, then deliberate—+emenbrances of that little world that
had been home: poverty, other hunmans, anger, a displaced folk yearning toward a green and

beauti ful home that had no resenbl ance to the red desolation in which they now |lived: an urge
toward ships, and voyagi ng, homeconi ng and revenge.

Years reel ed backward and forward again: strange suns, worlds, service in many ships, machinery
appallingly primtive, backbreaking | abor—but anong humans, human shi ps, human ports, scant
resources, sordid pleasures. Above all a regret for that sandy honeland, and finally a honmecom ng—
to a honme dissolved, a farmgone to dust; nore port cities, nore msery, alife without ties and

wi t hout purpose. The thoughts ran aimessly into places so alien they were nadness.

These were not the Esliph worlds. Amaut did not belong there. Human space, then, human worl ds,
where kalliran and anaut trade had never gone.

Amaut. Daniel's mnd seized on the menory with hate. Horrible i mages of death, bodies tw sted,
stacked i n heaps—pri soners—hunmans—gat hered i nto canps, half-starved and dyi ng, others hunted,

sl aughtered horribly and hung up for warnings, the hunters hunmanki nd too; but anbng them noved
dark, l|arge-eyed shapes with shanbling gait and | eering faces—anmaut seen through human eyes.
Events tunbl ed one over the other, and Aiela resisted, unknowi ng what terrible place he was being
| ed next; but Daniel sent, forcefully, no random i mges nowhate, hate of aliens, of him who was
part of this.

H mself. Acity's dark streets, a deserted way, night, fire | eaping up against the horizon
strange hul ki ng shapes | oom ng above the crunbling buildings—a gane of hunter and hunted, hinself
the quarry, and those same dread shapes | oping, ungainly behind him
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Anmbush—dnconsci ousness—deat h?—snot hered and torn by a press of bodies, alien snells, the cutting
di sconfort of wire mesh under his naked body, echoing crashes of nmachinery in great vastness, cold
and glaring light. Ohers like hinself, humans, frightened, silent for days and nights of cold and
m sery and sinister amaut novi ng saucer-eyed beyond the perineter of the |lights—eold and hunger
until in increasing nunbers the others ended as stiff corpses on the nesh.

More crashes of nachinery, panic, spurts of menory interspersed with nightnmare and strangely
tranquil dreans of chil dhood: drugs and pain, now gabbling faces thrust close to his, shaggy,
di fferent humans incapabl e of speech as he knew it, overwhel ning stench, dirty-nailed fingers
tearing at him

Ai el a jerked back fromthe contact and bowed his head into his hands, nauseated; but worse seeped
in after: cages, transfer to another ship, being herded into yet filthier confinement, the horror
of seeing fellow beings reduced to nout hing animals, constant fear and frequent abuse-hinself the
victim al nost al ways, because he was different, because he could not speak, because he did not
react as they di d—+he cunning hunor of the savages, who would wait until he slept and then spring
on him who would goad himinto a rage and then press himinto a corner of that cage, tornenting
himfor their anusenent until his screans brought the attendants running to break it up

At last, strangers, kallia; his transfer, drugged, to yet another wakeni ng and another prison
Ai el a saw hinself and Chinele as alien and shadowy beings invading the cell: Daniel's distorted
menory did not even recognize himuntil he net the answering nenory in Aiela’'s mnd

Eneny. Eneny. Interrogator. Part of him eneny. The terror boiled into the poor human's brain and
created panic, violence echoing and re-echoing in their joined mnd, division that went suicidal
mul ti plying by the second.

Ai el a broke contact, sick and trenbling with reaction. Daniel was simlarly affected, and for a
nmonent neither of them noved.

No natter, no natter, came into Daniel's mnd, renmenbrance of kindness, reception of Aiela s pity
for him Any conditions, anything. He realized that Aiela was receiving that thought, and hurt

pride screened it in. "I amsorry," he concentrated the words. "l don't hate you. Aiela, help ne.
I want to go hone."
"Fromwhat | have seen, Daniel, | nuch fear there is no hone for you to return to."

Am | alone? Am| the only human here?

The thought terrified Daniel; and yet it prom sed no nore of the human cages; held out other

i mges, hinself alone forever, victimto strangers—anmaut, kallia, aliens nuddled together in his
nm nd.

"You are safe," Aiela assured him and was i medi ately conscious it was a forgetful lie. In that
i nstant nmenory escaped its confinenent.

They. They—bBani el snatched a thought and an i nage of the iduve, darkly beautiful, ancient and
evil, and all the fear that was bound up in kalliran |l egend. He associated it with the shadowy
figure he had seen in the cell, doubly panicked as Aiela tried to screen. No! Wat have you agreed
to do for thenf Aielal

"No." Aiela fought against the currents of terror. "No. Quiet. 1'mgoing to have you sedat ed—No!
Stop that!—so that your mind can rest. I'mtired. So are you. You will be safe, and I'll cone back
| ater when you've rested.”

You're going to report to themand to |ie there—Fhe hunan remenbered ot her waki ngs, strangers
hands on him his fell ow humans' cruel hunor. Nausea hit his stomach, fear so deep there was no
reasoni ng. There were amaut on the ship: he dreaded them touching hi mwhile he was unconsci ous.

"You will be noved," Aiela persisted. "You'll wake in a confortable place next to my roons, and
you'll be free when you wake, completely safe, | promise it. I'lIl have the amaut stay conpletely
away fromyou if that will make you feel any better.”
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Dani el listened, wanting to believe, but he could not. Mercifully the attendant on duty was both
kalliran and gentle of manner, and soon the human was settled into bed again, sliding down the
mental brink of unconsciousness. He still stretched out his thoughts to Aiela, wanting to trust

him fearing he would wake in sone nore incredible nightnare.

"I will be close by," Aiela assured him but he was not sure the human received that, for the
contact went dark and nunb |ike Isande's.

He felt strangely anputated then, utterly on his own and—a thing he woul d never have
credited—wi shing for the touch of his asuthe, her famliar, kalliran mnd, her capacity to make
light of his worst fears. If he were severed fromthe human this noment and never needed touch
that mnd again, he knew that he would renmenber to the end of his days that he had for a few
noment s been hunan.

He had harmed hinself. He knew it, desperately wished it undone, and feared not even |sande's
experience could help him She had tried to warn him In defiance of her advice he had extended
hinself to the human, reckoni ng no dangers but the obvious, doing things his owm way, with kastien
toward a hurt and desol ate creature.

He had chosen. He could no nore bear harmto |Isande than he could prefer pain for hinself: iduvish
as she was, he knew her to the depth of her stubborn heart, knew the elethia of her and her
| oyalty, and she in no wi se deserved harm from anyone.

Nei ther did the hunman. Sonmeone nmeant to use him .to wing sone use fromhim and discard himor
destroy himafterward—be rid of him Isande had said, even she callous toward hi mand there was in
that alien shell a being that had not deserved either fate.

It is not reasonable to ask ne to venture an opinion on sonething | have never experienced,

Chimele had told himat the outset. She did not understand kalliran enoti on and she had never felt
the chiabres. O a sudden he feared not even Chinele night have anticipated what she was creating
of them and that she would deal ruthlessly with the result—a kaneth whose |oyalty was hal f-human

He was kallia, kallial—and of a sudden he felt his hold on that claimbeconing tenuous. It was not
right, what he had done—even to the hunman

| sande, he pl eaded, hopi ng against all know edge to the contrary for a response fromthat other
that blessedly kalliran m nd. |sande, |sande.

"But his senses perceived only darkness fromthat quarter

In the next nmonent he felt a mld pulse fromthe idoi kkhe, the coded flutter that nmeant paredre.
Chi mel e was sending for him

There was the nmatter of an accounting.

Chapter 4

CH MELE WAS PERTURBED. It was evident in her brooding expression and her attitude as she leaned in
the corner of her chair; she was not pleased; and she was not alone for this audience: four other
i duve were with her, and with that curious sense of deja vu Isande's instruction inparted, A ela
knew t hem They were Chinele's nasithi-katasakke, her half-brothers and -sister by conmon-nating.

The wonman Chai khe was youngest: an Artist, a singer of songs; by kalliran standards Chai khe was
too thin to be beautiful, but she was gentle and thoughtful toward the kamethi. She had al so
thought of himwth interest: |Isande had warned himof it; but Chinele had said no, and that ended
it. Chai khe was beconing interested in katasakke, in common-nating, the presunabl e cause of

restl essness; but an iduve with that urge would rapidly lose all interest in ninetanei. Beside
Chai khe, eyeing himfixedly, sat her full brother Ashakh, a |ong-faced man, exceedingly tall and
thin. Ashakh was renowned for intelligence and col dness to enotion even anong iduve. He was
Ashanone' s chi ef Navigator and master of much of the ship's actual operation, fromits terrible
armanent to the conputers that were the heart of the ship's machinery and nmenory. He did not

i npress one as a man who nmade ni stakes, nor as one to be crossed with inpunity. And next to
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Ashakh, | eaning on one armof the chair, sat Rakhi, the brother that Chinele nost regarded. Rakhi
was of no great beauty, and for an iduve he was a little plunp. Also he had a shaneful bent toward
kuti kkase—a taste for physical confort too great to be honorabl e anong i duve. But he was devoted
to Chinele, and he was extraordinarily kind to the noi kame and even to the sel domnoticed anaut,
who adored himas their personal patron. Besides, at the heart of this soft, often-snmling fell ow
was a heart of greater bravery than nost suspected.

The third of the brothers was eldest: Khasif, a giant of a man, strikingly handsonme, sullen-
eyed—-el der than Chinele, but under her authority. He was of the order of Scientists, a

xenoar chaeol ogi st. He had a keen mi nel akhi a—an inpelling hunger for new experi ence—and noi kane
made thensel ves scarce when he was about, for he had killed on two occasions. This was the nan

| sande so feared, although—she had adnitted-she did not think he was consciously cruel. Khasif was
i npatient and energetic in his solutions, a trait nmuch honored anong i duve, as long as it was
tenpered with refinenent, with chanokhia. He had the reputation of being a very dangerous man, but
in Isande's nmenory he had never been a petty one.

"How fares Daniel ?" asked Chinele. "Wy did you ask sedation so early? Wo gave you | eave for
t hi s?"

"W were tiring," said Aiela. "You gave ne |eave to order what | thought best, and we were tired,
we—

"Ai el a-kaneth," Chai khe intervened gently. "lIs there progress?"
"Yes. "

"Wl conplete asuthithekkhe be possible with this being? Can you reach that state with him that
you can be one with hinP"

"I don't—+ don't think it is safe. No. | don't want that."

"I's this yours to decide?" Ashakh's tones were like icewater on the silken voice of Chaikhe.
"Kamet h—you were instructed."

He wanted to tell them The nenory of that contact was still vivid in his mnd, such that he stil
shuddered. But there was no patience in Ashakh's thin-lipped face, neither patience nor nmercy nor
under st andi ng of weakness. "W are different," he found hinself saying, to fill the silence.

Ashakh only stared. "G ve nme tine," he said again

"We are on a schedule,"” Ashakh said. "This should have been nmade clear to you."
"Yes, sir."
"Specify the points of difference."

"Ethics, experience. He isn't hostile, not yet. He mistrusts—he mstrusts nme, this place, al
things alien.”

"I's it not your burden to reconcile these differences?"

"Sir." Aiela s hands sweated and he folded his arms, pressing his palns against his sides. He did
not like to |l ook Ashakh in the face, but the iduve stared at himunblinkingly. "Sir, we are able
to comunicate. But he is not gullible, and I'mrunning out of answers that will satisfy him That
was why | resorted to the sedative. He's beginning to ask questions. | had no nore easy answers.
VWhat am | supposed to tell hinP"

"Aiela." Khasif drew his attention to the left. "What is your personal reaction to the being?"

"I don't know." His nouth was dry. He |ooked into Khasif s face, that was the substance of
| sande' s ni ghtmares, perfect and cold. "I try—+ try to avoid offending hi m=

"What is the ethical pattern, the social structure? Does he recogni ze kalliran patterns?"

"Close to kallia. But not the sane. | can't tell you: not the same at all."
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"Be nore precise."

"Am | supposed to have | earned sonmething in particular?" Aiela burst out, harried and regretting
his tone at once. The idoi kkhe pul sed painlessly, once, twi ce: he | ooked fromone to the other of
them not knowi ng who had done it, knowing it for a warning. "I'msorry, but | don't understand.
was prinmed to study this man, but no one will tell me just what | was | ooking for. Now you've
taken Isande away fromne too. How am| to know what questions to start w th?"

Hi s answer caused a little ruffling anmong the iduve, and nmerry Rakhi |aughed outright and | ooked
sidelong at Chinele. "Au, this one has a sting, Chinele." He | ooked back at Aiela. "And what have
you | earned, thus ignorant of your purpose, o ninetane?"

"That the amaut have intruded into hunman space, which they swore in a treaty with the Halliran

I dai they would never do. This man cane from hunan space. They |ost npbst of his shipnent because

t hese humans weren't acclimated to the kind of abuse they received. |Is that what you want to hear?
Until you tell nme what you nean to do with him I'mafraid | can't do much nore."

Chi nel e had not been amused. She frowned and stirred in her chair, placing her hands on its arns.
"Can you, Aiela, prepare this hunan for our own exam nation by tonorrow?"

"That's inpossible. No. And what kind of —=2"
"By tonorrow evening."

"I'f you want sonething, then nake it clear what it is and maybe | can learn it. But he wants
answers. He has questions, and | can't keep putting himoff, not wi thout creating you an eneny—er
do you care?"

"You will have to—put himoff, as you express it."
"I"'mnot going to lie to him even by om ssion. Wat are you going to do with hin®"

"I prefer that this human not be adnitted to our presence with the prom se of anything. Do you
understand me, Aiela? If you pronmise this being anything, it will be the burden of your honor to
pay for it; make sure your resources are adequate. | will not consider nyself or the nasul bound
by your ignorant and unauthorized generosity. Go back to your quarters."

"I will not lie to himfor you."

"Go back to your quarters. You are not noticed." This tine there was no softness at all in her
tone, and he knew he dared not dispute with her further. Even Rakhi took the smile fromhis face
and straightened in his chair. Aiela onitted the bow of courtesy, turned on his heel and wal ked
out.

He had ruined natters. Wien he was stressed his voice rose, and he had let it happen, had lost his
case for it. He had felt when he walked in that Chinele was not in a nmood for patience; and he
realized in hindsight that the nasithi had tried to avert disaster: Rakhi, he thought, Rakhi, who
had al ways been kind to Isande, had wi shed to stop him

He returned to the kanmethi level in utnost dejection, realized the | ate hour and consi dered
returning to the Iab and requesting to have a sedative for himself. H s nerves could bear no nore.
But he had never |iked such things, liked Iess to deal with Ghiavre, the iduve first Surgeon; and
it occurred to himthat Daniel mght wake prematurely and need him He decided against it.

He went to his quarters and prepared for bed, settled in with notebook and pen and diverted his

t houghts to record-keeping on Daniel, then, upon the sudden cold thought that the iduve m ght not
respect the sanctity of his belongings, he tore up everything and threw it into the disposal. The
suspicion distressed him As a kallia he had never thought of such things; he had never needed to
suspect such ikastien on the part of his superiors.

Dani el had | earned such suspicion. It was hunman.

Wth that distressing thought he turned out the lights and lay still until his nuddl ed thoughts
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drifted into sleep

The idoi kkhe jolted him brutally, so that he woke with an outcry and clawed his way up to the
nearest chair.

| sande, he had cast, the reflex of two days of dependency; and to his surprised relief there was a
response, albeit a muzzy one.

Ai el a, she responded, renmenbered Daniel, instantly tried to learn his health and began to pick up
the i medi ate present: Chinele, sunmoning him angry; and Dani el Wat have you done? she sent
back, shivering with fear; but he prodded her toward the nonment, thrusting through the flutter of
her drug-hazed thoughts.

"This is Chinele's sleep cycle too,
of the night?"

he sent. "Does she always exercise her tenpers in the mddle

The i doi kkhe stung hi magain, momentarily disrupting their conmunication. Aiela reached for his
clothes and pulled themon, while |Isande's thoughts threaded back into his nmnd. She scanned
enough to blame himfor matters, and she was distressed enough to let it seep through; but she had
the grace to keep that feeling down. Now was inportant. He was inportant. He had to take her

advi ce now, he could be hurt, badly.

"Chinele's hours are seldom predictable,” she informed him her outernpst thoughts cal mand
ordered. But what lay under it was a peculiar physical fear that unstrung his nerves.

He | ooked at the tine: it was well past midnight, and Chinele, |like Ashakh, did not inpress himas
one who took the leisure for whinmsy. He pulled his sweater over his head, started for the door

but he paused to hurl at I|Isande the denand that she drop her screening, guide him He felt her
reticence; when it nelted, he al nbst wi shed ot herw se.

Fear came, nightnmares of Khasif, chilling and sexual at once. Few things could cause an iduve to
act irrationally,- but there was one outstandi ng exception, and iduve when irritated with kanethi
were prone to it.

He stopped square in the doorway, blood leaving his face and returning in a hot rush. Her urgency
prodded himinto notion again, her anger and her terror like ice in his belly. No, he insisted
again and again. |sande had been terrified once and | ong ago: she was scarred by the experience
and dwelled on it excessively—+t enmbarrassed him that he had to express that thought: he knew it
for truth. He wished her still.

"I't happens," l|sande insisted, with such firmess that it shook his conviction. "It is

kat asukke—pl easure-mating." And quickly, wi thout preface, apol ogy, or overnuch delicacy, she fed
across what she knew or guessed of the iduve's intimte habits—alienness only renotely

communi cated i n katasukke with noi kane, a union between iduve in katasakke that was fraught with
viol ence and shielded in ritual and secrecy. Katasukke was gentler: sensible noi kane were treated
wi th casual indul gence or casual negligence according to the nood of the iduve in question; but
cruelty was e-chanokhia, highly inproper, whatever unknown and viol ent things they did anong

t hensel ves. But both kat asakke and kat asukke triggered dangerous enotions in the ordinarily

di spassi onate iduve. Vai kka was somehow i nvolved in mating, and it was not unconmon that someone
was killed. In Isande's nmind any irrationality in the iduve emanated fromthat one urge: it was
the one thing that could undo their commopn sense, and when it was undone, it was a madness as
alien as their normal calm

He shook off these things, hurried through the corridors while |sande's anxi ous presence thrust
into his mind behaviors and apol ogi es, fawning kaneth graces meant to appease Chinele. Vaikka with
a nas kame had this for an expected result, and if he provoked her further now he woul d be | ucky
to escape with his life.

He rejected | sande and her opinions, prideful and offended, and knew that |sande was crying, and
frustrated with himand furious. Her anger grew so desperate that he had to screen agai nst her
and bade her | eave himal one. He was ashaned enough at this disgraceful situation w thout having
her | odged as resident observer in his nmind. He knew her hysterical upon the subject, and even so
could not help fearing he was wal ki ng i nto sonething he did not want to contenpl ate.
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Wth | sande aware, m nd-bound to him
Leave ne al one! he raged at her..
She went; and then he was sorry for the silence

Chinele was waiting for him seated in her accustonmed chair as a tape unreeled on the wall screen
with dizzying rapidity: the day's reports, quite probably. She cut it off, using a manual contro
i nstead of the nental ones of which the iduve were capabl e—a choice, he had | earned, which

bet okened an iduve with mind al ready occupi ed.

"You took an unseemly anount of tine responding," she said.
"I was asl eep." Fear added, shaming him "I'msorry."
"You did not expect, then, to be called?"

"No," he said: and doubled over as the idoi kkhe hit himw th overwhel mi ng pain. He was surprised
into an outcry, but bit it off and strai ghtened, furious.

"Well, consider it settled, then," she said, "and cheaply so. Be wiser in the future. Return to
your quarters."

"Al'l of you are denented," he cried, and it struck, this tinme enough to gray the senses, and the
pain quite washed his mnd of everything. Wen it stopped he was on his face on the floor, and to
his horror he felt Isande's hurt presence in him holding to him trying to absorb the pain and
reason with himto stay down.

"Aiela," said Chinmele, "you clearly fail to understand ne."

"I don't want— the idoi kkhe stung himagain, a gentle reproof conpared with what had touched him
a noment before. It jolted raw nerves and nade himcringe physically in dread: the cowardice it
instilled nmade hi m both ashamed and angry; and there was |sande's anxious intrusion again. The two-
sided assault was too nmuch. He clutched his head and begged his asuthe to | eave him even while he
stunbled to his feet, unwilling to be treated so.

She can destroy you, |Isande sent himhysterically. She has her honor to think of. Vaikka, Aiela,
vai kkal

"I's it Isande?" asked Chinele. "ls it she that troubles you?"
"She's being hurt. She won't go away. Please stop it."

And then he knew that |sande's idoi kkhe had pai ned her, once, twice, with increasing severity, and
the mournful and | oyal presence fled.

"Aiela," said Chinele, "all ny life | have dealt gently with ny kamethi. Why will you persist in
provoking me? Is it ignorance or is it design?"

"I't's nmy nature," he said, which further of fended her; but this tinme she only scow ed and regarded
himwi th deep dissatisfaction

"Your ignorance of us has not been noticed: the nearest equivalent is 'forgiven.' It will be a
serious error on your part to assune this will continue without limt."

"I honestly,"” he insisted, "do not understand you."

"W are not in the habit of patience with netane-tekasu-phre. Nor do we nmake evi dent our

di sconforts. Au, mnetane, | should have the hide fromyou." There was self-control; and under it
there was a rage that made his skin cold: run now, he thought, and become |ike the others—no. She
woul d deal with him explaining matters; he would stand there until she did so.

For a | ong nonent he stood still, expected the touch of the idoikkhe for it; she did not nove
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ei ther.

"Aiela," she said then, in a greatly controlled voice, "I was di sadvant aged before ny nasithi-
kat asakke." And when he only stared at her, hel plessly unenlightened: "For three thousand years
Ashanone has taken no outsider-ni netane aboard," she said. "I have never dealt with the |ikes of
you. "

"What am | supposed to say?"

"You disputed with ny nasithi. Then you turned the sane discourtesy on ne. Had you no perception?"

"I had cause," he declared in tenper too deep-running to reckon of her anger, and his hand went to
the idoi kkhe on reflex. "This doesn't turn off ny mnd or ny conscience, and | still want to know
what you intend with the man Daniel."

Chinele literally trenbled with rage. He had never seen so dangerous a | ook on any sane and
sentient face, but the pain he expected did not come. She stilled her anger with an evident
effort.

"Nas-suphres,"” she said in a tone of cosnmic contenpt. "You are hopel ess, nl netane"
"How so?" he responded. "How so—gnorant?"

"Because you provoke ne and trust ny forbearance. This is the act of a stupid or an ignorant
being. And did I truly believe you capabl e of vaikka, you would find yourself woefully outmatched.
You are not irreplaceable, mnetane, and you are perilously close to extinction at this nonent."

"I have no confidence at all in your forbearance, and | well know you nean your threats."

"The cl umsi ness of your | anguage nakes rational conversation inpossible. You are nothing, and
could wi pe you out with a thought. | should think the reputedly ordered processes of the kalliran
m nd woul d dictate caution. | fail to perceive why you attack ne."

Mad, he thought in panic, renmenbering at the sane tine that she had nental control of the
i doi kkhe. He wanted to | eave. He could not think how "I have not attacked you," he said in a
qui et, reasoning voice, as one would talk to the insane. "I know better."

She arose and noved away fromhimin great vexation, then | ooked back with sone senbl ance of
control restored. "I warned you once, Aiela, do not play at vaikka with us. You are incredibly
i gnorant, but you have a courage which | respect above all netane-traits. Do you not understand
must maintain sorithias—that | have the dignity of ny office to consider?”

"I'mafraid I don't understand."
"Au, this is inpossible. Perhaps |sande can nake it clear."

"No! No, let her alone. | want none of her explanations. | have ny m nd clear enough w thout need
of her rationalizations."

"You are incredible,” Chinele exclainmed indignhantly, and returned to him seized both his hands,
and made himsit down opposite her, a contact he hated, and she seenmed to realize it. "Aiela. Do
not press ne. | nust retaliate. W delight to be generous to our kamethi, but we will not have
gifts demanded of us. W will not be pressed and not retaliate, we will not be affronted and do
nothing. It is physically inpossible. Can you not conprehend that?"

Her hands trenbled. He felt it and remenbered |sande's warning of iduve violence, the irrationa
and uncontrol |l able rages of which these cold beings were capable. But Chinele seenmed yet in
control, and her anethyst eyes |locked with his in deep earnest, so plain a look it was al nost |ike
the touch of his asuthi. She |et him go.

"1 cannot protect you, poor minetane, if you will persist in playing ganes of anger with us, if
you persist in incurring punishnent and fighting back when you receive the consequences of your

i mpudence. You do not want to live under our law, you are not capable of it. And if you were wi se,
you woul d have left when | told you to go."
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"I do not understand,"” he said. "I sinply do not understand."

"Ai el a—= Her indigo face showed stress. His hand still rested across his knee as he | eaned
forward, too tense to nove. Now she took it back into hers, her slimfingers noving |ightly across
the back of it as if she found its color or the texture of his skin sonething renarkably
fascinating. Pride and anger notw t hstandi ng, he sensed nothing insulting in that touch, rather
that Chinele drew a certain calmfromthat contact, that her nmood shifted back to reason, and that
it would be a perilous nove if he jerked his hand away. He sweated with fear, not of iduve science
or power—his rational faculty feared that; but something el se worked in him sonething
subconsci ous that recognized Chi nel e and shuddered instinctively. He wi shed hinmsel f out that door
with many doors between them but her hand still noved over his, and her violet eyes stared into
hi m

"I'f you had been born anong the kanethi," said Chinele softly, "you would never have run afoul of
me, for no nas kane woul d ever have provoked ne so far. He woul d have had the sense to run away

and wait until | had called himagain. You are different, and | have allowed for that—this far
And so that you will understand, ignorant kanmeth: you were inpertinent with others and inpertinent
exceedingly with me—and being Oithain, | dispense judgnents to the nasithi. How then shall |

descend to publicly chastise a nas kane? They wi shed to persuade ne to be patient; and | chose to
be patient, remenbering what you are; but then, au, after trading words with ny nasithi, you nust
ignore ny direct order and debate me what disposition | amto nmake of this human.” She drew
breat h: when she went on it was in a cal mer voice. "Rakhi could not reprimand ny kameth in ny
presence; | could not do so in theirs. And there you stood, ganbling with five of us in the

m st aken confidence that your life was too valuable for nme to waste. Were you iduve, | should say
that were an extremely hazardous form of vai kka. Were you iduve, you would have | ost that gane.
But because you are m netane, you were allowed to do what an iduve would have died for doing."

"And is iduve pride that vul nerable, then?"
"Stop challenging ne!"

It was a cry of anguish. Chinele herself |ooked terrified, reminding himfor all the world of an
essentially friendly animal being provoked beyond endurance, a creature teased to the point of
madness by sone child it loved, shivering with taut nerves and repressed instincts. She could not
help it, as an animal could not resist a nove fromits prey.

Vai kka.

He grasped it then—a game that was indeed for iduve only, a nane that shielded a nost terrifying
instinct, one that the iduve thenselves nmust fear, for it tore apart all their carefu

rationality. The conpul sion nust indeed be involved in their matings—ntricate, unkalliran
instinct. It was reasonable that the noi kane feared above all the iduve's affections, feared
closeness. A kallia quite literally did not have a nervous systemattuned to that kind of contest.
A kallia would want to play the gane part of the way and then quit before sonmeone was hurt; but
there was a point past which the iduve could not quit.

"It is possible,” he said carefully, "that | did not use good judgnent."

She grew perceptibly calmer at that slight retreat, slowed her breathing, patted his armwth the
t hought| ess affection one nmight show a pet, and then drew back her hand as if mndful of his

i nward shudder. "Surely then,"” she said, "understandi ng your nature and ours, you need not stand
so straight or stare so insolently when that irrepressible tongue of yours brings you afoul of our
tenpers.”

"l was not educated as kaneth."

"l perceive your difficulty. But do not seek to live by our law. You cannot. And it is not
reasonabl e for you to expect us to bear all the burden of self-restraint. | thrust you into close
contact with us, a contact nost kameth-born scarcely know. It cannot be renedied. | trusted your
common sense and forgot kalliran—+ know not whether to say obstinacy or elethia, an admirable
trait—but that and our aggressiveness, our mnelakhia, is a very volatile conbination."
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"I begin to see that."

"Go back to your quarters this night, for your safety's sake. | will respect your ninelakhia
your —pr ot ecti on—ef your human asuthe as much as | can, and | will not renenber this conversation
to your hurt. You are wiser than you were. | advise you to make it apparent to ny nasithi-ka-

t asakke that vai kka has been settled."
n |_b\l\/?ll
"By your anended attitude and increased discretion in our presence."

"I understand," he said, hesitated awkwardly until an inpatient gesture nmade clear his disnissal
Al nost he del ayed to thank her, but |ooking again into her eyes chilled the inmpulse into silence
he bowed, turned, felt her eyes on his back the whole | ong distance to the door

The safety of the hall, the sealing of the door behind him brought a physical relief. He | owered
his eyes and flinched past an iduve who was passing, secured the lift alone, and was glad to find
the kanethi |evel, where kallia thronged the concourse—the alternate day-cycle, whose waki ng was
hi s night.

He knew the iduve finally.
Predat ors.

Qut si ders had never understood the end of the Dom nation, the Sundering of the iduve enpire. He
began to.

They were hunters fromtheir very origins—a species for whomall else that noved was prey, for
whom ot hers of their own kind were intolerable. They had hunted the netrosi to exhaustion and
drifted el sewhere. Now they were back. The enormty of the surnmise grewin himlike a sickly
chill.

The nasul feal ously controlling its territory.

Per haps even the iduve thensel ves had forgotten what they were; the pride of ritual and cerenony
shielded their instincts, civilized them as civilization had dealt with the instincts of kallia,
who had been the natural prey of other hunters in packs, on the plains of prehistoric Aus (ao.
Subtl e reactions, a tensing of nuscles, an interchange of novenents, the steadi ness of the
eyes—these defined hunter and hunted. That was the thing he had | ooked in the face when he had
stared into Chinele's at close range. He had wished to run and had instinctively known better—that

if he stayed very, very still, it might pad softly away.

He shivered, the hair rising at the nape of his neck as if she still watched him Wen he felt

I sande' s frightened presence beginning to creep back into his nmind, he screened heavily, for he
still was shaken, and he was ashanmed for her to know the extent of it.

You nearly killed yourself, she accused him | warned you, | warned you—

"Not well enough," he returned. "You have a blind spot. O you do not understand them"

"I have lived ny whole |life anong them" she retorted, "and | have never seen what you saw
t oni ght —aot even from Khasi f."

He accepted that for truth. Likely kanethi had been taught never to draw such responses. But he
was worl d-born; he hinself had sat by fires at night in the wilds of Lelle, with a ring of |ight
to guard his sleep, and he knew Chinele in all the atavistic fears of his species.

A predator who had assuned civilization

Who had touched himgently and refrained, despite his best attenpt to provoke her—gnorant, she
had called him and justly.

"Chinele is iduve," Isande hurled against the warnmh of that thought, forcefully, for she hated
wor se than anything to have her advice ignored. "And you will live longer if you remenber that we
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are only kanethi, and avoid provoking her and avoid attracting her notice to yourself."

This fromlsande, |sande who | oved Chinele, who willingly served the iduve: who trenbled in her
heart each tine she dealt with Chinele's tenper. It was a sorrowful |life she had accepted: he |et
that slip and was sorry, for Isande flared, hot and unshi el ded.

Am | nothing, she fired at him because | was born kaneth? My world-born friend, | have been
pl aces you have not dreaned of, and seen things you cannot understand. And as it regards the
i duve, ny friend, | have lived anong them and what of their |anguage you know, you lifted from ny

m nd, what of their customs you understand you have | earned fromne, and what consideration you
had from Chi nel e you have because of me, so do not lecture me as an expert on the iduve. If you
were not so ikas, you would not have had so dangerous an experience.

VWell, he returned, | hardly seemto have a nonopoly on vanity or selfishness or arrogance, do |?

And the resentnents that echoed back and forth, too much truth, sent both personalities reeling
apart, hurt.

I sande was first to touch again, grieving. "Aiela," she pleaded, "Asuthi nust not quarrel. Please,
Aiela."

"I amvain and arrogant,"” he admitted, "and | have had al nbst all the damage ny sanity can stand
tonight, Isande. I'mtired. Go away."

Dani el , she renenbered, dismay and regret sharp in her; she renmenbered other things she had

gl eaned of his mind, and riffled through all the menory he | eft unscreened, gathering this and
that with a rising feeling of distress, of outrage. He felt her, poised to blane himfor
everything, to accuse himof things the worse because they were just.

And she did not. He was so tired his | egs shook under him and he felt hinself very lonely, even
in her presence: he had di sregarded everything she had neant to protect them both, and now that
she had utnost cause to rage against himshe pitied himtoo nuch to accuse him She knew his
nature and his incapacity, and she pitied him

Leave ne al one, he wi shed her. And then furiously: Leave nme alone, will you?
She fl ed.

He undressed, washed, went through all the ritual of preparing for bed, and tried to sleep. It was
i mpossi bl e. Reaction still had his nuscles in knots. Wen he closed his eyes he saw the paredre,
Chi nel e—eages.

He arose and wal ked the floor, tried listening to his old tapes, that he had brought from Kart os.
It was worse than the silence. He cut off the sound, idly cut in on the nonitor that was preset
for Daniel's next-door apartnent. The human was still blissfully unconscious.

And the nmenory returned, how it had felt to live in that envelope of alien flesh. He broke the
connection, dizzied and disoriented, wandered back to the bath, drifting as he had a dozen tines,
to the full-length mirror. It contained all in Ashanone that was fam liar, that was known.

Hi s i mage stared back at him naked of everything but the idoi kkhe that circled his wist Iike
sonme bizarre barbaric ornanent. His silver hair was beginning a slow recovery fromthe surgeons
uni magi nati ve barbering, and he had grown accustoned to the change. H's features anong kallia were
consi dered proper: straight silver brows, a straight nose with a little flare to the nostrils, a
mout h wi de enough to show generosity, a chin prominent as with all the Lyailleues. He fingered the
hi gh pronmi nence of his cheekbone and the holl ow beneath, staring into his own eyes closely in the
mrror, wondering how much of the iduve eye was iris. Was it all? And coul d.they see color as

kal l'i a coul d? Humans did. He knew that. He considered the rest of hinself, 7.8 neis in stature, a
little taller than the average, broad-shouldered and slimat the hips, with the slender, well-
muscled linbs of an athlete, the flat belly and rmuscular girdle of a runner, a hard-trained body
that had no particular faults. He had never known serious illness, had suffered no wounds, had
never known privation that was not his own choice. He was paronme Deian's only son; if he had had
any faults at birth, no noney woul d have been spared to nmend them If he had | acked any in wt,
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parome Dei an's nmoney woul d have purchased every known aid to teach himand inprove his mnd. \Wen
he grew bored, there had instantly been toys and games and hunts and athletics, and when he becane
a young man, there had been all the |loveliest and nost proper girls, the nbst exclusive parties.
There were private instructors, the nost proper and demandi ng schools; and there had been famly
despair when he insisted on pursuing athletics to the detrinent of his studies, on risking his
life in hunts, on turning down a career in district politics that was calculated to lead to the
hi ghest | evels of government—a |ack of family and filial giyre that his father refused to
understand ("l kas," Deian had said, "and ungrateful." "Am 1 ikas," he had answered, eighteen and
all -knowi ng, "because it is not nmy pattern to be |ike you?" "There have been Lyailleues on the

H gh Council for two hundred years, honoring Xolun and this house. My son will not take it on
hinself to end that tradition.")

Once that year he had thought of hurling his plane (a luxury nodel) in a pyrotechnic finish at
Mount Ryi, in full view of all the fashionable estates and the Xolun zone capitol. The news
services would be buzzing with wonder for days: Son of Deian, Suicide; and people woul d be shaking
their heads and making small noi ses of despair and secretly hating him thinking if only they had
had his advantages they would not have thrown them away. When he was ni neteen he had quit schoo

so that his father Deian would disinherit himand his nother and sister would give himup; but he
also saw it broke their hearts, and his few passages with the pl easures of the netrosi's darker
side left himdisgusted and enbarrassed, for these things were also available in the estates in
the shadow of Ryi—without the filth and the fear. In the end he had surrendered and returned hone
to the respectability planned for him to |earn the business of governnent.

("Son, it is always necessary to conpronise. That's how things are done."” "Even when one is right,
sir?" "Right—right; you always assune you know exactly where that is, don't you? |I'msure

don't. If you go on like that, no one could ever agree. Conprom se. Sonetinmes you have to yield a
little townalittle later on.")

He had tri ed.

A year |l ater he had sought the anonynmty of the service, and even that had proved no refuge secure
from Dei an's noney and i nfluence. Perhaps, he thought, it was his father's way of setting him
free; or perhaps Deian still believed he would have cone hone, older, w ser. He would have cone
hone, sooner or later. He had spent his life pursuing the elusive hope of adequacy, a constant
struggle for breath in the rarified atnosphere of his father's anbitions and the giyre of his
ancient famly.

("I would have cone home soneday," he had witten in that final letter. "I have gained the good
sense to honor your wi sdom and experience, Father, and | have gai ned enough wi sdom of my own to
have kept on in ny own path. Wat giyre | had of ny crew, | earned; and that is inportant to me.
What giyre | gave, | chose to give, and that was inportant too. | honor you, very much; but |
woul d not have left the service.")

It was irony. He closed his hand about the idoi kkhe and rem nded hinmself what he was worth at the
end of all his father's planning and his resisting: a being scantly adequate to serve the iduve,
equal to a gracious (if vain) young woman and a battered bit of human freight off an amaut
transport. He had lived with the sky overhead to be reached, whether or not he chose to try, and
whet her or not he had realized it before, he had been an arrogant and a stubborn nan. Now he had
been shown where the sky stopped, and it was a shattering experience.

He inmagined Daniel's inmage in the glass. The skin went shades of brown and pink, the silver hair
turned dark, the eyes shadowed and hunted, his body slight with hunger, crossed with red and
purple scars fromuntreated wounds, feet l|acerated by the cruel nesh. His nmind held nenories of
absol ute horror, cages, brutality uninmagined in the Halliran lIdai. Even before those, there were
menori es of hunger, a childhood in a dark, cenent-walled house beside a trickling canal, sunmers
of sandstornms that blasted crops, dunes that year by year encroached upon fields, advanced upon
the house, threatened the life-giving canal. At sone time-Aiela had inherited the nenories in bits
and .snatches—baniel had left that world for the mlitary, and he had served as a technician of
limted skills. He had known a great many primtive human ports, until the life sickened himand
he went hone again, only to find his father dead, his nother remarried, his brothers gone

of fworl d, the farm buried under dunes.
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War. Shi pping | anes cl osed, nerchantnen comrandeered for nmilitary service. Dani el —seni or now over
i nexperienced recruits, wearing the crisp blue of a technician on a decent ship, well fed, with
nmoney prom sed to his account. That had | asted seven days, until two stunning defeats had driven
the human forces into retreat and then into rout, and nmen were required by martial law to seek
their honme ports and keep order there as the panic spread.

That was the way fortune operated for Daniel. H s hands had been enptied every time he had them
full; but being Daniel, he would shrug perpl exedly, get down on his knees and begin picking up the
pi eces. He was uneducated, but he had a keen intuition, an intelligence that sucked in information
Iike a vacuum drawi ng air, ommivorously, taking scrap and debris along with the pure, sorting,

anal yzi ng. He had never been anyone, he had never had anything; but he was not going to stop
living until he was sure there was nothing to be had. That was Dani el .a man who had al ways been
hungry. M nel akhia, Chinele would call it.

And Daniel's desire was the fevered dream of his half-sensible interludes in the cage, when the
fields were green and the canal pure and full and orchards bl oomed beside a white-wall ed house. He
asked nothing nore nor |ess than that—except the conpany of others of his kind. He had never
deserved to be appropriated to Ashanone, swall owed whole by the pride of a Lyailleue and |inked to
a kalliran woman who had never learned to be kallia, who was nore than a little iduve.

Ai el a, Isande's thought reproved him sorrow ng.

How | ong have you been with me? He flushed with anger, for he had been deep in his own concerns
and I sande's skill was such that he did not always perceive her touch. It was not the visual sense
that enbarrassed him she knew his body as he knew hers, for that was a part of self-concept. It
was his mnd' s privacy that he did not like thus exposed, and he knew at once fromthe backspi l
that she had caught rather nore than she thought he would |ike.

"Dear Aiela," her silent voice came echoing. "No, don't screen me out. | amsorry for quarreling.
I know | offend you."

"I amsorry," he sent, the nmerest surface of his thoughts, "for a great many things."

"You are not sure you can handle ne," she said. "That troubles you. You are not accustoned to
that. You are not half so cruel or fierce as | am | knowit; but you are twice as brave—+o00 much
so, sonetines, when that terrible pride of yours is touched."

"I have no pride," he said. "Not since Kartos."

She was amused, which stung. "No. No. It is there; but you have had it bruised— the anusenent
faded, regretting his offense, and yet she knew herself right by his very reaction: right, and
sel f-confident. "Chinmele—the iduve in general -have touched it. You are just now realizing that
this is forever, and it frightens you terribly."

Her words stung, and a feeling wholly ikas rose up in him "I don't need to live on your terms. |
will not."

She was silent for a tinme, sifting matters. "You do not understand Ashanone. Toni ght you saw the
chanokhia of Chinmele, and | amafraid you have begun to |l ove her. No—no, | know not in that way.
It is sonething worse. It is mnelakhia-love. It is arastiethe you want from her—+duve honor; and
no m metane can ever have that"

"You can't even think like a kallia, can you?"

"Aiela, Aiela, you are dealing with an iduve. Realize it. You are reacting to her as she is. You
are thinking giyre, but Chinele cannot give you what she cannot even understand. For her there is
only arastiethe, and the honor of an iduve demands too rmuch of us. It costs too rmuch, Aiela.”

"She might be capabl e of understanding. |sande, she tried—
"Avoi d her!™

Screens dropped. Loneliness, a dead asuthe, years of silence. There was still |oneliness, an
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asut he who rejected her advice, who blindly, obstinately sought what had killed the other. Was the
fault in her? Was it she that killed? She |oved Chinele, and gave and gave, and the iduve knew
only how to take. Reha had | oved Chinele: asuthe to herself, how could he have helped it? He would
be alive now, but that he had | earned to | ove Chinele. She would not teach another

Dar kness. Col d. Screens tunbled. Aiela flinched and she snatched the nenory away, recovering
hersel f, snothering it as she had |l earned to do.

You deni ed, he rem nded her gently, That Ashanone killed him Ws Chinele responsible, after all?

The screens stayed in place. Only the words cane through, carefully controlled. "She was not
responsi bl e. Honor is all she can give. To the nasithi, that is everything. But what is it worth
to a m netane?"

Yet you do |love her, Aiela sent, and sad | aughter bubbl ed back

"Li sten—she tried with all her iduvish heart to nake me happy. Three tinmes she asked nme to take
anot her asuthe. "He is like you,' she said this tinme. "He is intelligent, he is of great chanokhia
for a mnmetane. Can you work with this one?' | consented. She risked a great deal to offer ne that
choi ce. You would have to know the iduve to realize how difficult that was for her—+o try a thing
when she has only reason to help her. She does feel sonething. | amnot sure what. After all these
years, | amnot sure what. Maybe we nminetanei try to read into them what we wi sh were there.

Per haps that is why we keep giving, when we know better."

"Let nme alone," he wished her. "If I'mto make a nistake, then let it be ny mstake."

"And when you nmake it," she said, "we will both pay for it. That is the way this arrangenent
wor ks, Aiela."

It was truth; he recognized it—+resented her being female. It was an unfair obligation. "I am
sorry," he said after a nonent. "Then it will happen. | will not be held by you."
"I disturb you."

"I n several senses."

She snatched a thought half-born fromhis mnd, the suspicion that the iduve knew enough of
kalliran enmption to use it, to manipulate it at will. |Isande was beautiful: he had eyes to notice
that. He kept noticing it, again and again. That she constantly knew it, enbarrassed him he knew
that she was not willing to think of himin that way. But, he sent her, if she were in the
ungraceful position of having to share a man's innost thoughts, she might receive things even nore
direct fromtinme to time. O had Reha been i mmune to such things?

The screen closed tightly on those nenories, as it always had: the privacy she had shared wth
Reha was not for him "He and | began so young we were |ike one nind; there could never be that
bet ween us. Asuthi ought never to share that part of their lives: sone illusions have to be

mai ntai ned. | amnot for ganes, not for your anusenent, nor are you for mine, dear friend. There
is an end of it. You cane too close to that being, you refuse ny warnings about the iduve, and
see | can't help you: you resent being advised by a wonan. But | can at |east exercise the good
sense to keep ny distance fromyou when it happens."”

Hurt feelings. Bitterly hurt feelings.

"Don't," he said, reaching out to her retreating mnd-. And when she |ingered, questioning, he
searched for sonething to say. "If you're not going to sleep, stay awhile. It's miserably quiet
here. "

Sof t ness touched his m nd. He had pl eased her by asking. Her spirits brightened and anusenent
rippled fromher, to think that he found in her the power to deal with the nightmares that
troubled him human ghosts and iduve went flitting into retreat at her kalliran presence.

"Co to bed," she told him "You need your rest. |I'll stay awhile if it pleases you."

She hovered about his thoughts for a long time thereafter, half-asleep herself at the last and
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warmin her own bed, |lending himthe conforting trivia of pleasant nenories, the distant voyagi ngs
of Ashanone, strange worlds and different suns; and she stole fromhis menories, filching little
details of his past and enbroidering themw th questions until he grew too tired to answer. She,
never havi ng wal ked upon the face of a world, delighted in the nenories of wind and rain and
sunsets, the scent of green grass after a shower, and the drifting wonder of snow. There were no
ill dreans. She held onto his senses and finally, mschievously, she sent hima few drowsy

i mpressions that were | ess than sisterly.

He fired back indignation. "Ganes," he rem nded her

Vai kka, she whi spered into his consciousness. And you do not want to tell nme to go away, do you?
He did not, but he screened, and headed hinself deliberately toward the darkness of sleep
Chapter 5

| SANDE WAS THERE in the norning. Her cheerful presence burst in enthusiastically while Aiela was
putting his boots on, and it was as if a door had opened and soneone were standi ng behind
hi mahere there was neither door nor body.

"Must you be so sudden?" he asked her, and her joy plunmeted. He was sorry. I|sande had never been
so vul nerabl e before. He was concerned about |ast night and out of sorts about tine wasted and a
tight schedule wth Dani el

"I would try to help," she offered.

Hi s screens tightened; he knew her opinion of the human, her dislike of the creature. If it were
not unlike her, he would have suspected her of w shing to harm Daniel: her feelings were that
strong.

VWhat do you expect of ne? she asked, offended.
Answers. What do they want with hin®

And a strange uneasi ness was growing in himnow that Daniel was on his mnd; |sande's thoughts
grew hard to unravel. Daniel was waking; Aiela s own heart began to speed, his breathing grew
constricted in synpathetic reaction

"Calm" he cast him "Calm It's Alela. It's all right."
| sande—who is | sande?

Dani el perceived her through him Aiela s inmpulse was to interrupt that |ink, protecting both of
them but he sensed no harmfromeither direction, and he hesitated, suffering a strange doubl e-
passage of investigation as they probed each other. Then he received quite an unpl easant

i npression as the human realized |Isande was fenmale: curiosity reached for body-sense, to know.

Violently he snapped that connection, at once prey to the outrage of them both.

"I can fend for nyself," |Isande voiced to him seething with offended pride. "He is not of our
species, and |'msure his curiosity means nothing to ne."

But Daniel was too angry to voice. He was enbarrassed and furious, and for a nonment his tenper
obscured the fact that he was not equal to a quarrel either with Aiela or with his situation

Aiela fired back his own feelings upon the instant: frustration with the ungovernabl e | sande,
revul sion at havi ng been nade the channel for an alien nale's obscene curiosity—nale, not nan,
not fit to touch a kalliran wonan.

Barriers went up against him fell again. Aiela felt the human's despair like a plunge into
darkness, a hurt mngled with his own guilt. He was too disoriented to prevent its flow to |sande.
Her angui sh struck himfromthe other side, coldly doused as she flung up a screen

"Aielal The echo—stop it."
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He understood: nmind-linked as they were, each brain reacted to the other's enptions. It was a
deadly sel f-accel erating process. H s reaction to Daniel's offended masculinity had | owered a
screen on an ugliness he had not suspected existed in hinself.

"Daniel," he sent, and persisted until the unhappy bei ng acknow edged his presence. It was a
terrible flood he received. Al screens went, asuthithekkhe, mnd-Ilink, defense abandoned. The

i mages canme so strongly they washed out vision: anaut, cages, dead faces, grief upon grief.
Daniel's mnd was the |ast citadel and he hurled it wide open, willing to die, at the end of his
resi st ance.

I amsorry, Aiela hurled into that churning confusion like a voice into a gale. Daniel! | was hurt
too. Stop this. Please. Listen

Gradual |y, gradually, sanity gathered up the pieces again, the broken screens rebuilt thenselves
into separate silence; and Aiela rested his head in his hands, struggling against a very physica
nausea that swelled in his throat Hs instincts screamed wong, his hands were cold and sweating
at the proxinmity of a being unutterably twi sted, who rejected giyre and kastien, who | oathed the
thi ngs nmost kalliran.

Ai el a. Daniel reached the snmallest tendril of thought toward him He did not understand, but he
woul d seal the nenory behind a screen and not let it out again. Dying was not worse than being
al one. Whatever the rules Aiela set, he would conform

I"msorry, Aiela replied gently. But your perceptions of us are not exactly w thout prejudice; and
you were rude with |sande

I sande is yours? Daniel snatched at that possibility. It touched sonething hunan as well as
kalliran. He was anxious to believe he was not hated, that he had only nade a ni st ake.

It was like that, Aiela adnitted, enbarrassed. He had never expected to have to share such
intimte thoughts with the creature. It disturbed him nade himfeel unclean; he screened those
enotions in, knowi ng he nust dispose of them

"This arrangenent,"” Daniel said, scanning the situation to the linmt Aiela allowed, "with a woman
and the two of us—s not the best possible, is it?"

That was sent with wistful hunmor. The human foresaw for hinself a lifetine of being different, of
being al one. Aiela was sorry for himthen, deeply sorry, for there was in the being an elethia
worth respect.

"W are at the nercy of the iduve," Aiela said, "who perceive our feelings only at a distance."

"There are so many things | don't understand here that | can hardly keep ny thoughts coll ected.
There are nonents when | think |I'm going to—

"Pl ease. Keep your questions a little longer. I will find it easier to explain when you have seen
alittle of the ship. Come, get dressed. Food cones before other things. W'll go out to the ness
hall and you can have a | ook about."

Dani el was afraid. He had caught an inpression of the way they would wal k, crowds of kalliran
strangers; and when Aiela | et himknow that there would be amaut too, he | ooked forward to
breakfast with no appetite at all

"Trust ne," said Aiela. "If the iduve wished you harm no place would be safe, and if they w sh
you none, then you are safe anywhere on this ship. They rule all that happens here."

Dani el acqui esced unhappily to that logic. In alittle time they were out on the concourse
toget her, Daniel |ooking remarkably civilized in his brown clothing-Aiela |et that thought slip
i nadvertently and wi nced, but Daniel accepted the judgnent with wy anusenent and little
bitterness. He was not a vain nan, and the amaut had renpved whatever vanity he had had.

It was the nmess-hall conpany he could not abide. As they were eating, two amaut chanced to stand
near their table tal king, popping and hissing in the odd rhythnms of their native tongue. Daniel's
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hand began to shake in the nidst of carrying a bite to his nouth, and he laid the utensil aside a
nmoment and covered the action by reaching for his cup. Wen Aiela picked up the thought in his
m nd, the nenory of that cage and his voyage, he nearly lost his own appetite.

"These are decent folk," Aiela assured him silently so the amaut woul d not realize the exchange

"See how people | ook at me when they think I am | ooking away. | had as soon be an exhibit in a
zoo. And | know the amaut. | know them don't try to tell me otherwise. It doesn't help ny
confidence in you."

I's the human species then without its bandits, its crimnals and devi ates?

Ai el a caught a disturbing flash of human history as Dani el pondered that question; and with a
deliberate effort Daniel put the nenory of the freighter fromhis nind. But he still would not
| ook at the anmaut.

Ai el a. That was |sande, near them She queried Aiela, did he mnd, and when he extended her the
invitation, she canme into the ness hall, took a hot drink fromthe dispenser, and joined them
Through Aiela she reached for Daniel's mnd and touched, introducing herself.

Her bright smile (it was a weapon she used consciously) elicited a shy response from Daniel, who
was still nervous about Aiela's reactions; but when Aiela had approved, the human opened up and
smled indeed, the first time Aiela had known any nonment of unblighted happi ness in the being.

I sande's presence with themwas |ike a sunshine that drowned all the shadows, an assurance to
Dani el that here was a healthy, whole world, a nornmality he had al nost forgotten

"I," said Daniel aloud, struggling with the unfaniliar sounds of the kalliran |anguage, "I am
really very sorry for offending you."

"You are a kind man," said |Isande, and patted his hand—Ai el a was gl ad he had his own screens up
during that nonment. He had foreseen this, and knew |Isande well enough to know that she would
purposely defy himin sone way. Poor Daniel |ooked quite overcone by her, not knowi ng what to do
then; and Aiela dropped his screen on Isande's contact, letting her know what he thought of her
petty vai kka.

Stop it, Isande. Be kallia for once. Feel sonething.

She had not realized about Daniel, not known himso utterly vulnerable and frightened of them Now
she saw himthrough Aiela s eyes.

"Pl ease,"” said Daniel, who had not been privy to that small exchange, but was painfully aware of
the silence that excluded him "I am an inconvenience to you both—-but save us all enbarrassment.
Tell me why | have been brought here, why | have been—dnwel conely attached—to you both."

| sande was di smayed and ashanmed; but Aiela | ooked on the human with as nuch respect at that nonent
as he had felt for any nan.

"Yes," said Aiela, "I think it is time we went aside together, the three of us, and did that"

It woul d have been merciful, Aiela reflected, if Chinele had elected to talk to the human with as
little distraction about himas possible. Instead, when he and his two asuthi entered the paredre,
there were not only the nasithi-ka-tasakke, but what |sande flashed themin dismay was the entire
Mel akhi s. The bl ue screen was thrust back, opening up the audience hall, and nearly fifty iduve
were there to observe them Kanethi, Isande sent, are not nornmally invol ved before the Ml akhis.

| duve together are dangerous. Their tenpers can becone violent with no apparent reason. Be very
careful . Daniel; be extrenely careful and respectful

Chinel e met themgraciously, gave Aiela a nod of particular courtesy. Then she | ooked full at
Dani el , whose heart was .beating as if he feared nurder.

Be calm Aiela advised him Be calm Isande and | are here to advise you if you grow confused.

"Please sit," said Chinele, including themall. She resumed the central chair in the paredre—a
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cerenoni al thing, perhaps of great age, ornate with serpents and alien or nythical beasts worked
in wood and gold and anber. "Daniel. Do you understand where you are?"

"Yes," he answered. "They have explained to ne who you are and that | nust be honest with you."

Sonme of the elder iduve frowned at that; but Chimele heard that naive reply and inclined her head
in courtesy.

"Indeed. You are well advised to be so. Were is your hone, Daniel, and how did you cone into the
hands of the amaut of Konut?"

Suspi cion ran through Daniel's mind: attack, plunder—these the agents of it, seeking information.
| sande had threshed out the matter with himrepeatedly, assuring himof Ashanone's indifference to
the petty matter of his world. Suddenly Daniel was not believing it. Fight-flight-escape ran
through his nmnd, but he did not nove fromhis chair. Alela seized his armto be sure that he did
not .

"Pardon," Aiela said to Chinele softly, for he knew her extrene displeasure when Daniel failed to
respond. She had shown courtesy to this being before her people; and Daniel for his part |ooked
into those whitel ess eyes and net sonethi ng agai nst which the alienness of the anmaut was slight in
conpari son. They had shown Dani el iduve in his mind; he had even seen Chi nel e—shadowy and
indistinct in his cell; but the living presence of them the subtle communication of arrogance and
their lack of response to enotion, he hated, |oathed, feared. Their pattern is different, Aiela
sent him It is affecting you. Don't let it overcome you. Instinct is not always positive for
survival when you are offworld. You are the stranger here.

"M metane," Chinele said, |abored patience in her voice, "mnmetane, what is the difficulty?"

"I — Daniel shared a nonent into Chinele's violet eyes and tore his glance away, fixing it

unf ocused on the panel just beyond her shoulder. "I have no way to know that we are not still in
human space, or that this is not the upper part of the ship where | was a prisoner. | have seen
amaut on ny world. | don't know who sent them Perhaps they brought thenselves, but on this ship

they take your orders.”

There was a great shifting of bodies anong the iduve, a dangerous and unpredictabl e tension; but
Chimel e | eaned her chin on her hand and studi ed Daniel with heightened interest O a sudden she
snmi | ed, showing her teeth. "Indeed. | hope you have not seen nuch simlarity between the decks of
Ashanone and that pestiferous freighter, mnetane. Yet your caution | find adm rable. Amaut on
your worl d? And where is your world, Daniel? Surely not in the Esliph."

"Why?" Dani el asked, though Isande tried to prevent him "What exactly do you want to know?"

"M netane, | aminforned, perhaps correctly, perhaps not, that your people have been attacked. If
this is so, we did not order it. W pursue our own business, and your asuthi will advise you that
I am being extraordinarily courteous. Now as you hope for the survival of your species, | advise

you not to insult that courtesy by being slow in your answers."”

Does she mean that against all humanity—a threat? Dani el asked them shaken. Wuld they declare
war ? Have they?

In the name of reason don't try to bargain with her, Aiela flung back. |duve don't bluff.

Dani el folded, sick inside, a sinmple man out of his depth and fearing both alternatives. He took
the one advi sed and began to tell themthe things they wanted to know, his origin on a world named
Koni g, beyond the Esliph, his |life there, his brief service inthe mlitary, his world's fall to
the amaut The iduve |istened with unnerving patience even interrupting himto ask nore detail of
the history of his people, particularly as it regarded the Esliph frontier.

"W never consented, sir," he told Rakhi, who had asked about the human retreat fromthe Esliph
wor | ds. "Those were our farms, our cities. The amaut drove us out with better weapons and we went
back to safe worlds across the Belt."

Rakhi frowned. "Mst unfortunate, this human problem" he said to his nasithi. "Qur departure from
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the nmetrosi seens to have thrown the amaut and kalliran powers into considerable turnoil. W
appear to have served sonme econonic purpose for them Wen we withdrew, the amaut seemto have
found thenselves in particular difficulty. They drew back and abandoned the Esliph. Then the
humans di scovered it. And, under renewed popul ation pressures, the amaut return, reclaimthe
Esliph—+t is altogether logical for themto use force to take |land they already considered theirs,
or to use force in neeting conpetitors. But mnetane, were there not agreenents, acconmodati ons?"

"Only that we were let off with our lives," said Daniel. O iduve that questioned him Rakhi drew
the nost honest responses; and upon this question, centuries ago as the event was, Daniel allowed
anger to nove him Amaut, iduve, even kallia blurred into one polity in his inmage of the forced
evacuation of his people, for the invaders had been facel ess beings in ships, giving orders; and
to the human nind, all nonhunans tended to assune one character. "W were pushed off before we
could be properly evacuated, crowded onto i nadequate ships. Sone refused to board and commt
thensel ves to that; they stayed to fight, and |I suppose |I know what becane of them The ones that
m grated and survived to reach the other side of the belt were about twenty out of a hundred. W
| anded without enough equi prment, hardly with the means to survive the winter. The worlds were
undevel oped, bypassed in our first colonization, undesirable. W scratched a living out of sand
and rock and lost it to the weather nore often than not. Now they've cone after us there."

"Undoubt edl y," said Khasif, "as the abandoned humans did not fit the amaut social pattern

i ndenture becane the amaut's solution for the humans. Beings that cannot interbreed with anmaut
could not exit indenture by normal |egal process, so the humans remain in this status
perpetual ly."

"Yet," objected another of Khasifs order, "one wonders why the other humans did not eventually
seek better territories, if the worlds in question were so entirely undesirable.”

Answer, |sande flashed, for that was a question to Daniel, stated in the often oblique manner of
i duve courtesy. "The Esliph was ours," Daniel replied, "and we al ways neant to come and take it
back. "

"Prha," said Chai khe to that person, "vaikkal/tones-ne-|akhia-sa, ekutikkase."

"W did not so nuch want revenge,"” Daniel responded to the comment, for he had caught the gist of
it through Isande, "as we wanted justice, our own | and back. Now the amaut have come | ooking for
us, even across the Belt. They're nmurdering nmy people.”

"Why?" asked Chinele.

The sudden harshness of her tone panicked the human; his own nurder flashed to mi nd—the easy,
gentl e manner of the others' questions sone gane they played with him No! Isande sent him Stay
absolutely still. Don't nove. Answer her.

"I don't know why. They cane—they cane. Unprovoked."
"Human ships had not crossed to the Esliph?"

"No," he said quickly, surprised by the accusation. "No."
"How do you know t hi s?"

He did not. He was no one. He had no perfect know edge of his people's actions. Aiela sent himan
urging to keep still, for Chinele frowned.

"M metane," said Chinele, "disputing another's experience is nost difficult. Yet there remains the
possibility that the amaut responded to a human intrusion into Esliph space. They are not prone to
act recklessly where there is an absence of threat to their own territory, and they are not prone
to aggression without the certainty of profit. Wen there is either notivation, then they nove
nmost suddenly and decisively. Qur acquai ntance with the amaut is long, but | amnot satisfied that
you know them as well as you believe. Consider every detail of your acquaintance with these
uncomon anmaut, fromthe beginning. Let |sande have these thoughts."

He did so, the inmage of a ship, of anmaut faces, another ship, a city, fire-he flashed backward,
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seeking the origin, the first intimation of danger to human worlds. Merchant ship, mlitary

shi p—ani shed, only gaseous clouds to mark their passing. Ships grounded. Another vessel. Alien. A
human war fleet, drawn fromworlds to the interior of human space: this the real defense of their
perimeters, large, ships technologically not far frompar with the netrosi. Denolished, tracel ess.
M ndl ess pani ¢ anong human colonies, wild runors of landings in the system A second, |ocal fleet
gone, thirty ships at once.

Dani el still sent, but |Isande had gl anced sharply at Chinele, and Aiela did not need her
interpretation to understand. Amaut karshatu mai ntai ned weapons on their nerchantnen, but they
were not capabl e of disposing of whole warfleets: the karshatu never conbined. In that respect
they were as solitary as the iduve.

Amaut, Dani el insisted, and there were amauti sh ships in his mnd, such as he had seen onworld,
great hul king transports, hardly capable of fighting: carriers of equipment and identured
personnel; snmaller ships, trade ships that plied the high-speed supply runs, taking back the only
export these raw new worlds woul d supply as yet, not to make an enpty run on either direction
human cargo, profitably removed froma place where their nunbers nade thema threat to pl aces
where they were a commodity. But these anmaut were not fighters either. Daniel, confused, searched
into di mer menories.

Dar kness, inages on a view ng screen, a silver shape in hazy resolution, lost to view al npst
instantly, pursued in vain. |Isande caught at the nenory eagerly, drawing nore and nore detail from
Dani el , making himhold the i mage, concentrate upon it, focus it.

"He has seen an akites," |Isande's soft voice translated. "Distant, his ship pursued, |acked speed,
lost it. He thinks it was amaut, knows—this was what arrived—di sorgani zed the entire human
defense. They resisted—nistook it for several ships, not knowing its speed—perhaps—perhaps nore
than one, | can't tell —+they provoked—they provoked, not know ng what —Baniel, please!"

"Was it yours?" Daniel cried, on his feet, closing screens with abrupt violence. Iduve noved, and
Aiela, hardly slower, sprang up to put hinself between Dani el and Chinel e.

"Sit down," Aiela exclained. "Sit down, Daniel."

Contenpt canme across: it was in Daniel's eyes and burning in his mind. Theirs. Not your kind
either, but you crawl at their feet. You come apart inside when they | ook at you—+'m sorry—He
felt Aiela's pain, and tears canme to his eyes. What are you doing to us? Not human. Aiela!"

Ai el a seized, held to him shamed by the enotion, shaned to feel when their observers could not.
| sande—she, apart, despising, angry. He gained control of hinmself and forced the dazed human into
a chair, stood over him his fingers clenched into the man's shoul der.

Calm be calm he kept sending. After a nonent Daniel's nuscles relaxed and his mnd assuned a
qui eter level, questioning, terrified.

Wiy are they asking these things? he kept thinking. Aiela, Aiela, help me—tell me the truth if you
know it. And then at the angry touch of Isande's nind: W is Tejef?

Terror. She flung herself back, screened so violently Daniel cried out.

And the iduve were utterly still, every eye upon them the nasithi gathered cl ose about Chinele,
with such a | ook of menace that they seened to have grown and the roomto have shrunk. Indeed nore
had come, dark faces frowning with anger, unasking and unasked. Still they canme, and the concourse

began to be crowded with them None spoke. There was only the sound of steps and the rustling of
t housands of bodi es.

"I's this aberrance under control ?" Chinmele wondered quietly, her eyes on Aiela.

It is not aberrance, he wanted to cry at her. Can't you perceive it? But the iduve could not
conprehend. He bowed deeply. "He was alarnmed. He perceived a threat to his species."

Chinel e considered that. Iduve faces, whose eyes were al nost incapable of noving fromside to
side, had always a direct, invading stare, communicating little of what processes of thought went
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on behind them At |ast she lifted her hand and the tension in the room ebbed perceptibly.

"This being is capable of a certain elethia," she said. "But he is not wise to think that Ashanone
could not deal with his species nore efficiently if their destruction were our purpose. How | ong
ago, o nminetane, did your worlds realize the presence of such ships?"

"I'"ve lost count," Daniel replied: truth. "A year, perhaps—+naybe a little less. It seens forever."

"Do you reckon in human tine?"

"Yes." An inpulse rose in him defiant, suicidal. "W is Tejef?"

The effect was |ike a weapon drawn. But this tine Chinele refused to be provoked. Interest was in
her expression, and she held her nasithi notionless with a quick lift of her fingers.

"Chinmele," said |sande niserably, "he took it fromne, when | thought of ships."
"Are you sure it was only then?"

"I amsure," she said, but an iduve fromthe Ml akhis stepped into the paredre area: a tall woman,
handsone, in black as stark and close-fitting as iduve nmen usually affected.

"Chinmele-Orithain,"” said that one. "I have questions I would ask him™"

"Mej akh .sra-Narach, sra-Khasif, you are out of order, though | understand your mnelakhia in this
matter. Hold, Mejakh!" Chinele' s voice, soft, snapped like a blowto the face in the stillness,
and the worman stopped a second tine, facing her.

"This human is not kaneth," said Mejakh, "and | consider that he is out of order, Chinele, and
probably in possession of nmore truth than he is telling."

"More than he knows how to tell, perhaps;" said Chinele. "But he is nine, o mate of Chaxal. Honor
to your mnelakhia. It is well known. Have patience. | am aware of you."

"Honor to you," said Khasif softly, drawing that wonan to his side. "Honor always, sra-of-nine
But do not notice this ignorant being. He is harml ess and only ignorant. Be still. Be still."

The room grew qui et again. Chinele | ooked at |ast upon Daniel and Aiela. "Estimte a human year in
Kej -ti me. Ashakh, assist them"

It needed some snmall delay. Daniel inwardly recoiled from Ashakh's cl ose presence, but with quiet,
preci se questions, the iduve obtained the conparisons he wanted. In a noment nore the conputer had
the data fromthe paredre desk consol e and began to construct a projection. A considerable portion
of the hall went to starry space, where noving col ored dots haltingly coincided.

"Fromthe records of Kartos Station," said Ashakh, "we have traced the recent nmovenents of the
ships in all zones of the Esliph. This new information seenms to be in agreenent. See, the
nmovenents of amaut commerce, the recent expansion of the lines of this karsh"—the inmage shifted, a
wash of red light at the edge of the Esliph nearest human space— by viol ent absorption of a m nor
karsh and its |l anes; and the sudden shift of comrerce here"—another flurry of lights—"indicate a
probabl e direction of origin for that akites our instrunents indicate over by Tel shanu, directly
out of human space. Now, if this being Daniel's nenory is accurate, the time coincides adm rably

for the intrusion of that akites; again, it falls well into agreement with this person's account."”

"I'n all points?" asked Chinele, and when Ashakh agreed: "Indeed." The inmage of Esliph space wi nked
into the dimlighted nornmalcy of the paredre. "Then we are bound for Tel shanu. Advi se Chaganokh to
awai t our com ng

"Chinmele!" cried Mejakh. "Chinele, we cannot afford nore tine. This persistence of yours in—=

"I't has thus far preserved Ashanone from di saster. You are not noticed, Mejakh. Ashakh, set our
course. We are dismissed, ny nasithi.'

As silently as they had assenbl ed, the nasul dispersed, the Ml akhis and the nasithi-katasakke
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too; and Chinele | eaned back in her chair and stared thoughtfully at Dani el

"Your species," she said, "seens to have begun vai kka agai nst one of the nasuli, nobst probably the
vra- nasul Chaganokh. The amaut are a secondary problem inconsequential by conparison. If you have
been wholly truthful, | nay perhaps renove the greater danger from human space

But be advised, mnetane, you canme near to great harm You are indeed kaneth to Ashanone, although
not all the nasithi seemto acknow edge that fact. Yet for reasons of my own | shall not yet
pernmit you the idoi kkhe—and you nust therefore govern your own behavior nost carefully. | shal

not again count you ignorant."

"You deny you're responsible for what is happening to Konig?"

"Tekasuphre."” Chinele arose and plainly ignored Daniel, |looking instead at Isande. "I think it may
be well if you make clear to this person and to Aiela ny necessities—and theirs."
I sande's quarters, a suite of jewel-like colors and glittering |light-panels, had been the place of

Daniel's instruction before the interview, it was their refuge after, Isande curled into her
favorite chair, Alela in the other, Daniel spraw ed disconsolate on the couch. Their m nds
touched. It was Daniel they tried to confort, but he ignored them solitary and suicidal in his
depression. Regarding the inpulse to self-destruction, Aiela was not greatly concerned: it was not
consistent with the human's other attitudes. Daniel was nore likely to turn his destructive urges
on someone el se, but it would not be his asuthi. That was part of his msery. He had no reachabl e
eneni es.

"You have done nothing wong," said |sande. "You have not hurt your people."
Si | ence.
Daniel, Aiela sent, | could not lie to you; you would know it.

| hate the sight of you, Daniel's subconscious fired out at him but his upper mnd suppressed
that behind a confused feeling of shame. "That is not really true," he said aloud, and again,
forcefully: "That is not true. I"'msorry."

Aiela cast hima feeling of total synpathy, for proximty still triggered a scream of al arm over
his nerves and unsettled his stomach; but the reaction was already becom ng | ess and | ess. Soneday
he woul d shudder no | onger, and they woul d have becone one nonstrous hybrid, neither kalliran nor
human. And now it was |sande who recoil ed, having caught that thought. She rejected it in horror.

"I don't blame you," Daniel answered: sonehow it did not seemunnatural that he should respond
i nstead, so deeply was he in link with Aiela. He dropped the contact then, grieving, know ng
I sande's | oathing for him

"W have not used you," |sande protested.

Dani el touched Aiela's mnd again, reading to a depth Aiela did not like. "And haven't we all done
alittle of that?" Daniel wondered bitterly. "And isn't it only natural, after all?"-Was this the
beat en, uneducated creature about whose sentience they had wondered? Aiela | ooked upon himin
unconfortable surnmise, all three minds suddenly touching agan. From Daniel cane a bitter mirth.

You' ve taught nme worlds of things | didn't know. 1 don't even renenber |earning nost of it; | just
touch your minds and I know. And | suppose you could pass for hunans if it weren't for your | ooks.
But what use do they have for ne on Ashanone? Teach ne that if you can

"Qur life is a pleasant one," said |sande.

"Wth the iduve?" Daniel swung his legs off the couch to sit upright. "They aren't human, they
aren't even as hunman as you are, and | believe you when you say they don't have feelings |ike we
do. It agrees with what | saw in there tonight."

"They have feelings," said Isande, letting pass his remark about the humanity of kallia. "Dani el
Chi nel e wi shes you no harm"
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"Prove it."

She nmet his challenge with an opening of the mnd, fromwhich he retreated i n sudden apprehensi on
Strange, iduve things |ay beyond that gate. She remained intent upon it even while she rose and
poured them each a glass of marithe, pressing it at both of them She was seated again, and stared
at Daniel.

Al right, Daniel sent finally. It was difficult for him but to please Aiela, desperate to please
sonmeone in this strange place, he yielded down all his barriers.

I sande sent, with that rough inpatience she knew how to use and Daniel did only by instinct, such
a flood of inmages that for a tinme here and now did not exist. Even Aiela flinched fromit, and
then resolved to hinself that he would |l et |sande have her way, trusting her nature if not her
present nood.

There were things incredibly ancient, gleaned of tapes, of records inaccessible to outsiders.
There was Kej |V under its anber sun, its plains and sullen-hued rivers; tower-holds and warriors
of mllennia ago, when each nasul had its dhis, its nest-tower, and ghi aka-wi el di ng def enders and
attackers raged in battles beyond nunber—vai kka-dhi s, nest-raid, when an invadi ng nasul sought to
capture young for its own dhis, sought prisoners of either sex for katasakke, though prisoners

of ten suici ded

Red-r obed dhi sai sei, femal es-w th-young, kept the inner sanctity of the dhis. Mst fenal es gave
birth and ignored their offspring, but within the nasul there were always certain maternal fenales
of enornopus ferocity who clained all the young, and guarded and reared themuntil on a day their
dhi sai s- madness shoul d pass and | eave themready to nmate again. Before themeven the | argest nales
gave way in terror.

The dhis was the heart and soul of the nasul, and within it was a society no adult male ever saw
again—a society rigid in its ranks and privileges. H ghest of rank were the orithaikhti, her-
children to the Orithain; and |lowest in the order, the off-spring-wthout-a-nane: no nale could
cl ai m parentage without the female's confirmation, and should she declare of her offspring:
Taphr ek nasi gh—1 do not know this child"—t went naneless to the |l owest rank of the dhis. Such
usual |y perished, either in the dhis, or nore cruelly, in adulthood.

It was the object of all conflict, the notive of all existence, the dhis—and yet forbidden to all
that had once passed its doors, save for the Guardians, for the dhisaisei, and for the green-robed
kat asat hei —pr egnant ones, whose tinme was near. The katasathei were for the rest of the nasul the
nost vi sible synbol of the adored dhis: nmales full-sra to a katasathe drove her recent mate and
all other males fromher presence; fenales of the nasul gave her gifts, and forlorn non-sra nales
woul d often | eave them where she could find them Her only possible danger cane froma fenale
Orithain who al so chanced to be katasathe. Then it was possible that she could be driven out,
forbidden the dhis altogether, and her protective sra endangered: the ferocity of an Oithain was
terrible where it regarded rival offspring, and even other nasuli gave way before a nasul whose
Orithain was kat asat he, knowi ng madness rul ed there.

That was the ancient way. Then Cheltaris began to rise, city of the many towers, city of paradox.
There had never been governnent or |aw, nasuli clustered, co-existed by neans of ritual
stabilized, progressed. It was dimy renmenbered—Cheltaris: enpty now, deserted nasul by nasul as
the akitomei |aunched forth; and what curious |ogic had convinced the nasuli their survival |ay
starward was sonet hi ng doubtl ess reasonable to iduve, though to no one el se.

Where each dhis was, there was home; and yet, shielded as the dhis had becone within each
powerful, star-wandering akites, w thout vai kka-dhis and the captures, inbreeding threatened the
nasuli. So there devel oped the custom of akkhres-nasuli, a union of two akitonei for the sharing
of kat asakke.

It was, for the two nasuli involved, potentially the nost hazardous of all ventures, civilized by
oaths, by elaborate ritual, by nost strict formalities—and when all el se proved vain, by the power
and good sense of the two orithainei. Chaxal. Dead now. Father to Chinele.

In his time, far the other side of the nmetrosi, by a star called Niloghatas, there had been
akkhres-nasuli.
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Such a union was rare for Ashanone; it was occasioned by something rarer still—a cerenony of

kat aberi he. The Orithain Sogdrieni of nasul Tashavodh had chosen Mej akh sra-Narach of Ashanone to
becone his heir-mate and bear hima child to inherit Tashavodh. The bond between Tashavodh and
Ashanone disturbed the iduve, for these were two of the ol dest and nobst fearsome of the nasuli and
t he exchange they contenpl ated woul d nake profound changes in status and bal ance of power anong
the iduve. Tensions ran abnormally high

And troubl e began with a kameth of Tashavodh who chanced to cross the well-known tenper of Mjakh
sra- Narach. She killed him

Mej akh was al ready aboard Tashavodh in the long purifications before kataberihe. But in rage over
the matter Sogdrieni burst into her chanbers, drove out her own kanethi, and assaulted her

Per haps when tenpers cool ed he woul d have allowed her to begin purifications again, vaikka having
been settled; but it was a tangled situation: Mjakh was al nost certainly now with child,
conception being alnost infallible with a mating. But he mnisjudged the arastiethe of Mjakh: she
killed himand fled the ship.

I n confusion, Ashanonme and Tashavodh broke apart, Tashavodh stunned by the death of their
Orithain, Ashanonme satisfied that they had cone off to the better in the matter of vaikka. It was
in effect a vai kka-dhis, the stealing of young; and to add chanokhia to the vai kka, in the very
hour that Mejakh returned to Ashanone she entered katasakke with an i duve of nanel ess birth.

So she violated purification of her own accord this tinme, and so blotted out the certainty of her
child' s parentage. Wth the condemati on—taphrek nasi gh—she sent hi m nanel ess to the incubators of
the dhis of Ashanone—the di shonored heir of Sogdrieni-Oithain.

O Mej akh's great vai kka she gai ned such arastiethe that she nmet in katasakke with Chaxal -Orithain
of Ashanone, and of that mating came Khasif, firstborn of Ashanonme's present ruling sra, but not
his heir. Chaxal took for his heir-mate Tusaivre of |ghanofre, who bore him Chinele before she
returned to her own nasul. O her katasakke-nmates produced Rakhi, and Ashakh and Chai khe.

But the nanel ess child survived within the dhis, and when he energed he chose to be called Tejef.

I sande's mnd i med himshadow i ke, nuch resenbling Khasif, his younger half-brother, but a
quiet, frightened man despite his physical strength, who suffered wetchedly the viol ence of

Mej akh and the contenpt of Chaxal. Only Chinele, who enmerged two years later, treated himwith
honor, for she saw that it vexed Mej akh—and Mejakh still aspired to a kataberihe with Chaxal, an
hei r-mati ng whi ch threatened Chinele.

Until Chaxal died.

New | oyalties sorted thensel ves out; a younger sra cane into power with Chinele. There were
changes outside the nasul too—all relations with the orith-nasuli, the great clans, nust be
redefi ned by new oaths. There nust be two years of cerenpbny at the |least, before the accession of
Chinele could be fully acconplished.

Deat h.
The dark of space.
Reha.

Screens went up. Isande flinched fromthat. Aiela tore back. No, he sent, shielding Daniel. Don't
do that to him

| sande reached for her glass of nmarithe and trenbled only slightly carrying it to her |ips. But
what seeped t hrough the screens was ugly, and Daniel would gladly have fled the room if distance
and wal I s coul d have separated him from | sande.

"An Orithain cannot assune office fully until all vaikka of the previous Orithain is cleared,"
I sande said in a quiet, precise voice, naintaining her screens. "Tashavodh's Oithai n—Khar xanen
full brother to Sogdrieni—-had been at great niseth—great di sadvantage—for twenty years because
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Chaxal had eluded all his attenpts to settle. But now that Ashanone's new Orithain was needing to
assune office, settlenent became possible. Chinele needed it as badly as Kharxanen.

"So Tashavodh and Ashanome net. Sonething had to be yielded on Ashanone's side. Kharxanen denanded
Mej akh and Tej ef; Chinel e refused—Mej akh bei ng bhan-sra to her own nas-katasakke Khasif, it struck
too closely at her own honor. Even Tashavodh had to recognize that

"But she gave them Tejef.

"Tejef was stunned. O course it was the |ogical solution; but Chinele had always treated hi mas

if he were one of her own nasithi, and he had been devoted to her. Now all those favors were only
the preparation of a terrible vaikka on hi morse than anything that had ever been done to him |
i mgi ne. When he heard, he went to Chinele al one and unasked. There was a terrible fight.

"Usual ly the iduve do not intervene in male-female fights, even if sonmeone is being nai ned or
killed: mating is usually violent, and violating privacy is e-chanokhia, very inproper. But
Chinele is no ordinary wonan; all the sra of an Orithain have an honorabl e nane, and taphrek-
nasigh is applicable only to paternity: the thing Tejef intended would give his offspring the name
he lacked; and if he died in the attenpt, it would still spite Chinele, robbing her of her
accommodati on with Tashavodh

"But Chinele's nasithi-katasakke broke into the paredre. Wat happened then, only they know, but
probably there was no mati ng—there never was a child. Tejef escaped, and when Mejakh put herself
in his way trying to keep himfromthe lift, he overpowered her and took her down to the flight
deck. The okkitani-as on duty there knew sonething terrible was wong—al arns were soundi ng, the
whol e ship on battle alert, for the Orithain was threatened and we sat only a few | eagues from
Tashavodh. But the amaut are not fighters, and they could do little enough to stop an iduve. They
sinply cowered on the floor until he had gone and then the bravest of themused the intercomto
call for help.

"My asuthe Reha was already on his way to the flight deck by the time | reached Chinele in the
paredre. He seized a second shuttlecraft and foll owed. A kaneth has inmunity anong iduve, even on
an alien deck, and he thought if he could attach hinself to the situation before Tashavodh coul d
actual Iy clai m Mej akh, he coul d possibly help Chinmele recover her and save the arastiethe of
Ashanone.

"But they killed him" Screens held, altogether firm She sipped at the nmarithe, furiously barring
a human fromthat privacy of hers; and Daniel earnestly did not want to invade it. "They swore
later they didn't know he was only kaneth. It did not occur to themthat a kaneth woul d be so
rash. Wien he knew he was dying he fired one shot at Tejef, but Tejef was within their shields
already and it had no nore effect than if he had attacked Tashavodh wi th a handgun

"The iduve—when the stakes are very high—-are sensible; it is illogical to themto do anything that
endangers nasul survival. And this was highly dangerous. Vai kka had gotten out of hand. Tashavodh
was well satisfied with their acquisition of Mejakh and Tejef, but in the death of a kameth of
Ashanone, Chinele had a serious claimagainst them There is a higher authority: the Oithanhe;
and she convoked it for the first time in five hundred years. It neets only in Cheltaris, and the
shi ps were four years gathering.

"When the Orithanhe reached its decision, neither Chinmele nor Kharxanen had fully what they had
demanded. Mej akh had been forced into katasakke with a ki nsman of Kharxanen; and by the

Ori t hanhe' s deci sion, Tashavodh's dhis obtained her unborn child for its incubators and Ashanomne
obt ai ned Mej akh—no great prize. She has never been quite right since. Chinele demanded Tej ef back
but the Oithanhe instead decl ared hi mout-kindred, outlaw-e-nasuli.

"So by those terms, by very ancient custom Tejef was due his chance: a Kej year and three days to
run. Now Ashanome has its own: two years and six days to hunt himdown—er lose rights to him
forever.”

"And they have found hin?" asked Dani el
"You—my have found him" |sande paused to pour herself nore nmarithe. She scarcely drank

ordinarily, but her shaken nerves comunicated to such an extent that they all breathed uneasily
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and struggled with her to push back the thoughts of Reha. Revenge ran cold and sickly through all
her thoughts; and grief was there too. Aiela tried to reach her on his own, but at the nonent she
t hought of Reha and did not want even him

"There is the vra-nasul Chaganokh," said |Isande. "Vassal -clan, a six-hundred-year-old splinter of
Tashavodh, nearby and highly suspect. W have sixty-three days left. But you see, Chinele can't
just accuse Chaganokh of having aided Tejef with nothing to support the claim It's not a nmatter
of law, but of harachi a—seei ng. Chaganokh will |look to see if she has cone nerely to secure a
smal | vai kka and annoy them or if she is in deadly earnest. No Orithain would ever harmthem

wi t hout absol ute confidence in being right: or-ithainei do not make mni stakes. Chaganokh will
therefore base its own behavior on what it sees: by that neans they will determ ne how far
Ashanone is prepared to go. If she shows themtruth, they will surely bend: it would be suicide
for a poor vra-nasul to enter vaikka with the nmost ancient of all clans—which Ashanone is. They
will not resist further."”

"And what does she nean to show t hen®"

"You," she said; Aiela instinctively flung the chiabres-1link asunder, dismayed by that touch of
willful cruelty in Isande: she enjoyed distressing Daniel. The inpulse he sent in her direction
carried anger, and |Isande flinched, and felt shanme. "W searched to find you," she said then to
Daniel. "Oh, not you particularly, but it cane to Chinele's attention that humans from beyond the
Esliph were turning up—we have followed so many, many | eads in recent nonths, through the iduve,
kallia, even the amaut, investigating every anomaly. W traced one such shipnment toward

Kart os—economi cal : Chinel e knew she would at |east find Kartos' records of value in her search
You were avail able; and you have pl eased her enornousl y—hence her extraordinary patience with you
Only hope you haven't misled her."

"I haven't led her at all," Daniel protested. "Amaut were all | ever saw, the ugly little beasts,
and | never heard of iduve in nmy life." And hidden in his mind were images of what might becone of
himif he were given to the iduve of Chaganokh for cross-exam nation, or if thereafter he had no
value to the iduve at all

"You are kaneth," said Isande. "You will not be discarded. But | will tell you sonething: as far
as iduve ever bluff, Chinmele is preparing to; and if she is wong, she will have ruined herself.
Three kamethi would hardly be adequate serach—funeral gift—for a dynasty as old and honorabl e as
hers. We three would die; so would her nasithi-katasakke, serach to the fall of a dynasty. The

i nduve coul d destroy worlds of mnetanei and not feel it as much as they would the passing of
Chinele. So be guided by us, by Aiela and by ne. If you do in that neeting what you did today—

Now it was Dani el who screened, shutting off the inmages fromlsande's m nd. She ceased.
Do not be hard with him Aiela asked of her. There is no need of that, Isande.

She did not respond for a nmonent; in her nmnd was hate, the thought of what she would do and how
she woul d deal with the hunman if Aiela were not the intermediary, and yet in some part she was
ashamed of her anger. Asuthi nust not hate; with her own clear sense she knew it, and subnmitted to

the fact that he was appended to them If you fail to restrain him she sent Aiela, you will |ose
him You have fallen into a trap; | had prepared nyself to remain distinct fromhim but you are
caught, you are nerging; and because | regard you, | am caught too. Restrain him Restrain him If

he angers the iduve, three kanethi are the | east expensive loss that will result.
Chapter 6

THE ORI THAI N OF Chaganokh was a lonely man in the paredre of Ashanone. He wore the close-fitting
garment conmon to iduve, but of startling white and conplicated by overgarnments and robes and a
massi ve silver belt fromwhich hung a ghiaka. Hi s nane was M nakh, and he was a conspi cuous gl eam
of white and silver anbng so nuch indigo and black, with the fair colors of kallia and hunan an
uni ntentional counterpoint across the room Chinele faced him seated, simlarly robed and bearing
a ghiaka with a raptor's head, but her colors were dusky violet.

Tension was electric in the air. Daniel shivered at being thrust so prominently into the nidst of
them and Aiela nentally held to him Contact anmong the asuthi seened uncertain, washed out by the
m asnma of terror and hostilities in the hall, which was filled with thousands of iduve. Bodies
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went rigid at the presence of M nakh, whitel ess eyes dilated to black, breathing quickened. A
dozen of the nost powerful of nasul Ashanonme were ranged about Chinele, behind, on either side of
her: Khasif, Ashakh—great fearsone nen, and two wonen, Tahjekh and Nophres, who were guardi ans of
the dhis and terrible to offend.

M nakh's eyes shifted fromthis side to that of the gathering. Wiile he was still distant from
Chinele he went to his knees and rai sed both hands. Likewise Chinele |lifted her hands to salute
him but she remai ned seated.

"I am Orithain of the nasul Chaganokh" said M nakh. "lIncrease to the dhis of Ashanome. We salute
you. "

"W are Ashanone. May your eye be sharp and your reach |long. For what grace have you cone?"

"W have conme to ask the | eave of the orith-nasul Ashanone to go our way. The field is yours. My
your affairs prosper."”

"Honor to the vra-nasul Chaganokh for its courtesy. W have heard that the zone of Kej is
uncomonly pl easant of late. My your affairs prosper there."

M nakh inclined his body gracefully to the carpet at this order, although it nust have rankl ed;
and he sat back on his heels, hands at his thighs, elbows outward.

"W rejoice at Ashanone's notice,
hostilities, scantly conceal ed.

he said flatly, and again came the concentration of

"Happy are the circunmstances when nasuli nay pass w thout vai kka" said Chinele. "Honor to the
wi sdom of the Oithanhe which has nade this possible."

"Long life to those who respect its decrees."

"Long life indeed, and nay we renenber this neeting with good pleasure. The vra-nasul Chaganokh
has voyaged far and accrued honors; at its presence the Esliph shudders, and the untravel ed space
of the human fol k has now been neasured."

"The prai se of Ashanone, hunter of worlds, is praise indeed." Mnakh's face was utterly inpassive,
but his eyes flashed aside to Daniel, dark and terrible.

"I ndeed Chaganokh is deserving of honor. So great is our admration for its acquisition of w sdom
that we lay at Chaganokh's feet the matter nearest our heart. We search for a nan who was once of
Ashanone. Perhaps this inconsequential person has crossed the affairs of Chaganokh. We shoul d not
be surprised to learn that he has attenpted to shake us fromhis trail in the uncharted human
zones. Chaganokh's recently acquired knowl edge of this region seens to us an excellent source of
preci se knowl edge. W are of course in great haste. Qur time is slipping fromus, and Chaganokh in
its wisdomw ||l surely acconmopbdate our inpatience in this regard."

There was a long and deadly silence. Mnakh's eyes rested on Daniel with such hate that it was
al nost tangible, and every iduve in the roombristled. The silence persisted, broken om nously by
a hiss fromone of the dhis-guardi ans.

M nakh sweated. Hi s belly heaved with his breathing. At |ast he prostrated hinself and sat back
again on his heels, |ooking dispirited.

"We delight to offer our assistance. This person attached hinself to us at a distance. W ceased
to notice himshortly after we entered the human zones, near a world known to those creatures as
Prianmpos. Qur own affairs occupied us thereafter."”

"May your dhis ever be safe, o Chaganokh. Again |let us trouble your gracious assistance. Are the
humans wi se to think that the amaut are the cause of their unhappy state?"

"When were the ni netanei ever wi se, o Ashanone, hunter of worlds? The amaut are carrion-eaters who
seek scraps where we have passed. Wen has it ever been otherw se?"

"The wi sdom of Chaganokh is comendabl e. Prosperity to its affairs and grace to its offspring.
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Pass, o Chaganokh."

Now M nakh arose and backed away, backed entirely out of the paredre before he turned. No one of
Ashanone stirred. No one seened to breathe until at last the voice of Rakhi fromthe control
station announced M nakh off the ship and the hatch seal ed.

"Honor to the discretion of Chaganokh" Chinele |aughed softly. "Go your ways, ny nasithi. Ashakh—=
"Chinmele."

"Set our course for the human zones as soon as you can nmke a proper determ nation from
Chaganokh's records. You are clear to put us underway at naximum priority signal. Secrecy no
| onger applies. Either | amright, or I amwong."

Ashakh acknowl edged the order with a nod, turned and left. Silently the iduve were dispersing, by
ones and by twos, am able now M nakh's harachia was renoved; and Chi nel e | eaned back in her chair
and | ooked for the first time at her kanethi.

"And you, poor ninetanei—-an unconfortable nmoment Did you foll ow what was sai d?"
"As far," said Aiela, "as mnmetanei are w se."

Chinel e laughed nerrily and rose, a violet splendor in her robes. She put off the ghiaka and laid
it aside. "The Orithain of Chaganokh will not soon forget this day: unhappy puppet. Doubtl ess
Tashavodh thrust Tejef off upon him so he was obliged to try, at |east, although his chances were
poor from the beginning."

Does she care nothing, Daniel thrust at his asuthi, for the misery they have caused ny peopl e?
Be still, Isande returned through Aiela. You do not know Chinel e.

"You | ook troubled, Daniel."

"Where do ny people fit in this?"

"They are not mny concern.”

She means it kindly, Isande protested against his outrage. She neans no harmto them

"What happened to themwas your fault,” Daniel said to Chinele. "And you owe us at |east—

Aiela saw it com ng, caught his human asuthe by the armto draw hi m back; but the idoi kkhe pai ned
him a lancing hurt all the way to his side, and that armwas useless to himfor the nonent. He
knew that Daniel felt it too, knew the hunan angered instead of restrained. He seized himwith his
ot her hand.

She has been in the presence of an eneny, |sande sent Daniel. Her nerves are still at raw ends. Be
still, be still, o for Alela's sake, Daniel, be still.
Dani el ' s anger flowed over them both, sorrowing at once. "I'msorry," he told Chinmele. "but you

had no business to harmhimfor it."

Chinel e gave a slight Iift of the brows. "Indeed. But Aiela has a mnel akhia for you, ninetane-
toj, and he chose. Consider that, and consider your asuthi the next time you presume upon ny self-
restraint. Aiela, | regret it."

The pain had vani shed. Aiela bowed, for it was great courtesy that Chinele offered regret: iduve
of fended her, and received less. Chinele returned hima nod of her head, well pleased. "

"Daniel," she said then, "do you know the world of Prianps?"

Hate was in his nind, fear; but so was fear for Aiela. He abandoned his pride. "Yes," he said,

"|1've been there several tines.
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"Excellent. You will be provided facilities and assistance. | want naps and nanmes. |s their
| anguage yours?"
"It is the sanme."
to do?"

The inmpul se was overwhel ning. "Wiy do you want these things? What are you about

Chinel e ignored the question and turned on Aiela a direct and commandi ng | ook. "This is your
problem" she said. "See to it."

They had come. Set on a grassy plain a hundred lioi fromthe river settlenents, Tejef knewit,
facing toward the east where the sun streaned into norning. Chaganokh had vyi el ded and
Ashanone had cone.

It had been a long silence, unbearably Iong. Many tines he had thought he woul d wel cone any
contact with his own kind, even to die. It was a |loneliness no nl netane could understand, save one
who had been asut hit hekkhe and separated, a deep and terrible silence of the mnd, a stillness
where there were no brothers, no nasithi, nothing. No iduve could bear that easily, to be
separated from takkhenes, the constant sense of brother-presence that never ceased, waking and

sl eepi ng, the pack-instinct that had been the driving force of his kind since the dawn of the
race. Fromhis birth he had it, seldomfriendly in its nessages, but there, a |odestar about which
all life had its direction. It flowed through his consciousness |ike the blood through his veins,
the unity of inpulse through which he sensed every nmood of his nasithi, their presence, their

m el akhi a, his possession or |ack of arastiethe.

Now t akkhenes was back. He felt them the Ashanome-pack, who had given himbirth and decreed his
deat h; and he knew that if they grew nuch closer they could sense him weak in his own single

t akkhenoi s though he was. The fine hair at the nape of his neck bristled at that proximty; the
life-instinct that had ebbed in himquickened i nto anger

They were on the hunt, and he their gane this tinme, he that had hunted with them He could sort
out two of the mi nds he knew best: Khasif, Ashakh, grim and deadly nmen. Chinele would not have
descended with themto the surface of this wetched world: Ashanonme would be circling in distant
orbit, and Chinele would be scanning the filthy business in progress on its surface, directing the
searchers. One day soon they would find him and vai kka woul d be settl ed—their victory.

The logical faculty said that he m ght win something even now by surrendering, cringing at
Chinele's feet like a katasathe. She woul d ki ck him aside and the nasul woul d cl ose on him and
maul hi m sensel ess, but they would not likely kill him Hs life thereafter would be Iived from
that posture, a constant terror, being forever the recipient of everyone's tenper and contenpt. It
woul d gradually take the heart fromhim the takkhenes would overwhelmall his instinct to fight
back and he would exist until he was finally mauled to death by sone nas in katasakke, or starved,
or was cast out during akkhres-nasuli because the takkhenes of neither nasul recognized him as
theirs. Such were the things that awaited the outcast, and a |ong shiver of rage ran up the
nmuscl es of his belly, for he had his bearings again. Arastiethe forbade any yielding. He would end
under their hands, literally mauled to death if they could get himw thin their reach, but they
woul d feel the danage he could do them Ironically, Tejef, who until now had | acked the will to be
drawn into a confrontation with any of the wetched humans the amaut used for prey on this
forsaken world, began to lay plans to work harm on Ashanome and to end his life with chanokhi a.

H's resources were few, a miserable and war-torn world where earth-hungry anmaut plundered a dying
human popul ati on, a human species that had gone mad and that now furni shed nmercenary troops to the
brutish amaut for the final pillage of their own world. Such madness, he reflected, would have
been understandabl e had it been a matter of nasul-loyalty anbong these humans, but it was not. They
knew no loyalties, commtted arrhei-nasul at the sinple exchange of goods or silver, engaged in
kat asakke and then slaughtered the fenal es, who were pathetic and ineffectual creatures. They
gathered no young in this fashion, and indeed sl aughtered what young they did find—onprehensibl e,
at least, if there had been nasithi-tak in these human warbands. There were not, and the ultimate
result seened to be suicide for the entire species. Tejef had |ong since ceased to be amazed by
the final madness of this furious people: perhaps this savagery was an instinct no | onger positive
for survival —+t was one that the amaut had certainly turned to their own advantage. Now perhaps
there was a way to turn it to the advantage of Tejef sra-Sogdrieni, a neans to vai kka upon
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Ashanone, one that woul d deserve their respect when they killed him

The night was warm A slight breeze blew in through the protective grille of the w ndow and
ri ppled through.the drapery behind the bed. The noonlight cast restless shadows of branches on the
wal | .

One of the dogs began to bark, joined by the others, and the child in the bed stirred, sat
upright, eyes wide. She |listened a nonent, then turned on her knees so that she coul d | ean agai nst
the headboard and the sill and | ook out into the dark. Now the dogs were off at the distance,

per haps chasi ng sone ni ght -wanderi ng bounder through the fields. Their cries echoed anbng the
rocks in which the house was set, secure behind its stone wall and steel gate, with the cliffs
towering up on either side.

In Arle's estinmation this house was an inpenetrable fortress. It had not always needed to be so.
The wall and the gate were new, and when she was nine the nmen had not gone with guns to work the
fields, and there had been no guards on the heights. But the world had changed. She was ten now,
and thought it settled that she woul d never again walk to the nei ghbors' house to play, or even go
out the gates to the fields and the orchard w thout one of her brothers to attend her, rifle over
his arm checking with each of the sentry stations along the way. The fam |y had not been to
church in the valley in nonths, nor valley narket, and no one nentioned school starting. This was
the way the world had becone. And they were fortunate—for there were runors of burnings downl and
at the nouth of the Wiss, that very same sleepy river that rolled through their valley and made
the crops grow, and nade Upwei ss the best and richest land on all Prianos.

Arl e knew sonet hing of the outside, knew that they were fromthe Esliph, which was very far, and
green and beautiful, but she was not sure in her mind whether that were real or not, or only one
of the old stories her parents had told her, like faery princesses and heroes. She knew al so that
they were all once upon a tine froma world called Earth, every human that breathed, but it was
hard to imagine all the populations of all the worlds she knew of crowded onto one gl obe. This was
too difficult a thought, and she was not sure which stories were about Earth and whi ch were about
the Esliph, or whether they were one and the sane. She kept it stored up as one of those things
she woul d understand when she was ol der, which was what her parents answered when her questions
ran ahead of her understanding. She was content to let this be, although it seened that there were
many things of late, which she was not old enough to know, while her parents tal ked in secret
councils with her grown brothers and with the nei ghbors and the younger children were sent off to
play with guns to guard them

She was aware of terrible things happening not too far away. Sonetinmes she heard a thing the
adults said and | ay awake at night sick at her stomach and wondering if really they were all going

to die before she had a chance to grow up and understand it all. But then she woul d i magi ne
growi ng up, and that convinced her that the future was still there, all waiting to be experienced;
and the grownups understood matters and still planned for next year, for planting crops, hoping

for better rains fromthe mountains, hoping the winds would not cone too late in the spring or the
hail ruin the grain. These were familiar enemes, and they were forever. These awful gray people
that were said to be burning towns and farns and shooti ng peopl e—she was not sure that they were
real. Wien she was little, her parents had not been able to persuade her not to clinb the cliffs,
so they had told her about a dog that had gone nad and lived up in those rocks waiting to kil
children. It had stal ked her nightmares for years and she would rather anything than go up into
the dark crevices of those rocks. But now she was ten and knew sensibly that there was no dog, and
that it had been all for the good purpose of keeping her fromhaving a bad fall. That was the dog
in the rocks, her own curiosity; but she was not sure if the downl and nonsters were not sonething
simlar, so that silly children woul d not ask unanswerabl e questi ons.

There had been snoke on the horizon two days ago. Al the sentries had reported it, and the
children had thronged the big done rock in the throat of the pass to see it. But then her father
had chased themall back into the yard and told themthat the strangers would get themif they did
not stay where they belonged. So Arle reasoned that it was |ike the. dog, sonmething for themto be
afraid of while the grownups understood what it really was and knew how to deal with it. They
woul d take care of matters, and the crops would go in conme fall, and be harvested next spring, and
life would go on quite normally.
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She curled up again in her bed and pulled the sheet up to her chin. It nade it feel like bed, and
protection. Soon she shut her eyes and drifted back to sleep

Sonet hi ng booned, shook the very floor and the bottles on the dresser and Iit the branches in red
relief on the wall. Arle scranbled for the view at the window, too sleepy and too stunned to have
cried out at that overwhel mi ng noise. Men were running everywhere. The gate was down with fire
beyond and dark shapes against it, and people ran up and down the hall outside her room Her

ol dest brother came bursting in with a flashlight, exclaimed that she should get out of the w ndow
and seized her by the wist, not even waiting for her to get her feet under her. He pulled her
with himat a run, taking her, she knew, to the cellar, where the children had al ways been told to
go in an energency. She began to cry as they hit the outside stairs, for she did not want to go
down into that dark place and wait.

Suddenly |ight broke about them awful heat and noi se, stone chips and powder showering down upon
them Arle sprawl ed, hurting her hands and ribs and knees upon the steps, crawing back fromthe
source of that |ight even before her m nd had awakened to the fact that sonmething had expl oded.
Then she saw her brother's face, odd-tilted on the steps, his eyes with the glazed | ook of a dead
animal's. Hi s hand when she took it was |oose. Light flashed. Stone showered down agai n, choking
wi th dust.

What she did then she only remenbered | ater—+unbling off the side of the steps, landing in the
soft earth of the flowerbed, running, |ost anmong the dark shapes that hurtled this way and that.

She found herself crouching in the rubble at the gate, while dark bodi es noved against the light a
little beyond her. The yard was like that cellar, a horrible dead-end place where one could be
trapped. She broke and ran away fromthe house, trying to go down the pass a little way to that
forbidden path up the cliffs, to hide and wait above until she could cone back and find her

famly.

It was dark among the rocks for a monent, the light of the fire cut off by the bending of the
road; and then as she rounded the bend toward the narrowing of the cliffs a dark nan-shape stood
by the donme rock in the very narrowest part of the pass, outlined against the moon and the

downsl ope of the road toward the valley fields. Arle saw himtoo late, tried to scranble aside
into the rocks, but the nan seized her, drew her against himwth his arm and silenced her with a
hand t hat covered her mouth and nose and threatened to break her neck as well.

He rel eased her when her struggles grew weak, seized the collar of her thin gown, and raised his
other hand to hit her, but she whinpered and flinched down as small as she could. Instead he

rai sed her back by both arms and shook her until her head snapped back. H s shadowed face stared
into hers in the nmoonlight. She stood still and suffered himto cup her small face between his
rough hands, to snooth her tangled hair, to use his thunbs to wi pe the tears from her cheeks.

"Hel p us," she said then, thinking this was one of the neighbor nmen cone to aid them "Please come
and help us."

Hi s hands on her shoul ders hurt her. He stood there for a nonent, while she trenbled on the verge
of tears, and then he gripped her armin one cruel hand and began to wal k down the road away from
the house, dragging her with him naking her |egs keep his long strides.

She stunbled on the rocks as they descended fromthe road to the orchard and turned her ankle in
the soft ground anong the apple and peach trees; and there were thorns and cutting stubble on the
sl opes of the irrigation ditch. He strode across the water, hauling her up the other side by one
armas a careless child nmght handle a doll, and waited only an instant to |l et her gain her feet
before he wal ked on, dragging her at a near run, until at last she did stunble and fell to her
knees sobbi ng.

Then he drew her aside, into the shadow of the trees, set her against the lowlinmb of an aged
apple tree, and | ooked at her, still holding her by a firmgrip on her arm "Were were you
goi ng?" he asked her.

She did not want to tell him The scant light there was filtering through the apple | eaves showed
the outline of boots, |oose trousers, |eather harness, clothing such as no farner wore, and his
| ean, hard face was strange to her. But he shook her and repeated the question, and her |ips
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trembl ed and cl ear sense left her.
"l was going to hide and cone back."
"I's there any help you can get to?"

She jerked her head in the direction of the Berney farm where Rachel Berney lived, and her
brot her Johann and the Sullivans, who had a daughter her age.

"You nean that house five kilometers west of here?" he asked. "Forget it. |Is there anywhere el se?"
"I don't know," she said. "l—eould hide in the rocks."

He took her hand again, a dry, strong grip that frightened her, for he could crush the bones if he
cl osed down harder. "And where would you go after? There's not going to be anything |l eft back
there."

"I want to go hone."
"You can't. Think. Think of some place safe | could | eave you."
"I don't know any."

"I'f I left you right here, could you wal k down fromthe heights to the river? Could you wal k that
far?"

She | ooked at himin dismay. The river was visible fromthe heights, far, far down in the valley.
When they went, it meant taking the truck and going a | ong di stance down the road. She coul d not

i magi ne how long it would take to walk it, and it was hot in the dayti me—and there were nen |ike

hi m on the roads. She began to cry, not alone for that, for everything, and she cried so hard she
was about to be sick. But he shook her roughly and sl apped her face. The hurt was al ready so much
i nside that she hardly knew the pain, except that she was afraid of them and she was going to be

sick at her stomach. Qut of fear she swall owed down the tears and the sickness with them

"You have to think of somewhere | can put you. Stop that sniffling and think."

"I want to go honme," she cried, at which he | ooked at her strangely and his grip | essened on her
arm He snoothed her hair and touched her face.

"1 know you do. | know. You can't."”
"Let ne go."

"They're dead back there, can't you understand that? If they catch either one of us now they'l
skin us alive. | have to get rid of you."

"l don't know what to do. | don't know. | don't know. "

Then she thought he would hit her. She screaned and flinched back. But instead he put his arns
about her, picked her up, hugged her head down into his shoulder, rocking her in his arns as if
she had been an infant. "All right," he said. "I'Il see what | can do."

Aiela took the corridor to the paredre, his mnd boiling with frustration and snothered kalliran
and human obscenities, and raged at |sande's gentle presence in his thoughts until she let him
al one. For fifteen precious days he had nonitored Daniel's every novenent. The hunman | anguage
began to come nore readily than the kalliran: human filth and human i mages poured constantly

t hrough his senses, blurring his own perception of what passed about him cannibalizing his own
life, his own separate thoughts.

Now, confronted by an iduve at the door of the paredre, he could scarcely gather enough fluency to
explain his presence in any civilized | anguage. The iduve | ooked at himsharply, for his behavior
showed a nental disorder that was suspect, but Chinmele had given standing orders and the nan

rel ent ed.
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"Ai el a?" Chinele arose fromher desk across the room her brows lifted in the iduve approxinmation
of alarm Aiela bowed very | ow Courtesy denanded it, considering the news he bore.

"Dani el has encountered a difficulty," he said.

"Be precise." Chinmele took a chair with a mate opposite and gestured himto sit.

"The Upwei ss raid," Aiela began hoarsely: Chinele insisted upon the chronol ogi cal essentials of a
thing. He forced his mnd into order, screened against the random inpulses that fed fromDaniel's
nm nd and the anxious synpathy fromlsande's. "It went as schedul ed. Anderson's unit hit the Mar
estate. Daniel hung back—=

"He was not to do so," Chinele said.

"l warned him | warned himstrongly. He knows Anderson's suspicions of him But Daniel can't do
the things these nen do. Hi s conscience-his honor" he amended, trying to choose words that had
cl ear nmeaning for Chinele—is offended over the killings. He had to kill a man in the last raid."

Chi mel e made a dism ssing nove of her hand. "He was attacked."
"I could explain the human ethical =
"Explain what is at hand."

"There was a child—a girl. It was a crisis. | tried to reason with him He shut me out and took
her away. He is still going, deserting Anderson—-and us."

There were no curses in the iduve | anguage. Possibly that contributed to their fierceness. Chinele
sai d not hi ng.

"I'mtrying to reason with him" Aiela said. "He's exhausted—drai ned. He hasn't slept in twenty
hours. He | ay awake | ast night, sick over the prospect of this raid. He's going on little sleep
no water, no food. He can't expect to find water as he's heading, not until the river. They can't
make it."

"This is not a rational hunman response.
not a good sign in an iduve.

That was a question. Chinele's voice had an utter calm

"It is a human response, but it is not rational."

Chi mel e hissed and rose, hands on her hips. "lIs it not your duty to anticipate such responses and
deal with thenf"

"I don't blane him" he said. Then, fromhis heart: 'Tin only afraid | m ght have done otherw se."
And that thought so depressed himhe felt tears rise. Chinmele | ooked down on himin incredulity.

"Au, by what am | served? Explain. | ampatient. Is this a predictable response?"

Ai el a coul d have screaned al oud. The paredre faded. He shivered in the cold of a Prianid night,
the glory of spiraling ribbons of stars overhead, the fragile sweet warnth of another being in his
arns. Tears filled his eyes; his breath caught.

"Aiela," Chinele said. The iduve could not cry; they |acked the reflex. The renenbrance of that
made hi m ashaned in her sight.

"The reaction,"” he said, "is probably instinct. |I—-have grown so nmuch into himl—eannot tell. |
cannot judge what he does any longer. It seenms right to nme."

"I's it dhis-instinct, a response to this child?"

"Something like that," he said, grateful for her attenpt at equation. Chinele considered that for
a nonent, her eyes nore perpl exed now than angry.

"It is difficult to rely on such unknown quantities. | offer ny regret for what you nust be
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feeling, though | amnot sure | can conprehend it. O her humans—+i ke Anderson—are immune to this
enotion where the young are concerned. Wiy does Dani el succunb?"

"I don't live inside Anderson. | don't know what goes on in his twisted mnd. | only know
Dani el +hi s ni ght —eoul d not have done ot herwi se."

"Kindly explain to Daniel that we have approximately three days left, his tine. That Prianos
itself has scarcely that long to live, and that he and the child will be anmong a mllion beings
perishing if we have to resort to nmassive attack on this world."

"I'"ve tried. He knows these things, intellectually, but he shuts ne out. He refuses to think of
that."

"Then we have wasted fifteen val uabl e days."
"I's that all?"

There was hysteria in his voice; and it elicited fromChinmele a curious | ook, the enbarrassnent of
an observer who had no inpulse to what he felt.

"You are exhausted," she judged. "You can be sedated for the rest of the world's night. You can do
nothing nmore with this person and | know how | ong you have worked wi thout true rest."”

"No." He assunmed a taut control of his voice and slowed his breathing. "I know Daniel. Good sense
will come back to himafter he has run awhile. That area is swarnming with trouble in all forns. He
will need ne."

"I honor your persistence. Stay in the paredre. If you are going to attenpt to advise himl should
prefer to know how you are faring. If you change your nind about the sedation, tell me; if we are
to | ose Daniel, your own know edge of humans becomes tw ce valuable. | do not want to risk your
health. | |leave matters in your hands; rest, if you can."

"Thank you." He drew hinmself to his feet, bowed, and noved away. "Aiela." He | ooked back
"When you have found an expl anation for his behavior, give it to ne. | shall be interested."

He bowed once nore, struggling between | oathing and | ove for the iduve, and decided for the nonent
on love. She did try. She tried with her m nd where her heart was inadequate, but she wanted to
know.

In the shadows of the paredre a confortable bow chair, such as the iduve chose when they woul d
relax, provided a retreat. He curled into its deep enbrace and | eaned his head back upon the edge,
slipping again into the nmental rhythns of Daniel's body, becom ng hunan, feeling again what he
felt.

In the snmall corner of his mnd still hinself, Aiela knew the answer. It had been |ikely from
Daniel's first step onto the surface of Prianps.

Years and a world ago, when Aiela was a boy, the staff had brought into the | odge one of the
hunting birds that nested in the cliffs of the mountains, w ng-broken. He had nursed it, he had
been proud of it, thought it his. But the first tinme it felt the winds of Ryi under its wings, it
was gone

Chapter 7

Al ELA WAS BACK. Daniel clanped down a silence against him shifted the child' s slight weight in
his arnms, and felt her arns tighten reflexively about his neck. Above thema star burned, a bl aze
of white brighter than any star that had ever shown in Priam d skies. Wen people saw it they

t hought amaut and shuddered at the presence, aware it was |arge, but yet having no concept what it
was. They might never know. If it swing into tighter orbit it would be the final spectacle in
Prianpos' skies, that had of late seen so nmany conings and goi ngs, the bal eful red of anmaut ships,
the wi nking white of human craft deploying troops, mercenaries serving the amaut. When Ashanone
cane it would be one |ast great sunset over the world at once, the last option of the iduve in a

file:/lIF|/rah/C.%20J.%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%20J%20-%20Hunter%200f%20Worlds.txt (56 of 138) [5/20/03 12:39:32 AM]



file://1F|/rah/C.%20J.9%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%203%20-%20Hunter%200f %20Worl ds.txt

petty quarrel that threatened the existence of his species, that counted one man or one mninor
civilization nothing against the games that occupi ed them

You know better, Aiela sent him Sinultaneous with the words cane rage, concern for them fear of
Chimele. Daniel seized wathfully upon the latter, which Aiela vehenmently deni ed.

Dani el . Think. You don't know ewhere you're going or what you're going to do with that girl. Al
right. Defeat. Aiela recognized the |loathing Daniel felt for what they had asked himto do. Human
as he was, he had been able to cross the face of Prianos unremarked, one of the countless
nmercenaries that looted and killed in small bands at the amaut's bidding. He was a rough man, was
Dani el : he could use that heavy-barreled primtive gun that hung fromhis belt. H's slender frame
could endure the nmarches, the tent-canps, the appallingly printive conditions under which the
human force operated. But he had no heart for this. He had been rackingly sick after the only
killing he had done, and Anderson, the nercenary captain, had put himon the notice he would be
made an exanple if he failed in any order. This threat was nothing. If Daniel could ignore the
orders of Chinele of Ashanome, nothing the brutish Anderson could i nvent was enough; but Anderson
fortunately had not realized that.

I can't help you, Aiela said. That child cried for honme, and you lost all your senses, every other
bond. Now | suppose |'mthe eneny.

No, Daniel thought, irritated by Aiele's analysis. You aren't. And: | w sh you were—for it was his
humani ty that was pai ned

Listen to nme, Daniel. Accept ny advice and let ne guide you out of this incredible situation

The word choi ce might have been Chinele's. Daniel recognized it. "Kill the girl." Wy don't you
just cone out with the idea? "Kill her, one life for the many." Say it, Aiela. Isn't that what

Chi nel e wants of ne? He hugged the sleeping child so tightly it wakened her, and she cried out in
menory and fought.

"Hush," he told her. "Do you want to wal k awhil e?"

""1'Il try," she said, and he chose a snmooth place on the dirt road to set her down, she tugging
in nervous nodesty at the hemof her tattered gown. Her feet were cut with stubble and, bruised
with stones. She linmped so it hurt to watch her, and held out her hands to bal ance on the edges of
her feet. He swore and reached out to take her up again, but she resisted and | ooked at him her
elfin face pale in the noonlight.

"No, | can walk. It's just sore at first."

"We're going to cut west when we reach the other road. Maybe we'll find a refugee fam |ly—there's
got to be sonebody left."

"Are you going to | eave those nen and not go back?"

The question disturbed him Aiela pressed himwith an echo of the same, and Dani el screened.

"They' Il have ny hide if they find ne now Maybe I'll head northwest and pick up with sonme ot her
band." That for Aiela. A night's delay, a day at the nost. | can manage it. I'll think of
sonmething. "Or naybe I'll go west too. I'll see you safe before I do anything."

A man alone can't nake it across that country, Aiela insisted. Get rid of her, let her go. No!
listen, don't shut ne out. I'll help you. Your terns. Gve ne information and |'I| take your part
with Chinele.

Dani el swore at himand closed down. Even suggesting harmto the girl tore at Aiela' s heart; but
he was afraid. H's people had had awe of the iduve fed into themw th their nothers' mlk, and he
was not human; Dani el knew the kallia so well, and yet there were still dark corners, reactions he
could not predict, things that had to do with being kallia and being human. Aiela' s people had no
capacity to fight: it was not in the kalliran nature to produce a tyranny, not in a culture where
there was no supreme executive, but a hierarchy of councils. One kallia sinply |lacked the feeling
of adequacy to be either tyrant or rebel. Gyre was supposed to be nmutual, and he had no idea how
to react when trust was betrayed. Kallia were easy prey for the iduve: they always yielded to
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greater authority. In the kalliran mind it just did not occur that it could be norally wong, or
that the Order in which they believed did not exist off Aus (ao.

Dani el . The qui et touch was back in his nind, offended, as angry as Daniel had ever felt him The
things you do not know about kallia are considerable. You |lack any sense about giyre yourself, so
| suppose it does not occur to you that | have it for all beings with whom| deal —even for you. |
amnot human. | do not lie to ny friends, destroy what is useless, or break what is whole. | can
al so accept defeat when | neet it. Abandon the child there. | will get her to safety, | wll be
responsi ble, even if | nust cone to Prianps nyself. Just get out of the area. You've already
created enough trouble for yourself. Don't finish ruining your cover

No, Daniel sent. One look at that kalliran face of yours and you woul d never catch her. Send your
ship. But you'll do things on ny terns.

There was no answer. Daniel |ooked up again at the star that was Ashanonme. A second brilliant
i ght had appeared not far fromit; and a third, unnoving to the eye. They were sinply there, and
they had not been

Aiela, he flung out toward the first star.
But this tinme Aiela shut himout.

The paredre blazed with light. The farthest side of it, bare of furniture, was suddenly occupied
by consol es and screens and panels rippling with color. In the nmdst of it stood Chinele with her
nas- kat asakke Rakhi, and they spoke urgently of the startling appearance of two of the akitonei.

The image of them hung third-di mensional in the cube of darkness on the table, projection within
projection, mrror into nmirror

Suddenly there was only Chinele and the darker reality of the paredre. Aiela net her quick glance
uneasily, for kanethi were not admitted to control stations.

"I sande has been sunmmpned," said Chinele. "Cast her the details of the situation here. Keep
screeni ng agai nst Daniel. Are you strong enough to naintain that barrier?"

"Yes. Are we under attack?"

The thought seened to surprise Chinele. "Attack? No. The nasuli are not prone to such

i nconsi derate action. This is harathos, the Observance. Tashavodh has come to see vai kka done, and
Mjanothe is the neutral Observer, who will declare to all the nasuli that things were done
rightly. This is expected, and unexpected. It m ght have been omtted. It would have pleased ne if
it had been."

In his mnd, |sande had already started for the door of her apartment, pulled her tousled head
through the sweater; the sweater was tugged to rights, her thin-soled boots pattering quickly down
the corridor. He fired her what information he could, coherent, condensed, as he had learned to
do.

And Dani el ? she asked in return. Wiat has happened to hin®

Her question al nost disrupted his screening. He clanped down against it, too incoherent to screen
agai nst Dani el and explain about himat once. |sande understood, and he was about to reply again
when he was startled by a projection appearing not a pace fromhim

Mej akh! He jerked back even as he flashed the warning to Isande. Hs dealings with the nother of
Khasi f and Tej ef had been bl essedly few, but she cane into the paredre nore frequently now that
other duties had stripped Chinele of the aid of her nasithi-katasakke—for Chai khe's pursuit of an
i duve mate had rendered her katasathe and barred her fromthe paredre. Khasif and Ashakh were on
Pri anos, and poor Rakhi was on watch in the control roomtrying to manage all the duties of his

m ssing nasithi to Chinele's demandi ng satisfaction. Mejakh accordingly asserted her rank as next
closest, of an indirectly related sra, for Chinele had no other. Seeing that she had children now
adult, she might be forty or nore in age, but she had not the apol ogetic bearing of an agi ng
fermal e. She noved with the insolent grace of a much younger woman, for iduve lived long if they
did not die by violence. She was slimand coldly handsonme, conmmandi ng in her manner, although her
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attractiveness was spoiled by a rasping voice.
"Chinele," said Mejakh, "I heard."

Chi mel e mi ght have acknow edged the of fered support by sone courtesy: iduve were normally full of
conpliments. Al Mejakh received was a stare a presunptuous nas kanme m ght have received, and that
silence found om nous echo in the failure of Mejakh to | ower her eyes. It was not an exchange an
out si der woul d have noted; but Aiela had been | ong enough anong iduve to feel the chill in the
air.

"Chinele," Rakhi said by intercom "projections inconng from Tashavodh and M janothe." "N ne and

ten cl ear, Rakhi."

The projections took instant shape, edges blurred together, red background warring agai nst violet.
On the left stood a tall, w de-shoul dered man, square-faced with frowning brows and a sullen
nmout h: Khar xanen, |sande read himthrough Aiela' s eyes, hate flooding with the name, nenories of
dead Reha, of Tejef, of Mejakh's dishonor; he was Sogdrieni's full brother, Tejef's presuned
uncl e. The other visitor was a wonman seated in a wooden chair, an iduve so old her hair had
silvered and her indigo skin had turned fair—a little woman whose hi gh cheekbones, strong nose,
and large, brilliant eyes gave her a | ook of ferocity and i mmense dignity. She was robed in bl ack;
a chromumstaff lay across her lap. Sonehow it did not seemincongruous that Chinele paid her
deference in this her own ship.

"Thi ane," |sande voiced himin a tone of awe. "O be careful not to be noticed, Aiela. This is the
presi dent of the Oithanhe."

"Hai |l Ashanone," said Thiane in a soft voice. "Forgive an old woman her suddenness, but | have too
few years left to waste long nmonents in hailings and well-w shing. There is no vai kka. between
us. "

"No," said Chinele, "no, there is not. Thiane, be welcome. And for Thi ane's sake, wel cone
Khar xanen. "

"Hai | Ashanone," the big man said, bowing stiffly. "Honor to the Oithanhe, whose decrees are to
be obeyed. And hail Mejakh, once of Tashavodh, |ess honored."

Mej akh hi ssed delicately and Kharxanen smiled, directing hinself back to Chinele.

"The infant the sra of Mejakh prospers,” he said. "The honor of us both has benefited by our
agreenent. | give you farewell, Ashanone: the call was courtesy. Now you know that | am here."

"Hai | Tashavodh," Chinele said flatly, while Mejakh also flicked out, vanished with a shriek of
rage, |leaving Chinele, and Thiane, and Aiela, who stood in the shadows.

"Au," said Thiane, evidently distressed by this display, and Chinele bowed very | ow

"l am ashaned,"” said Chinele. "So am1," said Thi ane.

"You are of course nost wel cone. We are greatly honored that you have nade the harathos in
person.”

"Chi nel e, Chinmel e—you and Kharxanen between you can bring three-quarters of the iduve species face
to face in anger, and does that not nerit ny concern?"

"El dest of us all, | am overwhel ned by the know edge of our responsibility."

"It would be an incal cul able disaster. Should sonmething go am ss here, | could bear the dishonor
of it for all tinme."

"Thiane," said Chinele, "can you believe | would violate the terns? If | had w shed vai kka with
Tashavodh to |l ead to catastrophe, would I have convoked the Orithanhe in the first place?"

"I see only this: that with less than three days renmaining, | find you delaying further, I find
you with this person Tejef within scan and untouched, and | suspect the presence of Ashanone

file:/lIF|/rah/C.%20J.%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%20J%20-%20Hunter%200f%20Worlds.txt (59 of 138) [5/20/03 12:39:33 AM]



file://1F|/rah/C.%20J.9%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%203%20-%20Hunter%200f %20Worl ds.txt
personnel onworld. Am 1 incorrect, Chinele sra-Chaxal ?"
"You are quite correct, Thiane."

"Indeed."” Her brows drew down fiercely and her old voice shook with the words. "Sinple vai kka wll
not do, then; and if you do m scal cul ate, Chinele, what then?"

"l shall take vaikka all the same," she answered, her face taut with restraint. "Even to the
destruction of Prianmps. The risk | run is to mne alone, and to do so is ny choice, Thiane."

"Au, you are rash, Chinele. To destroy this world would have sufficed, although it is a facel ess
vai kka. You have conmitted yourself too far this tinme. You will |ose everything."

"That is mne to judge."

"It is," Thiane conceded, "until it comes to this point: that there be a day renmining, and you
have not yet acted upon your necessities. Then | will blane you, that with Tashavodh standi ng by
in harathos, you would seemdeliberately to provoke themto the last, threatening the deadline.
There will be no infringenent upon that, Chinele, not even in appearance. Any and all of your
interference on Prianps will have ceased well ahead of that |ast instant, so that Tashavodh wil|
know t hat things were rightly done. | have responsibility to the Orithanhe, to see that this ends
wi t hout further offense; and should offense occur, with great regret, Cbinele, with great regret,
I should have to declare that you had violated the decrees of the Oithanhe that forbade you

vai kka upon Tashavodh itself. Ashanone would be conpelled to surrender its Orithain into exile or
be cast fromthe kindred into outlawy. You are wi thout issue, Chinele. | need not tell you that

i f Ashanone | oses you, a dynasty nore than twel ve thousand years ol d ceases; that Ashanonme from
being first anong the kindred becomes nothing. |Is vai kka upon this man Tejef of such inportance to
you, that you risk so nuch?"

"This matter has had Ashanome in turnoil frombefore | left the dhis, o Thiane; and if ny nethods
hazard nmuch, bear in mnd that our prinmacy has been chall enged. Does not great gain justify such
risk?"

Thi ane | owered her eyes and inclined her head respectfully. "Hail Ashanone. May your dhis increase
with offspring of your spirit, and may your sra continue in honor. You have ny admiration,
Chinmele. | hope that it nay be so at our next neeting."

"Honor to Mjanothe. May your dhis increase forever."

The projection vani shed, and Chi nel e surrounded herself with the control rooma brief instant,
eyes flashing though her face was calm

"Rakhi . Summon Ashakh up to Ashanone and have himreport to me the instant he arrives.”

Rakhi was still in the mdst of his acknow edgrment when Chinele cut himout and stood once nore in
the paredre. |sande, who had waited outside rather than break in upon Thiane, was timdly
venturing into the room and Chinele's sweeping glance included both the kanethi

"Take over the desk to the rear of the paredre. Review the status and positions of every anaut and
mercenary unit on Prianmps relative to Tejef's estimated | ocation. Daniel rmust be reassigned."

Had it been any other iduve, even Ashakh, that so ordered him Aiela wuld have cried out a
rem nder that he had been al nost a night and a day wi thout sleep, that he could not possibly do
anything requiring any wit at all; but it was Chinele and it was for Daniel's sake, and Aiela
bowed respectfully and went off to do as he was told.

| sande touched his mnd, synpathizing. "I can do nmost of it," she offered. "Only you sit by nme and
help a little."

He sat down at the desk and | eaned his head agai nst his hands. He thought again of Daniel, the
anger, the hate of the being for himover that child. He could not persuade them apart; he had
tried, and probably Daniel would not forgive him Reason insisted, reason insisted: Daniel's
conmpany itself was suprenely dangerous to the child. They were each safer apart. Prianpos was safer
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for it, he and the child hopel ess of survival otherw se; |eaving her was a risk, but it was a
productive one. It was the reasonable, the orderly thing to do; and the hunman called hi m nurderer,
and shut himout, mnd | ocked obstinately into sone human | ogic that sealed himout and hated. H's
senses blurred. He shivered in a cool wind, realized the slip too |late.

Aiela. lIsande's presence drew at himfromthe other side, worried. He struggled back toward it,
felt the physical touch of her hand on his shoulder. The warnth of the paredre cl osed about him
again. Too long in contact, she sent him Aiela, Aela, think of here. Let go of him let go.

"I amall right," he insisted, pushing aside her fear. But she continued to | ook at him
concernedly for a little time nore before she accepted his word for it. Then she reached for the
conputer contact.

The paredre door shot open, startling themboth, and Mejakh's angry presence stopped |sande's hand
in md-nove. The woman was brusque and rude and utterly tangible. Al npst |sande called out to
Chinele a frightened appeal, but Chinele | ooked up fromher own desk a di stance away and fi xed

Mej akh with a frown.

"You were not called,"” Chinele said.

Mej akh swept a wi de gesture toward Aiela and |Isande. "Get themout. | have a thing to say to you,
Chinele-Orithain, and it is not for the ears of mnmetanei."

"They are aiding nme," said Chinele, bending her head to resunme her witing. "You are not. You may
| eave, Mejakh."

"You are offended because | quit the neeting. But you had no answer when Kharxanen baited nme. You
enjoyed it."

"Your incredible behavior left me little choice.” Chinele | ooked up in extrene displeasure as
Mej akh in her argunent canme to the front of the desk. Chinele laid aside her pen and cane up from
her chair with a slow, snpboth notion. "You are not noticed, Myjakh. Your presence is ignored, your
words forgotten. Go."

"Ashanone has no honor when it will not defend its own."

Chinel e's head went back and her face was cold. "You are not of ny sra, Mejakh. Once you had honor
and Chaxal was conpelled to notice you, but in his wisdomhe did not take you for kataberihe. You
are a troubl emaker, Mejakh. You threw away your honor when you |l et yourself be taken into
Tashavodh by Tejef. There was the beginning of our present troubles; and what it has cost us to
recover you to the nasul was hardly worth it, o Mejakh, trouble-bringer."

"You woul d not say so if Khasif were here to hear it.
"For Khasif's sake | have tolerated you. | am done."

Mej akh struggled for breath. Could iduve have wept she m ght have done so. Instead she struck the
desk top with a crash like an explosion. "Bring themall up! Bring up Khasif, yes, and this human
nas kame, all of them Wpe clean the surface of this world and be done! It is clear, Oithain,
that you have nore m nel akhia than sorithias. It is your own vai kka you pursue, a vaikka for the
insult he did you personally, not for the honor of Ashanone."

Chi nmel e cane around the side of the desk and |sande's thoughts went white with fear: Rakhi, get
Rakhi in here, she flashed to Aiela, and reached for the desk intercom Aiela |aunched hinself
toward the two iduve.

Hi s knees went. Unbelievable pain shot up his armto his chest and he was on his face on the
floor, blood in his nouth, hearing |Isande's sobs only a few feet away. The pain was a dull throb
now, but he could not reach Isande. His linbs could not function; he could not sumon the strength
to nove.

After a dark nonment Chinele bent beside himand lifted his head, urging himto nove. "Up," she
said. "Up, kaneth."
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He nade the effort, hauled hinself up by the side of a chair and levered hinself into it,
searchi ng desperately with his thoughts for |sande. Her contact was active, faint, stunned, but
she was all right. He | ooked about when his vision had cleared and saw her sitting in a chair,
head i n her hands, and Rakhi standing behind her

"Both of themseemall right," said Rakhi. "Wat instructions about Mjakh?"

"She is forbidden the paredre,” Chinele said, and | ooked toward her kanethi. "Mejakh willed your
death, but | overrode the inpulse. It is a sadness; she had arastiethe once, but her loss of it at
Tej ef's hands has di sturbed her reason and her sense of chanokhia."

"She has had misfortune with her young," said Rakhi. "Against one she seeks vai kka, and for his
sake she | ost her honor. Her third was taken fromher by the Oithanhe. Only in Khasif has she
honorabl e sra, and he is absent fromher. Could it be, Chinele, that she is grow ng dhisais?"

"Make it clear to the dhis-guardians that she nmust not have access there. You are right. She may
be conceiving an inmpulse in that direction, and with no child in the dhis, there is no predicting
what she may do. Her tenper is out of all normal bounds. She has been disturbed ever since the
Ori thanhe returned her to us without her child, and this long waiting with Prianpbs in view-au, it
coul d happen. |sande, Aiela, | nust consider that you are both in nortal danger. Your |oss would
di sturb nmy plans; that would occur to her, and kanmethi have no defense against her."

"I'f we were armed— Ai el a began

"Au," Chinele exclainmed, "no, mnetane, your attitude is quite understandable, but you hardly
appreciate your linmtations. You al nbost died a nonent ago, have you not realized that? The

i doi kkhei can kill. Chanokhia insists kanethi are exenpt from such extreme vai kka, but Mejakh's
sense of chanokhi a seens regrettably | acking.”

"But a dhisais," Aiela objected, "can be years recovering."

"Yes, and you see the difficulty your attenpt to interfere has created. Wll, we will untangle the
matt er sonehow, and, | hope, without further vaikka."
"Chinmele," said Rakhi, "the kameth has a valid point. Mejakh has proved an enbarrassnent nany

tinmes in the matter of Tejef. Barring her fromthe paredre may not prove sufficient restraint.”
"Neverthel ess," said 'Chinele, "ny decision stands."
"The Orithain cannot make mi stakes."

"But even so," Chinmele observed, "I prefer to proceed toward infallibility at my own unhurried
pace, Rakhi. Have you heard from Ashakh yet?"

"He acknow edged. He has left Prianops by now, and he will be here with all possible speed."

"Good. Go back to your station. Aiela, Isande, if we are to salvage Daniel, you nmust find hima

suitable unit and di spose of that child by sone neans. | trust you are still keeping your actions
shielded fromhim H's mnd is already burdened with too much know edge. And when | do give you
|l eave to contact him you may tell himthat I amill pleased."”

"I have already made that clear to him"

"She is not his,"” Chinele objected, still worrying at that thought.
"She attached herself to himfor protection. She becane his."

"There is no nasith-tak, no female, no katasathe, no dhisais. |Is it reasonable that a nal e woul d
do this, alone?"

"I amsure it is. An iduve would not?"

That was a presunptuous question. |Isande reproved his asking, but Chinele |l owered her eyes to show
decent shanme and then | ooked up-at him
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"A fermal e woul d be noved to do what he has done as if she were katasathe and near her tinme. A nale
could not, not without the presence of a fenale with whom he had recently mated. But is not this
child-fermal e close to adul thood? Perhaps it is the inpulse to katasakke that has taken him"

"No," _said Aiela, "no, when he thinks of her, it is as a child. That—nworthy thought did cross
his mnd; he drove it away. He was deeply ashaned."”

He wi shed he had not said that private thing to Chinele. Had he not been so tired he would have
withheld it. But it had given her nmuch to ponder. Bew | dernent sat in her eyes.

"She is chanokhia to him" Aiela said further. "To himshe is the whole human race. You and
woul d not think so, but to himshe is infinitely beautiful."

And he rejoined |sande at the desk, where with trenbling hands she began to ply the keyboard again
and to call forth the geography of Prianps on the viewer, marking it with the sites of occupied
areas, receiving reports fromthe command center, updating the map. There were red zones for amaut
occupation, green for human, and the white pinpricks that were iduve: one at Wissnouth in a red
zone, that was Khasif; and one in the continental highlands a hundred lioi from Daniel, which was
Tej ef at best reckoning.

When Aiela chanced at last to notice Chinele again she was standing by her desk in the front of
the paredre, which had expanded to a di zzyi ng perspective of Ashanome's hangar deck, talking
urgently with Ashakh

It was fast conming up dawn in the Wiss valley. The divergent rhythms of ship and planetary
daylight systens were not |east anpong the things that had kept Aiela s mnd off-balance for
fifteen days. He thought surely that Daniel would have been conpell ed by exhaustion to Iie down
and sl eep. He could not possibly have the strength to go nuch further. But even wondering about
Dani el could let information through the screening. Aiela turned his mnd away toward the task at
hand, sealing against any further contact.

The light was beginning to rise, chasing Prianos' belt of stars fromthe sky, and by now Daniel's
steps wandered. Otentines he would stop and stare down the long still-descendi ng road, dazed.
Aiela's thoughts were silent in him He had felt one terrible pain, and then a |Iong silence, so
that he had forgotten the inportance of his rebellion against Aiela and hurled anxious inquiry at
him whether he were well, what had happened. The silence continued, only an occasi ona

communi cati on of desperation seeping through. It was Chinele's doing, then, vai kka agai nst A el a,
t horoughly iduve, but against him against all Prianps, her retaliation would not be so slight.

In cold daylight Daniel knew what he had done, that a world m ght die because he had not had the
stomach to conmit one nore nurder; but he refused steadfastly to think that far ahead, or to
believe that even Chinele could carry out a threat so brutally—that he and the little girl would
beconme only two anong a million corpses to litter the surface of a dead world.

Hi s ankle turned. He caught hinself and the child s thin arms tightened about his neck. "Please,"
she said. "Let ne try to wal k again."

H s | egs and shoul ders and back were al nbst numb, and the absence of her weight was inexpressible
relief. Now that the |light had cone she | ooked pitifully naked in her thin yell ow gown, very

smal |, very dislocated, walking this wilderness all dressed for bed, as if she were the victim of
a nightnare that had failed to go away with the dawn. At tines she |ooked as if she feared him
nost of all, and he could not blame her for that. That same dawn showed her a disreputable nan

face stubbled with beard, a nman who carried an ugly black gun and an assassin's gear that mnust be
strange indeed to the eyes of the country child. If her parents had ever warned her of rough men,
or nen in general -was she old enough to understand such things?—he conforned to every description
of what to avoid. He wi shed that he could assure her he was not to be feared, but he thought that
he woul d stunbl e hopel essly over any assurances that he mght try to give her, and perhaps ni ght
frighten her the nore.

"What's your nane?" she asked himfor the first tine.

"Dani el Fitzhugh," he said. "I come from Konig."
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That was cl ose enough she woul d have heard of it, and the nention of famliar places seened to
reassure her. "My nane is Arle Mar," she said, and added trenul ously: "That was ny nother and
father's farm"

"How ol d are you?" He wanted to guide the questioning away fromrecent nmenory. "Twelve?"
"Ten." Her nether lip quivered. "I don't want to go this way. Please take me back hone."
"You know better than that."

"They m ght have gotten away." He thought she nust have treasured that hope a long tine before she
brought it out into the daylight. "Maybe they hid like | did and they'll be |ooking for ne to cone
back. "

"No chance. |'mtelling you—o."

She wi ped back the tears. "Have you got an idea where we should go? W ought to call the Patrol
find a radio at sone house—

"There's no nore |aw on Prianps—o soldiers, no police, nothing. We're all there is—en like ne."

She | ooked as if she were about to be sick, as if finally all of it had caught up with her. Her
face was white and she stood still in the niddle of the road |ooking as if she might faint.

“I''"ll carry you," he offered, about to do so. "No!" If her size had been equal to her anger she
woul d have been fearsone. As it was she sinply plunped down in the middle of the road and rested
her el bows on her knees and her face in her hands. He did not press her further. He sat down
crossl egged not far away and rested, fingers laced on the back of his neck, waiting, allow ng her
the dignity of gathering her courage again. He wanted to touch her, to hug her and let her cry and
make her feel protected. He could not nake the nove. A human coul d touch, he thought; but he was
no | onger wholly human. Perhaps she could feel the strangeness in him if that were so, he did not
want to learn it.

Finally she wiped her eyes a last time, arose stiffly, and delicately lifted the hem of her
tattered ni ghtgown to exam ne her skinned knees.

"I't 1ooks sore," he offered. He gathered hinmself to his feet "It's all right." She let fall the
hem and gave the choked end of a sob, wi ping at her eyes as she surveyed the valley that |ay
before themin the sun, the gently w nding Wiss, the black and burned fields. "All this used to
be green," she said. "Yes," he said, accepting the inplied blame. She | ooked up at him squinting
agai nst the sun. "Wiy?" she asked with terrible sinplicity. "Wiy did you need to do that?"

He shrugged. It was beyond his capacity to explain. The truth | ed worse places than a lie. Instead
he of fered her his hand. "Conme on. W've got a |ong ways to wal k."

She ignored his hand and wal ked ahead of him The road was soft and sandy with a grassy center
and she kept to the sand; but the sun heated the ground, and by the tine they had descended to the
Weiss plain the child was wal ki ng on the edges of her feet and w ncing.

"Cone on,
|

he said, picking her up willing or not with a sweep of his arm behind her knees. "Maybe

He stopped, hearing a sound very far away, a droning totally unlike the occasional hum of the
insects. Arle heard it too and followed his gaze, scanning the blue-white sky for some sign of an
aircraft. It passed, a high gleamof light, then circled at the end of the vast plain and cane
back.

"Al'l right," he said, keeping his voice casual. Aiela, Aiela, please hear ne. "That's trouble. If
they land, Arle, I want you to dive for the high weeds and get down in that ditch." Aiela! give ne
sonme hel p! "Who are they?" Arle asked.

"Probably friends of mne. Amaut, nmaybe. Renenber, | worked for the other side. | may be picked up
as a deserter. You nmay see sone things you won't like." O heaven, Aiela, Aiela, listen to nme! "I
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can lie nmy way out of nmy own troubles. You, | can't explain. They'll skin nme alive if they see
you, so do nme a favor: take care of your own self, whatever you see happen, and stay absolutely
still. You can't do a thing but make nmatters worse for nme, and they have sensors that can find you

inamnmnute if they choose to use them Once they suspect |'mnot alone, you haven't got a chance
to hide fromthem You understand ne? Stay flat to the ground.”

It was coming |ower. Engines beating, it settled, a great silver elongate disc that was of no
human nmake. A jet noise started as they whined to a landing athwart the road, and the sand ki cked
up in a blinding cloud. Under its cover Daniel set Arle down and trusted her to run, turned his
face away and flung up his arms to shield his eyes fromthe sand until the engines had di ed away
to a lazy throb. The ship shone blinding bright in the sun. A darkness broke its surface, a hatch
opened and a ranp touched the ground.

Ai el al Daniel screaned inwardly; and this tine there was an answer, a qui ck probe, an apol ogy.

Amaut, Dani el answered, and cast himthe whole picture in an eyeblink, the ship, the anaut on the
ranp, the humans descending after. Parker: Anderson's second in conmand. Daniel cast in bursts and
snat ches, abjectly pleading with his asuthe, forgive his insubordination, tell Chinmele, pronise
her anythi ng, do sonething.

Ai el a was doing that; Daniel realized it, was subconsciously aware of the kallia's fright and
Chinele's rage. It cut away at his courage. He sweated, his hand inpelled toward the gun at his
hip, his brain telling it no.

Par ker stepped off the end of the ranp, joined by two nore of the ugly, waddling amaut, and by
anot her nercenary, Quinn.

"Far afield, aren't you?" Parker asked of him It was not friendliness.

"I got separated last night, didn't have any supplies. | decided to hi ke back riverward, maybe
pick up with some other unit. | didn't think | rated that nuch excitenent fromthe captain." It
was the best and only lie he could think of under the circunstances. Parker did not believe any of
it, and spat expressively into the dust at his feet.

"Search the area," the anmaut said to his fellows. "W had a doubl e reading. There's another one."

Dani el went for his pistol. No! Aiela ordered, throwing himoff-tine, making the novenent cl unsy.

The amaut fired first. The shot took his left leg fromunder himand pitched himonto his face in
the sand. Arle's thin scream sounded in his ears—the wist of his right hand was ground under a
booted heel and he lost his gun, had it torn fromhis fingers. Aiela, driven back by the pain, was
trying to hold onto him babbling nonsense. Daniel could only see—sideways—Arle, struggling in
the grip of the other human, kicking and crying. He was hurting her

Dani el lurched for his feet, screamed hoarsely as a streak of fire hit himin the other |eg. Wen
he col |l apsed writhing on the sand Parker set his foot on his wist and took deliberate aimat his
right arm The shot hit. Aiela left him every hope of help left him

Met hodically, as if it were sone absorbing problem Parker took aimfor the other arm The amaut
stood by in a group, curiosity on their broad faces. Arle's shrill scream nade Parker's hand jerk

"No!" Daniel cried to the anmaut, and he had spoken the kalliran word, broken cover. The shot hit.

But the amaut's interest was pricked. He pulled Parker's armdown: and no loyalty to the ruthless
i duve was worth preserving cover all the way to a miserable death. Daniel gathered his breath and
poured forth a stream of oaths, native and kalliran, until he saw the nottled face darken in
anger. Then he | ooked the amaut straight in his froggi sh eyes, conscious of the fear and anger at
war there.

"I amin the service of the iduve,
anmaut have any doubt of it.

he said, and repeated it in the iduve | anguage should the

"You | ay another hand on nme or her and there will be cinders where your ship was, and you know it,
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you gray horror."

"Hhhunghh." It was a grunt no hunan throat could have nade. And then he spoke to Parker and Quinn
in human | anguage. "No. W take thiss—thiss." He indicated first Daniel and then Arle. "You, you,
wal k, report Anderson. Go. Goodbye."

He was turning the two nmercenaries out to walk to their canp. Daniel felt a satisfaction for that
whi ch warned even through the pain: Vai kka? he thought, wondering if it were human to be pl eased
at that. A hazy bit of yellow hovered near him and he felt Arle's small dusty hand on his cheek
The renenbrance of her anong the amaut brought a fresh effort fromhim He tried to think

Daniel. Aiela's voice was back, cold, efficient, conforting. Convince themto take you to
Wi ssnouth. Adnit you serve the iduve there; that's all you can do now. Chinele was furious. That
| eaked through, frightening in its inplications. The screen went up again.

"That ship overhead," Daniel began, eyeing the amaut, drunk with pain, "there's no place on this
worl d you can hide fromthat. They have their eye on you this instant."

The other amaut | ooked up as if they expected to see destruction raining dow on them any second;
but the captain rolled his thin lips inward, the anmaut method of noistening them |ike a human
licking his lips.

"We are snmall folk," he said, nmouth popping on all the explosive consonants, but he spoke the
kalliran language with a fair fluency. "One iduve-lord we know. One only we serve. There is safety
for us only in being consistent."

"Listen, you—+tisten! They'll destroy this world under you. Get ne to the port at Wi ssnouth.
That's your chance to live."

"No. And | have finished talking. See to him" he instructed his subordi nates as he began to wal k
toward the ranp, speaking now in the harsh amaut |anguage. "He nust live until the lord in the
hi gh plains can question him The female too."

"He had no choice,"” said Aiela.

Chi mel e kept her back turned, her arms fol ded before her. The idoi kkhe tingled spasnodically. Wen
she faced himagain the tingling had stopped and her whitel ess eyes stared at himw th sone degree
of calm Aiela hurt; even now he hurt, nuscles of his linbs sensitive with renenbered pain,
stomach heaving with shock. Curiously the only thing clear in his nmind was that he nust not be
sick: Chinele would be outraged. He had to sit down. He did so uninvited.

"Is he still unconscious?"

Chinmel e's breathing was rapid again, her lip trenbling, not the nether lip as a kalliran reaction
woul d have it: Attack! his subconscious read it; but this was Chinele, and she was civilized and
to the limt of her capacity she cared for her kanethi. He did not let hinself flinch.

"W have a problem" she said by way of understatenent, and hissed softly and sank into the chair
behi nd her desk. "Is the pain | eaving?"

"Yes." |sande—sande!
Hi s asuthe stood behind him took his hand, seized upon his mnd as well, conforting, interfering
bet ween nenory and reality. Be still, she told him be still. | will not let go.

"Coul d you not have prevented himtal king?" Chinele asked.

"He was beyond reason," Aiela insisted. "He only reacted. He thought he was lost to us."
"And duty. Wiere was that?"

"He thought of the child, that she would be alone with them And he believed you would intervene
for himif only he could survive |ong enough.”
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"The m netane has an extraordinary confidence in his own val ue.”
"It was not a conscious choice."
"Explain."

"Among his kind, life is valued above everything. | know, | know your objections, but grant nme for
a nonent that this is so. It was a confidence so deep he didn't think it, that if he served beings
of arastiethe, they would consider saving his |life and the child's of nore value than taking that
of Tejef."

"He is demented," Chinele said.

Careful, |Isande whispered into his mnd. Soft, be careful

"You gave ne a human asuthe," Aiela persisted, "and told nme to learn his mind. I'mkallia. |
believe kastien is nore inportant than Iife—but Daniel served you to the limt of his noral
endur ance. "

"Then he is of no further use," said Chinele. "I shall have to take steps of my own."
H's heart lurched. "You'll kill him™
Chinmel e sat back, lifted her brows at this protest from.her kanmeth, but her hand paused at the

console. "Do you care to stay asuthithekkhe with himwhile he is questioned by Tejef? Do not be
distressed. It will be sudden; but those who harnmed himand interfered with Ashanone will w sh
they had been stillborn."

"If you can intervene to kill him you can intervene to save him"
"To what purpose?"

Ai el a swal | owed hard, screened against |Isande's interference. He sweated; the idoi kkhe had taught
its lesson. "It is not chanokhia to destroy him any nore than it was to use himas you did."

The pain did not come. Chinele stared into the trenbling heart of him "Are you saying that | have
erred?”

"Yes."

"To correctly assess his abilities was your burden. To assign himwas mne. H's misuse has no

rel evance to the fact that his destruction is proper now. Your msguided giyre will cost him

needl ess pain and | essen the arastiethe of Ashanone. |If he conmes living into the hands of Tejef he
may well ask you why you did not et himdie;, and every nonent we delay, intervention becones that
much nmore difficult.”

"He is kanmeth. He has that protection. It would not be honorable for Tejef to harmhim"

"Tejef is arrhei-nasuli, an outcast. It would not be wise to assune he will be observant of nasul -
chanokhia. He is not so bound, nor am|l with him He may well choose to harmhim W are wasting
tine."

"Then contact that amaut aircraft and demand Dani el and the child."
' To what purpose?”

The question disarned him He snatched at sone |ogic the iduve night recognize. "He is not
usel ess. "

"How not? Secrecy is inpossible now Tejef will be alerted to the fact that | have a hunman nas
kame; besides, the amaut in the aircraft woul d probably refuse ny order. Tejef is their lord; they
said so quite plainly, and amaut are nothing if not consistent. To demand and to be refused would
mean that we had suffered vaikka, and | would still have to destroy a kaneth of mine, having
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gai ned nothing. To risk this to save what | ambound to | ose seens a pointless exercise; the odds
are too high. | amnot sure what you expect of ne."

"Bring himback to Ashanone. Surely you have the power to do it."

"There is no longer tinme to consider that alternative. Shall | conmt nore personnel at Tejef's
boundari es? The risk involved is not reasonable."

"No!" Aiela cried as she started to turn fromhim He rose fromhis chair and | eaned upon her
desk, and Chinele |l ooked up at himwith that bland patience swiftly evaporating.

"What are you going to do with Prianpos when you've destroyed hinP" Aiela asked. "Wth three days
left, what are you going to do? Blast it to cinders?"

"Contrary to myth, such actions are not pleasurable to us. | perceive you have suffered extrene
stress in ny service and | have extended you a great deal of patience, Aiela; | also realize you
are trying to give me the benefit of your know edge. But there will be a limt to ny patience.

Does your experience suggest a sol ution?"
"Call on Tejef to surrender."

Chinel e gave a startled | augh. "Perhaps | shall. He would be outraged. But there is no tine for a
m met ane' s hunor. G ve nme sonet hing workable. Quickly."

"Let ne keep working with Daniel. You wanted himw thin reach of Tejef. Now he is, and whatever
el se, Tejef has no hold over himw th the idoi kkhe."

"You m netanei are fragile people. | know that you have giyre to your asuthe, but to whose
advantage is this? Surely not to his."

"G ve ne sonething to bargain with. Daniel will fight if he has something to fight for. Let me
assure himyou'll get the amaut off Prianbps and give it back to his people. That's what he wants
of you."

Chi nel e | eaned back once nore and hissed softly. "Am| at disadvantage, to need to bargain with
this insolent creature?"

"He is human. Deal with himas he understands. |s that not reasonable? Gyre is nothing to him he
doesn't understand arastiethe. Only one thing nakes a difference to him convince himyou care
what —

A probing touch found his consciousness and his stomach turned over at foreknow edge of the pain.
He tried to screen against it, but his synpathy made hi m vul nerabl e.

"Daniel is conscious." |Isande spoke, for at the nonent he had not yet neasured the extent of the
pain and his mnd was busy with that. "He is hearing the amaut talk. The child Arle is beside him
He is concerned for her."

"Di spense with his concern for her. Tell himyou want a report.”

Aiela tried. Tears welled in his eyes, an excess of misery and weariness; the pain of the wounds
blurred his senses. Daniel was hal f-conscious, sending nonsense, babble m xed with vague

i npressions of his surroundings. He was back on the amaut freighter. There was wire all about.
Aiela, Aiela, Aiela, the single thread of consciousness ran, begging help

I'"'mhere, he sent furiously. So is Chinele. Report.

""1,'" Aiela heard and said aloud for Chinele, "'I'"mafraid | have—penetrated Tejef's defenses—n
a somewhat different way than she had planned. We're conming down, | think. Stay with ne—pl ease
stay with me, if you can stand it. 1'll send you what |—what | can learn.'"

"And he will tell Tejef what Tejef asks, and prom se himanything. A creature that so values his
own life is dangerous." Chinele |aced her fingers and stared at the backs of themas if she had
forgotten the kanmethi or dism ssed the problemfor another. Then she | ooked up. "Vai kka. Tejef has
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won a small victory. | have regarded your arguments. Now | cannot intervene w thout using
Ashanone's heavy armament to pierce his defenses—a quick death to Tejef, ruin to Prianos, and
darmage to nmy honor. This is a bitterness to ne."

"Dani el still has resources left," Aiela insisted. "I can advise him"

"You are not being reasonable. You are fatigued: your |inbs shake, your voice is not natural. Your
judgrment is beconing highly suspect. | have indeed erred to listen to you." Chinele gathered the
now usel ess position report together and put it aside, pushed a button on the desk console, and
frowned. "Ashakh: cone to the paredre at once. Rakhi: contact Ghiavre in the |lab and have him
prepare to receive two kamethi for enforced rest.”

Rakhi acknow edged instantly, to Aiela' s intense dismay.
He | eaned upon the desk, holding hinself up. "No," he said, "no, | amnot going to accept this."

Chinmel e pressed her lips together. "If you were rational, you would recognize that you are
exceeding your linmt in several regards. Since you are not—

"Send me down to Prianos, if you're afraid I'll leak information to Daniel. Set me out down there.
I"lI'l take my chances with the deadline."

Chi nmel e consi dered, |ooked himup and down, estinmating. "Break contact with Daniel," she said.
"Shut himout conpletely.”

He did so. The effort it needed was a great one. Daniel screaned into the back of his nind, his
distrust of Chinele finding echo in Aiela s own thoughts.

"Very well, you may have your chance," said Chinele. "But you will sleep first, and you will be
transported to Prianps under sedation—both of you. Isande is |ikew se a risk now "

He opened his nouth again to protest: but Isande's strong will otherw se silenced him She was
afraid, but she was willing to do this for him No harmw Il cone to us, she insisted. Chinele
will not permit it. Kallia can hardly operate in secrecy on a hunman world, so we shall go under
Ashanone's protection. Besides, you have already pressed her to the linmt of her patience.

He silently acknow edged the force of that argunent, and to Chinele he bowed in respect. "Thank
you," he said, nmeaning it.

Chinel e waved a hand in disnmissal. "I knowthis kalliran insanity of joy in being di sadvantaged.
But it would be inproper to let you assunme | do this solely to give you pleasure. Do not begin to
act rashly or carelessly. as if | were freeing you of bond to Ashanome or responsibility to nme. Be
circunspect. Miintain our honor."

"WIIl we receive orders from you?"

"No." Again her violet nail touched the button, this tinme forcefully. "Ashakh! \Werever you are,
acknow edge and report to the paredre at once." She was beconi ng annoyed; and for Ashakh to be
dilatory in a response was not usual

The door fromthe corridor opened and Ashakh joined them he closed the door manually, and | ooked
to have been running.

"There was a problem" he said, when Chinele' s expression commanded an expl anation. "Mejakh is in
an argunentative mood."

"l ndeed. "

"Rakhi has now made it clear to her that she is also barred fromthe control center. What was it
you wanted of ne?"

"Take Aiela and Isande to their quarters and let themcollect what they need for their confort on
Prianpos. Then escort themto the lab; | will give Ghiavre his instructions-while you are at that.
Then arrange their transport down to Prianos; and it would not be aniss to provide themarns."
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"I have my own weapon," said Aiela, "if | have your leave to collect it fromstorage."
"Armanment can provide you one nore effective, | amsure."
"I amkallia. I'mafraid if | had a |lethal weapon in ny hands | couldn't fire it. Gve ne ny own.

O herwise | can't defend nyself as | nay need to."

"Your logic is peculiar to your people, | know, but | perceive your reasoning. Take it, then. And
as for instruction, kanmethi—+ provide you none. | am sure your know edge of Prianps and of Dani el
is thorough, and | trust you to renmenber your responsibility to Ashanonme. One thing | forbid you
do not go to Khasif and do not expect himto conpronmi se hinself to aid you. You are dism ssed."

Ai el a bowed a final thanks, waited for Isande, and wal ked as steadily as he could after Ashakh
I sande held his arm Her nind tried to occupy his, washing it clean of the pain and the weakness.
He forbade that furiously, for it hurt her as well.

In his other consciousness he was bei ng handl ed roughly down a ranp, provided a dizzying view of a
daylit sky: he dreaded to think what could happen to Daniel while he was hel pl ess to advise him
and he i magi ned what Dani el nust think, abandoned as he had been w thout explanation. W'IlIl be
there, Aiela sent, defying orders; hold on, we're coming; but Daniel was fainting. He stunbled,
and | sande haul ed up against himwth all her strength. -

" Ashakh! "

The tall iduve stopped abruptly at the corridor intersection a pace ahead of them and roughly
shoved t hem back. Mej akh confronted them disheveled and with a | ook of wildness in her eyes.

"They are killing me!" she cried hoarsely and |urched at Ashakh. "O nas, they are killing me—=

"Put yourself to order, nasith," said Ashakh coldly, thrusting off her hands. "There are
Wi t nesses. "

Mej akh's violet eyes rolled aside to Aiela and back again, showing whites at the corners, her |ips
parted upon her serrate teeth. "Wat is Chinele up to?" she demanded. "Wat insanity is she
plotting, that she keeps me fromcontrols? Wiy will no one realize what she is doing to the nasul ?
O nas, do you not see why she has sent Khasif away? She has attacked nme; Khasif is gone. And you
have opposed her—do you not see? Al that dispute her—all that protest agai nst her
intentions—die."

"Cet back," Ashakh hissed, barring the corridor to her with his arm

Aiela felt the idoi kkhe and doubl ed; but Ashakh's will held that off too, and he shouted at the
both of themto run for their lives.

Ai el a stunbl ed aside, Jsande's hand in his, Mjakh's harsh voice pursuing them He saw only cl osed
doors ahead, a nonitor panel at the corner such as there was at every turning. He reached it and
hit the emergency button

"Security!" he cried, dispensing with |ocation: the board told themthat. "Mjakh—t"

Through | sande's backturned eyes he saw Ashakh recoil in surprise as Mejakh threatened himwith a
pistol. It burned the wall where Ashakh had been and had he not gone sprawling he woul d have been
a dead nman. His control of the idoikkhei faltered. Isande's screamwas half Aiela's.

The weapon in Mejakh's hand swng | eft, drawn from Ashakh by the sound. Down! Aiela shrieked at
| sande and they separated by rutual inmpulse, low The snmell of scorched plastics and ozone
attended the shot that m ssed them

Ashakh heaved upward, hit Mejakh with his shoul der, sending her into the back wall of the corridor
with a thunderous crash; but she did not fall, and locked in a struggle with him he seeking to
west the gun fromher hand, she seeking to use it. Aiela scranbled across the intervening

di stance, Isande's nmind wailing terror into his, telling himit was suicide; but Ashakh nmi ntai ned
a tight hold on the idoi kkhei now so that Mejakh could not send. Aiela seized Mejakh's other arm
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to keep her fromusing her hand on Ashakh's throat.

It was like grappling with a machine. Miscles |like steel cables dragged irresistibly away fromhis
grip, and when he persisted she struck at him denting the wall instead and hurting her hand. She

swung Ashakh into the way, trying to batter them both against the wall, and Aiela realized to his

horror that |sande had thrown herself into the struggle too, trying vainly to distract Mejakh.

Suddenly Mej akh ceased fighting, and so did Ashakh. About them had gat hered a nunber of iduve,
mal e and female, a dhisais in her red robes, three dhis-guardians in their scarlet-bordered bl ack
and bearing their antique ghiakai. Mejakh di sengaged, backed fromthem Ashakh w th offended
dignity straightened his torn clothing and turned upon her a deliberate stare. It was all that any
of them did.

The door of the paredre opened at the other end of the corridor and Chinele was with them Mejakh
had been going in that direction. Now she stopped. She seenmed alnost to shrink in stature. Her
novenents hesitated in one direction and the other

Then with a hiss rising to a shriek she whirled upon Ashakh. The ghi akai of the dhis-guardi ans
whi spered fromtheir sheaths, and Aiela seized |sande and pulled her as flat against the wall as
they could get, for they were between Mejakh and the others. Fromthe dhisais cane a strange
keening, a noan that stirred the hair at the napes of their necks.

"Mej akh," said Chinele, causing her to turn. For a nonment there was absol ute silence. Then Mej akh
crunpled into a knot of linbs, her two arns | ocked across her face. She began to sway and to npan
as if in pain.

The others started forward. Chinele hissed a strong negative, and they paused.
"You have chosen," said Chinele to Mejakh.

Mej akh twi sted her body aside, gathered herself so that her back was to them and began to.
retreat. The retreat becane a sidling as she passed the others. Then she ran a few paces, bent
over, pausing to |look back. There was a terrible stillness in the ship, only Mjakh's footsteps
hurrying more and nore quickly, racing away into distant silence.

The others waited still in great solemity. Ashakh took Aiela and |sande each by an arm and
escorted them back to Chinele.

"Are you injured?" Chinmele asked in a cold voi ce.

"No," said Aiela, finding it difficult to speak in all that silence. He could scarcely hear his
own voice. |sande's contact was al nost inperceptible.

"Then pass fromthis hall as quickly as you may. Do you not see the dhisais? You are in norta
danger. Keep by Ashakh's side and wal k out of here very quietly."

Chapter 8

IT WAS DONE at last. From his vantage point behind the gl ass Tejef watched the human grow stil
under the anesthetic and trusted himto the workmanli ke mercies of the amaut physici an—ot an
auspi ci ous prospect if the wounds were nmuch worse, if there were shattered joints or pieces

m ssing. Then it would need the artistry of an iduve of the Physicians' order. Tejef hinself had
only a passing acquai ntance with the apparatus that equi pped his ship's surgery, a patch-and-hope
adequacy that had been able to save a few human |ives on Prianps. He had not sought them out, of
course, but occasionally the okkitani-as brought themin, and a few rash humans had actually cone
beggi ng asyl um desperate and thirsty in the grasslands that surrounded the ship. Mst injured
that Tejef had treated |lived, and acknow edged thensel ves nortally di sadvantaged, and, in the
curious customof their kind, bound thenselves earnestly to serve him He was proud of this. He
had gathered twenty-three humans in this way. They were not kanmethi in the usual sense, for he had
no access to chiabres or idoikkhei; still he reasoned that their service gave hima certain
arastiethe, and although it was inproper to hold m netanei by no honorable bond of loyalty, but
only their own acknow edged di sadvantage, that was the way of these beings, and he accepted the
offering. He had al so a hundred of the amaut attendi ng himas okkitani-as, and had others
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di spersed into every center of amaut authority on Prianps. The amaut knew i ndeed that there was an
i duve anong them and they took himinto account when they made their plans. In fact, he had
directly applied pressure on their high command to give himthis surgeon, for it was not proper
that he practice publicly what was to himonly an amateurish skill. He had been of the order of

Sci ence, and although it was his doomto perish world-bound, he still had sone pride left in his
order, not to soil his hands with work inexpertly done.

As his glance swept the small surgery his attention cane again to the small yell ow person who had
defended the man so bravely. He renenbered her hovering on this side and on that of the wounded
man as he was borne across the field to the ship, darting one way and the other anong the
irritated amaut to keep sight of himwhile they brought himin, actually attacking one—a nottl ed,
t hi ck-necked fell owwho tried to keep her out of the surgery. She had gone for himw th her teeth,
that being all she had for weapons, and being batted aside, she darted under his reach and
ensconced herself on a cabinet top in the corner, defying themall. Tejef had |aughed to see it,
al t hough he | aughed but sel dom these days.

Now the wetched little creature sat watching the surgeon work, her face gone a sickly color even
for a human. Her hand clutched her rag of a garment to her flat chest; her feet and knees were

bl oody and incredibly filthy—by no neans proper for the surgery. She had not stopped fighting. She
fairly bristled each tine one of the amaut cane near her in his nministrations, and then her eyes
woul d dart again mstrustfully to see what the surgeon was doing with the man.

Tej ef opened the door, signed the amaut not to notice him Her eyes took himin too, seeming to
debat e whet her he needed to be fought also.

"It's all right,"” he told her, exercising his scant command of her | anguage. She | ooked at him
doubtfully, then unwound her thin |l egs and cane off the countertop, her lips trenbling. Wen he
beckoned her she ran to him and to his dismay she flung her thin dirty arns about himand pressed
her danp face against his ribs: he recoiled slightly, ashamed to be so treated before the amaut,
who wi sely pretended not to notice. The child poured at hima veritable flood of words, nuch nore
rapi dly than he coul d conprehend, but she seemed by her actions to expect his protection.

"Much slower," he said. "I can't understand you."

"WIl he be all right?" she asked of him "Please, please help us."

Per haps, he thought, it was because there was a certain physical sinmlarity between iduve and
human: perhaps to her desperate need he | ooked to be of her kind. He had schooled hinself to a
certain patience with humans. She was very young and it was doubtless a great shock to her to be
hurl ed out of the security of the dhis into this frightening profusion of faces and events. Even
young iduve had been known to behave with | ess chanokhi a.

"Hush," he said, setting her back and maki ng her straighten her shoul ders. "They nake himlive
You—€onme with nme."

"No. | don't want to."

Hi s hand noved to strike; he would have done so had a youngi sh i duve been insubordi nate. But the
shock and i nconprehensi on on her face stopped him and he quickly disguised the gesture, tw ce
enbarrassed before the okkitani-as. Instead he seized her arm—earefully, for mnetanei were
inclined to fragility and she was as insubstantial as a stemof grass. He marched her irresistibly
fromthe infirmary and down the corridor

A human attendant was just outside the section. The child | ooked up at the being of her own
species in tearful appeal, but she made no attenpt to flee to him

"Call Margaret to the dhis," Tejef ordered the man, and continued on his way, slow ng his step
when he realized how the child was having to hurry to keep up with him

"Where are we goi ng?" she asked him

"I will find proper—a proper—place for you. Wat is your nane, nlnetane?"
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"Arle. Please let gonmy arm 1'll cone."
He did so, giving her alittle nod of approval. "Arle. | am Tejef. Wi is your conpanion? |Is he—a
relative?"

"No." She shook her head violently. "But he's ny friend. I want himto be all right—pl ease—+ don't
want himto be alone with them"

"Wth the amaut? He is safe. Friend: | understand this idea. | have learned it."

"What are you?" she asked himplainly. "And what are the amaut and why did they treat Daniel |ike
t hat ?"

The questions were overwhelnming. He struggled to think in her | anguage and abandoned the effort.
"I amiduve," he said. "Ask your kind. | don't know enough words." He paused at the entrance of
the Iift and set his hand on her shoul der, causing her to look up. It was a fine face, an

i mpossi bly delicate body. A creature of air and light, he thought in his own | anguage, and
rejected it as an expression nore appropriate to Chai khe than to one of his order. As an iduve
this little creature would scarcely have survived the dhis, where the strength to take neant the
right to eat and a nas of snall stature or nanel ess birth needed extraordinary wit and will to
live. He had survived despite the active persecution of the dhisaisei and of Mejakh, and he had
done so by a deternmination out of proportion to his origins. He prized such a trait wherever he
found it.

"Are you going to help us?" she asked him
He took her into the lift and started it novi ng downwar d.

"You are mne, you, your friend. You nust obey and | nust take care for you. You stand straight,
have no fear for amaut or human. | take care for you." The door opened and |l et themout on the
| evel of what had been the dhis, sealed and dark until now.

There was Margaret, whom he had not seen in two days. He did not snile at her, being put off by
her instant attachment to the child, for she exclaimed al oud and opened her arnms to the child,
petting her and meking nmuch of her with all the protective tenderness of a dhisais toward young.

In sone neasure Tejef was relieved, for he had not been sure how Margaret would react. |n another
way he was troubled, for her accepting the child nmade her inappropriate as a mate and nade final a
parting he still was not sure he wanted. Margaret was the npbst handsonme of the human females, with
a glorious nmane of fire-colored hair that made her at once the nost alien and the nost attractive.
He had taken her nmany times in katasukke, but she troubled himby her insistence on touching him
when they were not alone, and in her display of feelings when they were. She had wept when he
admitted at |ast at great disadvantage that he did not understand the enotions of her kind in this
regard, and did not know what she expected of him He had been conpelled to dismss her fromthe
khara-dhis after that, troubled by the heat and viol ence she evoked in him by the enotions she
expected of him She certainly could not hold her own if he forgot hinself and treated her as nas.
He woul d surely kill her, and when he cane to hinself he would regret it bitterly, for her
irritating concern was well-nmeant, and he had a deep regard for her, alnobst as if she were indeed
one of his own kind. That was the cl osest he dared come to what she wanted of him

"Margaret," he said with great dignity, "she is Arle."

"The poor child." She had her arns about the bedraggled girl and petted her solicitously. "How did
she cone here?"

"Ask her. | want to know She is a child, yes? No?"
"Yes."

He | ooked upon the pair of them wonmen that had been his first mate and this i mmture being of her
own species, and was deeply disturbed. He knew it was very wong to have brought this pale
creature to the dhis instead of assigning her anong the kanethi, but nowthat it was done it was
good to know that the dhis held at |east one |life, and that Margaret, whom he nust put away, had
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the child he could not give her. It was an honorable solution for Margaret. It was hard to give
her up. Desire still stirred in himwhen he | ooked at her, nor could she understand why he
suddenly rejected her. Hurt pleaded with himout of her eyes.

"She is yours," he told her. "I give her. You will transfer your bel ongings here. She is your
responsi bility—yes?"

"Al'l right," she said.

He turned away abruptly, not to be troubled nore by the harachia of them He knew that the door
opened and cl osed, that the dhis, where no nale and no nas kanme or amaut night ever go, had been
possessed by humans at his own bidding. He was ashaned of what he had done, but it was done now,
and a strange furtive elation overrode the sense of shane. He had acquired a certain small vaikka,
not alone in the disadvantaging of Chinele, but in the acquisition of the arastiethe she had
decided to take fromhim The dhis that had remained dark and desol ate now held light, life, and
takei —females; his little ship had a confort for himnow it had | acked before those |lights went on
and that door seal ed.

The sensible part of himinsisted that he had plunbed the depths of disgrace in letting this
happen; but those who decreed the traditions of honor could not understand the |oneliness of an
arrhei -nasuli and the sweetness there was in knowing he had worth in the sight of his kanethi. It
lightened his spirit, and he told hinself knowingly a great lie: that he had arastiethe and a

t akkhenoi s adequate to all events. He clutched to hinmself what he knew was a greater lie: that he
nm ght yet outwit Ashanonme and live. Like a gust of wind he stepped fromthe lift, grinned
cheerfully at some of his startled kanethi and went on to the paredre. There were plans to make,
resources to inventory.

"My lord." Hal ph, assistant to the surgeon, cane waddling after, operating gown and all. He bobbed
his head many tines in nervous respect.

"Report, Hal ph."

"The chiabres is indeed present, lord Tejef. The honorable surgeon D echish will attenpt to renove
it if you wish, but renmoving it intact is beyond his know edge."

"No," he said, for the human prisoner would be irreparably damaged by amaut probing at the
chiabres if he allowed it. The human was a danger, but properly used, he could be of advantage.
Kanmet h t hough he was, Chinele had nost likely intended himas a spy or an assassin: agai nst an
arrhei -nasuli the neutrality of kanethi did not apply, and Chinele was not one to ignore an
opportunity; the intricacy of the attenpt against himthat had failed delighted him "You have not
exposed it, have you?"

"No, no, ny lord. W would not presune."

"Of course. You are always very conscientious to consult ne. Go back to Dl echish and tell himto
| eave the chiabres alone, and to take special care of the human. Renenber that he can understand
all that you say. If it can be done safely in his weakened condition, hold himunder sedation."

"Yes, sir.

The little amaut went away, and Tejef spied another of the okkitani-as, a young fenal e whom her
ki nd honored as extraordinarily attractive. This was not apparent to iduve eyes, but he trusted
her for especial discretion and intelligence.

"Toshi, collect your belongings. You are going to performan errand for ne in Wissnouth."
"The kanethi have now been sent to Prianps," said Ashakh. "They will know nothing until they wake
onworld. The shuttle creww |l deliver themto |ocal authorities for safekeeping."

"I did sonmewhat regret sending them" Chinele arose, activating as she did so the i mense wall -
screen that ran ten neters down the wall behind her desk. It lit up with the blue and green of
Prianps, a sphere in the far view, with the pallor of its outsized mon—the world' s redeeni ng

file:/lIF|/rah/C.%20J.%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%20J%20-%20Hunter%200f%20Worlds.txt (74 of 138) [5/20/03 12:39:33 AM]



file://1F|/rah/C.%20J.9%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%203%20-%20Hunter%200f %20Worl ds.txt

beauty—+to its left. She sighed seeing it, loving as she did the stark contrasts of the depths of
space, lightless beauties unseen until a ship's questing beamillumined them the dazzling

spl endors of stars, the unconprom sing patterns of dark-1ight upon stone or machinery. Yet she had
a curiosity, a mnelakhia, to set foot on this dusty place of unappealing grasslands and deserts,
to know what lives minetanei |lived or why they chose such a place.

"What manner of people are they?" she asked of Ashakh. "You have seen them close at hand. Wuld we
truly be destroying sonething uni que?"

Ashakh shrugged. "lnmpossible to estimte What they were. That is a question for Khasif. | am of
the order of Navigators."

"You have eyes, Ashakh."

"Then—nexpertly—+ should say that it is what one mght expect of a civilization in dying: victins
and victimzers, pointless destruction, a sort of nmass urge to serach. They know t hey have no
future. They have no real idea what we are; and they fear the amaut out of all proportion, not
knowi ng how to deal with them'

"Tejef's serach will be great beyond his nerits if he causes us to destroy this little world."

"It has already been great beyond his nerits,” said Ashakh. "Chaganokh ruined this snal
civilization by guiding Tejef anong them It is ironical. If these humans had only known to | et
them escort Tejef in and depart unopposed, they would not have |ost fleets to Chaganokh, the anmaut
woul d not have been attracted, and they might have had a fleet left to maintain their territories
against the amaut if the invasion occurred. Likely then it would have been inpossible for us to
have traced Tejef before the time expired, and they would not now be in danger fromus."

"I'f the humans are wise, they will learn fromthis disaster; they will not fight us again, but |et
us pass where we will. Still, knowing what | do of Daniel, | wonder if they are that rational."

"They have a certain elethia," said Ashakh quietly.
"Au, then you have been studying themafter all. Wat have you observed?"

"They are rather like kallia," said Ashakh, "and have no vi abl e nasul -bond; consequently they find
difficulty settling differences of opinion—+ather nore than kallia. Humans actually seemto

consi der divergence of opinion a positive value, but attach negative value to the taking of life.
The conbi nati on poses interesting ethical problens. They al so have a capacity to appreciate arrhei-
akita, which amaut and kallia do not; and yet they have deep tendency toward permanent bond to
person and pl ace—hopel essly at odds with freedom such as we understand the word. Like world-born
kallia, they ideally mate-bond for life; they also spend nuch of their energy in providing for the
weaker menbers of their society, which activity has a very positive value in their culture.
Surprisingly, it does not seemto have debilitated them it seens to provide a nasul -substitute,

bi ndi ng them together. Their protective reaction toward weaker beings seens instinctive, extending
even to lower life forms; but | amnot sure what kind of feeling the harachia of weakness evokes
inthem | tend to think this behavior was basic to the civilization, and that what we see now is
the work of humans in whomthis response has broken down. Their other behavior consequently | acks
human rationality."”

"I'n ny own experience,
highly irrational."

Chinele said ruefully, "behavior with this protective reaction also seens

The door opened and there was Rakhi. A little behind himstood Chai khe, the green robes of a
kat asat he proclaimng her condition to all about her; and when she saw Chi nel e she fol ded her
hands and bowed her head very low, trenbling visibly.

" Chai khe," said Chinele; and Ashakh, who was of Chai khe's sra, quickly moved between them Rakh
did the sanme, facing Ashakh. This was proper: a protection for Chai khe, a respect for Chinele.

"I am ashaned," said Chai khe, "to be so when you need ne nobst, | am ashaned."

This was ritual and truth at the sane tinme, for it was proper for a katasathe to show shane before
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an orithain-tak, and Chinele had made clear to her a nore than casual irritation. ("You are a
person of kutikkase," Chinele renenbered saying to her: it had bitterly enbarrassed the gentle
Chai khe, who prided herself on her chanokhia, but it was truly an unfortunate time for the nas-
kat asakke to go off on an enotional bent.)

"Later might have been nore appropriate," said Chinele. "But conme, Chaikhe. |I did not call you
here to harmyou."

And whil e Chai khe still nmintained that posture of submission, Chinele came to her and took her by
the hands. Then only did Chai khe strai ghten and venture to | ook her in the eyes.

"W are sra," said Chinele to her and to the others, "and we have al ways been close." Wth a
gesture she offered themto sit and herself assunmed a plain chair anong them They | ooked
confused; she did not find that surprising.

"Mej akh has been given a ship," she said softly. "You know that she wanted it so. She had honor
once. | debated it much, considering the present situation, but it seened right to do. She is e-
t akkhe and henceforth arrhei-nasul."

"Hai |l Mejakh," said Ashakh in a | ow voice, "for she truly nmeant to kill you, Chinele, and her
t akhhenoi s was al nost strong enough to try it."

"1 perceive your disapproval."

"I amtakkhe. | agree to your decisions in this nmatter. At |least there is no probability that she
will seek union with either Tashavodh or Tejef."

"I hope that she will approach Mjanothe and that they will see fit to take her. | amrelieved to
be rid of her, and anxi ous at once that she may attenpt some private vai kka on Tejef. But to
destroy her without Khasif's consent would have provoked difficulty with himand weakened the
nasul. My alternatives were limted. She nade herself e-takkhe. What el se could | have done?"

O course there was nothing else. The nasithi were both unconfortable and unhappy, but they put
forward no opposition.

"M janot he and Tashavodh have been advi sed of Mejakh's irresponsible condition," Chinele
continued, "and | have warned Khasif. Rakhi, | want her position constantly nonitored. Apply what
encour agenent you may toward her joining Mjanothe or departing this star altogether."

"Be assured | shall," said Rakhi

"We have bitter choices ahead in the matter of Tejef. You know that Daniel has been | ost. Against
the arastiethe of Ashanone, Khasif hinself has now becone expendable."

"Have you sonething in mnd, Chinele," asked Ashakh, frowning, "or are you finally asking advice?"
"I have sonething in mnd, but it is not a pleasant choice. You are all, |ike Khasif, expendable."

"And shall we die?" asked Rakhi somewhat wyly. "Chinele, | ama lazy fellow, | admt it. | have
little mnel akhia and the pursuit of vaikka is too nmuch excitenment for ny tastes—

The nasithi snmiled gently, for it was high exaggeration, and Rakhi was exceedi ngly takkhe.

"—so, well, but if we are dooned," Rakhi said, "need we be unconfortable in the process? Perhaps a
transfer earthward at the nonent of oblivion would suffice. O if not, perhaps Chinmele will honor
us with her confidence."

"No," said Chinele, "no, Rakhi, a warning is all you are due at the nonent. But"—her face becane
quite earnest—I regret it. What | must do, | will do, even to the |last of you."

"Then | will go down first," said Ashakh, "because | know that Rakhi woul d i ndeed be niserabl e;
and because | do not want Chai khe to go at all. Onit her fromyour reckoning, Chinele. She is
katasathe and carries a life; Ashanonme has single lives enough for you to spend."
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"Inconvenient as this condition is," said Chinele, "still Chaikhe will serve nme when | require;
but your request to go first I will gladly honor, and I will not treat Chai khe recklessly."

"I't is not nmy wish," said poor Chaikhe, "but |I will give up my child to the dhis this day if it
wi || advant age Ashanone."

Chinel e | eaned over to take the nasith's hand and pressed it gently. "Hail Chai khe, brave Chai khe.
I am not of a disposition ever to beconme dhisais. | shall bear nmy children for Ashanone's sake as
I do other things, of sorithias. Yet | e<know how strong nmust be your mnel akhia for the child: you
are born for it, your nature yearns for it as mine does toward Ashanone itself. | am di sadvant aged
before the enormty of your gift, and | nean to refuse it. | think you nmay serve nme best as you
are."

"The sight of me is not abhorrent to you?"

"Chai khe," said Chinele with gentle laughter, "you are a great artist and your perception of
chanokhia is usually unerring; but | find nothing abhorrent in your happiness, nor in your person
Now it is a bittersweet honor | pay you," she added soberly, "but Tejef has al ways honored you
greatly, and so, katasathe, once desired of him you now beconme a weapon in ny hands. How is your
heart, Chai khe? How far can you serve ne?"

"Chinele," Ashakh began to protest, but her displeasure silenced himand Cbhai khe's rejection of
his defense finished the matter. He stretched his long | egs out before himand studied the floor
in grimsilence.

"Once," said Chai khe, "indeed | was drawn to Tejef, but | amtakkhe with Ashanome and | would see
himdie by any means at all rather than see himtake our arastiethe fromus."

"Where Chai khe is," nmurmured Chinele, "I trust that all Ashanone's affairs will be managed with
chanokhi a. "

Chapter 9
"MY LORD nas kane."

Ai el a camre awake | ooking into the nottled gray face of an anaut, feeling the cold touch of broad
fingertips on his face, and lurched backward with a shudder. There was the yielding surface of a
bed under his back. He | ooked to one side and the other. Isande |lay beside him They were in a
pl aster-wall ed roomw th paned doors open on a bal cony and the outside air.

He probed at Daniel's mnd and found the contact dark. Fear clawed at him He attenpted to rise,
falling on the amaut's arns and still fighting to find the floor with his feet.

"Osir," the amaut pleaded with him and resorted at last to the strength of his long arms to
force himback again. Aiela struggled blindly until the gentle touch of |sande's returning
consci ousness reninded himthat he had anot her asuthe. She felt his panic, read his fear that
Dani el was dead, and thrust a probe past himto the human.

Not dead, her incoherent consciousness judged. Let go, Aiela.
He obeyed, trusting her good sense, and blinked sanely up at the anaut.
"Are you all right now, ny Iord nas kanme?"

"Yes," Aiela said. Released, he sat on the edge of the bed holding his head in his hands. "What
tine is it?"

"Wiy, about nine of the clock," said the amaut. That was near evening. The anaut used the iduve's
ten-hour system and day began at dawn.

That surprised him It ought to be dark in Wi ssnouth, which was far to the east of Daniel and
Tejef's ship. Aiela tried to cal cul ate what shoul d have happened, and uneasily asked the date.

"Why, the nineteenth of Dushaph, the hundred and twenty-first of our col ony' s—=
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Aiela's explosive oath nade the amaut gulp rapidly and blink his saucer eyes. A day lost, a
precious day lost with Chinele's insistence on sedation; and Daniel's mind renained silent in
dayl i ght, when the world should be awake.

"And who are you?" Aiela denanded.

The amaut backed a pace and bowed several times in nervous politeness. "I, nobst honorable sir?
am Kl eph son of Kesht son of Giyash son of Kl eph son of Qushuph son of Mel kuash of karsh Mel kuash
of the colony of the third of Suphrush, earnestly at your service, sir."

"Honored, Kleph son of Kesht," Aiela nurnured, trying to stand. He | ooked about the room of
peeling plaster and worn furniture, Kl eph in nervous attendance, hands ready should he fall. On
Kl eph' s shoul der was the insignia of high rank: Airela found it at odds with the amaut's manner
whi ch was nore appropriate to a backworl d deckhand than a high colonial official. Part of the

i mpressi on was conveyed by appearance, for Kl eph was unhappily ugly even by anaut standards. G ay-
green eyes stared up at himunder a heavy brow ridge and the brow winkl ed i nto nothing beneath
the dead-gray fringe of hair. Mst anmauts' hair was straight and neat, cut bow -fashion; Kleph's
flew out here and there in rebel tufts. The average anaut reached at |east to the mddle of
Aiela's chest. Kl eph's head cane only scantly above Aiela s waist, but his arnms had the growh of
a larger man's and hung nearly past his knees. As for nottles, the nost undesirable feature of
amaut conpl exi on, Kl eph's face was a patchwork of varishaded gray.

"May | help you, sir?"
"No." Aiela shook off his hands and went out onto the bal cony, Kleph hovering still at his el bow

Wei ssmouth lay in ruins before them Alnost all the city had been reduced to burned-out shells,
fromjust two streets beyond to the Weiss river, that rolled its green waters through the midst of
the city to the salt waters of the |landl ocked sea. Only this sector preserved the human city as it
had been, but there had never been beauty in the red clay brick and the squat square architecture,
t he concrete-and-gl ass buildings that crowded so closely on treeless streets. It had a sordid

quai ntness, alien in its concept, the sole city of an inpoverished and failing world. Under anaut
care the ravaged | and mght flourish again: they had skill with the nost stubborn ground and their
endurance in physical labor could irrigate the land and coax |ush growmh even upon rocky

hill sides, hauling precious water by hand-powered machines as old as civilization in the zones of
Kesuat, digging their settlements in under the earth with shovels and baskets where advanced

machi nery was econonically ruinous, breeding until the settlement reached its linmt and then

| aunching forth new colonies until the world of Prianpbs could support no nore. Then by instinct or
by conscious design the birthrate would decline sharply, and those born in excess would be thrust
offworld to find their own way. This was al ways the pattern

But, Aiela renmenbered with a coldness at his belly, in less than two days neither human nor
amauti sh skill would suffice to save the land: there would be only slag and ci nders, and the green-
flowing Wiss and the salt sea itself would have boiled into steam

"What do you want here?" Aiela asked of Kl eph. "Wo sent you?”"

Again a profusion of bows. "Lord nas kame, | am bnesych CGerlach's Mster of Accounts. Also it is
ny great honor to serve the bnesych by conmmunicating with the starlord in the port."

"Khasi f, you nean

Terror shone in the round face. Lips trenbled. Al at once Aiela realized hinself as the object of
that terror: found hinself the stranger in the outside, and saw Kl eph's eyes flinch fromhis
"Lord—they use no nanes with us. Please. To the ship in the port of Wissnouth, if that is the one
you nean."

"And who assi gned you here?"
"Bnesych Gerl ach, honorable lord. To guard your sleep."

"Well, | give you pernission to wait outside."
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Kl eph | ooked up and blinked several tines, then conprehended the order and bowed and bobbed his
way to the door. It closed after, and Aiela inagined the fellow would be close by it outside.

The sun was fast declining to the horizon. Aiela |eaned upon the railing with his eyes unfocused
on the golding clouds, reaching again for Daniel—ot dead, not dead, |sande assured him So

i nevitably Dani el would wake and he woul d be wenched across di nensi onl ess space to enpathy with
the human, in whatever condition his body survived. His screening felt increasingly unreliable.
Sweat broke out upon him He perceived hinself drawn toward Daniel's private oblivion and fought
back; the railing seened insubstanti al

| sande perceived his trouble. She arose and hurried out to reach him At her second step fromthe
bed, nind-touch screaned panic. Her hurtling body fell through the door, her hands clutching for
the rail. Aiela seized her, straining her stiff body to him Her eyes stared upward into the sky,
her mind hurtling up into the horrifying depth of heaven, a blue-gold chasmthat yawned wi t hout
limt.

He covered her eyes and hugged her face against him dizzied by the vertigo she felt, the utter
terror of sky above that alternately gaped into infinity and constricted into a wei ght she could
not bear. Proud |Isande, so capable in the world of Ashanone: to lift her head again and confront
the sky was an act of bravery that sent her senses reeling.

Ni ne thousand years of voyagi ng—and worl d-sense was no longer in her. "It is one thing to have
seen the sky through your eyes," she said, "but | feel it, Aiela, | feel it. Onh, this is wetched.
I think I amgoing to be sick."

He hel ped her wal k inside and sat with her on the bed, holding her until the chill passed from her

Iinbs. She was not sick; pride would not [et her be, and with native stubbornness she tore herself
free and staggered toward the balcony to do battle with her weakness. He caught her before she
could fall, held her with the sane gentle force she had Il ent himso often at need. Her arms were
about himand for a brief noment she picked up his steadi ness and was content just to breathe.

The feeling of wongness persisted. Her world had been perceptibly concave, revolving in
percepti ble cycles, mllenniumupon mllennium The great convexity of Prianps seened terrifyingly
stationary, defying reason and gravity at once, and science and her senses warred.

"How can | be of use," she cried, "when all nmy mnd can give yours is vertigo? OAiela, Aiela, it
happens to sone of us, it happens—but oh, why ne? O all people, why nme?"

"Hush." He brought her again to the bed and |l et her down upon it, propping her with pillows. He
sat beside her, her small waist under the bridge of his arm In deep tenderness he touched her
face and wi ped her angry tears and let his hand trail to her shoul der, feeling again an old
famliar longing for this wonan, nuted by circunstances and their own distress; but he would hurt
with her pain and be glad of her confort for a reason in which the chiabres was only incidental

My sel fishness, he thought bitterly, ny cursed selfishness in bringing you here; and he felt her
m nd open as it had never opened, reaching at him terrified—she would not be put away, would not
be forgotten while he chased after human phantons, would not find himdying and unreachabl e agai n.
He seal ed against her. It took great effort. Daniel, she read in tearful fury, jealousy: Daniel
Dani el , his thoughts, he-—

Human bei ngs: human et hics, human foul ness—the experience of an alien being who had known the
worst of his own species and of the amaut, things she had known of, but that only he had owned:
the attitudes, the habits, the feeling of being human. Asuthithekkhe with Dani el had been too
Il ong, too deep; with all the darknesses left, the secrets—to a devastating degree he was human

"Aiela," she pleaded, put her arms about his neck and touched face to face, one side and the
ot her. Humans showed tenderness for each other differently. Even at such a nmonment he had to be
aware of it, and took her hands from hi mtoo forcefully: he touched his fingers to her cheek
trenbling.

A human ni ght have cursed, or struck at something, even at her. Aiela renoved hinself to the foot
of the bed and sat there with his back to her, his hands laced until his azure knuckl es pal ed; and
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for several nonents he strove to gather up the fragnments of his kastien. To strike was
unproductive. To hate was unproductive. To resent Daniel, perfect in his humanity, was disorderly;
for Order had drawn firmlines between their species: it was the iduve that had nuddl ed the two of
theminto one, and the iduve, following their own ethic, were highly orderly.

He felt Isande stir, and foreknew that her slimhand would reach for him and she, that he would
refuse it. It is not elethia to shut ne out, she sent at him No. You think you are going to | eave
me and do things your own way, but | will follow you, even if ny mindis all | can send.

Stop it. He arose, shut out her thoughts, and went out to the bal cony.

Ashanone burned aloft like the earliest star of evening, a star of ill onen for Prianos,

i neluctabl e destruction. Atinme ago he had been a ship's captain in what now seened the safety of
the Esliph, a giyre hardly conplicated. Now he was the enmissary of the Oithain, holding things
the amaut could in no wise know a day |ost, the night advancing, his asuthe crippled, a mssion
that he could not possibly fulfill. The next noon would see the deadline expire.

Suddenly he doubted Chinele had neant for himto succeed. He was no | onger even sure her
arastiethe would permt her to rescue a pair of |ost kanmethi before the world turned to cinders.
If he defied her and ran through the streets crying the doomto cone, it would save no one: the
amaut coul d not evacuate in tinme. He nust witness all of it. Bitterly he |lanented that the

i doi kkhei could not send. He would beg, he would inplore Chinele to take |sande hone at | east.

She will not desert us, |Isande sent him But doubt was in it. Chinele did not do things
carelessly: it was not negligence that had set them unconscious and hel pl ess, anong amaut.
Motives with iduve were always difficult to reckon

Ai el a's pul se quickened with anger that |Isande tried to danp, frightened as she al ways was at
defiance of the iduve. But there was one iduve ship at hand, one that would have to | eave before
the attack. At that renenbrance, purpose crystallized in his mnd; and |Isande clung to the bedpost
and radiated terror.

Send ne to hin? Blast you, no, Aiela! No!

Ai el a shut out her objections, returned to the bedsi de and opened his case, donned a jacket
agai nst the cool of evening, and strapped on his service pistol. Isande's rage washed at him
frustrated by his relief at having found help for her

She sent menories: a younger Khasif seen through the eyes of a frightened kalliran girl

attentions that had gone far beyond what she had ever adnmitted to anyone—bei ng touched, trapped in
a small space with an iduve whose intentions were far nore dangerous than katasukke. She nmade him
feel these things: it enbarrassed them both.

"Chinele forbade us to go to Khasif," she said, foreknowi ng failure. He would have a vaikka to
suffer for that: he reckoned that and hoped that he woul d even have the chance. His nmind al ready
drifted away fromher, toward the dark of Daniel's consciousness, toward the thing he had conme to
do.

He is HUMANl The word shrieked through her thoughts with a naked ugliness fromwhich even | sande
recoiled in shane.

You see why | cannot touch you, Aiela said, and hated hinmself for that unnecessary honesty. She
could not help it: sonething there was that set her inner defenses working when she found Danie
com ng close to her, though she strove on the surface to be amable with him WMle and alien, her
reacti ons screanmed, and in that order

Did Khasif do that to you? Aiela wondered, not neaning her to catch it; perhaps it was too
accurate—she threw up screens and would not yield them down. Her hands sought his, her nind
i naccessi bl e.

"How do you think you can hel p hin?" she asked al oud.

"There are all the resources of Wissnouth. Qut of the amaut and the human nercenary forces, there
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has to be sone reasonable chance of finding a way to him"

What she thought of those chances | eaked through, disnmal and doonsaying. Dutifully she tried to
suppress it.

"Khasif favors ne," she said. "Geatly. He will listen to ne. And | amgoing to seal nyself
somewhere | won't conpromi se his security or Chinele's, so that you can communi cate with Ashanone
t hrough me—nstantly, if you need to. Maybe Chinele will tolerate it—and maybe we're lucky it's
Khasi f: outside the harachia of Chinele he can be a very stubborn and i ndependent man; he may
decide to help us."

He ni ght be stubborn about other natters: she feared that too, but she would risk that to
influence himto Aiela' s help. Aiela caught that thought in dismay, alnost dissuaded fromhis

pl ans. But there was no other way for |Isande, no other hope at all. He took her small valise from
the bureau and hel ped her, arm about her waist, toward the door. Her faint hope that nobility
woul d overcone the sensation of falling vanished at once: it was no better at all, and she dreaded

above all to be in open spaces, with the sky yawni ng bottom ess over head.

Ai el a expected Kl eph outside. To his dismay there were three amaut, bowi ng and bobbing in
courtesy: Kleph had acquired conpanions. He was surprised to see the gold disc of comand on the
collar of one, a tall amaut of middling years and considerable girth. That one bowed very deeply
i ndeed.

"Lord and |l ady," the amaut exclaimed. "Sushai."

"Sushai - khruuss, " Aiela responded to the courtesy. "Bnesych Gerlach?"

Again the bow, three-leveled. "Mst honored, nbst honored am | indeed by your recognition, lord

nas kame. | am Gerlach son of Kor son of Thagrish son of Tophash son of Kor son of Merkush
fourteenth generati on son of Gonek of karsh Gonek." The bnesych, governor of the col ony, was being
brief. In due formality he might have named his ancestors in full. This was the confidence of an

i mensely inportant man, for anyone who had been in trade in the netrosi knew karsh CGomek of
Shaphar in the Esliph. They were the | argest and weal thiest of the karshatu of the col onial
wor | ds. Gonek al ready controlled the econony of the Esliph, and their intrusion into human space
had been no haphazard effort of a few starveling colonials. Karsh Gonek had the machi nery and the
support to nmake the venture pay, transporting indentured amaut vast distances at small cost to the
conmpany, great peril to the desperate travelers, and everlasting nmisery for the humans docile
enough and tough enough to survive the life of |laborers for the amaut. This place could be nmade a
vi abl e base of further explorations in search of richer prizes. Daniel's kind were indeed in
danger, if struggle with the iduve had weakened them or thrown theminto disorder. As long as the
human culture had within it the potential for another and another Prianmps, w th humans selling
each other out, the amaut, who did not fight, could keep spreading.

"And this," added the bnesych, bending a |long-fingered band at the young anmaut fenale that stood
at his elbow, "this is ny aide Toshi."

"Toshi daughter of Igrush son of Toshiph son of Shuuk of karsh Shuuk." A person of mddling
stature, Toshi was as fair as Kl eph was ugly—not by kalliran standards, surely, but pal est gray.
Her flat-chested figure was also flat-bellied and her carriage was graceful, but her pedigree was
nodest indeed, and Aiela surnised uncharitably what had reconmended the young lady to the great
bnesych.

Are you satisfied with your allies? Isande's xenophobia pricked at him she restless within the
circle of his arm In her vision they were pathetic little creatures, ineffectual little waifs of
dubi ous norality.

M nd your manners, Aiela fired back. / need the bnesych's good will.

Don't trouble yourself. Kick an amaut and he will bow and thank you for the honor of your
attention. You are nas kane. You do not ask in the outside world: you order.

"You may serve us," said Aiela, ignhoring her, "by providing us transportation to the port,"
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"Ai, ny lord," nurnured bnesych Cerlach, "but the noi kame said you were to remain here. Are the
acconmodati ons perhaps not to your |iking? They are humani sh foul, yes, for which we nmust hunbly
beg your pardon, but you have been anong us so short a ti ne—we have gat hered worknen who will
repair and suit quarters to your nobst exacting order. Anything we nay do for you, we should be
nost honored. "

"Your courtesy does you credit." The kalliran phrase fell quite naturally fromAiela s |ips,
irritating |Isande. The arastiethe of Ashanone had been danaged; Chinele would have bristled had
she heard it. "But you see," Aiela continued over her objections, "I shall be staying. My
conpanion will not. And | still require a neans to go to the port, and | amin a hurry."

Bnesych Gerl ach opened and. shut his nmouth unhappily, rolled his lips in, and bowed. Then he began
to give orders, hustled Toshi and Kl eph off, while he clung close to Aiela and |Isande, nanagi ng
amazi ngly enough to scurry along with them and bow and talk at the same time, assuring them

ef fusively of his cooperation, his wish to be properly renenbered to the great |ords, his delight
at the honor of their presence under his roof, which he would nenorialize with a stone of nenory
in his karsh nest on Shaphar

Isande, ill and dizzied, fretted mserably at his attendance, but bowing to Aiela's w shes she did
not bid the creature begone. Wen they descended in the antiquated cable lift, she lost all her
conbative urges and sinply | eaned against Alela, cursing the nine thousand years of noi kane which
had produced a being such as herself.

On ground | evel they found thenmselves in an i mense foyer with glass doors opening onto a street
busy wi th amaut pedestrians. A hovercraft obscured the view, dusting all and sundry, and settled
to an awkward halt outside their building.

"Your car," said the bnesych as Toshi and Kl eph rejoined them "Is it not, Toshi?"
"I ndeed so," said Toshi, bow ng.
"Pl ease escort our honorable visitors, Kleph."

Now Kl eph began the series of bows, curtailed as Aiela inpatiently paid a nod of courtesy to the
bnesych, to Toshi, and hel ped his ailing asuthe toward the door. Kl eph hurried ahead to open the
door for them pried the valise fromAiela's fingers, rushed ahead to the door of the hovercraft,
and had the steps down for themin short order, scranbling in after they settled in the tight
passenger space.

"To which ship?”

Aiela stared at him "Which?"

"A second | anded at noon today," Kleph explained, noistening his Iips. "I had thought perhaps
it—+n my presunpti on—forgive nme, nost honorable lord nas kane. To the original ship, then? O
course | did not nmean to neddl e, oh, npbst assuredly not, npbst honorable noi kane. | amnot in the

habit of prying."

Ashakh must have returned, |sande sent, which worried her, for Ashakh was an unknown quantity in
their plans.

"The original ship," said Aiela, and Kl eph extracted his handkerchi ef and nopped at his face.
Cccupying the cab of the hovercraft with two nervous anaut at close quarters, one could notice a
slight petroleumscent. The cleanliness of Ashanonme and its filtered air rendered them
unaccustonmed to such things. The scents of amaut and wet earth, decaying matter, wet nasonry, and
the river—even Aiela noticed these things nore than casually, and for |sande they were | oathsone.

The little hovercraft proceeded on its way, a hunming thunder kicking up sand in a cloud that
often obscured their vision. It was getting on toward dark, that hour the amaut nost |oved for
soci al occasions. Sun-hating, they stayed i ndoors and underground during the brightest hour and
sought the pleasant cool ness of the evening to stroll above-ground. Habi shu were openi ng, and from
them woul d be coming the nerry notes of geshe and rekeb; their tables were set out of doors,

di sturbed by the passage of the hovercraft. Irritated habi shaapu would be forced to wi pe the
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tabl es again, and anmaut on the streets turned their backs on the dust-raising hovercraft and
shi el ded their faces. Such things were not designed for the streets, but then, streets and cities
were a novelty to the amaut. It went against their ethic to spoil |land surface with structures.

The hovercraft crossed the river in a cloud of spray and came up dripping on an earthen ranp, a
bri dge accessible but with some of its supports in doubtful condition. The fighting had badly
damaged this sector. Hollow, jagged-rimed shells reared ugliness against a heaven that had now
gone dull. They followed a street marked with ropes and flags, at tines riding one edge up and
over rubble that spilled fromshattered buil dings.

The port was ahead, the base ship brightly lighted, rising huge and silver and beautiful anong the
amaut craft, a second ship, a sleek probe-transport, its smaller double. One thought of sone
nonstrous nest, anmaut vessels |like gray, dry chrysalides, with the bright iduve craft shining
among them |i ke somet hi ng new hat ched.

The hovercraft veered toward the |arger, the original ship, but the amaut driver halted the
vehicle well away fromit. Human attendants cane running to |ower the hovercraft's ranp, crowding
about .

I sande mi sliked being set down anbng such creatures. She had accustoned herself to Daniel's face;

i ndeed there were tinmes when she could forget how different it was. These were ugly, and they had
an unwashed human stench. Even Aiela disliked the | ook of them and hel ped | sande down hi nsel f,
protecting her fromtheir hands. He stepped to the concrete and | ooked at the two ships that shone
before them under the floodlights, still a goodly walk distant. But Isande felt steadier: the

di mming of the sun had brought out the first stars, and those famliar, friendly |lights brought
sanity to the horror of color that was the day sky.

I think I can wal k, she said, and wistfully: If it were only a question of moving at night, |
coul d probabl y—

No. No. You're safer with him Cone, we'll never get these amaut closer to those ships. Besides,
arastiethe won't permt Khasif to argue with us with themto witness it. If we want that ship to
open to us, we had better be al one.

You are learning the iduve, |sande agreed. But he will take us inside before he asks why. Then—

The idoi kkhei burned, jolted, whited out their mnds. Wen Aiela knew that he was still alive and
that |sande was, he found hinself fallen partially on her, his head aching froman inpact with the
pavenent, his right armconpletely paralyzed to the shoulder. He touched |sande's face with his

| eft hand, cold and sick as he saw a line of blood between her lips; and this was the iduve's

doi ng, a punishnent for their presunption. He hated. Ikas as it was to hate, he did so with a
strength that nmade |sande cringe in terror

"They will kill you," she cried. And then the idoi kkhei began to pul se again.

It was different, not pain, but an irregular surge of energy that nade one anticipate pain, and it
had its own variety of tornent.

Two minds, Aiela realized suddenly, renmenbering the sensation: two opposing mnds, and his anger
becane bewi | dernent. Isande tried to rise with his help, found she could not, and then through her
vision cane a view of the other ship, hatch opening, a tall slimfigure in black descendi ng.

An iduve, onworld, anbng outsiders.

Even Tejef had nmintained his privacy; that a nasul so exposed itself was unthinkable. Even in the
nmdst of their private terror it occurred to the asuthi sinultaneously that Prianps might die for
seeing what it was seeing, an iduve anong them Had it happened on Kartos there woul d have been
pani ¢ and nmass sui ci des.

Mej akh! | sande recogni zed the person, and her thoughts became a babble of terror. The iduve was
com ng toward them The idoi kkhei were beginning to cause pain as Mejakh's nearness overcane
Khasif's interference.
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Ai el a haul ed I sande to her feet and tried to run with her. The pain becane too rmuch. They stunbl ed
again, trying to rise

The hatch of the base ship opened and anot her iduve descended, careless of wi tnesses. Aiela forgot
to struggle, transfixed by the sight. It was incredible how fast the iduve could nove when they

chose to run. Khasif crossed the intervening space and cane to an abrupt halt still yards distant
from Mej akh.
Sound expl oded about themall, light: the ground heaved and a wall of air flung Aiela down, dust

and cement chi ps showering about himas he tried to shield Isande. Choking bl ack snmoke confounded
itself with the darkness: lights on the field had gone out. Amaut poured this way and that,
gabbling alarm human shapes anmong them Powerful lights fromoff the field were sweeping the

cl ouds of snoke, nmore obscuring than aiding.

I sande! he cried; but his effort to reach her mnd plunged himinto darkness and pitched hi m of f
bal ance: he felt her body | oose, slack-linbed. H s hand came away wet from hers, and he w ped the
noi sture on his jacket, sick with panic.

Hands seized him hauled himup, attenpted to restrain him humans. He fired and dropped at | east
one, blind in the dark and snoke.

But when he was free again and sought |sande, he could not find her. Where she should have been
there was no one, the pavenent littered with stone and powder.

And cl ose at hand an airship thundered upward, its twin lights glaring barefully through the
roiling smoke.

Don't let it go, Aiela inplored the silent formof the base ship; but both his asuthi were dark
and hel pl ess, and the base ship nade no effort to intervene. Waponsfire |aced the dark. More
shadows, hurman-tall, raced toward him O the hovercraft there was no sign at all. It had deserted
t hem

A projectile kicked up the pavenment near him The chips stung his |eg.

He ran, falling often, until the pounding in his skull and the pain in his side nade himseek the
shelter of the ruins and wait the strength to run again.

Chapter 10

TEJEF CAME | NFREQUENTLY to the outside of his ship. Considering the proxinity of Ashanone he did

not think it wise to put too great a distance between hinmself and controls at any nonment. But the
burden this aircraft brought was a special one. First off the ranp was Gordon, a thin, wiry human
with part of two fingers mssing. He was not a handsone being, but he had been even | ess so when

he arrived. He was seni or anong the kamethi, and of authority second only to Margaret.

"Toshi has a report to give," CGordon said, gesturing toward the little amaut who was supervising
the unl oading of three stretchers. "She can tell it better than I can. We took casualties: Brown,
Ling, Stavros, all unrecovered."”

"Dead, you say. Dead."

"Yes."

"A sadness," Tejef said. The three had been devoted and earnest in their service. But his
attention was for the three bei ng unl oaded.

"A mal e and fermal e of your kind," said Gordon. "And another—sonething different. Toshi says she's
kallia."

The litters neared them and Khasif was the first: Tejef |ooked into the face that was so nearly

the mrror image of his own, felt the inpact of takkhenes as Khasif's eyes partially opened. They
must have poured consi derabl e amounts of drug into his veins. It would have been the only way to

transport him else he would seize control of the aircraft and weck themall. Even now the force
of himwas very tangible.
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"Mai nl evel conpartnent twelve is proof against him" Tejef told the bearers. "Put a reliable guard
there to warn the humans clear of that area. | think you understand the danger of confronting him
once the drug has worn off."

"Yes, sir. We will be careful."”

And there was |sande. The kallia and he were of old acquai ntance. He was glad to see that she was
breat hing, for she was of great chanokhi a.

"She nmust go to the lab,"” he told the amaut. "Dl echish will see to her."

And the third one was shrouded in a bl anket, darkish bl ood seeping through it. So the humans
treated the dead, concealing them

This would be the fenmale of his kind. He reached for the blanket, unknow ng and uneasy. Chinele it
woul d not be: the Orithain of Ashanone would not die by such a sorry m schance, or so shanefully.
But for others, for gentle Chaikhe, for fierce old Nophres or Tahjekh, he would feel a certain
regret.

The ruined face that stared back at himstruck himw th a hanchia that drai ned the blood fromhis
face and wung from hima hiss of dismy. Myjakh. Quickly he let fall the bl anket.

"Are there rites you do, sir?" asked Gordon
"How you say?" Tejef asked, not know ng the word.
"Cerenmpni es. Burial. Wat do you do with the dead?"

She was sra of his. It was not chantikhia to let her be bundled into the disintegration chanber by
the hands of m netanei. He nust di spose of her, he. He conceded Megjakh that final vaikka upon him
to force himto do her that honor. There was no other iduve able to do so.

"| see to her. Put her down. Put down!"

He had raised his voice, e-chanokhia, disgracing hinmself before the shocked faces of the
m netanei. He wal ked away fromthe litter to take hinself fromthe harachia of the situation, to
conpose hi nsel f.

"Sir." Toshi cane up at his el bow and bowed many tines, so that he was forewarned he night not
have reason to be pleased with her. "Have | done wong or right?"

"How was this done?"

"I urged the authorities in Wissnmouth to renmenber their loyalty to you, ny lord, and they heard
me, although it needed utnost persuasion. There were delays and del ays: transportation nmust be
arranged; human nercenari es nust be engaged; it nust not be done in the headquarters itself. Al
was prepared. We aimed only for the kanethi, who were accessible; but when the great ships opened
and presented us such a chance—ny lord, your orders did direct us to seize any opportunity agai nst
such personnel —=

"It was nost properly done," said Tejef, and Toshi gave a sigh of utnpst relief and bowed al npst
doubl e, long hands fol ded on her breast.

"But sir—the other nas kame— confess fault: we lost himin the dark. Qur agents are scouring
Wei ssmouth for himat this noment. We felt pressed to lift off before the great |ords your enem es
could resolve to stop us. | think it was our good fortune we escaped even so."

"Few things are random where Chinele is concerned. This kallia that escaped: his name?"
"Alela. "

"Aiela." Tejef searched his menory and found no such nanme. "Go back to Wi ssnouth and nmake good
your om ssion, Toshi. You acted wisely. If you had waited, you would surely have been taken. Now
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see if you can nanage this thing nore discreetly.”

"Yes, sir." Toshi gave a deep breath of relief and bowed, then backed a pace and turned, hurried
of f shouting orders at the crew of her aircraft. Tejef dismissed the matter into her capable
hands.

There was still the unpleasant necessity of Mejakh. Harshly he ordered the kanethi to stand aside,
and he knelt and gathered the shattered body into his arnmns.

Tej ef washed neticul ously and changed his clothes before he entered the paredre again. The
renenbrance of Mejakh's face, the know edge of Khasif a prisoner in the roomdown the corridor
worked at his nerves and his tenper with the corrosive effect of takkhenes out of agreenent. It
grew stronger. Khasif nust be conming out fromunder the effect of the drug.

Tej ef m nd-touched the projection apparatus where he stood and connected it to the unit in
Khasif's cell.

The nasith was a sorry sight. He had gained his feet, and he was dusty and brui sed and bl eedi ng,
but he attenpted a show of hostility.

Tej ef was amazed to find that he did have the advantage of his proud ig-sra. Perhaps it was the
drug still dulling Khasif s mind, or perhaps it was the know edge that Mejakh was dead and that he
had fallen to m nmetanei and amaut. Undoubtedly Khasif had already attenpted the door with his

m nd, and found its nmechani sm proof agai nst an iduve's peculiar kind of tanpering—the | ock
primtive and manual. Now Khasif sinmply withdrew to the farthest corner, stunbled awkwardly into
the wall he could not see in his vision of the paredre. He |l eaned there as if it were difficult to
hold his feet.

"I have sent Mejakh hence," Tejef said softly, "but she had nothing for serach but what she wore
and the bl anket they wapped her in, and | vented the residue world-bound. Hail Mejakh, who was
sra to us both."

Khasi f ought to have reacted to that pretty vai kka. He did not nove. Tejef felt his own strength
coursing along his nerves, felt Khasif s weakness and his fear

"You could be free," Tejef assured him "if you declared yourself arrhei-nasul and nmade submni ssion
tome. | would take it."

Khasif made a small sound of anger. That was all. It was a beaten sound.

"Sir." Gordon's voice sounded beyond the walls of Khasif s room and Tejef ceased the projection
and stood in the paredre once nore, facing Gordon and the man Daniel. "Let himgo," said Tejef.
"The restraint is not necessary." Gordon rel eased his prisoner, who showed a di shevel ed appear ance
that had no reasonabl e connection with his having been aroused from sl eep. There was bl ood on his
nmout h. The hunman wiped at it at his first opportunity, but he seened indisposed to quarrel with an
i duve. Tejef dism ssed Gordon with a nod.

"l assune you are in contact with your asuthe,” said Tejef.

"I's Isande on this ship?" the human demanded, and Tejef would have corrected his belligerence
instantly had the man worn the idoi kkhe. He did not, and risked a chastisenent of nore damagi ng
nature if his insol ence persisted.

"Isande is here; but | would surnise that the nman who asked that question is naned Aiela."
"I thought arastiethe forbade guesswork."

"Hardly an unreasonabl e assunption. And | amnot wong, aml|? It was Aiela who asked."
"Yes," Daniel adnmtted.

"Tell this Aiela that should he wish to surrender hinself, |I will appoint himthe place and the
person.”
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"Arle—the little girl." Daniel ignored the barb to nake that broken-voiced plea. "Were is she? Is
she alive?"

Vai kka was practically neani ngl ess agai nst such a vulnerable creature as this, one so lacking in
pride. Tejef had allowed hinmself to be vexed; now he dism ssed his anger in disgust, nmade a
gesture of inconsequence. He dealt with humans—t was all that coul d be expected.

"Chinele sent you to Prianps with asuthi to guide you, but wi thout the idoi kkhe—without its danger
and its protection. Was it in order to kill me—to draw near to ne, and to seem only human?"

"Yes," said Daniel, so plainly that Tejef |aughed in surprise and pleasure. And at once the
human's face changed, anger flaring; unprepared for the creature's mani acal |unge, Tejef sl apped
the human in startled reacti on—epen-handed, not to kill. The bl ow was still hard enough to put the
fragile being to the floor, and Tejef waited patiently until the human began to stir, and bent and
seized his arm dragging himto his feet.

"Probably you are recently kaneth, for | cannot believe that Chinele would have chosen a stupid
being to serve her. | could have broken your neck, mnetane. | sinple did not choose to."

And he | et the hunan go, steadying hima nmonent until he had his bal ance; the nl netane seened nore
def ensi ve now than hostile; he stumbl ed backward and nearly tripped over a chair.

"l should prefer to reason with you," said Tejef.

"I'f that's your aim try reasoning with Chinele. Haven't you sense enough to know you're going to
get yourself killed?"

"Then it is inportant,'
that ?" -

said Tejef, "to do so properly, is it not? What does your asuthe say to

Daniel told him plainly; and Tejef |aughed.

"Pl ease," Daniel pleaded. "Were is Arle? Is she all right?"
"Yes. Quite safe.”

"Pl ease |l et me see her."

"No," said Tejef; but he knew his anger on the subject was, in human terns, irrational. The child
hersel f incessantly begged for this neeting, and, child of the dhis as she was, she was human,
only hunman, and knew Dani el for nas—a friend, as she put it. It was not the same as if she had
been iduve young, and it was well for himto remenber it.

Then it occurred to himthat a human according to his peculiar ethic would feel a certain
obligation for the favor: niseth-kanme, paradoxical as the term was.

"Arle is not from Ashanonme" Dani el persisted. "She is no possible harmto you."

Tej ef reasoned away his disgust, reninding hinself that sonetinmes it was necessary to deal with
m net anei as m netanei, expecting no arastiethe in them

"I shall take you where she is," said Tejef.

Margaret answered the call to the door of the dhis, but Arle was not far behind her, and Tejef was
quite unprepared for the child' s wild shout and her plunge out the door into Daniel's arns. The
man enbraced her tightly, asking over and over again was she well, until she had | ost her breath
and he set her back. But then the child turned to Tejef and wanted to enbrace himtoo. He
stiffened at the thought, but as he recoil ed she renenbered her manners and refrai ned, hands stil
open as if she did not know what else to do with them

"You see," Tejef told her. "Daniel walks; he is well. Be not so uncontrolled, Arle."

She dried her face dutifully and crept back to the shelter of Daniel's arm the touch between them
frayed at Tejefs sensibilities.
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"He hasn't hurt you—he hasn't touched you?" Daniel insisted to know, and when Arle protested that
she had been treated very well indeed, Daniel seened both confused and relieved. He caressed the
side of her face with the edge of his hand and gave a slight nod of courtesy to Margaret and to
Tejef. "Thank you," he said in the kalliran tongue. "But when your time is up and Chinele
attacks—what is your kindness to her worth?"

"For my own karnet hi,
Chinele's for serach."

Tejef admitted, "I have great regret. But | shall not regret having a few of

"There's no sense in all these people dying. Were is the arastiethe in that? Gve up."

"Hopel essly irrational, mnetane. Arastiethe is to possess and not to yield. | amiduve. Express
me that thought of yours in nmy own | anguage, if you can."”

That set the human back, for of course it was a contradiction and could not be translated to nmean
the sane thing. "But," Daniel persisted, "you iduve claimto be the nost intelligent of
speci es—and can't you and Chinele resolve a quarrel short of this?"

"Yet your species fights wars," said Tejef, "and mine does not. | have a great m nelakhia for your
kind, human, | truly do. | do not willingly harmyou, and if | were able, | would spend tine anpbng
your worlds |earning what you are. But you know ny people, however lately you are kameth and
asuthe. | think you know enough to understand. There is vai kka involved; and to yield is to die;
noral ly and physically, it is to die. One cannot survive w thout arastiethe."

"And what arastiethe have you," Daniel cried, "if you are unable to save even your own kanet hi
that trust you?"

"They are nine," Tejef answered, lost in Daniel's tangled |ogic.

"Because you have taken advantage of them because you hold the truth fromthembecause they trust
you're going to protect them™

"Daniel!" Arle cried, alarned by the shouting if not the know edge of what he had said. That was
what saved him for she thrust herself between, and her high, thin voice chilled the air.

Tejef turned away abruptly, painfully aware of the illogicalities at war in him H's pul se raced,
the skin at the base of his scalp tightened, his respiration qui ckened. He knew that he nust
renove hinself fromthe harachia of these beings before he lost his dignity entirely. Khasif's

t akkhenoi s and the harachia of Myjakh's corpse had upset him the nearness of other iduve reni nded
himof reality, of forgotten chanokhia. He had set humans in the dhis; and now he had | ost contro
of them The child should not have cone out. He hinself had brought a strange male to them
reckoni ng human chanokhia different: but he had erred. He had been di sadvantaged, had affronted
the honor of Margaret, who was al nost nas, and this child he had given to her he had all owed to be
seen—to0 be touched—by this mnetane-toj. Al his careful manipulation of humans lost its inportant
in the face of sinple decency. Harachia tore at his senses, alnost as if they three, hunman: mal e,
fermal e, and child, possessed a takkhenes united agai nst hi mwhen m netanei could possess no such
thing. He was the one who had given them power against him Perverted, the kalliran | anguage
expressed it: his own had not even the concept to |l end shape to his fears about hinself.

"Tejef." Margaret's |light steps cane up behind him her hand caught his arm 'Tejef? What's wong?
What did he say?"

"Go back!" he cried at her, realizing with a tightening of his stonch she had abandoned Arle and
the open dhis to Daniel. "Go!"

"What's wong?" she asked insistently. 'Tejef—=

He had wanted this female, still wanted her; and her- contaninating touch brought a swell of rage
into his throat. Wat else she said he did not hear, and only half realized the reflexive sweep of
his arm her shriek of terror abruptly silenced. It shocked the anger out of him that cry: he was
al ready turning, saw her hit the wall and the wall bow before she slid down, and the child

screanmed |ike an echo of Margaret. He fell to his knees beside her, touched her face and tried to
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ease the linbs that were tw sted and broken, strained by the way she was |vying.

Dani el grasped his shoulder to jerk himback, and Tejef hit himwith a violence that neant to
kill: but the hunman was quick and only the side of his arm connected, casting himsprawing across
the polished floor. He rolled and scranbled up to the attack

"No!" Arle wailed, stopping him w sely stopping him and Tejef turned his attention back to
Mar gar et .

She was conscious, and sobbed in pain as he tried to ease her legs straight; and Tejef jerked back
hi s hands, w ping themon his thighs, desiring to turn and kill the human for witnessing this, for
causing it. But Arle was between them and when Margaret began to cry Daniel noved the child aside
and knelt down disregarding Tejef, conforting Margaret in her own | anguage with far nore fluency
than Tejef could use.

Tejef seized Daniel's wist when he ventured to touch her, but the human only stared at himas if
he realized the aberrance of an iduve who could not rule his own tenper

The amaut nust be called. Tejef arose and did so, and in a nercifully little time they had
Mar garet bundl ed neatly onto a stretcher and on her way to D echish and the surgery. Tejef
wat ched, wanting to acconpany them ill content to wait and not to know, but he would not be
further shanmed before the amaut, and he woul d not go.

He felt Arle's light fingers on his hand and | ooked down into her earnest face.
"Can | please go with her, sir?"

"No," said Tejef; and her small features contracted into tears. He cast a | ook over her head,
appealing to Daniel. "Wat is your custon?" he asked in desperation. "What is right?"

Dani el came then, hugged Arle to himand quieted her sobs, saying all the proper and fluent hunan
things that conforted her. "Perhaps," he said to her insistence, "perhaps they'll let you cone up
and sit with her later, when she's able to know you're there. But she'll be asleep in a nonent.
Now go on, go on back into your apartments and wash your face. Conme on, come on now, stop the
tears."

She hugged himtightly a noment, and then ran away inside, into the echoing hall of the dhis where
neither of themcould foll ow

"I will honor your pronmises to her," Tejef told Daniel with great restraint. "Now go up to
surgery. | want sonmeone with her who can translate for the amaut. D echish does not have great
fluency in human speech."

"And what happens," Dani el asked, "when you | ose your tenper with Arle the way you just did with
her ?"

Tej ef drew a quick breath, choking down his anger. "I had no wish to harmny kamethi."

Dani el only stared at him thinking, or perhaps receiving something fromhis asuthe. Then he
nodded slowy. "You care for them" he observed, as if this were a highly significant thing.

"M nel akhi a does not apply. They are nmine already." He did not know why he felt conpelled to argue
with a m netane, except that the human had puzzled himwith that word. He felt suddenly the gulf
of | anguage, and wi shed anew t hat he understood netane behavior. Ariastiethe would not let him
ask.

"Call Ashanone," Daniel said softly. "Surrender. The kamethi do not have to die."

Tejef felt a chill, for the human's persistent suggestion quite lost its hunor; he neant it
seriously. It was human to do such a thing, to give up one's own arastiethe and becone not hi ng.
The inverted logic that pernmitted such thinking seenmed for the nmoment frighteningly real

"Did | ask your advice?" Tejef replied. "Go up to surgery."
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"She might take it kindly if you canme. That is our arastiethe, know ng soneone cares. W also tend
to die when we are denied it."

Tej ef pondered that, for it explained nmuch, and posed nore questions. Was that caring, he
wondered; and did it always demand that one yield arastiethe by denonstrating concern? But if
human honor were measured by gathering concern to one's self, then it was by seeking and accepting
favors: the perversity of the idea turned reason itself inside out. In that realization the

cl eanliness of death at the hands of Ashanone seened al nbst an attractive prospect. Hi s own honor
was not safe in the hands of hunans; and perhaps he wounded his own kanethi —and Margaret—n the
sanme way.

"WIIl you conme up?" Daniel asked.

"Co," Tejef ordered. "Put yourself in the hands of one of the kamethi and he will escort you there
at your asking."

"Yes, sir." Daniel bowed with quiet courtesy and wal ked away to the Iift. It was kalliran, Tejef
realized belatedly, and was warnmed by the fact that Daniel had chosen to pay himthat respect, for
humans did not generally use that custom It filled himwith regret for the clean spaci ousness of
Ashanone, for famliar folk of honorable habits and predictable nature.

The Iift ascended, and Tejef turned away toward the door of the dhis, troubled by the harachia of
the place where Margaret had lain, a dent in the nmetal paneling where her fragile body had hit.
She had often di sadvantaged him held himfrom vai kka agai nst humans and amaut, shaned hi m by her
attentions. It was not the deference of a kameth but the tenacious ninel akhia of a nasith-tak—but
of course there was no takkhenes, no oneness in it; and it depended not at all on him She sinply
chose to belong to himand himto belong to her, and the solitary deternination of her had an
arastiethe about it which made hi m suspect that he was the recipient of a vaikka he could only
dimy conprehend.

He was bitterly ashamed of the grief his perverted enotion had brought her in all things, for in
one private part of his thoughts he knew absol utely what he had done, saw through his own

pret enses, and began now to suspect that he had hurt her in ways no iduve could conprehend. For
the first time he felt the full hel pl essness of hinself anmbng a people who could not pay himthe
arastiethe his heart needed, and he felt fouled and grieved at the offering they did give him The
contradictions were madness; they gathered about himlike a great darkness, in which nothing was
under st andabl e.

"Sir?" Arle was in the doorway again, looking up at himwi th great concern (arastiethe? Vai kka?)
in her kallia-like eyes. "Sir, where's Daniel?"

"Gone. Up. Wth Margaret. Wth Dl echish. He can talk for her. She has great avoidance for amaut: |
think all humans have this. But D echish-he cares for her; and Daniel will stay with her." It was
one of the |longest explanations in the human | anguage he had attenpted wi th anyone but Margaret or
Gordon. He saw the anger in the child's eyes soften and yield to tears, and he did not know

whet her that was a good sign or ill. Hunmans wept for so many causes.

"ls she going to die?"
n mybe. n

The honest answer seened to startle the child; yet he did not know why. Plainly the injuries were
serious. Perhaps it was his tone. The tears broke.

"Way did you have to hit her?" she cried

He frowned hel pl essly. He could not have spoken that al oud had he been fluent. And out of the
pl eni tude of contradictions that made up humans, the child reached for him

He recoil ed, and she |l aced her fingers together as if the conpulsion to touch were overwhel m ng
She gul ped down the tears. "She |oves you," she said. "She said you would never want to hurt
anybody. "
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"I don't understand," he protested; but he thought that some gesture of courtesy was appropriate
to her distress. Because it was what Margaret woul d have done, he reached out to her and touched
her gently. "Go back to the dhis.”

"I"'mafraid in there," she said. The tears began again, and stopped abruptly as Tejef seized her
by the arnms and nade her straighten. He cuffed her ever so lightly, as a dhisais would a favored
but m sbehavi ng chil d.

"This is not proper—being afraid. Stand straight. You are nas." And he |l et her go very suddenly
when he realized the phrase he had thoughtl essly echoed. He was ashamed. But the child did as he
told her, and conposed herself as he had done for ol d Nophres.

"May | please go up and stay with Margaret too, sir?"

"Later. | promse this." The prospect did not please him having her outside the dhis, but the
illusions nust cease, for both their- sakes: the child was human, and there was no one left in the
dhis to care for her. The time was fast running out, and it was not right that the child should be
alone in this great place to die. She should be near adults, who woul d show her chanokhia in their
own exanpl e.

"Are you going there now?" Arle asked.

"Yes," he conceded. He | ooked back at her standing there, fingers still clenched together. "Cone,"
he said then, holding out his hand. "Cone, now. Wth ne."

Most of the lights in the paredre of Ashanome were out save the ones above the desk, but Chinele
knew wel I the shadowy figure that opened the hall door, a snallish and sonewhat heavy iduve who
crossed the carpets on silent feet. She straightened and lifted her chin fromher hand to gaze on
Rakhi's plunp, earnest face.

"You were to sleep," he chided. "Chinele, you nust sleep."
"I shall. | wanted to know how you fared. Sit, Rakhi. How is Chai khe?"

"Wl | enough, and bound for Weissmouth. W considered, and decided it would be best to pursue this
adj ustment | ong-di stance. "

"But is the asuthithekkhe bearabl e, Rakhi ?"

The nasith gave a weak grin and nassaged his freshly scarred tenple. "Chai khe bids your affairs
prosper, Chinele-Orithain. She is very nuch with ne at this nonent."

"l bid hers prosper, nbst earnestly. But now you nust close down that contact. W two nust talk a
nmonent. Can you do so?"

"I amlearning," he replied, and | eaned back with a sigh. "Done. Done. Au, Chinele, this is a
fearsone cl oseness. It is enbarrassing.”

"O ny Rakhi," said Chinele in distress, "Khasif is gone.

Now | have sent Ashakh in his place, and to risk you and Chai khe at once —

"Way, it is a light thing," he said. "Do not nmere mnmetanei adjust to this? Is our intelligence
not equal to it? Is our self-control not nore than theirs?"

She smiled dutifully at his spirit. It was not as easy as Rakhi said, and she did not niss the
trenbling of his hands, the pain in his eyes; and for Chai khe, katasathe, such proximty to a half-
sra male nust be torment indeed. But of the three remining nasithi-katasakke this pairing had
seened best, for Ashakh's essentially solitary nature woul d have nade asut hithekkhe nore pai nfu
still.

"Chai khe is really bearing up rather well,"” said Rakhi, "but |I fear | shall have Ashakh to dea
wi th when he sees her on Prianps and knows that | have —in a nanner —touched her. | really do
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not see how we will keep this fromhimif he is still to direct Weissnouth operations. He wll
sense somet hing am ss a decad of lioi distant."

"Well, you nust advise Chai khe to avoid harachia. Ashakh nust remain ignorant of this arrangenent,
for | fear he could conplicate natters beyond redenption. And do not you fail ne, Rakhi. | have
been confounded by one dhisais mal e human, and if you devel op any synptons | insist you warn ne

i medi ately."

Rakhi | aughed outright, although he flushed dark with embarrassnment. "Truly, Chinele,
asut hi t hekkhe is not so inpossible for iduve as it was al ways supposed to be. Chaikhe and I —we
mai ntain a discreet distance in our mnds. W | eave one another's enotions alone, and | suppose it
has helped that | ama very lazy fellow and that Chai khe's m nelakhia is directed toward her songs
and the child she carries.”

"Rakhi, Rakhi, you are al ways deprecating yourself, and that is a netane trait."

"But it is true," Rakhi exclainmed. "Quite true. | have a very profound theory about it. Chaikhe
and | would be at each other's throats otherw se. Could you inagine the result of an asuthithekkhe
bet ween Ashakh and nysel f? | shudder at the thought. H s arastiethe would devour nme. But the
direction of mnelakhia is the essential thing. Chai khe and | have no m nel akhia toward each
other. In truth,"” he added upon a thought, "the mnetanei misinfornmed us, for they said strong

m nel akhia one for the other is essential. | shall nake a detailed record of this experience. |
think it is is unique."

"I shall find it of great interest,'
me if harmcones to you or to her."

Chinele assured him "But it would be a great bitterness to

"The novelty of the experience is exhilarating, but it is a great strain. | wonder if the
m nmet anei predict correctly when they say that the strain grows less in tinme. Perhaps the converse
will occur for iduve there too. | surely hope not"

"As do I, nasith. WII you go rest now?"
"I will, yes."

"Only do this: advise Chai khe that Ashakh will be within Wissnouth itself, and she nust remain in

isolation and wait for nmy orders. | amsummoning up all ships save the two that will remain in
port. Mejakh has cost us. | fear the cost may run higher still."
" Ashakh?"

She ignored the question. "May your sleep be secure, O nas."
"Honor be yours, Chinele."

She wat ched hi m go, heard the door close, and rested her forehead once nore on her hands,
restoring her conposure. Rakhi was the last, the last of all her brave nasithi, and it was |onely
knowi ng that others had the direction of Ashanome, that for the first time in nine thousand years
the controls were not even under the nomi nal nmanagenent of one of her sra. She bore the guilt for
that. O the fierceness of her own arastiethe, she had postponed bearing the necessary heir unti
it was too late for the long cerempni es of kataberihe, and vai kka had taken heavy toll of those
about her. Mejakh was gone, her sra on the point of extinction: Khasif and Tejef together
Tamakh's sra was in i mmnent danger: Ashakh and Chai khe and the unborn child in her; and if Rakhi
sra- Khur et ekh suffered madness and died, then the orith-sra of Ashanome cane down to her al one.

She felt a keen sense of mnelakhia for Tejef, for the adversary he had been, a deep and fierce
appreciation. He had run thema fine chase indeed, off the edge of the charts and into likatis and
tonmes unknown to iduve. And Ashanone's victory would be bitter indeed to Tashavodh, dangerously
bitter.

Perhaps to ease the sting of it a nas-katasakke of Kharxanen could be requested for kataberihe,

for Tashavodh's m nelakhia to gain sra within the orith-sra of Ashanone was of |ong standing.
Chaxal her predecessor had refused it, and Chinele bristled at the thought: she woul d bear the
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hei r Ashanome needed, perhaps two for safety's sake, as rapidly as her health could bear. Then she
coul d decl are dissatisfaction with her mate and send hi m packing to his own nasul in dishonor
that woul d not be a proper vai kka—the Oithanhe forbade—but it woul d be pl easant.

But defeat—at the hands of Tejef and Tashavodh—+to see himwel comed in triunph—was unthi nkabl e. She
woul d not bear it.

And there was that growi ng fear. Ashanone had been set back, and this was not an accustoned thing.
It had been a hard decision, to sacrifice Khasif. In accepting risk, iduve disliked the
irrational, a situation with too many variables. Wre there any choice, conmon sense would dictate
wi t hdrawal ; but there was no choice, and Tejef would surely seize upon the small est weakness, the
| east hesitation: he was unorthodox and rash hinsel f, e-chanokhi a—but such qualities sonetines
made for unpl easant surprises for his adversaries. COccasionally |Isande could win at ganmes of
reason; the human Dani el had confounded skillfully laid plans by doing what no i duve woul d have
done; and Qao-born Aiela nmanaged to have his own way of an Orithain nuch nore often than was
proper. The fact was that m nmetanei often bypassed the safe course. At times they did bluff,
opposi ng thensel ves enpty-handed to forces they ill understood, everything in the bal ance. This
was not courage in the iduve sense, to whomacting as if one had what one did not smacked of
falsity and unreason, which indicated a certain bent toward insanity. For the Oithain of Ashanone
to bluff was indeed inpossible: arastiethe and sorithias forbade.

But reversing the proposition, to allow another to assume he had what he did not, that was
chanokhi a, a vaikka with hunor indeed, if it worked. It it did not—+the | oss nust be reckoned
proportional to the failure of gain.

Her eyes strayed to the clock. As another figure turned over, the last hour of the night had
begun. Soon the norning hour would begin the last day of Tejef s life, or of her own.

"Chinele," said the voice fromcontrol: Raxomegh, fourth of the Navigators. "Projection from
M j anot he. "

Predictable, if not predicted, Chinmele sighed wearily and rose. "Accepted," she said, and saw
hersel f and her desk suddenly surrounded by the paredre of M janothe. She bowed respectfully
bef ore aged Thi ane.

"Hai |l Thi ane, venerabl e and honored anong us."

"Hai | Ashanone," said Thiane, |eaning upon her staff, her eyes full of fire. "But do | hail you
reckl ess or sinply forgetful ?"

"l amaware of the tine, eldest of us all."
"And | trust nmenory also has not failed you."

"I am aware of your displeasure, reverend Thiane. So am| aware that the Oithanhe has given ne
this one nore day, so despite your expressed w sh, you have no power to order ne otherw se."

Thi ane's staff thudded agai nst the carpeting. "You are risking somewhat nore than ny displ easure,
Chinel e. Destroy Prianos!”

"I have kanmethi and nasithi who nust be evacuated. | estimate that as possible within the Iimt
prescribed by the Orithanhe. | will conply with the terns of the original and proper decree at all
del i berate speed."

"There is no tine for equivocation. Standing off to nmoon-ward is Tashavodh, if you have forgotten.
| have restrai ned Kharxanen with difficulty fromseeking a meeting with you at this nmonent."

"I honor you for your w sdom Thiane."
"Destroy Prianos."

"I will pursue ny own course to the limt of the allotted time. Prianpbs will be destroyed or Tejef
will be in our hands."
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"If," said Thiane, "if you do this so that it seems vai kka upon Tashavodh, then, Ashanome, run
far, for I will either outlaw you, Chinele, and see you hunted to Tejef's fate, or I will see the
nasul Ashanone itself hunted fromstar to star to all tine. This | wll do."

"Neither will you do, Thiane, for if | amdeclared exile, | will seek out Tashavodh and kil

Khar xanen and as many of his sra as | can reach when they take ne aboard. | amsure he will oblige
me. "

"Sinplest of all to hear me and destroy Prianos. | am of many years and nuch travel, Chinele. |

have seen the treasures of many worlds, and | know the value of life. But Prianos itself is not

uni que, not the sole repository of this species nor essential to the continuance of human cul ture.
Qur reports indicate even the human authorities abandoned it as unworthy of great risk inits
defense. Need | renmind you how far a conflict between Tashavodh and Ashanonme coul d spread, through
how many star systens and at what hazard to our own species and life in general ?"

"It is not solely in consideration of life on Prianos that | delay. It is ny arastiethe at stake
I have begun a vaikka and I will finish it on ny own terns."

"Your m melakhia is beyond linmt. If your arastiethe can support such ambition, well; and if not,
you will perish mserably, and your dynasty will perish with you. Ashanone w Il becone a whisper
anong the nasuli, a breath, a nothing."

"l have told you ny choice."

"And | have told you nine. Hail Ashanonme. | give you honor now. Wen next we neet, it may well be
ot herw se. "

"Hail M janothe," said Chinele, and sank into her chair as the projection flicked out.
For a nonent she renmmined so. Then with a steady voi ce she contacted Raxomegh

"Transm ssion to Wi ssnouth base two," she directed, and the paredre of the lesser ship in
Wi ssnouth came into being about her. Ashakh greeted her with a polite nod.

"Chai khe is landing," said Chinele, "but | forbid you to wait to neet her or to seek any contact
with her."

"Am | to know t he reason?"
"In this matter, no. What is Aiela' s status?"

"Indeterm nate. The anmaut are searching street by street with considerable commotion. | have
awai ted your orders in this matter."

"Armyourself, locate Aiela, and go to him Follow his advice."

"I ndeed, " Ashakh | ooked of fended, as well he mght. H's arastiethe had grown troublesone in its
intensity in the nasul: it had suffered considerably in her service already. She chose not to
react to his recalcitrance now and his expression becanme instead bew | dered.

"For this there is clear reason," she told him "Aiela' s thinking will not be predictable to an
i duve, and yet there is chanokhia in that person. In what things honor pernits, seek and follow
this kameth's advice."

"I have never failed you in an order, Chinmele-Orithain, even at disadvantage. But | protest
Chai khe' s bei ng—

She ignored him "Can you sense whet her Khasif or Mejakh is alive?"

"Regardi ng Mejakh, |—feel otherw se. Regarding Khasif, | think so; but | sense also a great
wrongness. | am annoyed that | cannot be nore specific. Sonething is aniss, either with Tejef or
with Khasif. | cannot be sure with them"

"They are both violent nmen. Their takkhenes is always perturbing. It will be strange to think of
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Mej akh as dead. She was always a great force in the nasul."
"Have you regret?"

"No," said Chinele. "But for Khasif, great regret. Hail Ashakh. My your eye be keen and your m nd
ours."

"Hail Chinele. May the nasul live."

He had given her, she knew as the projection went out, the salutation of one who m ght not return
A kameth would think it ill-omened. The iduve were not fatalists.

Chapter 11

| SANDE CAME AWAKE sl ow y, aware of aching |inbs and the general disorientation caused by drugs in
her system Upon reflex she felt for Aiela, and knew at once that she did not |lie upon the
concrete at the port. She was concerned to know if she had all her linbs, for it had been a
terrible expl osion.

I sande. Aiela's thoughts burst into hers with an outpouring of joy. Pain cane, cold, darkness, and
the chill of earth, but above all relief. He read her confusion and fired nmultilevel into her m nd
that she nust be aboard Tejef's ship, and that amaut treachery and human hel p had put her there. A
shel | had expl oded near them He was whole. Was she? And the others?

Under Aiela s barrage of questions and infornmation she brought her blurred vision to focus and
acknow edged that indeed she did seemto be aboard a ship. Khasif and Mejakh—she did not know. No.
Mej akh—dead, dead—a ni ghtnare nenory, of the inside of an aircraft, Mejakh's corpse a torn and

bl oody thing, the expl osion nearest her.

Are you all right? Aiela persisted, trying to feel what she felt.

| believe so. She was numb. There was plasnic restruct on her right hand. The flesh was dark
there. And hard upon that assessnent cane the realization that she, |ike Daniel, like Tejef, was
trapped on the surface of Prianps. Aiela could be lifted offworld. She could not. Aiela would
live. At |east she had that to confort her

No! and with Aiela's furious denial cane a vision of sky with a horizon of jagged masonry, the
cold cloudy light of stars overhead. He hurt, pain fromcracking his head on the pavenent, bruises
and cuts beyond counting from cl anbering through the ruins to escape—Escape what? The ship

i naccessi bl e? | sande began to panic i ndeed; and he pleaded with her to stop, for her fear canme to
him and he was so overwhelmngly tired.

Anot her presence filtered through his mnd—Baniel. Al though his thoughts reached to Wi ssnouth and
back, he stood in a roomnot far away. A pale child-Arle, her inage never before so cl ear—sl ept
under sedation: he worried for her. And in that roomwas a woman whose nane was Margaret, a poor
broken thing kept alive with tubings and life support. A dark man sat beside the woman, talking to
her softly, and this was Tejef.

Rage burned through Isande, rejected instantly by Daniel: Mrderer! she thought; but Daniel
returned: At least this one cares for his people, and that is nore than Chinele can do.

Blind! Isande cried at him but Daniel would not believe it.
Chimele would be a target | would regret |ess.

And that disloyalty so upset |Isande that she threw herself off the bed and staggered across the
little roomto try the door, cursing at the human the while in such thoughts as she did not use
when her m nd was whol e.

| cannot reason with Daniel, said A ela; but he knows the choice this world has and he wl|l
renenber it when he nust. Humans are |ike that.

Kill him I|sande raged at Daniel. You have the chance now kill him kill him kill hin
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Dani el foreknew defeat, weaponless as he was; and |sande grew nore reasoning then and was sorry,
for Daniel was as frightened as she and nearly as hel pless. Yet Aiela was right: when the tine
came he woul d make one well-calculated effort. It was the reasonable thing to do, and that, he had
| earned of the iduve—to weigh things. But he resented it: Chinele had nore power to choose
alternatives than Tejef, and stubbornly refused to negotiate anyt hi ng.

I duve do not negotiate when they are winning or when they are losing. |Isande flared back, hating
that sel ective human blindness of his, that persistence in reckoning everyone as human; and that
Tej ef you honor so has already killed millions by his actions; by iduve reckoning, his was the
action that began this. He knew what woul d happen when he sheltered here anong hunans.

Tej ef has given us our lives, Daniel returned, with that reverence upon the word life that a
kallia woul d spend upon giyre. Tejef was fighting for his own life, and that struck a response
fromthe human at a primal level. Still Daniel would kill him The contradictions so shocked

| sande that she withdrew fromthat tangle of human logic and fiercely agreed that it would
certainly be his proper giyre to his asuthi and Ashanone to do so.

The thought that echoed back al nost wept. For Arle's life, for this woman Margaret's, for yours,
for Aiela's, | will try to kill him | amafraid that | will kill himfor nmy own—+ am ashaned of
that. And it is futile anyway.

You are not going to die, Aiela cast at themboth, and the stars lurched in his vision and | oose
brick rattled underfoot as he hurled hinself to his feet. | amgoing to do sonething. | don't know
what, but I'mgoing to try, if |I can only get back to the civilized part of town.

Through his nenory she read that he had been trying to do that for nobst of the night, and that he
had been driven to earth by hunan searchers arned with Iights, hovercraft thundering about the
ruined streets, occasional shots streaking the dark. He was exhausted. Hi s knees were torn from
falling and felt unsure of his own weight If called upon to run again he sinply could not do it.

Try the ship, she pleaded with him Chinele will want you back. Aiela, please—as |ong as you can
hol d open any conmuni cati on between Dani el and mysel f—+he revul sion crept through even at such a
monent —we are a threat to Tejef.

Forget it. | can't reach the port. They're between nme and there right now. But even if | do get
help, all | want is an airship and a few of ths okkitani-as. |I'mgoing to cone after you

Sinplest of all for me to tell Tejef where you are, she sent indignantly, and |'msure he'd send a
ship especially to transport you here. Ch, you are nad, Aiela!

One of Tejef s ships is an option I'mprepared to take if all else fails. That was the cold
st ubbornness that was always his, world-born kallia, ignorant and snugly self-righteous; but she
recogni zed a touch of humanity in it too, and bl aned Dani el

Aiela did not cut off that thought in tinme: it flowed to his asuthe. No, said Daniel, |I'mafraid
that trait must be kalliran, because |I've already told himhe's insane. | can't really blanme him
He | oves you. But | suppose you know that.

Dani el was not welconme in their privacy. She said so and then was sorry, for the human sinply
wi thdrew in sadness. In his way he | oved her too, he sent, retreating, probably because he saw her
with Aiela's eyes, and Aiela' s was not capable of real malice, only of blindness.

Ch, bl ast you, she cried at the human, and hated herself. Stop it, Aiela sent themboth. You're

hurting me and you know it. Behave yourselves or I'll shut you both out. And it's lonely w thout
you.
"Your asuthi," asked Tejef, coming through Daniel's contact. He had risen from Margaret's side,

for she slept again, and now the iduve | ooked on Daniel with a calculating frown. "Does that | ook
of concentration nean you are receiving?"

"Aiela cones and goes in ny mnd," said Daniel. Idiot, Aiela sent him Don't be clever with him

"And | think that if |Isande were conscious, you m ght know that too. |Is she conscious, Daniel? She
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ought to be."

"Yes, sir," Daniel replied, feeling like a traitor. But Isande controlled the panic she felt and
urged himto yield any truth he nust: Daniel's freedom and Tejefs confidence that he would raise
no hand to resist himwere inportant. |duve were unaccustoned to regard m netanei as a threat:
they were sinply appropriated where found, and used.

Through Daniel's eyes she saw Tejef leave the infirmary, his back receding down the corridor; she
felt Daniel's alarm w shing the amaut were not watching him Potential weapons surrounded himin
the infirmary, but a human agai nst an amaut's strength was hel pl ess. He dared go as far as the
hall, closed the infirmary door behind him watching Tejef.

Then came the audi bl e give of the door |ock and seal. |sande backed dizzily fromthe door
knocking into a table as she did so. Tejef was with her: his harachia filled the little room an
i ndi go shadow over all her hazed vision. The force of himinpressed a sense of hel pl essness she
felt even nore than Aiela's frantic pleading in her m nd

"I sande," said Tejef, and touched her. She cringed fromhis hand. H s tone was friendly, as when
| ast they had spoken, before Reha's death. Tejef had al ways been the npbst unassuning of iduve, a
gentl e one, who had never harned any kanet h-save only Reha. Perhaps it did not even occur to him
that a kaneth could carry an anger so long. She hated him not least of all for his not realizing
he was hat ed

"Are you in contact with your asuthi?" he asked her. "Which is yours? Daniel? Aiela?"

Adnmit the truth, Aiela sent. Admit to anything he asks. And when she still resisted: |I'm staying
with you, and if you make himresort to the idoikkhe, 1'll feel it too.

"Only to Aiela," she replied
"This kameth is not famliar to ne."
"I will not help you find him"

A slight snmile jerked at his nmouth. "Your attitude is understandable. Probably | shall not have to
ask you."

"Where is Khasif?" Aiela pronpted that question. She asked it.

The room wi nked out, aad they were projected into the roomthat held Khasif. The iduve was abed,
hal f-cl ot hed. A distraught | ook touched his face; he sprang fromhis bed and retreated. It
frightened |Isande, that this man she had feared so many years | ooked so vul nerabl e. She shuddered
as Tejef took her hand in his, grinning at his half-brother the while.

"Au, nasith sra-Mejakh," said Tejef, "the mmetane-tak did inquire after you. | remenber your
feeling for her: Chinele forbade you, but any other nas has cone near her at his peril, so she has
been left quite alone in the matter of katasukke. | comend your taste, nasith. She is of great
chanokhi a. "

Knowi ng Khasifs tenper, |Isande trenbled; but the tall iduve sinply bowed his head and turned away,
si nking down on the edge of his cot. Pity touched her for Khasif: she woul d never have expected it
in herself-—but this man was hurt for her sake.

The room shrank again to the di nensions of |sande's own quarters, and she wenched herself from
Tejefs loose grip with a cry of rage. Aiela fought to tell her sonmething: she would not hear. She
only saw Tejef laughing at her, and in that noment she was willing to kill or to die. She seized
the nmetal table by its legs and swng at him spilling its contents.

The netal nunbed her hands with the force of the bl ow she had struck, and Tejef staggered back in
surprise and flung up an armto shield his face. She swing it again with a force reckl ess of
strained arns and netal -scored hands, but this tinme he ripped the weckage asi de and sprang at
her .

The inpact literally jolted her sensel ess, and when she coul d see and breathe again she was on the
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floor under Tejef's crushing weight. He gathered hinself back, jerked her up with him She
screanmed, and he bent both her arnms behind her and drew her against himw th such force that she
felt her spine would be crushed. Her feet were alnost off the floor and she dared not struggle.

H s heart pounded, the hard nuscles of his belly jerked in his breathing, his lips snarled to show
his teeth, a weapon the iduve did not scorn to use in quarrels anong thenselves. H s eyes dil ated
all the way to bl ack, and they had a dangerous nmadness in themnow. She cried out, recognizing it

The rubbl e gave, repaying reckl essness, and Aiela went down the full length of the slide,
stripping skin fromhis hands as he tried to stop hinmself, going down in a clatter of brick that
coul d have roused the whole street had it been occupied. He hit bottomin choking dust, coughed
and stunbled to his feet again, able to take hinself only as far as the shattered steps before his
knees gave under him 1In his other consciousness he lurched al ong a hal | wvay—sande's contact so
heavily screened by shane he could not read it: guards at the door—Paniel crashed into themwth a
savagery unsuspected in the hunman, battered themleft and right and hit the door swi tch, unlocking
it, struggling to guard it for that vital in-sant as the recovering guards sought to tear him
away.

"Khasi f!" Dani el pleaded.

One of the guards tore his hand down and hit the close-switch, and Daniel interposed his own body
in the doorway. Aiela flinched and screanmed, anticipating the crushing of bones and the severing
of flesh—but the door jammed, reversed under Khasif's nind-touch. The big iduve expl oded through
the door and the human guards scranbled up to stop hi maadness. One of themhit the wall, the echo
boomnmi ng up and down the corridor; the other went down under a single blow bones broken; and
Dani el flung hinmself out of Khasif's way, shouting at himlsande's danger, the third door down.

Khasi f reached it, Daniel running after, Aiela urging himto get |sande out of the way—el enching
his sweating hands, trying to penetrate |sande's screening to warn her

She gave way: Tejef's face blurred in double vision over Daniel's sight of the door. Khasif's
omnous tall formoutlined in insane face and back overlay, receding and advanci ng at once. |sande
cried out in pain as Khasif tore her fromTejef and hurled her out the door into Daniel's arnmns:
Dani el 's face superinposed over Khasif's back, and then nothing, for Isande buried her face

agai nst the being that had |lately been so | oathsone to her, and clung to him and Daniel, shaken
held to her with the same drowni ng desperation

Metal crashed, and little by little Khasif was giving ground, until he was battling only to hold
Tejef within the room . Ship's controls! Aiela screaned at his asuthi. They tried. Section doors
prevented them and anmaut guards and humans converged fromall sides, forcing theminto retreat.
Khasif stood as hel pl ess as they under the threat of a dozen weapons.

Tej ef occupied the hallway, a dark snear of blood on his tenple. He gave curt orders to the arned
humans to hold the nasith for himat the end of the hall. Aiela shuddered as he found that | ook
resting next on |Isande and on Dani el

"Go to your quarters," Tejef said very quietly. But when Daniel started to obey, too, Tejef tilted
hi s head back and | ooked at himfrom eyes that had gone to nmere slits. "No," he said, "not you."

Ai el a, |sande appealed, Aiela, help him oh help him For she knew what Dani el had done for her

Do as Tejef tells you, said Aiela. Daniel—give in, whatever happens: no tenper. No resistance.
They react to resistance. They |ose interest otherw se.

"Sir," said Daniel in a voice that needed no dissenbling to carry a trenor, "sir— acted not
agai nst you. For Isande, for her. Please.™

The iduve stared at himfor a long cold nonent. Then he let go a hissing breath. "Get out of ny
sight. Go to your quarters, and stay there or I will kill you."

Go! Aiela hurled at Daniel: Bow your head and don't ook himin the eyes! Go! And bl essedly the
human ignored his own instincts, took the advice, and edged away carefully. He's all right, he's
all right, Aiela said then to |sande, who collapsed in the weckage of her quarters, crying. He
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probed gently to know if she were rmuch hurt.

No, she flung back. No. Fear |eaked through, shanme, the ultimte certainty of defeat. Go away, go
away, she kept thinking, o go away, reach the ship and leave. | learned to survive after | osing
Reha. It's your turn. W've | ost whatever chance we had because of me, because | started it, |
did, | did, nothing gained.

It's all right, cane Daniel's unbidden intervention. He shook all over, he was so afraid, alone in
his quarters. It was a terrible thing for a man of his kind to yield down screens at such a
monent: but along with the fear another process was taking place: he was gathering his nental
forces to replot another attack. O a sudden this humani sh stubbornness, so different from

kal liran nethodi cal process, cane to Isande as a thing of elethia. She wept, know ng his blind
determ nation; and she appealed to Aiela to reason with him

Luck, said Aiela, is what humans wi sh each other when they are in that frane of mnd. | do not
believe in luck: kastien forbids. But trust him Isande. You're going to be all right.

And that was a hope as irrational as Daniel's, and as little honest. He did not want to tear his
m nd away, but the triple flood of thoughts distorted his perceptions and tore at his enotions. At
last he had to let themboth go, for he, like Daniel, was determ ned to try; and he knew what they
woul d both say to that.

He had come at | ast near the streets of the occupied quarter. The sounds and snells of a habish
told himso, and guided himdown the alley. It |acked some few hours until daylight, but by now
even nost of the night-1loving amaut had gi ven up and gone hone. The place was qui et.

Thus, at the nost one other street |lay between himand the safety of headquarters, but far nore
effort would be needed to thread the naze of Weissnouth's alleys, with their turnings often
running into the inpassable rubble of a ruined building. Aiela had no stomach for reckl essness at
this stage; but neither had he nuch nore strength to spend on needless effort. He tried the handle
of the habish's alley door, jerked it open, and wal ked through, to the startled outcries of the

f ew drunken patrons renaining.

He closed the front door after himand found to his dismay that it was not the headquarters street
after all: but at least it was clear and in the right section of town. He knew his way from here
The headquarters lay uphill and he set out in that direction, walking rapidly, hating the spots of
Iight thrown by the occasional streetlanps.

A dark cross-street presented itself. He took it, hurrying yet faster. Footsteps sounded behind
him silent men, running. He gasped for air and gathered hinmself to run too, racing for what he
hoped was the security of the main thoroughfare

He rounded the corner and had sight of the bulk of the headquarters building to his left, but
those behind himwere closing. He jerked out his gun as he ran, alnmost dropping it, whirled to
fire.

A hurtling body threw himskidding to the pavement. Human bodies westled with him beat the gun
from his hand and pounded his head agai nst the pavenment until he was hal f-consci ous. Then the
several of them hauled himup and forced himto the side of the street where the shadows were

t hi ck.

He went where they nade himgo, not attenpting further resistance until his head should cl ear
They held himby both arns and for half a bl ock he wal ked unsteadily, |oose-jointed. They were
goi ng toward the headquarters.

Then they headed himfor a dark stairs into the basenment door of sone shop

He had hoped in spite of everything that they were nercenaries in the enploy of the anmaut
authorities that had nmuddled their instructions or sinply seized the opportunity to vent their
hate on an alien of any species at all. He could not blame themfor that. But this put a grimer
face on nmatters.
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He lunged forward, spilling themall, fought his way out of the tangle at the bottom of the steps,
kneed in the belly the man quickest to try to hold him her hands caught at him he hit another
man in the throat and scranbled up the stairs running for his life, expecting a shot between the
shoul ders at any nonent.

The headquarters steps were ahead. For that awful nonment he was under the floodlights that
illumned the front of the building, and rattling and pounding at the gl ass doors.

An amaut sentry waddl ed into the foyer and blinked at him then hastened to open. Aiela pushed his
way past, cleared the exposed position of the doors, |eaned against the wall to catch his breath,
staggered |l eft again toward bnesych Gerlach's darkened of fice door, blazoned with the synbols of
karsh Gomek authority.

"Mbst honorable sir," the sentry protested, scurrying along at his side, "the bnesych will be
called." He searched anong his keys for that of the office and opened it. "Please sit down, sir. |
will make the call nyself."

Ai el a sank down gratefully upon the soft-cushioned | ow bench in the outer office while the sentry
used the secretary's phone to call the bnesych. He shook in reaction, and shivered in the | ack of
heati ng.

"Sir," said the sentry, "the bnesych has expressed his profound joy at your safe return. He is on
his way. He begs your patience."

Aiela thrust hinmself to his feet and | eaned upon the desk, took the receiver and pushed the call
button. The operator's anaut-| anguage response rasped in his ear

"Get nme contact with the iduve ship in the port," he ordered in that |anguage, and when the
operator protested in alarm "I amnas kanme and | am asking you to contact my ship or answer to
them"

Again the operator protested a |ack of clearance, and Aiela swore in frustration, paused open-
nmout hed as an amaut appeared in the doorway and bowed three tinmes in respect. It was Toshi

"Lord Aiela," said the young wonan, bow ng again. "Thank you, Aphash. Resume your post. My |
of fer you hel p, nobst honorable | ord nas kanme?"

"Put me in contact with nmy ship. The operator refuses to recognize ne."

Toshi bowed, her |ong hands folded at her breast. "Qur profound apologies. But this is not a
secure contact. Please conme with me to nmy own duty station next door and | will be honored to

aut horize the port operator to make that contact for you with no delay. Also | will provide you an
excellent flask of marithe. You seemin need of it."

Her procedures seened inprobable and he stood still, not Iiking any of it; but Toshi kept her
hands placidly folded and her gray-green eyes utterly innocent. OF a sudden he wel coned the excuse
to get past her and into the lighted | obby; but if he should nove violently she would likely prove
only a very startled young wonan. He took a firnmer grip on his nerves.

"I should be honored," he said, and she bowed herself aside to |let himprecede her. She indicated
the left-hand corridor as he paused in the | obby, and he could see that the second office was open
with the light on. It seened then credible, and he yielded to the offering notion of her hand and
wal ked on with her, she waddling half a pace behind.

It was a conmuni cations station. He breathed a sigh of relief and returned the bow of the
techni ci an who arose fromhis post to greet them

And a hard object in Toshi's hand bore into his side. He did not need her whispered threat to
stand still. The technician unhurriedly produced a |l ength of wire fromhis coveralls and waddl ed
around behind him drawing his wists back

Ai el a nade no resistance, enduring in bitter silence, for if Toshi were willing to use that gun
he woul d be forever useless to his asuthi. He was surely going to join |Isande and Daniel, and all
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that he could do now was take care that he arrived in condition to be of use to them It was by no
means necessary to Tejef that he survive.

They faced hi mabout and took himout the door, down a stairs and to a side exit. Toshi produced a
key and unl ocked it, locked it again behind them when they stood on the steps of some dark side of
t he buil di ng.

Fire erupted out of the dark. The technician fell, bubbling in agony. Toshi crunpled with a
whi nper and scuttled off the steps against the building, while Aiela flung hinmself off, fell
struggled to his feet and sprinted in blind desperation for the lights of the main street.

Faster steps sounded behind himand a blow in the back threw hi mdown, helpless to save hinself.
Hi s shoul der hit the pavement as he twisted to shield his head, and humans surrounded him haul ed
hi m up, and dragged himaway with them Aiela knew one of themby his cropped hair: they were the
sanme nen.

They took himfar down the side street away fromthe lights and pulled himinto an alley. Here

Ai el a bal ked, but a knee doubl ed himover, repaying a debt, and they forced himdown into the
basement of a darkened buil ding. Wen they came to the bottom of the steps, he began to struggle,
usi ng knee and shoul ders where he could; and all it won himwas to be beaten down and ki cked.

A dimlight swng in the danp-breathing dark, a globe-lanp at the wist of an amaut, casting

hi deous | eapi ng shadows about them Aiela heaved to gain his feet and scranbled for the stairs,

but they kicked hi mdown again. He saw the amaut thrust papers into the hands of one of the
humans, snatching the stolen kalliran pistol fromthe man's belt before he expected it and putting
it into his own capaci ous pocket.

"Ffife ppasss,” the amaut said in human speech. "All ffree, all run country, go goodpye."

"How do we know what they say what you prom sed?" one nade bold to ask.

"Go goodbpye, " the amaut repeated. "Go uppl andss, ffree, no nore amautss, goodbpye."

The hunmans debated no | onger, but fled, and the amaut went up and closed the street door after
them waddling down the steps holding up his wist to cast a light that included Aiela upon the
floor.

It was Kl eph, his ugly face nore than usually sinister in the dimlighting. Cold air and danp
breat hed out from sonme dark hole beyond the Iight, an amaut burrow, tunnels of earth that would
twi st and neet many tines beneath the surface of Weissnouth. Aiela had not been aware that this
maze yet existed, but it was expected. He knew too that one hapless kallia could be slain and
buried in this earthen maze, forever lost from sight and know edge save for the idoi kkhe on his
wist, and amaut ingenuity could solve that as well.

"What are you after?" Aiela asked him "Are you here to cover your high conmmand's m st akes?"
"Mbst honorable sir, | am devastated. You were given into ny hands to protect.”

Aiela et go a small breath of relief, for the fellow did not reasonably need to deceive hinm but
it was still in his mind that Kl eph had access to humans such as had attacked them at the port,
and had just evidenced it. The little fell ow waddl ed over and freed him put his arm about him
hel pi ng himand conpelling himat once as they sought the depths of the tunnel. Shadows ri ppl ed

i nsanely over the rudinmentary plaster of the ulterior, the beginnings of masonry.

"Kl eph," Aiela protested, "Kleph, | have to find a way to contact my ship."
"I nmpossi ble, sir, altogether inpossible."

The squat little amaut forced himaround a corner despite his resistance; and there Aiela wenched
free and sought to run, striking the plaster wall in the dark, turning and runni ng again,
followi ng the rough wall w th his hands.

He did not conme to the entrance when he expected it, and after a noment he knew t hat he was
utterly, hopelessly lost. He sank down on the earthen fl oor gasping for breath, and | eaned his
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shoul ders agai nst the chill wall, perceiving the bobbing glow of Kl eph's |anp conming nearer. In a
nmoment nore Kleph's ugly face materialized at close quarters around the corner, and he made a
bubbl i ng sound of irritation as he squatted down opposite.

"Most honorable sir," said Kl eph, rocking back on his heels and clasping his arns about his knees
in a position the anaut found quite confortable. "There is a word in our |anguage: shakhshoph. It
means the hiding-face. And, my poor lord, you have gotten quite a | ot of shakhshoph since you
arrived in our settlenent. One is always that way with outsiders: it is only decency. Sonetines
too it hides alie. Pay no attention to words with my people. Watch carefully a man who will not
face you squarely and beware nost of all a man who is too polite.™

"Li ke yoursel f."

Kl eph managed a bow, a rocking forward and back. "lndeed, nost honorable sir, but | amfortunately
your nost hunbl e servant. Anyone in the colony will tell you of Kleph. | ama man of nobst
insignificent birth; | ambackworld and nmy manners want polish. | have cone fromthe nisfortune of

my origin to an apprentice clerkship with the great karsh Gonek, to ship's accountant, to ny
present nost honored position. My lord nust understand then that | amvery reluctant to defy the
orders of bnesych Gerlach. But we observe a sinple rule, to choose a loyalty and stay by it. It is
the single wi sdomof our |aw. Bnesych Gerlach gave ny service to the ship in the port, and as you
serve the lord of that ship, | aminterested in saving your life."

"You—€hose a renarkabl e way of denpbnstrating it"

"They have injured you." Kl eph's odd-feeling hand nost unwel conely patted Aiela' s neck and

shoul der. "Ai, nobst honorable sir, had | the opportunity I would have shot the | ot of them-but
they will take the passes and di sappear far into the uplands. If one wi shes to corrupt, one sinply
nmust pay his debts |ike a gentleman. They are filthy aninmals, these humans, but they are not
stupid: a few corpses discovered could make themall flee nmy enploy in the future. But for the
passes to get themclear of our lines, they will gladly do anything and suffer anything and seek
my service gladly."

"Li ke those that fired a shell anbng us at the port?"

Kleph Iifted a hand in protest. "My lord, surely you have realized that was not ny doing. But | am
Mast er of Accounts, and so | know when nen are noved and ships fly; and | have human servants, so

I know when these things happen and do not get entered properly in the records. Therefore | amin
danger. There are only two nmen on this world besides nyself who can bypass the records: one is
under - bnesych Yasht, and the other is bnesych Cerlach."

"Who hired it done?"

"One or the other of them No shakhshoph. It is what | told you: one chooses a loyalty and remains
constant; it is the only way we know to survive—as for instance ny own | ords know where ny loyalty
inthis matter nust logically lie, and so | shall need to stay out of sight until the crisis is
resol ved: a cup of poisoned wi ne, some such thing—+t is only reasonable to elimnm nate those nen
known to serve the opposition. | am highly expendable; | amnot of this karsh, and therefore | was
given to the lord in the port. | also was nmeant to be elininated at the port; and now it is
essential that we both be silenced.”

"Why?" Aiela had lost his power to be shocked. His nmind sinply could not grasp the turns of amaut
| ogi c.

"Way, ny lord nas kane, if the population of this colony realizes the bnesych serves the ot her
lord, it would split the colony into two factions, with nbst bloody result. W are not a fighting
peopl e, no, but one protects his own nest, after all—-and the bnesych has many folk in this venture
who are not of karsh CGonek: out-karsh folk, exiles, such as nyself. Such loyalties can be | ost

qui ckly. There is always natural resentnent toward a | arge karsh when it m smanages. And if it no
| onger appears the action at the port was on human initiative, it would be nost, nost distressing
in sone quarters." He pressed his broad-tipped fingers to Aiela's brow, where there was a swelling
raised. "Ai, sir, | amsorry for your unhappy state, and | did try to find you before you wandered
into a trap, but you were nost elusive. Wien | knew you had entered the headquarters and when |
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saw the northside lights out, | acted and di sposed ny human agents at once, or you would be in the
other lord s hands before dawn."

"Get me to the ship at the port," Aiela said, "or get ne a neans to contact them or there are
going to be people hurt."

"Sir?" asked Kl eph, his squat face nmuch distressed. He gul ped several tinmes in amaut sorrow. "O
sir, and nust the great lords blane those who are guiltless? See, here am|, out-karsh, hel ping
you. Surely then your masters will understand that not all of us in this colony are to bl ane.
Surely they will realize how faithfully we serve them"

It was inpossible to tell Kl eph that the iduve did not understand the custom of service and
reward, or that harm and help were one and the same to them Aiela nmade up his nmind to a half-
truth. "I will speak for you," he said, "maybe—f you help ne."

"Sir, what you ask is inpossible just now, if you only under—
"It had better not be inpossible," Aiela said.

Kl eph rocked back and forth unconfortably. "The port—these tunnels are not conplete, nor shored
properly all the way, and your—-hhhunhh—size will not nmake the passage easy. But at this hour
honest folk will be abed, and no human mercenary woul d be down here; they fear such places."

"Then take me to the port." Aiela gathered his stiffening |egs under him straightening as nuch as
he could in this | owceilinged chanber. Kleph scranmbled up with much nore agility and Aiela
snatched at his collar, for it occurred to himKl eph could run away and |l eave himto die in these
tunnels, lost in a dark naze of windings and pitfalls. He knew of a certainty that he could not
best the creature in a fight or hold himif he were determ ned, but he intended to nmake it clear

Kl eph woul d have to harm himto avoid obeyi ng him

"You recovered ny gun," Aiela said. "Gve it back."

Kl eph did not Iike it. He bubbled and booned in his throat and tw sted about unhappily, but he
extracted the weapon fromhis belly-pocket and surrendered it. Aiela bolstered it without letting
go Kleph's collar, and then pushed at the little fellowto start himnoving. They cane to tunne
after tunnel and Kl eph chose his way wi thout hesitation.

Li ght burst suddenly like a sun exploding, heat hit their faces, and the stench of ozone ningled
with the fl ood of outside air. A shadow of manli ke shape dropped from above into their red-hazed
vision, and Aiela haul ed back on Kleph to flee. But the pain of the idoi kkhe paralyzed his arm and
he col |l apsed to his knees, while beside himon his face Kl eph grovel ed and gi bbered in terror, his
saucer eyes surely agony, for the amaut could scarcely bear noon daylight, let alone this.

"Aiela," said a chill, famliar voice, and the idoi kkhe's touch was gentle now, a nmere signature
Ashakh.

Ai el a expelled his breath in one quick sob of relief and picked hinmself up to face the iduve, who
stood am d the rubble of the tunnel and in the beamof light fromthe street above.

What of the amaut? asked the pul ses of the idoi kkhe. WIIl you be rid of hinf
"No," Aiela said quickly.

A response in which | find no wisdom Ashakh replied. But he put the small hand weapon back in his
belt and | ooked down on the anmaut, com ng closer. "Get up."”

Kl eph obeyed, crouching | ow and bowi ng and bobbing in extreme agitation. The light at his wi st
swung wildly, throw ng hi deous shadows, |eaping up and down the rough walls. Ashakh was a

dar kness, dusky of conplexion and clad in black, but his eyes cast an uncanny mrror-light of dun
rose hue, danped when he noved his head.

Thi s person was aidi ng you? Ashakh asked.

"I'f Kleph is right, bnesych Gerlach was behi nd what happened at the port, and Kl eph risked a great
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deal hel ping ne."
"I ndeed, " nused Ashakh al oud. "Do you believe this?"
"l have reason to."
As you have reason for letting this amaut live? | fail to understand the purpose of it.

"Kl eph knows Weissnouth,” said Aiela, "and he will be willing to help us. Please," he added,
sweating, for the ook on Ashakh's grim face betokened a man in a hurry, and the iduve understood
not hi ng of gratitude. He nisliked being advocate for Kl eph, but it was better than allow ng the
little fellowto be killed

Chi nmel e val ues your judgnent; | do not agree with it.

But Ashakh said no nmore of killing Kleph, and Aiela understood the inplication: it was on his
shoul ders, and vai kka was his to pay if his judgnent proved w ong.

"Yes, sir," said Aiela. "What shall we do?"

"Have you a suggestion?"

"Get a ship and get the others out of Tejef's hands."
Ashakh frowned. "And have you a neans to acconplish this?"
"No, sir."

"Well, we shall go to the port, and this person will guide us." Ashakh fixed the trenbling anmaut
with a direct stare and Kl eph scurried to get past himand take the | ead. The tall iduve nmust bend
to follow as they pursued their way through the w ndi ng passages.

"Do they know-does the Orithain know, " Aiela asked, "what happened?”

We had a full account from Tesyel, who conmands the base ship. And then in un-Ashakh fashion, the
i duve volunteered further conversation. Chinele sent me to find you. | was puzzled at first by the
direction of the signal, but remenbering the amaut's subterranean habits |I resolved the matter—not
wi thout giving any persons trying to track us a sure indication of the direction of our flight. W
had best make all possible haste. And | still mslike this small furtive person, A el a-kaneth.

"I can only decide as a kallia, sir.
Honor to your self-perception. What are your reasons for mstrusting Gerlach?
Chapter 12

THE TOUCH OF Rakhi's mind cane softly, nost softly. It had hurt before, and Chai khe accepted it
cautiously, her nape hairs bristling at the mal e presence. She fought to subdue the rage that beat
al ong her veins, and she felt Rakhi hinmself struggling against a very natural revul sion, for
chanokhi a forbade intinmacy with a katasathe. She was for gift-giving and for honor, not for

t ouchi ng.

And there was his own distinctive harachia, a hunorous, subdued presence. H s arastiethe suffered
terribly at close range, nuch nmore than hers did, for although fol k judged Rakhi scandal ously
carel ess of his reputation, he was not really a person of kutikkase and his sense of chanokhia was
keen in sone regards. He cared nost intensely what others thought of him and found even the

di sapproval of a nas kame painful; but where others bristled and had recourse to the idoikkhei or
engaged in petty vai kka, Rakhi |aughed and turned inward. It was the shield of a nature as
solitary inits own way as Ashakh's, and of a man of surprising intelligence. Even Chinele
scarcely understood how nuch Rakhi dreaded to be known, how nuch he | oathed to be touched and to
touch; but Chai khe felt these things, and kept her distance.

"Nasith,"” Rakhi voiced. He used this neans, although other comunication was swifter and carried
sensory inmages as well; but this et himkeep the essence of hinself in reserve. "Nasith, Chinele
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is with ne. She asks your state of health.”
"I amquite well, nasith-toj."

"She advi ses you that Ashakh is presently attenpting to recover the kaneth Aiela. He has not
comruni cated with you?”

"Nasith, | certainly would not have thought of violating Chinele's direct order in this regard.
No, nor would | accept it if he contacted ne."

But you are iqg-sra through both lines, he thought, and Ashakh does as Ashakh pl eases when he |ikes
his orders as little as he likes the one that separated you. W shall have himto deal with sooner
or later. "Contact bnesych Gerlach and re-establish conmunications with the amaut authorities.
Under no circunstance adnit humans within your security. They do not know us, and they have a
great m nel akhia, tenpered with very little judgnent of reality, as witness their actions against
Khasi f and Mej akh. They al so have a certain tendency toward arrhei-akita, which makes vai kka upon
the few no guarantee that the exanple will deter others. Many of their actions arise fromlogical
processes based on biological facts we do not yet understand, or else fromtheir ignorance of us.
Remenber Khasif and use appropriate discretion.”

"I will bear this in mnd."

"Ashanone has suffered vai kka at the hands of soneone in Wissnouth in the matter of Khasif.
Chinele puts the entire business into your capable hands, nasith-tak. Wiatever the fate of Prianos
as a whole, this vai kka nust be paid. Look to it, for we have been di sadvantaged under the w tness
of both M janothe and Tashavodh."

"Does Chinele not suggest a means?" inquired Chai khe, proud and anxi ous at once, for the
arasti et he of Ashanone was a great burden to bear al one.

Chi mel e' s harachi a cane over Rakhi's senses, a rather uncertain contact at the di stance he
preserved: her takkhenois was full of disturbance, so that Chai khe shivered. " Tell Chaikhe that
Wei ssmouth is hers, and what she does with those beings is hers to determine, but | forbid her to
risk her loss to us without consulting ne.""

"Tell Chinele | will handle the matter on those terns," she said, unconforted. Chinele's
di sturbance |ingered, upsetting her conposure and nmaeki ng her stomach tight.

Chai khe. Rakhi let Chimele's inmage fade. "Dawn is beginning in Wissnouth. | urge you nmake al
possi bl e haste.™

"I shall. Leave nme now. | shall begin at once."

He broke contact, but he was back before she had crossed the deck to the command consol e. Chai khe,
understand: | nust—

His troubl e set her teeth on edge and backl ashed to such an extent that he hastily withdrew the
feeler. She took firmgrip on her rational faculty and invited his return

Chai khe, |—rust stay. | do not |ack chanokhia, | protest | amnot sensitive to your distress. |
dislike this proximty. It grates, it hurts—1 must remain in contact. Chinele' s order, nasith.
She judges it necessary." But Chinele does not suffer, she does not feel this.

Chai khe shuddered as he did. The consciousness of the child within her sent a quick pulse of fury
over her, an inpulse to kill: and that inpulse directed at Rakhi distressed her greatly. Sonething
powerful stirred in her blood. Chem stry beyond her control was al ready begi nning subtle changes
in her; her tenper alnost ruled her. Her takkhenois was devastating. Her own power frightened her
Is it this, to be katasathe?

"Chai khe, " Rakhi's thought reached her, faint and timd, "Chaikhe, honor to you, nasith-tak, but I
must do as | amtold. Chinele—=

"l perceive, | perceive, | perceive." For a nmonent the faculty of reasonable response |eft her
and she was a prey to the anger; but then there was the cold clarity of Rakhi's thought in her
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m nd. Au, Chai khe, Chai khe, what is happeni ng?

And Chai khe | ooked down at the green robes that were the honor of a katasathe and felt a nonent of
panic, a wish to shed these and the child at once and to be Chai khe again. The violence growing in
her m nd went agai nst everything she had al ways honored; and it was the child's doing.

Yet the thought of yielding up the child before the tine shocked her. She could not. The process
woul d conplete itself inexorably and the madness, the honorabl e nadness, would fasten itself upon
her, a possession over which | ogic had no power.

Dhi sai s!

Long nonments |ater Rakhi felt again toward her mind, fear at first, and then that characteristic
hunor that was Rakhi. "O nasith-tak, being katasathe is a situation of ultimate frustration to a
male. If | should al so becone dhisais, | know not what | shall do with nyself. WIIl they let ne in
the dhis, do you think?" O shall | die, nasith-tak? | should rather that, than to | ose ny m nd.

In another male his |anguage woul d have been unbearably offensive to her condition—for to be

kat asathe was to hold a ml nel akhia so private and so possessive that proximty to others as equals
was unbear abl e. Had she been aboard Ashanone, she woul d have resigned her other activities and
settled into a period of waiting, accepting gifts of the nasul, protection of Ashakh, increasingly
occupi ed with her own thoughts. But in a strange way Rakhi did share with her, and could not
really share or threaten; and she felt his di sadvantage as her own. Their arastiethe had becone

al nost one, and Rakhi had a right to such frankness.

We have begun to nerge, he thought suddenly. Au, Chai khe, Chai khe-nasith, what will becone of nme?

Go away. Chinele's orders notwithstanding, go, now Gve ne ny privacy for a nonent. Something is
happening to ne. | fear—+ fear—

She is ill, she perceived Rakhi telling Chinele in great alarm sweating, for he felt it too.
"'*No,"" came Chinele's answer, and in her mnd she could see Chinele's brooding face sketched by
the tone of the answer. "No, no illness. Wiat was put into Chai khe's veins while she slept was no

nore than nature woul d have sent soon enough. My profound regret, Chaikhe.""

You are driving ne to this state! she realized suddenly, with a flood of anger that hurt Rakhi no
| ess; she felt the trenmor that ran through himand his shame at having unwittingly participated.
Then bitter laughter rose in her. Honor to Chinele sra-Chaxal. Vaikka, vaikka, o Chinele, shadow
worker. Fromall others | knew how to defend nysel f; but those that come between Chinel e and
necessity nust suffer for it. Honor to you indeed, nasith.

"I knew nothing of it," Rakhi protested. "I did not, Chaikhe."

We are both di sadvantaged, nasith-toj. But when did one ever deal with Chinele and profit fromit?
Go. Go away.

He fled in great disconfort, and Chai khe sank down at the control console, her indigo fingers

cl enched together until the knuckles turned pale. Then with an abrupt act of will she forced her
m nd to business and fired an inpulse to Tesyel, nas kame in charge of the base ship. Tesyel, she
sent him have Neya escort the bnesych Gerlach to nme inmediately, giving himno opportunity for
delay. If he be sleeping or naked as the day he was born, still give himno time to turn aside. If
there are others with him bring them If they resist, destroy them Use whatever of the okkitani-
as you need in this.

A light flashed on the board, Tesyel's signal ed acknow edgnent. Chai khe noted it as a natter
expected and put the wide scan fromthe base ship on her own screens.

Sonet hi ng fl ashed there, coning hard, at the far limt of the screen. She exerted herself to fire,
al rost a negligent gesture, for she neant to seal Wissnmouth against all aircraft until Ashakh was
heard from and had it been Ashakh, she was sure she woul d have been advi sed.

The i ncom ng ship brushed off the fire and varied nothing fromits course, far outstripping amaut
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capabilities in its speed and defenses. It was huge, just inside the linits for intra-atnosphere
operation.

The recognition occupied | ess than a second in Chaikhe's nind, as long as it took to flash a
warni ng to Tesyel aboard the base command ship

Tejef! her mind cried at Rakhi, shanmefully hysterical, and rage and the wish to kill washed over
her to the depths of her belly. Her ship blasted out a futile barrage at the incoming vessel

whi ch showed every evidence of intending a | anding: stalemate. Greater expense of energy could
wi pe out Weissnouth and the surrounding valley and still not penetrate the other's defenses.

Cal m Rakhi insisted. Calm Think as Chai khe, not as a dhisais. Onasith-tak, if ever you needed
your wits it is now Conserve power, conserve, waste nothing and do not |et himharmour people in
the city. You are the. citadel of our power on Prianmpos. If you fall, it is over. Do not add
yourself to Tejef for search.

Power fluctuated wildly. In nental synbiosis with the ship's nechanisns, Chaikhe felt it like a
wound and shuddered. W are attacked. And Tesyel cannot control the base ship |like an iduve. But
whil e the attack continued, her mnd centered on one delicate task, an electronic surgery that
altered contacts and began to unite her little ship with Tesyel's larger one, putting systens into
conmuni cation so that she could draw upon the greater weapons of the base ship and command the
conputer that regulated its defensive systens. This would hold as | ong as her ship retained power
to send conmand inpul ses. Wen that faded, she would | ose comrand of the base ship. When that
happened, Tejef would hold Prianos al one.

A hal f-day renmi ned. When the sun stood at zenith over Wi ssnouth, the deadline would have
expired; and Tejef's ship could force her to exhaust her power reserves well before that tine,
poundi ng at her defenses, forcing her to expend the power of her ship sinply to survive.

Chapter 13

"THEY ARE DOM, " said Aiela. Hs mind wenched fromhis asuthi and becanme again aware of Ashakh's
face looking into his in the dimlight of Kleph's wist-glove, a witchfire flicker of color in the
eyes of the iduve. Insanely he thought of being pent in a close space with a great carnivore, felt
his heart |aboring at the nere touch of the iduve's sinew hand on his shoul der. |duve wei ghed
nmore than they | ooked. They were hard nuscle, explosive power with little | ong-distance endurance.
Even the touch of themfelt different. Aiela tried not to flinch and concentrated anew on what his
asut hi were sendi ng now-awar eness of engine shutdown, their own frustration and hel pl essness,

| ocked as they were within their own quarters.

I was not secured until we lifted, Daniel sent him bitter with self-accusation. | waited, |
wai t ed, hoped for a better chance. But now that door is sealed and | ocked.

And that conmunication flowed to the tunnels of Wiss-nouth through Aiela's Iips, a hoarse
whi sper.

"I's Khasif possibly conscious?" Ashakh asked.
"'*No,"" Daniel responded. "'At least | doubt it.""

"It agrees with ny own perception. But free him if you should find the chance. Bend all your
efforts to free him"

"'1 under st and, sent | sande. Were are you?'"

"Do not ask," Ashakh sent sharply and used Aiela's idoi kkhe enough to sting. Aiela pulled back
fromthe contact, for he was weary enough to betray things he would not have sent knowi ngly. His
asuthi sent hima final appeal, private: Get off this world; if you have the option, take it to
get out of here. And Isande sent him sonmething very warmand very sad at once, which he treasured.

"What are they saying?" Ashakh asked, pressing his shoul der again; but the iduve m ght have broken
the armat that nmonment and Aiela would still have returned the sane blank refusal to say. H's mnd
was filled with two others and his eyes were blinded with diffused Iight
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Get out, Daniel sent him pushing through his faltering screens, and Isande did the sane, willing
himto go, warning himof Ashakh and of trusting the anmaut. They |left a great enptiness behind
t hem

"M netane." Ashakh's grip hurt, but he did not use the idoikkhe this tine. "What is wong?"
"They—annot hel p. They don't know what to do."

The iduve's brows were drawn into a frown, his thin face set in an anger foreign to his harsh but
di sciplined person. "I sense his presence, whether he senses mine or not—-and Chai khe—€hai khe—

Sonet hi ng troubl ed Ashakh. His eyes were alnost wild, so that Kleph shrank fromhimand Aiela
stayed very still, fearing the iduve mght strike at any sudden nove. But the iduve rested
kneeling, as if he were listening for a voice that no other could hear, like a man hearing the

i nner voice of an asuthe. His eyes stared into space, his lips parted as if he would cry out, but
with an apparent effort he shook off the thing that touched, him

"There is a wongness," he exclained, "a fear—ene of nmy nasithi is afraid, and | do not know
which. Perhaps it is Tejef. W were once of the same nasul and we were takkhe. Perhaps it is his
dying | feel."

And it was indicative of his confusion that he spoke such things aloud, within the hearing of a
m net ane and an outsider. In another noment he | ooked aware, and his face took on its accustoned
har dness.

"You are enpaths," Aiela realized, and said it wthout thinking.

"No—ot—guite that, mnmetane. But | feel the takkhenes of two minds fromthe port—hai khe—Tejef +
cannot sort themout. If she and he are diverting a great portion of their attention to nanagi ng
shi ps' systens, it could account for the oddness—but it is wong, mnmetane, it is wong. And from

Khasi f, | receive nothing—at least | surnmise that his mind is the silent one." He had spoken in
his native tongue, conceding this to Aiela, but not to Kleph, who huddled in terror against the
wal |, and now he turned a burning | ook on the anmaut.

"We are still going to the port," he said to Kleph, "and you are involved in our affairs to an

extent no outsider may be. From now on you are okkitan-as to Ashanonme, the nasul of which we two
are part."

"Ai, sir, great lord," wailed Kl eph, naking that gul ping deep in his throat which was anauti sh
weeping. "I amnothing, | amno one, | amutterly insignificant. Please let this poor person go. |
will show you the port, oh, nost gladly, sir, nost gladly, serving you. But | ama clerk, no
fighter, and I amnot accustonmed to weapons and | do not wish to be okkitan-as and trave
forever."

Ashakh said nothing, nor glowered nor threatened; there was only a quiet thoughtfulness in his
eyes, a wondering doubtless when would be the npst rationally proper tinme to di spose of Kleph

Ai el a noved quickly to interpose his calnmng harachia and to warn Kleph with a painful grip of his
fingers that he was going too far

"Kleph is indeed a clerk," Aiela confirmed, "and wi shed to beconme a farmer, quite likely; his mnd
is unprepared for the idea of service to a nasul. But he is also sensible and resourceful, and he
woul d be an asset."

"He has a choice. | have a honing sense adequate to return us to the port even in these tunnels,
but it would be a convenience if this person showed us the quickest way."

"Yes, sir." Kleph seened to catch the inplication of the alternative, for his pale saucer eyes
grew very wide. "I shall do that."

And the little fell ow turned upon hands and feet and scranbled up to go, they follow ng; and ever
and again Aiela could detect small thuddi ng sounds which were sobs fromthe amaut's resonant
throat. It was well for Kleph that the iduve allowed his species liberties in accordance with
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their (fromthe kalliran view) anmporal nature. But quite probably Ashakh no nore understood the
wor ki ngs of Kleph's nmind than he did that of a serpent. The drives and needs that animated this
little fellow could scarcely be translated into iduve |anguage, and it would probably be Ashakh's
choice to destroy himif the perplexity grew great enough to overpower advantage. The iduve were
essentially a cautious people.

As for Kl eph, Aiela thought, Ashakh m ght have bought hi m body and soul if he had offered himten
lioi of land; but it was too late for that now.

Suddenly Kl eph thrust his light within the belly-pocket of his coveralls and Ashakh nmade a nove
for himthat threw Aiela against the earthen wall, bruised; the little fellow hissed |like a steam
leak in the grip of the iduve, the wong sound to make with an angry starlord; but he tried to
gabbl e out words anmid his hissing sounds of pain, and Aiela groped in the dark to try to stop the
i duve fromkilling the creature.

"Stop, ai, stop,” wailed Kl eph, when Ashakh | et up enough that he could speak. He restored a bit
of light fromhis pocket: his face was contorted with anguish. "No trick, sir, no trick—pl ease, we
are coming to an inhabited section. O be still, sirs, please."

"Are there no other paths?" asked Ashakh

"No, lord, not if ny lord wishes to go to the port. Only a short distance through. Al are
sl eepi ng. W post no guards. No humans dare cone down. They hate the deeps.”

Ashakh | ooked at Aiela for an answer, putting the burden of judging Kl eph on his shoul ders,
treating himas nas; and he would be treated as nas if he erred, Aiela realized with a sinking
feeling; but refusing would |lower himforever in this iduve's sight. Suddenly he conprehended
arastiethe, the conpulsion to take, and not to yield: giyre in truth did not apply with Ashakh
one did not abdicate responsibility to the next highest—ene assuned, and assunmed to the limt of
one's ability, and paid for errors dearly. Arastiethe was in one's self, and had great cost.

"Il deal with Kleph, sir,
had better knowit."

said Aiela, "either for good or for ill, I'll deal with him and he

"I do not nean to |ead you astray," Kl eph protested again in a whisper, and he pointed and doused
the wan light. There appeared in the distance a faint, alnost illusory gl ow.

Aiela kept a firmhold on Kleph's armwhile they went, and now they trod on stone, and a nasonry
ceiling arched overhead hi gh enough that Ashakh might straighten without fear for his head. They
came to a place where light came from di m gl obes mounted al ong the ceiling—a path that broadened
into a hall, and rinmed a descending trail that wound down and down past anaut residences, side-by-
side dwellings cut into the stone of the city's foundations. A chill danp breathed out fromthat
pit, a nusty scent of water. Aiela inmagined that did he find a pebble to dislodge on the rim of
that place, it would fall a great way and then—as it reached the |evel of the river and the water
tabl e—+t woul d splash. They were still on the heights of Wissnmouth, where the tunnels could reach
to great depth. In amaut reckoning, it was a fine residential area, a pleasant place of cool dark
and danmp. And a sound from Kl eph now woul d bring thousands of startled sleepers awake. It occurred
to Aiela that Kleph's strength would easily suffice to hurl himto his death in the pit, were it
not fear of an arned starlord behind him

They passed on to a closer tunnel, still one where they had headroom and where |lights gl owed at
the intersection of all the |esser tunnels, so that they had no need of Kleph's little gl obe.

And around a corner canme a startled party of amaut, who carried picks upon their shoul ders and

Iight-globes on their wists, and who scattered shrieking and hissing in terror when they saw what
was anmong them In a nmonment all the tunnels were resounding with alarm nad echoes pealing up and
down the depths, and Aiela | ooked back at Ashakh, who was grimy returning his weapon to his belt.

"They woul d not understand nor would it stop the alarm" said Ashakh. He turned on Kl eph a | ook
that withered. "Redeemyour error. Get us to safety.”

Kl eph was willing. He seized Aiela's armto nake himhurry, but shrank fromcontact w th Ashakh
whom he urged with gestures, and took themoff into one of the side corridors. The |ight-gl obe
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glowed into new life, their only source of illunination now, Kl eph |eading themwhere they knew
not, further and further, until Aiela refused to follow nore and backed the little fellowinto a
wal I . Kl eph gave a shrieking hiss and tried to vanish into anot her passage, but Ashakh brought his

struggling to an end by his fingers laid on Kleph's broad chest and a | ook that would freeze
wat er .

"Where do you intend to take us?" Aiela demanded, seeing that Ashakh waited his intent with the
creature. "I feel us going down and down."

"Necessary, necessary, o lord nas kame. W are near the river, descending—}isten! Hear the punps
wor ki ng?"

It was true. In an interval of deep silence there was a faint pulsing, like a giant's heartbeat
within the maze. Wen they did not nove, nowhere was there another sound but that. The al arm and
the shouting had | ong since died away. \Werever they were, it seemed unlikely that this was a main
corridor.

"I's there no quicker way?" Aiela asked.

"But the great lord said to take you to safety, and | have been doing that. See, there is no
alarm"

"Be silent,"” said Aiela, "and stop pretendi ng you have forgotten what we want. Watever your
personal preference, we had better cone out near the port, and quickly."

Kl eph's ugly face contorted in the swaying light, making his grinmace worse than usual. He bubbl ed
in his throat and edged past them w thout |ooking either of themin the eyes, retracing his steps
to a tunnel they had bypassed. It angled faintly upward.

"O great lords," Kleph nourned in audible undertone, "your enenies are so great and so many, and
amnot a fighter, nmy lords, | could not hurt anyone. Please renenber that."

Ashakh hit himno cuff, but a blow that hurled the little fellow stunned into the turning wall of
the corridor; and Kl eph cowered there on his knees and covered his head, shrilling a warble of
alarm a thin, sickly note. Aiela seized the amaut's shoul der, frightened by the violence, no |ess
frightening when he | ooked back at Ashakh. The iduve | eaned agai nst the stone wall, clinging by
his fingers to the surface. Hs rose-reflecting eyes were half-lidded and pal e, show ng no pupi

at all.

A scranbl e of gravel beside himwarned Aiela. He spun about and whi pped out his gun. Kl eph froze
in the act of rising.

"If you douse that light," Aiela warned him "I can still stop you before you get to the exit.
|"ve stood between you and Ashakh until now. Don't press ny generosity any further."

"Keep hi maway," Kleph bubbled in his own | anguage. "Keep himaway."

Ai el a gl anced at Ashakh, feeling his own skin crawl as he | ooked on that cold, mindless face:
Ashakh, nmost brilliant of the nasithi, cerebral naster of Ashanone's conputers and director of her
course—bereft of reason. Kallia though he was, he felt takkhenes, the awareness of the interna
force of that man, a life-force let loose with theminto that narrow darkness, at ennmity with all
that was not nas.

A sl ow pul se began fromthe idoi kkhe, panic multiplying in Aiela's brain as the pul se matched t he
poundi ng of his own heart; his asuthi knew, tried to hold to him He thrust them away, his knees
in contact with the ground, the gravel burning his hands, his paralyzed right hand losing its grip
on the gun. Kleph was beside him gray-green eyes wide, his hand reaching for the abandoned gun

The pain ceased. Aiela struck left-handed at the amaut and Kl eph cowered back against the wall,
protesting he had only nmeant to help.

Aiela, Aiela, his asuthi sent, wondering whether he was all right But he ignored them and | urched
to his feet, for Ashakh still hung against the wall, his face stricken; and Aiela sensed sonehow
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that he was not the origin of the pain, rather that Ashakh had saved himfromit. He seized the

i duve, felt that |ean, heavy body shudder and al nost col |l apse. Ashakh gripped his arms in return,
hol ding until it shut the blood fromhis hands, and all the while the whitel ess eyes were i nward
and bl ank.

" Chai khe, " he murmured, "Chaikhe, nasith-tak, prha-Ashanone-ta-e-takkhe, au, Chai khe-Aiela, A ela-
kamet h—

"Here. | am here."

"A bei ng—whose feel is Ashanone, but a stranger, a stranger to nme—he, he, reachi ng—hypothesis:
Tej ef, Tejef one-and-not-one, Khasif—€hai khe—€hai khe, operating nachi nery, extended, mindless l|ife-
f orce—e-t akkhe, e-takkhe, e-tak-khe!"

Stop him Isande cried in agony. Stop him He is deranged, he can die—

He—needi ng sonet hi ng? Dani el wondered. He hated Ashakh to the depth of all that was human. Tejef
had a little conpassion. Ashakh was as renorsel ess as Ashanone's nmachines. In a perverse way it
pl eased Dani el to see himsuffer sonething.

Daniel, what is the matter with you? |sande exclainmed in horror.

Ai el a broke them asunder, for their quarreling was like to drive himmad. |sande's presence

remai ned on the one side, stunned, fearing Daniel; and Daniel's on the other, hating the iduve of
Ashanone, hating dying. That was at the center of it—hating dying, hating being sent to it by

bei ngs |i ke Ashakh and Chinele, who | oved nothing and feared nothi ng and needed no one.

"Ashakh." Aiela thrust that yielding body hard against the wall and the inpact seenmed to reach the
i duve; but nmonents passed before the glazed | ook left his eyes and he seermed to know hi nsel f
agai n. Then he | ooked enbarrassed and brushed off Aiela's hands and straightened his clothing.

"Niseth," he said, avoiding Aiela's eyes. "I am di sadvant aged before you."
"No, sir," said Aiela. "You saved ny life, | think."

Ashakh inclined his head in appreciation of that courtesy and felt of the weapon at his belt,

| ooki ng thoughtfully at the amaut. It could not confort Ashakh in the |east that an outsider had
wi tnessed his collapse, and if Kl eph could have known it, he was very close to dying in that
monent. But Kl eph instinctively did the right thing in crouching down very small and appearing not
at all to joy in the situation.

"You are correct,"” said Ashakh to Aiela. "You were in danger, but it was side effect, a scattering

of inpulses. | feel—even yet—a disconnection, a disharnony wi thout resolution. Tejef turned his
mnd to us and he is stronger than ever | felt him He is—alnbst an outsider, not—eutsider in the
sense of e-nasuli but e-iduve. | cannot sort the minds out; they—-he—€hai khe—are involved with the

machi nes—their inpul ses—hard to untangle. The strangeness burns—t confuses—

" Per haps,
humans. "

said Aiela, ignoring Daniel's silent indignation, "perhaps he has been too | ong anbng

Ashakh frowned. "You are mnetane, and you are not expected to go further in this. Tejef is a
form dabl e man, and whatever Chinele's orders, you are free of bond to nme. It is not reasonable to
waste you where there is no cause, and | doubt | shall have to face Chinele's anger for disobeying
her. Could you really aid me in some way, it would be different, but Tejef's arrival in the city
has altered the situation. She did not anticipate this when she instructed you."

"My asuthi are aboard that ship."

"Au, kaneth, what do you expect to do? | shall be hard put to defend nyself, and | can hardly hold
himfromyou forever. Should | fall in the attenpt, as | doubtless will, there you will stand with
that upon your wrist and that ridicul ous weapon of yours, quite helpless. In the first place you
will hinder ne, and in the second event, you will die for nothing."

Aiela rested his hand on the of fending pistol and | ooked up at the iduve with a hard set to his
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jaw. "My people are not killers," he said, "but it doesn't nmean we can't fend for ourselves."

Ashakh hissed in contenpt. "Au. Kallia have had the luxury to be so sparing of life ever since we
canme and brought order to your worlds. But Tejef will bend every effort to destroy nme. If he
succeeds, you are disarned. | would cheerfully give you this weapon of mne instead, but see,
there is no external control, and you can neither calibrate nor fire it. No, Chinele gave her
orders, and | assune she is casting nme away as she did Khasif. She forbade me to seek out Chai khe,
but you are under no such bond. | do not require you for serach, though it would do me honor; and
| should prefer to have you providi ng Chai khe contact with your asuthi aboard Tejef's ship.”

Listen to him |sande urged, joy and relief flooding over her. But her happi ness di ed when she net
his determi ned resistance.

"No, sir," said Aiela. "I'"'mgoing with you."

He hal f expected a touch of the idoi kkhe for his inpudence, but Ashakh nerely frowned.

"Tekasuphre," the iduve judged. "Chinele said you were prone to unpredictable action."

"But | amgoing," Aiela said, "unless you stop ne."

Ashakh broke into a sudden grin, a thing nore terrible than his frown. "A vai kka-dhis, then
kaneth. W will do what we can do, and he will notice us before Chinele burns this wetched world
to cinders."

"Ai, sir!" wailed Kl eph, and applied his hands to his nouth in dismay at his own outburst.

In the next nmonent he had doused the light and attenpted flight. Aiela snatched at himand seized
only cloth, but Ashakh's arm stopped the amaut short, restoring light that flashed wldly about
the tunnel with the flailing of Kleph's arns, and he had the being by the throat, close to
crushing it, had Aiela not intervened. Ashakh sinply dropped the little wetch, and Kl eph tucked
hinself up in a ball and npaned and rocked in msery.

"Up," Aiela ordered him hauling on his collar, and the amaut obediently rose, but would not | ook
himin the face, nmaking little hisses and thuds in his throat.

"This person is untouchable," said Ashakh; and in his | anguage the word was e-takkhe, out of
takkhenes. No closer word to eneny existed in the iduve vocabulary, and the killing inpul se burned
in Ashakh's normally placid eyes,

"l have a bond on him" Aiela said.

"Be sure," Ashakh replied, no nore than that: iduve manners frowned on idle dispute as well as on
interference with another's consi dered deci si ons.

What do you think you are? |sande cried, slipping through his screening. Aiela, what do you think
you' re doi ng?

He shut her out with a mental wince. Not fair, not fair, her retreating consciousness insisted.
Aiela, listen!

He seized poor Kl eph by the arm and shook at the heavy little fellow "Kl eph: now do you believe |
meant what | said? Does it offend your precious sensibilities, all this fine world gone to
cinders? If you have any other plans for it, then get us to the port. Maybe we can stop it. Do you
understand ne this tinme?"

"Yes," said Kleph, and for the first time since Ashakh's arrival the saucer eyes net his squarely.
"Yes, sir."

Kl eph edged past himto take the lead. His |ow brow furrowed into a multiplication of winkles so
that his eyes were fringed by his colorless hair. His thinlips rolled in and out rapidly. How
much he honestly could understand, Aiela was not sure. Al npst he wished the little amaut woul d
contrive to escape as soon as they made the port.

file:/lIF|/rah/C.%20J.%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%20J%20-%20Hunter%200f%20Worlds.txt (112 of 138) [5/20/03 12:39:33 AM]



file:/l/F)/rah/C.%20J.%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%203%20-%20Hunter%200f%20Worl ds.txt
Ai el a, |Isande sent, what are you doi ng? Way are you screening?

Ai el a shut her out entirely. Pity was dangerous. Let it begin and screens tunbled one after the
other. He had to becone for a little tinme as cold as the iduve, able to kill

Hs mind fled back to the safe and orderly civilization of Aus Qao, where crinme was usually a
matter of personal disorder, where theft was a thing done by of fworlders and the clever rich, and
where nurder was an act of aberration that destined one for restructuring. No kalliran officer had
fired a |l ethal weapon on Aus Qao in five thousand years.

He was not sure that he could. Ashakh could do so without even perceiving the problem he only
reacted to the urgings of takkhenes, of the two of themthe nore innocent. A kallia nust somehow,
Ai el a thought, summon up the violence of hate before he could act.

He could not kill. The growi ng realization panicked him Conscience insisted that he tell his

i duve conpanion of this weakness in hinself before it cost Ashakh his |ife. Something—arastiethe
or fear, he knew not which—kept himsilent. Gyre was inpossible with this being: did he try to

expl ai n, Ashakh woul d send himaway. Al that he could do *was to expend everything, conscience

and kastien as well, and stay beside the iduve as far as his efforts could carry him

Chapter 14

RAKHI SWEATED. Great beads of perspiration rolled down the sides of his face, and the serenity of
the paredre of Ashanone flashed in and out with the nervous flicker of a half-hearted m nd-touch
at the projection apparatus. But it was not projection. Between pulses the air was close and stank
of burning; he occupied a wonan's body, felt the urge to takkenes with the life withinit, a
strangeness of yearning where there was yet neither novenent nor fully mnd—enly the nost
primtive sort of life, but selfed, and precious. Rage surged coldly over his nerves: lights
dimed, lights flashed, screens flared and went dark. He dared do nothing but ride it out, joined,
awar e, occasionally guiding Chaikhe's tired mnd when she faltered in reaction. H's body had |inbs
of vast size, his nmind extended into a hundred circuits; he felt with her as her m nd touched and
mani pul at ed contacts, shunted power from one systemto another with a coordi nation as snooth as
that of a living body.

And he perceived the hanmering of Tejef's weapons agai nst the ship/body, the flow of energies on
the shields, a debilitating drainage of power that required a great effort to bal ance defense

bet ween weakness and waste and destruction to the city. It began to be evident: Tejef's ship, a
smal | akites, had Chai khe's power supply fromtwo | esser ships at a di sadvantage. Chai khe coul d,
by skill and efficient nanagenent, prolong the struggle, but she was incapable of offensive
action. Tejef could not down her shields, for probe and transfer ships such as Chai khe commanded
were heavily shielded, but their conbi ned weaponry, while adequate to level a city, had no effect
agai nst an akites. The chrononeter continued its relentless progress, ticking off the nonents as
Ashanone-tinme proceeded toward nai n-dark, and Kej, light-years away, had fled the anbered sea of
Thi phrel : shadow fl ooded the coastal plain to the east of Munt Im advancing toward anci ent
Cheltaris. Prianps-tine, on the inner track, went nore slowy, but had less tinme to run. N ne
hours had passed since mdnight. Wen three nore had gone, Prianbs would blaze |ike a novaed star
and die.

Li f e- support/cooling had shut down entirely save for the control room Lights were out everywhere
but the panel even there. In the base ship Tesyel and the remai ning crew huddl ed on the bridge,
five degrees cool er than Chai khe's command center. The anaut with Tesyel suffered cruelly in the
heat, nopping dry skin with noistened cloths, lying still, listless. Communications were al nost
out. Only the sensors that maintained the field and the shields were still fully operative.

The attack slacked off. It did so at irregular intervals, and Chai khe all owed the autonatic
cutback to the secondary shields. But groundscan was picking up novenent in what had been a dead
zone; Chai khe nentally reached for the inage and the dark sil houette of an iduve appeared on the
screen—ho human, that |ean qui ck shadow. Takkhenes reached and confirmed it: she saw the inmge
hesitate at the touch, felt the ferocity that was Ashakh

Chinel e's orders! Rakhi sent. Break, break contact, now And Chinele in the paredre was on her
feet, her face dark with anger. Chaikhe flinched fromthe wath Rakhi transnitted; but her attack
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refl exes had reacted before Rakhi's cool er counsel prevailed, shunted power to the attack and
expended heavily against Tejef's shields.

Thi nk! Rakhi sent. Nothing can live anid those energies. Hold back before you kill Ashakh

She cut back suddenly—+eturn fire damaged systens. She began to replot. But in another part of her
m nd she knew Ashakh still alive, about to die if she kept her shields extended as she nust. Warn
him warn him she thought. Does he expect ne to | ower defenses for himand die? Wiat is he doi ng?

Cal M Rakhi insisted, and winced fromthe fury of her mnd, mnelakhia for Ashakh in deadly
conflict with that for the child in her, fury washing out reason. Kill! The inpul se surged through
her being, but Rakhi's singleni nded negative inposed control and she extended her m nd to watch
Ashakh' s progress.

More of the witless hunmans were creeping out fromcover, as if the | esson of scores of human and
amaut dead were not enough to teach themthe peril of the field about the enbattled ships; and
i ke the stubborn creatures they were they noved out, stal king Ashakh and his two conpani ons.

Ai el a, Chai khe recogni zed t he azure-skinned bei ng that noved besi de Ashakh, but the snmall person
with them an amaut —

Tesyel, she sent by the idoi kkhe: Have you di spatched any okkitan-as to Wi ssnmout h?
"Negative," canme the nas kame's voice. "W had no time. | scan that one, but | do not know him"

A Priam d amaut. Ashakh's witl essness appalled her, his lack of ninelakhia for Ashanone in taking
on such a servant sent waves of heat to her face. Ashakh! she hurled an inpact of mnd at himthat
he had no neans to receive, but perhaps takkhenes itself carried her anger. Ashakh hesitated,

| ooked full toward the ship.

—And arched his back and fell, trying even in the notion to bring his weapon to bear. Chai khe gave
a shrill hiss of rage, seeing the humans that had done it, a shot from beyond him Ashakh fired: a
hundred ehsi m of port |andscape becane a heni sphere of |ight and a handful of humans and an amaut
aircraft were not there when it inploded into darkness, nor again when normal |ight returned,

Tejef's shields tightened and flared at the rippling of that energy, sucked outward toward Ashakh.
Chai khe reacted instantly, aware of the distant figures of the nas kanme and the amaut trying to
drag Ashakh back out of the exposed area. She hit at Tejef's shields, and as her searching mnd
found no consciousness in Ashakh a rage grew in her, a deternmination to destroy everything, to
force Ashanone to w pe out akites and port and population entire. If her sra was to die, it
deserved that for serach, she and Ashakh and her child.

"No!" Rakhi shouted into her mnd. "Chinele forbids! Chinele forbids, Chaikhe!"

She gave a noan, a keening of rage, and desisted. But another inpul se seized her, a fierceness to
vai kka upon t he power agai nst whom she and Ashakh struggled, be it Chinele, be it Tejef.

Chai khe! Rakhi cried. Through his mnd Chinele radiated terrible anger. But Chai khe w apped
herself in the chill of her own arastiethe, suddenly diverted power fromthe shields to

conmuni cations, playing nental havoc with the circuitry of the ship until she patched into anmaut
comuni cations cityw de. The whol e process took a few blinks of an eye. The frightened chatter of
amaut voi ces cane back to her.

Be sure what you do, Rakhi advised her, Chinele's order; but Chinele' s takkhenois |ost sone of its
fierceness and flowed into alignnment, feeding her will, supporting her now that her nind was
cl ear.

"Open cityw de address channels,"” Chai khe ordered, and received the acknow edgnent of the
terrified amaut in command of their conmunications.

"I amthe emissary of the Orithain,"” Chai khe began softly, the phrase that had heral ded the terror
of iduve decrees since the dawn of civilization in the netrosi. "Hail Prianps. W pose you now
alternatives. If this rebel iduve is not ours before m dday, we shall destroy as nmuch of

Wei ssmouth and of Prianps as is necessary to take or destroy him if this colony seens to side
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with him we shall elimnate it. Evacuation is logistically inpossible and the use of this field
is extrenely hazardous. | counsel you against it. | have said."

She ceased, and listened in satisfaction as amaut conmuni cati ons went chaotic with inconing and
outgoing calls, amaut asking orders, officers reacting in harried outbursts of enotion, sometines
a human's different voice calling in, inconprehensible and distraught.

The pani ¢ had begun. It would run through the city, into the tunnels, and into every conmmand
station in the amaut col ony. Vai kka, Chai khe told herself with satisfaction. They are sure we are
anong them now. And the know edge that these pathetic beings scattered before her attack filled
her with a shuddering desire to pursue the vai kka further; but other duties called. Tejef. Tejef
was the objective

Attack resuned, ineffectual vaikka from Tejef for the danmage done hi m anong the amaut who trusted
himfor protection. Aiela had taken Ashakh beyond the range of weapons fire, and there was the
grateful feel of returning consciousness from Ashakh. Her heart swelled with gl adness.

No! cried Rakhi. "Chinmele will not permit contact, Chaikhe."
The attack increased. Systens faltered. There was no tine to dispute.

The spate of fire was a brief one; the gl ow about the iduve ships di med and the hunmans dared cone
fromcover again. Aiela saw them noving far across the field and fired his own pistol to put a
tenporary stop to it. The hunmans were not yet aware that the weapon could not kill. He feared they
woul d not be long in | earning, about as long as it took for the first that he had fired on to
recover; and as for the iduve weapon, that black thing |Iike an elongate egg, there was indeed no
way to operate it save by m nd-touch.

"Let us go back, please, let us go back," Kleph pleaded. "Let us get off this awful field, into
the safe dark, o please, sir."

A small projectile exploded not far away, and Kl eph winced into a tighter crouch, alnobst a single
bal | of knees and arns, noaning.

It was indeed too close. Aiela seized Ashakh's linp arm and snapped at Kl eph an order to take the
other. It was the first order Kl eph had obeyed with any enthusiasm and they hurried, pulling the
i duve back into the cover of the basenment from which they had energed onto the field. There they
had only the Iight of Kl eph's [anp and what cane fromthe open door; and the very foundations
shook with the pounding of fire out on the field. The wailing of sirens went on and on

Ashakh stirred at |ast. He had been conscious fromtine to tine, but only barely so. The shot that
had struck himin the back would have |ikely been a nortal wound had he been kallia; but Ashakh's

heart, which beat to right center of his chest, had kept a strong rhythm This time when he opened
his eyes they were clear and aware. "A human weapon?" Ashakh asked. "Yes, sir."

"Niseth," murmured the proud iduve for the second tine. "Au, kaneth, Tejefu-prha-idoi kkhe—=
"He has not used it."

That much puzzl ed Ashakh. Aiela could see the perplexity go through his eyes. Then he struggled to
get his hands under him Aiela s protests notwithstanding. "Either Tejef is too busy to divert his
attention to you or Chai khe has been taking care of you, kaneth. | think the latter. This would be
a serious error on his part."

" Chai khe gave him sonmething to worry about," said Aiela. "It was over the | oudspeakers all over
the field. She advised Prianps what it could expect—+ don't doubt it went to the city too. The
field enmptied quickly after that announcenent, except for a determ ned few W saw one aircraft
try to take off."

"It hit the shields,” burst out Kl eph, his saucer eyes wide. "Ogreat lord, it went in a puff of
fire."

"Tekasuphre," judged Ashakh. He struggled to sit upright, and it was probable that he was in great
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pai n, although he gave no denonstration of it. He suffered in silence while Aiela nmade a bandage
of Kl eph's fol ded handkerchi ef and attenpted to wedge it into position wthin Ashakh's belt. There
was surprisingly little bleeding, but the iduve's normally hot skin was cold to the touch, and the
i duve seened distracted, nmentally el sewhere. So nmuch of the iduve's life was nind: Aiela wondered
now if mnd were not being diverted toward ot her purposes, sustaining body.

"Sir," he said, "Ashakh—you have to have help, and we don't know what to do. How bad is it?"

It was badly asked: Aiela realized it at once, for Ashakh's face clouded and the idoi kkhe tingled,
the barest prickling. Arastiethe forbade—and yet Ashakh forebore tenper.

"I meant," Aiela amended gently, "that | can't tell what it hit, or howto deal with it. In a

kallia, it would be serious. |I have no know edge of iduve anatony."
"It is painful," Ashakh conceded, "and nmy concentration is necessarily inpaired. | regret, kaneth,
but | advise you to seek Chai khe at your earliest opportunity. | remnd you | predicted this."

"l have long since found it is futile to expect explanations between iduve and kallia to nmake
sense,"” said Aiela, all the while his asuthi heard and pleaded with himto take Ashakh's offer
"My interests lie with ny asuthi and with you, and once with Chaikhe | can't do nuch for either."

Ashakh frowned. "You are kaneth, not nas."

Ai el a shrugged. It was not productive to becone involved in an argunent with an iduve. Silence was
the one thing they could not fight. He sinply did not go, and | ooked up toward Kl eph, who,
i gnored, had begun to creep toward the dark of the tunnel opening.

"Stay where you are," Aiela warned him

"Ai, sir," said Kleph, "I did not— And suddenly the anmaut's nmouth nade one qui ck open and shut
and he scranbl ed backward, while Ashakh reached wildly for the weapon that was no | onger in his
belt but in Aiela's, rescued fromthe outside pavenent.

Toshi and Gerlach and two humans were in the tunnel opening, weapons |evel ed.
Fire! Daniel screamed at Aiela; and |sande sent a negative.

Aiela, cursing his own lack of foresight, sinply gathered hinself up in leisurely dignity, dropped
Ashakh's weapon and his own fromhis belt, and bent again to assist Ashakh, who was deternined to
get to his feet. Kl eph shrugged and dusted hinself off busily as if his presence there were the
nmost natural thing in the world.

"Sir," exclaimed Kl eph to Gerlach, "I amrelieved. May | assist you with these persons?”

Never had Aiela seen an anaut truly overcone with anger, but Gerlach fairly snarled at Kl eph, a
spitting sound; and Kl eph scanpered back out of his reach, forgetting to bow on the retreat, his
face twisted in a grimace of fright and rage.

"Kl eph doubl e-heart, Kleph glib of speech,” exclainmed Gerlach, "you are to blame for this

di saster.” He seenmed likely to rush at Kleph in his fury; but then he fell silent and seened for
the first time to realize the enornity of his situation, for Ashakh drew hinself up to his slim
towering height, folded his arms placidly, and | ooked down at their dimnutive captor

"Prha, kameth?" Ashakh asked of Aiela. Arastiethe forbade he should take direct account of the
|i kes of Gerlach and Toshi

"Gerlach knows well enough," said Aiela, "that karsh Gonmek woul d pay dearly should he kill you,
sir; they would pay with every Gonek ship in the Esliph and the netrosi. If he were wise at all
he woul d | eave iduve business to the iduve."

"We want Prianps," Gerlach protested, "Prianbs with its fields undanaged."

""That will not be," said Aiela, "unless you stand aside."
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"I'f my lords will yield gracefully, | shall see that this matter is indeed settled by iduve, by
the I ord-on-Prianos."

"You have chosen the wwong loyalty," said Aiela.

"We had only one knowabl e choice,"” said Gerlach. "W know that the [ord-on-Prianbs wants this
world intact and the | ord-above-Prianbos wants to destroy us. Perhaps our choice was wong; but it
is made. W know what the | ord-above-Prianbs will do to us if we |lose the lord-on-Prianos to
protect us. W are little people. W shelter in what shade is offered us, and only the | ord-on-
Prianbs casts a shadow on this world."

Ai el a thought that was for Ashakh to answer; but the iduve sinply stared at the little fellow, and
of course it was unproductive to argue. Elethia insisted upon silence where no proof would
convince; and CGerlach was left to sweat in the interval, faced with the necessity of noving a
starlord who was not in a nood to reason

"Cuard them" he said suddenly to Toshi. "I have other natters to attend." And he scurried up the
steps to daylight, not without a snarl at Kl eph. "Shoot this one on the | east excuse," he told
Toshi, | ooking back. Then he was gone.

"What good do you get fromthis?" Aiela asked then in human speech, addressing hinself to the
nmercenaries with Toshi. "Wat's your gain, except a burned world?"

"W know you," said the dark-faced one. "You and your conpani ons cost us three good friends the
last trip into this city."

"But what," asked Aiela, "do you have to gain from Tejef ?"

The man shrugged, a |lift of one shoulder, as humans did. "W aren't going to listen to you."
How do | reason with that? Aiela asked of Dani el

Forget it, Daniel sent. Tejef's kanethi chose to be with him

They have giyre.

Believe this, sent Daniel. They'll kill you where you stand. |If Ashakh drops, that little devil of
an anmaut will send them for your throat, and you'll have no nore nercy out of themthan from her.

Ai el a | ooked uneasily at Ashakh, who with great dignity had withdrawn to the brick wall and | eaned
there in the corner, arns folded, one foot resting on a bit of pipe. The iduve nerely stared at
the humans and at Toshi, |ooking capable of going for their throats, but a nonent ago he had been
in a state of conplete collapse, and Aiela had the unconfortable feeling that arastiethe al one was
keeping the man on his feet, pure iduve arrogance. It would not hold himthere forever.

Sonet hing was mightily amiss in the ship. Amaut bustled up and down the corridor, and the lights
had been dimii ng periodically. Arle watched fromthe security of the glass-fronted infirmary and
saw the hurrying outside becone frantic. The lights di nmed again. She scurried back to the banks
of instruments at Margaret's bedsi de and wondered anxi ously whet her they varied because the power
was goi ng out or because there was sonmething wong with Margaret.

She slept so |ong.

("You stay, watch," Tejef had told her personally, setting her at this post and maki ng her secure
bef ore the sickening |unge the ship had nade al oft and down agai n; and D echish, the awmful little
amaut surgeon, had been there through that, making sure all went well with Margaret.)

Dl echi sh was gone now, Arle had had the infirmary to herself ever since this insanity with the
Iights had begun, and she was glad at least not to have to share the roomw th amaut.

But Margaret was so pale, and breathed with such difficulty. Wien the instrunents faltered, Arle
woul d cl ench her hands on the edge of her hard seat and hold her own breath until the l|ines
resunmed their regular pattern. O the nachines thensel ves she understood nothing but that these
lines were Margaret's life, and when they ceased, Margaret's existence would have ceased al so.
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The lights dimed again and flickered |ower. Margaret stirred in her sleep, tossing, struggling to
nove agai nst the restraints and the franes and the tubing. Wien Arle attenpted to hold her still,
Margaret tried the harder to rid herself of the encunbrances, and began to work her hand free.
Arl e pleaded. Margaret's novements were out of deliriumand nightmare. She began to cry out in her
pai n.

"Tejef!" Arle cried at the intercom And when no answer canme she went out and tried to find
sonmeone, one of the guards, anyone at all. She began to run, hard-breathing, to one and another of
the conpartnments off the infirmary, trying to find at | east one of the amaut attendants.

The fourth door yielded an anmaut who gi bbered at her and thrust an ugly black gun at her. She
screanmed in fright, and her eyes w dened as she saw the dark rman who lay inside the room
unconsci ous or dead, in the enbrace of restraints and strange instrunents.

She tried to dart under the amaut's reach. He seized her armin one strong anmauti sh hand and
twisted it cruelly. OF a sudden he let her go.

She kicked himand fled, and net a bl ack-clad man chest-on. She | ooked up and was only reali zing
it was Tejef when his hand cracked across her face.

It threw her down, hurt her jaw, and made her deaf for a nmoment; but dazed and hurt as she was she
knew that he had sl apped, not hit, and that the tenpers which gripped hi mwould pass. She gave a
desperate sob of effort, scranbled to her feet, and raced for the infirmary, for Margaret, and
safety.

He had foll owed her, comi ng around the corner not long after she had shut and | ocked the door; and
to her horror she saw the door open despite the lock, without his touching it. She fled back to
Margaret's bedsi de and sank down there hard-breathing. She sought to ignore himby way of defense,
and did not |ook at him

"You're not hurt?" Tejef demanded of her. Arle shook her head. One did not talk to Tejef when he
was angry. Margaret had advi sed her so. She was sick with fear

"l say stay with Margaret, nlnetane-tak. Am | m staking nmeani ng—stay?"

"Margaret got worse. And | thought it was you in there. I'msorry, sir

"I ?" Tejef seemed greatly surprised, even upset, and fingered gently the hot place his bl ow had
I eft on her cheek. "You are a child, Arle. A child nust obey."

"Yes, sir."
"Niseth. | regret the blow "

She | ooked up at him perceiving that he was indeed sorry. And she knew that it enbarrassed him
terribly to admt that he was wong. That was to be a man—not being wong. Her father had been
i ke that.

"Tejef," said Margaret. Her eyes had opened. "Tejef, where are we?"

"Still on Prianos." As if it were a very difficult thing he offered his hand to her reaching
fingers.

"I thought I felt us nove."
"Yes. "

The confusion seenmed to overwhel m her. She npaned a tiny sound and cl enched her fingers the nore
tightly upon his; but he disengaged hinself gently and quietly went about preparing Margaret's
medi ci nes hinmsel f. The lights di mmed. Things shook in his hands.

"Sir?" Arle exclained, half-rising.
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The lights came on again and he continued his work. He returned to Margaret's side, ignoring
Arle's questions of |ights and nachi nes, admi ni stered another injection and waited for it to take
effect.

"Tejef," Margaret pleaded sleepily.

H's lips tightened and he kept his eyes fixed upon the nachines for a nonent; but then he bent
down and let her lips brush his cheek. Gently he returned the gesture, straightened, hissed very
softly, and wal ked out, his long strides echoing down the hall.

When Arle | ooked at Margaret again, she was quiet, and slept.

"Prianps-tinme," said Rakhi, "one hour remains."

Then let me use it unhindered, Chaikhe retorted, not caring to voice or to screen. Rakhi's
periodic rem nders of the tine disrupted her concentration and | essened her efficiency. She had
her own internal clock; cross-checking with Rakhi's was a nui sance.

Exhaustion is lowering your efficiency, dimmng your perceptions, and rendering you nost
difficult, Chaikhe. His mnd seened a little strained al so. Chinele hovered near himlike a
foreboding of ruin to cone. I know you are tired and short of tenper. So aml. It is senseless to
wor k agai nst ne.

Go away. Chai khe flung herself back fromthe consol e, abandoni ng manual and nental controls. It
was rashness. Tejef's attacks were fewer during the last half-hour, but no less fierce. Tejef also
knew the time. He was surely saving what he could for sone | ast-noment effort.

"Do you think this man who has run us so long a chase will be predictable at the | ast?" Rakhi
restrained his inpatience; he fought agai nst the vagaries of her hornone-hei ghtened tenper with a
preci se, orderly process quite foreign to his own tastes, but he could, use it when he chose.

Rakhi, thought Chai khe distractedly, there is a bit of Chaxal in your blood after all. You sound
I i ke Ashakh, or Chinele.

Sit down, he ordered rudely, and renenber that Tejef has arastiethe enough to choose his own
monent . What chance has he of outlasting us, with Ashanome overhead? He knows that he nust die,
but he will try to nake the terns not to our liking. This is not the nonent for tenpers, nasith-
t ak.

She flared for a moment, but acknow edged reason when she heard it, and scanned the instrunents
for him feeding himknow edge of fading power |evels, blown systens. | have done as nmuch for this
little ship as reasonably possible, she told him and being of the order of Artists, | consider |
have exceeded expectati ons.

"Quite true, nasith-tak."

And at this point even Ashakh coul d not keep this ship functioning, she continued bitterly.

Chi mel e knew ny power on this world and she knew Tejef's, and she drew back one ship that we m ght
have had down here. She m ght have nade nme capable of attack, not only of defense. Am1| only bait,
nasith? Was | only a lure, and did she deceive ne with half-truths as she did Khasif and Ashakh?

"'lInpertinence!'" Chinele judged, when Rakhi conveyed that to her; and the inpact of her anger was
unsettling.

D d you deceive ne?

"'Your question was not heard and your attitude was not perceived, nasith. However | use you, |
will not be challenged. Follow ny orders.""

Tell her mny shields are failing.

Continue in ny orders.
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Hail Chinele, she said bitterly, but Rakhi did not translate the bitterness. Tell ne | am honored
by her difficulty with me. But of course | amgoing to conply. Honor to Ashanonme, and to the | ast
of us. Walk warily, Rakhi. May the nasul I|ive.

Rakhi stopped translating. A katasthe ought to show nore respect for one who can destroy her or
exile her forever. Be sensible. The Orithain's honor is Ashanone's. Are you takkhe? Au, Chaikhe,
are you?

| am dhi sais! she raged at him | amakita! Not even Chinele has power over nme. And Rakhi fled for
a nmonent, struggling with the inpul ses of his own body. Hi s blood raced faster, his borrowed
fierceness tore at his nerves, tornented by Chinele's harachia.

"We shall both be fit for the red robes," canme Rakhi's slight mndtouch, his wonted hunor a
ti norous thing now, and soft. "Chaikhe, do not press ne further, do not."

About the ship the shields flared once nore under attack, shimering in and out of the visible
spectrumas they died, an eerie aurora effect in the late nmorning sun. Chai khe shuddered, feeling
the dying of the ship, wild inpulses in serach and to death at war with the life in her.

Thi nk! Rakhi's male sanity urged.

Tesyel: her nmind reached for the idoi kkhe of the kameth of the base ship, a |last nessage. | shall
| eave you power enough to safeguard yourself and get offworld. I do not require you for serach. A
eworld will be quite enough. See to your own survival

"Are you hurt?" His kalliran voice cane through wi th anxi ous stress. Tesyel was a good man, but he
had his people's tendency to becone personally involved in others' crises. Perhaps in the

| abyrinthine kalliran ethic he conceived that he had suffered sone sort of niseth in being shown

i nadequate to ward off the m sfortune of Ashanone, m nmetane though he was. In sone situations a
kallia had a fierce m mel akhia of responsibility.

I amnot injured, said Chai khe, and you are without further responsibility, kaneth. You have shown
great elethia in my service. Now | return you to the nasul. Do nothing without directly consulting
Ashanone.

"I am honored to have served you," nmurnured the kanmeth sadly. H's voice was alnost lost in static.
"But if I—=

The static drowned himout. In the next nmonent the shields collapsed. The control room went bl ack
for a few seconds. Chai khe sought desperately to restructure the failed nechani sns, bypassing
saf ety devi ces.

The attack resunmed. Overheated netal stank. Light went out and dimy returned. A whining of alnost
har noni ¢ sound pul sed through the ship's structure. Power was dyi ng altogether

Chai khe ni nd-touched the doors through to the airlock, desperately seeking air. Reserve batteries
were fading too, and she fought to reach the door in the dark and the roiling snmoke, choking. She
fell

Long before she knew anything el se she was aware of Rakhi's frantic pleading, trying with his own
will to ani mate her exhausted body.

And then she knew another thing, that soneone trod the inner corridor of the ship, and m nel akhia
drove her to her feet, graceless and stunbling as she sought a weapon in the dark

"Chinele forbids," Rakhi told her, and that stunned her into angry indecision
For bi ds? What is she about to do?

Her senses reeled. Her eyes poured water, stung by the snmoke, and she hurled herself blindly down
the corridor.

A squat anaut shadow stood outlined against the snoke-filled light fromthe airl ock. Chai khe had
never felt real nenace in a non-iduve before: this being radiated it, a cold sickly mnelakhia
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that came over her crisis-heightened sensitivity. It was repugnant. She had received fromkalliran
m nds before, particularly in katasukke; it was a talent suspect and enbarrassedly hidden, e-
chanokhia. Kallia held a cleanly nuddl e of stresses and inhibitions, cranped but intensely
orderly. This creature was venonous

"My lady," it said with a bow, "Bnesych Gerlach at your service, ny |ady."

Chai khe felt the al nost-takkenes of the child in her. Her |ips quivered. Her vision blurred at the
edges and becane preternaturally clear upon Gerlach's vul nerable self. She could crack his brute
neck so easily, so satisfyingly. He would know it was coming; his terror would be delightful

No! Rakhi cried. Chaikhe, rule yourself. Control. Calm
M nel akhi a focused briefly upon her asuthe, sweet and satisfying, full of the scent of bl ood.
| amyou, he protested, horrified. It is not reasonable.

He suffered; then- arastiethe was one, and to live they each nust yield. The situation defied
reason.

Leave ne, she pleaded, aware of Gerlach's eyes on her, a shane that Chinele's orders |left her
power | ess to renedy.

He | acked the control to break away. Their joined arastiethe nade himfear her fear, suffer shame
with her, dread injury to the child, feel its takkhenois within his own body—things rationally
i mpossi bl e.

Is this what m netanei mean by m nel akhia one for the other? Rakhi wondered out of the chaos of
his own thoughts. Au, | amdrowning, | am suffocating, Chaikhe, and | amtoo weary to let go. If
he touches you, | think I shall be ill.

Gerl ach was beside her. Fire had leapt up in the corridor, control room systens too damaged to
prevent it, snoke choking themas the ship deteriorated further. Gerlach seized her armand drew
her on. The col |l apse of systenms with which her mnd was in contact dazed and confused her

Let go, Rakhi urged her, let go, let go.

Her mind went inward, self-seeking, dead to the outside. She saw the paredre of Ashanone briefly;
and then Rakhi performed the sanme inwardness and that vision went. She knew her |inbs had [ ost
their strength. She knew Gerlach's coarse broad hands taking her, a |oss of breath as she was
slung across his shoulder. For a nmonent she was in conplete withdrawal; then the pain of his
jolting last step to the pavenent jarred her free again.

Kill him Rakhi's voice in her nmind was a shudderi ng echo and reecho, down vast corridors of

di stance. Chinele's strong nails bit into his/her shoulder, rem nding themof calm her ninds
began to gather: Raxonegh's cold brilliance, Achigh, Najadh, Tahjekh, like tiny points of light in
a vast darkness. But Chai khe concentrated deliberately on the horror of Gerlach, his oiliness, the
grotesqueries of his waddling gait and panting wheezes for breath, |earning what mnetanei called
hate, a disunity beyond e-takkhe, a desire beyond vai kka-nasul, a |ust beyond reason

Dhi sai s, dhisais, Rakhi reninded her, Chinele s inconprehensible orders tw sted through his
hearing and his nind. Be Chai khe yet for a little tinme nore. Restraint!

She had never been so treated in her life. Not even in the fierceness of katasakke had she been
conpel led to be touched against her will. Did m netanei suffer such self-lessening in being
kaneth, in taking part in katasukke? The thought appalled her

Stop it, Rakhi shuddered. Au, Chaikhe, this is obscene.

Mal e, he, it, this—dhisais, dhisais, akita, I—kill him My honor, mne, nale, nale, male, e-
t akkhe, | —

Rakhi's fists slammed into the desk top, pain, pain, shattered plastics, bleeding, his wists
| acerated. The physical shock shuddered through Chai khe's body. She felt the wounds on her own
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wists, the flow of the warm bl ood over her hands, tension ebbing.
We, he kept repeating into her mnd, -we, together, we.

For the last few nmonments, Ashakh had not noved. Aiela stared at himtensely, wondering how ruch

| onger the iduve could manage to stand. He rested still with his back against the corner, his arns
folded tightly across his chest, eyes closed; and whet her the bl eeding had started again the
cellar was too dark to show Fromtinme to tinme his eyes would still open and gli mer roseate fire

in the light of Toshi's wist-globe. The little amaut never varied the angle of the gun she
trai ned upon the both of them Aiela began to fear that it would cone soon, that Ashakh's grow ng
weakness woul d end the stal enate and render them both hel pl ess.

Dive for an exit, Daniel advised him The second Ashakh falls, they'll see only him Dive for any
way out you can take. |Isande, |sande, you.reason with him

Peace, Aiela pleaded. He had another thing in mnd, an attack before necessity came upon them
Toshi had one hand bandaged, thanks, no doubt, to Kl eph's hirelings outside the headquarters; and
i f Kl eph, who huddl ed near Ashakh, had the will to fight, Kl eph could handl e Toshi—+he only one of
them now who had the strength for that. Aiela began instead to size up the two hunmans, wondering
what chance he woul d have agai nst the two of them

Precious little, Daniel estimated. You' ve no instinct for it. Get yourself out of there. Get to
Chai khe. If you can't send any nore, |sande and | are cut apart, as good as dead too. We have
nothing left without you

I sande had no words: what she sent was yet nore unfairly effective, and it took the heart from
him He hesitated.

Ashakh's eyes opened slightly. "You still have the option," he told Toshi, "to cast down your
weapons and rescue yoursel ves."

Toshi gave a nervous bubbling of laughter, to which the humans did not respond, not understanding.

"He said get out of here," said Aiela, and the nmen | ooked at Ashakh as if they thought of I aughing
and then changed then" ninds. |duve hunor was sonething outsiders would not recogni ze, nor

appreci ate when they saw it in action. Ashakh was indulging in a bit of vaikka, he realized in
chill fear, absolutely straight-faced and far frombluffing; likely as his own death was at the
noment, arastiethe forbade any unseenly behavi or

One human fled. Toshi did not |let herself be distracted.

The cellar went to eye-wrenching light and dark and runbled in collapse. Aiela and Kl eph cl enched
thenselves into a unified ball, seeking protection fromthe cascadi ng cenent and brick, and for a
morment Ai el a gave hinmself up to die, uncertain how nuch wei ght of concrete there was above. A

| arge piece of it crashed into his head, bruising his protecting fingers, and at that he thought
of Ashakh and scranbled the few feet to try to protect him

In the next breath it was over, and Aiela found daylight flooding in through a gap where the door
had been, and the side of the room where Toshi and the human had been was a solid nmound of rubble.

A dusty and bl oodi ed Ashakh dragged hinself to his feet and | eaned unsteadily on the edge of the
basenment steps. "Niseth,” he proclainmed. "The effect considerably exceeded cal cul ati ons. ™

And upon that he nearly fainted, and would have fallen, but Kl eph and Aiela held himon his feet
and hel ped himup to daylight, where the air was free of dust.

"What was it, great |ord?" Kl eph bubbled nervously. "Wat happened?"
"Aiela," said Ashakh, catching his breath, "Aiela, go down, see if you can | ocate our weapons.”

Aiela hurried, searching anmid the grisly rubble, pulling brick aside and fearing further coll apse.
He knew by now what Ashakh had done, delicately m nd-touching the weapon he had so casually
dropped, and negating a considerable portion of the cellar
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Hi s own gun |ay accessible. Wien he found Ashakh's, it |ooked unscathed too, and he brought it up
into the daylight and put it into the iduve' s hand.

"Damaged, " Ashakh judged regretfully. H's indigo face had acquired a certain grayish cast, and his
hand seened to have difficulty returning the weapon to his belt.

"Chai khe," he said, and could tell themlittle nore than that. He shook off Kl eph's hand with a
violence that left the little anaut nursing a sore wist, and stunbled forward, unreasoning,

heedl ess of their protests. There was nothing before them but open ground, the w de expanse of the
port, Chaikhe's ship with its ranp down and the base ship beyond: closest was Tejef's ship, hatch
opened, and a smallish figure toiling toward its ranp.

"Come back," Kleph cried after Ashakh. "O great |ord, cone back, cone back, let this small person
hel p you."

But Aiela hesitated only a nonment: nad as the iduve was, that ranp was i ndeed down and access was
possi bl e. There woul d not be another chance, not with the sun inching its way toward zenith. He
ran to catch up, and Kl eph, with a squeal of dismay, suddenly began to run too, seizing the

i duve's other armas Aiela sought to keep himfromwasting his strength in haste.

Ashakh struck at Aiela, half-hearted, his violet eyes dilated and wild; but when he realized that
Aiela neant only to keep himon his feet, he cooperated and | eaned on him

And after a few neis nore, it was clear that Ashakh could sumon no nore strength: arastiethe
i nsisted, but the iduve's slender body was failing him H s knees buckled, and only Kl eph's
strength saved himfrom a headl ong col | apse.

"We nust get off this field," cried Kleph in panic. "Olord nas kane, let us take himto the other
ship and beg themto let us in."

Ashakh pushed away fromthe amaut. His effort carried hima few steps to a fall from which he
could not rise.

"Let us go," cried Kleph.

Sel f-preservation insisted go. The base ship would lift off before Ashanone struck. Daniel and
I sande insisted so; but before them was Ashakh's objective, and an open hatch that was the best
chance and the | ast one.

"Get himto the greater ship," Aiela shouted at Kl eph, and began to run. "He can m nd-touch the
| ock for you, get you in—nove!"

He t hought then that he had saved Ashakh's life at least, for Kl eph would not abandon him
t hi nki ng Ashakh his key to safety; and the bandy-1egged fell ow had the strength to manage that
muscl e- heavy body across the wide field.

Ai el a, Aiela, nourned |Isande, oh, no, Aiela.

He ran, ignoring her, nentally calculating a triangle of distance to that open hatch for hinself
and for the amaut that struggled along with his burden. He m ght make it. Hs side was splitting
and his brain was pounding fromthe effort, but he m ght possibly make it before one instant's
notice fromthe iduve master of that ship could kill him

Distract Tejef, he ordered his asuthi. Do anything you can to get free. 1"'mgoing to need all the
hel p possible. Keep his mnd from e

Dani el cast about for a weapon, seized up a chair fromits transit braces, and slamed it into
moni t or panel, door, walls, shouting like a madman and trying to do the maxi num danage possi bl e.

Only let one of the human staff respond to it, Daniel kept hoping. He neant to kill. The ease with
whi ch he slipped into that frame of nmind affected Aiela and Isande with a certain queasi ness, and
stirred sonething prinmtive and shanef ul

| sande began to pry at the switchpl ate, seeking sone weakness that could trigger even the nost
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m nor alarm but Aiela could not advise her. He could no |onger think of anything but the amaut
that was now striving to run under his burden

Then his vision resol ved what Ashakh's takkhenois had told himfroma much greater distance.
That bundl e of green was a woman, indi go-skinned and robed as a kat asat he.

Ai el a had his gun in hand: though it was not designed to kill, firing on a pregnant wonan gave him
pause—the shock and the fall together might kill her

And the anmaut whirled suddenly in nidstep, and his hand that was under Chai khe's body held a
weapon that was indeed | et hal

Aiela fired, reflexes quicker than choice, tunbling both amaut and i duve wonan into a heap
unconsci ous.

There was no stopping to aid Chai khe. He ran, holding his side, stunbled onto the glidewal k of the
extended ranp, daring not activate it for fear of advising Tejef of his presence. He raced up it,

t he hatchway | oonming above. It came to himthat if it started to close, it could well cut himin
hal f .

It stayed open. He alnost fell onto the level surface of the airlock, ran into the corridor, his
boots echoing down the enptiness.

Then the idoi kkhe's pain began, slowy pulsing, unnerving in its gradual increase. Coordination

failed himand he fell, reaching for his gun, trying to brace his fingers to hold that essentia

weapon, expecting, hoping for Tejef s appearance, if only, if only the iduve would once nake the
m st ake of over-confidence.

Leave ne, go! he cried at his asuthi, who tried to interfere between him and the pain.

Sonet hi ng was breaking. The light-dimmng had ceased for a tinme, but now a steady crashing had
begun down the hall, a thunderous boom ng that penetrated even Margaret's drugged sl eep. She grew
nore and nore restless, and Arle's soothing hand could not quiet her.

Soneone cried out, thin and distant, and when Arle opened the infirmary door she could hear it
nmore plainly.

It was Daniel's voice, Daniel as she had heard himcry out once before in the hands of the amaut,
and such crashing as Margaret's body had nmade when Tejef struck her. That flashed into her mnd
Mar garet broken by a single unintended bl ow

She cried out and began to run, hurrying down the hall to that corner room the source of the

bl ows and the shouting. Her knees felt undone as she reached it; alnost she had not the courage to
touch that switch and free it, but she did, and sprawl ed back with a shriek as a chair hurtled
down on her.

The w eckage crashed down beside her on the floor; and then Daniel was kneeling, gathering her up
and caressing her bruised head with anxious fingers, stilling her sobs by crushing her agai nst
him He pulled her up with himin the next breath and ran, hitting another door-switch to open it.

A woman et them of a kind that Arle had never seen, a wonan whose skin was |ike a sunmer sky and
whose hair was light through thistledown; and no less startling was the possessive caress she
gave, assunming Arle into her affections |ike some unsuspected kin, taking her by the arm and
conpel ling her attention

"Khasif," she said, "Arle—a man |ike Tejef, an iduve—have you seen hin? Do you know where he is?"

Her command of human | anguage was flawl ess. That alone startled Arle, who had found few of the
strangers capabl e of any human words at all; and her assunption of acquaintance utterly robbed her
of her power of thought.

"Arle," Daniel pleaded with her
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Arle pointed. "There," she said. "The niddle door in the lab. Daniel!" she cried, for they left
her at a run. She went a few paces to follow them and then did not know what to do.

The kaneth no | onger resisted. Tejef saw the fingers of his left hand jerk spasnodically at the
pistol, but the kallia no | onger had the strength to conplete the action. Tejef kicked the weapon
spi nning down the corridor, applied his foot to the kaneth's shoul der, and heaved hi m over onto
hi s back.

Life still remained in himand the harachia of that force worked at his nerves; but there was
little enough point in killing one who could not feel, nor in commtting the e-chanokhia of
destroying a kaneth. The eyelids jerked a little but Tejef nuch doubted there was consci ousness.
He abandoned hi mthere and went down the corridor to the airlock. It lacked a little of noon
Chinel e had cast her final throw He felt greatly satisfied by the realization that she had failed
any personal vai kka upon him even though she would not fail to destroy him and then he felt
enpty, for a nonent only enpty, the m nds about himsuddenly stilled, takkhenes al nost gone, the
air full of a hush that settled about bis heart.

Then came a touch, faint and bew |l dered, a thing waking, fenmale and sensitive.
Chai khe.

He willed the nonitor into life and saw the field, four fornms, three of which noved—a squat anmaut
draggi ng Ashakh's |inp body in undignified fashion. Ashakh too tall a man for such a small anaut
to handl e; and Gerlach lying very still by the ranp, and a nound of green stirring toward

consci ousness, feebly trying to rise.

Kat asat he. The harachia of the green robes and the realization that he had fired on her, once nas,
hit his stomach Iike a blow The sight of her tangled with Gerlach's squat body—beautiful Chai khe
tunbled in the dust of the pavenent—was a painful one. Such a prisoner as she, was a great honor
to a nasul, a prize for katasakke or kataberihe to an Oithain, the life within her for the dhis
of her captors, great vaikka, if that nasul could bend her to its will.

So |l ong al one, always matel ess; the illusions of kanethi melted into what they were—e-chanokhi a,
enpti ness.
She arose, lifted her face: takkhenes reached and touched, an inpact that slanmed unease into his

belly. She seenmed to know he watched. Anger grew in her, a fierceness that overwhel ned.

He nmust kill her. Obscene as the idea was, he nust kill her. He faltered, hesitated between the
hatch control and the weaponry, and knew that the indecision itself was a sickness.

Her m nd-touch seized the lock control, held it, felt toward other mechani snms. Uncertain then, he
gave backward, realizing she would board the ship—dhisais, e-takkhe with him He could not let it
happen. In cold sanity he knew it was a risk to face her, but he could not reach her with the
weapons now. She was ascending the ranp in firmcontrol of the nechani sns. He gathered hinself to
wrest that control from her

Takkhenes reached out for him a fierceness of we incredibly strong, as if a multiplicity of mnds
turned on hi mAot Chai khe's al one, not Ashakh's, whose mind was silent. It was as if thousands of

nm nds bore upon him at once, focused through the |l ens of Chaikhe's, |ike the takkhenes-nasul of

all Ashanome, willing his death, declaring hime-takkhe, anomaly, ugliness, and alone, cosmically

al one.

It acquired a new source, a nuddl ed echo that had the essence of Khasif about it, |eftward, same-
I evel . Tejef realized that presence, felt it grow, and desperately reached his m nd toward
i nterveni ng door |ocks, knowi ng he nust hold them

They activated, opening, one after the other. Khasif was nearer, fully alert now, a fierceness and
anger that yet |acked the force that Chai khe sent.

Death took root in him cold and certain, and the rage that he felt at Chinele was all that held
it fromhim He could not deci de—Khasif or Chai khe—he could not find strength to face either

file:/lIF|/rah/C.%20J.%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%20J%20-%20Hunter%200f%20Worlds.txt (125 of 138) [5/20/03 12:39:33 AM]



file://1F|/rah/C.%20J.9%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%203%20-%20Hunter%200f %20Worl ds.txt
caught bet ween.
And Chi nel e, knowi ng: he felt it.

He turned, flight in his nmind, to seize manual control of the ship and tear her aloft, self-
destroying, taking the e-takkhei with himto oblivion

"Nasith."

Chai khe's image occupi ed the screens now at her owmn will. Her dark and | ovely face stared down at
him Doors refused to open to his mind: he operated them nanually and ran

A last sprang open before he touched it. Khasif was there, the kanmethi |sande and Daniel wth
himand with a reaction quicker than reason Tejef went for Khasif, Khasif yet weak fromhis |ong
inactivity and his wounds—Fej ef's takkhenois gathered strength fromthat realization. The kanet hi
thenmsel ves attenpted interference, dragging at them from behi nd.

He spun, swung wildly to clear themfromhim and saw | sande's face, in his mnd Margaret, her
| ook; that it was which kept the strength from his bl ow.

And a shout of anger beyond, from her asuthe the kallia, who had stunbled after, gun in hand.
Tej ef's eyes w dened, foreknow ng.

Aiela fired, |eft-handed, saw Isande and the iduve hit the floor at once. He tried to reach her
but it was all he could do to | ean against the wall and hold hinself on his feet. Daniel was first
to her side, gathered her up and held her, assuring himover and over again that she was alive.
Above them both stood Khasif, whose sharp glance away from |l sande warned Aiela even as a soft step
sounded behind him

Chai khe.

The very act of breathing grew difficult, concentration inpossible. The gun tunbled fromAiela's
fingers and crashed agai nst the flooring, sounding distant.

"She is dhisais," said Khasif. "And it was not wise for you to have interfered anong iduve,
kanethi. You have interfered in vaikka."

Run, Daniel thought desperately; burdened with Isande's weight, he tensed his nuscles to try.

No! Aiela protested. He | eaned against the wall, shut his eyes to renpve the contact of Chaikhe's;
and hearing her nove, he dared to | ook again.

She had turned, and wal ked back in the direction of controls.

Doors cl osed between them and Khasif at last stirred fromwhere he stood, |ooking down at Tej ef
with a |long soft hiss.

The ship's engines stirred to life.

"We are about to lift," said Khasif softly, "and Tejef will give account of hinmself before
Chi nel e; perhaps that is the greater vaikka. But it was not w se, kameth.”

"Ashakh, " Aiela exclainmed, renenbering, hardly recognizing his own voice. "Ashakh—s still out
there. "

"I aminstructing Teysel on the base ship to take himup to Ashanonme. For Prianpbs there is no
| onger need of haste. For us, there is. See to yourselves, kanethi."

Chapter 15

THE MELAKHI S WAS in session, and the entire body of the nasul with them in the great hall beyond
the paredre. The paredre projected itself and a hundred Chineles, reflection into reflection, down
the long central aisle of the hall, and thousands of iduve gathered, a sea of indigo faces, sone
proj ections, sonme not. There were no whisperings, for the synpathic iduve when assenbl ed used
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ot her than words. Takkhenes gathered thick in the room a heaviness of the air, a possession, a
power that made it difficult even to draw breath, let alone to speak. Wrds seened out of place;
heari ng came as through sonme vast gulf of distance.

And for a handful of mnetanei summoned into the heart of the nasul, the silence was overwhel m ng
Hundr eds, thousands of iduve faces were the walls of the paredre; and Chinmele and Khasif were in
the center of it. Another pair of figures naterialized anong those that |ined the hall, Ashakh's
slimdark formand the shorter, stouter one of Rakhi—solid, both of them who silently joined the
conpany in the center. Ashakh's presence surprised Aiela. The base ship had hardly nore than nade
itself secure in the hangar deck, and here was the nasith, stiff with his injuries, but

i mmacul ately clean, bearing little resenblance to the dusty, bloody being that had exited the
col | apse of the basenent. He joined Chinele, and received a nod of great respect fromher, as did
Rakhi

Then Chinel e | ooked toward the kamethi and beckoned. They noved carefully in that closeness of

i duve, and Dani el kept a tight grip on Arle's shoulder. Chinele greeted them courteously, but only
Ai el a and | sande responded to it: Daniel kept staring at her with ill-concealed anger. It rose in
a surge of panic when he saw her take a black case and open it. The plati num band of an idoi kkhe
gl eaned wit hin.

No! was in Daniel's mnd, frightening his asuthi. But they were by him and Arle was there; and
Dani el was prisoner of nore than the iduve. He took it upon his wist with that same hel pl ess
panic that Aiela had once felt, and was bitterly ashaned.

Is this what takkhenes does to m netanei ? Aiela wondered to hinsel f. Daniel hated Ashanone;

i ndeed, he had not feared Tejef half so much as he feared Chinele. But he yielded, and Aiela

hi nsel f could not inmagine the degree of courage it would take for one m netane to have defied the
nasul .

CQut si ders both of you, Isande judged sadly. Ch, | amglad | never had to westle with your doubts.
You are sinply afraid of the iduve. Can't you accept that? W are weaker than they. What does it
take to make you content?

Chimel e had grown interested in Arle now, and gazed upon the child' s face with that | ook Aiela
knew and Dani el npost hated, that bird-of-prey concentration that cast a spell over the recipient.
Arle was drawn into that stillness and seened nore hypnotized than afraid.

"This is the child that was so inportant to you, Daniel-kanmeth, so inportant that your asuth
could not restrain you?"

Dani el 's heart thudded and seened to stop as he realized that vai kka need not involve the rea

of fender, that reward and puni shnment had no human virtue with the starlords. He woul d have said
sonmething if he could have gathered the words; as it was, he net Chinele's eyes and fell into that
anet hyst gaze, that chill calmw thout pity as minetanei knew it. Perhaps Chinele was |aughing.
None of the kanethi could detect it in her. Perhaps it was a vaikka in itself, a denobnstration of
power .

"She has a certain chanokhia," said Chinele. "Arrangenents will be nade for her proper care.”
"I can nmanage that," said Daniel. It was the nost restrained thing he coul d manage to say.

And suddenly the center of the paredre itself gave way to a projection, red and viol et, Tashavodh
and M janot he, Kharxanen and Thi ane.

"Hai | Ashanone," said Thiane. "Are you satisfied?"

Chimel e arose and inclined her head in reverence to the eldest of all iduve. "You are punctual, o
Thi ane, long-living."

"It is the hour, o Ashanone, hunter of worlds, and Prianos still exists. W have seen ships
rejoining you. | ask again: are you satisfied?"

"You have then noted, o Thiane, that all of our interference on the world of Prianps has ceased
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ahead of the tine, and that all equi pnent and personnel have been evacuated."

Thi ane frowned, nettled by this mld vaikka. "There is only one bei ng whose whereabouts nmatters, o
Ashanone. "

"Then see."” Chinele |ooked to her |left and extended her hand. Another projection took shape, a man
in dark clothing, seated. His eyes wi dened as he realized where he was: he arose and Arle began an
outcry, stopped by Isande's fierce grip on her arm

"This person,"” said Chinele softly, "was once of Ashanone. W have hi manong us again, and we are
capabl e of settling our own internal nmatters. W give you honor, Mjanothe, for the propriety you
constantly observed in harathos. And, o Kharxanen of Tashavodh, be advi sed that Ashanone will be
rangi ng these zones for sone time. In the interests of the ban on vai kka which the Oithanhe set
upon us both, it seens to us that it would be proper for the nasul Tashavodh to seek some ot her
field. We are in prior occupation of this space, and it is not proper for two orith-nasuli to
share so close quarters without the decency of akkhres-nasuli and its binding oaths."

There was a silence. Kharxanen's heavy face settled into yet a deeper frown; but he inclined
hinself in a stiff bow "Hail Ashanome. W part without vai kka. These zones are wi thout interest
to us; we delight that Ashanone is pleased to possess them It seens to us an excellent neans of
di sentangling our affairs. | give you farewell, Chinele."

And without further courtesy, his inmage w nked out.

It seened, though one could not be certain, that a smle touched the face of Thiane, a smile which
was no | onger present as she turned to stare at the being who stood in the shaft of pale |ight.
Then she inclined her head in respect to Chinele.

"Honor is yours, Ashanone," declared Thiane. She set both hands on her staff and | ooked about her
at all the assenbly, the confident attitude of a great power anong the iduve. Chinele resuned her
chair, easy and confortable in the gesture, undisturbed by the harachia of Thiane.

And Thiane turned last to the inage of Tejef in its shaft of light, and he bowed his head. Al
threat, all strength was gone fromhim he |ooked far |ess inposing than Thiane.

"He is near," said Chinele softly. "He is not held fromjoining us in the paredre: it has not been
necessary to restrain him Perhaps to honor you he would conme to your sunmmons."

"Tejef," said aged Thiane, looking full at him and he glanced up. A low nurnuring cane fromthe
nasul, the first sound and an ugly one. Suddenly Tejef tore hinself fromthe area of the
proj ecti on and vani shed.

He was not long in coming, tangible anmd the multitude of projections that |ined the paredre.

I sande's mind went cold and fearful even to | ook upon him but he passed her without giving her
notice, though her fair conplexi on nade her nobst obvious in the gathering. He stopped before

Chi nel e and Thi ane, and gave Thi ane a bow of courtesy, lifting his eyes again to Thiane, as if the
action were painful

"Tejef," said Thiane, "if you have a nessage for Tashavodh, | will bear it."

"No, eldest of us all,
Thi ane.

answered Tejef softly, and bowed again at this exceptional courtesy from

"Was it properly done?" asked Thi ane.

Tejef's eyes went to Aiela; but perhaps to blane a nlnetane was too great a shanme. There was no
anger, only recognition; he did not answer Thi ane.

"You have seen," said Chinele to Thiane. "Harathos is satisfied. And hereafter he is Ashanone's
and it is the business of the nasul what we do."

"Hai|l Ashanone, ancient and akita. May we always neet in such a mind as we part now "

"Hail M janothe, far-seeing. May your seekings be satisfied and your prosperity endl ess. And hail
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Thi ane, whose honor and chanokhia will be remenbered in Ashanone."

"As that of Chinele anong us," nmurnured Thiane, greatly pleased, and flicked out so quickly that
her echoes were still dying.

Then it broke, the anger of Ashanone, a nurmuring agai nst Tejef that sent himto the center of the
paredre, |ooking about at themand trying to show defi ance when they crowded him Two dhis-

guardi ans, Tahj ekh and Nophres, drew their ghiakai and rested them point-down on the pricel ess
carpets, crossed, barring his way to Chinele.

An iduve hand caught Aiela s armand the idoi kkhei stung the three of them simultaneously. "Qut,"
said Ashakh. "This is no place for mnetanei."

| sande took a step to obey, but stopped, for Daniel was not conming, and Aiela stayed, terrified
for what Daniel was |likely to do.

Get the child out of here, Aiela appealed to him But there was chaos already in the hall, iduve
bodies intruding into the projection area, seemng to invade the paredre, real and unreal mngling
i n kal ei doscope conbi nation. Tejef shrank back, |ess and | ess space for him Soneone dealt hima
heavy bl ow, bodi es were between and the kanethi could not see.

"Hol d!'" Khasif's voice roared, bringing order; and Chinele arose and the iduve nelted back from
her. An uneasy silence settl ed.

"Tejef," said Chinele.
He attenpted to give a hiss of defiance. It was so subdued that it sounded far otherw se.

"There is a human fermal e who clains to be your nate,” said Chinele. "She will have treatnent for
her injuries. It was rem ss of you to neglect that—but of course, your abilities were linted. The
amaut who sheltered in your protection have realized their error and are |eaving Prianos in al
possi bl e haste. Your okkitan-as Gerlach perished in the lifting of your ship: Chai khe found no
particul ar reason to clear himfrombeside the vessel. And as for karsh Gomek in general, | do not
yet know whether we will choose to notice the inconveni ence these bei ngs have occasioned us. It is
even possi ble the nasul would choose not to notice your offenses, Tejef, if you were wise, if you
made subm ssion."

The oppressive feeling in the air grew stronger. Tejef stood anpbng them sides heaving, sweat
pouring down his indigo face. He shook his face to clear the sweat fromhis eyes and seened likely
to faint, a creature sadly fallen fromthe whole and terrible nman who had faced themonworld. To
yield, Daniel had heard fromhimonce, is to die; norally and physically, it is to die; and if
ever a nan | ooked apt to die fromsuch a cause, this one did, torn apart wthin.

Tejef's wild shout of anger drowned all the rising murnur of the nasul. |duve scattered fromhis
first blows, voices shrieked and hissed. |sande snatched Arle and hugged; the human child's face
agai nst her breast, trying to shut out the awful sight and sound, for the ghiakai of the guardi ans
faced Tejef now, points level. When he would try to break free of the circle they would crowd him
and by now he was dazed and bl eeding. Wth a shout he flung hinself for Chinele; but there were
the guardians and there was Khasif, and Khasif's blow struck himto the floor.

Dani el thrust his way into the circle, jerked at the shoul der of a young iduve to push his way
past before the youth realized what had happened—and cried out in pain, collapsing under the
di sci pline of the idoikkhe.

Pai n backwashed: Aiela forced his own way through the breach, trying to aid his stricken asuthe,
cried out Chinele's nanme and felt the inpact of all that attention suddenly upon hinself.

"M netanei," said Chinele, "this is not a place for you. You are not noticed." She lifted her hand
and the iduve parted |ike grass before the wind, opening the way to the door. \Wen Dani el opened
his mouth to protest the disnmissal: "Aiela," she said npbst quietly. It was a | ast warning. He knew
the tone of it.

Dani el rose, turned his face to Tejef, appealing to him he wanted to speak, wanted desperately,
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but Daniel's courage was the kind that could act: he had no el oquence, and words al ways cane out
badly. In pity, Aiela said it. Daniel would not yield otherwi se.

"W interfered. | did. W are sorry."

And to Aiela s dismay the iduve gave back all about them and they were alone in the center with
Tej ef—and Dani el noved cl oser to |Isande, who clenched Arle's hand tightly in hers, and gazed
fearfully as Tejef gained his feet.

" Karet hi ,
Go away. "

said Chinele, "I have not heard, | have not noticed this behavior. You are disn ssed.

"He had honor anong his kanethi," said Aiela, echoing what was in Daniel's heart. It was inportant
Tej ef know that before they left. The idoi kkhe touched, began and ceased. |sande radi ated panic,
she with the child, wanting to run, foreseeing Daniel's death before their eyes-Aiela's with him
It was her unhappi ness to have asuthi as stubborn as hersel f-her pride, too. They were both nad,
her asuthi, but she had accepted that already.

And Chinel e | ooked upon the three of them a kallia's eyes m ght have varied, shown sone enotion.
Hers scarcely could, no nore than they could shed tears. But Aiela pitied her: if he had

di sadvant aged her once before her nasithi alone and nerited her anger, he could only surm se what
he did to her nowwith the entire Ml akhis and nasul to witness.

"Chinele-Orithain," he said in a tone of great respect, "we have obeyed all your orders. If a
kanet h can ask anything of you—

A tall shadow joi ned them-Ashakh, who fol ded his arns and gave a nod in curt deference to Chinele.

"This kameth," said Ashakh, "is about to encounter trouble wi th which he cannot deal. He is a
peculiar being, this mmetane, a little rash with us, and w thout any sense of takkhenes to fee
his way over nost deadly ground; but his chanokhia appeals to nme. | oppose his disrespect, but I
amnot willing to see harmcone to himor to his asuthi—ene of whomis, after all, human as wel |
as outsider, and even nore ignorant of propriety than this one. | have borne with much, Chinele. |
have suffered and nmy sra has suffered for the sake of Ashanone. But this kameth and his asuthi are
of worth to the nasul. Here | say no, Chinele."

"Ashakh," said Chinele in a terrible voice, "it has not been the matter of the kanmethi alone in
whi ch you have said no."

"l do not oppose you, Chinele."

"I perceive otherwi se. | perceive that you are not takkhe with us in the matter of Tejef, that
sonmeone | ends hi m support.”

"Then you perceive ami ss. My ninel akhia has al ways been for the well-being of Ashanone. We have
been able to conpose our differences before, nasith-tak."

"And they have been many," said Chinele, "and too frequent. No!" she said sharply as Tejef noved.
He cane no closer, for there were the dhis-guardi ans between, and Khasif and Ashakh noved to
shield her as reflexively as they always had. The cl oseness was heavy in the air again:
oppressive, hostile, and then a curiously perturbing fierceness. Chinele glanced at Rakhi in

al arm

"You do not belong here," she said, but her anger seened snothered by fright, and it was not clear
to whom she spoke.

Tej ef noved nearer, as near as the ghiakai would permit. "Chinele-Orithain. You cast nme out; but
Mej akh' s takkhenois is gone and the touch of the nasul is easier for that, Chinele sra-Chaxal. |
have al ways had nmi nel akhia for this nasul, and not alone for the nasul. |I was nas, Chinele."

Chinele's breath was an audible hiss. "And your life in the nasul was always on scant tol erance
and we have hunted you back again. Your mnelakhia is e-takkhe—e-takkhe and unspeakably of f ensive
to ne."
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A fierce grin cane to Tejef's face. He seened to grow, and set hands on knees as he fell to knee
on the carpets. H's gesture of submi ssion was itself insolence; slowy he inclined his body toward
the floor and as slowy straightened.

Arle cried out, a tiny sound, piercing the intolerable heaviness in the air. |sande hugged her
tightly, silencing her, for Ashakh sent a staccato nessage to the three idoi kkhei simnultaneously:
Do not nove

"Go!" Chinele exploded. "If you survive in the nasul, | will perhaps not seek to kill you. But
there is vai kka you have yet to pay, o Tejef no-one's-getting."”

"My sra" answered Tejef with cold deliberation, "will have honor." But he backed carefully from
her when he had risen
"You are dism ssed," Chinele said, and her angry glance swept the hall, so that Tejef had no nore

than cl eared the door before others began to disperse in haste, projections to wink out in great
nunbers, the concourse clearing backwards as the iduve departed into that part of the ship that
was theirs.

"Stay," she said to the nasithi-katasakke when they would as gl adly have wi thdrawn; and she
i gnored them when they had frozen into waiting, and bent a fierce frown on Aiela. The idoikkhe
sent a signal that nade hi mw nce.

M metane, it is your doing that | bear this disadvantage. It is your doing, that gave this being

arastiethe to defy me, to draw aid fromothers. Your ignorance has begun what you cannot begin to
conprehend. You have di sadvantaged ne, divided the nasul, and sonme of us may die for it. What are
youewi I ling to pay for that, mnetane that | honored, what vai kka can you perceive that woul d be

adequat e?

He stared at her, pain washing upward fromthe idoi kkhe, and was stricken to realize that not only
m ght he lose his life, he might in truth deserve it. He had Isande's msery to his account; now
he had Chinele's as well.

And in the disadvantaging of an Orithain, he had threatened the exi stence of Ashanome itself.
"I did what was in me to do," he protested.

Ashakh saved him He realized that when the pain cleared and he heard |Isande and Daniel's faint,
terrified presences in his nmind, and felt the iduve's viselike grip holding on his feet.

"Chinele," said Ashakh, "that was not disrespect in him it was very plain kalliran logic. And
perhaps there is nerit in his reasoning: after all, you found chanokhia in him and chose him so
his decisions are, in a manner of speaking, yours. Perhaps when one deals with outsiders, outsider-
| ogic prevails, and events occur which would not occur in an iduve system"

"I perceive your m nel akhia for these beings, Ashakh, and | amastounded. | find it altogether
excessive."
The tall iduve glanced aside, enbarrassed. "I conprehend the chanokhia that Tejef found in these

bei ngs, both human and kallia."

"You were responsi ble for sw nging the takkhenes of Ashanonme toward Tejef —your vai kka for
Chai khe. "

Agai n he had | ooked toward her, and now bowed his head slightly. "Chaikhe is dhisai s—as Rakhi can
tell you: beyond vai kka and no | onger appropriate for ny protection. | understand what you did,
since you did not spare Rakhi, for whom you have npbst regard, and | admre the strength and
chanokhi a of your action, o Chinele. You disadvantaged ne repeatedly in your maneuvering, but it
was in the interests of Ashanone.”

"I's it in our interests—what you have done?"

"Chinele," said Rakhi softly, and such a | ook went between themthat it seenmed nore than Rakh
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ni ght have spoken to her in that word, for Chinele seenmed nuch disquieted
"Khasif," said Chinele suddenly, "can you be takkhe with this natter as it is?"

Khasi f bowed. "I have brought you Tejef; and that vaikka is enough. He is sra to nme, Chinele, as
you are. Do not ask ne questions."”

" Chai khe— Chi nel e sai d.

"Orithain," said Rakhi, "she has followed your orders anmazingly well: but renenber that she was
scarcely out of the dhis when she acquired Tejef's interest."

Her lips tightened. "Indeed," she said, and after a nonent: "Aiela, the harachia of yourself and
your asuthi is a disturbance for the nonent. You did serve ne and | rejoice in the honor of your
efforts. You are dism ssed, but you still owe ne a vai kka for your presunption today."

He owed her at |east the sane risk he had taken for Tejef, to restore what he had stolen from her
t hough every instinct screaned run! "Chinele," he said, "we honor you—fromthe heart, we honor
you. "

Chinele | ooked full into his eyes. "M netane,"” she said, "I have a minelakhia for the peculiarity
that is Aiela Lyailleue. Curiosity inpels ne to inquire further and to refrain fromdealing with
you as you have so well deserved. You are the only mnetane | have seen who has not feared to be
m net ane anong us. You are Ashanonme's greatest living curiosity—and so you are free with us, and
you are getting into the perilous habit of taking liberties with Ashanonme. The contagi on has
spread to your asuthi, | do perceive. In noderation, it has been of service to ne."

"I am honored by your interest, Chinele."

Her attention turned then to Ashakh. By sone inmpul se that passed between them Ashakh bowed very
| ow, hands upon his thighs, and rermained in that posture until Chinele's agitation had passed. He
seened to receive that too, for he straightened w thout |ooking up before, and slowy lifted his
face.

"Chinele, | protest | amtakkhe."
"I perceive your approval of these outrageous beings."

"And |," said Ashakh, "feel your disapproval of ne. | am di sadvantaged, Chinele, for | do honor
you. If you insist, | shall go arrhei-nasul, for ny mnelakhia is not adequate to chall enge you,
certainly not at the peril of the dynasty itself. You are essential and | amnot. Only permt me
to take these kanmethi with nme. Arastiethe forbids I should abandon them"™

Chinele net his eyes a nonent, then turned aside and reached for Aiela's arm Her incredibly
strong fingers numbed his hand, but it was not an act of anger.

One did not often see the nasithi-katasakke on the kanethi |evel; and the presence of Rakhi caused
amld stir—enly mld, for even the kanmethi knew the eccentricity of this iduve. So it was not a
great shock for Aiela and Isande to find the nasith greeting themin passing. Beside themthe
great viewport showed starry space, no longer the sphere of Prianps. Ashanonme was free and running
agai n.

"Sir," the kamethi acknow edged his courtesy, bowi ng at once.
"And that third person?”

"1 amhere,'" said Daniel through Aiela' s lips. Trouble, Aiela? Wat does a nas want with us at
this hour?

Be calm If Chinele nmeant harm she would do that harmfor herself, with no internmediary. Aiela
conpelled his asuthi to silence and kept his eyes on Rakhi's so the nasith should not know t hat
communi cation flickered back and forth: this three-way comrmuni cati on benmused one to a point that
it was hard not to appear to drift.
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"I's the asuthithekkhe pl easant?" Rakhi wondered, with the nearest thing to w stful ness they had
ever heard in an iduve.

"It has its difficulties," Aiela answered, ignoring the feedback fromhis asuthi. "But | would not
choose ot herwi se."
"The silence," said Rakhi, "is awesonme—without. For us the experience is not altogether pleasant.

But bei ng severed—nakes a great silence."

Ai el a understood then, and pitied him It was safe to pity Rakhi, whose m nel akhia was not so
fierce. "Is Chai khe well, sir?"

"She is content She is inward now-altogether. Dhisaisei grow nore and nore that way. | have felt
it."” Rakhi silenced hinself with an enbarrassed gl ance toward the viewport. The body of Ashanone
passed under the holding arm For a nonent all was dark. Their reflections, pale kallia and dusky
i duve, stared back out of the viewport. "There is a small amaut who nentioned you with honor. Hi's
name i s Kl eph. Ashakh bade nme say so: arastiethe forbids the first of Navigators should carry
messages. This person was greatly joyed by the sight of the gardens of Ashanone. Ashakh procured
himthis assignnent. Arastiethe forbade—=

"—that Ashakh should admit to gratitude."

Rakhi frowned, even he a little nettled to be thus interrupted by a ninetane. "It was not
chanokhia for this amaut to have delivered Ashakh in a hel pl ess condition aboard the base ship.
Thi s being could not appreciate vai kka in any reasonabl e sense, save to be disadvantaged in this
way. Has Ashakh erred?"

"No," said Aiela, "and Ashakh knows he has not."

The ghost of a smile touched the nasith's face, and Aiela frowned, suspecting he hinself had just
been the victimof a bit of iduve hunor, straightfaced in delivery. Perhaps, he thought, the iduve
had puzzled out the ways of minetanei nore than the iduve chose to admt. Yet not even this nost
gentle of iduve was to be provoked: one had to renmenber that they studied gratitude, coul d perhaps
practice it for hunor's sake. Wether anything then stirred the cold of their dark hearts was
wort hy of debate.

Let be with him Isande advi sed. Even Rakhi has his limts.

"M netanei ," said Rakhi, "I should advise that you go soft of step and well-nigh invisible about
the paredre for the next few days. Should Chinmele sunmon you, as she will, be nobst agreeable."”

"Wy, sir?" asked Isande, which was evidently the desired question

"Because Chinele has determ ned a vai kka upon Tashavodh that the Oithanhe and its ban cannot deny
her." The iduve grinned despite hinself. "Kharxanen's mnelakhia for a bond with the dynasty of
Ashanone is of long standi ng—+ndeed, the origin of all these matters. It will go frustrated. The
Orithanhe itself has conpell ed Kharxanen and Tejef to deny they are sra to each other; so

Khar xanen cannot clai many bond at all when Chinele chooses Tejef for the kataberihe of Ashanone.
Purifications will begin. One child will there be; and then this nas Tejef will have a ship and as
many of the okkitani-as and kanethi as Chinele chooses to send with him"

"She is creating a vra-nasul ?" asked |sande, amazed. "After all the grief he has caused?"
Resentnment flared in her, stifled by Daniel's gl adness; and Aiela fended one fromthe other

"They are takkhe," said Rakhi. "M netane, | know your ninds sonewhat. You have |ong nenories for
anger. But we are not a spiteful folk; we fight no wars. Chinele has taken vai kka, for his sra as
a vra-nasul serve Ashanone forever; but the sra she will take from hi munder her own nanme as her
heir will forever be greater than the dynasty he will found. Vra-nasul in nating can put no bond
on orith-nasul So Tejef will nmake subm ssion and both will keep their honor. It is a reasonable
sol uti on—ene of your own working, mmetanei. So | advise you keep secret that small vai kka of
yours lest Chinele be conpelled to notice it. She is amused by your chanokhi a: she has struggl ed
greatly to attain that attitude—for if you know us, you know that we are frequently at a loss to
deternmne any rationality for your behavior. W make an effort. W have acquired the wisdomto
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observe and wait upon what we do not understand: it is an antidote for the discord of inpulses
whi ch govern our various species. | recommend the practice to you too, kanethi."

And with a nod of his head he went his way, nounted into the lift, and vani shed from sight.
Ai el a, came |Isande's thought, Chinmele sent him
We have been honored, he replied, and expected argunent from Dani el

But Daniel's consciousness when it returned to them disnissed all thoughts but his own for the
monent, for he had suddenly recogni zed across the concourse a human child and a red-haired wonan.

He began, quickly, to thread his way through the traffic; his asuthi in this nonent gave himhis
privacy.

A ossary of Foreign Terns

I

THE KALLI RAN LANGUAGE: |i ke human speech in its division of noun and verb concepts. There is,
however, a fossilized Ethical fromthe tine of the Orithain Domination. Al though the Ethica
corresponds to the Verb of Orithain speech, it has been made an Adjective in the kalliran

| anguage.

aret hme: (ah-RETH may) city-deme of kalliran political structure: on the home world, equal to a
city and all its land and trade rights; in the colonies, often equal to a hem sphere or an entire
world, with its attendant rights.

ehs, pl. ehsim (ACE) cubed measurenent approximately 10 inches.
el ethia: (el-eh-THEE-ya) honor, gentility, sensitivity to proper behavior; faithfulness to duty.

Esliph: (EHS-1if) the Seven Stars: a heavily planeted region |ying between the netrosi and human
space.

giyre: (G Urey) recognition of one's proper place in the cosnmic Oder of things; also, one's
proper duty toward another. It is ideally mutual

Halliran Idai: (hah-1ee-HRAN ee-DYE) the Free Union, the political structure of the nmetrosi, the
capital of which is Aus Qao, the fifth of Qao.

i kas: (EE-kas) disregarding of giyre and kastien: presunptuous.
kallia (KAL-Iee-ah) man, wonan; men, wonen.
kanesul e: (kah- MAY-soo-1eh) to associate with the iduve; to be servile of nmanner

kastien: (KAHS-tee-yen) being oneself; virtue, w sdon observing harnony with others and the
uni verse by perfect centering in one's giyre toward all persons and things.

marithe: (mah- REE-theh) a pal e-pi nk w ne.
men, pl. nmeis: (MEN, MACE) a linear neasurenent of approximately 10 inches.

metrosi: (MAY-tro-see) the Cvilized Wrlds, those within the original area of kalliran-amaut
col oni zati on.

Oithain: (o-rih-THAIN) mistakenly used as generic termfor the iduve.
parome: (PAHR-ohn) governor of an arethmne
Qao: (KHUA-0) the Sun; hone star of the kalliran species.

file:/lIF|/rah/C.%20J.%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%20J%20-%20Hunter%200f%20Worlds.txt (134 of 138) [5/20/03 12:39:33 AM]



file://1F|/rah/C.%20J.9%20Cherryh/Cherryh,%20C%203%20-%20Hunter%200f %20Worl ds.txt

THE | DUVE LANGUAGE: differs fromboth kalliran and hunan speech to such a degree that translation
cannot be made literally if it is to be understandable. Paraphrase is the best that can be done.

First, there is no clear distinction between the concepts of noun and verb, between solid and
action. Reality consists instead of the situational conbination of Tangibles and Ethicals; but an
Et hical may be converted to a Tangi ble and vice versa. Mst ideas are grammatically conplete in
two words: an Ethical is affixed to the Tangi bl e. Meanings nay be altered or augnmented by Prefix,
Infix, or Suffix upon either Ethical or Tangible. The nature of these added particles may be:
Negati ve, Intensitive, Honorific, Hypothetical, Interrogative, Inperative, Directional, Futuritive
or Historical, Relational or Descriptive.

Second: the | anguage has only scant designation of gender. It is inpossible to distinguish sex
save by adding the male Honorific -toj or the fenmale Honorific -tak to the word in question
Concepts whi ch would seemto nmake gender distinction inevitable (man, woman, nother, father
brother, sister, husband, wife) exist only as artificial constructs in the iduve | anguage.

In the pronunciations given below, an asterisk (*) indicates a guttural sibilant produced by -kk
or -kh-: a throat-sounded hiss resenbling a soft kh

akites, akitonei: (ah-kee-TEHS) a Voyagi ng Ship
aki t enekkhe: (ah-kee-toh- MEK*-heh) worl dbound; having bond to person or place outside the nasul

akkhres-nasuli (AK*-hress-NAHsu-lee) joining of two akitomei for the purpose of kata-sakke anpng
the menbers of both clans.

anoi khte: (ah-noi k*-TEH) bondl ess; not "free" (akita) but "loose," and therefore fair game for
m mel akhia, q.v. Manlings (mnetanei) cannot enjoy arrhei-akita; by their very terrestrial natures
they are akitonekkhe and therefore linmted in their sensitivities.

arasti et he: (ah-rahs-tee-AY-theh) honor; the power and burden of being iduve, of being of a
particul ar nasul, or sinply of being oneself. Honor is the obligation to use power, even agai nst
personal preference, to maintain noral and physical integrity. Mnmetanei naturally possess no
arastiethe, but to describe admrable traits in mnmetanei, the iduve have adopted the kalliran
wor d el et hi a.

arrhei -akita: (AH hrrey-ah-kee-TAH) being free; an ethical necessity for the happiness and
arastiethe of the nasul; especially, the free range of their ship.

arrhei -nasul: (AH hrrey-nah-SOOL) | eaving clan, usually for kataberihe with another's Orithain.
Doi ng so for any other reason is to invite violence fromthe receiving clan. Not the sane as
arrhei -nasuli (AH hrrey-nah-su-LEE), which is exile fromall the Kindred, equal to a death

sent ence.

Ashanone: (ah- SHAH no- may)

asut he, asuthi: (ah-SOOTH, ah-su-THEE) lit.: conpanion. A person |inked to another by chi abres.
asut hi t hekkhe: (ah-su-thi-THEK*-heh) nental |inkage.

Chaganokh: (cHag- ah- NOKH*)

chanokhi a: (cHan-ok*-HEE-ah) artistry; (2) as an Ethical: the practice of virtue, the studied
avoi dance of crudity, and a searching after el egance and originality.

chi abres: (cHee-AH bress) internal device for comrunication

dhis: (d*eesss) lit.: nest. A conmunal embryonics |aboratory and nursery for the nasul. Children
| eave at maturity.

dhi sai s, dhisaisei: (d*EE-sice) fenale driven to tenporary nadness by bi ol ogi cal changes at
childbirth; may |ast years.
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e-: (ay) negative prefix: not, un-.
ghi aka, ghi akai: (zhee- AHkah) curved sword, now cerenonial.

harachi a: (ha-rak*-HEE-yah) lit: presence, seeing. Visual inpact of a person, thing, or situation
which elicits an irrational enotional response.

i doi kkhe, idoi kkhei: (ih-DOYK*-heh) fromidols, jewel. The bracelet of a nas kane, patterned with
the heraldry of the nasul, and capable of transmitting sensory inpul ses.

i duve: (ih-DOOVh) man, wonman, nmankind.

I ghanofre: (ik-HAH no-fray)

i zhkh: (i zsk*) rmountai nous region of Kej IV famed for its geonetric art.
kanet h, kanethi: (KAH mef) Honorific of nas kane.

kat aberi he: (kah-tah-beh-REE-heh) mating of an Orithain to produce orithaikhti, heir-children

Only children of such a mating may inherit the title; it goes to the el dest regardl ess of sex. The
bond of kataberihe forbids the woman in the pair from katasakke for ten nonths after announcing
her intention; the nmale suffers a ritual abstinence for twenty days. This is for the sake of
establishing paternity, and for nental preparation, as kataberihe- mates are usually from anot her
nasul .

kat asat he: (kah-ta-SATH) pregnant

kat asakke: (kah-ta-SAK*h) mating-for-children, requiring a three-nonth abstinence should the worman
desire to change mates. It is also counted inproper for the male to have nore than one current
mat e. Each kat asakke mating will alnpbst certainly result in a child; such a high rate of
conception was once advantageous to species survival. Extrene longevity and limted space on the
aki tomei have nmade it otherwise, giving rise to the custom of katasukke.

kat asukke: (kah-ta-SOOK*h) nating-for-pleasure, done with mnetanei, and not (for aesthetic
reasons) with amaut. This cannot result in offspring, and neither the purification period of
kat aberi he nor that of katasakke forbids katasukke.

Kej: (Kezh) the Sun; home star of the iduve.
-kkh: relational infix, fromkane, bond, bind. Binding or obligation: necessity.

-kuti kkase: (ku-tih-KAHseh) lit.: things. Earthly necessities, food, bodily conforts, all arts
save the pursuit or use of intangibles. Opposite of chanokhi a.

lis, lioi: (lihss, LEE-0i) 1,000 paces, approximately 3/4 mle

Mel akhi s: (nmeh-1akh- HEESS) from m nel akhia; the Council of Acquisition, conposed of the Orithain
hi s/ her sra, and one nenber from each of the elder or major sri of the nasul. The Mel akhis assists
the Orithain in decisions of major inportance and technical conplexity.

M j anot he: (nee-j ah- NOTHe)

m mel akhi a: (nmeh-neh- | ak*- HEE-ya) desire of acquisition; sonetimes used to approxi mate m met ane
concept of "love"; sonetinmes translated "ferocity." A basic and constant activity of the iduve,
necessary for arastiethe. (2) m-tones: the acquisition of prestige or spatial |ordship, needfu
as operating roomfor the dignity and freedomof the nasul. (3) m-likatis: acquisition of

know edge, nobst honorable of activities.

m net ane, n netanei: (nmeh-MEHtah-nay) manling: a being which approxi mately conforns to iduve
appear ance: kallia and humans.

nasithi: (nah-sih-THEE) Honorific plural of nas, a nenber of the nasul

nas kanme, noi kane: (nahs KAH may, noi KAH nmay) bondchild; a minmetane in service to the nasul
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okki tan-as, okkitani-as: (OK*-hee-tahn-AHSS) lit: helper. Amaut in service to the nasul

Ori t hanhe: (oh-ri h-THAHN- heh) council of all available orithainei of orith-nasuli, at |least twenty
for a quorum It neets on the home world. Due to the iduve predilection toward arrhei-akita, it is
al nost never convoked.

paredre: (pahr-ED hre) cerenonial center of authority of an akites; the hall of the Orithain.
prha: (prah) particle meani ng "hypothesis" or "one supposes."

serach: (SEHrak*) funeral display; a destruction of kutikkase in proportion to the arastiethe of
t he dead.

sorithias: (so-rih-THEE-ahss) fromorithois, mastery. The obligation of an Orithain to the nasul

sra: (ssrah) bloodkin (ship) (2) bhan-sra: vertical (parent-child). (3) ig-sra: lateral (brother-
sister; half-brother and hal f-sister).

-tak: female Honorific suffix.
takkhe: (tak*h) having takkhenois in agreenent.

t akkhenes: (TAKH*-he-nayss) group-consci ousness of the nasul, by which decisions are made and
justice deterni ned.

Tashavodh: (tah-sha-VOD*h)
t ekasuphre: (tek-ah-SU-frey) stupidity, irrationality, nonsense.
-toj: (tozh) male Honorific suffix.

vai kka: (VAI-k*hah) or (vai-K*HAH ) a denonstration of arastiethe; could roughly be translated as
"revenge" if not that vaikka is often taken in advance of actual injury, to offset niseth

(di sadvant age). Vai kka need not involve danage, for arastiethe can be denonstrated by help as well
as harm It is, however, a fighting or predatory instinct basic to the iduve psychol ogy.

vai kka- chanokhi a: an art formpeculiarly iduve, practiced generally upon other iduve, as m nmetane
have |imted appreciation of chanokhia. True vai kka-chanokhia is such that the recipient cannot
possi bly reciprocate.

vra-nasul : (vrah-nah-SOOL) subject-clan; fornmed when an elder clan splits because of size or
di sunity.

THE AMAUT LANGUAGE: similar to kalliran speech in structure, with many kalliran words appropriated
into the |l anguage, and showi ng rmuch tendency to inmtate the el aborate politeness styles of the
i duve. The al phabet is native, but literature as such dates fromfirst contact with the iduve.

amaut : (ah- MAUT) man, wonan; peopl e.

bnesych: (b' NAY-si kK) director; karsh- head at colony's foundation.

chaju: (CHAHju) a musky, potent |iquor.

geshe: (CGESSH eh) a stringed instrunent.

habi sh: (hah-BEESH) all-ni ght bar and sidewal k cafe, featuring nusic, singing, dancing, and chaju.
habi shaap: (hah-beesh- APPPH) keeper of a habi sh.

karsh, karshatu: (kahrssh) basic famly unit of the amaut, taking its nane fromthe founder
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either male or female, who acquired | and and began the fanmily line. Wthout |and there is no karsh
save the one of ancestry. Possessing land entitles one to found a karsh of a size comrensurate
with the productive capacity of the | and.

Kesuat: (KEZ-wat) the Sun; honme star of the amaut

rekeb: (REK-ebp) a sistrumlike nusical instrunent.

shakhshoph: (sshak-SHOPPH) lit: hiding-face. Politeness to hide true feelings from outsiders.
sushai: (ssu-SHAlI) from sus, Shade. A word of greeting.

BACK COVER

C. J. CHERRYH

The i duve were the nobst advanced spacefaring race in the galaxy. They travell ed where they pl eased
in giant city-sized vessels, engrossed with their own affairs. The iduve were humanoids—with a
di fference: they were predators incapable of human enoti ons.

Aiela was a world-survey officer who found hinself abducted to serve the iduve clanship Ashanone.
Forcibly mnd-linked with two other humans, |ife became for himwholly intended for dedication to
the service of his captors

But events involving a hunan world that had becone prey to the Ashanone were to bring out
contradictions and confrontations that make the story of this nan and his captor-naster, the
Hunter of Worlds, a truly powerful science fiction novel

C.J. Cherryh is a winner of the Hugo award and the.the John W Canpbell award. Hunter of Worlds
was a selection of the Science Fiction Book C ub
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