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ONE
Crash Landing

The computer was moaning to itself, dribbling sparks onto the twisted and buckled bridge deck, dyingin
agony.

By the glow of those blood-red sparks and the faint emergency lights Krinata Zavaronne could see a
small puddie of her own red blood spreading to mix with the deep purple blood of the warm Dushau
body she sprawled againgt. Dying.



No! Not dead yet! We survived the crash!

Driven by sharp urgency, she fought for consciousness, fastening on the nonhuman rhythm of Dushau
breathing, groping for the scintillating thrill of the curious psychic resonance shed once shared with two
Dushau.

But her eyes drooped shut, and she dipped back into darkness, swept into what seemed only adream.

Dazzing sand dunes marched away into the mauve-hazed distance. An unforgiving copper fireball
of a sun beat from the bare magenta sky. A small metal dliver lay half buried. in alarge dune. She
became every grain of sand in the desert. She swas the metal sliver, and the sky and sun, air and
sand, balanced in ecstasy, celebrating within herself, the perfection of the Celestial Artist.

Then, subtly, the vison changed.

Death baked the hollow dliver and the protoplasm within. The huge dune ached to swallow the
diver and heal the wound the foreign thing had made in it.

In the far distance a sinister dirty haze smeared the horizon. A vibration in the sands identified it
even as vision expanded to encompass it: sandstorm.

But it was veering away from the metal dliver. The rage of the dune, which was herself yet
separate from her, reached out and dragged the scouring menace toward the helpless sliver that
was also herself, anticipating a vicious satisfaction, a healing triumph. For a moment she fed all
her energiesinto the dune's effort to cleanse itself, and the hissing, seething wind that moved
mountains swerved toward the sliver.

Within the turbulent wall of sand, a face appeared—a Dushau woman, young, €legant, bitterly
hostile. The face withered with ilIness before her eyes, becoming suddenly familiar. It was the face
she'd seen on the viewscreen as she'd fired on the Emperor's flagship, Desdinda’s face, cometo life
to wreak her sworn vengeance.

Krinata squirmed and wrenched and beat free of the nightmare, pursued by the rising howl of the
anguished winds, a howl of betrayal. "How could you!"

The keening wail of storm faded to the eectronic sound of the computer's agony. She put one hand to
her forehead and found a bruised dash. Head injury. That explainsit. The helplessfear and rage had
nothing to do with her red sdlf. Already the details of the nightmare were gone.

She wiped blood from one eyelid and focused her eyes on the whirling kaleldoscope of colored
shapes—die bridge monitor displays and control sationsof Ephemeral Truth. It al began to come back
to her. They had outraced the Allegiancy Empire's Squadron, found this system, and crash-landed the
orbit-only ship. And we madeit!

She pulled hersdlf up, holding her breath against the pain in head and ribs, and found the bleeding gash on
her arm. Gripping the pressure point of her left elbow with her right thumb, she twisted free of thetorn
crash webbing—meant only for Cassrians, not strong enough to hold ahuman— and staggered to the
mangled console that had been her station during their mad flight acrossthe galaxy.

The answer to her inquiry about this planet was still etched faintly into the screen, mocking her. the
dushau

OLIAT TEAM, RAICHMAT, DECLARES FOURTH PLANET OF XB333291MSNOT FIT FOR
HABITATION, COMMERCIAL EXPLOITATION, OR DOME COLONIES. SYSTEM FILE



CLOSED.

Clinging to the warped edge of the console, she turned to look at the only other person on the bridge,
Jndigar. He had lied; thiswas no safe-haven. Hed surely known that. Centuries ago held been amember
of Raichmeat, the exploring team that had evaluated the planet. But he had told her the planet was
marginaly habitable and had never been reported because it was not commercidly useful. So, according
to Jndigar, thisofficia record did not even exis.

Asthe shock of betraya swept through her, she had to fight off a.dizzy wave of dgavu.

The computer's wails became barely articulate pleasfor reief. It was a Sentient computer, a
half-protoplasmic brain plugged into the ship's circuits. He had named himsdlf Arlal, and had been her
friend. But clearly they'd never repair him now. Tearsin her eyes, Krinataturned to tug loose Arlai's
power cable. Put him out of his misery.

The blood on her hands made her grip dippery, and as she struggled to perform the act of mercy, she
didn't hear Jindigar gain hisfeet. She gasped as hiswarm, finely napped skin brushed her. He gripped her
wrigt with his seven-fingered, nailless hand, stopping her. "Not yet," he said.

She desisted. It was his ship, and Arla hisoldest friend.

Limping, blood flowing from aragged holein histhigh, he climbed thetilted deck to the astrogator's
gation, which he had been covering for their dive into amosphere. In avelvety voice as midnight-deep as
his eyes, he crooned to his computer as he worked the controls. "Arlai, I'm sorry. Y ou did your best. |
must ask one last service, then I'll give you peace. Please—we must know."

Through his agony the computer responded, " Serving.”

"Thank you, Arlai. Can you show me your previous display—the one just before we entered
atmosphere?’

"Thisisthebest | can do. Too many circuitsout.”

The screen before Jindigar flashed. Krinata scrambled up the canted deck to look around the tall
Dushau's elbow. Despite the blurs on the screen, she identified the stellar array that had been on their
rear viewscreen for days. But near the edge of one blur there was anew symbol—amassive hyperdrive
trace—the Allegiancy Squadron!

"Wedidn't outrun them!" she groaned. A single ship had traced them asthey fled the Emperor's flagship
and had called the Squadron in on them. They had crossed the galaxy in short dashesto elude the
Squadron and had findly lost them just before entering this system.

But they'd known the Squadron would search every system in the quadrant for any trace of them. So
they had voted to try for alanding, Arlai ingsting he could get the ship and its cargo of colonization
materids down safely, though Ephemeral Truth would never make orbit again. When she accused Arlai
of volunteering for a suicide mission, he had pointed out that he'd meet aworse end |eft helplessin orhit.

Arla had planned for his passengersto take to the landerswhile Arla brought the ship in empty, but
while they were|loading, Jndigar had suddenly called them to strap in and had Arlai take the ship down
immediady.

Krinata had been looking for agood colony site when sheld found the officid report on the planet.
Before, sheldd only studied Arlai's other files on the place, coded under the name Phanphihy, confirming
Jndigar's satements. If Jndigar had lied to her, if she'd been wrong about him, it wasway too late to



change her mind. The crimes againgt the Allegiancy Empire they had committed together had aready
condemned her to be executed with him. « "Arlai," whispered Jndigar, "can you show us any sort of scan
of thisplanetary system?”'

"Atmosphere digtorts, and—"
"Anything, Arla," begged Jndigar.

The monitor cleared and another view sketched acrossit, one corner of the screen whited out by the
planet's sun, for they were on the dayside. The rest was ablurring haze that shifted as Arlal struggled to
find functiona sensorsand circuits. But the hyperdrive trace till showed clearly at the bottom of the
screen. "Jindigar,” said Arla, "I'm sure. The Squadron is till there—and | think they're changing coursein
thisdirection.” Numbers appeared on the screen. "Theres the data. Y ou'll haveto plot it. | can't.”

Jndigar's head drooped as he leaned on stiffened arms, avery human posture of dgjection. "They will
search every agteroid in this system until they find us.”

"Their insrumentswill find thisship,” she agreed, "but | doubt if they have anything that can locate
thirty-one protoplasmic beings on aplanet thissize."

Arlal interjected, "Eighteen living protoplasmic beings— that | can discern. So many sensories out-------

'If it was alivable planet, wed have achance,” she accused bitterly, grieving for the dead she'd hardly
known.

Jndigar twisted his head to focus his midnight eyes on her. The Dushau face was so humanoid, despiteits
short nap of dark indigo, large midnight eyes, and nearly bridge-less nose, that she believed she could
read his expresson: excitement and arevivification her words had given him.

"Of courseit'slivable. | told you that!"

She pointed to the other screen that still held the faint impression of the Raichmat team's report. She
knew how those reports were generated because that had been her job.

His eyes held hers from a bare handspan away, and his voice was penetratingly honest, ashe said, "That
record isin error. Wewill lose ourselves on this planet until the Squadron leaves, and then well be able
tolive here™

She knew how those records were made and how ships Sentients accessed the magter files. There was
no way the record could be wrong—unless a Dushau had lied, just asthe Emperor had accused them of
doing. A chill shook her. She'd defended the Dushau, surein her heart the Emperor had persecuted them
unjudtly. If shewaswrong—

She was about to ask Jindigar how he knew the record was in error, when Arlai groaned and his screen
went into a pyrotechnic whirl. Jndigar said compassionately, "Easy now, Arla, it'sal over. You've been
the very best, and welll never forget you." As he spoke he moved to the cables Krinata had been
struggling with, cables exposed by the Sorung seams of the cabinets. "Krinata, help me!”

She gripped, and together they terminated the computer's agony. Hislast intelligiblewords hung inthe air.
"I'm sorry, Jindigar. Y ou were so good to me, and | failed you."

Tears sprang to Krinata's eyes as she remembered al the times sheld felt that sheld failed Jindigar's trust
and had been driven to find unsuspected reserves within herself. She couldn't have been wrong about



Jndigar.
She sighed asthe last of the echoes died away. "Oh, Arlal, I'm so sorry.”

"Inaway it'sfor the best. Arla would have gone mad |eft done here while we hide in the hills. He
couldn't just turn himsdlf off, you know."

Dushau feared insanity almost more than death. Krinatawiped at atear. "I know." She'd often wondered
if Arlai had been Jindigar's only red friend for the last three thousand years of the Dushau'sincredibly

long life.
But there was no time to mourn. "Only eighteen survivors," muttered Jndigar, surveying the dead bridge.

She moved her left hand to cover hiswhere he il gripped the cable, needing to comfort him. Jndigar
caught her arm, examining the bleeding. "Here, let'stend that,” he said, and noticed the blood on her face.
Hefumbled for ahandlight. "Hold till." He shined it in her eyes, searching for Sgns of .concussion.

She squinted againg the ultrabright Dushauni light, protesting, "I'm all right.”
"It s;ems s0," he answered, setting the light aside as he fetched down thefirst aid kit.

In the hoursthat followed, Jindigar's pragmatic, one-step-at-a-time way of dealing with the emergency
got them al over the shock and into motion. Injuries were bandaged, roll call and inventory taken, and
the bodies respectfully gathered and laid out, asif it were dl routine.

But Krinatasaw hisface in the unguarded moment after they found the seven dead Dushau in the nearly
crushed cargo hold above the landers docking bay. With alifespan of well over ten thousand years,
death by accident was different for Dushau than for ephemerds. The death of afriend close for
thousands of years could be aparayzing blow. She done saw how shattered Jindigar was by the seven
deaths, and knowing more of what held just been through, she done marveled at hisregained
composure. Hed pay apricefor that stoicism.

Soon after that they assembled outside the ship in the desert afternoon sun to plan their next moves.

Only eighteen survivors gethered in the shade of the haf-buried hull of the Ephemeral Truth. Theship's
nose was buried deep in asand dune, the tail stretching out farther than Krinatawould careto walk in the
loose sand. The bottom of the hull had crumpled, but even o, the ship rose many times Krinatal's height.
Around them, white sand dunes showed ripples from the action of ferociouswinds, and no hint of
vegetation asfar asthe eye could scan. The sky was a vivid magenta behind the blinding copper sun. A
pale rosy peach moon was risng near the horizon.

Krinata hugged her ankle-length desert cloak around her. She'd never been to such aplace, yet it was
oddly familiar. Seized with inexplicable anxiety, she found herself searching the horizon for she knew not
what. Lots of habitable planets have places like this, shetold hersdlf, trying to be the professond
ecologist sheld trained to be. They're vital to the biosphere and shape the weather. The sourceless
anxiety receded, and shetold hersdlf it had been mererationa terror at being marooned, aquarry at bay
who'd just found she'd been lied to by the only one she trusted.

Using dl the discipline learned during the last few months adventures, she refused to think about the dead
and congdered the survivors and their possible choices.

None of the eighteen were of desert species. There was the small family of Cassrians, two adults and
three nearly grown children, astall as Krinata but wasp-dender. They had their heat-repelling desert
cloaks drawn tight around their dark exoskeletons. The male, Trasde, was afair space pilot, ashrewd



businessman, and quick in an emergency. The children were well controlled and responsible. The three of
them had taken over the care of the ship'stwo mascots, amated pair of piols. But the mae piol, Imp,
had not been seen since the crash. Now the children consoled Rita, the femae, who was busly trying to
shred the hems of the children's desert cloakswith her long fishing claws.

Next to the Cassrians, squatting on the soft sand, were the four Lehiroh men. So humanoid you could
mistake them for a Terran race at first glance, they had vastly different organs, could eat substances
humans could not, and could tolerate radiation exposures fatal to ahuman. They were professiona
explorers who worked with the Dushau Oliat teams, the ecology specidigtslike Jndigar. Their young
bride, Bell, had been among the dead. Krinatawondered if they'd be too grief-stricken to function.

The two Holot—a mated pair—huddled beneath two of the silvery desert cloaks so you couldn't see
their sx-limbed formsaat dl. They were warm-blooded, densdly furred, and miserable in the unrelenting
hest.

The other four survivors were humans, from Terran colonies much younger than Krinatals home world.
Two men and two women, though Krinatawasn't sureif they were paired. They had hardly spoken to
her snce they'd come aboard. Such uncivilized pioneers had amuch better chance of surviving here than
Krinatadid. And they were the only humans sheldd ever know now. She had to make friends with them.

So she chose her place near them, seeting hersalf with aglancing smile a the older woman. Jndigar, and
the only other surviving Dushau, ama e named Frey, whose nap was alighter indigo than Jndigar's,
indicating he was centuries younger, came out of the ship last.

Jndigar was dressed in loose white shirt and baggy yellow trousers of standard desert wear. He wore his
usual yellow turban, and on top of it perched a cluttering piol, the male, Imp. Under onearm wasasmall,
glittering square package, whilein his other hand he carried a haf-eaten ration bar. Frey followed, pulling
hisslvery desert cloak about himsdlf, and together they negotiated the flimsy, improvised emergency
ramp. Jndigar seemed to bounce ddiberately, asif absently enjoying the swaying footing while munching
hisration bar, though his overal manner was uncharacterigtically somber. Testing his thigh?

The sun turned the Dushau adark purple, the color of dense shadow. Prey's head was bandaged, but he
had no trouble balancing.

At the bottom of the ramp Jindigar set the snuffling, wriggling piol down, and the anima scampered
through the gathering to hismate, greeting the Cassrian children effusively. The children shouted to
Jndigar and gathered the ship's two mascots into atumbling heap.

Jndigar unfolded the package he was carrying and, with aflourish, threw adesert cloak cardesdy
around himself as he approached the group. "Storm," he cdled to one of the Lehiroh, "isthe burid
finished?"

"Y es. Wetook al thirteen bodiesinto the drive chamber and laid them out respectfully.” He glanced at

the others, grief in hiseyes. "Wetook care of Bell, but we had no ideawhat to do for the others, if
anything.”

Jindigar scanned the group, and as he spoke, he revealed light blue teeth. "1 believe weve dl said our
good-byes privatdy. It seemsfitting that Ephemeral Truth become their tomb and our monument to the

Allegiancy Empire”

"Jndigar,” said the older human woman, Viradd. "How can you set amonument to the Empire? The
Empiresout to kill every Dushau loose in the galaxy, and every friend of aDushau!" She looked around.
They were dl here because the Emperor had confiscated their homes and businesses and condemned



them to death because they'd helped Jindigar or other Dushaul.

Cuitting off arisng mutter, the Cassrian mae, Trasde, piped up in hisreedy voice, trained to the single
tones of standard speech, "The Empire's dead but doesn't know it yet. Dukes and Kings are dtill fighting
each other for the throne, and I'll bet it's some Duke who's sent that Squadron after usto revenge the
Emperor. They're not going to give up. Even if Ephemeral Truth could lift again, there's no placeto go.
Thisisno timeto set monuments. Let's discuss how to lose ourselves on this planet before were caught.”

Jndigar knelt effortlesdy, smoothing aspot of sand like an artist preparing acanvas. Then, as he spoke,
he drew amap with deft strokes. "We're on the largest of the northern continents, but to the southwest
quarter, with aformidable mountain range to the north. Thisisadesert valey, surrounded by wooded
hills. The nearest edge of this desert is due east, which isthe path the Allegiancy troopswill search first
oncethey locate Truth."

The Cassrian femae, Alld, said, in her untrained, multi-toned voice, "If wed |eft the bodies strewn abot,
maybe the Allegiancy would think we'd dl died. After al, there were seven other Dushau, some pretty
badly burned.”

"That'sdisgusting!" spat Viradd, making the Cassrian recoil. But Krinatafelt that the Cassrian's sense of
decency had been overridden by desperation. After all, she was a Cassrian parent with young to protect,
and Krinata had seen the ruthless savagery she was capable of in defense of her young. It had saved
Krinatasand Jindigar'slives.

"Ugly," agreed the Lehiroh, Storm. "But it might have been worth atry if it had any chance of
succeeding.” He exchanged aslent glance with his co-hushands.

Jindigar cutin. "l doubt such aruse would help now. When the Squadron locates Truth, they'll probably
blast the ship because it was the instrument of our escape from the Emperor's flagship, and the home of a
Sentient who could break Allegiancy law. They may assume Arlai |eft trap programs aboard and not
even dareto searchiit.”

Prey, the Dushau youth, shuddered, and Jndigar gave him asilent paternal look before continuing. When
he tapped the map with one long finger, Krinata saw held embellished it with artistic curlicuesto create a
work of art whilethey argued. "Well head northeast toward the foothills at the edge of the vdley.
Southeast of those foothillsisahigh plateau, and on the edge of the plateau should be afertile area
suitable for al our species. Distances? | don't know. Arla—" He glanced toward the buckled and
twisted hull of Truth, swallowed hard, and continued. "Arlai hadn't completed mapping, but | did see his
scan of the area as we came down."

Charlie Gibson, who'd been elected second in command for the group's ground activities, asked, "Any
ideahow far to the edge of this?" The experienced colony manager who'd been elected leader had died
inthe crash.

"Oh," said Jndigar, turning from them. He gathered Prey's attention with aglance that prickled Krinatals
skin, then bent to pick up ahandful of sand and squint northeast asit sifted through hisfingers. She
watched avidly asthe two Dushau made rapport with the place. For centuries Jindigar had worked in the
Dushau explorer teams, the Oliat, honing that singular talent. And he was the best.

Recently sheld become Jindigar's debriefing officer, a Programming Ecologist respongble for certifying
new worlds. She had dreamed of going into the field asan Oliat Liaison Officer, helping to plant anew
colony. Now shewasliving that dream—~but without the full seven members of the Oliat team. They had
only Jndigar and hisyoung student, Frey.



Jndigar turned back to them, momentarily shrouded in the distracted air of hisOliat skills, and she
yearned to join him and Frey in the odd triune consciousness they had shared to escape from the
Emperor'sflagship. But hisindigo eyeswerefixed on the distance ashe said, "If we start now, we could
reach the edge of this sand-sea by dawn. It's another day's hard march to water. The only problem isthe
windstorm that's brewing. Therell be some shelter from that at the edge of the desert.”

"lsn't there enough energy in that storm to bury the ship?' asked Frey of hiselder.

"Good observation,” granted Jndigar. "Here, the ship isour only shelter from the blowing sand. But if we
stay, we may not be able to dig out and get clear before the Imperiasfind us. If we start, we must
forcemarch to the edge of the valley and climb to shelter before the sorm bits." He glanced once more a
the sky, brushing the last of the sand from his skin. "Does anyone want to Sit here and wait for the
Imperids?’

There was agenera murmur of negatives, and Gibson stood up to say, "Come, if we're going to outrun
that storm, we've got to hurry.”

Jndigar sat staring a his map as everyone rose, breaking into groups and heading for the ramp. He
added a finishing touch, then wiped the area clean and, with afew deft strokes, sketched afrolicking piol.
To an objective observer he might seem untouched by tragedy, but Krinata sensed an undertone of
anguish, and recaled how Imp, asapiol pup, had rescued Jindigar's pirits by just being dive.

Findly he rose and turned to go back insde while Krinata stared at the horizon that had captivated
Jndigar's attention. Sandstorm?! Why did that send preternatura terror through her nerves? Shuddering,
she scrambled to catch Jindigar, drawing him aside at the foot of the ramp.

"If the torm isthat close," said Krinata softly, "why don't we make our triad again and push the storm
adde?'

"I'vetold you, Krinata, you can't. Y ou don't darejoin us ever again. | should never have dlowed it, even
once."

"But | could doit. | know | could."

He summoned patience to reiterate wearily, "Desdinda died while trying to make atetrad out of our triad,
and shewasinsane at that moment. Y ou took the brunt of the shock because you'd had absolutely no
training—Frey was hurt so he can barely tolerate the duad now, and I—didn't get away unscathed,
ether. A triad isout of the question.”

"Wewon't know that until wetry it," argued Krinata, part of her acknowledging his expertise, but another
part frightened enough of the sandstorm to try anything. She knew the danger. Sheld seen Oliat members
die when others of their team died. "Weve dl had timeto hed—"

Jndigar sghed. Frey had gone on into the ship, and the Cassrian children were chasing the piols up the
ramp. Hesad, "Thisisno timeto play gameswith your sanity. Y ou're lucky your imagination isn't running
wild during ordinary consciousness. Don't even mink of experimenting with other states. | stand in awe of
human menta pliability—but even humans have limits.”

She pointed, a sense of outrage starting to build, asif her only chance at red life were being snatched
away. "That sandstorm out there could scour the flesh from our bones. Isn't it worth arisk to save the
group?'

"Krinata, | know you've never seen anything wrong with Inverting the Oliat function to affect the



environment. But to us, it isn't to be donelightly. It's so dangerous, it's often better to accept death. Even
if we could triad, 1'd never consider influencing that storm's course. It's not the Oliat way to step onto a
world and arbitrarily remakeit to our convenience.”

Hiswords made complete sense. No decent ecologist would interfere with such large natural phenomena
without the guidance of acomplete Oliat. But, irrationdly, her whole body yearned to battle that ssorm
and subdue it. She put it down to her enchantment with the triad rapport. That one taste of the
multicentered awareness told her how it could be to perceive the whole ecology of-aworld. That was
what she'd been born to do. Any training, discipline, or purging she had to go through would be worthiit.

Then an odd thought occurred to her. They're afraid to attempt a triad with me again!

Seaing her capitulate, Jndigar turned and climbed the ramp with the Holot, Storm, and the humans,
leaving Krinatato follow.

TWO
Sandstorm

Theinterior of the ship had heated to baking oven temperatures, hotter than the open shade. They found
the three L ehiroh and Frey using cutting torches to open the side of the ship to let them pull their anti-grav
dedsout. Long ago they'd loaded the colonizing equipment onto the deds. A mass of |ess portable items
had been stowed in the crushed and inaccessible cargo holds with the two-seater sky birds Truth
carried. The orbita landers and the atmosphere sky-birdswere al useless now. So the only way to take
the bare essentiad s with them wasto pull the anti-grav deds.

Jndigar took up acutting torch, only the set of his mouth betraying his distress at butchering his ship.
Then, asthey were guiding the deds down the ramp, the Lehiroh ingtructing them in the use of the ded
controls, Jindigar |eft to return minuteslater with along, flat box Krinatainstantly recognized, a Sentient
computer's core, which stored the essence of personality if not al peripheral memory. Lovingly he
inserted the box into a compartment in one of the deds and then claimed that ded for hisown.

At firgt Krinata couldn't imagine why held doneit. Arlai couldn't be revived without a higher technology
than they'd be able to rebuild. Then she thought again. In perhaps athousand years they'd have regained
it, Jndigar would be here to useit, and Arlai would wake again.

Minutes later they walked out of Ephemeral Truth and into the ankle-deep sands. She saw Jindigar
caress the ship's skin as they passed through the opening. Then, out in the direct sun, Krinata pulled the
hood of her cloak over her head. Though her hair was dark, her skin wasfair. Despite months of
exposure to high-actinic light, she could get the burn of her lifein such adesert.

The padded ded harnessfit her shoulders so she could lean into it, getting the massive but weightless ded
into motion. The ded conssted of athick platform housing its machinery, surrounded by a peg-and-rope
fence set back from the edge to restrain the cargo, which was covered by tarpaulins of the heat-repel lent
fabric of the desert cloaks.

On each of the four sides of the ded was a covered control pand with one conspicuous lever, the brake.
The ones on either side were down to keep the ded from drifting sideways. She'd have to be fast with
the brake if she stopped, or the mountain would float inexorably over her and into the deds and peoplein
front of her.

Jindigar had placed Frey and Storm at the rear, towing the ded loaded with water and indispensable
supplies, certain they could keep the pace. They had only one ded to tow between them, so if something
happened ahead of them, one of them would be free to help. The two piols choseto ride atop thisded,



and Frey made them asmall lean-to for shade.

It was past noon when they started, the hottest part of the day yet ahead. She dogged through the sand,
turning her mind off, setting her body to endure. Jindigar said they'd make it, and everyone, even the
Lehiroh, who were seasoned explorers, Oliat Outriders, believed him. And she'd heard their |eader,
Storm, say that Jindigar hadn't survived thousands of years on strange planets by miscaling sandstorms.

Asthe afternoon wore on she grew accustomed to the thumping of her canteen againgt her thigh, the
abrading sand in every crease of her skin, the desiccating heat. She had been strengthened by the hard
life sheld lived since sheld defied the Emperor to break Jindigar out of prison.

Gradualy, without intending to, she began to move faster than those ahead of her, and rather than waste
the momentum in the ded, she stepped out of line and passed them one by one, exchanging cordial
words with everyone but Viradel, who looked her up and down asif Krinatawere trying to show her up.
The sun was perceptibly lower, beginning to blur behind adirty haze gathering a the horizon, when
Jndigar led them to the eastern trough of a huge dune that could provide some shade for arest stop.

She wastiring. It was getting harder to ignore the places where she hurt, but she was approaching
Jndigar, who wastowing hisded far in the lead, setting a cautious pace, working hiseyesfrom sideto
Sde searching the ground. The moon, off to their right, wasriding higher. Sunset would not stop them.

She shivered in sudden dread of the desert night and fought a growing sense of menace asif shewere
walking into a nightmare where however hard she ran, she could not escape.

Just then Jindigar turned his head, saw her coming, and gave what could only be awarmly welcoming
amile. Suddenly the smile flicked through darm to anger. He shrugged out of histowing harness, leaving it
to trail in the sand as his ded kept going on momentum, and waded to her ded, naillessfingersworking
the controls adraitly. In seconds he had dowed and turned her ded, inserting it at the center of theline
next to hisown, dragging her withiit.

Ashe dipped back into his own harness he roared, " Are you trying to get yourself esten dive by
sandswimmers? | thought you were an ecologist!"

IIBlJt_II
"Didn't you hear me state explicitly that no one should stray from the direct line of march?!

Jndigar never gave orders, he made statements. But she'd never seen him angered by someone who
ignored one of his statements. "I got going so fast, | couldn't—"

"Trying to wear yourself out before the night's over?!
"Jndigar, nothing happened,” she said reasonably.

"No?'Y ou miss waking yoursa f—and one sixteenth of our gear—into atraplair and you say nothing
happened?’

Sandswimmer? Traplair? Tasting the words, she recognized them as generic termsfor sorts of desert
life sheld rather not meet on adark night. She twisted to glance over her right shoulder at the strip of sand
she would have waked on if Jndigar hadn't pulled her into the line. She saw no sign of any anima lurking
beneath the sand surface, but if Jindigar said it wasthere, it wasthere.

She shuddered, but the sense of menace had evaporated. Had she picked up some awareness from the
duad Jndigar and Frey maintained? " Thank you, Jndigar. I'm sorry."



He studied her asthey paced side by side, hisanger evaporating. "Not redly your fault. | expect too
much of you." A troubled look crossed his dark indigo features. "1 don't know why." Then he smiled, the
warmth of welcome back again as he asked, in a softer tone, "'Isyour arm hurting?"

"It just aches, but | think the hedl-jdlly isworking."

"Good," hereplied. Then, asif he needed to rationdize hisinterest in her, he added, "I hope the others
are doing aswdll. Seriousinfection could jeopardize our survivd."

"And what about your thigh? Thisisahike, not amountain climb. My thighsarekilling me!"
"The Dushau body handlesinfection alittle better than the human,” he replied.

That was the biggest understatement Krinata had heard in along time. The Dushau were virtudly immune
to even the mogt virulent cross-speciesinfections that had developed in the galaxy. "But you don't heal so
very much faster, and you were bleeding even morethan | was."

"I took ablood replacement accelerator, and the hed-jelly isworking." He brought his ever-roving gaze
to focus on her and said in adifferent tone, "Y es, it does hurt.”

"I'm glad you admitted that., Maybe your thigh will tell you when us office workers could use arest”?”

"Soon. Right in the shadow of that big dune, there. The sand should be cool enough to sit on by now, and
there are no lurkers waiting to eat us. Also, notice how the ridge of the dune runs right along our course?
It will shelter the deds from the wind so we won't have to chase them.”

When they reached the dune and the entire marching column wasin the shade, he glanced &t her.
n Rajy?'

"Anytime!”

Before she knew what had happened, he had dipped out of his harness, ducked under hisded, and asit
passed her by, he gaveit ahefty shove. Only then did he notice she had not followed suit. "Need help?
Here"

He paced with her, helping her worm her injured arm out of the harness. "'I'll shoveit for you," he offered.
"Help me get the others unharnessed!”

Heworked hisway back aong the line, shouting, "Get loose, let the ded pass over you, then giveit a
good push. It will cometo rest about an hour straight on, and well pick them up after we rest!™

She helped others out of their harnesses, until they cameto thetrailing ded, pulled by Frey. "All right,
Frey, let's get thisthing stopped!” called Jindigar. It was the water ded, massive enough to pose a
problem.

The young Dushau dipped out of the harness and turned to catch at the control pand on the leading
edge, dancing back before the oncoming mass. He got his hand on the brake lever, but it would not
move down. "It'sstuck!" yelled Frey.

"Storm!" yelled Jindigar, throwing himself a one corner of theded. "Drag it down!" And then to Frey, he
caled, Take the other corner!”

Krinatatook the middle of the front of the ded, held on, and let it drag her hedlsin the sand. The Lehiroh
caught the rear corners, and as the mass dragged them toward the group of humans, the two men,



Gibson and Fenwick, joined on the sides. The commotion excited the piols, who scampered from side to
sde and chittered happily, asif thiswere the grandest entertainment.

The ded stopped just short of the two exhausted Holot who'd dumped in their tracks without noticing the
commotion.

"Our firgt equipment failure,” said Jndigar, grimly eyeing the furred, six-limbed Holot while examining
Krinatasarm. "Isit bleeding again?' With amedic's firm touch he pushed her deeve back to poke at the
bandage. "Looksal right. How doesit fed 7'

"Fing" shelied. Shedidn't think it would bleed.

Jndigar knelt beside the drooping Holot, who were Wesarily aware they'd dmost been run over.
Examining their eyes, one hand feding each sweet-plastered pelt, he said, "Y ou just need water. Y ou'll
befine. Youve donewell so far, and it's going to be easier now that the sun's down.”

For Jindigar, Krinata knew, the darkness would bring the greater hardship of near blindness. The intense
desert light was dim to his perceptions, while the dightly higher gravity was his norm. She asked Frey,
"Can you get a the water?'

"Yes" He attacked the shrouded cargo, the two piols peeping over the edge at him as he loosed tethers.
Gibson helped, saying, "My canteen went dry hours ago.”

Krinataremembered her own canteen, which she'd barely touched. She gaveit to Jindigar, who held it
for the Holot female, Terab, who'd been a spaceship captain until shed lost her license for helping
Jndigar's son, and Jndigar had financed her new start in life. She struggled to drink from the spout built
for humanoid lips, then curbed her eagerness, shoving the canteen toward her mate. "He needs it more!”

Jndigar rose, pleased they'd revived enough to share the water. As he passed Krinata, heading for where
Frey had the cargo exposed, he scolded, "Y ou shouldn't have refrained. Y ou could go down with
heatstroke.”

He's changed so since our escape! But she wastoo tired to be charitable. She followed him,
complaining, "Why are you dways thinking of the thingsthat could happen to me? Haven't you learned
I'm not so frail—"

Heturned, desert cloak flying, indigo face unreadable. "1've worked on many worlds with human
Outriders who competed with other species until they collapsed, endangering everyone. Experienceisa
harsh teacher. If I've wronged you—"

Abruptly it seemed to Krinata that he was using the group's welfare to rationaize his behavior, so he
wouldn't have to admit how much heredlly cared for these ephemerals. It was unlike him. Hed defended
his friendships with ephemerds before other Dushau. But after what he'd endured lately she couldn't
blame him. "Forget it. I'll be more careful.”

She bent to untangle the lashing cords, and Jndigar went to where the Cassrian family sat, cleaning sand
out of the joints of their exoskeletons. He played with the piols, fed the smalest child, and cheered them
by twittering in their own language. Thefather, Trasde, had once pulled Jindigar out of afire, saving his
life. Now he seemed to be concedling weakness and pain from his family—but not from Jndigar. He
respects Trasse.

Later, shewasleaning againgt the ded's cargo and drinking greedily when Jindigar paused to gpologize.
"I've been treating you as a patient because | perceive you as gravely injured. / failed to keep Desdinda



out of our triad, o your injury is my responsbility. From your point of view, you took arisk to save us
all—and succeeded, which isworth taking pridein. | suppose were both right.”

She stood up straight. " Does that mean you're going to give me another chancein the triad?!
"Krinata, that'simpossible. For dl the reasons—"
"Humans hed certain things more quickly than Dushau.”

"Perhaps, but—" Storm cdled to Jndigar, and he shouted back, "Coming!" Heleft, muttering, "Well
tak!"

She dumped down to the sand, propping her back against the ded, hips and thighs aching. Jindigar had
taken an awful risk letting the first human into atriad, an Oliat subform used to train Oliat officers. And in
the end she had done what no Dushau could ever do: she'd deliberately killed another Dushau who was
linked to them dl, having invaded their triad and made it atetrad—adifferent Oliat subform. Did Jndigar
fed held created a monster? How could she prove to him that he hadn't?

Her eye drifted to the shaded sde of the dune where Frey was Sitting munching retions, staring into
gpace. On impulse—the kind of ingtant action Jndigar had praised in her, cdling it atrait cultivated by
those who studied Aliom, the philosophy behind the Oliat practices—she grabbed another ration bar and
went to join Frey.

He glanced up in welcome and made a place for her beside him. "1 wanted to talk to you," he said.
Silence dtretched until she asked what about, and he offered hesitantly, "We're zunre, you know."

"I've wanted to think of the three of usthat way." Zunre, those bound to the same Oliat, were considered
closer than blood relatives. "Only Jindigar doesn't accept me.”

"But he does, and that's the problem. Krinata, do you understand why he mustn't?—It isn't my placeto
say it, but | see you gravitating to Jndigar's company, and | see him fighting to protect himsalf and the
Archive he carries, and—it's hard to watch your zunre hurting each other.”

He's thinking of Desdinda too. She was zunre to us, if only for a moment. "I've never meant to hurt
Jndigar—or any Dushau."

<'Y ou were there when Grisnilter promised Jindigar he could take the Archive from him and still work
Oliat without the Archive interfering. Jndigar didn't believe it—Grisnilter knew nothing of Oliat
dangers—but he took the Archive, anyway."

Krinata remembered the windowless bus in which they'd been prisoners. Grisnilter, the oldest Dushau
sheld ever seen and afamous Historian, lay across the backseat of the bus, dying. Grisnilter was
custodian of ahigtorica record, the Archive, aliving memory impressed into hismind, and it would perish
with hisdeath if he couldn't impressit on another Dushau with the talent to become Higtorian.

"It hasn't given Jndigar any trouble," offered Krinata

"Not until Desdindas degth,” answered Frey. "Hetries, but he can't hide it from me. He's erraticaly
accessing the Archive, and he's frightened. It'sa... asacred trust. He mustn't mar that record, he mustn't
becomelost init, he mustn't lose it behind grieving scars, and he mustn't die before he can passitontoa
Higtorian. Do you understand?!

"Dushau memory works differently from human.” Krinatanodded. "Y ou re-experience emotiona pain
every timeyou accessamemory of something that happened beforeit.”



"Yes, and Jndigar was dways very good at farfetching, despite his many scars and lack of Historian's
training."

Farfetching was the eidetic recdl of memories thousands of years past. The danger wasto go episodic,
to becomelost in memory, afatal form of insanity for a Dushau. Grisnilter had thought Jndigar immuneto
that—but he wasn't.

"Now he'safraid that hislack of training,”" continued Frey, "may cause him to betray atrust. Everything
seemsto evoke the Archive for him—aeven just talking to you."

"So that'swhy he won't attempt the triad again—"

Frey shook his head. "Jndigar's been qudified to Center an Oliat longer than I'velived. | couldn't guess
at al the factors he's considering when he says no. 1'd never dare go againgt his judgment.”

"Even when it may beimpaired by his persond problems? Even when the surviva of the whole group
may depend on it? Frey, you're surely old enough to think for yourself!" She couldn't believe shéd just
sad that. "I didn't mean----- "

Frey laughed. "And you, zunre, are likewise old enough to think for yourself." He sobered. "Krinata, we
may be zunre, but | don't wish to acquire ephemerd friends. | don't know on what grounds to appedl to
you—professiond, persond, or ethicdl. | can only beg—stay away from him."

"The group istoo small to promise that, but I'll try not to hurt him." He should have told me. If Frey was
right, that explained why none of her arguments affected Jindigar's decison. Hedidn't fear her infirmity,
but his own, and his own was not aggravated by the Cassrians.

Asthe young Dushau gathered his canteen to rise, Jndigar mounted the duneto join them. "Storm's
right," he called as he drew close, "there's no way to fix the brake on the water ded without tearing it
gpart. And theré'sno timefor that." He surveyed the western horizon where the dirty pall was cregping
higher into the magentasky. "Frey?"

The youth's eyes flicked to Krinata, then fixed on the ground as he replied, "Y es, I've been studying the
sorm.

Weé're not going to make it at thisrate. But now that we're this far, there's nothing to do but try."
He said we could makeit. Is Jindigar's judgment slipping?
"With the sun down welll be able to pick up the pace,” argued Jindigar.

"Jndigar,” Krinatasaid, "atriad could read the Situation better. Perhapsif we change course, the ssorm
would only graze us? Or maybe we can find a closer shelter?”

Beow them the line of march was forming up under the Lehiroh's guidance. Frey offered, "It's your
decision, of course, but if you judge the danger to the Archive from the storm greater than the danger
from thetriad, I'd be willing to attempt the triad with Krinataagain. | think | might be ableto hold it this
time, and it would increase our range."

"What's changed your mind?" asked Jndigar.
"That storm frightens me more than Krinata does. I've never been in asandstorm before.”

"That's not it. That storm frightens metoo." AsJindigar compared Krinataand Frey, then gazed into the



sunset, she wondered what sheld said to win Frey's confidence. Then Jindigar muttered, " Perhapswe
should attempt atriad, though it may incapacitate Krinata."

"Jndigar," shepled, "just try it for asecond or two. We have to get aglimpse of what's redly out there.
And I'm not asfragile asyou think!"

The Lehiroh were coaxing the water ded back into the air and turning it so the rear end would now lead.
Jndigar glanced down, then fixed his back to the scene, agreeing reluctantly. "Just for a second or two."
Heissued technica ingtructionsto Frey, then gathered Krinata's eyes.

Presently shefelt awall enclosing the two Dushau, shutting her out. It dissolved and re-formed behind
her, and then she lost touch with the sand dune, and the people below.

Bailing, raging, churning storm, a billion particles seething skyward, organized as a living being;
the helpless, abandoned siver of metal half swallowed by a dune; scattering of stickfigures,
glittering against the sand in artificial desert cloaks; line of massive lumps floating beside a long
ridge; and beyond, slightly north of their course, the rising ground broken, scraggly bushes, a fan
shape of dead bushes |eading to the mouth of a dry wash whose sides were cave-riddled.

She was the sand, the wind, the struggling life, and it was all one, its oneness a painful beauty. She
was also the storm, her anger rising at the escape of the sparkling parts of the sliver she needed to
bury, to destroy. She looked out of the whirling chaos of storm, and she also watched herself
looking out, undisturbed by four loci of perception. She saw her face, asif inamirror, indigo
against dirty magenta, bridgeless Dushau nose, hate-filled indigo eyes, sickly white teeth—
Desdinda’s face. She was herself and hated Desdinda, and was Desdinda and hated the human
intruder and Jindigar, the Aliom priest who had befouled an Archive with his Inversions. Destroy!

Krinatafdt the ravening madness reaching out to shake the very sky, and everything in her defied it.
Then, another presence was attracted by the turmoil, a sevenfold presence that stretched her brain and
distorted her mind asif to rip her identity apart. She didn't hear herself scream.

A wide, meandering river approached a sheer cliff, and between its bend and the cliff, dirt roads
cut across an area strewn with half-finished foundations and piles of logs. On one side a stockade
was going up, on the other, orbital landers were parked.

A subaudible hum shimmered through the scene, a growing vibration. She could feel everything in
that settlement beginning to thrumto a complex rhythm, linking and affecting everything and
everyone else. Her teeth, her bones, every nerve vibrated with increasing energy. She was being
shaken apart from within as another Dushau woman's face formed. She was lovely, about the
same coloring as Jindigar. As the vibration increased, her serene pleasure turned to recognition,
shock, and then alarm.

Krinata, her heart Suttering asif she hadn't breathed in minutes, her bones aching with inaudible hot
sound, saw through a screen of black dots Jindigar's face suffused with a naked pleasure that was
embarrassing. Then everything went black. She never felt hersdf hit the sand.

When she cameto, the sun had barely moved, and Storm was bending over Jindigar, who was muttering,
"Darllanyu, darllanyu..." while Frey kndlt over him arguing, "No, it's sunset, not dawn. Jndigar!"

She sat up, holding her breath, remembering Frey had been afraid that Jndigar could becomelost in the
Archive, episodic, disoriented beyond cure. That settlement they'd seen must have been from the
Archive. If hethought it was now dawn—



Storm saw her clutching her pounding head. "Krinatal" He cameto her. "What happened?’
"Not sure—some—ooohhh!" She hurt al over.

Jndigar, on his knees, shaking hishead to clear it, saw her. "Y ou—" he sarted. "Desdindal"
"Shel'sdead,” Krinatareminded him insstently.

He got to hisfeet, drawing Frey with him, reassuring them both. "I know. Frey, don't you remember
now?'

Bewildered, the younger Dushau said, "Remember what?'

"What Krinata did while we were unconscious after the crash!” Helooked to Krinata as if norma people
aways remembered what they'd been doing while unconscious, and at her denid, prompted, "Y ou linked
usintriad, and Desdinda Inverted us and brought the storm down on Truth."

"Jndigar,” repeated Krinatathrough the buzzing achein her skull, "Desdindais dead.”

"Yes! | should haveredized!" He gazed down at the three Lehiroh who were testing the water ded
brake, but he wasn't seeing them. He was abstracted as pieces of a puzzlefel into place. "It'saLoop, of
course.”

Frey exclamed, "Y ou mean Desdindaislooping in Krinatal" He turned to her. "Oh, Krinata, I'm sorry!"
"It'sonly gpparent,” continued Jndigar, "whenwelink triad. | knew we never should havetried it!"

"Now wait aminute," protested Krinata, getting up despite the explosion of pain. "I seemto recal an
image of adry wash—and caves—a bit off our course to the north. Wouldn't it be a shorter trek to
heed—"

"l remember!” said Frey. "Jindigar, we can makeit!"

"Yes, but, Krinata, you must understand. This Loop is dangerous. A fragment of Desdinda’s hatred
resdesin your mind like aflight of electronstrapped in a superconducting torus, or an endless-loop
recording. Whenever wetap you in triad, it's activated, Inverts us, and uses us to destroy ourselves.”

Shefdt soiled. "Well, it didn't win thistime. And it won't—ever—I promise.”
He put one hand on her shoulder. "No, it won't win, zunre. / promise.”

Then, inawhirl, they were pulling out, racing the sorm again. They found their deds drifting lazily, and
Jndigar swiftly made the assgnments, giving one to Shorwh, the edest of the Cassrian children, when he
ingsted he was strong enough to spell hisfather a the chore.

She trudged behind Jndigar's ded, contemplating thisadien thing insde her, wondering what the cure
would be. Revolted by theidea of being dominated by ama evolent spirit, she had to force hersdlf to
think about it, to formulate questionsto ask Jindigar at thefirst chance. Knowing what it was, she could
surely contral it.

Asthe hourswore on she spent most of her energy ignoring the rough chafing of the straps of her harness
where grit had sifted through her clothing. Sheld bound her hair tightly on top of her head, but wisps
escaped and plastered themselves to her sweeting face. The explorer-issue hiking boots she wore were
full of sand again and seemed to weigh more than she did. There was ablister on her right hed that
screamed with every step.



Angling north, Jndigar set afaster pace now that the crud sun was down. He walked with his desert
cloak thrown back and his head high, asif sniffing thewind, no signin his stride that he was nearly blind
and using the duad perceptions to guide them.

It was arace now, shetold hersdlf, banishing theimage of the storm swerving and chasing them across
the desert. Desdindas rage was not hers and would not dominate her.

The moon had passed zenith and begun its descent before Krinata stumbled for the first time. "I tripped
onarock!" she exclamed as she regained her balance. "A rock!"

Jndigar glanced over a her and caled, "Good. Watch your step now. We're coming to the edge of the
valey." He had her passthat message back, and Krinata heard grumbling protests that it was too dark to

watch anything.

Throughout the long night's march she battled the ingdious voice of failure and hel pless horror which she
now identified as her awareness of an inward festering sore, Desdinda. Every triumph left her more
confident, until finaly the attacks on her will ceased. Jndigar didn't know everything about humans.

She was concentrating on keeping her numb legs going like pistons, telling her brain to ignore damage
signalsfrom her tortured feet, lungs, and chest, when a shadow covered the moon. Shelooked around to
seeit glowing dimly behind a haze about forty degrees above the horizon. They hadn't much time | eft.
Shortly after that, Storm worked hisway up the now-elongated column of marchers spesking
encouragingly to each one. The Lehiroh reached the front, panting, and paced aong to exchange afew
wordswith Jndigar. "l took Shorwh off the ded and had him drop back to march with Frey until | get
back. | gave hisded back to Terab."

Terab, the Holot female, had been hardest hit by the hest of the day. If she collapsed, what would
Jndigar do? Strap her to one of the deds like cargo? They'd lose one of the deds then.

"How isViradd holding up?' asked Jndigar.

The Lehiroh drew closer to Jndigar and said, "Swearing luridly in nine languages and determined not to
be shamed by Krinata. But | think she may have sustained some injury she hasn't mentioned.”

"Who do you think will bethefirst to collapse?"

"Wdl, we're dl right, of course, and the human maes aren't in bad shape. The Holot are in the most
physiologica distress, but they've got spirit. The Cassrians have perked up since sundown. But the male,
Trasde isindifficulty.”

Jndigar clamped a hand on Storm's near shoulder. "Not agood Situation, | know."

"If thiswas an Oliat expedition, thered be no problem! It'strying to drag a bunch of cityworms out of
their lairsthat's making it hard. We've dready got enough breezeto rig the saillsand ride out of herel
They couldnt sail adinghy inareservoir!”

Jndigar laughed. "Don't look down on them. The whole purpose of exploration isto build more cities, so
we can breed more cityworms, so we can explore moreterritory. You and | are as awkward in their
territory asthey arein ours. And by the time they learn to cope with ours, they'll have built acity in which
well be avkward.”

"Wel, if they do, exploring the rest of this planet will take the rest of my life—if not yourd™
"Weve got to win that lifefirst, my friend. When you drop back, tell Frey I'm extremely pleased with



him, but he should pay attention now to the wind. If we have to cut losses, we must save the water ded
a dl cogts”

"I told him that before | came up here. But I'm praying we can hang on to Sed Four aswell."

As Storm stepped out of lineto wait for the end, Krinataredized their conversation had carried to her
because a definitewind had arisen. At first it blew toward her, then, asthey passed the end of another
dune, it swirled around to come at her from behind, adding a gentle push to her ded. She had to walk
faster to keep ahead of it.

Gradually the rocks became more prevaent. She had thought the footing impossible aready, but now her
pant legs caught in snarls of dead vegetation, adding bruises and scratchesto her miseries. Her throat
was on fire, and she could barely swallow, let done speak, when Jindigar called to her, "Passthe word
back, everyone should take a stimtab now, and drink well. The climbisjust ahead.”

We made it? Her fingers were clumsy at the belt pouch as she got out the precious energy capsule, and
she spilled some of theirreplaceable water as she gulped it. But then she was able to pass the word back
to Gibson, and she heard him hollering to the other humans strung out far behind.

In momentsthey hit agentle dope, and she had to pull the ded upward, at an awkward angle. Then
Jndigar cdled, "Here we must set our deds on tilt-climb!”

Fuzzily she remembered being shown how to do it, but not in the dark! Letting the harness go dack, she
waited for the ded, then danced backward before it as she fumbled with the control cover. She ran numb
fingers over the controls, and then, panicked, shecdled, "I cant doiit!"

Jndigar dropped back, free of hisded, risking letting the wind take it away in order to help her. Two
moves and he had the cover closed again, the ded now climbing obediently. "Gibson, can you set your
ded on climb?' he called.

"l got it now. | passed the word back."

Then Jndigar was gone into the forward gloom, chasing his ded. Krinatasquinted against the curtain of
finegritintheair. She had given up trying to keep it out of her mouth. Before long, her feet rolled on
fis-gzerocks, adry riverbed that felt like a highway after the sand.

When it was s0 dark she couldn't make Jindigar's ded out ahead of her, hisvoice floated back on the
whipping wind, "Tuneto break out the handlights!" A tiny point of light flared to mark hisplace. He
swvung it in an arc to mark the path, and Krinata passed the signal back. He led them from side to Side,
over afalenlog swept down from some distant hilltop. The wind tore at them, their desert cloaks no
protection. The sand abraded Krinata's face right through her face screen. Her whole body was raw, and
she was about to give up when she smashed full-tilt into Jndigar.

While she was till stunned, he stopped her ded next to his own, making it settle to the ground. ™Y ou can
gt here!" heydlled over theroaring wind. Her light showed his face whitened by the sand powdering his
indigo nap. His eyeswere closed, the bulging eyeballs shrouded by opague lids, but he moved asif he
could see clearly as he helped Gibson stop hisded a an angle to hers, making a shelter. Sherested as
deds accumulated and people huddled, exhausted. Then there was an ominous gap in the line of arrivals,
and Jndigar took off into the murk, saying, "I'll be right back." Histone said he knew, through Frey, what
had gone wrong.

Krinataforced her protesting legsto carry her after Jndigar. Walking into the wind was harder than
pulling the ded with thewind. But it was downhill. Her feet did out from under her, and she fetched up at



the bottom of adope. One of the Cassrians sprawled behind aded which was dragging him while Frey
wrestled it to ahalt.

"It's Trasde," Frey announced to Jindigar.

Storm freed the Cassrian of the harness as Krinata joined them. Jndigar swept hislight over her, then
bent to examine the tiff sectioned body as Frey said, "Cassrians don't have a centra circulatory system,
but he could be suffering akind of circulatory collapse.”

"Maybeit'sjust exhaugtion," suggested Storm. "If we get him onto the ded, | can pull—"

Jndigar interrupted. "I've got everyone stopped near a place where we can climb to acave. It'snot the
best choice, but weve got to try it while we have the Srength.”

"And before the storm hits," agreed Frey.
"It hasn't?" asked Krinata

"Not yet," answered Jindigar. "Frey, can you climb onto the cargo and make aplacetotie Trasde
Ssecurdy?!

Handlight swinging from his belt, the young Dushau swarmed up the cargo heap asif he hadn't been
hiking al day. Jindigar fashioned arope cradlefor the exaskeletal body, and the three men easily hoisted
the Cassrian to the top.

Surveying the situation, Jindigar said, "Krinata, would you be willing to ride on top with Trasdein case he
comesto? It may be adangerousride.”

"l candoit,”" shereplied.

Frey jumped down asif it were no height at dl, and Krinatatook agrip to climb, wondering where shed
get the strength. Jndigar said, "L et's pamper that arm of yours a bit. Here, I'll give you aboogt.”

He made a cradle of histwo hands. She placed her boot gingerly, and his strength seemed limitlessas he
raised her until she could scramble aboard and secure herself beside the Cassrian. The three men
maneuvered the ded up the dope, keeping it dmost level. Another ded followed, and then they were dl
gathered in one place.

Alld, Trasd€s mate, scrambled up beside Krinata, caling piteoudy to her matein the Cassrians
multitoned speech, and Krinatadid off the cargo and joined Jndigar, Frey, and the four Lehiroh benegth
aforbidding dliff at the side of the river wash. "I think we can get the deds up there,” said Storm, and the
three other Lehiroh agreed. "But you've got to get the cityworms out of our way."

"I mink they can climb it by themselves" said Jndigar. "What do you think, Krinata?"
"None of us are mountainegrs, but do we have a choice?"

"No. We don't have time to make it to the next possible climb. Good thing we came north.” Krinata
didn't exult in being proven right.

Gibson joined them, asking, " Strategy council ?*
"Could you climb that without help?' asked Jindigar.
"In daylight, and without thiswind," alowed Gibson.



"Frey?' prompted Jndigar.

"I did something likeit once, in snow. Does anybody know where we put the climbing gear?”

"Sled Four," answered Storm.

"On the bottom," added Jindigar. "But we've got enough rope loose for afew traverses of thisthing.”
"I can't makethe height,” admitted Frey, flashing hislight upward. It was swalowed by murk.
Jndigar pried arock loose from thewall before them and tossed it to Frey. "Here, try this."

Frey caught it, then held it between both hands. "Five or six times my height. Not too bad. Hey! Now
I've got the cavel But will it be big enough for dl of us?'

"Well leave some of the gear outside for abarricade. Notice the wind, though. Sand won't bury that
cave”

"| thought Dushau needed bright light to see," said Gibson, squinting up the cliff.

"We can't seeaswell asyou caninthis" answered Jndigar. "But Frey islearning to balance.”
Before Gibson could pursuethat, Frey said, "I'll get the rope. Give me ahand, Gibson?'
"Sure," answered the man, and he followed Frey.

"When Frey hastheroperigged, well have them climb it,” said Storm. "Then welll take the dedsup—a
twenty-minute job. Allow an hour. Will we makeit?'

"Maybe," answered Jndigar. "Just bardly."

Moments later Frey was back, a heavy loop of rope over one shoulder and abundle of lights dung from
hiswaist. He tackled the cliff without hesitation, and until he was well over Krinatas head, he didn't even
pause to consder hand- and toeholds. Every so often he stopped to plant one of the lightsticks, or to use
the butt of oneto dig ahold. Then he was out of sight, and they waited, Jindigar narrating Frey's progress
until the rope snaked down to dangle before them, and Jindigar said, "1 think it'stimeto seeif anyone has
theambitionto gofirs,”

Gibson replied, "I'll go see™

Krinata consdered the increasing wobblein her legs. With every moment there was |ess chance sheld
have the strength to makeit. "I'll giveit atry.”

"I'mworried about that arm of yours," said Jindigar.
"l think it'll hold. Besides, I'm right-handed.”

She grabbed the rope, alarge, padded climbing rope with knots evenly spaced along it. Jndigar secured
aloop around her waist and gave her aboost. She braced her feet against the cliff, finding toeholds Frey
had made, and for afew momentsit wasjust like an exercise class. But then her generd fatigue caught up
to her, and next to thefifth light, she was once again caught in the down-rushing suction of flagging will.
She fought back as she'd learned to fight off Desdindas attacks. She'd banish the ghost here and now.

Sweat ran into her eyes, stinging, and her hands became dippery. Once her feet swvung free, and she
clung to the rope listening to the sob of her breathing. If shelet go, shed be nearly cut in half by the safety



rope around her waist. Then her foot found a crevice, and warm hands reached down to roll her onto a
ledge.

"Good climb," said Prey. "Here comes Gibson."

Panting, she lay on the edge, looking down into occluded air. She could only seethreelightsticks. The
fourth was amere blur, and there were nine or ten. "The ssorm'sworse.”

"It hit in lessthan an hour. I'm going back down as soon as Gibson gets here. Can you help him with the
lines?'

“I'l do my best.”

He sprawled prone at the edge of the cliff and pulled Gibson up. A quick exchange and the Dushau was
over and down therope asif it were astaircase. She used adl her weight and al her remaining strength to
help belay the rope as Viradel made the climb. The human woman lay panting, limp with exhaustion, until
the male Holot joined them. Krinata couldn't imagine how the six-limbed Holot had climbed arope, but
he had. And he was strong enough to help others up and over the edge. So Krinataretreated to ook for
the cave. They were on arocky dope dotted with scrub and small trees.

The bushes had stalks as thick around as her thigh, polished to agleaming dark red surface. Picking her
way beyond the bush, she confronted a solid wall of darkness. A few more strides and the dim lights and
cries of the group were swalowed by the roaring dark. Anirrationa terror rose to a scream clogging her
throat, and she turned and stumbled back through the wildly lashing branches to the edge of the cliff
where the others worked.

Feding likeasdlly child scared of the dark, she clung to the puddle of light where everyone leaned over
the edge to watch the L ehiroh begin raising the deds.

Krinatajoined them. Thefour Lehiroh had stationed themsalves dong the rope at intervas, one foot
braced againgt the dliff, the other wound into the rope, one hand free, With much shouting they got the
first oneinto theair. Prey rode atop it, piloting it neatly.

He was on the edge of the ded nearest the cliff, so he could work the controls. A mooring line was
looped around the taut vertical rope and passed from Lehiroh to Lehiroh asthe ded rose. The ferocious
wind pulled the ded thisway and that, but Frey compensated while the L ehiroh played the ded likea
largefish on aline. In minutes the ded landed agood distance from the edge, the only damage aloose
tarp.

Fourteen timesthey repeeted this performance, with much shouting, cheering, and congratulating, making
it look easy. Frey and Jindigar took turnsriding the deds, Frey piloting the second-to-last ded with
Trasdeand Allel aboard. Jindigar, after some argument with Frey about risking hislife and thusthe
Archive, had descended to bring up the ded with the mafunctioning controls, then- water ded, ingsting it
was vital and that he was the best at this sort of maneuver.

Krinata couldn't tear herself from the cliff edge as the process began, even though her vantage point was
downwind of the rope and she had to squint into the dense hail of sand just to make out the vague glow
of thelightsticks.

The Lehiroh who had shouted confidently through the whole operation were now as cam and quiet asa
medica team in the midst of the most ddlicate part of an operation.

The ded, with Jndigar clinging to the long side, turned to the cliff, findly rose from the murk like amarine



creature surfacing into the light. It was moving much dower than the others had and had drifted to the end
of itstether downwind. Clinging with one hand, Jndigar was working the controlswith sngular
concentration. Krinata fought that battle with him, her whole will focused on bringing him and the ded
safely to them. She could seeit there dready in her imagination. Her yearning made the vison so red, she
couldn't quite believe what she was watching.

Storm, stationed near the top of the rope, cdled authoritative directions to the Dushau, but hiswords
were suddenly torn away by aroar asawall of wind hit theriver channd. As darkness engulfed them
Krinata glimpsed the ded cgpsizing, the cargo dangling by the restraining ropes, Jndigar hanging from the
gde by one arm, the whole ded straining upward, pulling the mooring rope, the climbing rope, the four
Lehiroh, and the tree to which the lines were secured upward and toward Krinata.

Then shewas | €ft in utter darkness, wind pressuring her like agiant wave, devouring her. Without
thinking she reached out in away sheld never been taught, groping for wider awvareness. Thetriune
consciousness sheld learned to treasure aswell as fear bloomed within her, and ingtantly it lit with the
vividness of her imagined vision—just as Jndigar had taught her to do when they'd Inverted their triad to
escape from the Emperor's flagship—and she saw Jindigar on top of the ded, and the ded right sde up
on the ground.

For long-drawn moments her image was the palest ghost of the redlity she sensed, and time after time, a
rush of despair weakened her. But each time, she caught hersalf up and redoubled the effort, her whole
will behind it. They couldn't afford to lose Jindiga—they'd dl die here. Shewas not going to let
Desdinda's ghost rob her of Jindigar, or Jindigar of the good life hed earned.

Suddenly resistance weakened, and she commanded the triad, forcing Frey to channd her vison and
makeit real. Her vison etched over redlity and was solidifying when her guts churned with agloating
triumph, gratified by power at last. Desdindal

Inafit of unthinking panic she flung dl her strength against the menace. To no avail. Frey, nerves &fire,
screaming pain, squirmed and fought the grip on him, reflexes damming againg her invasion. Krinata,
determined, reached for Jndigar. Abruptly, something flipped insde out.

She tumbled into ablack abyss, bright points streaming past, out of contral, terror vanishing into
numbness, just like the time she'd spun away from her tether in deep space. Phobic paralysis gripped her.

THREE
Scars

There was awarm weight on her chest, and arough tongue licked her face. She smelled the odor of piol
fur and felt the sharp prick of claws kneading her chest.

Shewasin acool enclosure, acave, lit only by the dancing orange flame of acamp fire. Theair was
pungently moist with the aroma of soup. The roof was|ow. There was barely room for all the people
curled, huddled, or sprawled on the sandy floor amid piles of cargo. Dim beige light filtered through
cracks around the cargo piled at the entrance, but fingers of dry wind pried into the cave. Gusts
produced an eerie, whining howl, above the congtant dull roar.

Krinata's head hurt. The rest of her body seemed to have been chewed on by something with sharp
teeth.

At last she gathered the strength to shove Imp aside. He promptly curled up by her Ieft ear and began
grooming her hair. She discovered she was lying on adegping bag. Thenit dl came back to her, and she
levered hersdlf up on one ebow, trying to Sift redity from nightmare.



Jndigar was propped againgt the wal beside her right shoulder, awhite bandage wrapped around his
forehead like the turban he often wore, and his napped skin was mottled with darker indigo patches,
bruises and abrasions. He assured her, "Yes, youredive."

Reief wasfollowed by awareness of alondly, single feding sheld suffered after the triad had been
dissolved the firgt time, not the walled-away feding that had come when Jindigar and Prey had joined to
read this planet. So even the duad was gone. "Where's Frey? What happened?

"He'sfinaly adeep." He gestured to the other side of thefire. "I think helll live."

His tone bespoke an ordeal she didn't dare ask about. Raising her head a bit, she could just see Prey's
indigo head outlined againgt a bright deeping-bag liner. He was curled in anear-fetd position, shuddering
with each breath.

Shelooked back a Jindigar. "Youreadl right?"
"Banged my head when they findly fished the ded down.”
"Thetriad—I shouldn't have—I nearly killed us. Or— Desdindadid. | only meant—"

"To hep?1 thought you understood that every time you baancetriad, you evoke the Loop, and
Desdinda died wanting nothing but to kill usdl." He hugged his knees and looked over them. "What do
you remember after Desdinda hurled you into the Archive?!

"Is mat what happened?' How could a ghost do that? She remembered the ded cgpsizing, a surge of
hei ghtened awareness as the triad bonded them, and a chance to right the ded—pain, Prey's pain, then
horror. "1 dreamed | was out in space again, faling away from Truth into the galaxy." Therewasastray
image, apond and ahuge, improbablefigure.

"The ephemerd mindisamazing." Therewas athread of hisnorma delight in that, but apal hung over his
Spirit.
Shetried to raise hersdf, but her vison blurred and pain seized her. Against the noise of the storm, and in

the semi-privacy of the heaps of goods, their voices had gone unnoticed. But when Krinatal's head poked
up, Shorwh, the oldest of the Cassrian children, whistled. " She's awake!"

There was agtirring on the other sde of thefire, and Storm came around, saying reproachfully, "Jindigar,
you promised to cal me when she woke."

"How's Terab?' asked Jindigar, Sarting to get up.

"She'sfine. Segping,” answered Storm, pushing him back down. " Sometimes | envy the Holot
congtitution more than the Dushau! Arlai would have you under sedation, you know." He turned to
ingpect Krinatas head.

Sheredized her skull was swathed in bandages and explored them with afinger. "What happened to my
head?'

"You hit it whenyou fel."
Storm sported no bandages, and Krinata asked, "How did you get the ded down?”

"When Terab grabbed the tether rope and Jindigar got hisweight shifted to the side, weflipped it back
over easly enough, but it barely missed crushing Jindigar, hit the ground, and dragged al of usagood



way before we could stop it. I'm afraid that ded isdonefor.”

"l suggest," said Jindigar thoughtfully, "weleaveit in the cave here. We might come back for spare parts
oneday."

Storm agreed, adding, "We won't be traveling today, and you should be better tomorrow. Now, weve
got some soup over here that the humans said wasn't bad, and 1've dug out some medication that should
help you. Willing, Krinata?"

"Yeah, sure," she answered. As Storm rose to get it she asked, "What about Trasde?'
"Trasde... died,” sad Jndigar.

Her breath caught. The children! Trasd€'s spacemanship had saved their lives more than once. "Alle
and her children?’

The Lehiroh wilted. " She seemsto bein shock, and the rest of us are helping the children. They're trying
to be brave, but... Trasdewasasurvivor. They'll makeit."

When held gone, Jindigar said, "That's the highest compliment I've ever heard Storm pay to anyone not a
licensed Outrider. And | agree. I'm going to miss Trasde, but— Alle—She married an officer with
unlimited potentia who was cashiered for an injury, then started alucrative business, only to haveit
confiscated and their eldest son murdered by Imperials because they had a Dushau investor. She'sbeen
snatched from asafe life, dumped on awild planet, and widowed. Cassrians mate for life, you know.
They livefor their children." He buried hisface in his hands. They were bandaged. "I've got to convince
her she's not done here. Shelll come out of it for the sake of her children.” Herolled to hisfeet, one hand
againg the wal, and moved carefully around to the Cassrian family as Storm brought Krinata the soup.

The food was good, and the medicine put her to deep before Jindigar returned, so she couldn't ask how
such asmall group could survive done on amargina world. Certainly Jindigar knew it took more than
seventeen to form acolony. Had he ever redlly used that word? Or was that only her impression of what
he'd meant? She'd have to ask.

Shedept away aday, and the following morning, she woke to find bright sunlight spearing through the
chinksinthewadl of cargo at the mouth of the cave. They dug themselves out. Thefresh air smelled
marvelous, for the searing hesat of the desert had not yet developed. In the long shadows of early morning
the arroyo bel ow them was decorated with clean new sand drifts and freshly sandblasted rocks, some of
which gleamed asif they had precious gems embedded in them.

The higher ground on which they stood was dotted with reddish-brown bushes covered with tiny
russet-and-gold leaves. Her eyes seemed to be adjusting to the odd-colored sunlight, making things seem
normdl.

The dliff that housed their cave meandered east, turning into dowly rising hills. The near ones seemed
barren, but farther away, magenta, gold, and scarlet vegetation made an autumna display that caught at
the heart. "Jindigar, are you sureit's spring here?' she asked as he walked by.

Hefollowed her gaze, saring wide-eyed into the risng sun asif it were the dimmest lightglobe, apparently
caculaing visud acuity ranges. "It must seem likefdl to you. Will it bother you if the vegetation turns
greenin late summer? But | assureyov, itislivable”

"I'm amost convinced of that, but—" He was called away before she could finish.

She helped prepare food for everyone and coaxed the children to eat. But nothing could hold Allel's



attention long enough to convince her to et.

It took al morning to repack the deds. As Jndigar and the Lehiroh decided which itemsto leave behind,
they dl pitched in to hide the broken ded and afew cratesthat could not fit onto the other deds.

Trassewas buried in acairn at the front of the cave, disguised to look natural, and Allel had to be
dragged away while Shorwh watched, clutching Imp to his chest. He had seen his older brother
murdered, and now held buried hisfather.

Asthe Lehiroh were settling Allel and the younger children atop one of the deds, Krinatatook the piol
from Shorwh and sat him down on aboulder. She talked to him about his siblings and his mother, until
she got him to admit that he was afraid. Then she explained, "I don't know how it iswith Cassrians, but
human adults have to live with many fears. Sometimesit takes awhile and dl our physica srength to
overcome anew fear. It's especialy bad when someone who's been part of our livesfor many yearsis
suddenly gone.”

"Y ou're talking about my mother."

"Yes, | guess so. It'sterrible for you. It's even worse for her right now. Weve got to take care of her.
And weve got to take care of the children, to keep her from worrying about them too. Were al going to
help you."

Helooked up at her. She was sure hed grown even in the short time since they'd first met. "\We've got to
take care of the children," he concurred, accepting her judgment that he wasn't a child anymore. "But |
don't know what to do for Mama. My father didn't tell methat." Hisvoice went reedy and uncontrolled.

"Give her time," said Krinata. She handed Imp to him. "Or maybe Imp can help. Do you ever tell him
your troubles?'

He gave her asideong glance, the sun sparkling off his dark exoskeleton. Then he looked down at the
piol, seemingly embarrassed. "I didn't think humans knew about things like that. | guess| havealot to
lean?"

"Imp's very understanding. I'vetold him alot of my problemsthat | couldn't talk to anyone about.”
"EvenJdndigar?'

Oh, especially Jindigar! She sidestepped the issue. "Do you suppose your mama might be able to talk
to Imp where she just can't talk to you?"

Hehddthepiol up tolook himinthe eye. Thelong furred limbs dangled down ridiculoudy, and the pidl's
tail flicked around for balance, but he wrinkled up his black nose, showing sharp teeth in alopsided grin.
"1 will try."

When held gone, Krinatalooked around for Jindigar and Frey, who'd recovered dowly but had not
gpoken to Krinata. Now there was no sign of either Dushau. The Lehiroh had formed them into adouble
line, for there would be no danger of being blown sideways today, and amore compact line was easier
to defend. Shefound her ded near the middle of the line, next to Viradd's.

Krinata was checking the harness when a cold fegling came over her, asif acloud had blocked the sun.
But she was standing in warm sunlight. Probing inward, she found the feding familiar, though more acute
than ever. Frey and Jindigar had retempered their duad. Jndigar had warned her that they had to try it,
but she must not attempt thetriad or it might kill Frey.



"What's the matter?' asked Viradel sarcastically as she checked her ded. "They pack your ded too
heavy?'

Krinatabristled. "l presumeit'sthe same asit was."
"Oh. Too light, then," she muttered, and walked off.

Krinatastraightened and stared after her, unbelieving. But there was nothing she could say. So, whilethe
column was waiting for the two Holot to finish filling in the refuse pit, Krinatawandered to the front
where the L ehiroh were hunkered down over amap scratched in the loose sand.

"... we get in under those trees, it'll be cooler and welll consume less water—" Storm looked up.
"Krinatal Did Arlai set your watch for this planet, too?"

She looked at thefield timepiece, strapped to her right wrist, and noticed that it stood at about noon,
which was Indeed locd time. It seems s0." She blinked back atear. She missed the Sentient computer.
"Wheres Jndigar?"

"They'll beback in alittle, and—"

Just then the two Dushau came around an outcropping. "Krinatal” caled Jndigar. "Would you gather
everyone? | think we've found agood camping area.”

Frey wouldn't meet her eyes. She nodded and went to gather everyone. Jindigar madeit brief, giving
them an idea of the route they'd follow. The duad had been able to discern a confluence of waterways
ahead of them, tucked into a sheltered valley that teemed with enough life to mask the refugees from
orbital sensors. But they had to cross two ridges to get there, and that would take a couple of days.

"Onething you must absorb now,” finished Jndigar. "The life on this planet isorganized into hives. The
hive tends to be paranoid and territoria but not aggressive. If we stay clear of marked territories, we
won't be attacked. So each of you must stay in line, follow the path we cut, and keep the pace. Straying
could bring disaster. Don't experiment with fruits from the bushes we pass—let Frey and | do the
foraging. Thereésagreat dea we can eat, but we mustn't compete with native creatures for the food."

With that, they got under way. Thefirst few steps were an agony on Krinatas shoulders, but after the
ded was moving and the kinks worked out of her stiffened muscles, she was able to unclench her teeth
and ease her breathing.

Asthe day passed the land rose steadily and began to show signs of abundant, if sporadic, water supply:
dry washes with the scum of flood wrack plastered high on their sdes, foliage that stored moisture,
dormant plants, and insect and small anima life. But the breath of the desert followed them until near
sundown, when afreshening breeze stirred the brittle bushes mat had needldike green leaves.

Viradd had refused al of Krinatas conversationa gambits, taking her rest breaks with Gibson, Fenwick,
and the other human woman, Adina Krinata had sat done, trying to come to termswith being aloner,
but had only hatched astronger determination to make at least some friends.

When they re-formed, Jndigar placed the ded carrying Alld, the younger Cassrian children, and the piols
right behind Viradd, where Krinata could seeit, and assigned Shorwh to pull it. "Keep an eye on him,
Krinata, and let usknow when hetires" said Jindigar with apparent effort. Though awall shut her away
from the duad, shefdt Jindigar struggling with Prey'sinability to hold to the duad.

Viradd said, "I'll take the youngster's ded, Jndigar. With riderslike that—a child "



Jndigar's eyes closed as he summoned the strength to dedl with the objection. Krinatasaid, "Jindigar
knows Cassrians. The respongibility is probably good for Shorwh right now, and when he tires—"

"I didn't ask you!" spat Viraddl.

Gibson had come to see what the fuss was and jumped into the argument. "Y ou can trust Viraded,
Jndiga—"

"I know," assured the Dushau. "Later—well shift again." Even those few words cost him atremendous
effort Viradd seemed not to notice. He went to murmur afew words to Frey and then take up his place
at the head of the line beside Storm. Gibson camed Viradd and left. Krinata spent the next severa hours
trying to find words to explain to Virade that Jindigar was a proficient Emulator, capable of manifesting
within himsdf the imperatives of many species.

When they findlly entered the cover of taler, riotoudy colored trees, loaded with fruits and inhabited by
busy flying creatures, Krinata commented to Viradd, "Jndigar said the green plants, like those over
there, produce edible fruits." She pointed to a stand of trees with long, needlelike leaves and luscious
ydlow fruits

Viradd looked around and muttered, "He did?"

The woodswas rdlatively clear of underbrush, dead needles hegped in places asif a gardening team had
been interrupted. "If we can camp here, Frey and Jindigar will pick our spot very carefully and maybe
forage somefruit.”

Viradd looked at her sharply and offered awoman-to-woman comment. ™Y ou toady to them too much.
What you think it'll get you? Dushau make good business partners, but lousy friends, and worse bosses
‘cause they can't care how wefed. Those two ain't an Oliat. They was wrong on the sandstorm, could be

wrong on anything."

Viradel and her friends had transferred to Truth from another refugee ship and had not known Jndigar
before. "I've never heard Jindigar issue an order,” she protested.

"But he's controllin' what we do that oughta be decided by vote. Otherwise, you got aboss. If that's what
them two wannabe, they ain't gonna share it with you. Y ou oughtajoin theright Sde o' this, aforeit'stoo
lae”

Sde!? She knew Jindigar had no persond interest in how ephemeras governed themsealves. "With the
Squadron after uswe can't discuss every decison. The Dushau and the Lehiroh are professionas
welghing hundreds of factors—"

"We don't think as good as them?Where | come from, a person don't let nobody do their thinkin' for
Ie,.r].ll

Krinatagestured a the shade dl around them now, asif it made her argument self-evident. "They found
thisfor us"

"Yeh," Viradd agreed, surveying astand of sgplings surrounding ataller tree drooping under the weight
of acrop of globular yelow fruit buried in gorgeous sprays of green needles. "And then heforbidsusto
touch anything! Asif we had no wilderness sense. Now, where | wasraised, fruit like that wasfer
pickin'! There's so much—we wouldn't be competin’ with no anima—"

AsKrinatatook aroutine glance at Shorwh she said, "But Jndigar knows what he's talking about! "
Turning back to Viradedl, shefound her shrugging out of her harness, eyesfixed on theripefruit. "Viradd,



no! Don't beafool!" It came out as acommand of Lady Zavaronne.

Viradd flashed her adefiant grin, and before Krinata could move, she darted to the saplings where she
picked two of thefruits. She was back in line with her treasure, shrugging into her harness when aliquid,
wailing ululation filled the peaceful woods. Oonnoolloolloolloolllloooo!

Krinata heard a thud and whirled to see a creature on top of Shorwh's ded. It was abipedal, brown
hairy apewith an extrajoint in each arm and leg. Its most splendid festure was a pair of gleaming black
horns growing from its forehead over its skull. Itstail was curled up over its back and hooked around the
horns asit stood on top of the ded and issued a splashing stream of yellow urine toward Allel and the
children who huddled, clutching the piols.

Krinatayelled, "Shorwh, get out of, your harness!" She smacked the brake on her own ded. Turning to
comply, Shorwh saw the creature and froze. The ded plowed straight over him, and at the last second
Shorwh had to dive under it. It bobbed with the weight of the creature, dmost flattening Shorwh. The
beast emitted another Onnoolloo! and ' bent to rip at the cargo tarp with itshorns.

Krinatathrew hersdf flat to fish Shorwh out from under the dangeroudy low ded while Virade went for
the ded's controls. She got Shorwh clear just in time to see the creature, frustrated by the tough fabric,
stomping and hopping about chasing after the two Cassrian children. Both piolsleapt at the creature's
back and, clinging to itshorns, began savaging its eyes with their long fishing claws.

Simultaneoudly Allel came out of her stupor. Her children were threatened. She gave apiercing cry and
legpt at the anima, dmost knocking it and hersdlf over the side of the ded. But the thing recovered, cried
out again, and swatted Allel so hard, she was pitched through the air to land hard on the flat ground.

Shorwh screeched and ran to his mother. Krinatawatched in horror as the creature captured both the
smaller children, who were screaming piteoudy. Without even knowing what she was doing, she
reached, as she had during the sandstorm, and found the triad accommodeating around her.

For an ingtant she saw the battle through Jindigar's eyes: ahive-ripper, chalenged by ahive-svarm
passing through histerritory, was Smply demongtrating his authority, whileincidentally picking up amed.

Jndigar's hand came down firmly on her shoulder. "No!" Shefdt Frey, nerves screaming, straggling to be
free of her. Stricken, shetried to tdll Jindigar, | don't know how to get out!

"Let me!" Hisbulging, swirling indigo eyesloomed, and shefelt thewall intruding between them again.
She curled in on hersdf and tried to shut off the horrible sounds, the seductive awareness.

AsFrey and the Lehiroh gathered, Jndigar wound hisfingersinto the ded's guy ropes and shook
mightily, hisvoice going up in aperfect rendition of the cresture's howl. The thing hugged the two children
toits chest, shook off the piols, and leapt down directly between Jindigar and the ill form of .AIM.
Shorwh flung himsdlf over hismother.

The animal kicked Shorwh aside, shifted the two small children to one arm, and grabbed up the
unconscious Allel. Her gtiff-jointed exoskel eton made her an awkward burden.

Jndigar retreated, drawing the anima away from Shorwh and toward Frey, emitting low 1looollooo
sounds. Thething followed Jndigar asif hypnatized, though showing no signs of |etting his prizes go.
Viradd tackled the creature, asif to pull itsfeet out from under it.

Surprised, the hive-ripper swiveled in midair and mumped to the ground in agitting position, till dmost
astall asKrinata, and maddened. Virade rained blows about the creature's head, screaming, "L et 'em



loos!"

The hive-ripper leaned back on histalil, kicked Viradd, and used Alld asaram to knock Viradel
backward. Then he was on hisfeet and heading for the largest treein sight.

Only then did heredlize he couldn't climb with both hands full. Casudly he tossed the two children aside
and flung Allel over hisshoulder. In aflash of brown and green he disappeared.

Jndigar attacked Krinatas ded cargo with both hands, loosing the guy ropes and the tarp to flip open the
sdes of acrate, reveding dender stunner rods, which he seized and tossed to the Lehiroh. Without a
word, the four Lehiroh and Frey took off after the creature.

Dusk was gathering swiftly now, and Jindigar announced, "We can't camp here. It would only invite
another attack. We can find aflat spot behind that ridge over there, and it should be safe for the night.
But there must be no foraging, and no fireto disturb the animas.”

"We need firefor safety,” protested Gibson, and there was amurmur of agreement.

"We need darkness for safety,” corrected Jindigar. "Anything that glowswill be savagely attacked in this
part of the wood, and we can't make it beyond in the remaining light. | think you've al seen how
important it isfor usto humor the locals. Viraded's mistake in picking that fruit may have cost us dearly.”
He never referred to the incident again, but later Krinata overheard Viradd confessing to Gibson that she
did fed guilty, though she blamed Jindigar for not explaining hisreasonsfor proscribing foraging.

Krinatajumped into the overheard conversation, to defend Jindigar: ""Because he didn't know why we
shouldn't forage! He's only got Frey to help him, not an Oliat. He didn't know about the hive-ripper until
he actudly saw it."

"And how do you know?" chalenged Adina, the woman Krinata had never exchanged aword with.

"She'sjust making that up,” claimed Gibson. "Jindigar was practicaly talking its own languagetoit. He's
been on this planet before!”

"Jndigar wasjust imitating the creature's call. He's expert at that—it'san Oliat skill, Emulator!”

"If Viraddl hadn't o' hitit," said Fenwick, "maybe—"

"Viradd was very courageous,” Krinatainterrupted him. "She did her best to save the children.”

"If anyone, blame Jindigar," suggested Fenwick. "If | had my way, we wouldn't even be in thiswoods."

She turned and | eft them to their wrangling. The exchange had left abad taste in her mouth and aguiltin
the pit of her somach. Perhapsif she hadn't gotten Viradd dl upset over Jindigar's leadership, she
wouldn't have taken the fruit from the hive-ripper's tree and challengediit.

When she brought the last ded up to the circle of deds, Jndigar guided it into place, leaving adender gap
for adoor. Then he stepped out to stare in the direction the hive-ripper had taken. Krinata leashed back
an impulseto seek for that ineffable contact again. Then she squelched an impulseto ask if he could
sense Prey. The duad locked her out asfirmly as ever, and it was better to leaveit that way. But the
temptation welled up.

Strangling asob, she did down thewall of cargo and huddled with her forehead on her knees, willing
hersdlf to be strong until Jindigar went about his business. But he didn't leave. He hunkered down beside
her and let the tip of one velvety finger siroke the back of one of her fingers. It wasthe tiniest gesture, but



it undid her. The suppressed tears came. "'I'm sorry,” she gasped, ashamed.
"Weredl very tired—and frightened. Can | help?’

"No." After atime heroseto go. "Jndiga—"

Hekndlt beside her. "Let me help, as you've helped me so many tunes.”

They don't make good friends, huh? "Jindigar, I—I'm not sure | can make mysdlf stay out. I'm so
afraid—of Desdinda, of hurting Frey, but—I could hardly help it!" / He hugged her to his chest asif he
could shelter and protect her. "Oh, Krinata, what have | doneto you!"

Before she had hersdf well in hand again, the Lehiroh arrived with Frey—and Alldl's bodly.

FOUR
Imperial Wrath

The funeral was held in the last light, then the Dushau guided everyone back to the circle of deds. After
the children were sedated and put to deep, the adults talked bleakly about thisworld and their future on
it.

Jndigar admitted, "1've been here before, yes, as Outreach to Raichmat's Oliat, nearly two thousand
years ago. | can't farfetch those memories now. Mot of what | know, I'm learning in duad with Frey."

Everyone accepted that excuse for not warning them of the onnoolloo, but Krinata thought, 1f he can't
farfetch two thousand years, he's in wor se shape than he lets on. Sherolled up in her degping bag,
dwelling on how held shut her out of the triad by shaking her rather than imposing his stone wall between
them. She catdogued the signs of fatigue he tried to hide, the worried glances, the increasingly distracted
ar ashe struggled with Prey's skittishness.

Shewoke in the dark, dim shafts of moonlight lacing the camp. Jindigar was sitting guard duty beside the
"door," drawing on the ground in total absorption. It was|ong before dawn, but she was wide-awake.
She opened her bag into a cloak and picked her way through deepersto him. He'd been sketching
weary and bedraggled piols. She touched hisarm. "Jindigar, you're not solely responsible for our
gtuation. We dl choseto comewith you. And now I'm convinced thisworld is'margindly livable,' asyou
sd”

"Maybe too margindly. We've lost two people and aded and are functioning on a crippled duad. Were
amost out of water, and the Squadron can't be far behind us now."

"Thelosses can't be replaced,” said Krinata, Stting beside him. "But if we al knew more of thisworld,
perhaps we wouldn't lean on the duad so much.”

"I doubt it would be helpful for everyone to know more.”

"Keep usinignorance and Virade will have good reason for her attitude.” And shetold him what Virade
had said before picking the fruit. "1 wonder what sheld make of that officia record | found for thisworld,
which you clamed never existed." She had meant to cheer him up, but suddenly dl the unanswered
questions swarmed into her mind. The Emperor had accused the Dushau of withholding information on
planetsto control Allegiancy expansion and prosperity.

He sighed. "It started nearly two thousand years ago, just after humans came onto the galactic scene, and
the Allegiancy was founded—" He rubbed out hisdrawing. "'l told you Phanphihy had not been
reported—and that wastrue. The Lehiroh and Treptian Outriders with Raichmat's on that expedition



perceived avery different environment than we did. That report was based on their perceptions, not
ours, and the planet was|abeled with their name, not ours.”

“Why?

"If wed reported our perceptions, the others would have thought we were lying. Raichmat saw the way
the Allegiancy was headed. Dushau needed another home besides Dushaun. But theidea of planting a
multispecies colony here governed by aKing was not popular on Dushaun, so Phanphihy has been
forgotten except anong Raichmat's zunre.”

The zunre of an Oliat—all who've been members, and their rel atives—formed a more tight-knit group
than mogt families. ™Y ou could have applied for it. Surdly the Emperor would have granted Raichmat'sa
world."

"If the idea had been more popular, we might have," agreed Jindigar. "But thisworld isfar fromided for
Dushau—and—we tend to be rather conservative.”

"But why did other species seeit asunlivable?"

"Raichmat's was one of thefirgt Oliatsto work for the Allegiancy. We didn't choose our Outriders with
such wisdom then. They worked by the book and antagonized the hives, which defend themselves by
casting aveil of perceptua distortion—to make enemies see menace where mere isn't much. Our
Ouitriders saw hideous menace everywhere—three quit the profession, one had a nervous breakdown."

Sheraked her eyes over the black forest around them. "Then thisisavery dangerousworld! Y ou didn't
tdl—"

He shook her shoulders. "No! Respect the hives, and they'll be good neighbors. | didn't mention the
hives defense before because we mustn't cripple oursalves with imagined horrors, and your imagination
can be very powerful."

She drew adeep bregth. "I'm sorry. | should know better.” Hewasright, it wouldn't help if everyone
knew that. "Well, if we must rely on the duad, then weve got to hed the damage I've done you and

Frey."

"Frey is—mending.”

"He's il degping under sedation.”
"You are observant."

"Frudtrated,” she corrected. "Jindigar, what iswrong with Frey?' When Jindigar was slent, she added,
"Y ou don't want to talk about it to me?"’

"Krinata, hisfear of Desdindaisnearly aphobia Y our touch on uswhen we're working seems like her
touch. It happened again this afternoon with the onnoolloo, which iswhy | ordered the sedative.”

"But not for yoursdf?"
"I'm more experienced—"

"Nonsense! Y ou're suffering as much asheis, but you're afraid if you're both unconscious, I'll take
over—like| did with the sasndstorm! I'm awalking menace! Why didn't you tell me?

"Y ou're human. The Loop isfunctioning in you very much asit would in a Dushau, but theré's been no



timefor tests. A human could react unexpectedly—I can't risk hurting you.”

They'd endured Desdindas death agony, and it had nearly killed them. Frey wasright: Jindigar accepted
her as zunre and therefore couldn't tolerate hurting her. "Tell me what hasto be done. I'll decide what
risks| take."

"Of course\he agreed. "And I'll decide which ones| take. My decisionslimit your options; yours limit
mine. That'swhat Grisnilter wanted meto avoid with ephemerds.”

Grisnilter, the ederly Dushau Historian whose Archive Jndigar carried, had objected to Jindigar's policy
of befriending ephemerds, just as Frey did. "Jindigar, how would agroup of Dushau dedl with aLoop?
What isthe cure?"

"To convene an Aliom grieving-with to grieve Desdinda," he answered asif it were obvious. "But, it'snot
my area of expertise. I'd have to farfetch for what else | might know, and | don't dare attempt that.”

"For fear of being caught in the Archive?"
"Or worse."

The Aliom science behind the Oliat practices was amystery to her, but—"I'd bewilling to try it, but |
can't find it in myself to be sorry Desdindadied. | do fedl apersonad sense of horror that my hand killed
her. | fill have nightmares about it."

"Weall do, but we dare not attempt anything involving you and Desdinda until we've a stable base camp
and the duad can be spared. Also, there's the problem of the Archiveto solvefirst, or wedl might be
logtinit before the Desdinda L oop could be integrated into your persondity.” "Integrated into—oh, no,
she'snot part of me—" He said, asif grasping why they weren't communicating, " Desdinda had
dedicated her life to murdering me because |, an Aliom Priest turned Invert, had custody of Grisnilter's
Archive. She'd been taught how Inversion distorts an Archive—altering the recorded history of our
species. When she saw shewasto die, she dready felt so soiled, she had no usefor life except to kill me.
Her outrage became the core of her insanity, and | believeit grounded into a part of your personality that
harbored smilar fedings.” ™Y ou mean—Iike a—aghost? Possessng me?' "No. Therésnever beena
Dushau ghost—can't be. Desdinda is gone to dissolution/death. She'sleft us alegacy of compressed
anger and hatred lodged in you because | had no timeto train you to protect yoursdlf or to prove the
Archive had come through our triad Inversion unscathed.” Three times since their escape sheld Inverted
thetriad. "Have—have | damaged the Archive?'

"I don't think so. But | hardly dare touch the duad now, and Frey knowsit. With hislimited training he
knows he might accidentally damage the Archive, and now that he carriesthe Invert stigma, too,
ddivering the Archive undtered means as much to him asto me."

"It should have meant as much to Desdindatoo.” " She wasn't rationd. Y et were bound by her
pain—and won't be free until we can grieveit. We must each feel how she felt, and why shefelt so,
finding the resonances of those fedings within oursaves and integrating them. But we can't try it now
because we've no ideawhat complications your humanity might cause. The Squadron will find Truth
soon, and we're il too closefor safety.”

Krinata had to accept that. Jndigar could do nothing to help her expunge Desdinda, yet it had to be
done. So, shed haveto do it hersdlf, in her human way. She probed him mercilesdy on the
characteristics of aLoop, learning that it took very little resonance to provide arooting point—asit took
very littleto attract lightning. She didn't hate Jindigar, not even unconscioudy. But there had to be
something Desdinda’s hatred had touched. If she could rid hersdf of it, the Loop would dissipate—or so



theory said. In practice, Dushau never attempted such things aone. But then, humans didn't practice
group telepathy, either!

At dawn they were up and in harness, Jndigar moving among them as hisnorma sdf, twittering to the
children and the piols, summoning joy in apiece of fruit, or casudly hanging by histoesto inspect the
underside of aded. But she saw the weary depression he masked from the others. He hasn't grieved
for hisfriends yet. | must see that he does soon or he'll collapse. It could be centuries until a
Historian arrives to take the Archive from him. There was nothing she could do about that, but
Desdinda—

Asthey marched she mulled over the problem and became ever more determined to vanquish Desdinda
hersdif.

They skirted dense thickets and plowed through sparser ones, tromping up and down the ever-rising hills.
Krinatawas paired with Shorwh, histwo brothersriding atop her ded, clutching the piolsin an unnatura
slence. Shorwh was now the only one, except Jindigar, who could speak to the children. While they
seemed to be in shock, Shorwh was withdrawn the way an adult might be. But he ate, fed his brothers,
and pulled hisload without dacking.

During the firgt rest bregk shetried to take her mind off her troubles by tending the children. Terab, huge,
gx-limbed, warm and furry, also tried to mother them. But neither soft-skinned human nor furred Holot
could begin to replace amother's smooth chitin for the Cassrian children. When Shorwh said, fretting,
"Why don't you both just leave us alone?’ Terab withdrew, but Krinatawent after her.

"I don't think he reglly meansthat,” she said to Terab.

"Neither do I. A Holot wouldn't. But | thought perhaps Irnils might try to get through to him, maleto
mde”

"It'sworth atry," agreed Krinata.

Imnils, Terab's mate, had lost his parents early in life, and when he sat down among the orphaned
Cassrians, somehow, gradualy, the atmosphere lightened. The four Lehiroh, as usud, spent the rest
break stting in aclose circle, talking softly about then- logt bride. Krinataleft them to their grieving. The
four humans provoked heated political conversations among the Holot and Cassrians, seeming innocent
enough until onetime Terab came on them cornering Shorwh with adiatribe againgt Jndigar.

Seeing her, they turned to go, but she commanded, "Hold orbit there!" Even weaponless, sheintimidated
them. "Y ou never knew Jindigar before you boarded Truth, but surely you've measured him by now. He
got us across that desert, which could have been achallengeto afull Oliat. Riding the water ded, he
damn near got killed, but he saved our water. HE'stold us how to keep out of trouble, and even when
one of your women stupidly ignored him, he didn't hold a trid—so the children wouldn't blame her.

"Jindigar never shirksarisk or stints on compassion for Dushau or ephemera. He'sloyal beyond reason,
generousin soul and goods, a Prince of his people—"

Terab," said Gibson, shoulders hunched more than usud. "Aristocrats ruined the Allegiancy—" He
looked at Krinata, who was amost as highborn as Jndigar, spat, and left.

They fell infor the afternoon haul, and she returned to ruminating on her fedingsfor Jndigar. Hed won
her respect as he had Terab's. Sheld never seen him do amean or dishonest deed. But she didn't
understand his motives, so every oncein awhile, hefailed to do what she expected of him. That hardly
seemed cause for arepressed hatred.



Jndigar, knowing they were al getting into condition, lengthened the time between bresks, so Krinata
had no more energy for her thoughts until they emerged from an open wood into magenta sunlight at the
lipof avdley.

Erect dead trees, truncated limbsjutting in every direction, filled the valey, surrounded by glittering
black-and-gray soil. But it was not ableak sight, for from every limb hung bright trand ucent globes of
rainbow hues.

Flying crestures with handsome wings covered with transparent shell-like flakes the same colors as the
suspended hives flocked around their homes. Wings folded, they resembled beetles—flat, multilegged.
Alone or in swarms, they darted info the woods that bordered the valley.

Jndigar cdled abresk, climbing up to bring the two younger children down, twittering to them ashe
pointed & the valey. It dicited the first response since their mother had died. Asthe Lehiroh spread a
canopy over the circled deds, Jindigar warned everyone to stay under cover, explaining, "Those
crestures made aforest like thisinto that. Then- body waste killstrees and animals. If we do nothing to
anger them when they fly over us, they may provide us our dinner.” When held trandated for the children,
they both climbed into hislap and fell adeep with their heads on his shoulders. Shorwh embraced Jndigar
around the neck. "Now they know they're not aone and don't have to dietoo.”

Squirming self-conscioudy, Jndigar returned Shorwh's hug. Krinata watched, remembering how in
moments of extreme distress Jindigar would turn to the young. Dushau cared for the young only during
Renewa, the period of a century every thousand years when they took amate and regained youth.
Jndigar had insgsted it would be another fifty years until he entered Renewal, but he admitted that he
could dlow it to happen anytime. Hed passed up an offer of amating to bring them here, for in Renewd,
the Oliat functions could not be practiced. Who could hate such a person?

Krinatas thoughts were interrupted as aflock of the colorful flyers crackled and rustled overhead, raining
deadly excrement on their tarp. Moments later Jindigar said, "Come on, Frey, let's seeif we can collect
somedinner.”

By the time they'd re-formed their caravan, Frey and Jindigar had returned from the forest with severa
dead animals strung on a stout branch. She shuddered and wondered if she could eat from the animals
killed by bird excrement, athought that never occurred to the Dushau, for they were evolved scavengers.
But, roasted, the birds were quite good.

Krinatawent to bed dwelling on the Loop, searching for its root insde her mind. She dept badly, waking
with nothing to show for her effort but afuzzy headache.

The next day, the Dushau and Storm went foraging and returned with a basketful of eggs. "Wefound a
hive destroyed by an onnoolloo,” explained Jndigar happily. "These eggs would've rotted before they
could hatch."

Terab, the Holot female who'd been a space captain and shopkeeper but never a colonist asked, "Where
did you get the fine basketwork? | could make a profit on those!"

"Madethem,” answered Storm. "Jindigar found the reedsin thetop of atree." That discovery aone,
reflected Krinata, might save the group from extinction. Civilization couldn't be constructed without
cheap, light containers. The next morning. Jindigar admonished them, "Y our canteens hold the last of our
water. We haven't made such good time as I'd anticipated, so well make adry camp tonight if we don't
push today."

Jndigar'sinitial pace didn't dacken until noon, when they tackled aridge of bare rock that dmost forced



the Lehiroh to break out their rigging equipment again. But they madeit, and at the top of theridge, they
found themselvesfacing acleft in ablank wall of rock. They rested, the deds gathered in adoubleline on
the strip of flat ground.

AsJndigar and the Lehiroh strode tirdlesdly back and forth, checking everything, Krinata snuggled into a
puddie of sunlight nestled among boulders. Imp and Rita scampered headfirst down the side of her ded
and licked Krinatas hands, snuffling in her pockets for crumbs. Shetilted her face to the sun, dmost
falling adeep right there. Slegpless or nightmare-haunted nights were wearing on her, but that could be a
good sign. If she stirred up her nonconscious mind enough, perhapsit would revea where the Loop was
rooted.

As she relaxed she noticed aroughness to the sione she was leaning againgt. Overcoming lethargy, she
sat up to look. There, carved deep into the living rock, was aregular pattern of lines—rustlebird hives,
onnoolloo, and small gamethey'd roasted. "Jindigar! Jndigar!"

Jndigar came on the run, followed by the four Lehiroh and Frey. She pointed, croaking. Jndigar climbed
up to examine her find as people dragged themselves from their rest to see what had happened. Jindigar
touched the carving and frowned at Frey. Krinatafelt the duad codescing, their unsteady, tenuous
contact making aflutter in the pit of her somach. She held her bresth againgt it until Jndigar nodded.
"Wewon't be bothered by rustlebirds and onnoolloo in the valley. But there's quicksand downstream,
and prey and predators come herefor water. Thelr life readings will mask oursif the Squadron—"

"Jndigar!" complained Krinata. "That—that was carved! Y ou're reading it!"
"Yes." Hefrowned at Frey, whose eyes were closed.

"Who—or what—carved it?' demanded Krinata.

"The ndives" headmitted gravely.

A murmur went up al around. Gibson spoke for everyone. "There are laws againgt colonizing a planet
with intelligent natives, and with good reason.”

"Of course," agreed Jindigar. He looked about at the weary, trail-stained band. Then, hunkering down,
he gathered them around athin patch of soil and drew with agtick.

"When | was here with Raichmat's Oliat, the highest evolved natives were proto-sentients a about the
level of aRashion. They were beginning to use chipped stone tools and to trade among hives. They had
no agriculture and lived at the mercy of the elements, protected only by their hives.”

Hed drawn alarge domed structure, crosshatched with circles, entered by atunnel. "They build their
hives out of fieldstone mortared with abody-excrement that dissolves on exposure to onnoolloo urine.
They're very thinly scattered, so we can avoid them. Their population was receding under attack of
natural enemies and achanging climate. Either they'll rely more on intelligence or they'll become extinct.

"Raichmat's predicted they'd become victims of the Allegiancy's gdactic expansion. Thisworld hasno
exportables and isn't well located for trade. The ecology will fight offworld invasion ferocioudy.” He
looked to Krinata. "The Allegiancy would have grabbed thisworld for living space, destroyed the
ecology, and created aworld-city that depended on imports. Y ou al know many such places.

They assented, and he continued, " The natives would have been either exterminated by the shifting
ecology or exploited mercilesdy by thelocal Duke."

Through the murmur of assent Terab asked, "An Oliat can foresee two millenniaof politics?*



"Not an Oliat," corrected Jndigar. "A Higtorian. It was as clear to her asthe sound of that waterfal isto
lﬁ"

Only then did she notice the distant roar. " That must be aterrible talent, foreknowledge."

Jndigar nodded, contemplating his drawing. "Rachmat's wanted to protect the natives by founding a
Dushau-dominant multicolony here under the laws of our King, not the loca Duke. When we presented
the plan to Dushaun, it was rejected. And there the matter has rested until now, when we need refuge.”
He looked up at them. "We mugt, of course, avoid al contact with the natives. If we find any more of
these'—he indicated the carving—"we may haveto dter our courseto settle where there are no natives.”

Krinata shivered in the shadow that had crept over her while Jindigar spoke. He'd told her the same
story, only he'd left out the natives. What €lse wasn't he bothering to mention? And why?

Jndigar announced, rising, "We must make camp before dark. The moon won't rise until very late.”

They broke up, arguing among themselves, but going about the business of sarting the caravan moving.
The two piols could not, however, be coaxed back onto the ded with the children. They frisked about,
running ahead and dashing back to nip at hedls, and then run ahead again, made eager by the smell of
water. But, asthirsty as shewas, dl Krinata could think of as she trudged through the long, narrow gap,
the sides of her ded scraping the wals, was whether sheld have come with Jindigar if sheld known of the
natives.

Shed decided before she saw how Emperor Zinzik exploited the Rashions, helpless telepathic
proto-sentients. She probably would not have come with Jindigar. Hed have put her off on some planet,
and later she'd have been hunted down by the Emperor's Rashions and would have known in the moment
of her death that shed made amistake. But was Jindigar manipulating me? Or isit that he only
answers exactly the question asked? Is he like that among Dushau, or is that how he deals with
ephemerals?

Shefdt her old distrust of Jindigar aroused. She'd agreed with Terab's description of Jindigar, yet how
easy it wasfor her to look a him asamonster in disguise. Was this the rooting, place the Loop had
found in her psyche? Her ruminations were interrupted when they came out into adanting sunset light, at
the head of amoraine. It took until dark to negotiate the deds down the loose rock and shae, though the
piols scampered ahead without difficulty. But then they were on abeautiful valey floor.

Tother left ahigh waterfall plunged into a series of three cascades, which widened into anetwork of
ponds draining into awide river that bisected the valey. Tall treesladen with fruits clustered around the
river. The valley walswere sheer and deeply undercut, providing shelter for their dedsfrom orbital
snoops. A herd of four-legged grazers were watering on the other side of theriver.

They shied away when people went to bathe, wash clothes, and fill canteens. By the time camp was s,
fireswere going, and fish the piols had caught were grilling, Krinata was too exhausted to think. They had
come twice the usual distance that day, surmounting two hard climbs and a treacherous descent. Even
Jndigar and Frey sat unmoving at their fire, waiting for their clothesto dry. Thefirdight glistened on their
bare chedts, highlighting their lack of vestigid breasts. They hardly talked to each other.

Revived by the good meal, people began to stir. The discontented tone Jndigar had cut off a the carving
was back, though Frey and Jindigar seemed oblivious. Prey's eyes were closed, though he sat upright,
tremors shaking him, asymptom she'd seen in Jindigar only when he was frightened. Compelled, she
went to thelr fire, wanting to reach Frey.

Jndigar motioned her to Sit beside him but whispered, "1 shouldn't have asked Frey to read the plague.”



"Did he know about the natives?' He nodded, and she said, "Then it's Desdinda. If we haveto risk trying
to ded with that—I might be able to now. | don't know—"

"No!" sad Frey hoarsdly. "I'll bedl right. Redly."

"You will," assured Jndigar, saying to Krinata, "Thisis no worse than norma subform expansion throes.
Quietude and deep will hed. I've dready given him a sedative. Have you discovered the contact point of
the Loop?'

"Maybe. It s;ems embarrassingly trivia—ridiculous— but—" And shetold him how sheld felt about the
netives.

When she stopped, he let out a breath that could have been asmothered cry of despair and put an arm
around her shouldersto hug her as he often did the Cassrian children. "I didn't mention the natives
because there weren't any in this area before. There are other hopes I've not mentioned because as an
Oliat officer I've learned to speak only clear certaintiesto ephemerals. But, Krinata, | do believeyou
have every hope for agood Me here."

"Y ou're asking meto take you on faith."

"No. | don't know how thingswill .work out. | get cluesthat asingleton, or duad, can't interpret.” His
arm about her shoulder felt warm, trustworthy. "But there's cause for hope, and when | know—I'll say.”

At that moment the L ehiroh caled Ruff, the least talkative but strongest of them, cameinto the firdlight
and sgquatted before Jndigar, who kept his arm unselfconscioudy around Krinata. "Jindigar, it was my
fault. | should never have opened my mouth—but—when they accused you of lying, it just came out.”

Jndigar put his other hand on the L ehiroh's shoulder and looked up a Storm, who was behind Ruff.
Storm said, "About Krinataworking the triad with you—the whole story from the escape from the
Emperor—Desdinda—Inversion, the whole thing. Ruff broke confidence, Jindigar—but we al accept the
guilt—it was unprofess ona—"

Jndigar darted, "It'sdl right, Ruff—"

But Gibson and the other humans pushed into the circle, Gibson saying, "' So werefindly getting to the
bottom of things." He turned to the Holot, who were crowding up too. "Did you know Prince Jndigar
and Lady Zavaronne were over here deciding—without consulting any of us peasants—what to do
about the natives?' He turned on the Lehiroh. "They don't consult you, either. Did you ever think about
that? Isn't it time we found out if we have atrained duad to rely on, or some crazy, unnatural triad?’

For thefirgt time Terab seemed less than friendly to Krinata. Y ou could have told us what the problem
was. Withholding vitd information—"

At first Krinatawas offended, and then she suddenly saw that she'd done just what she distrusted
Jndigar for—not mentioning uncertainties to people with alot on their minds. "1 never saw any point—"

"Of course, shewouldn't see any point intelling you!" Gibson declared sarcadtically. " She and Jindigar
arethe naturd leaders here. Why should they consult us? Aren't you sick of this? Don't you dl think it's
time to demand an accounting? The Allegiancy is dead—we've got to build something new, and it'sgot to
dart here. Are you with me?’

Therewas aslence. Hed landed atelling blow. Jndigar withdrew hisarm from Krinatas shoulders and
rose. Frey tried to get up, too, but Jindigar motioned him down, throwing athermal cloak to him ashe
gathered up his shirt. "Go to deep.” He led the group toward the main watch fire.



Gibson paced Jndigar, saying, "And what about Frey? Is he sick or something?’
"He's recovering from injuries sustained in the crash,” said Jindigar truthfully.

Krinata stepped out to confront Gibson. "'If you must fix blame, blame me. Jindigar knew from the
moment the Emperor's ship blew up that I'd never again be able to work in triad. Since you'd never
known I'd doneit, you didn't have to know I'd been invalided. But | was too stubborn to admit defest. |
invaded the duad, accidentally hurting Frey and Jindigar. I'll make up for that, eveniif it costs my lifel™

"Spoken like atrue aristocrat,” mocked Gibson.

"I'm sorry,” said Krinatasincerely. Ever snce Emperor Zinzik had reingtituted aristocratic privilege, shed
loathed the system that had titled her at birth. She couldn't fight Gibson's attitude. Shaking, she gathered
her therma cloak and went off into the darkness.

She cameto thelatrine pit they'd dug at the very edge of the firelight—ahole with two branches across it
to squat againgt. It stank of the mixed excrement of severa species plus the degradant they poured over
the mess. Upwind of it, she leaned againgt arough boulder, trying to sort her emotions out. Behind her,
voices mixed in urgent argument, shreds of Jindigar's tones cutting through the rush of thewaterfdl. ...
was not born a Prince... father appointed King when we joined the Allegiancy... not interested in Satus...
our situation... vote and let us know what well do tomorrow..."

All she could think about was how sheld edited the problem with the triad to avoid explaining the
Desdinda Loop. Could it be shame at being possessed? Or contempt for their intelligence? Or adesireto
keep secrets from enemies? She couldn't relate to any of those idess.

A bulging shadow whispered through the perimeter of the camp, disappearing into the dark. Jindigar!
Sheld dmost lost sight of him before she knew she had to follow. She hurried around the circle of deds
to the point where he'd | eft, then struck out along the line held taken. She could barely make out the
bushes, knee-high grass, and occasiond tree. But as her eyes adjusted she caught flickers of movement
ahead of her. Then they disappeared.

"Jndigar!” shecdled. "Jndigar?"

"Over here!" echoed avoice. "Krinata? What—7?" He appeared again and she saw held goneinto aside
canyon. Seeing her, he came back to meet her, taking her hand. "Careful, lot of rocks here. What's

happened?’
"Nothing, | jus—" Hewas carrying something. "What's that?*

"Lewathaswhule." He hed up along-necked, bulbous instrument gleaming even in the barely moonlit
dark. Lelwathahad been zunre to Jndigar. Sheld heard Jindigar play only once, while grieving over
Lelwathas desth. "1 shouldn't have come,” she said, knowing how he occasionally craved seclusion, and
not wanting to invade a private moment.

"It'sdl right. They don't want you back there, either. Come, look what I've found!"

Therewas atrickle of waterfdl at the end of the smal canyon. Jndigar built afirein arocky spacejust
beforeits catch basin. Thefirdight danced in the ethereal spray. "Won't the dampness ruin the whule?”

Helaughed. "Krinata, thisinstrument hasn't survived al these millennia by being sengtive to the weather!™

Herethe roar of the fallswas muted. They piled soft foliage into seats around their fire, and he played.



Thewhule was asmple stringed, resonating chambered instrument, not amplified. Y et he drew such
shapes of sound out of it, weaving them with silences flooded with waterfal and the echoes of the small
canyon, that the darkness had texture and the firdight danced in eterna rhythms.

Spellbound, she dismissed the nagging thought that Frey had warned her to keep away from Jndigar,
She forgot being aZavaronne, forgot her short, ephemerd life, and became one with Dushau eternity asif
it were native to her identity.

Gradudly his music changed, not to adirge but to apaean to life, acknowledging pain of lossasan
essentid part of what made thingsreal. He poured his deferred grieving for Rinperee and the other
Dushau who'd died in the crash, for Arlai, and Truth, and dl they'd known together into hismusic, and
she cried with him, opening depths of hersalf she'd never suspected, finding pain sheldd never known she
harbored, hearing within his music the chattering voices of al those lost to them.

The music, familiar yet strange, cathartic, intimate, persond, took her on ajourney through soul to
confront her God at the gates of death-and-life, to confess weakness and secret failures, and to be
accepted, anyway. Hours passed as she sat huddled in her cloak, obliviousto the dying fire, experiencing
and wanting only to experience.

Asthe sun wasrising she became aware of alightness, an inner hedling. The grayness of predawn
reveded the smdl waterfdl of their dcovefilling her vison. The music described every plume, every
eddy, every lacy spume tracing rainbows that hadn't been born yet.

To her the waterfal wasthe power of life, of dl creation. Tingling currents of power swept down through
her own body. She could not stop it. She dared not try, for it was eternal and infinite. She was caught
withinit, and was of it, for al time—asif sheld achieved Dushau Completion.

Once before shed glimpsed thisinfinitude where dl was |ashing energies—once before when Jndigar,
summoning hisrole as Aliom Priest, had shown her the symbol of Aliom—abranched lighting flash,
power whipping up and down aong carved channels faster than the mind could comprehend—she had
known but had been unable to encompass. Now she saw the lightning and the waterfal, and knew them
for the same power. It was the power that carried her to a decision-action so fast that she didn't think or
fed. It waswhat Aliom caled a"dtrike" and Jndigar admired in her.

She could fed hisadmiration, asif she were Center of an Oliat and he merely an Outreach trainee
impressed with her fests of Aliom art. She gathered him in close, and with theillogic of dream, they
became a duad, sharing deep resonances of the peace of Completion at the brink of death.

Into the placid euphoria billowed black clouds of fear. Suddenly shewasfaling, out of control,
bewildered by the forces acting on her. No! she screamed out with every shred of her being. But it had
no effect. Cruelly battered and buffeted, she careened into emptiness.

No. Jndigar was there—within her and without. Hisarmscircled her, hiseyesfilled her vison, his
perception echoed in her: the granite dliffs, the hives of native life, the networks of plantslike protohives,
and in the distance, theintruders camp like a sore on the land, but over dl, the smooth human warmth;
tangy odor; silky strands of hair; inefficient ears; hidden, secret eyes.

"No!"

Thefamiliar brick wall shimmered between them. She could dmost count the sones mat formed it. "No,"
she gasped. "Not the stones, not awall. No, dont..."

He pushed away, large hands swallowing her shoulders as he shook her, and the wall solidified. Hisvoice



echoed off it, bat it was agroan ripped from him: " Stop!"

The penetrating awareness faded. She fought double vision and disorientation as be pulled his hands
away. Just as hisfingerstrailed over the back of her hand, his soft ngp sending shiversthrough her, she
glimpsed the ecstasy evaporating from hisexpresson, asif held firmly closed a sensory door. Asshe
caught her breath, he sat back on hishedls, chest heaving. His voice made her throat ache as he said,
"Such a precious gift—how could a human—no, of course, you're closer than |, and [—I'm sorry,
Krinata, but sometimesit happens. It doesn't mean anything.”

She had no ideawhat he meant, merely felt his gratitude for something sheld given him, and shame he
hadn't responded properly. The duad resonance faded even as he spoke, the wall becoming so huge, she
couldn't even senseit. "'l could live with anything you do except that wall!"

"Wall?' He cocked his head aside, Emulating human body language like acloaking disguise.

"When you cut me off," she explained, recounting how her whole being had clutched at the euphoriahis
music brought, "1'd have done anything to get back there, because | thought for aminute I'd begun to
understand what you are. But | guess | overstepped somehow and touched your duad, evoking
Desdinda—the wall is better than Desdinda, Jndigar. For amoment, | felt—-clean—of her. But | guess
I'm not."

He lisgtened intently, then commented, "Frey was not involved. | doubt he could have survived that. But
heand | perceive our duad barrier asagulf, not awall. | don't understand. The Loop is stronger than
ever, yet I'm sure you grieved with me. Didn't you?'

"| thought that's what it might have been.” If so, perhaps she now knew how to rid hersdlf of the Loop,
though the experience was dready fading to amemory of amemory. "Y ou grieved Desdinda?"

"I began when we dipped into duad. It was astrike,

Krinata. | wasn't thinking. If | had, 1'd have known better, for all | managed was to evoke Desdinda
while | wastoo—" Therewasthat flicker of ecstasy. "That's not a good state to gpproach atricky plexus
likethis Loop, though | don't usually strikewild. I don't understand. Tell me again about thiswall.”

She described how it built, sounded, looked, felt.
" And when Desdindathrew usinto the Archive?"

She described the void, panic, faling, and he was amazed at the processes of the human mind. "When |
see awalled structure, you see avoid, when | seevoid, you seeawall. You fear void and Desdinda, and
equate them? But Desdindaisn't the Archive, and she's not the void.”

She shuddered, awareness of the dead woman heightened. "Jindigar, what did you mean, there are no
Dushau ghogts?' If ever anyone was haunted—

"Ephemerdsreincarnate, but we do not. If we die before completing alife, we smply dissolve. But if we
succeed before degath, we exist eternally without need to reincarnate. M adness such as Desdinda suffered
canonly end in dissolution, asshedid. That isatruevoid.”

Sheld read that theory in Arlai's library but had passed over it without interest. Now it suddenly seemed
like thefdlacy underlying Aliom philosophy. "But, if she'sredly gone, why isshedill here?' Not that |
really believe in ghosts.

"I don't know, but the clue must liein your void. Perhapsif I'd ever served as Center in Oliat, I'd seeit.”



"Frey said you'd been qualified to be Center since he was born, and | know even Dushau consider that
unusua.” It was apersond question she'd never dared ask before, but she needed to get away from talk
of Desdinda

"One can be Center only once. For the many who've not chosen priesthood, it'sthe end of Oliat training,
and they then seek other paths to Completion. For avowed priest, dedicated to achieving Completion
only viathe Aliom path, it's a supreme test. Those who succeed become Observing Priests; those who
fail go to dissolution/desth. Success often means remaining Center for centuries, so aPriest takesan Oliat
only just after Renewd, for Renewa terminates Oliat. Twice now |'ve avoided taking Center because
events during Renewa rendered me unstable. Now I'm facing Renewal again. Perhapsthat's Desdindas
hold on me, for her death could so easily be mine." Helooked at her bleskly. "1 fed panic when she
clutchesat you."

For amoment it seemed obvious that Jindigar's fear of dissolution/death would be triggered by
Desdindas attack on her. But the insight faded, leaving her puzzled but deeply touched, vowing silently to
rid hersdf of the demon for his sake, if not her own. Even if there's no such thing as dissol ution/death.
Y et, to her, al death had always been dissolution. Now, amid the echoing residue of the night's
experience, she couldn't think of it that way anymore.

Life—pervades.

The risng sun had crowned the waterfall with morning rainbows, and the camp fire was dead. Suddenly
there was a splash in the pond, and Imp scrambled out of the water with afish in his mouth. He swarmed
up Jndigar's pant leg, presenting the wriggling cresture. Jndigar rose with the dripping piol under one
arm, thewhulein his other hand. "He saysit'stime for bregkfast!"

"I'm starved!" she agreed, unsurprised and unfooled by his swift change of mood.

When they arrived back at the camp, they found everyone gathered around the main camp fireinsde the
ring of deds. The moment he saw them, Shorwh legpt up from where he was helping Frey gut fish and
ranto Krinata. "They let me cast three votes, one for me and one for each of my brothers. And | voted
to do what Jindigar wants, and we won!"

Everyonelooked to Jindigar. "In that case, well forage, gathering supplies, so you can dl learn what's
good to eat and what's dangerous. Day after tomorrow—"

At that moment the sky lit with aflash that eclipsed therising sun, and Jndigar ydled, "Down! Take
cover!"

The piols screamed, and everyone dived under the cliff. Long moments ater, the thunderous roar
reached them. Pebblesrattled |oose and showered down on them, but their cliff held while something
ominous blotted out the sunshine.

When it was over, Jndigar stood and dusted himsdlf off. "Ephemeral Truth has been destroyed—"

FIVE
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Two daysthey foraged and learned the idiosyncrasies of the ecology while casting anxious glances a the
sky. But it wastime well invested, for during the next seven days of hard marching to the end of theriver
canyon, they barely disturbed the ecology asthey passed. Once, Jndigar remarked wistfully that an Oliat
might have convinced theloca hivesto eradicate dl trace of their passage.



Jndigar and Frey quested for signs of the Squadron during rest breaks, sure that searchers expected the
blowing of their ship to flush them out. As Jndigar explained, "1 think they're searching thetrail wewould
have taken logically. But we're cutting acircle, treading respectfully among the interlaced network of
hives. If we move swiftly, well stay ahead of them until they concludewevedl died.”

"But if they pick up our trall—" dtarted Irnils.

"Once they're on the ground, the hives will probably convince them we could not have survived,”
answered Jindigar.

Despite the time he spent isolated with Frey within the duad, Jndigar found time to begin language
lessonsfor the young Cassrians, encouraging Shorwh to help train their voices and leaving Krinatato
referee the inevitable squabbles. She didn't mind. The children refreshed Jindigar so much, and they kept
her mind off the ominous nightmares.

Nightly, now, she was having repeating dreams. Usudly it started with Jindigar playing the whule near the
littlewaterfdl, then, lulled, sheéd drift into becoming Desdinda, believing she was the only sane one left
ableto protect al Dushau by destroying Jindigar and the Archive hed sullied. But sheld fail and fall into a
ruined Archive with scenes of bombed and burned-out cities, cindered worlds, drifting hulks of dead
gpaceships, scenesfrom their flight across the galaxy redling before her eyes asif the pristine beauty
recorded in the Archive had been blasted to rubble. If she fought out of that horror, shedd fall back ina
terrifying swoop until she was Center of an Oliat, with Jindigar as an Officer, and treacheroudy held turn
on her, ripping away her power of decision, rendering her helpless.

Sometimes she woke, fist to her mouth, stifling a scream, then lay awake dredging the evaporating dream
for any clue of how it symbolized Desdinda's hold on her.

They emerged from the valley over aseries of rolling hills. Where theriver turned west to cut deep
canyons with foaming rapids, they filled every container with water, then angled to the southeast.

The duad identified many medicind herbs, but al too often Jndigar would shake his head, admitting the
limits of-amere duad. Once, Terab becameill on aroot-and-leaf soup sheld improvised, and Jindigar
hated the column for the day, saying, "Thisismy fault. | should have noticed that combination would
proveto be astrong laxative."

They used the day to forage. Eggs were plentiful, but Jndigar instructed, Take only unfertilized or
abandoned eggs, or afew from large clutches."

Gibson scoffed, "Dushau may be evolved scavengers, but humans ain't. There's nothing wrong with
taking what we can find. It's not like we're overpopulating thisworld!"

That afternoon he returned to camp limping, one hand bound up in his shirt. He was swearing luridly.
"Frissn snakethings near killed me!™ While they were bandaging his wounds he complained to Jndigar,
"Why didn't you tell me them blue wormthings were dangerous?’

"They aren't," answered the Dushau mildly, "if you don't stedl their last egg of the season.” Gibson had
assumed Jindigar's motives were human, thought Krinata. A human might impose hismorason
others, but Jndigar wouldn't. He just seemed human because he was agood Emulator.

The next day they emerged from a crease between two hills onto a russet-and-gold grasdand dotted with
stands of the dark green trees, liberaly sprinkled with purple and white flowers. Breathtaking! | could
live here! Sheromped up the hillside with the children and pidls, gathering the purple wild flowers with
exultation until Terab, climbing to the summit of the hill ahead of Krinata, found another native plaque and



called Jndigar.

He summoned Frey, and together they pored over the inscriptions. Just when it seemed they couldn't
decipher it, Jindigar saw the bouquet in Krinata's hands. "May 17" He took the flowers, savoring their
fragrance with ablissful smile. Then, andyticdly, he held the flowers next to the crude carving declaring
that they were of the pecies drawn there. "This tablet describes the surface water availability by seasons,
and givesthe water table depths, too. | don't know the animas, but I'll recognize them when | see them.”

"It means,”" said Frey, "therere nativeson the plain';”

Jndigar scrambled down the hillside. "Y es, their habitat has spread. It would probably be most efficient if
the group camps here tomorrow while Frey and | explore.”

"I'd be happier,” said Terab, the ex-Captain, casting an eye upward, "if we had aless exposed position.”

"Deactivated, the deds shouldn't register on orbital sensors. Cast anirregular pattern, and | doubt even
atmosphere observation would notice us," answered Jndigar.

Late the next night, in adriving downpour, Frey and Jindigar returned with a sketch of theterrain.
Gathered around alightstick under atarp, they al heard the bad news.

"The natives hives are clustered near the hills, in the section just ahead of usand to our |left. That'sthe
area of the most abundant surface and ground water." Jndigar smoothed the paper and pointed with a
damp finger. "Our firgt ideawas to bear south, away from dl habitation." He looked up at them. "But we
found an old camp of a Squadron's ground unit. They were headed east. We could circle west and go
around behind them—if there aren't any more sweeping in from the west."

Mentaly Krinataadded, Which a mere duad can't tell. Storm asked, "Which isworsg, to invade the
natives territory or risk being spotted by the Squadron?”

"There might be no avoiding both,” said Jindigar. "The unit was heading toward a concentration of
natives hives."

Viradd chalenged, "What danger can abunch of primitive naties be? We got sunners—-"

Krinataanswered, "It's not what danger they areto us, it's what danger we, and our stunners, are to them
and their culture. We shouldn't be on thisworld."

"But we're here," said Terab heavily. "Unless we decide to commit suicide, we can't help harming the
natives. We just have to do as little damage as possible, because—well, I'm glad we're here, not dead.”

Viradd agreed. "We were run off Plinshet 'cause we run a open hostelry—even let in Dushau. Wed be
dead now if Jndigar hadn'tataken usinto Truth." Krinatawould never forget the harrowing rescuein
deep space when one of the two refugee shipsthey'd rescued from Imperia pursuit had blown up. Sheld
never known she had agoraphobia until sheld lost her moorings and drifted away from the scooter,
helpless.

Jndigar drew adry blanket around himself and sat back on his haunches. "Thisiswhat we know about
the natives. They livein multispecies hivesin symbiosiswith other hives. One of the speciesbinds dl the
speciesin the hiveinto asingle group mind, quick, adaptable, intelligent, sometimes centrally controlled,
sometimes not.

"Outsders attacking a native hive are made to perceive hideous distortions of redlity, sufficient to scare
off any loca predator. But offworlders are harder hit, often experiencing agenuine, persond hell.



"Raichmat's Oliat was not so affected, we believe, because we were agroup mind. Our civilian staff was
severdy affected, and so thisworld isjudged uncol onizable, though ahiveis not aggressive and won't
bother us if we don't attack them. Frey and | believe the Imperials have attacked some hives, and the
othersin thisregion are dready gathering forces againg the intruders. It's only ameatter of time, and they'll
be forced off Phanphihy."

"Empty-handed?’ asked Krinata. "No, our dead bodies are their ticket into the aristocracy of the new
Emperor— or at least to the favor of apowerful Duke."

"That'sapoint,” Terab conceded. "Perhaps we can retreat back up the valley, at least until they're
convinced were not here and moveon.”

"That could bealong time," objected, Frey, "and to survive the winter, we must be settled—"

"So," said Krinata, "we must convince the Squadron we're not among the hives, then go hide among the
hiveswithout getting near any of them.” They could do it with atriad, if only she/d whipped Desdinda, but
sheld made no progress. "'Can the duad lay afdsetrail for the Imperias?*

"We could do that," offered Storm excitedly. "Lay acold trail so they'd think we passed thisway days
ago, heading due south?'

"But it'd tel them were dive,” warned Terab.
"They'll search thisplain,” said Gibson, hunched over.

"We can't settle with them looking for us," warned Terab. "We must destroy them or send them home
appeased. We can't destroy them. So it's got to be trickery."”

Krinata spoke, tapping the map. " Suppose we cut due east from here, follow the foot of these hills,
skirting the inhabited region, then, if necessary, we can cut through hive territory way beyond where the
Imperidsturn back." With one finger she described alazy, swaybacked Z on the map. "Then we can
come back to our course, southeast. Meanwhile Storm can backtrack up thisvalley and lay acold trall
leading north. Look," she pled with them, "inevitably their scoutswill find trace of us. Letting them think
we went the other way will gain us days."

Frey agreed but added, "1t would be very dow going. The forest isthickest aong this edge of the plain,
and Jndigar spotted some interesting predators—"

"Yes," sad Jndigar, "changing weather patterns have shifted habitats. Wed have to move with extreme
care”

Ruff nudged Storm, and the L ehiroh conferred. Then Storm announced, "We support Krinata's plan.”

"Now wait aminute," said Gibson, and that started a debate. Jindigar and Frey |eft, asaways
uninterested in ephemerd poalitics. Krinata, impatient with the wrangling she knew would consume most
of the night, followed the Dushau out into therain.

They were pointing their lights at the lashings hol ding the deds under awebbing of tarps, to form dry
deeping areas. She watched asthey adjusted lines. Jindigar had been more at ease sSince the waterfal,
though Frey had seemed withdrawn. Now, as he worked, Frey spoke in Dushauni, which Krinata had
learned on deep tapes. "I don't see what they're arguing about. Krinatas plan is what we'd suggest.”

"They'll adopt it by morning,” assured Jndigar. "But Gibson believes himsdlf the leader and so must
convince himsdlf it's his plan, not an aristocrat's decree.”



Frey shook his head, puzzled. "Y ou've spent so much time studying ephemerds. Y ou redly understand
them?'

"No. They're more complex than Dushau because you can't tell the children from the adults. | once met
one who seemed near Completion.”

Frey seemed amazed but asked, "What got you interested in them? Surely you knew the dangers before
yC| l n

"Before | met Ontarrah? No, | didn't know they could be true friends. When | was Protector of Takoras
Oliat, | felt asyou do. But after I'd Inverted Takoras and found how people thought of mefor it, |
became Raichmat's Outreach, so | had to deal with ephemerasagain. They didn't know or care what an
Invert was. Then | met Ontarrah." Hetightened aline, grunting, "If people can be wrong about Inverts,
maybe they're wrong about ephemeralstoo?”

"l don't see how. They don't live long enough to become friends. When they die, they just leave you a
scar to impede farfetching. They may be good people but not worth that.”

"Dushau dietoo. 'To dam love behind abarrier of fear isto prevent Completion,’ or so Shoshunri used to

"Love?" Frey looked at his mentor.
Jndigar leaned on aded's cargo. "Would it shock you if | said | loved Ontarrah?”
"Y es. I'd dways thought they maligned you with that.”

"Wadl, | did. But | learned fromiit. I'll never let that happen again, any more than I'd ever again snatch an
Oliat fromits Center and Invert it. Neither act Completes.”

"Then Krinatadoesn't redly mean anything to—"

"Y ou said she came up with the best plan. Are you going to throw it away because she's bound to die
soon?"

"No, but it's nothing persond.”
"Exactly."

Satisfied, Frey ducked into the dry area, and for amoment, as the flap opened, firelight danced over
Jndigar's features. He stared after his prot6g6, his jaunty confidence fading swiftly. Frey wasright, he's
fighting a losing battle against liking me, and it terrifies him.

Long after Jndigar went insde, Krinatastood in the rain, huddled in her cloak, emotions crystalizing with
understanding. She should never have followed him to the waterfal. He needed those private moments.
Her job wasto uproot Desdinda and free Jindigar to go hisown way. As she cast hersdf emotionaly into
that future, to test it, she found arenewed joy and satisfaction. She remembered the time, asachild,
when sheld found awild bird with abroken wing. Sheld mended it, and she'd loved that bird so much,
she cried when it wastimeto looseit. But later, the keen joy of its éation in freedom had been enough.

Later, her mind replayed the overheard conversation, leaving her chasing eusive fragments of memory.
Ontarrah. Jndigar had often caled her that in delirium asif she were Ontarrah. Takora—another name
hed mumbled.



Sometime toward dawn she twisted and turned and fought her way free of nightmare, hands clamped
over her mouth to tifle sobs as she redlized she wasfighting Jndigar, and she wanted to kill him. The
feeling evaporated as she caught her breath, but it Ieft behind one phrase: 'Takoras Oliat.”

In the morning she found that the night's debate had yielded the decision to go with her plan, as Jindigar
had predicted.

While everyone worked to free the deds, Storm and Ruff hiked back to plant the fasetrail. They caught
up with the group again while Frey and the two other Lehiroh eradicated every trace of their passage.
Jndigar had them walk on leavesin one direction, then turn into agametrail leading east dong the trough
wherethe hill joined the forest.

The next day thetrall narrowed, and they strung out sSnglefile, Frey or Jindigar dways off scouting with
two of the Lehiroh, leaving three dedsto be tied onto the back of other deds. It was dangerous, but they
had to kegp moving.

Krinata had suffered another bad night, thistime with nightmares of helplessness. Asthey settled for their
second stop of the afternoon, she saw Jindigar, Storm, and Ruff about to leave the group, saying they'd
be back before the rest break was over. On impulse she walked up to them, saying, "I’ d like to go with
you." Maybe if | drive myself hard enough, I'll get some real sleep tonight.

Frey objected, but Jindigar said, "She could carry thetripod, leaving Storm and Ruff both hands for the
sunners.”

"Tripod?"' asked Krinata.

Storm produced a backpack. " To the snooper. Handheld, it'll only tell us if there's energized equipment
out there. But on the tripod it can read location too." He held up ahand to Jindigar. "And don't say it! |
know the Oliat could do it even better without instruments.”

Ruff had the snooper pack on hisback, and Storm carried energy cellsfor the stunners. Jindigar carried
the medica supplies. She hefted the tripod. "Thisis nothing after hauling mat doubleded.” And shedid
into the harness, letting Storm adjust the shoulder straps.

Asthey were about to leave, Gibson came up, looked them over, and asked, "Mind if | come along?”
"Thismay be dangerous," said Jndigar. "Weve had indications of Squadron activity—"
"Soit'smy job to take alook.” Gibson took a stunner.

They followed agametrail through dense undergrowth, using dl they'd learned of woodcraft, though it
gtill seemed she and Gibson made dl the noise.

Findly Jndigar sgnadled ahdlt at the bottom of arise.

"Y ou can st the snooper up there," he whispered, pointing to the bald top of the hillock. "I expect you'l
get agtrong reading—but al resdud.”

Krinatawhispered back, "What's out there? Troopers?'

"A hive, maybe. But—I don't likethis—" He stared off to the left of the hillock, shook himself, and got
Krinata out of her backpack to help the Lehiroh rig the snooper.

Fedling usdess asthey dl climbed the hill, Krinata let her attention wander. Off to one Sde shesaw a



smaller gametrail that seemed to lead around the hill—perhaps to aview of the plain beyond. Bent over
double, she followed thetrail. Viciousthorns pulled at her tough clothes, but after abit she won through
to clearer going. Just as she heard Gibson notice she was gone, she cameto awall of vertica stalks.

Parting the stalks, she saw agrassland crossed by a stream that had cut itself aditch. The ditch was
choked with young trees. Not far beyond the trees a column of greasy smoke rose straight into the air.

Twisgting to look behind her, she caught aflash of indigo against the rust-and-green forest. She peered out
at the plain, looking for the dangers she'd learned about. It seemed peaceful enough, except for the
smoke. If | let Jindigar talk me out of this, I'll feel helpless all day aswell asall night!

AsJindigar, followed by Storm, Ruff, and Gibson, arrived, she wormed through the stalks and headed
for the source of the smoke. The others emerged cautioudly, Jndigar kneeling to sift pebblesthrough his
hand. Then they came after her. Jindigar caught her by the elbow as she was |ooking for aplaceto ford
the stream. "It's a hive—destroyed by energy wegpons.” Intense anguish in his eyes, hewarned, 'It'sugly,
Krinata—"

"I've got to see. We might learn something.” Needing to defy his attempt to make decisionsfor her, she
plunged into the gully, waded across, and scrambled up the other side. "Come on!™ She pushed through
the young trees and, intent only on confronting her fears, saw the hive.

It was smoking rubble, reeking of burning megt. The dome-shaped fieldstone building had been flattened
asif by ablow from agiant fist. Smaller stones scattered in a splash pattern across the meadow to her
feet. Some of those stones were covered with charred blood. In places the organic mortar had burned.
Jndigar arrived and, hand trembling, picked up one of the bloodiest stones and stared at the ruin. Behind
them, Gibson gagged, and the Lehiroh spat.

The tunnel entrance was till standing, bodies splashed about it asif they'd been trying to escape—or
sdly forth to attack. Few of the bodies wereintact, and so it was difficult to sort them into species, but
by the time Jindigar moved, Krinata had identified three main types. The smallest seemed exoskdetd like
me Cassrians. Larger ones were mammalian and furred like the Holot but four-limbed. Thetalest and
denderest were very humanoid but white-skinned with dark saucer eyes and tall ears on top of abald
skull.

There were many armored Imperia troopers sprawled about, their armor showing gray or charred where
their force-film combat protection had failed. Some had died locked in combat with the furred defenders
who wielded only wooden spears and bone or flint knives and hatchets. Had the Imperias set an
explosion that killed their own men?

Jndigar rose and croaked hoarsgly, "There's someone dill dive "
Storm unlimbered his stunner, knees bent, eyesroving.

Krinata scanned the armored bodies, counting four species of soldier. Which type would they have to
carefor?"Where?' she asked. Jndigar led them into the tunndl, careful not to step on any of the body

parts.

Taking agood hold on her ssomach, Krinata followed. Beyond the end of the armored bodies they came
to awhite form propped against the side of the tunnel, red blood trickling in a branched tree shape across
his—definitely his— skull. His chest rose and fell, and another wound in hisside bled. Hewore only a
few ornamented leather straps around his body, with loops perhaps for tools.

Jndigar did out of hispack and knelt before the native. As he pulled out water and cleansershe said, "I



don't think he can hurt us, but be careful .

The native started, murmured, and his dark eyes widened. He shrank back againgt the wall, trembling
wesakly. Jindigar put his hands on the native's face and stroked downward. He did it again, then raised
the native's hands to his own face. The whimpering lessened.

He permitted Jndigar to wash and bandage hiswounds. Then Jindigar said, " This happened early this
morning. Hisinterna bleeding has amost sopped. We may be able to save him, but only if wetake him
withus”

"Hell dieof fright,” predicted Gibson sourly.

"Hell starve here," countered Krinata. "Imagine what thislast day must have been likefor him! If we
weren't on this planet—this never would have happened to him!™"

Jndigar nodded. "The troopers panicked under the hive's defenses. I'm amazed they held together long
enough to do this much damage. They must have been drugged.”

"Which means," said Gibson, "this has happened before. Weve got to move fast—the Squadron will be
back for its dead any minute now." He hefted the stunner and went toward the entry. "Come on, weve
got to tell the others.”

Krinata; sad, "Jndigar, we can't just leave him! | won't alow it!"
He studied her. "Did you think | intended to?'

Resignedly Ruff announced, "I'll rig alitter." As he passed Gibson, Krinataheard him mutter, "Therés no
arguing about it." For once, Gibson seemed to take their advice. He followed Ruff, dinging hisgun to give
the Lehiroh ahand.

Storm asked, "Jindigar, what can we do with him?* "When he's recovered, hell take off into the woods. |
just hope he can find ahome. | really don't understand the hiveswell, you know. It might be kindest to
kill him." Storm nodded. "1 know, 'If we had an Oliat—"'

"I don't say it that often, do 17?7 asked Jindigar.

"No," answered Krinata, "but it'sin your eyes.” She watched the two of them prepare the native to be
trangported, Jndigar calming the terrified primitive with soothing noises, delicate touches, unjudgmenta
compassion.

When Ruff brought hislitter, rigged from the bamboolike stalks with lashings of supple vine, Krinataand
Jndigar carried it. The native was lighter than he looked, but though her shoulders were now strong
enough for such burdens,, her feet felt painfully squashed, and her hips complained. At thirty-three she
was rather old to adjust to one-third more gravity than her home world.

Outside, Gibson had taken aposition behind a pile of bodies, scanning the sky to the west. Asthey
emerged, Storm and Ruff with stunners at ready, he rose, beckoning them to hurry. They were no sooner
out of the tunnel, however, when Jindigar turned, staring into the sky. Then Krinata heard it—aflyer,
coming fast. Shewas set to run for it, but it wastoo late. The machine screamed to ahover overhead, the
armored shield that protected the pilots drawn back, showing a L ehiroh head and the snout of ablaster.
The bay door was aso open, arow of armored troopers poised to leap, weapons aready blazing.

Jndigar cried, "Down!" and, lowering the stretcher, he threw himsdlf on top of the native, motioning
Krinatato do likewise. As she hesitated Gibson went down with astrangled cry, his stunner discharging



intotheair.

Storm and Ruff loosed stunbolts at the pilots. The stun-bolts traced rivers of bright blue through the air
with the high-pitched, szzling crackle of full power. The pair of Outridersfired again, despite Jndigar's
sudden shout: "No!"

Krinatawasn't sure what happened next, it was so fast. But later Jindigar explained. The pilot had her
hands on the landing controls. When the double beam hit her, her full weight came down on it, and the
machine went into a power dive—bardy three body lengths from the ground.

It hit and exploded in bright, legping hot flames that seared Krinatas skin. "Run!" yelled Storm. And he
took one side of thelitter from Krinataas Ruff hefted Gibson over one shoulder. With Storm yelling
"Left! Right!" to keep in step with Jindigar, they plunged across the meadow toward the brook. When
the second explosion hit, they were dl prone in the water at the bottom of the ditch.

Debris rained down, young trees whipping and splintering above them. Jindigar threw hisbody over the
native's and was pinned by a crashing branch. When Krinata's hear-big cleared, the native was
whimpering pathetically, eyes squeezed shut, arms and legs wrapped around Jindigar.

Mercifully he soon lost consciousness. When they pried the branch off Jindigar, he was ableto stand. But
Gibson was dead, chest burned away by the blaster. With only a brief but heartfelt groan of regret,
Jndigar turned from the dead human to the living native. "He has centrd nervous and circulatory systems.
Shock could kill him." They hadn't brought blankets. Picking up their packs, they doubled the pace on
theway back, Jndigar and Krinata carrying the litter, the L ehiroh taking turns with Gibson's body.

Exhausted, mud-caked clothes chafing everywhere, they threw themselvesinto the arms of the party Frey
brought to meet them. Krinata blessed the duad that alowed Frey to apprehend what had happened and
accepted cool water and cold meet while Irnils and the other two Lehiroh hoisted the native to the top of
one of thededs.

"They al died," reported Jndigar to the gathering. "But the Squadron will send another unit after them, so
we've got to make good time now. We did learn something. Those troopers were drugged to offset the
effects of the hive's menta broadcast. They were extremely fatigued, reaction times down. And it's taken
an unconscionable timeto get their hospital corps out here. That impliesthey've taken heavy
casudties—and—that flyer'sfail-safes didn't work. They are beyond the ends of their supply lines
here—no replacement parts. Soon equipment failures and personnd shortages will defeet them if the
hives don't."

"Preciouslittleto learn at cost of aman'slife” said Viradd bitterly.
"Yes" replied Jndigar. "But if he hadn't drawn then-fire, we might al be dead. Hewas ahero.”
That wasn't the way Krinata had seen it, but it was the right thing to say—and it might have been so.

"How can they be having such ahard time," asked Terab, "with dl their tech backup, when we've been
living off the land and have only been hurt by accidents?’

Frey answered, "We know enough not to stedl the last eggs of the bluesnake hive or not to Sit on
feathergrass because it grows over stingbug hives. We're learning the manners of thisworld; they don't
believe they need manners. The world isteaching them, anyway."

"Very well put,” agreed Jindigar. His pridein Frey's brilliance had grown with each day. "But it only
leaves uswith amora dilemma. How much damage can we alow the Squadron to do to this’ world in



our name?"
"Y ou sayin' we gotta surrender?* asked Viradd.
"No," said Jndigar, and rose to get the caravan moving.

After the burid that night, whilethey were dl sitting around the cook fire and Jndigar was off tending the
native, Adinatried to drag Krinatainto the controversy. "Compassionisal very fine, but why didn't you
stop Jndigar from picking up that native? Y ou wouldn't have been caught by the Imperialsthen!”

Krinataretorted, "I suppose you could have just |eft him there?' But something about the whole thing
bothered her. Even though sheld have bullied Jindigar and Gibson to take the native back with them, she
seethed a Jindigar for not even thinking to consult her or anyone before deciding.

"I don't know what else you could have done," Terab put in, "but | wish you'd thought of it. It'stoo late
now, though. Anyone want to vote to abandon the waif?' She glanced around, listening to the mumbled

negatives.
Shorwh said, "No, but he scaresme.”

"Y ou probably scare him too,” said Irnils.

"Actudly," said Jndigar, joining them, " Shorwh would seem more familiar to him than | do. Could |
convince you to take aturn nursng him?”

Shorwh looked at Jndigar, stunned. Then, in perfect imitation of Terab's manner, hesaid, "I'll think about
it"

Jndigar took abowl of stew and sat beside Krinata. Before he ate, though, he surveyed them al. Silence
grew asthey realized held heard Terab's question about voting to abandon the native. "l want you al to
redlize that if you vote to abandon Chinchee, you'll go on without me."

Into sudden, strained silence Krinatasaid, "' And without me." Storm and his co-husbands added
themsalves, then Shorwh, Irnils, and Terab joined in.

Viradd bowed her head, but Krinata saw the sullen firein her eyes. To change the subject, she asked,
"Chinchee?Y ou've given him aname?’

"No. Hetold me hisname."

"Might have known Jndigar would start to talk to him!" said Storm. "Jindigar can talk to ababhbling
brook and understand the answer!"

They dl chuckled, and that broke the tension, so when Fenwick said, "We oughta elect anew leader.
Charliewould want it that way," it didn't seem like an attack on Jindigar.

Immediately Shorwh piped up, "1 nominate Krinatal "

"I decling," said Krinata quickly, but aready there was amurmur of agreement among the Holot and the
Lehiroh.

"Y ou'd make agood leader!" protested Terab.

"So would you!" retorted Krinata. "I nominate Terab."



The usual furious debate erupted, and before long, Krinata noticed that the Dushau had left. When it was
al over, Terab was dected and issued her first order. "Remind me every oncein awhile, I'm not the

Captain here."

Later, Krinatawent to volunteer to it up with the patient and found Jindigar giving alanguage lesson to
the children. Shorwh immediately stood up and volunteered for the same job. Jindigar accepted, asking,
"Shorwh, why don't you take the first watch, and then Krinata can relieve you?'

"Agreed," said Shorwh, and climbed onto the ded where Frey was with the native.

Krinatawatched him going to confront hisfears, wondering what it was about Jindigar that triggered her
fears. It wasn't just how he acted without asking, it wasthe way his"striking" made her fed helpless. That
night the nightmares were worse, and she relieved Shorwh early.

The next morning, they were off with the sunrise. Jndigar led the group forward while Frey and the other
two L ehiroh explored. Then Jndigar took off with Storm and Ruff while Frey led. During the rests
Krinatatended their patient together with whichever Dushau was present. They had atime getting him
down to let him eliminate—he wouldn't use a bedpan—and then he fainted and had to be raised by the
two Lehiroh and Frey using the litter and arope.

The next day, the piols befriended the native, bringing him smdll fish from anearby brook. At thet, the
two young Cassrians overcame their fear of Chincheeto ride with him, for he was awake more now,
though still weak. He took to the Cassrians as Jindigar had predicted, seeming to understand that they
were children and as frightened as he, though he had a harder time grasping that the piols were pets.
Soon, however, he was deegping amid the pile of four small bodies.

Two more days they headed east dong the ridge, spotting no energy usage. They amost believed
themsalves clear of the Imperid penetration zone when Jindigar returned from one foray with the news.
"The Squadronisonour trail."

Alarm rippled up and down the line, the mood aternating between panic and despair. "How sure are
you?" asked Terab when they'd gathered everyone.

"Theresadight chance we could be mistaken,” Jindigar alowed, looking at Frey.
"We have nothing to lose" said Krinata. "L et's turn southeast, acrossthe hive territory, as planned.”

They stirred and objected, but in the end the motion carried. Jindigar went scouting as Frey turned them
aong asreambed. They hiked in the dim shalows, avoiding the water creatures with stingersand
poisonous hites, taking care not to disturb the hives of the creatures that were dl teeth and somach. But
Krinata, depressed, wondered why they bothered to run. All the harrowing chances, miracul ous escapes,
and satisfying triumphs that had begun when she rescued Jindigar were about to come to nothing.

At nightfal they broke out of the edge of the woods and made camp. Frey and Jindigar, conferring,
added to their map. "We saw troopers here, here, and here,” Jindigar said.

marking the paper. "Weve got to go thisway, but there'salarge hive here. We don't think they have any
nocturna hunters, like some of the other hives, but the duad can't be certain." Helooked around grimly.
"Do wetry to passthem at night? We can't use lightsticks—but there'samoon tonight.”

Asthey discussed it Krinata saw Chinchee peering over the edge of the ded where he rode with the
children. He moved more freely now. Krinatawas amazed at his swift recovery, for they'd had no red
medication for him. She watched his saucer eyes scan them asthey argued and findly voted to presson



thet night.

Jndigar set their course wide of the hive's position, and he and Frey stayed with the caravan to pull the
dedsfagter. The pace picked up until Krinata's legs ached miserably, and she was sipping from her
canteen too often because her throat was dry from panting. Their lives might depend on being well clear
of the hive'sground by dawn.

The moon set way off to their right over the grasdand. The plain here was composed of long, lazy swells.
Therisesand the hip-high grass hid al but the top of the hive and acurl of risng smoke. Shewasfaling
into the stupor of long-haul endurance when Jindigar cdled, "Down!"

Out of nowhere alow-flying skimmer screamed by over the distant hive and disappeared over the
horizon. There was no placeto hide. "It wasaremote,” caled Jindigar, "but they'll send troopsif the
telemetry reported us.”

They moved on, hoping to keep their fight clear of the hive. But they were about even with the bulbous
crown of the huge structure when Chinchee scrambled down from the ded and, despite hisinjuries, ran
to Jndigar at thelead ded.

At first Krinata thought the native was offering to help pull the ded faster, scared out of hiswits by the
flyer. But then she saw him talking to Jindigar, pulling the harness ropes aside toward the hive. Jndigar
ressted, straining for afew phrasesin the new language.

Findly he called to Terab, "He's offering usrefugein that hive, though | don't know on what authority. |
don't think he understands that we've been spotted—but he does connect the flyer with the troopers who
destroyed hishive."

"Maybe hethinksthe bigger hiveisstronger!”
"Maybe" sad Jndigar. "Wdll, do we go?'
"What if the hive attacks us?" asked Viradd.

Krinata answered, " Chinchee understands that the troopers are our enemies. Maybe he can makethis
hive understand that too. Terab, it's got to be your decison.”

Viradd craned her neck to look around her ded a Krinata. Terab said, "Try it."

Krinata curved her course to follow where Chinchee had pulled Jindigar's ded. Success depended on
two things: the hivesfriendliness and the flyer's either missing them entirely or blaming the recording of
deds on equipment failure when their search of the plain turned up no deds. With the Inverted triad they
could have messed up that recording, and that wouldn't have been attacking the world's biosphere,
making it lash back at them.

Resolutdly she focused her mind on the hive ahead of them. Chinchee had run confidently up to the tunnel
entrance, and Jndigar was only afew paces behind him.

SIX
Hive Refuge

As each of the refugees arrived they straggled to hdt the dedsin asemicircle behind Chinchee, who was
haf swallowed by the dark shadow of the tunnd entry. Moonlight glanced off something within—a
door?—and the pale skin of anative. Chinchee was dancing about, gesticulating with both arms and legs,
howling and clicking at the dark entry.



Jndigar hunkered down, motioning the othersto join him. "To St islessthreatening,” he advised, adding,
"I think | understand now. Chincheeisan interhive herdd, anews bringer, an itinerant diplomat. He
doesn't belong to this hive—or any hive—but to the community of hives." Delighted, he added, "Thisisa
very sophisticated society!”

Frey observed, "Perhapsit was fortunate you found him."
"If they turn usaway," grumbled Viradd, "you won't say so. Well alost our chanceto get away."

"They're closing the door!" exclaimed Krinata, jumping up, one arm raised, poised to dash ahead and
plead.

But Chinchee danced back toward them, unmistakable joy in his steps, though one hand held his
wounded side, and as he got closer, she could see that he was panting heavily. He dropped down beside
Jndigar and began petting the Dushau, crooning much as Jndigar had reassured him when they'd first
met.

Krinata suppressed a semihysterica laugh and watched as Jindigar embraced the scrawny native, then
pushed him away and hesitantly made sounds. Frey leaned closer, attentive. The three seemed to recede
from the presence of the group, enclosed in abubble of intense privacy.

In afew moments Jindigar siood and announced, "I think he says they're considering the problem.
Chinchee told them were- enemies of their enemy. They heard the overflight and know the threet.
Chincheeisoptimigtic, even confident.”

Krinata settled to wait and was immediately buried under two furry piols and two young Cassrianswho
didn't know how hard their shdllsfelt. She endured, trying to comfort them, as she watched Jindigar
concentrating on the hive, frequently shaking his head asif to dismiss a phantasm.

"What isit?" asked Frey eventudly.

"Nothing," replied Jndigar as Krinatafdt the solid sscone wall image intensify, protecting the duad, "but
did you notice that?"

Frey followed his elder's gesture to the top of the hive. In the glancing rays of the moon, smoke was
vighblerising from short chimneys—so the natives used fire. Then Krinata.saw the rustiebird hive hung
from aframe at the top of the dome. Jindigar pulled Frey to hisfeet, muttering as he pointed out the arc
of bare ground surrounding the hive. Frey scooped up ahandful of dirt. "I don't believeit! Domesticated
rugtlebirds?'

"Not domesticated—interhive symbiosis. They usethe birdsfor hunting! Thisis certainly new!" They
studied the situation for awhile, then questioned Chinchee, who seemed proud to be ahost returning an
obligation. Despite his demongtrative body language, Chinchee had amature dignity. On reflection
Krinata decided the natives were nothing like the Rashions Jindigar had compared them to. They were
far moreintelligent. But what would they be like, kidnapped and forced to live asindividuas?

She knew the debilitating effectsloss of culture had on socia beings. Such individuas could be eesly
brainwashed, easly endaved. Raichmat's Oliat had probably been right about this world—any Duke who
got hishands on it would have used these natives or exterminated them.

,Her sour cynicism wasinterrupted by the opening of the door to the tunnel. A delegation emerged, and
shegot her first look at the other hive species. Alive, the smal, cara-paced ones did resemble miniature
Cassrians. They waked on two limbs, using the other two as arms, though then-hands weren't as



dextrous as a Cassrian's. They moved in quick bursts and then froze to observe.

The medium-size furred ones went on all fours, but asthey straightened, she saw each forearm branched
into ahand, carried curled under the body, and a paw with retractable claws. Asthese swvarmed from the
mouth of the. hive she detected awell-drilled order among them and was unsurprised to see that they all
held spears and hatchetsin their hands.

Among a complement of the white-skins like Chinchee she saw anew species. Broad but not astall as
the whites, these seemed to be clothed in thin plates, glittering like fish scales but loose like fegthers, yet
rustling as they moved. Perhaps they were evolved from the rustlebirds?

They seemed to be approaching in full ceremony, so she climbed to her feet as Chinchee rushed out to
do push-ups on the ground before the rustlebirdmen.

Jndigar promptly took two running steps and fell down to do push-ups beside Chinchee. Frey motioned
everyone elseto do the samein place. You're kidding! thought Krinata, but she followed suit asthe
othersdid. Her form was rotten and did not improve when the children, intimidated by the diens, climbed
onto her back. When the ceremony was over, Shorwh offered to take one of his brothers, but the child
clung-to Krinata. So she hefted him onto her shoulder and hoped this wouldn't take long.

It didn't. After abrief exchangethetallest rustlebirdman surveyed their trail-weary group and then came
right to Krinata. Her breath caught in her throat until she realized that he was after the children. Then her
fatigue vanished in aburst of protectiveness.

Her body must have shown it, for the rustleman stopped at a distance and said something. Chinchee
cameforward and caled to the children in Cassrian whistleclicks. The older of the two children held out
hisarmsto the native herald, and Shorwh said, "No!" and whistled piercingly.

Frey came over and hunkered down beside Shorwh. "Don't be afraid. They're friendly—and curious.”

With Shorwh camed down, Krinata let the youngster go to Chinchee, who presented him to the
rustleman. After holding him and petting him, the rustleman seemed puzzled—as if an expectation were
not fulfilled. He was showing atinge of hostility when Jindigar made broad semaphoring motions and
danced about, humming. Chinchee repeated that with more grace and style, adding polychromeatic tones
to the song.

After some negotiation the rustleman handed Jndigar the child and turned to lead them inside. Chinchee
hooted and danced around proudly, then sat down suddenly, one hand on hisside. Jindigar stooped to
examine him and then had the L ehiroh help the native back onto the top of aded.

Krinatadidn't think the dedswould fit through the door without unloading the top course of crates. But
the Lehiroh examined the door and approved it while the furred ones spread out behind them to herd
theminto the hive,

Oneat atime, Frey pulling the lead ded, they squeezed into the tunnel, which was much larger insde
where the floor dropped astep. A few ded lengthsinto darkness Frey caled sharply, "Halt!"

Krinata, adept with the controls now, cameto astop at the lip of aramp leading steeply downinto a
hole. The planking that normally covered the hole was drawn aside.

Light, possibly from an open fire below, silhouetted Prey's ded, which was stuck.

Jndigar came up from the rear to survey the problem while natives chittered and danced about. Asthey
pondered, ateam of furred warriors attacked the ded, pushing it down the ramp, ignoring the loud



scraping of the top against an overhead beam and the shower of dirt that resulted.

Krinatasquelched al thought of being buried dive and hauled her ded onto the ramp. Its cargo, being
more dense, wasn't quite as high and didn't scrape.

Thetunnd led down into adimly lit chamber from which other tunnels opened, but they were too smadll
for the deds. They grouped the deds on the besten earth floor covered with rushes. The air wasfetid, hot
enough to make Krinata swest, and ripe enough to choke on.

A few rustlemen examined the visitors and the deds with the bright-eyed air of university scholars
presented with confirmation of ahypothesis. Only afew furred and chitined ones stayed with them, while
the white-skins played hogt, though their manners weren't exactly interstellar standard. Their first priority
Seemed to be to undresstheir visitors,

Jndigar and Frey complied unhesitatingly. The scholars examined their unmarred chests and lack of
visble genitdliawith gpprova, or perhgps recognition. Jndigar reciprocated, running his hands through
the rustleman’s scale-feathers, then petting them back into place. The rustleman petted Jndigar in return,
then eyed Krinata.

"Oh, no!"

"Camly," admonished Jindigar. "They see usasahive-svarm made of different creaturesthan theirs. As
long asthey understand us as a variant on the familiar, they won't hurt us. Only—" He looked &t the
Cassrian children. "They're disappointed our group mind didn't embrace theirsin ceremony.
And—there's something odd—"

Viradd cut him off with a contemptuous comment on Krinatals modesty and disrobed, urging the others
to comply. Krinata stripped, then gritted her teeth, closed her eyes, suppressed the memory of nearly
being gang-raped before the Emperor's court—and the image of Desdinda being led off to be raped by
the Emperor in private—and waited for the rustlemasstouch. It came only asawhisper of air against her
breast and again at her crotch hairs. She shuddered.

"He understands this discomforts you and gpologizes,” said Jndigar. ™Y ou can get dressed now."
But at that moment the attack began.

Alarm ripped through the hive, furred warriors scrambling through the central chamber. Then therewasa
low hum and awhump that shook the air. Chinchee crumpled, screaming in shock. He'd seen one hive
destroyed starting just thisway and had barely overcome the horror. She moved to comfort him—then
the fire went out.

Jndigar'svoice cut over the generd racket. "They've closed the ventilation channes and extinguished dl
fires. Thefurred ones are preparing a sortie, and the shelled ones— yes, that'siit, the shelled ones control
the mind grouping! They're cdling the hive to defend—"

That was the last Krinata heard, for everyone began screaming. The children, who had gravitated to her
when darknessfell, now squirmed and kicked with their sharp chain-edged hands, forcing Krinatato let
them go. She stood, sweeping her arms about, calling, " Shorwh! Find your brothers! Shorwh!™ She
nudged apiol with her foot, and it bit her shoe, howled, and scratched at her bare leg.

A sudden image flashed across her eyes—awild beast eating her leg while she till lived. Revolted, she
kicked free and ran, smashed into aded's cargo, did around it, and ran into the dark, smashing at
whatever touched her.



It was one of her worst nightmares come true. Images screamed into her mind, seared her inner vision,
and she couldn't elude them by running. It became harder to move. Panting, retching, she dragged hersdlf
aong. Somewhere aside from the chaosin her mind, she felt cold air on her face, laced with the stench of
burning mechinery.

Scrubbing at her eyes, she peered through the menta images, asif fighting off adrug, seeing double,
swallowing panic, and finding redity more horrible than nightmare. She lay prone at the head of the down
ramp. Beyond, the door closing the entry tunnel had been smashed, and from outside came adazzling
blue-white light. Againgt this, Imperid troops advanced into the hive, their armor protected by thin-film
energy fidds, clothing them in shimmering rainbows, brighter than the light.

But these marvels of technology were not winning. Rustlebirds swooped in the tunnel, dropping their
corrosive excrement on the intruders. After severa direct hits the armor field shorted out in a plume of
parks, leaving the gray surface exposed to the corrosive, which quickly ate through to flesh beneath.

Such victims were writhing and screaming on the floor when Krinata first saw them. As shewatched,
their comrades broke ranks and turned their weapons on each other. The tunnel became an inferno from
which she began to retrest.

A trooper fdl closeto her, wrenching off his helmet, which had been eaten through. Shewasriveted in
place.

Before her lay Desdinda, face twisted in madness—unmistakable in her hatred. No. It's a hallucination.

The knowledge didn't help, even when another tortured, dead trooper turned into Desdinda before her
eyes and seemed to rise, an animated corpse closing on her. No!

In panic, shelost control, and theimagesroiling at the bottom of her mind swamped her reason. She was
surrounded by Desdinda, chased by Desdinda, possessed by Desdinda, and worse yet, Desdindawas
perfectly correct.

How could she have missed this obvious truth? She ran, blinded by the searing light, into blackest dark,
pursued by grotesgue horror, and became the very horror that pursued her. No! part of her screamed,
but was swamped by the power of focused nightmare made redl.

Then, before her loomed the huge indigo shadow-form she knew so well. He thought he was such a
righteous priest of Aliom, but hewasjust adirty Invert. That hadn't mattered until he tricked Grisnilter
into surrendering his Archive to him. Now she knew he was out to destroy the Dushau species.

Jindigar! Madman! Predator! Fiend!

For dl that was good and clean in life, for her children and their children, she attacked, willing to expend
her life, her very existence, to remove this ultimate threat. Enraged, she fought with al her strength.

But al of her strength was as nothing before his might. He held her a bay easily, toying with her. Shewas
no threet to him. She was helplessin his grasp.

Helpless. Falling helplessinto void. Desdindas snarling face spun before her eyes, an ethereal mask
depicting the gutted ruin of asoul, areflection of her own visage. She clawed & her face. It's not me!
Not me! The helplessness! The hdplessness! | hateit!

Krinata squirmed and turned to besat at the Desdindaimage, bent on destroying it, but feding every blow
on her own face and body—asiif she were both of them.



"Krinatal" Jndigar's voice.

A spear of bright sanity lanced through her. Her eyes saw Jindigar standing before her, clutching her arms
in hisbig hands, holding her bloody fingernails away from hersdlf. His bulging eyeswere gligening in the
white floodlights from behind her. Hislipswere moving, but it was awhile until she heard hiswords, asif
his voice came from lightyears away. "Form in triad with udl 1t'sthe hive doing thisto you. Form with us!
They won't touch another group-mind!”

She fought that seductive lure, knowing he meant only to destroy. Then she thrust aside that absurdity
and reached for the fulfillment of triad. Oh, yes, it's been so long!

The familiar triune consciousness blossomed, and for amoment, the multiple images of Desdinda, whirling
about her head and chattering in madness, faded away.

Peripherdly shefdt Frey shivering under multiple stresses, Jindigar calming him, while the war was fought
inthe tunnel, the troopers till pouring in from the carrierslanding outside, the ferocious attack on the
rustiebird hive, the birdsin the tunnd being daughtered. She felt other hives mobilizing around them, large
carnivores, smal insects, marching in the unnaturdly lit darknessto an dly'said. "Jindigar, weve got to
help thehivel"

"We can't—"

"Traitor!" Desdindarose. "We can too!" Sick to death of helplessness, ignoring Frey's keening wail of
pain, she possessed the triad and Inverted. ,«

Frey screamed, voice and mind echoing hollowly as she used him to channd the power of her imagination
againg the Imperids, visudizing their armor losing power, becoming ashen gray, usdess againg their own
wegpons energy splashing wantonly about the tunndl.

Krinata, no! Jindigar shattered her focus. Again held rendered her helpless. How could you strike back
at someone who gutted you of al power over your own life? Y ou could only hate—and deny. Thisisn't
me. It's Desdinda!

Frey'sragged, tortured scream seared through her mind and body, flowers of his pain blossoming within
like sonic bombs. | can't, | can't! Let me go! | can't! But she couldn't let him go. His scream lasted
forever, and when it was over, there was only blackness. Void. Falling. Out of control. Beyond help.
Hopeless. Dissolution/degth.

Down and down, world spinning into blurring nightmare, she tumbled out of control, clinging to Jndigar,
pursued by atall black scouring funnd of atornado vortex, Desdinda's face formed out of itsangry
whorls and knots. Flinging her arms and legs out, grabbing at the insubstantia blackness, at Jndigar, she
was unable to dow or deflect them.

The whirlwind took them. It stretched their bodies to atransparent blur, wrapping them around and
around its own core, smearing them until their substance mixed and became Desdinda. They'd been triad,
one had died, and still they weretriad. Mad, warped, dying amid Jindigar'sterrified screams. "No! Oh,
no! | can't. No! I won't!"

She cameto, snug and warm, cozy, happy, safein the infirmary bed Arlai dways dlotted to her aboard
Truth. So many times now she'd succeeded in saving Jndigar's life but nearly killed hersdlf, and Arla
healed her. Those were aways the best times, and she looked forward to it now.

Lazing back into dream, she found herself in a hive nursery snoozing amid apile of other infants—a hard



carapace digging into her back, powderpuff fur against her cheek, soft rustleplatestickling her toes. Her
skin was stark white againgt the nest pebbles. Y oung as she was, she was dready roaming through the
hive, peeping through the eyes of her fellow crafters, watching the rustlemen trying to teach
mind-gatherersto coordinate warriorsin battle lust.

The freedom to wander the hive, be a rustleman producing mortar to repair awall, or be awarrior
training hard to defeat onnoolloo, or hunt bloodmest for the young, be amind-gatherer learning to sing
mindtunes, or spur the mothers to procrestion, was such luxury. She'd become aherald and share this
with every hive. One wasn't enough for her. So sheld have to endure the long, lonely treks between hives.
But it would beworthiit.

Her attention was grabbed by her trainer, arustlemother who held the Whole Memory. If shewasto
herad, she must absorb the Whole Memory of her hivefird. It would be hard. What came naturdly to
rustles was agony to whites— but rustles couldn't herad. It was her bred-for duty.

Stedling hersdlf, she reached for the Whole Memory.

Her mind stretched like aflexible ship-to-ship access tube inflated in space and about to burst. She
looked down that long tunndl to infinity. Terrified, she searched through the walls and found only infinity
massed with stars that swirled asif atornado wind had scooped them up. And she was faling—into
infinity.

Twicein space shed fdt this, thefirst timein a perfectly safe accesstunnedl, the second in amalfunctioning
spacesuit cut loose from its safety cable. The terror had become a phobia, and now it paradyzed her mind

and body.

And therewas Jindigar. She grabbed, and they dammed into one another. Suddenly there wasthe hive,
and there was hersdlf, and they weren't the same thing anymore. Thiswasthe hive'stunnd, its history
painted on itssidesin morality plays, murals, and craft diagrams. It lanced Jindigar with terror, and she
could not see why, except that the hive memory stretched back eons—perhaps aslong as Jndigar had
lived.

Imagesflew by, history blurring, incomprehensible as seen through an eterna mind that wasn't an
individua. They passed juncture after juncture where new hives had siwvarmed off older ones. They spun
around thewalls, marveling at the images of Dushau and others exploring their world. Jindigar rodethis
corkscrew toboggan chute, perceptions squeezed tight againgt it al, muscles locked, mind pardyzed in
the hard clutch of denid.

Now we're all helpless! How do you likeit, Invert!

The Desdinda voice, mixed sonoroudy with Krinatas, brought Jndigar's eyes open. She shouted into
their pardyzed minds, You'll never win! I'll never let you win!

With athrust Desdinda propelled them head over hedlsinto a cavernous void. Infinitely deep. But where
the tunnel had been walled with shallow muras, or chained concepts of alinear group memory, here an
n-dimensiona space archived events, Dushau ideas, Dushau problems, incomprehensible Dushau
solutions. Events jammed on top of ideas, within problems, overlapping solutions, integrating other
events, associated, interpenetrating, twisting, crazed with reference lines, broken into shapes,
transforming, churning, tilting, compacted into atesseract, then folded around yet another dimension,
wrapped around with walls to contain and shapeit, isolated from personal memory by agreat, gaping
void.

In panic sheflailed about for something familiar—



—and shelanded on Ephemeral Truth, Arlai's Dushau smulacrum bowing gracioudy before her
Outreach. "Takoras Oliat is most welcome and will be properly served.”

Jndigar was standing behind her, in the Office of Protector of her Oliat, but Arlai knew better than to
speak to him while the Oliat was balanced. In fact, his ship was so beautifully designed, shewas going to
order acopy made for hersdlf. Perhaps shed name it Eternal Truth. Yes, that was a good name. She
could travel now that her Oliat career was ended by successfully Centering.

When they arrived at Dushaun, Arla obligingly tendered acopy of Truth's plans, but by then she knew
shewasterminaly ill. It began with weaknessin the limbs and spread to aweakness of the
mind—Hblurring memory, ingbility to reason without being caught by reminiscences, and aloosening grip
on the Oliat. Sheld experienced four Renewals and knew that, though she wasin pre-Renewd ingtability,
thiswas not normd.

It hadn't been until Dushaun wasin their scopesthat Arlai's testsisolated the problem—senile dementia.
An organism sheld fought off on their last planetfall had atered her metabolism beyond repair.

Her last memory was the hospital bed, her Oliat about her, Grisnilter hovering in the background to
retrieve her memoriesfor his Archive. All her Officerswerein Renewa, even young Jndigar, S0 earnest
in his priesthood, so inquisitive and easy to delight, apoint of bright, burning enthusiasm that could light
her days through Renewd, if only she could make him understand that's what she wanted. But, though
she knew sheld fascinated him, it often seemed everyone else did too. He was so undiscriminating. But
she could live with that for one Renewa—it'd be his fourth. He should mature quite a bit.

A bright new thought occurred to her, and she couldn't understand why it hadn't come before. It'stime
to Dissolve this Oliat. If any of them were actudly in Renewd, Dissolving now could kill someone. Why
have | waited so long?

Y e, asthe thought formed, it drifted away into the blurring daze of no-time that gripped her. With alittle
puff of despair she knew she was drawing them al with her into premature death—hel plessto Dissolve.
Grisnilter wasright. | shouldn't have tried the Oliat.

She had no strength to impart thisinsght beforeit drifted away. Darkness encroached. She stopped
breething. Her chest ached, but it wastoo hard to draw air. They couldn't prevent themselves dying with
her. Dissolution/death, a bottomless void.

Shefdt Jndigar's panicked sense of helplessness as on-rushing darkness swallowed them al. Without
warning his strength flooded upward, wrenching, ripping the Oliat from her grasp, relegating her to
Protector. A twist, and he Inverted the entire Oliat. Spinning, bruised, stunned, persondly violated, she
watched as he shifted to another Office and Dissolved. It was a desperate scramble for life that |eft them
al pummeled, bruised, mindblood oozing from every thought, cutting her looseto drift alone into nothing.

Krinata/Takorafelt his hands on her face, wet with her tears, cold as death. He was lying haf on top of
her, agray armored body pinning hislegs as held protected her. Shefet no stir of breath in him. Her hair
stank, blaster-singed where her scalp hurt. Behind her eyes, occluding the shadowed scene around her,
Desdinda's features shimmered, a grotesque mask of hate.

Jndigar's panic in the moment of Takora-death saturated her nerves, the same fedling aswhen
she/Krinata had stolen -the triad from Jindigar's control and Inverted to help the hive fight the Troopers.
Sheld meant only to save innocent lives as he had saved her Oliat, helplessthrough no fault of their own.

Jndigar had saidit. My decisions limit your options; your decisions limit mine, Grisnilter had wanted
him—and Takora—to avoid that. Each renders the other helpless.



A hard knotted ball of emotionsinside her melted away, leaving relaxation where she hadn't known there
was tension. She was consumed with avast sorrow that she hadn't had the fortitude to Dissolve her Oliat
properly so they wouldn't die with her. Knowing her guilt and her weskness, she forgave him and
became him, thewalls of identity blurred beyond repair. Tears flowed softly from her eyes, and her
breath camein little spurts halfway between laughter and sobs. Before Krinata's eyes the visage of

Desdinda evaporated to mist, swirling away into limbo. Gladly Krinata followed Takorainto
dissolution/degth, sure her lifewas over.

There was cool air on her naked skin. The pink dawn tinged the grayness. The beaten earth was tufted
with grass under her bare back. Her legs lay across cold, dew-damp, napped skin. Ignoring the searing
throb in her head, she pulled herself up to look. In the gray dimness of predawn she saw Jindigar's dack
face, felt histondess muscles, frigid skin, utter stillness where there should be breath, and remembered
accepting his death—and her own—nbut was that amemory of adream or amemory of redlity?

Mind swimming, she was mildly surprised to find her” skin to be pale white and almost hairless, her hands
too small, her vision too limited. But she was aso Krinata Zavaronne, sitting naked on aravaged
battlefield amid ahogtile plain, staring at the body of the one she valued most inlife.

Her future rang with emptiness, the present hollow and black. A sharp cleaver had divided her lifeinto
before and after Jndigar, and from the cut end flowed al the warmth, spirit, laughter, and tearsthat gave
lifetrue meaning.

She knew now why sheld rescued him, throwing away career and even lifeitsaf, to keep him from the
Emperor's hands. And shed do it again, in asecond. But it wastoo late.

Her heart opened up, ruptured with the pressure of emotionsthat choked her. Oh, Jindigar, | forgive
you for everything you never told me. Raichmat's did right, protecting this world. I'd have done
the same. I'd never have under stood before—

Paralyzed with flooding memory of the horrors the hive had evoked, she sat over Jindigar, transfixed by
images, unable to blame the natives for what they'd done. It was awhile before sheredized it was only
memory—devoid of emotiona impact. Desdindas face was just as horrible as ever, but not horrifying.
Shefet only agreat sorrow for avaliant woman who'd died for what she believed in, which only added
totheintolerable grief at loss of Jndigar.

Her digphragm unknotted and heaved, squeezing a great sob out of her wide-open throat. She didn't
recognize the groaning voice as her own, even when it came again and again. She knew only that this
was Dushau grief for that which will never be again. She had been riven in two by loss of apart of
herself. There could be no healing, for no scar could fill therift. She needed the mercy of desth.

Hiseydidsfluttered.
Shock throttled a sob half spent in her throat. She grabbed his shoulders, shaking him. "Jndigar!”

There was no further response, and she could find no pulse. She put her ear over his nose and thought
she fdt the dightest movement, the barest warmth. He could be dying in shock! It wasthefirst time
sheld noticed the predawn chill that had turned her own flesh to cold puitty.

She swallowed panic and looked around. A sleeping bag! Where? Her impulse wasto start tearing at
the tarps that covered the deds scattered about. She hadn't stowed the gear, had no ideawhat was
where. Sorm!

She staggered to her feet, shaking from suppressing frantic haste. The deds were scattered amid broken



flyers and dead troopers, the refugees dumped here and there like discarded toys. How' d the natives
get the sleds out of there?

She dragged hersdlf to her feet, touching the two naked Holot, Irnilsand Terab. She noted they were
aive with the detachment of the Dushau for an ephemerd. Something insde her would awaysseeasa
Dushau now. She didn't know who she was, or what was real, what mere phantasm or nightmare. But
Jndigar'slife depended on her.

Shefound Prey's body. Not all a dream! Had shekilled him, seizing the triad? Had that redly
happened? She was too drained to grieve again. Beyond him were two amorphous lumps, odd amid the
armored bodies, discarded energy weapons, and debris of crashed flyers. Must be Lehiroh.

Weaving and lurching, she madeit to them and found the piols curled up between the bodies a strange
human male and an emaciated Dushau female. She knew the Dushau—sheld glimpsed her inthetriad,
when Jndigar had tried to read the sandstorm, and had found them the dry wash and the cave. Her
image had set Jndigar's face glowing.

Anirrationa pang of jealousy seized her, and she turned to search for Storm. Suddenly Ritaand Imp
raced past her, chittering and squedling. Following, she saw Storm picking himsalf up near aded.
Weakness banished by adrenalin, she ran to him, shouting, " Storm—where are the deeping bags?
Jndigar'sin shock!"

By the time she reached the L ehiroh, he had focused on her, and trained reflex had taken over. He
surveyed thefield, picked aded, and attacked the lashings, saying, "Give ahand!" Then he climbed up
and began heaving down piles of warm bedding and clothing.

Krinata dragged two fleecy bagsto Jndigar, rolled him onto one and covered him with the other, folded
double, and was about to climb in to warm him with what little body heat she had when astrange voice
behind her asked, in awed wonderment, "That's Jndigar?”’

She gasped, whirled, and blurted, "Whao're you?'

"Cyrus Benwilliam-Kulain, Senior Outrider to Avelor's. Are you Jindigar's Outrider? Do you have any
inidran?'

She shook her head. "What'sinidran?' The stranger had amop of sandy curls standing out in spikes
around his head and was clad, asthe rest of them, only in smudges and grime. Her head was barely
shoulder-high on him. Shelooked up into a craggy, weathered face with a high forehead, aguiline nose,
and an engaging smile that now mixed disgppointment with akind of stunned admiration that embarrassed
her. She dared not |et her gaze fall below his chest for fear of discovering the physicd evidence
confirming the meaning of that look.

"Did you say, 'inidran'?" asked Storm behind her, coming up to examine her scap burn and to spray it
with salve,

She gestured, holding her head ill. "Theré's a Dushau woman over there. We need an extradesping—"
Her flailing hand hit chill Dushau nap. She jerked her head around and discovered sheld hit the emaciated
Dushau woman in the face as, body shaking with weakness, she crept up to bend over Jindigar, eyes
widein pure astonishment.

"Jndigar? It was you! Jindigar!" Thelook of sensuous rapture on her starved features turned to
bottomlessterror as shefelt his cold flesh.



Cyrus bent to take her hand away, saying, "Darllanyu, you shouldn't be up!”

SEVEN
Darllanyu

"He's not dead!" exclaimed Darllanyu, and then looked beyond the hive to where the sun rose, adice of
new moon bardly visble againg the mauve sky. "Darllanyu!”

"Yes, | saidinidran,” repeated Cyrusto Storm.
"l don't need inidran, Cy," sheingsted. "L ook, the sun'srisng darllanyu.”

They all inspected the east, as she added, with equal parts hope and determination, "1 was born at
darllanyu—" At their incomprehens on she elaborated. "—when the sun rises coupled to a new moon.
Dushaun has two moons, like Phanphihy, but even so, such moments are rare enough to be regarded as
omens—which even an Oliat can't interpret.”

Cyrus muttered to Storm, "Inidran.”

Storm nodded and turned to go. "Probably do Jindigar some good too. Krinata, did you know Prey's
dead?'

She nodded, swallowing back alittle choking cough at the reminder, trying not to fed the stinging pain of
that desth echoing out of the confused depths of memory.

"No, not inidran," muttered Darllanyu, pulling asde afold to put an ear to Jndigar's chest. "Thisisn't just
Oliat Dissolution shock. What happened to him?”

Krinatarecited the pertinent factswith aclinica detachment shedidn't fed. Cyruslistened with growing
amazement but kept silent. When she'd finished, Darllanyu shook her head, the fear back on her face.
"Then I'd say he'slogt in the Archive. Inidran won't do any good.” She sent Storm in search of other
medicationsthat might help.

Cyrus glanced at the Dushau woman doubtfully, then went with Storm. Krinata asked her, "Yourean
Oliat Officer?'

Darllanyu settled weakly on the edge of the deeping bag. "I was Outreach to Avelor's, but we lost three,
and now Avelor, sowe're just atriad.”" Imp came and curled up on her knees. She cuddled him. "Y ou're
awarm cresture.”

"I'll get us someclothes,” said Krinata

She found Terab soothing the children, and two Lehiroh helping Irnilswith the medica supplies. Viradd,
Adina, and Fenwick were breaking out rations. As she scrounged an outfit for Darllanyu, she heard
Cyrus asking Storm, ™Y ou mean you brought al this acrossthat desert with only a duad?’

"Jindigar'sthe best," bragged Storm. "And Frey, his protégé, was brilliant.”

"Must have been,” agreed Cyrus, taking the medication for Darllanyu. Krinata gave him the ouitfit for her,
saying, "Go ahead, I'll bring somefood.”

He nodded. "The natives fed us, but their diet—" He shook his head, added asmile of gratitude, and lft.

With-increasing anxiety as day advanced, they dressed and ate, expecting the Squadron to return for
their dead any moment now. Then they reassembled the caravan, Cy pitching right in. The Lehiroh—who



never mixed with any of the others—accepted him ingtantly. He worked without a spoken direction,
tossing and catching things like amember of their team. He even helped dig Prey's grave.

Krinatastears flowed fredly. Frey had never let her get close, but hed have made agood friend. Did |
kill him? His death had probably trapped Jindigar. Frey never did anything to deserve this! And
neither did Jindigar!

She didn't remember everything and didn't understand much of what she thought had happened. On the
way bad to the deds after the scant moments of the burid, shetold Darllanyu, "This may have been my
fault,” and recited Jndigar's warnings about Prey's condition.’

"I'm sure Jindigar wouldn't dllow you to accept dl the responsibility. Y ou responded as anyone might
have." Dark Dushau eyes cameto focus on Krinata. "I've felt the hive's attack too. | couldn't have done
better than you did." They parted, but Krinatafound Darllanyu directing a puzzled stare at her at odd
moments as they formed up to march.

The Lehiroh set the course dong the line Jindigar had held, but Darllanyu cameto the lead ded and
corrected the heading. " Our settlement isthat way, ten days march-maybe fifteen or twenty with this
caravan.”

"There're more people on misworld?' asked Storm.
"Friends and associates of Raichmat's zunre," answered Cy. "Didn't Jndigar—"
"He never said others were already herel”

Krinata suddenly knew what had given Jindigar hope but left him doubting his own senses. "He must have
contacted Avelor's Oliat from back in the desert!" Frey had thought he was trapped in the Archive,
babbling about the dawn.

Darllanyu added, "Y es, we saw him—that's why we came out here, looking for you."
Storm said, "Well betrailed by the Squadron. We can't lead them to the settlement!”

"Everyonethereiswaiting for us," argued Darllanyu "Cy and | must bring Jndigar there, eveniif you
choose another course.”

Terab had arrived to hear part of the discussion. "We can't stand here arguing,” she decreed. "For now,
we head for this settlement. What's between here and there?”

"A river gorge and agrassland. Large herbivores,” said Cy, "and predators to match. Dozens of kinds of
hives, some scavengers.”" He ran ahand through hishair. "It's going to be fun getting the deds across the

gorge.”
"Storm'sagood rigger,” said Ruff. ™Y ou any good?'
"The best. Y ou got semis and haf-blocks?"

"Yes," said Storm. "Maybe Jndigar will be able to help by then." They had him secured atop the ded that
carried the children and piols, for none of the medications had done any good. Darllanyu had concocted
asyrupy mixture from ration bars, which they'd managed to get him to swallow a spoonful a atime. It'd
keep him dive—maybe.

Darllanyu answered, "Jndigar can't help himsdlf. But theré's aHistorian at the settlement who might



retrieve him—and save the Archive—if we get there quickly enough/”

Krinatawent back to her ded, which had the extra ded tied on behind, determined not to be the oneto
dow them up. If therewas help for Jindigar anywhere, sheld get him thereif she had to carry him on her
back. But no sooner had Storm called, "for'd” than someonein the rear yelled, "No! Halt!"

One of the deds had risen to travel height with one corner dragging. The Lehiroh adjusted it so the corner
came clear of the ground and awarded it to Cy, in the position next to Krinatas tandem rig. Though he
limped, Cy didn't complain about the hard pace the Lehiroh set. They were racing from the Squadron as
well asto save Jindigar.

Asthe sun arced up into a cloud-studded sky, Krinata caught Cy's barely repressed grimace of pain and
sad, Taking takes my mind off my aching fet." And shetold him her theory of why Jndigar hadn't
mentioned contacting them. "1'm sure he didn't expect anyone to come out after us."

"Weve doneit before. Avelor's knew there was agroup here, but from that distance they couldn't figure
who or how many. And they didn't know about the Squadron when they decided to send us out. Why
arethey chasing you?'

She confessed sheld fired the shot that had destroyed the Imperia yacht and Emperor Zinzik too.

After he got over that he commented, asif she'd confessed to petty larceny, "I guess the Squadron's not
going to give up, then."

"Areyou dill sure you want to bring usto your camp?"

"Y ou're not going to survive on thisworld without an Oliat—" He broke off. "Which we don't have
anymore, but atetrad will haveto do—that is, if they can save Jndigar and he can mesh in with them.”

She didn't dare think about that now. "How did the others die?"

"Ambush. We had a detachment from the Oliat—the Outreach, Emulator, Protector, Formulator, and
five Outriders. Should have been enough, but native warriors, the furry ones, found us by the river gorge.
Our Emulator had found a contact method Darllanyu wastrying, but more of their warriors arrived, and
they took us prisoner.”

"l don't think you can communicate with the furry warriors. Jndigar called the white-skin we found a
'herald,’ and | think they're the only oneswho talk outside the hive," said Krinata, and then had to relate
that sory.

"Y ou're probably right. But we didn't know that, and when the warriors got rough with our Emulator and
Formulator, of course my crew moved in to do our job. They took it wrong and speared one of my
women and—well, to befan-, | don't think they redlized the Dushau were noncombatants, and they killed
the Emulator, which parayzed the others, so we couldn't get awvay. They had us trussed up and carried
off before we knew what was happening. Two of my guardswerekilled at the river. They were the lucky
Oones.

"When they got usto ther hive, before the Dushau could recover from Dissolution shock, the little shelled
ones stung us. Powerful drug. | don't remember much but—I think my men killed each other. | never saw
the Formulator or the Protector again. At least Darllanyu survived.” He glanced at her sdeways, his
feeling for Darllanyu clear. "l guess| can't refer to her as Outreach anymore." He shook hishead. "I've
never lost acharge before.”

The pain of that confession brought silence between them. At the first rest stcop hejoined the Lehirohiin



their incessant checking of the equipment.

They were out of sight of the hive now, but they'd | eft atrail through the grass. Terab caled them together
for aconference, introducing Darllanyu as part of atriad.

The Dushau said, " Sometime tonight—tomorrow morning &t the latest—ther€lll be astrong sorm
crossing through here. 1t should obliterate our trail from orbital reconnaissance. The farther we can go
before the storm hits, the better chance we have of euding the Squadron.”

The rest of the day became one of those blurs of sheer endurance that had punctuated their lives since
they'd left Truth. Only afew incidents stood out clearly.

Darllanyu, during their next break, tended Jindigar, murmuring in Dushauni, probably expecting that no
one dse here understood. "Y ou'll bedl right. I'll seetoit.” But Krinata heard the desperation in her
voice. "Youll balance us, and when the work is done, therell be time— together.”

She means in Renewed, thought Krinata, fedings mixed.

Cy and Darllanyu munched extraration bars as they went, trying to make up for their long starvation
while promising good foraging ahead. But despite their weakened condition, they pushed the pace
uncomfortably. When rotation of loads put Krinata beside Adina, she answered everything Krinatasaid
with acomplaint about the pace or Jindigar's bad judgment in getting involved with Chinchee. "He
deserved what he got!" Krinata held her tongue, refusing to defend Jindigar where no defense was
needed, and she passed the time probing into her own mind as one might tongue a sore spot in the
mouith.

There was an aching hole where she'd become accustomed to Desdindas rage. Her whole body felt
relaxed and at peace, despite scrapes, bruises, and the scalp bum. But there was aso something else.
Every thought, every perception seemed tinged with a thought pattern she recognized as Takora—as if
she hdfway shared those memories. When she thought of Jindigar, it wasasatdl, gangling youth of
surprising energy and innocence, restlessly seeking, congtantly testing his convictions.

Krinata had never been awed by Jndigar's nearly seven thousand years seniority on her, but neither had
shefdt affectionately amused by him. Reluctantly she decided she'd traded Desdinda's ghost for
Takoras. Exorcising Desdinda had been such adisaster, she couldn't think of throwing Takora out.
Besides, she seemed benevolent. Ignored, perhaps she'd eventually fade away.

It waswell after full dark when they camped. While hauling water to bathe Jindigar, she overheard a
comment Adinamadeto Cy. "Our Lady Zavaronne never spoke aword to me al afternoon. Because
she'sin with Jndigar, she thinks she'stoo good to associate with common humang™

"Lady Zavaronne!" But he swept that aside, asking, "What do you mean, 'in with Jindigar'?"

Adinaand Viradd related their highly colored version of Krinatas adventures with the triad. Krinata had
few compunctions about eavesdropping on shameless gossips, but listening to herself being painted asan
interspecies whore hurt. Sheld have no friends if they spread such things around the settlement. But she
couldn't worry about that now. Jindigar was gill catatonic and had to be carefully tended if he was going
tosurvive.

It started to rain exactly when Darllanyu had predicted, but by then they had rigged tarps over the deds
and set ashielded smoke hole for a cook fire because they al needed hot food and awarm place to
deep. Krinata bedded the children down, with sedatives to ease the nightmares, then she signed up for
the third watch, her favorite, because nightmares usudly struck just at dawn.



She was adegp before sheld completely sealed her deeping bag. She woke with two piols struggling to
get insde to share her warmth. The fire had burned low.

Darllanyu was Stting next to it, feeding it twigs, while beside her, Cy roasted a chunk of mesat on astick,
trying to argue her into going back to deep. Krinataturned over, trying to block out the low voices.

As Cy ate his snack they fell to discussing the multi-colony. It ssemed Cy knew al about the conspiracy
and approved of it. "So you say there's a chance Ambassador Trinarvil may ill turn up to balance the
Oliat?"

"Sheintended to but had to return to Dushaun firdt. If she can get away, shell bring as many as she
can—but Zinzik had Dushaun blockaded when we left. Trinarvil may be dead by now."

After aglence Cy asked, "Am | being too intrusive? | mean, it seemed like you wanted to talk—"

"I do. Jndigar—I never told you we were first mates. We had no children. That'stypica of afirst
Renewal, you know. | last saw him at the birth of hisfirst daughter. Ws agreed—to try again someday."
Shethrew agtick into thefire. "But | don't know if he can work with Trinarvil now, or shewith him. Or
with me, for that matter. It's tricky— with both of us so closeto Renewd.”

She's close to Renewal too? Thiswas completely different from overhearing Adinamaligning her. This
was private. Krinata extracted hersalf from bedroll and piols, pulled on jacket and boots, and went to
check on Jndigar before joining them at thefire. Cy offered her achunk of meet, and Darllanyu moved
aside to make aplacefor her on the soft pile of grass. Even thus welcomed, Krinata couldn't meet Cy's
gazefor thinking of Adinaswords.

She knew he believed the worst when he offered to take aturn around the perimeter—out in therain.
When held gone, Darllanyu prompted, "Tell me more of what Jndigar had you doing in triad. He's known
asathorough trainer—"

"Oh, he never intended—" She cut off, assembled her thoughtsin defense of Jindigar, and related how
he'd used her talent to escape the Emperor's brig. " So, you see, we figured we'd al bekilled inthe
attempt, but we couldn't just Sit there and let the Emperor use usto force Jindigar to confessthat all
Dushau were conspiratorsin treason! ™

"Heused youinan Inverted triad!" She shook her head, astonishment turning to acceptance. "'l admit I'm
dismayed, but one learnsto expect that where Jndigar'sinvolved. Tell me, how did you fed when you
discovered that the Emperor's accusation against Dushau was partly true?”

"Betrayed,” she said truthfully, then explained about the Desdinda Loop. "It was mostly her attitude and
seemsto be gone now. Y ou'd only withheld one planet, not dozens, and | think the report was
correct—the natives make this place uncolonizable. Better the Dukes never get their hands on these
natives!" Shelooked at the Dushau woman in anew light. Frey had not wanted to know anything about
how an ephemerd fdt. "May | ask apersona question?”

"Certainly, though I might not answer.”
"Areyou Invert too?"!

She chuckled. "I seewhy Jindigar likesyou!" Sobering, she added, "Jindigar's survival indicateshe
hasn't abused Inversion—though if he dies now, it'd seem otherwise. | respect him for that, but 1'd rather
have nothing to do with Inversion or, no offense, ephemerals.”

"No offense. I'm beginning to seeit's not healthy for Dushau to associate too closdy with ephemeras.”



Or perhaps vice versal But she noted Darllanyu's phrase, "with Inversion,” not "Inverts.” Was she being
tolerant because she wanted Jindigar as amate this Renewa? Krinata turned as Cy, cloak dripping,
reaming water off hisface, came back to thefire, and Darllanyu asked, "All secure?’

"Every lingstight. No sign of prowling animas.”

"Nor likely to be," said Darllanyu. Thunder growled in the distance. "But there could be tornadoes,” she
added.

"Should | wake everyone?' asked Cy.

Darllanyu seemed to consider, eyes unfocused, communing in triad with her zunre at the settlement. Then,
rising, she shook her head. "Not yet. The worst of the disturbance is over the Squadron's base camp.

We should beinthe clear, at least for awhile. I'm going to deep.” She went to where Jindigar lay
cocooned among extra bedrolls and, after checking on him, did into her own deeping bag, fending off the
two restless piols, and seemed to be instantly adleep.

"It'samost my watch,” said Krinata, intently feeding thefire. "Why don't you go get some deep too?"
"What's the matter? Have | offended you?"

"I only offered to take part of your watch. Isthat unfriendly?"

He settled at thefire, countering, "It'snoble.”

"What's that supposed to mean?' she asked defensively.

He stood again and gave acourtly bow. "May | introduce myself again, more correctly. Cyrus
Benwilliam Lord Kulain." He sat again, "1 inherited the title when my two older brothers died mysterioudy
after refusing to institute some of the Emperor's harsher edicts, but | don't useit becauseit puts people
off. | prefer being just Senior Outrider.”

"I'm just a Programming Ecologist. But Zinzik ruined everything, resurrecting the old titles.”
He glanced toward the Dushau. "Jindigar'sa Prince, isn't he? That'swhat they have againgt you two."

"They?" she asked, automatically pretending not to know who he meant. Then she had to confess what
sheldd heard Adinatdling him. "But they know Jndigar's only—afriend.”

"He soundslikethe kind of friend I'd like to have."

They talked on for awhile, Krinatarelieved a his attitude, then checked on the lashings asthewind
picked up, and on Jndigar, whose condition remained unchanged. Then Cyrus went to deep, telling her,
"Watch that west guyline.

She tended the fire and made rounds, pausing at intervalsto stare out at the dark sky etched with the
branched trees of lightning that grew, hung for amoment, and flickered to darkness again. She saw it with
Takoraseyes, asymbol of lifé's energiesflowing into manifestation driven by such power thet it could
scorch and burn if not guided to ground by the trained will.

As she repeatedly lashed down flaps of tarp loosened by the wind, she peeked out again and again, ever
more drawn by Takora's view of the lightning. It was asvita as being caught up in thetriad, offering
ingghts for which her whole being hungered. An Oliat was agroup bound by the agreement to observe
redlity, to discover how everything connected to everything else. But they knew, however penetrating



their perception, that they could not possibly graspit al.

To Invert an Oliat, or asubform, and use that imperfect understanding to act directly on the fabric of
redlity wasto risk doing more damage than the group could possibly repair. That waswhy Inverson so
terrified Dushau; it was like reaching out to grasp alightning flash with bare hands.

If, however, that imperfect understanding was used to guide hand toolsto affect environment, it was
possible to correct accidenta imba ances with other hand toals, to survive and learn from mistakes.

Either hand or mind was controlled by the trained will. Part of that training wasto select godsand find
where and how to apply the will to achieve those ends.

Peeking between tarps, face drenched in cold rain, she consumed each lightning flash, hypnotized,
seduced by promise of further understanding. Mind blanked, worded thoughts silenced, she understood
why an Oliat didn't have to Invert to deflect tornadoes or any disaster. Thetight, knotted storms that
were gtriking dl around them were as much a part of the fabric of nature asthey, themsdves, were. They
had only to perceive then" correct place, and be there, and the storms would missthem.

A phrasefloated into her consciousness and hung, asif written in advertiser's glowgas: Efficacious
Helplessness. That was an Oliat goal: to observe the proper place to be, and be there. But if you were
wrong and disaster rolled over you, you couldn't mend things, as Desdinda had tried, by striking back in
fury at that which wasin its correct place when you were not.

All the Aliom disciplineswere aimed at perceiving what was connected to what, what caused wheat, so
one could know one's niche in the scheme. Knowing, one could "strike'—act, as Jndigar said, without
thinking—and beright. She'd doneit, so some deep part of her knew, but only inadvertently, in
fragmented moments of unthinking reaction. What would it be like to know constantly?

An indeterminate time later she noticed that the lightning had stopped, and she was staring into opague
blackness. Even the rain and wind had stopped, leaving the night freekishly slent. Exdted vison fading,
shefdt slly. Mopping her face dry, she built up thefire to reheat some soup. Every sound she made
echoed againgt the quiet blanketing the land.

Sheld only finished half her soup when a sudden gust hit the tarps like a solid blow. Startled, she dropped
the cup in the fire and yelped as the scalding liquid burned her hand. But before she could even be sorry
for waking people, the wind redoubled its efforts to demolish their shelter. There was an increasing roar,
like fate approaching on the winds of eternity, accompanied by lightning szzle-crack strikes ever nearer
them. In moments the children were ydling, the piols running around, and everyone was fighting to hold
the shelter together.

Darllanyu announced camly, "Therés atornado touching down west of us—we think it will missus.”

Cyruskicked dirt over the fire while Storm broke out the lightsticks. They couldn't risk anyone being
blown into thefireand hurt.

A fig-gze hailstone fell through the smoke hole and sputtered in the embers. The tarps bounced, and one
mooring broke, the two Holot using their weight to tie down the loose flap. Frightened, all trace of her
transcendent insights gone, Krinatawent to tuck another deeping bag around Jndigar, against the
suddenly frigid wind. His body was till flaccid, his breathing barely perceptible.

Darllanyu called from where she was coaxing the children to huddle under apile of bedding, "It'sgoing to
be close!”



At any moment the tornado could lift the deds and smash the camp, dispersing their pitiful physica selves
to athin film over the plain. Did the triad call this one correctly?

Then she couldn't think at al. The tornado roared down on them. The world turned into a shuddering,
moaning mongter, pelting them with debris, ripping one of the tarps. She thought they were dl doomed as
sheran to help Fenwick hold aded that was diding toward thefire.

Suddenly, over the low-pitched roar, there was aloud crack, like an explosion. What? Not lightning...
Turning, she saw the pile of cargo that formed the wall behind Jndigar diding inward, tilting toward the
ground where helay, no longer restrained by the guyline. She tore across the camp, but Darllanyu was
therefirgt, her emaciated body not having the strength to budge Jindigar.

Krinata grabbed a hunk of bedding and put her whole weight into it, and he began to dide—but not fast
enough. She scrambled around to dis odge his shoulders and push while Darllanyu pulled, knowing the
crateswere going to hit before they were clear. "Faster!”

With one supreme lunge-she shoved Jindigar's head clear and fell prone. And Cyrus wasthere, astride
her hips as he belayed the collapsing wall of crates. "Crawl!" he commanded, wet clothes plastered to
bulging musdes.

She wormed forward, and Darllanyu grabbed her hands and pulled, scraping her chest raw againgt the
ground. "Clear!"

She never saw how hedid it, but Cy jumped free, letting the crates smash down behind him.

And then therewastota silence. An odd smell permeated the air—turned earth, pulverized vegetation,
dead animals splattered againgt their shelter, and the fear odors of their severa species. Krinatalay
where she was, panting, her heart pounding, sobbing her relief shamelesdy. The funne had missed them,
and they'd dl survived.

EIGHT
Multicolony

Nine days later they arrived at theriver gorge. Thetdl, rusty grass of the plain gave way near theriver to
ashorter dark green grass, dotted with scrub and tall trees. Backpacks and equipment were scattered
where the settlement's expedition had been ambushed. A few broken native spearslay among the
well-scoured bones of the offworlders. An insect hive rosein ahump off to their right, and Krinata could
not suppress the image of ants carrying away lumps of flesh.

Darllanyu's grief wasreignited at the gruesome scene, so it was Cyrus who gathered the Dushau bones
and organized a hasty grave-digging detail, saying, "The hive's hunters found us here once. We don't dare
camp onthissdetonight.”

By the time the graves had been spoken over and well disguised from snoopers, the Lehiroh had rigged
two pardld cables across the gorge, with athird cable strung above them. Theriver below was swollen
to araging torrent a mis, the narrowest spot.

Everyone pitched in to unload one of the deds, and then Cyrusrode it out onto the cables, which fit like
rails under each side of the ded, the third cable being used to pull the rig across. First they used the
empty ded to trangport haf the people, including Jindigar, then they unloaded the mafunctioning ded and
placed it atop the other one. With Cy handling the controls of the bad ded and Darllanyu sprawled where
she could reach those on the good ded, Storm pulled them across.



He brought the good ded back, and they began tedioudy ferrying cargo across, cautiousin the erratic
springtime winds scouring the gorge. They finished just before sunset, and Cy brought one ded back to
get Krinata while the others made camp. She admitted to herself that she'd volunteered to stay behind
because the crossing frightened her.

"Hop on,” called Cy to Krinata as he steadied the ded. At her hesitation he jumped back to solid ground
and took her hand. There was no solicitousnessin the gesture, nor even courtesy. Hewasjust
professiona and might have done the same for one of the Lehiroh who could have walked across on the
bare cablein ahigh wind.

His attitude toward her had changed markedly since the tornado. He seemed to consider her an Outrider
of rank equd to hisown. Therewas no hint of sexua innuendo, either, for that was strictly forbidden to
Outriders on duty. She took his hand and tried to seem as courageous and skilled as he expected her to
be.

Numbed by hours of hard |abor, she wastoo tired to battle the agoraphobia that struck the moment her
foot was over open air. In her mind, being suspended like this was no different from faling into the
limitlessvoid of space. Cy rigged the safety line around her waist to aline fixed to the ded. Therewasno
way she could fall off, and if the ded should capsize, she could jettison the safety line with aflick of a
finger over the grommet and et the ded tumble into the water or sail off into the air, while she clung to the
cable by her hands.

But if dl three cables should break? The picture legpt to her mind, intense, vivid with the power of fear,
which she fought down only by remembering mat Jindigar was on the other Sde and therewas no timeto
waste getting him to the settlement. Fear clutched at her throat, and terror mounted as Cy and Storm
moved the ded out over the abyss. It rocked and swayed under them, the cables giving with each move.

I've got to look down. This can't go on.

She forced her eyesto look ahead, then off to the side. The white cables, the gleaming ded, the white,
churning rapids beneath them, the brown, russet, gold, and dark green grasses on each side of the gorge
cameto her asdud perception—her own, and the now familiar Takora, to whom it wasn't a all
threatening. She cloaked hersdlf in that calm, and forced hersdlf to look down at the frothy torrent.

Suddenly, with aloud snap, one of the cable moorings cameloose, and in graceful dow motion itscable
subsided into the gorge. The ded tipped and wobbled, its mechanism fedling for the correct height above
the ever-shifting water's surface. Cy scrambled to the edge controls and lay prone to make an adjustment
while Storm worked at the front end.

Krinataclung to her safety line, paralyzed by phobic terror. There was nothing holding them up. Nothing!
"Krinata, | said grab those rear controls and level that end.” It was Cy, yelling over theroar.

| can't! Shetwisted in place, looking at the control box. The platform tilted, and her hands clamped onto
the safety harness with new strength.

"Hurry!" urged Cy, not even looking at her.

I've got to. Only thistime she wasn't reacting to protect Jndigar, dl fearsheld in abeyance. Nightmare
terror froze her in place as desth loomed. Refusing to give up, she struggled againgt the terror, reaching
toward the control box at the very edge of the platform.

Gradualy her muscles began to cooperate, and she did dong her safety tether, her hands closing on the



controls. Her eyes did past the control box to the frothing water below, but her hands moved steadily
over the controlsthey knew intimately from so many emergencies, night and day. Asthe ded righted and
began to move again, she breathed easier. The stark terror gave way to mere trembling, which dissolved
to ordinary fear. And by the time they'd reached the safety of the bank, even that was gone.

Sheredized the terror sheld fdlt thistime hadn't been the phobic panic at al but only the fear of panic.
The phobiaitsdf was gone. She hadn't had afaling nightmare since she'd banished the Desdinda L oop.
Nor had she, since the tornado, wanted to reach for Darllanyu'striad and Invert just because she was
afrad.

Happy, but shaking in adrendin reaction, Krinata stepped off the ded to be greeted by Terab and
Viradd.

"Nicework there!" complimented Terab, then, obliviousto Krinata's pal e face and trembling hands, said,
"Cy, do what you can to retrieve these lines. Storm, Darllanyu's finished with Jndigar and ready to go
foraging. Krinata, help dig the latrine pit, then join the firewood detail.”

Krinatawiped her clammy palms on her trousers, nodded, and went to find a pit-digger. She hadn't
pulled latrine detail before, and it never occurred to her to argue. It was only an hour later when she was
hauling a sack of degradant to the pit, that she saw Viraddl looking a her—thoughtful rather than gloating
at an aristocrat doing the duty work.

It was after dark when Krinata brought in her last load of firewood, on arack Cy had built from bent
sems. She was carrying aimost haf her weight and had to have Shorwh unload her as he did the other
gatherers. But Viradd was watching, again with aneutral expression, considering.

Supper was root soup, and roast bird, on edible leaf plates. Astired as she was, she didn't dare Sit very
long before she went to wash her hair, then tend Jindigar as she did every evening, often quietly reciting
her adventures of the day, hoping to lure him back to redlity.

Once, Darllanyu had found her dumped into adoze over the unchanging body and had asked,
sympatheticaly, "Why do you st here? He doesn't know—"

"| think he does. And—I'd hate mysdlf if | gave up." Then sheld confessed that sheld heard Darllanyu
talking to him. "Why do you do it?'

"Guilt, I suppose,” admitted the Dushau. "We shouldn't have been ambushed—we should've made
friends with that hive before you got there. When an Oliat fails—not that we were so much of an Oliat..."

"Don't be too harsh on yoursdf. As Jndigar says, if your decisonslimit our options, ourslimit yours.
Therewere any number of thingswe might have done differently.”

"S0 he was teaching you!"

"I wouldn't call it that." But—she thought at Jindigar— if you recover, maybe we can renegotiate? She
hardly noticed Darllanyu's parting glance, weighing her. She was busy taming the wild hope thundering in
her breast. Sheld whipped Desdinda. If Jindigar survived, maybe...

In the following days Darllanyu accepted Krinatas vigils at Jndigar's side, and between them and the

L ehiroh, somebody was aways with him. Even so, he devel oped sores, and the skin seemed |oose over
his giant frame. Histeeth faded to a chak white, and the normally springy nap of his skin becamelimp
and unpleasant to the touch.

On the other side of the river they found themselvesin the neighborhood of the settlement. Herethe



rolling hillsflattened, dotted with clumps of anew kind of short tree, clinging to the banks of the
numerous streams. And they saw thefirgt of the gargantuan herbivores—about aslarge asaland animal
could be under this gravity and seeming larger by casting an illusion of sze. They roamed theplainin
groups structured like a hive, symbictic to stationary hives.

They moved in groups of a hundred or more, munching the tops of trees, femaeswith nursing caves at
the center of the herd. But Darllanyu explained, "They return to their habitat at night, carrying food for
those who don't forage. The calves are not borne by the ones suckling them but by bearerswho stay in
the habitat with others who defend it. The habitat isn't a constructed dwelling, just a portion of land. And
they migrate with the seasons, dmost never returning to the samelocae the next year."

The Dushau advised their party to stay well clear of the herds, asthey seemed restless, and the triad
distrusted them. Once or twice they saw members of different speciestraveling with large herds, and Cy
remarked how unusua that was. Darllanyu said, "We think thiss the echo of the Squadron's activities.
Ever sncetheir camp was hit by the tornadoes, the Squadron has become more vicious—destroying
hives of al sorts. These creatures are forming aliances, preparing to fight acommon enemy headed in this
direction.”

"But they'rejust beasts!" objected Fenwick.
"Yes" agreed Darllanyu. "Beadis of Phanphihy.”

One midday they came across another kind of oversize herbivore, asingle shaggy brown animal. The
caravan stopped, for the loner was being stalked by a pack of wolf-like creatures. Darllanyu narrated the
gaking ritua with the detachment of anaturdist shepherding tourists, the flatness of her voice showing
that she spoke for the triad as she ended, " Those hunters could turn on usif they don't get their prey, and
we don't want to attract the attention of this growing network of hives."

Settling her ded into place, Krinata climbed up to quiet the children, who clung to her more now. They
were riding with Jndigar, keeping the piols from inadvertently smothering him. No sooner had she topped
the edge of the cargo than Imp tore loose from the Cassrians and ran down to the ground. Before anyone
could act, the piol had dashed headlong into the stalkers pack, screaming dementedly.

Krinatawas sure that in moments theré'd be nothing but shredded piol fur where Imp had been. But the
stunned creatures eyed the mad furball and broke ranks. In moments the hunters had disappeared, the
grasswaving in their wake. Imp scrambled up the herbivore's shaggy brown pelt and perched atop itsflat
head, chattering for al hewasworth, asif trying to steer it away from them.

"Wait right here!" Krinatacommanded the Cassrians.

She climbed down and ran to the front of the caravan where Darllanyu and Cy watched the performance.
As she came up Cy was asking, "What made him do that?"

Darllanyu said, 'There's one possibility—" And she pushed past Krinatato head for the deds.
Krinataasked, "How are we going to get him back?'

"Good question,” said Cy. "I'm not going out there. |'ve seen those things squash critters bigger than |

Cy had not had hislife saved by the pial, nor did he know how Jndigar could be revived by the small
beast'sloving. "Wéll, then, I'll go!" said Krinata, tucking her shirt into her trousers as she breasted the tall
grass.



Cy darted after her. "No! |—"

Krinatawas hafway to the beast when the herbivore tossed his head, causing Imp to clutch with sharp
fishing claws. Enraged by the pain, the huge creature roared, somped, then reared back on squatting
hind legs, two cloven hooves pawing the air. AsKrinatatried to retrest, afront hoof caught her on the
sde of the head, and she went down.

Shouting, Cy digtracted the beast from itsintent to pound her to desth. Through theringing in her ears
and the roaring beast, she heard Darllanyu call, " Cy, Ritas pregnant! Imp's protecting her!"

And then everything receded into blackness.

"Krinatal" Terab's voice, furry Holot hands and face.

She cametoinabedroll, camp fire lighting their usua shelter, bandages around her head. The huge
herbivore was gone, and she thought she'd dreamed it until she remembered it had clobbered her with a
hoof. "Imp?Ishedl right?'

"Of course," scoffed Terab. "He'sindestructible. But you're not. Had to carry you al afternoon. Irnils!™
she bellowed to her mate. "Bring Krinata some soup.”

Remarkably, after that and a double dose of medicine she was able to get to the latrine, and the next
morning, despite a crashing headache, she pulled her ded, though not the tandem rig. Shewas
determined that her stupidity wasn't going to delay getting Jindigar to the help he needed. They had told
her how Darllanyu had gotten Ritato call Imp back, and then the herbivore had smply left. She hoped
sheld learned her lesson. Next time trust the triad!

Oddly, in the next couple of days, she saw Adinaand Viradd watching her, not a al contemptuous,
though shed made afool of hersdf. She didn't understand those people.

On the seventeenth day after the hive they came to the dliff overlooking the settlement. A strange sense of
dgjavu haunted Krinata as she surveyed her new home. They were standing near arope-and-board
elevator rigged at the edge of the cliff, and below them the settlement spread out between the base of the
cliff and abroad, winding river. Up on the cliff edge, far to ther right, Dushau and ephemerdswere
congtructing something near awaterfall.

Darllanyu pointed to the waterfall. "Our power station. The water whed is going aready, down below.
WEell have our generatorsin before winter, but we've shut down al ship's power until the Squadron
leaves." She gestured to their left where, in the shadow of the cliff, meta hulls gleamed.

Across from where the waterfall spilled into theriver, therewas agravel mine. Roads had been laid out
around groups of buildings and out to distant plowed fields. All around, crews of Dushau and ephemerals
were graveling the roads, building, hauling, plowing. To their right alarge log stockade shaped like atilted
paraldogram surrounded somelog buildings, mostly still under congtruction. All those within the
stockade were Dushau.

Darllanyu pointed out the two largest buildings within the stockade, the Aliom and Historians temples,
saying, "We've had to exclude ephemeras already because some of us have been thrown into Renewal
by the repeated shocks of thelast year." Then sheidentified the clay mine on thefar side of theriver,



downstream from the gravel pit. "It's not the best grade, but it will do for awhile." On one beach a the
edge of theriver, akiln wasrisng. Beyond a cluster of foundations for houses and barnswas acorral
whereloca animaswere being trained to pull wagons, and dready some teams of beasts were dragging
logsin from the stand of tall trees beyond theriver.

There had to be at |east athousand people working below them. Krinata asked, "How many Dushau
atogether?'

"Four hundred thirteen,” answered Darllanyu.
"Humans?'
"Over two hundred. Cassrians, Holot, and L ehiroh account for severa hundred more.”

Before Krinata could ask about children, they were spotted, and agroup of humans and Hol ot gathered.
They harnessed a beast to a horizontal whedl and pulley to power the elevator. Once down at the
settlement'slevd, Krinata, like everyone e se, was caught up in the exuberance of awarm greeting. She
saw the Cassrian children welcomed by a Cassrian couple, the children thrilled by the unbridied curiosity
of othersof their own species.

Krinatawas drawn into agroup of sx human young women fussing over her scrapes and bruises,
inggting she be seen by their physician. As she was swept awvay from Jndigar, shelooked back and saw
Darllanyu accompanying hislitter toward the Dushau compound, two other Dushau clustering about
them.

She smothered an urge to break away and run to Jindigar, knowing shed be barred from the private
compound, and with good reason. But her mind refused to focus on those welcoming her to the
unattached women's house.

They'd built their house larger than afamily cabin, and asyet it lacked glazing in the windows, interior
walls, and furniture, though they had indoor water taps and would soon havetoilets.

"We haveto haul the water into the cistern on the roof, but we can have awarm shower when the sun's
up. Wait until we get the solar hesters made and the power pumpsin!*

Asthey regded her with their plansthey inssted she shower. Then the doctor arrived. Shewasa
middle-aged woman with adark chocolate complexion and bright black eyesthat saw everythingina
flicker. Her hair was cropped painfully short and clung to her head tightly. She wore the same tough cord
trousers and tunic as everyone else but with the effortless elegance of the born aristocrat. Poised and
unruffled, she examined Krinatawithout instruments, then corroborated her findings with field sensors.
"Practicing againgt the day when these are gone. Even though they're Dushau manufacture, they'll wear
out someday!"

The resultstalied, and the doctor announced, ™Y ou're one lucky woman indeed. No concussion, no
broken bones, no permanent internal injuries. Y ou'll be fine as soon asthe bruises hed." She rebandaged
Krinatas head and left alocaly grown herb potion for pain, "Our pharmaceuticalswon't last long, so
we'd best get used to these."

Krinata surveyed her body as she dressed in the clean clothes the women provided. Leaner than shed
ever been, she had muscles sheld never have believed before, and the exposed skin areas were
incredibly dark compared to her untanned skin. She was no office worker anymore.

The other women had gone back to work, but the cook, an older woman who reminded Krinata of her



mother, ins sted she eat a hot meal—native foods, but cooked with familiar spices. She couldn't enjoy i,
though, her mind plagued with thoughts of the risks Darllanyu might be taking right now to save Jndigar.
She was gnawing on afruit when there was a sound &t the door, which stood open in the hest of the day.

A male Dushau voice asked, "Is Krinata Zavaronne here?'

"Who may | say isasking?" inquired the cook, trying to sound like an important servant of aLady.
Krinata, recognizing Dushau tones, went to the door, heart pounding in sudden anxiety. He's not dead!
The Dushau replied, "My nameis Zannesu, and |'ve come with amessage from Darllanyu.”

"I'm Krinata Zavaronne."

"Darllanyu requests your presence.”

"Jndigar! Ishe—"

"When | |eft, he was dive. Darllanyu wishes you to understand that you will not be welcomed by al but
that your presenceis necessary."

Krinata handed the haf-eaten fruit to the cook, mumbling, "Thank you—I'll be back," and plunged out
into the afternoon sun, taking the trail toward the Dushau compound before her escort could show her
theway.

After the brief taste of acceptance the human women had shown her, Krinatawas doubly chilled by the
stares she gathered as Zannesu took her through the gate of the Dushau stockade. Evidently her
involvement with the triad had quickly become common knowledge, for everyone they passed—road
crews, wagon drivers, loggers, carpenters, miners, fishers and hunters—stopped to ingpect her with the
curious gpprehension usualy reserved for anew species.

They entered the stockade at the acute angle of the paradlelogram closest to the clusters of dwellings of
the ephemerals. There was no actual closable gate. Instead, two walls curved out to embrace each other
creating an S-shaped, open portal that blocked al view of the interior. Beyond the portal, wallswere
being built out from the stockade walls to form an inner chamber. Here foundations of stalls— perhapsa
market or vistors area—were being laid.

All the workers were Dushau, young and old, male and femae. She spotted several Dushau races with
distinctive features or mottled coloring. As Zannesu led her through the inner walls, amurmur followed
them. Shefdt achill of unwelcome she knew wasn't Dushau hauteur but rationa fear.

Dushau entering Renewd were not emotionally stable. Even Dushau children under athousand years old
were not permitted to travel off-planet because they, too, were not to be trusted to dedl rationally with
ephemerds. Only after first Renewal could they earn passports by meeting stringent requirements.
Krinatawalked close to Zannesu, keeping her eyes down, determined not to offend anyone, no matter
what.

They came out in the wide area of the central compound, where aready there were foundations of
another pair of interlocking walls built out from the oblique cornersto divide the main compound in half.

Zannesu took her bow firmly. "With your permission, Lady Zavaronne, we must go quickly through
hereto Aliom."

Sheyidded, lengthening stride asthey turned into agraveled path among long buildings and cabinswith



closed courtyards. They had the same steeply pitched roofs as the ephemeras cabins, but the walls
rarely formed right angles, most windows were round or oblong, and doors were concealed. Small
gardens had been tilled, but only tiny brown shoots had broken the russet surface. In one building a
skylight was being ingtaled—the first glass sheldd seen.

At her question Zannesu explained, without dackening pace, "The first attempt to make glass produced
very low-grade material. We've found a better sand now, so the next batch should be good enough for
windows. This must be accomplished before winter."

"Arethe glaziers Dushau?' asked Krinata.

"Some are. We've gathered here artisans in every trade. That's why Jindigar's so important to us, for hell
be our greatest expert on Sentient computers, aswell as our Active Priest to form anew Oliat—if he
aurvives. With an Oliat we might achieve the industria basefor orbital flight in athousand years, and
Sentient computers within fifteen hundred—by the time the new gdactic government discoversus.”

Krinata couldn't help contrasting this with the women's ambitions for awater heater and power pump to
fill the cisterns. The Dushau perspective was dizzying, yet familiar. For thefirst timein days Tekorawas
with her, quietly, without fuss, making this aien community seem like home.

They emerged into an open court circled by a cultivated areawhere Dushau were transplanting saplings
that would, in the blink of an eye, perhaps only afew centuries, grow into acircular wall of trees shading
the two buildingswithin.

Two large buildings, virtudly identical, faced one another. Each was haf-roofed, a pile of shake shingles
beside the longest wall. Zannesu took her to afront entry of one building while the gardeners peered at

her unhappily.

There was scaffolding over the entry they took, and a craftsman was carving words beneath areplica of
the lightning flash over the portd. Krinatawas adow reader in Dushauni but had seen that particular
quote before.

SIXTH OBSERVATION OF SHOSHUNRI

Fidelity isthe most demanding Law of Nature, thus the most highly rewarded.
From: Purpose and Method

by: Shoshunri,

Observing Priest of Aliom

Now she knew Shoshunri'stitle meant he had once been an Oliat Center. Her eyeslingered on the
quotation, asif Takorafdt it wasimportant.

As shefollowed Zannesu between the overlgpping walls of the entry way, it suddenly dawned on her.
Jndigar had never, ever been loyd to the Emperor, the Empire, or hisfriends, as she had dways thought.
He strovefor ahigher virtue, fidelity. It explained so many of his contradictory actions; he kept his oaths,
regardless of how held migudged a situation. He'd abandoned the Emperor only after the Emperor had
broken fedlty. If sheknew dl the Aliom oaths a priest took, she'd have understood his reticence.

With that insight came a deeper one. Aliom regjected Inversion because it was resorted to when one had
lost thefiddity between onesinternd modd of the universe and the externd, objective redlity, and thus
could not find on€'s place in the overdl pattern. After having migudged the pattern, a person was



tempted to Invert to correct that mistake by forcing the pattern to conform to their presence.

If fidelity was alaw of nature, men Inversion was abreaking of that law, unless onesinternal modd -of
redity had absolute fidelity, and onewasin fact in me" proper place—and the pattern had become
distorted. One might then Invert to restore the pattern expecting to surviveit, as Jindigar had.

She rounded the last curve into the Aliom temple, desperate for time to think, but about two dozen
Dushau werelooking at her. They sat on thefloor in acircle, most holding strange Dushau musica
instruments. Jndigar'swhule reserved a place just before Krinata. Beyond the circle, where the roof was
gtill open and sunlight shafted down between uncovered rafters, a huge carving that would eventudly be
the Oliat symbol, the X supported at the crux by an arrow, stood half-finished. Piles of construction
debris had been swept aside to clear the floor.

In the center of the Dushau's circle under the finished roof, there was afireplace and chimney of smooth
river sones. Despite the warmth of the day afire burned in the center of the raised hearth. She saw
Jndigar lying on hissde under athermal blanket, surrounded by Darllanyu and severa others.

"Jndigar!" she gasped, and dashed to him, heedless of protocol. Knedling, shetook his hands, which
were clenched to his chest, and felt the tremors shaking him, as bad as when Desdinda had died. She
glanced around at Zannesu and accused, "Y ou didn't tell me hewaslike thig!"

A maewho sat opposite the door stood and said in Dushauni, "Y ou see, she's not stable enough to
attempt duad-grieving. Thisis no time for dangerous experiments with ephemeras. | can't permit this.
That'smy find judgment.”

Krinata understood him and the generd murmur of agreement from the others but was certain he didn't
know it. Shefought the splash of cold needlesthat prickled her skin at the vison of Jindigar dying,
because his peers rgjected him— because of her. Then she blinked aside a dizzying sense of dgavu,
more Takora's than her own, though it seldom seemed that Takorawas redlly adifferent person
anymore.

Darllanyu put her hand over Krinatal's and searched her eyes, whispering, "What is he worth to you?"
"My life," she answered without hesitation. Tell mewhat to do!™

Darllanyu squeezed the human hand with soft, napped fingers, rose, and faced the others. "Y ou have the
right to refuseto risk your livesfor the community Raichmat's zunre have started here. Perhaps you can
condtitute an Oliat without me or Jindigar, but it could hardly be more than a heptad subform!™

"Even properly grieved and freed of the Archive, Jndigar would gill be an Invert,” answered the leader.
"Who hereiswilling to balance with an Invert Archivist?'

Someone challenged, "Jindigar'sno Archivist." The man came around the circle to confront Darllanyu.
"That was settled when | tapped Grisnilter's Seal and discovered it had been breached. We all know
what Jindigar is and what he's done. He should be alowed to go to dissolution/death without taking
anyoneesewith him."

Darllanyu replied, Y our own grief for Prey colorsyour fedings, if not your skills, Threntisn,”
"Y ou will leave my son out of thigl I'm Senior Higtorian here, and—"

Not Frey's father! The Historian Darllanyu had expected to lift the Archive from Jndigar was Prey's
father.



"Youreinfirg grief,” countered Darllanyu. ™Y ou're forgiven. Perhapsyou truly can't do anything for
Jndigar.”

"Darllanyu.” It wasthe leader. "He is Senior."

Another man rose to stand beside the leader, who seemed to be about to walk out. "Threntisnisright. If
wetry this, we could dl belost in the Archive—and wife an ephemerd, there's hardly any chance of
success."

One of the darker indigo, thus older, women scoffed, "Who told you pioneering would be safe!
Ephemerds have been doing it for millennia, without complaining of therisks. What are you, abunch of
duomorphs? Can't you see we need Jindigar?' Her eyes stopped on Krinata, and she shifted languages.
"Do you know what the dangers are? What it could be like to belost in such alarge Archive?!

"Not exactly, but I'm willing to risk my life—which isnot the same," she granted, "as you risking yours."
Under questioning shetold them al she remembered of her last brush with the Archive, the banishing of
the Desdinda Loop, ending, "And | died with Takora—I redly thought | was dead until | woke up." —
and found Jindigar dead. "I'm still not surewhat was redl and what wasn't. I'm not sure how Frey
died.”

"WEelIl have to go through that with Jindigar,” added Darllanyu. "Find out exactly how Frey died.”

Find out that | killed him? She swallowed and knew she'd do even that public penanceto revive
Jndigar. Wil they label me zunre-killer and shun us both?

Darllanyu cut through agenerd dissension, saying, "Jndigar isin crigs. Krinatacameto help him, even
though she doesn't need to grieve Frey to survivethis. | won't let her stand done! I'll grieve with them!™

Krinatawas sure Jindigar's tremors were increasing, his whole nervous system in chaos. She pled with
one of those still knedling beside him. "Can't you do something?”

"He's had dl the medication we dare use. At least it stopped the convulsions.”
Zannesu came acrossto Darllanyu, saying, "And I'll grieve with them.”

That gtarted agenerd movement as one and then another rose and came 40 Darllanyu, saying thingslike,
"I don't gpprove of him, but | can't desert him for bad judgment.”

And, "He'sour only priest after all.” Or, "I'll never balance him, but we can't dlow himto die.”
Finally eight people stood with Darllanyu, including those who'd knelt beside Jindigar, trying to help him.

Then her heart sank asthe leader confronted them. "Ten of you? It's much too dangerous. This
community can't afford to lose so many. | can't permit it.”

Krinataloosed Jindigar's knotted fingers and stood up, indignation welling up as she drew breath. A
dlencefdl that let them hear every shove of dirt pitched by the gardeners, every echoing hammer blow
from far outside the stockade, and every cry of the half-tamed beasts of burden.

"It says there'—Krinata pointed to the portal where the artisan had ceased carving—"Fiddlity isaLaw of
Nature. That's carved over thelightning symbol of Aliom. The carving's not even finished yet, and you're
al acting asif familiarity had blinded you to the red meaning!

"Jndigar opened my eyesto the Me force connecting al living things, and | learned that as creeted beings



we're much safer using created implements, rather than daring to manipul ate the force represented by the
lightning. But twice Jndigar has Inverted to savelives, seeing how the life force running in him belonged
todl. Twice he survived it because he wasright. If you reward hisfidelity with your cowardly betrayd,
then by your own law—by the very Law of Nature you believe is destroying the Squadron asit fightsthis
planet—it is you who will suffer, not nun!"

She hadn't known she'd ever had such thoughts, but just for that instant she'd understood their dien
viewpoint and framed the thought easily in their own language. When shefinished, abreathlesssllence
fell.

The old woman said, from her seet, "Jindigar's dways been eccentric, but he fears Inverson asmuch as
any of us. | think Lady Zavaronne represents one of his more resounding coups. At least, / will grieve
with her." She cameto Krinata. "If shewill permit?

"If numbers help, I'd welcome anyone.”

There was asilent shuffle as more cameto Darllanyu. Findly only ahandful clustered around the leader,
who said, "Thisisirresponsble. Come, at least some of us must surviveto transmit Aliom." Heturned to
the door, taking hismusicd instrument with him. A man and awoman deserted hisgroup for Jindigar's,
and only fiveleft the building.

Darllanyu knelt beside Jindigar, putting one hand to hisforehead. Krinatasaid, "Do you dl know he's
never conddered violating his priesthood to become a Historian? He fought Grisnilter until it would have
been aviolation not to take the Archive." And then she noticed that Threntisn had remained, standing a

little gpart, ligtening.

The Higtorian cameto look down at the trembling form amid the blankets. "1 thought to remain to
Archive the end of this matter, but—" He scanned the group, weighing them each, and Krinata saw the
lines of tenson around hiseyes. "May | join you? | need to grieve my son.”

"Grieving isnot a private matter," answered Darllanyu.
"But | won't touch Jindigar—or what's|eft of Grisnilter’ s Archive.”

"Your choice," agreed Darllanyu. "Now let's get Jindigar over to thefire, and somebody get hiswhule."
There was agenerd shuffling as severd of them moved Jndigar, then placed Krinatabeside him, his
whule on her other Sde. She grasped his trembling hands again.

In momentsthey were al settled in the circle around thefire, Darllanyu poking it up to ablaze while
Zannesu stacked on more logs and kindling, muttering how the open roof was going to make this cold
work.

Thelate afternoon sun had abandoned the angle into the building, so they sat in shadow. Darllanyu took
the place near the door, opposite Jindigar, and put a pipeto her lips, producing a high, bittersweet note.
Krinata heard agenerd wail rise up outside, and the sounds of work ceased.

Darllanyu piped asmple meody, ending in that same poignant note, and Krinata sensed that those
outsde had moved away. Other instrumentsjoined now, and the music began to fill the room, atangible
substance.

It wasn't the same as Jindigar had played in the small canyon that night near the river. But it opened vistas
and brought ingtant tearsto her eyes with the solemn findity of the dirge reserved for the Emperor, and
Kings, representing an irrevocable turning of the times and seasons. There was no going back, no second



chance. The clarion voice of Darllanyu’ s pipe caled out over the strings, good-bye to the souls departed,
aday and alife ended, a season and a generation turning.

Sheld never heard the melody before, yet ingtantly it drew to mind dl the deaths that had ever touched
her life, al the people gone forever. Her eyes and nose were running asthe last note died away to a
slence that seemed now to grip the entire community around them.

Hafway around the circle, Threntisn sat tailor-fashion, eyeing Krinataasif surrendering to an inevitable
fate. On Jindigar's other side Zannesu knelt, hands on his knees, eyeslowered. Asthe silence stretched
he glanced expectantly at Krinata. She blinked, sniffed, and queried with an eyebrow. He leaned over
and hissed, "Duad!"

"I can't!" Sudden fear lanced through her. They expected something she couldn't do. "Jndigar dwaysdid
it! I don't know how | did it when—" But even so, | couldn't! It felt asif she'd been asked to thrust a
recently burned hand into an open flame.

Hetook her hands and placed them on Jindigar'sface. "Lean into hisinner vison. Follow diom in. What
atriad haslogt, the duad must grieve. Must, Krinata. We can't do it without you."

She remembered how theriver gorge had intimidated her, but shed whipped it. What was the Archive
but another kind of void? Oh, Takora, where are you when | need you? "I don't know how!"

Zannesu gppeded to Darllanyu, who replied by sounding another note on her pipe. A murmur rippled
around the circle, then Threntisn nodded and moved closer to thefire, the circle closing behind him. The
music picked up, filling the dusky shadows with eerielife. Threntisn took two long-handled paddles of
some reflective materia and thrust then-flat endsinto thefire, flipping them over rhythmicdly, causnga
whirling pattern of lights to dance abovethefire.

To Krinatas heightened sensesit seemed that the parks of light codesced into aform, wavering in the
heat shimmer abovethe fire—Prey's face!

No! Sheld felt him dissolve. He was dead. He couldn't be here—completing the triad. But he was there,
tangible to her mind. The Jindigar-Frey axis caled to her—and suddenly shewasin triad again.

NINE
Grieving IsNot a Private Thing

Frey screamed, voice and mind echoing hollowly. Thisiswhat it's like to be raped. Thisiswhat drove
Desdinda beyond help, he thought as his awareness congtricted, chipped away by the monstrous, alien
mind that forced him into contact with Desdinda. Her searing hatred raced through his nerveslike burning
ail, etching channds of fire that consumed more of him. He felt himself wrapped around himsealf, squeezed
to apoint of nothingness, | can't! he begged, Let me go! | can't!

But the monstrous, ancient multimind was unmoved. He was a specimen, exotic, fascinating, but his
individua pain and fate meant nothing to them. His zunre's frantic pleas meant nothing to them. Al
Jndigar's might was nothing; al Krinata's passionate pleas were nothing. Death meant little to them, for
they weren't truly individuas.

Hewept for Jndigar's pain at the loss of a student, crying out in hislast moment, "Thiss not your doing,
Jndigar. | wanted to learn too much, too fast. Save Krinatal" Torn to shreds by pain, he dwindled to
nothing and was gone.

Krinata, stunned by the sheets of fiery pain, clung to the, triad bond to the very moment of its snapping,



certain that she would be sucked into dissol ution/death too. There was nothing she could do to stop it.

She sensed presences around her, fleeing the pain like particles flying from a disintegrating nucleus. But
she clung, determined to accept the fate sheld brought on her zunre. Shefelt atouch—alight,
nap-skinned whisper.

IIKrinata?//
Shewas clinging now to acold, hard, faceted pinnacle, her hands touching— //Jindigar!//

Jndigar clung to the other side of the chipped flint pinnacle, his hands barely able to reach hers. Around
them was blackness, a starless void. She knew, with his knowledge, that in the pit below wasthe
Archive. They clung to the highest apex of hismemory, but it didn't reach to outside redlity. The memory
between them, tapering up to asharp point, every facet lacerating their flesh, was the memory of Prey's
death.

He knew, with her memory, why her human pride had inssted she dedl with Desdinda aone, and though
that decision was far down this pinnacle, it wasn't the base, for knowing her character, he should have
predicted her behavior. Always she'd coped with her problems without leaning. She was independent,
and thuswhat she did, fdlt, and decided didn't have to affect everyone around her.

She knew, with his sense of Purpose behind the Laws of Nature, that her independencewasanilluson
arising from the ephemera existence in which al memory waslost a each Renewing Birth. Any Dushau
could see that everything was a manifestation of the energy represented by the flicker-flash of thelightning
bolt. Living and nonliving were dl part of onefabric. Every thought and feding, conscious and
unconscious, registered permanently on this substrata, which supported all manifestation and affected all
redlity.

She defended hersdlf againgt thisidea, unable to face the weight of responsibility for every tiny fegling
shed ever had, every moment wasted indulging in the smpleminded diversions she mistook for pleasure.
The abyss below held lessterror than this dread truth.

Anxiety risng, shethought, We can't stay here, at the point of Prey's death! She shinnied around the
pinnacle, grabbing his hand in both of hers, and tore him off his perch, sending them both into a swan dive
toward the abyss.

Only after it was done did she remember her fear of emptiness. But Grisnilter taught me about this. It
should be easy. She peered with eyesthat saw above her head and below, to left and to right, all at
once, Dushau eyes, norma eyes. She fdt with the nap of her skin sensitive to athousand signals from her
environment. She heard with twice her audible range. She remembered deep into the past and could see
patterns imperceptible from the perspective of an ephemerd.

[Therel// shetold Jindigar. //An unSeded Gatel// Gleaming in the darkness, atesseract form warped into
other dimensions. Faceted Sdestwirled, showing scenes from within, like windows enticing the unwary.
To enter by any of those sceneswas certain death, for it would lead them only into the vortex at the
center of the Archive, the point of contact with Infinity, the Gateway to Dissolution, the ArchivesEye. A
Sealed Archive was a self-contained maze with no exit—but no entry, ether. A partiadly unSeded
Archive was adeadly trap for those lacking the key. No key would work on a Tampered, Mai-edited,

or Distorted Archive. Such an Archive was an abomination capable of closing the Gate to Completion
for-an entire generation.

/INo!// He pulled away from her grasp, hand trembling with fear. //Takoral No! We mustn't Tamper— //



//Not to Tamper! We can't get out through Frey, because he ended insde. We have to search for a
contact point. There must be severa that anchor the Archiveto you.//

Thelogic wasimpeccable, but still he resisted with the stubbornness of the superdtitious. A horrifying
thought occurred to her. /Y ou haven't dared to interact with that Archive, have you?/

/INo! | swear it, Takora, by my Oaths and Offices!//
She believed him. //Then ther€'s no prob— //

They were dmost at the unSedled Gate, a black panel amid the brightly colored ones. At the last minute,
before they breasted the Gate, Jindigar screamed, //No! | swore to Grisnilter—I'll take the Archiveto
Dissolution rather than risk an dteration!//

Hewrenched and twisted, pitching them into a panel -showing alavishly gppointed, roya sickroom.

An old, old human woman lay shriveled and nearly invisible among sumptuous covers on abed sheltered
from drafts by agorgeoudy embroidered canopy, Jndigar's crest on the Dushaun colors. The room was
close and humid, yet the old woman complained bitterly of the chill.

Jndigar, trembling visibly, adjusted the thermd currentsfor her. He ill glowed with the vital luminosity of
Renewad, the brimming energy of returning youth. He had decades yet to go. Grisnilter knew now how
integra the human had become to Jindigar's Renewa. Her death would leave agaping hole to befilled by
scar, leaving the youth handicapped when he finaly camefor Historian'straining. A scar acquired
mid-Renewal. How will | ever train him around that? But he's too talented to abandon.

"Ontarrah, you won't suffer long now," said Jindigar.

"Y ou shouldn't have come. | never wanted you to see me like this. Y ou must remember me forever
young asyou are."

"Not forever, Ontarrah—there's only aminor discrepancy between our lifespans.”
"I believed that once. | waswrong."
Jndigar edged onto the bed and took one wandering, skeleta hand in his.

She smiled up a him, aspark of youth in her eyes, her teeth pearly, her hair ashen blond, but her skinold
beyond numbering the years. "If | hadn't decided to chase you al the way to Dushaun, I'd have taken my
own lifelong ago.

| know that now, but | lso know I'm leaving you to tens of lifetimes longer than I'd have faced. | was
sdfish, Jndigar. That's no way to Completion.”

Eyes bright, hewhispered, | pay the price of your company these years gladly.” He leaned over and
kissed her forehead gently as her eyes closed. He stayed that way along moment, waiting for Ontarrah
to draw another breath. Then he sat up, and Grisnilter heard him whisper, "I loved you. | hope you knew
that. | hopeit helped.”

When at long last he rose and turned, his face showed the unmitigated desolation possible only in
Renewal. Hiswife was behind him, and both their children. The moment of payment was upon him, and
Grisnilter felt he should leave, his job as Recorder completed with the death of the first ephemerd tojoin
aRenewing household.



For thefirst time Grisnilter noticed the family's obvious pain, betraying how they'd valued the human too.
What has the youth done?

With tender candor Jindigar'swife said, "'l envied her what you could never give me. Only now, I've
redized | loved her asasgter.” She collgpsed to the floor at the foot of Ontarrah's bed and commenced
aRenewd's kindred mourning.

It was only then that the children understood. His son said in avoice that hadn't hardened yet,
"Dissolution/degth?

"I think not," Jindigar articulated asif histhroat were clogged. "Shell return. Ephemerasdo, you know.
But even more changed than a Renewd, and with total amnesia” He spoke kindly to the older girl. "It
doesn't hurt them. Only we suffer the pain. Don't deny it to yoursalf—it's not hedlthy. She's gone from
our lives, if not her own. If we see her again, she won't know us, and we won't know her."

Luminous eyesmet his. "I didn't hate her, Father, not really. | cameto tdll her that. | wastoo late.”

"Come. Let usmourn together, and | will teach you to grieve. After dl, what's the use of having an Aliom
priest in the family, if not to teach the overcoming of the pain he causes!” Overwhelmed afresh, he went
down beside hiswife with histwo children and set about the aching business of accepting a scar that
would never hedl. For in granting himsalf amoment of fulfillment he had brought Ontarrah to alonely life
on Dushaun where no other human ever came. He had inflicted a searing soul-agony on his new wife.
Sheld agreed to have the ephemera in the house without knowing what it would mean. Ontarrah wasn't a
pet. She was a person. And he had condemned his Historian-talented children to suffer premature
grieving scars that would hamper them dl therr liveslong.

Hisintegrity, thought Grisnilter, will, one day teach him that what he's done is wor se than Inverting.
And on that day I'll be there. He went to tender the report that eventualy became the key argument in
pronouncing exile on Jindigar, until he learned. But as he backed out of the grieving room's door, hefell,
plummeting into nightmare.

She was spinning in space, pands of every shape and color, scenes culled from the lives of uncounted
Higtorianswho'd carried this Archive, closing in on her to crash her out of existence. All trace of
Grisnilter's supreme magtery of thisfiling syssem was gone. The system itself had been scrambled
according to akey well hidden within the Sedls by amethod only a Senior Historian could hope to apply.
Takoraknew there was no way she could stop her mad plunge into the Eye of the Archive—she was not
Grimilter.

She clung to Jindigar'sarm, refusing to cry out. They wereliving the oldest and most feared Historians
nightmare—fd|ling through the Gate to Dissolution & the Eye of the Archive, with thewhole Archive
collgpsing around them, squeezing them out into nothingness, imploding to its own destruction. | gambled
—and lost.

Then, with the hysterica laughter that only comesin the freedom beyond degth, she shouted to the
cosmos, "Ah, Threntisn, were you ever wrong! Now you've lost the whole Archive, and your chance a
Completion, for your cowardice!" She was not coward enough even to consider grabbing the duad link
and trying to Invert within the Archive. That would surely Digtort the Archive—better to ride to
Dissolution. At least then they'd till have a chance at the mythical postcorporeal Completion.

Jndigar'sarms enfolded her, and shefdt hislove like atangible energy vibrating in her bones, making her
want to live so much that the agony of dow degth redoubled. //I'm sorry, Takora—I wish it could have
been otherwise.//



"/ILook!/[" Shefreed a hand and pointed, both sending the dert viathe duad link and yelling with her
voice.

One of the pands had detached itsalf from the mael strom and was arrowing toward them. It twirled on
severd axesasit melted away, leaving athree-dimensiona image spinning toward them. But she saw a
familiar face. "//Threntisn!//* Oh, no/H€Ell die with us! But she called, "//Over herel//"

Spotting them, he swam toward them, body glowing with an odd indigo light. Without preamble he
grabbed them by the upper arms, shoving them before him asif he wore afree-fal maneuvering pack.
Within the Archive, hisown eement, his naked will had the power of aship'sdrive. In secondsthey were
speeding between pands of exotic scenestoo bizarre to comprehend. After dizzying twists and turnshe
propelled them toward an oblique corner where black borders between panelsjoined and warped into
another dimenson. "Go!"

They dammed through what felt like a soap bubble membrane and popped out over anarrow ledge cut
into the Sde of adoping pinnacle of chipped flint. They landed in aheap, facing atriangular archway cut
out of asingle, huge square etched into theflint.

Jndigar picked himsdf up, assessed the portal, and announced, /I know this place! It'sthe Guardian of
the Primary Oath! Come on! Thisway out!// He strode off through awhite mist that occluded the entry.

She knew what had happened then> though her memory seemed to be blurring. Somehow Threntisn had
heard her and had decided to risk himsdlf to save them and the Archive—by throwing them out through
one of the anchor points she'd planned to search for. Ahead of them Jindigar's memory led to the outside
world, atrail familiar to him, but which she couldn't possibly negotiate lone. Sheran after him.

Squinting againgt the searing light, she forged ahead until she fell over aridge and into knee-deep water.
On hands and knees she managed to get an eye open and saw the water stretched ahead into the dark
blue of ocean deegps, but a plume of spray rose from its center, spreading mist between her and the figure
gtanding on thefar shore, tdl, white-clad, filling her vison, impossbly bright—seemingly afigurinelit from
within. Flanking it crouched two ferocious-looking animals. As she scrambled to her feet mist and light
cast rainbows around the figure.

Jndigar was standing on top of the water before the figurine. "Who are you?" challenged the odd being.

"All and none" answered Jndigar. "Thereisonly oneidentity, of which | am aninfinitely smal increment.
Y et | contain the pattern of the whole."

"What do you seek?'
"To practice the Laws of Nature.”
"Sufficient, though you may find it more difficult than you expect.”

Jndigar sighed. "Don't | dways?" And he trudged past the figurine onto awhite, crushed gravel path that
led into the distance where grass and trees dotted a peaceful landscape. He turned and beckoned to
Krinata, and she started toward the Guardian. Before sheld gone two steps, he challenged her.

"Who areyou?' asked thefigure.
"All and none," she said, and started on past.

"That's not your own answer." Thefigure raised ahand, and shewas-held in place by an invisbleforce.
"Who are you?"



"Tm not sure. | have many names. Takora, for one."
"| didn't ask your name; your identity.”

She suddenly felt on the verge of tears, likeasmall child caught fibbing about her name. "So call me
Krinataif you prefer! I'm not even sure what identity isl”

"What distinguishesyou from al others?'

She searched the far reaches of memory and was astonished when ablack wall barred her from questing
more than afew decades back. She swallowed sudden fear and answered, "I'm the first humantojoina
Dushau in an Oliat subform. | waswith Jindigar in duad. He'sright there." She pointed.

"Ah, then do you define yoursdlf in terms of what you do or of who you know?'
The stupidity of her answer crashed in on her, and she chewed her lip, perplexed.

Patiently the figure asked, "If | took what you do and who you know away from you, who would you
ml?l

"A believer in peace. | wouldn't torment you like thig!"
"So you define yoursdlf as different from others by what you believe about right and wrong."

Way out on the plain, Jindigar turned his back and began to walk away, shoulders dumped, head
bowed, failure and dgection in his every move. In asudden fit of urgency shethrew afistful of water at
thefigure, though the dropsfell short even of the fountain between them. "If you don't let me pass, I'll go
around you!" She cupped her hands around her lipsand whistled piercingly. "Jindigar! Wait!"

"Youll haveto travel the other ways eventually, but those roads are much harder.” Gently thefigure
asked, "What isit about your identity that you fear so much?'

At wits end, shesnarled, "Losing it, you fool!"
Reasonably the figurereplied, "But if you don't know what it is, how do you know you haveit?'

"What isthis, theriddle of the Sphinx? I've got to catch up to Jindigar!" She waded into the water,
determined to swim across and force her way by the figure onto his path. But she sank like a stone.
Mentdly shecried out in frugtration, So | don't have an identity! I'm nobody!

She began to float to the surface where light beckoned, and a suspicion seeped into her consciousness.
She surfaced on the other side of the fountain, close to the figure. Furious at being tricked but triumphant
at having seen through it, she declared, "There's no such thing asidentity! That's the answer to your
riddie”

Something solid hit her feet, and she stood, wai t-deep.
"Y our attitude isnot optimal, but you may essay the journey—at your own persond risk.”

Crazy Dushau! If ther€'s no such thing as identity, how can anyone take a personal risk! But she
kept her thought to herself and trudged up out of the water, right through the figure, asif it werea
projection, and out onto the trail that snaked away toward the distant mountains. She hurried to catch up
to theindigo form that scuffed aong the path far ahead of her, shoulders bent in defest.

Almost as shewilled her feet to move, she was beside him. He looked around startled. //Ontarrah!//



[l wish you'd stop caling me strange names. | know your silly Sphinx doesn't think identity exigts, but I'm
ahit attached to mine. I'm Takora—I mean, Krinata//

/Y es, Ontarrah, anything you say. But walk alittle! faster. We've got to get to the concert beforeit's
over.//

She was so disturbed to be mistaken for Ontarrah, she strode off ahead of him, trying to outrun the
knotted tangle of emotionsthat mistake evoked. But Takora knew that that particular grieving scar stood
at acrossroad of memory Jndigar had to travel in every farfetching. Familiarity didn't dimitsbright pain.
She had only viewed Grisnilter's recording of Ontarrah's death. Jindigar had to reliveit dl, every time he
wanted totd recall of something that had happened before Ontarrah.

She dowed the pace of her irrationd flight, waiting for him to catch up to her. She heard the music then; it
was swest, with astrong, triumphant best, athrill of gratitude, and a celebration of truth. As she got
closer she could grab hold of it and shapeit, guideit, infuse it with the energies gathering within her that
had no other outlet. Her heart was made of music, and music filled redity. It became the substance of
identity, pulsing back and forth within her body, leaving reawakened sensesin itswake, defining the
meaning of life.

"Krinatal"

Icy Dushau hands grabbed at her dick fingers, trapping them. Her vision spun, her heart thundered in
shock. Dushau voi ces gabbled incomprehensibly over thefina crashing chords of atonal Dushau music.
A whisper somewhere beside her: "1 lost Frey. | lost your son. It was my fault, Threntisn.”

"I couldn't keep him from going to you. He said held search for you athousand years and follow you the
rest of hislife. Intheend hedidn't fed you'd failed him."

A heavy sgh wasthe only answer.

Krinatafdt pulverized, aching in every muscle and joint as she hadn't sncethey'd firgt left Truth. She
pried her eyes open, discovering she was Sitting cross-legged, leaning on thewhulein her [ap. Sheraised
ahand, twisting it free of a Dushau grip. It waswet. Sticky. "What happened?’ Thefire had burned low,
chill darkness engulfing the unfinished hall. People were moving around.

"Here," said someone, and awet cloth was pressed into Krinatal's hand, reeking of antiseptic, stinging her
flesh.

Shefdt ice-cold, stiff. But sheforced her eyesto focus on her hands. Blood. They were covered with
dark red blood. Thefinger board of the whulein her lap was also smeared with it. "Where—how did
we—" Shevaguely remembered setting out to grieve for Frey, to lure Jndigar out of himself—but nothing
after that.

Seeing her eyeing the ingtrument, Darllanyu said, "Y ou played Lewathas whule aswell as Takoraever
did—though how you could with only five fingers, | don't know."

Thewhule had been |eft to Jndigar by Lewatha, the eldest member of Kamminth's—Jindigar'slast Oliat.
Sheld met Lelwatha only minutes before he died protecting his zunre. Hed been dark, emaciated, elderly,
with deep, wise eyes. But some other part of her remembered him aslighter-colored, jolly, wickedly
humorous, intense at composing for whule and durichord. He had taught her to play on thisvery whule,
painting her fantasies of how she'd take Du-shaun society by storm at her next Renewd if she could learn
afew chordsto accompany her splendid singing voice.



Dizzy with the doubled vison, Krinata fought clear of fantasy as her eyes cameto Jndigar.

Hewaslying beside her, the blanket pulled up to his chin, Zannesu holding his head up so he could drink
from asteaming cup. His eyeswere open. "Jndigar!"

Heblinked &t her, then smiled languidly, whispered, "It'sdl right now, Ontarrah." He pushed the cup
aside and struggled to Sit up, barely able to move without Zannesu's help. "I mean Krinata," he corrected
himsdlf, and seemed dmost normd. "Where are we?"

Everyone began to talk a once. Findly Darllanyu summarized recent events, and he focused on her,
enchantment suffusing his features as he croaked, "Don't | know—Dar? Isit redlly—I thought |
contacted—but—" Enchantment faded to puzzlement. "Aveor?"

They dl told him of the deaths, Darllanyu ending with, "Were only atriad now, and since Sarvesun won't
balance you, | don't know how we can condtitute any sort of Oliat.”

"Thiscommunity needsan Oliat," declared Threntisn, eyes narrowed as he surveyed them all. "1 will
modify my position. If you'll accept Jindigar asyour Center, and he survivesit, I'll take the Archive from
him—and take my chanceswithiit."

That was met with an uproar, Darllanyu's voice cutting through it al. ™Y ou don't know what you're
asking. It'smuch too late for him to Center. He's a priest—"

"I know what apriest is. It'sno more than you're asking of me. And we al have the whole community to
congder. | leaveit to your professond judgment.”

He dusted the knees of his trousers and pushed through the group to the door. Someone started to go
after him, but Jindigar raised a hand, panting with the effort but seeming to have sorted out the redlities of
the Stuation very quickly. "Let him go! His suggestion won't help, anyway. |sthere anyone here who'd
work with me?'

Eyes suddenly inspected thefire, faces going stony. Findly Zannesu said, "Most of uswould prefer not
to."

"Then, while someone goes for your Active Priest, we will leave—though | think I'll have to be carried.”

Krinata began the dow, painful business of getting her stiff, numb legs under her. When she was Sitting on
her hedls, Darllanyu said into a bresthless silence, "Jndigar, we have no Active. Y ou will havethat office
in Renewd."

Jndigar stared. "No Active? What happened to—" He rapidly named off alist of Dushau.

Answers came from different people around the circle, until in the end Darllanyu said, "None of them are
here, though some may ill be on their way. We have so little talent left, we dare not attempt another
Oliat without guidance." Shetold him of the way Aveor's bad judgment had led them into ambush.
"Avelor'swasn't adequately balanced. But if you would take Active, | will work with what we have."

An Aliom priest was "active' only during Renewa . Knowing Darllanyu wanted to spend Renewal with
Jndigar, Krinata gppreciated the woman's sacrifice. But Jindigar said, "No, | can't do that while
Threntisn's offer stands and while the community isthreatened.” He sounded weaker as he added, "You
haven't mentioned the Squadron.” When they'd filled him in on what they knew, he mused, "Tornadoes?
Well, even 0, it can't be much longer until they find us. Tomorrow—tomorrow well seeif | can
condtitute an Oliat. Tomorrow...." Hefdll adeep in mid-word.



But it was three days until Jindigar was strong enough to st in achair for more than an hour, and two
more before he was walking. Darllanyu kept Krinatainformed, often by sending Cyruswith adaily
bulletin. She hardly needed the news, though. There was an awarenessin the back of her mind, a
growing strength that kept a smile on her face. She accepted the resdud link, far short of aduad, and
never thought she was responding to it when it suddenly occurred to her that Jindigar would loveto see
Imp.

She had been lying on her back in bed, drowsly redizing it was getting light, when Imp legpt in through
an open window and deposited a till flopping fish on her chest. Stifling an outery, she dried the piol off
and took him and hisfish to the Dushau compound, trying to convince him to gift Jndigar with thefish.
The Dushau who met her looked dubious, but Imp took hisfish and scampered past the gate asif homing
on ascent. Much later Krinatalearned that Imp had found Jindigar's bed and had deposited the cold,
wet fish under hisnose, making him laugh for thefirg time.

Later she sent Jindigar word of how their Cassrian orphans had been adopted by a childless Cassrian
couple who were giving them the kind of love they needed, while Terab and Irnils were accepted by the
Holot community.

She hardly saw any of the other refugees. After being cooped up with each other for nearly ayesr, it
wasn't surprising that they didn't seek each other's company.

Neverthdess, she was enjoying an upwelling sense of hedlth and vitdity. The nightmares had stopped. All
pangs of guilt and shame over Prey's death were gone, and she no longer wondered which passing
Dushau avoided her eyes because she was azunre-killer. She went about her dutiesin thefidds, filling in
for people sent to dig defense trenches, bunkers, traps, and deadfalls with more cheer than their Stuation
warranted.

The settlement’s scouts had observed the hives on the plain above the cliff becoming ever more touchy,
and a skywatcher had reported three orbiters passing overhead the previous night. Artisans redoubled
their pace, fashioning crude wesgpons from native material ; |abor was pulled off thejob for target practice
with stunners and bush-whips.

Irnils turned out to be the champion shot with a stunner, with Terab a close second, because the
Outriders disqudified themsalves. The Holot community wasinordinately proud, their rousing nightly
celebrations entertaining the whole camp.

Cyrustook Krinatato the dancing on thefifth night, after her hands had healed. They had to wait for the
sx-legged Holot to finish before two-legged rhythms were played, the dancing becoming acompetition
among species, in strength and endurance as much as grace and warrior spirit. But it dso seemed to bind
the community, for every night afew Dushau joined in as musicians and dancers.

Studying theindigo figures, dmogt invisblein the dark firdlight, Krinata noticed how they eluded dl direct
confrontation, not flaunting their strength asthe Holot did, nor displaying their grace and speed, asthe
Lehiroh did. Dance was not to them, asto the humans and others, the quasi-sexud ritua of femae
preening to waken mae prowess and lead to sensuous intimacy.

No, there was another energy the Dushau were raising, another way of living symbolized by their dance.
They moved among the aggressive shouting and ssomping dancers like wraiths, near but not touching,
gpparently in danger of collison but escaping unhurriedly. They understood the pattern of the dance and
wove themsalvesthrough it without disturbing it—without leaving atrace. And when they Ieft, the dance
was over.

Krinata dreamed of that dance, and what it might become when danced during Renewal, and woke



chasing the memory with atantaizing sense of near understanding. Later that morning, the seventh snce
they'd arrived, Darllanyu sought her out where she was hel ping weed afield.

By thistime Krinata didn't even notice the curious stares that followed the Dushau visits. Those who
accepted her odd connection to the Dushau had asked their embarrassing questions and become friends.
Those who couldn't encompassit just left her done.

"You look asif you've already done aday'swork," said Darllanyu as Krinataleaned on her hoe, stripping
off gloves.

It was only mid-morning, but Krinatahad been out since before dawn. "It'salmost quitting time. Too hot
for humansto work. The Lehiroh crew will be out in abit." She was supposed to go with Cyruslater, to
gather medicind herbsfor thefield hospitd, in case they survived the battle.

"Theroof on thetempleisfinished, and it'scool insde," offered Darllanyu. Krinataraised her eyebrows,
and Darllanyu interpreted that correctly. "Jindigar is going to try the congtitution now, and he sayswith
the duad link, it'sdigtracting if you're focusing on this ecology while he'strying to pull an Oliat out of thin
ar.”

Shewas speaking colloquia Dushauni, and though Krinatadidn't follow it al, she asked, "What duad
link?"

"The oneyou're holding with Jndigar.”
"Oh," said Krinata, some things coming clear. "Duad.”
"Will you come?"

All morning she'd been suppressing an urge to go to the Dushau compound to see Jindigar—knowing
she'd be brusquely turned away at the gate. "Duad,” she repeated, hacking her hoe into the ground to
mark her place. "Can | shower first?'

"Don' takelong," Darllanyu admonished, and started back aong the furrow. "I'll send Zannesu for you."

The Aliom temple wasindeed cool insde, and they even had afire going. They had plugged dl the
windows with some fine, dry moss and trickled water into it from acistern on theroof. The air that came
through the windows was severa degrees cooler than that outside.

A new celling wasin place, forming an insulating attic space above rough hewn roof beams, and the giant
Oliat symbol had been finished, an X supported at its crux by an arrow point. It stood away from the
back wall, taler than aman and twice as broad. Piles of debris till littered the floor, and hegps of lumber
for furniture were stacked near thewalls. The astringent smell of sawdust from Phanphihy's woodsfilled
theair.

Asshe camein with Zannesu, people stood talking in smal groups. She saw Jndigar sitting on apile of
boards close to Darllanyu, and there was something different about him—a vibrant sensuousness that
echoed through the duad link—as if atotdly different persondity with different values and godswas
straggling to emerge. He brushed hisfingers across Darllanyu's cheek in aclearly intimate gesture,
whispering to her. Her hands drifted to his neck, but he caught them and returned them to her Iap, afirm
negative.

Then he saw Krinata and rose to come toward her. He moved like an old man, carefully on top of his
feet. She was shocked at how he seemed to have aged. His nap even seemed darker. "I'm glad you
decided to come," he said. "'l should have come out to see you—"



"No," shedenied. "It'sdl right. If | can help—"

"Wdll, | don't know. But let's get started and see what happens.” He turned to look around the room and
gathered attention by cdling out the firgt line of achant, which everyone answered. The groups codesced
into one, aform that changed constantly, Dushau dance without the structure of the aggressive species,
yet burgting with triumph, vigor, and the joy of celebration. Her feet wanted to movein the patterns, but
she held back, for they were doing more than dancing. They were presenting themsalvesto Jindigar for
hisjudgment, displaying skills, announcing taents. Eventudly they ended in asingle movement, dl facing
the Oliat symboal.

At the base of the huge symbol was alarger-than-life wood carving of a Dushau hand, the end of each of
the saven fingers tapering into astylized flame while the palm, cupped upward, became abowl filled with
water in which atiny fish swam. The carved hand was set on astonetray filled with dirt, and planted asa
miniature garden. On another tray hewn from agorgeous pink stone from alocd quarry was an array of
local fruits. Sheld heard mat the Dushau eventualy planned to use that stone for permanent buildings.
They were uncomfortable with wooden structures, which wouldn't 1ast long enough to raise achild.

Jndigar gazed at the ensemble of symbols. "W, pi- oneering does require improvisation. Thetest is
whether it works." He motioned to Krinata to stand to one side, asking, "Can you focus your whole
attention on these symbols?"

"l cantry," she said without much hope. She was much too interested in what was going on, but he was
attempting ajob he wasn't qudified for, and she wanted to help.

"Do your bet," hereplied, and turned and went into the space between the carved X and thewall.
Singly, the others went behind the symbol to face him. Sometimestheir low voices could be heard, but
she was more fascinated by the hand growing from the tiny garden, turning to flame. The duad link
vibrated, tantalizing her with near ingghtsfrom timeto time, apattern trying to form, delicate, unstable,
guided by that symbolic hand beneath the balanced X which formed the shape of the Oliat array:

Protector Receptor Inreach
Center
Formulator Emulaor Outreach

At one point it ssemed that the carved hand had turned from wood to polished indigo agate, and now

redl flames rose from the fingertips, casting light and warmth on the world cupped in the pdm and
growing in the soil that nurtured the hand. The plants around the hand had matured, become vinestwining
around thefingers, shading the pond. Each of the seven flame jets emitted asingle musical note, forming a
chord.

She had just begun to see how the flames both rose from the fingertips of the hand and descended from
the X, tracing out abranched path like alightning strike, depicting the way dl things were of onefabric,
when the last of the candidates emerged, followed by Jindigar, and the whole vision shimmered back to
redlity—awooden hand, no flames, no obvious significance.

Asthe candidates had returned they'd divided themsdlves into two groups. There were six in the smaller
group, everyone esein the larger, asthe last man came around to the front. He looked from one group
to the other asatota hush fell. He turned to the array of symbols and chose and ate a piece of fruit. Then
he picked up the platter of fruit, offering it to the group of six, who had drawn closer together. Krinata
had learned to .recognize fear in a Dushau, and she saw it now asthe last man faced them.

Jndigar announced, "Indito will take your Center."

Indito proffered the tray of fruit to each of the other s, and each hesitated asif hislife depended on it



before selecting and eating afruit.

When the tray was returned to its place, Jindigar addressed them. "Y ou will be avery substandard Oliat,
in great danger from your own lack of experience, but if you survive long enough, you'll gain skill and
serve thiscommunity well. I'll spesk to the Outriders| brought with me, and to your own Senior
Outrider. They'll bewaiting if you can Temper and Baance."

Zannesu was with the new Oliat, as was Darllanyu. Jindigar's gaze locked to hersfor amoment, then he
added, "Indito, if you're very clever, you'l set Dar as your Outreach, and Zannesu as Inreach.” He
named off the other Offices but added, "Of course, it's your Oliat, and not my place to advise further.”

Jndigar swept Krinatatoward the portal, leading an exodus. The oppressive heat of |ate afternoon made
Krinata's knees sag, and from how tired she was she realized how exhausted Jindigar had to be. The
others dispersed, and Darllanyu caught up with them near the Historians temple, where Threntisn was
sitting on the porch, at a makeshift table, eating fruit and sipping from a canteen.

Stopping Jndigar, Darllanyu said to Krinata, "1 must thank you for grieving Aveor'swith me. If we never
speak again, | want you to know you've given mealLaw of Nature| could never have apprehended
without you."

Krinatawas nonplussed. Jndigar explained, "Dar, | suspect Krinatadoesn't recall peripheras.”
"But when she saved me from Avelor's beasts, she—"
"Avdor's beasts?" asked Krinata.

"Y ou don't remember," stated Darllanyu. Bewildered, she complained, "Jindigar, what good isagrieving
she can't remember?”

"Humans are like that. It doesn't worry me.”
"Nothing ever worriesyou."

"Let'snot quarrd. Thismay be an ending for us"
"Y ou chose to send meinto Indito's."

Heriveted her with apeculiar gaze, aragged toneto hisvoice ashe said, "If I'd been an Active, |
probably couldn't have. Isthat what you wanted to hear?!

It was Darllanyu's turn to manifest some other persondity, ready to shuck off al the affairs previoudy
important to her and turn in adifferent direction. Those two persondlities warred within her as shelocked
eyeswith Jndigar.

Then, suddenly, choosing duty above gratification, she whirled and strode back to the temple.

Jndigar watched her go, one hand dmost beckoning her back. But, resolutely, he turned away, gripping
Krinata's arm as Zannesu had—repressed tremors pulsing through him. Could Dushau seduce each
other into Renewal ?

Asthey made for the street of housesthat led to the gate, Threntisn caled, "Jindigar!”

TEN
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Jndigar sopped, paused before turning asif summoning strength, and then called back to Threntisn,
"YS’?I

Threntisn beckoned, and Jndigar glanced at Krinata. She offered, "I could find my own way to the

"Thiscan't takelong. | must find the Outriders. Can you wait?"

"Sure," she agreed, and expected to park herself near one of the newly planted saplings. But Jindigar
kept his hold on her elbow as he headed for the Historian's porch.

Asthey approached, Threntisn piled up two more stacks of lumber and laid out some more fruit from a
net bag beside him. "Come—there's fresh—whatever these are. We must name these things, you know."

Jndigar remained standing. "Y our department. I'm on an errand, Threntisn.”
"Bluntly, do we havean Oliat?'

"Maybe, though anywhere else they'd be cdled aheptad.”

"Not my businessto assess your risks—"

Jndigar tensed. "But it'syour businessto set them.”

Krinata had never seen Jindigar's anger before, and she well understood it, for Threntisn had set
impossible conditionsfor taking the Archive from Jindigar.

"Sit down,” urged Threntisn. "I'll have someone escort Krinatato the gate. Y ou and | must spesk
frankly."

Jndigar looked to Krinata. "This concerns my apprentice too. And, if | were her, | wouldn't appreciate
being disregarded.”

"If I wereyou," said Krinatato Threntisn in her best Dushauni submission-mode, "1 wouldn't assume that
the senior Oliat priest had been detailed to escort avisitor to the gate.”

Threntisn gazed at her in astonishment, then asmile lighted his face and he stood, swveeping her a courtly
bow. "My apologies. | hadn't realized you were so deeply involved. Jindigar—please. | won't keep you

long."

They took seats, and Threntisn handed Krinata one of the nicest yellow fruits, which could be eaten skin
and dl. It was cool and juicy, and shewasthirsty! "Thank you."

Jndigar likewise accepted afruit and idly toyed with avery largeloop of string on the makeshift table.
"Y ou may spesk fredly in front of Krinata"

"l saw you with Dar. I'm sorry it doesn't seem to be working out. She's so much closer to Renewal than
you are."

"Therés no telling how long Indito'swill lat, if it ever forms. But—I can't make plansuntil I've delivered
the Archive. | can't even train Krinata. The Archive's undtered now, but my every thought setsit
resonating. Every association—even references to people I've known—every persona memory leads me
toit. I wouldn't dare try to Center even if they'd have me—Threntisn, didn't you see how | dmost pulled
the entire grieving zunre into the Eye with me? | didn't mean to do that! | could inadvertently pull an entire
Oliat in there with me. Thething'sagiant trap now. Takeit, and let me use my taentsfor this



community.”
"l can't. My oath forbids."
"Couldn't you seethe Archive is unaltered? Y ou cameinto it to rescue us.”

Krinatalistened, haunted by echoes of memory—suddenly unable to sort dream from redlity. Did she
remember being sucked down into awhirlwind caled an Eye, or had that been a nightmare from the bad
timesout onthe plain?

"With Grisnilter's Seals broken there's no way to test his Archive. No one could check every record in it
againg other Archives. It would take more than alifetime! But we were dl ableto get out, which clearly
indicates that the structure is undistorted. Y our zeal convinces me that the contents are probably
unedited. That'swhy | made my offer. I'll chanceit, if | have proof of your fidelity to satisfy our Criteria.
Surviving Centering would be sufficient.”

"But that'simpossible. Y ou saw that at the grieving. My identity is pledged to Raichmat's multicolony just
asitisto ddivering Grisnilter's Archive. Since the Archive will destroy any Oliat zunre linked to me—in
fact, it prevents my completely dissolving the duad I'm holding with Krinata, and so it endangers her
too—I can't fulfill ether pledge.

"Shoshunri Observed that it'simpossible to achieve Completion by forsaking fiddlity or to achieve fiddity
by forsaking Completion. Y ou're demanding | choose between two vows of equd force. Either choiceis
aforsaking of fiddlity. So you're asking meto forsake fidelity to provefiddlity."

He knew something like this could happen, thought Krinata. That's why he fought Grisnilter so
hard.

"That's agood description of what you're demanding of me," the Historian replied. "'I'm pledged to
protect the accuracy of our memory. | dare not introduce a questionable Archiveinto our colony's
permanent record. Thisisnow my community. For a Historian, the community becomes Identity. |
wouldn't expect an Aliom to understand I dentity, but you come of aHistorian family...."

Jndigar seized onthat. "Yes, and so | know this community must have this Archive—the risk of taking it
islessthantherisk of delay, for | will fail eventudly.”

"I don't know that you haven't failed aready. With the Seal broken I've no way to test it, short of
absolute proof of your fiddity. How did you break into it? Inverting?”

Jndigar held himsdf very 4iill, but his confesson when it came held neither guilt, remorse, nor pride.
"Yes" Jn-digar recited the eventsthat led to Desdinda's death asiif telling off memory beadson a
well-worn gtring.

Findly he added, "We were avery hasty, unbalanced triad, and | did Invert them—but only to affect the
Emperor's machinery, which was being used to keep usfrom our proper placein the pattern—I wouldn't
expect aHigtorian to understand. We did survive, so | wasright. But Desdindas death |eft usdl
injured—so | was a'so wrong. Frey eventudly died asaresult of atrain of bad judgments, for which I'm
asoresponsible. If Krinataand | die because of the Archive being unSedled, then it will confirm the
injunction againgt Inversion, for it will be clear that Inverting hasimpaired my judgment, preventing
anyone associated with me from attaining Completion.”

"Andif you survive?' Threntisn prompted.

"It won't disprove the theory, for the dangers are as formidable as reputed. Threntisn, | didn't Invert



origindly to disprove the mgjor tenet of Aliom! It wasa'strike," an unpremeditated action, an expression
of the primal desireto surviveto Completion. | believe gill have agood chance et it." He explained how
Desdinda's death had left aLoop impressed on Krinata, and how sheld finally dealt with it in the hive.
She hardly recognized asingleimage. But it brought back the stark terror, the forced confrontation, and
theinfinite rdief sheld felt. Those had become such anintegrd part of her identity, she didn't know they
were there anymore.

He finished his account, adding, "I couldn't help either Frey or Krinata because of the Archive. Krinata
hedled hersdlf, despite the hive's Long Memory, while Frey failed.”

"Y ou put the Archive above your zunre'slives?'

Jndigar hung hishead. Hissgh was along shudder. But when heraised hiseyes, hesaid firmly, "Yes.
And | will dways, becauseif | break my pledge to Grisnilter, what good ismy pledge to my zunre, and if
| forsakefiddlity, how can | or my zunre achieve Completion?"

Threntisn turned to Krinata. "How do you fed about that?*

"Maybe| can't ever know how aHistorian regards | dentity, but I'm beginning to believe mineincludes
Jndigar, and that'swhy we're linked. But 1'd rather die than see him go to Dissolution, which iswhat
ruining the Archivewould do to him."

Astonished, Threntisn asked Jindigar, "Is she another Ontarrah? Isthat why Darllanyu—"

Ontarrah. Images of a sumptuous bedchamber flooded into her mind, and suddenly she knew who
Ontarrah was, though the memory had that same maybe-not-dream quaity which so confused her these

days.

"No, she'snot," Jndigar answered levedly. "Wewon't make that mistake again. But | owe her my life,
many times over. She's zunre to me, and your son—and so to you. Take the Archive, Threntisn—before
it does become dtered—and let mefulfill my other obligations.”

Silently he weighed Jindigar, and Krinata thought held do it, but he said, "I believe you, Jindigar, and |
want to now. But | can't. | must have full-jeopardy, objective proof for the record before | canrisk it.
Doesn't Aliom have some such law for its Seniors?!

"Yes, of course. | understand, but | disagree. There must be some law you are breaking by forcing this
choice upon me." He glanced at the sun. "We must go." On the stairs he turned and added, " After you
fished usout of the Archive's Eye, | thought you'd understand.”

"l do, Jindigar. Y ou chose Dissolution with the Archive, rather than break either oath. Y ou'd have made
agreat. Historian. That'sthe only other choice you have, you know." He gestured to the portal behind
him. "Comein and let me teach you to reSedl it and foster it yoursdlf."

Jndigar looked up at the other man with anironic smile. "I will—on the day you become an Aliom
pries.”

"Then we may go to dissol ution/death together, each clinging to our own path to Completion and failing.”
Jndigar sighed, shook his head, and took Krinata off toward the street that led to the compound gate.

Eye of the Archive. Theimage awakened vague shuddering terrorsfor Krinata. "It seems everybody
€lse remembers what happened in that grieving. All | seem to have isadetermination never totry it

agdn'”



"Grieving itsdf isn't afearful experience; being dragged into someone else's attempted suicideis. I'm
sorry, Krinata, but you left me no choice.”

When she asked what he meant, he drew her avivid word picture of the Archive swallowing them. She
recalled the jagged black pinnacle, and a pond with its ludicroudy fearsome guardian, and described
them, saying, "I cast us off and limited your options. If I'd understood then, I might not have done that.
I'm sorry.”

"It was the only way out for me. The problem, of course, was how many other liveswere risked for my
sake and what | owethem al for that.”

"I didn't know anyone else wasinvolved when | did it."

"No?' He shook his head. "Pinnacles, fountains, and luminous statues, of al things—the imagery of the
human mind is astonishing. | wonder how | can possibly train you in duad across such agulf. But | know
| heard you play the whule—and beautifully too."

"I hope my blood didn't rain the strings.”
"I cleaned them easily. Such an ingrument doesn't survive by being sensitive to moisture, remember?”

The memory of thewaterfdl inthe smal canyon rushed at her through the duad link. All the reasonshe
shouldn't cometo carefor her flooded into her mind. "Jndiga—"

"I hopeyoull play for me, now that your fingers are healed. 1t could help you recdl Prey's grieving and
make it useful to you." They were at the portal, and he said, before she could answer, "Come, let's dert
the Outriders, then go down by the river and watch the piolsfish.”

The Outriders were camped just within the walls that enclosed the entry to the Dushau compound.
Clearly this outer areawould contain smal cabinsto house the Outriders—who had better sense than to
intrude on the inner compound and who could then dedl with ephemeras on behdf of the Dushau. But
only afew of the cabins had walls as yet. Thefour Lehiroh and Cy had a cook fire blazing and dinner
roasting whilethey cleaned stun rifles.

Cyrusturned. "Jindigar! Come, gt down! Krinata—"
"Oh, no! | forgot, Cy! | was—"
"It's okay. They told me you were on another job."

Jndigar lowered himsdf to St on apack beside thefire, and Storm fussed over him, inssting they stay for
dinner. "Y ou've got to get your strength back.”

"“I'm fine now, redly. Thank you," said Jndigar.

They served ahaunch of mest, with eggs and fruit, saying, "WEell belaying in suppliesfor the winter as
soon as the smoke pits are ready.”

"Good," sad Jindigar. "Thiscommunity will survive." And he explained the needs of the new Oliat—how
much more ddlicate their balance was than the groups who worked for the Allegiancy. " Ordinarily such
an Oliat would work only on Dushaun, using Officers as Outriders. Here, we need you to relate them to
the ephemera community.”

"WEelIl keep ephemeras away from them until they'reready,” said Storm,



They talked of the community's plansfor defense, then they dl went with Jindigar for hisfirst view of the
river. While the others splashed about with people just getting off work and corning to bathe, the piols
flashed about deviling the swimmers. Krinataand Jndigar found a spot under atree and sat talking. After
awhile Jindigar questioned her about how she was getting along. "Does Viradd bother you?'

" She doesn't seem to be spreading rumors. 1've met some friendly people, but there are al so those who
won't spesk to me. On the whole, misisan unusually harmonious group.”

"Well, they're Raichmat zunre, and Raichmat was of Shoshunri's School of Efficacious Hel plessness, so
naturaly everyone hereishiased in—" He sat bolt upright. "That'sit! But neither Threntisn nor | have
goplied it consgently!" He glanced at her. "What's wrong?”'

School of Efficacious Helplessness? "I madethat up! | made that silly phrase up!” And she recounted
her ingght whilewatching thelightning.

"You've donealot of reading. Y ou must have—"
"No! I'd remember something like that!"

"Takorawas trained by Raichmat, and you seem to have internalized her from my memories. It's puzzling,
but no human has ever—"

Shelost track of hiswords, assembling fragile threads of memory. Could it redly be? The preposterous
conviction grew beyond al reason. Shetold hersdf the Dushau knew what they were talking
about—they didn't reincarnate. She wasn't even sure ephemeras did. Maybe everybody doesn't always
—Dbut somehow, | once was Takora. | was never Desdinda—thisis totally different. I'm not
Takora now, but once | was her.

Shelooked over a Jndigar, who'd fallen adeep waiting for her to reply to something. I'm out of my
mind! He'd never believeit, | don't!

Other consequences crowded into her head—after being Center, you couldn't go back into the Oliat.
There had to be some reason for that rule—had she caused her problem with Desdinda by breaking an
Oliat rule? Or didn't the rule carry from one lifetime to anothe—-but Dushau didn't reincarnate, so how
could they have multilife rules?

Krinatawas till chasing theillogic around in circleswhen it got so dark, they had to wake Jndigar and
leave theriver to the nightstalkers. Jindigar walked back to the Dushau compound, weary but seeming
stronger. Perhaps tomorrow there'd be time to discuss her wild notions.

But the next morning, she woke to the sounds of women poking up the fire and washing in the buckets
brought in the night before and warmed this morning with hot stones from the banked fire, or helping each
other bind their hair.

A low rumble shook the building, evoking a babble of comments: " Sounds mechanica!” "No, just
thunder—another sorm.” "Thunder doesn't go on getting louder like that!"

Thewalls began to rattle, and she was fully awake. The ground shook, the animalsin the hive-corra
screamed. People poured out of buildings, raising adreadful racket.

The Sguadron!

Krinata had pulled on trousers and was skipping to yank on boots as she ran out the door before any of
the women aready up and dressed could move. She scrambled across a trench and sprinted toward the



Dushau compound, the duad link within her mind ringing out alarm.

At the place where two roads met to feed into the portal, acrowd of Dushau had gathered. Storm and
Cy, with agroup of Dushau and Lehiroh, surrounded the seven who had balanced in Oliat. Jndigar found
Krinata, and she shouted over the ramble, "What isthat noise?"

"Look up!" heydlled pointing.

Above the cloudsin the morning sky four flat shapes descended, plumes of plasmaand vapor spraying
from the undersides. The duad linkage made them seem familiar, though she'd never seen one before.
"Imperid Landbases,” Jndigar identified tonelesdy, "fortresses, each carrying hundreds of troops! Once
positioned, they could demolish the settlement, even boil the ground down to bedrock.” Hisclinica
distance reminded her of how held told Threntisn that every memory led to the Archive. HE's more
frightened than | am!

Someone yelled, "Look!" To the west, on the cliff high above them where one of the bases was settling, a
line of armored Imperia troopers waited mounted on gravity scooters, weapons at ready, armor
scintillating.

Darllanyu separated from the Oliat and shouted to Cy, "Look! Up therel” She pointed to the mounted

troopers. ""Phanphihy native—hivebounders—aherdd, we think, and alittle one—mind-gatherer.
Prisonerg”

Jndigar drew Krinataaway down the road to the cliff, peering up uncertainly. "It could be Chinchee! |
wouldn't put it past him to try to communicate with the Imperias. They might have forced him to leed
them here"

"How would he know?'
"Phanphihy doesn't need an Oliat—it isan Oliat!"

By now the trenches werefilling, but the refugees from Truth were gravitating toward Jindigar, Terab
and Irilsin the lead. Energy weapons, created from the downed landers drives, had been placed in the
bunkers, and now crews rushed to man them. Others, armed with hunting stunners and farming tools, air
rifles, and even quarter-staves, assembled.

"Krinata, do you notice anything odd?" asked Jindigar, pivoting to view each of the four fortresses that
were now hovering within afew feet of the ground, forms distorted by shimmering waves of energy and
plumes of dudt.

At her bewilderment he asked, "How many troops do you suppose are realy up there?!

One of thefortresses was settling right on the far edge of the east field, the sun rising behind it. Another
was due north of the corral, while the third came down to the south of the stockade on the flat area
around the gravel mine. The fourth, on the escarpment above them, cut off all hope of escape.
"Eight—maybe twelve hundred in the fortresses. Another hundred or so mounted and ready to movein
onus”

"No," hesaid dowly, pivoting. "No, it'satrick!"

Hewhirled and strode back to the Oliat where a crowd of the settlement’s el ected defense managers
were clumsily questioning Darllanyu over Cy's objections.

Jndigar sngled out the ephemerd leader. "I bdieve | can extract the information you most need.”



He motioned Cy to move the defense committee back and turned to Darllanyu. His demeanor was
shockingly distant, impersond, as he addressed not Darllanyu, but the Oliat. "Does Indito's notice
anything odd about the eastern fortress?"

One of the Officer's eyes snapped to the east where the descending fortresswas till barely visible. The
Outreach answered, loudly enough for the committee to hear, "Indito'sjudges thereis no fortress there,
nor to the north, nor to the south! The western oneis solid. And manned.” There was ahesitation, asilent
communion among them. "Indito’s estimates the western fortressis sparsely crewed—perhaps only three
or four hundred.”

A runner was dispatched to concentrate forces in the west, and jubilation spread through the defenders.
They numbered nearly athousand, and the enemy only four or five hundred. Without the Oliat they'd
never have known, and the ruse might have made them surrender.

Jndigar fired more carefully worded questions at the Outreach, and gradualy the defense command saw
how the Squadron had been decimated already. The fortresswas barely functional, mafunctions plaguing
them where native sand or even air had gotten in. A nasty fungus had ruined the air purifier, and
something vile was growing in the water. They'd lowered their ambient temperature to try to kill the
microorganisms, and asaresult, many of them wereill.

Exposure to the hivebound had |eft them all seeing horrors crawling out of solid bulkheads or lurking
behind every tree or hill. Transfixed within their halucinations, the crew made irreparable errorswith
precious equipment. They wanted nothing more than to get off this uninhabitable planet before their ships
were no longer spaceworthy.

Jndigar traded aglance with Krinata, and she knew this was indeed what had happened to Raichmat's
Ouitriders. It hadn't happened to Truth's passengers only because Jindigar and Frey had kept them
treading lightly through thisworld's ecology. Her dedgehammer attacks with Inverting the triad could
have destroyed them all.

Indito's Outreach proclaimed, "The whole fortress rings with resentment and anger covering fear and
revulsion. They must attack soon, for we stand between them and home.”

Indito's prediction was hardly made when the mounted cohort on the cliff above rosein amaneuver
clearly intended to be parade-ground-precise and impressive. But three stragglers, one scooter failure
that sent itsrider tumbling into the river, and amidair collision spoiled the effect. Asif to divert attention
from that, the fortress extruded a beamer-cannon and fired at the row of abandoned landers parked to
the north of the corra. The loud crack-whump sound deafened them, and shards of shredded hull and
circuitry rained down, forcing al the unarmored to duck.

Then the cannon turned and bombarded the corral. The animas huddled together in terror. The densaly
packed flesh exploded. Blood and chunks of sizzling mest rained onto rooftops and defendersto the
north.

Then battle was joined, and people were screaming and dying on all sides as armored troopers
descended toward the Dushau compound.

"Why don't they just obliterate the settlement?' asked Viraddl, who was holding astun pistal, standing
among the other refugees who'd come with Jndigar.

Jndigar answered, "They want usdive."

On the cliff top more troopers were pouring out of the fortress—some jumping down the cliff using their



armor's repellers, others on grav-scooters or huge, round flying gun platforms. The defenders, pulled out
of the north trench and from the riverside emplacements, had regrouped to defend the Dushau stockade,
forming aline about a hundred meters away.

Krinatawatched horrified asthe fighting came at them like awave and was staled by the defenders. Five
scooters were downed by Lehiroh farmers, but more armored Imperia's descended from the cliff. The
Outriders urged the Oliat toward the river. Jindigar cdled, "Cy, it's pointlessto retreat. We can't outrun
them.”

"Then let's surrender!” said Krinata

"No usel" replied Terab. "All of us here are guilty of consorting with Dushau—an automatic desth
pendty.”

Krinata could see no pattern in it, no right place to be, no way to efficacious helplessness. All her insghts
deserted her, except the one determination never to try to solve a problem by Inverting an Oliat subform.
"I don't know about you," she said, "but | can't just stand here and watch people be daughtered
defending mel™

She charged down the road toward the battle, pausing only to grab a stunner from a dead defender.
Crouching low, she zigzagged, firing the stunner at coruscating Imperial armor. She was amazed to be
alive when she reached the place where six Holot had downed three troopers. Riderless scooters floated
overhead. Beyond her, defenders stole wegpons from the dead bodies and fired on the next wave of
troops. Then- crisp formation dissolved on contact with the defenders. The professonas had lost their
nerve. Still, many defenders went down before overwheming force.

Krinata saw aHolot engineer she recognized fire at amounted trooper. The trooper, armor sparkling
with protective fields, fired back. The Holot went down, and the rider zoomed over him, till firing at his
vicim.

Krinatatossed her stunner aside, dove at the Holot's body, and snatched up his beamer to fire at the
trooper, as sherolled for cover behind aboulder. As she moved, the Holot's head came away from his
shoulders and rolled to her feet. She screeched, gagged, and amost retched. But then she saw the
scooter returning, itsrider aming abeamer at her, but hisarmor was gray now, not scintillating.

With a coolness that astonished her sheroseto her knee, aimed at the professiona who wasaiming a
her, and squeezed off the neatest shot sheld ever put into a moving target. The trooper's armored head
rolled to one side, his body fell off the scooter on the other side, and the scooter was | eft riderless,
coming toward her oninertia

She dropped flat, letting it zip over her, blessng Arla for the hours of weapons drill held put her through
after each of her injuries.

Prone, she squirmed around and glanced back at the knot of people gathered about the Oliat. As she
watched, Viradel grabbed a stun rifle from Adinaand broke ranksto follow Krinata. Right behind her
came Jindigar. The Dushau were evolved prey, not evolved predators like the other species here, and
never fought unless cornered. When they did fight, their style was more devious than vicious.

Behind Jindigar, severd of the Dushau who'd grieved Frey also broke ranks and trotted after him. Others
joined the movement, grouping around the Oliat and its Outridersin a protective wal of indigo bodies,
charging into battle,

Asthe Dushau moved, another Imperial mounted detachment peeled off and swooped down over them.



Firing deadly burners and beamers, they dashed through the defenders. But some Imperiadswere only
armed-with stunners. They're not invincible! Krinata's heart thundered with the first hope sheld felt.
Somefalen defenders had to be dive.

Grinning, sherose and amed her beamer at the mechanism of agun platform aready wobbling asit
descended. Tracking her target, she burned through the housing, and the platform dropped inertly. She
picked off two more scooters and was just beginning to fed effective when a suit of Holot armor, dull
gray without itsfields, came up behind and snatched her off her feet in ahuge bear hug.

Without warning the both of them went spinning into a backward somersault, and the trooper landed on
top of her, knocking her breath out. Cy heaved the armor off her, hollering over his shoulder, "Jindigar,
that was clumsy. Y ou amost killed Krinatal

Jndigar sent another trooper spinning and waded toward them. " She's not hurt!™
"That's not the point!" Cy complained. "Y ou should have let me take his head off."
Krinata pointed and screamed, "Duck!"

Another scooter whizzed overhead. Cy came up on one knee, shooting from the hip into the underside.
Sparksflew, and aloud explosion flattened them again. The concussion unsested a couple of other
troopers, who were summarily dealt with by other defenders, and suddenly there were alot of
abandoned scooters floating around. Krinata knew the best strategy was to outflank and attack from
behind.

She beckoned. "Come on!" She grabbed a scooter, swung aboard, and fumbled at the controls. She'd
never been on amilitary unit before. After severa harrowing mistakes she found that the controls were
backwards.

After that, it was ashort hop to the top of the cliff. She angled north acrossthe tall grassto the fortress,
sparing only one quick glance back. Anindigo flood, carrying ahost of other species, rose over the cliff
edge behind her. Hell of a way to surrender, isn't it?

Streaking low, hoping none of the big gunswould fire at them, she aimed for the fortresss
scooter-launching platform. A swarm of half-armored troopers—all species— emerged onto the
platform, took positions, and fired at them with smdl arms, mostly stun-pistols.

Sheflew straight into it, unable to remember how to turn. A shot sSinged her hair. Another glanced off the
scooter's armor. Then one direct hit showered sparksin her face. She yawed and crashed onto the
platform, skidded sideways, and smashed the bottom of her scooter into the hatch at the rear of the
platform. The heavy machine blocked the hatch, whileit pinned her |eft leg to the deck. Behind her, the
other scooters came in, landing with more elegance. Most riderless scooters circled under control of the
docking programmer. But the Dushau transferred from one scooter to another in midair, sending their
abandoned machinesin to crash on the platform, turning it into asmoking inferno, driving the Imperids
back through other hatches.

Krinata put her hands over her head. She was trapped, about to die, and it had al been for nothing. She
had totaly surrendered to her fate, when suddenly she heard, "Jindigar, give meahand!" 1t was Cy,
heaving at the dead machine pinning her. Indigo handsjoined his, and human ones.

"Jndigar! Storm! Viradd!" She pulled her leg free, amazed she could ill fed it. Cy pulled her up. She
leaned on him, squinting through the smoke, coughing. "Wherésthe Oliat?"



Jndigar gathered her in, and she fdlt the duad link clenched down tight, so she could barely fed! it.
"They've taken losses. We must secure the platform to give them time to recover from the shock."

"Jndigar, you should stay and help them." She grunted as she hel ped Cy heave the dead scooter away
from the hatch.

"No," he said woodenly, dragging at the massive machine.

Shefroze at ahorrible thought. "Darllanyu?’ She had to peel him away from the stubborn lump of meta
and sheke him. "Darllanyu? Isshe dl right?

"I don't know! I must not go to them now, Krinata, and neither may you!" He yanked free and applied
himsdlf to the job. With Cy and Storm they moved it enough to get by. Krinatagrabbed afully charged
beamer from a Cassrian trooper. People gathered to follow them, but Jindigar nudged Cy and Storm
back. "The Oliat needs you."

Cy glanced at Krinata as she struggled to fit her hand into the grip of the Cassrian's beamer. He said,
"Storm, I'll stay with the duad; your group take the rest of the Oliat." Then he forged ahead into the open
hatch, beckoning, "Come on before we lose the advantage of surprise.”

Krinata pushed ahead, ignoring the sharp yanks of pain that laced her body. Her concentration narrowed
to exclude fear, but her heart was pumping hard. She glanced back and thought she saw Shorwh behind
them. No! He'sjust a child!

But there was no time. She traded the Cassrian beamer to a Cassrian who could useit, in return for a
burner designed for human hands. It could cut through the bulkheads of thisfortressif it had to.

They jogged dong a corridor to an intersection, rounded the corner, and found awaist-high barricade
across the bottom hdf of the next corridor. Behind that, aline of Imperias stood, weapons aimed
point-blank.

When they whirled to look behind, avacuum bulkhead dammed across the intersection. Retreat was cut
off. Along the corridor, status panels blinked darmvdert. A slence fell asthe two groups confronted each
other.

Krinata handed her burner to Jindigar and strolled out into the space between them, arms out from her
Sdes, asmile on her face. "'l surrender!”

At the center of the line of troopersfacing them, a Cassrian, grotesque in scintillating Imperia armor, but
wearing Commander'sinsgnia, snapped in atrained voice, "Who are you?'

"Mysdf," snapped Krinata
The Commander warned, "Insolence will—"
Jndigar handed away the weapons and drifted out behind her. She didn't turn.

Digracted, the Commander started again, in amore reedy voice, Cassrian outrage growing, "What kind
of people are you to bring achild into this?

"What?' Krinataturned to follow his gaze. Shorwh eased out of the group. Hisfield clothes were torn
and dirty, and helimped on hisright leg, but he held himslf proudly.

"They didn't bring me," he announced. "I came because | mugt protect my sblings—I'm al they have.”



Krinata could never have read Cassrian emotions through the shrouding armor, but she guessed that the
Commander's parenta ingtincts had engaged. Shorwh had claimed asacred privilege. If hisbrothers
lived, hewouldn't be killed.

The Commander of the fortress signaed, and the barricade clanged into the floor. The troops moved up
to cut the three off from the group surging forward to hel p the Dushau. The Commander aimed his
beamer at them and announced, "The battle is over. The settlement has surrendered.” He ordered his
men to put the prisonersin detention. "And get identity checks on them al. We can be off this planet by

nightfall."
He turned and stomped away. Krinata stared after them.

They were herded through a cargo bay hatch, beyond which was along chamber of empty cargo racks
shrouded in red shadows under battle lighting. Dushau would be dmost blind here. The hatch dammed

ringingly.
Krinata saw cargotainers labeled asfield rations for various metabolisms. While people sagged to the

deck, weakened by the backwash of adrendin, Jndigar only leaned weekly against abulkhead. He was
shaking, the duad linkage al but imperceptible.

Suddenly he grabbed at a protruding handle and pulled. What came diding out of arecesslooked like an
oversize cargo come-along. Jindigar brandished it like awesgpon. Then he grabbed it with both hands as
he let himsalf down to Sit on the deck, back propped againgt a bulkhead. "When—"

His gtricture on the duad dipped, and Krinatafdt the dizzying whirlwind of imagesflickering through his
mind. Alarmed, she kndlt. "Jndigar!"

He laid the come-along across his knees and cradled her neck with his broad hands, capturing her eyes.
"Yes. Anchor for me. It can't be more than two Renewad™

From over her shoulder, Threntisn's voice boomed, "What can't be?'

Jndigar looked up at him, blind inthe low lighting. "A fortress—just like thisone. Don't worry, Krinata
can anchor me," And hisface went dack.

The duad linkage flowed with scattered images. "Can you?' asked Threntisn.

"|—" Theimageswere claming al her atention, "I don't know." On the periphery of awareness, she
sensed aknot of pain, five bright hot spots of ongoing loss.

/INo, not there. The pentad will grab us, and welll have to contend with the Archive. Concentrate—II

Then she was overwhemed by rapid-flowing images she recognized, flying at her and through her in
rgpid successon asif guided by astrong hand, flashing brighter, surrounding her with vivid
holos—Ontarrah's death, only thistime she was Jndigar—Takoras degath, only thistime shewas
Jndigar—and on back before Jindigar knew how to form an Oliat. And suddenly they werein the cargo
hold of afortress, they were walking the corridors, they werein the main control room—lightsflashing
everywhere. And on the screens of the engineering station—flick—flash—the plansfor the fortress.

/I3indigar?/ Behind her mind, the lopsided whirling tesseract beckoned with its myriad windows flashing
images.
/[Takora—I've got it. Can't stay here.//



/IAll right. Let'sgo.// But which redlity wasred? //The cargo bay—Bay Six—how do we get there?//

/Mhisway.// From the control room they raced weightlesdy along corridors, but when they opened the
hatch of Bay Six, they found it crammed with cargotainers.

Jndigar gathered her in hisarms, pressing her face againgt his shoulder. //No, were not now, we're then.
Y ou're Krinata now.//

lIKrinata// 1t was avaguely familiar name, aproud name. //Y es, I'll be Krinata//

Again they raced through Takoras death, barely time to sob out the horrible agony of knowledge of what
they'd done, and Ontarrah's degth, eclipsing al the minor losses of those years. And there she was,
seated a her desk console, looking up politely at this new Outreach who'd cometo be
debriefed—"KrinataZavaronne?"'

IIYSII
"Krinatal"

Jndigar was shaking her. Threntisn was peering at Jindigar, one hand on hisforehead. "Yes" shesad,
"I'mal right."” The crowding images had receded, and the duad link was choked off again. That was
farfetching? It can't be that smple!

"Yougot it?' asked Threntisn.

"Yes," answered Jndigar.

"Youreafool!" sad the Historian. "Y ou've no right to risk your Me and herslike that!"
"Tdl methat after you've Centered—"

Just then the hatch clanged open and another line of disheveled combatants was ushered in. When it shut
again, Darllanyu emerged from behind the dirt- and smoke-begrimed L ehiroh Ouitriders. leaning heavily
on Storm, she made for Jindigar.

Darllanyu shook her head. " Jindigar—I'm sorry—"
Hewaved her away. "It'sdl right. | found ablock.”

Darllanyu wavered unsteadily, and Storm made her lean on him, urging her back toward the knot of
Dushau and Outriders who had appropriated a stretch of bulkhead on the other side of the chamber.
Krinata counted. Five of the Oliat had survived—a pentad, if anyone was strong enough to hold it. Some
of those Dushau had logt Oliat zunre twice in the span of months. It was amiracle any of them survived.

People were breaking open the ration containers, looking for water. "'l found the Medic Aide's Supplies!”
caled someone, and asmall slampede flowed to the other end of the bay until someone elsecaled, "A
netive! No, two!"

Jndigar perked up at that. "Chincheg!"

Krinatafollowed Jndigar to see what she knew had to be there—Chinchee and one of the shellfolk, a
hivebinder. The two were huddled by a stack of first-aid supplies. Chinchee seemed to be feverish and
unconscious, more emaciated than when they'd first found him but with no visible wounds. The small,
dark creature clinging to his shoulder was unmoving except for afaint trace of respiration.



Krinata cut across the babble. "They didn't know how to open the containers—or maybe even that they
are containers. Let's find them somewater! And they can est ration bars.”

Shorwh and Irnils wrestled awater container over and began forcing drops into the two natives. After a
few moments she realized that Jindigar was no longer beside her. "Cy!" He turned, and they saw Jindigar
lurching across the wide, open floor toward the pentad. Krinata raced to catch up with him.

People crowded about them as Darllanyu met them hafway. Krinata began to understand as the duad
link wavered, sending digointed images blinking behind her vision. Darllanyu gpologized, "We—I can't
stopit, Jndigar." She glanced around, only atrace of the Outreach's distance in her manner. "Weve lost
our Center and Emulator. But were ftill reading thelocal gestdt. Thisfortressis doomed—and soisthe
Settlement.”

Jndigar swayed, and Cy took hiselbow to steady him. "What are you doing to him?"
Krinatatook hisother elbow. "Y ou've got to stop it, Darllanyu. Y ou'll throw him into the Archive!"

Her eyeswidened, her hands coming up to cover her face asif to fend off ahorror. Krinata hammered
her words home through gritted teeth. "Hell drag you dl down into it again, like at the grieving!"

Jndigar seemed to pull himsdf together, tightening his grip on Krinatato stem the flow of her fears.
"They're acondtituted pentad and we're aduad,” he explained softly. "They can't hepit.”

Theimagesflickering behind her mind showed creatures, thousands and thousands of creatures, running
together in an enormous herd that stretched across the upper plain farther than the eye could see. Below
the cliff, far out beyond the river, svarms of huge insects flew and crawled, blackening the trees and
grasslike locusts. Only something told her these would as gladly et flesh.

Jndigar turned to the crowd behind them and raised his voice. "Thisfortress has grievoudy wounded the
network of hive symbiosesin thisregion, and now hundreds of hives have sent their protectors againg it.
Thousands of animas are sampeding toward the fortressin amindless, thrashing rage, determined to
destroy asthey have been destroyed. Billions of insects are swarming toward the settlement. There may
be nothing left aive here tomorrow.”

Consdering the fortress's defenses, it was hard to regard animals as athreat. But the hives of thisworld
had aready reduced a proud force of the Imperid Guard to arather sad gate. "Including us," said
Krinata

Jndigar added more softly, "Unless Chinchee and hisfriend will help us”

Storm peered into the gloom to where the white figure was now stretched out, head propped on awater
bag.

"What," asked Terab, "could we say to get him to help? He's seen two hives destroyed by offworlders.
And what could he do against thousands of tons of mass?'

"I don't know," answered Jindigar in athin voice, breathing deeper, asif determined not to faint. "But I'll
do my best to find out. We haven't got much time."

Krinatalooked around at the bay. Stowage for the standardized cargo crates lined the walls, but in spots
machinery blossomed, panels of controls bristling with complex knobs and screens. Cargo handlers.

She was blinded by asudden light in the eyes. It flashed, and then passed on—the onboard Sentient
grabbing ID data on them, no doubt. They hadn't much time. Shewouldn't put it past that Cassrian



Commander to start ordering executions before they'd finished identifying everyone.
With Jindigar she went back to the natives, sure she could aready fed the deck vibrating under her fedt.

ELEVEN
Efficacious Helplessness

"Chinchee!" whispered Jndigar. As hetransferred concentration to the native he seemed to forget to
keep the duad link congtricted. His headache pierced her, and the pentad's perception of aliving wal of
herbivores sampeding at the grounded fortressintengfied. Behind that, Krinata felt the kaleldoscopic
whirlpool of Archiveimagesenticing her attention. But sheld learned that was deadly.

Jndigar went down on one knee beside the natives. Chinchee was feeding aration bar to the shellperson
on his shoulder, the job seeming to take al his strength. But he acknowledged Jindigar by patting the
Dushau's cheek.

Jndigar began gabbling at him full-speed. Chinchee dropped the ration bar and gabbled back, talking at
the same time as Jindigar, who never stopped. Soon the shellperson was twittering and hooting with
them. The pentad and everyone else gathered to watch this demondtration, and every oncein awhile,
Shorwh put in a squeak or howl.

The duad link gave Krinatathe gist. Jindigar was asking nun to stop the attack, and Chinchee was
objecting that it wasimpossible. Jindigar indsted, and Chinchee's resolve weakened as the hivebinder
rang in on Jndigar'sside. Its nature was to bind mind-groupings, and that's what it wanted to do. But
Chinchee overrode that with the edict of the plain's hives that the destroyers must be destroyed.

Before Jindigar could point out that the herds would aso destroy people who respected the land, the
main hatch clanged open, and armored feet marched into the bay. There must have been morethan a
dozen fully battle-armored troopers surrounding the fortress Commander. " Stand to! Which one of you is
in charge here?'

As histroopers spread out to cover them, afew guards accompanied the Cassrian Commander down
the center of the bay toward them. Krinatarose. Thisis the one who threw Chinchee in here without
food or water. He deserves the same treatment.

The native was till too weak to stand, but the others gathered protectively in front of him. No one
answered the Commander. The chairman of the defense committee for the settlement wasn't there. Terab
was, but she had not been dlected by the settlers.

The Commander surveyed them all, then zeroed in on Krinataand Jndigar, his manner hasty—amost
jittery. "Technicaly aPrince outranks you, Lady Zavaronne, but he's Dushau. So I'll talk to you. Come."

He about-faced and started for the hatch, his guards closing on Krinata. He wants something from me!
He knows who we are—why hasn' t he lifted off? She stood her ground. "Wait amoment!" The
Cassrian turned. "First, we don't go by rank. Second, | don't go anywhere without Jndigar. Third, |
won't spesk for thiswhole group. Y ou'll have to negotiate with al of us.”

"Negotiate? Y ou're hardly in apostion to negotiate.”
"No?We can stop the stampede.”

The silence was profound. Even the faint wheezing of the armored breathing apparatus suspended.
"Stampede,” said the Cassrian at last. "How did you know—"



Krinatainterrupted, keeping theinitiative. "Ever heard of an Oliat? They know things about planets—like
how to avoid enraging the native species to the point where they turn on you in suicidd attacks. Pity
Imperid Squadrons don't employ them—"

"Enraging—?"'

She had his attention now. She stepped out from the group. "Now, if you want our help saving this
fortress, you'll have to come here and speak civilly to Prince Jndigar and his associates. Put your case
nicdy, and you could find yoursdves with valuable dlies.

Asthe Commander scanned the mass of settlers, then turned to survey the troopers deployed around the
hatch, Krinata saw the bulkheads turn to a crazy patchwork of schematic diagrams that momentarily took
on adepth asthe pentad perception joined. Then it cut off, leaving her gasping. She saw Darllanyu's
hands clench. The pentad was as frightened of the Archive asthey were.

Jndigar stepped out of the group to stand beside her, whispering, "Sorry, | had to know." Then he
addressed the Commander. "On the other hand, now that you've had such a power failure, | could smply
ask Threntisn over there to work those three manua override levers and open the cargo bay doors
behind us. We aren't your prisoners. We don't have to be your dlies. We can all take our chances with
the herds. Somehow | don't think they'll hurt us. It'syou they're efter.”

"They'reonly animas—"

"Animas?Yes. Only? Well, they know what's been devastating their homes. They arewilling to
negotiate.”

The Cassrian emitted a derisive hoot, no doubt a profanity. Jindigar didn't react, but aHolot officer
behind the Cassrian said, "Commander, I've seen an Oliat pull off miracles. | can believe they could
negotiate with aherd of wild beasts. It might be worth leveling with the prisoners. | doubt theres much
they don't know aready."

From the stir that caused among the distant troops, Krinata sensed that they al agreed. Darllanyu moved
closeto Jndigar and, in awarning undertone, asked in Dushauni, Y ou aren't planning to Invert—"

"Of course not. We are where we should be. Chincheg's friend will arrange everything.”

The Commander watched that exchange warily. His men had lost heart for suicide missons merely to net
two politica prisoners. He had to be careful what orders he gave now. He stepped closer to Krinata.
"Whet are your terms?"

What could make aloya Imperid betray the Empire by consorting with the people who'd nated
an Emperor? And then she knew. "Y our Orbita support isgone, isn't it? They've abandoned you here!”

Krinata saw some of the farther troops move to make mystical sgns. Another muttered cynicaly, "She
must be atelepath. A few humansare, you know."

"We only have afew minutesmoreto live," said the Cassrian. The deck was definitely vibrating now. "l
may aswell admit it. They detected alarge blip heading thisway. Therésbeen alot of privateering in this
war, and our ships are considered grest prizes. But this planet has left our Fleet undercrewed, and low
on spare parts. We're too far from our supply linesto risk an engagement. When the Fleet Captain was
told we couldn' lift, he ordered landers down to evacuate us. But the pilots said going down to this
planet was suicide with that slampede coming, and not one would volunteer, not even when | reported
we had you.



"Weve nothing to fight that herd with. Central power systems havefailed, and so al our defensive
screens are down. There's enough tonnage out there to shove usright over that cliff, and without power
to the a-gravs, thefal won't do us any good. We're beaten—by your planet, or maybe by your Oliat.”

Darllanyu brigtled, but Jindigar said coally, "The only hand raised against your troops, Commander, has
been your own."

From the Cassrian's stiff pride, Krinataknew he'd never surrendered before, certainly never to hisown
prisoners. But his voice was perfectly modulated as he said, " State your terms.”

"Our only terms,,”" said Jndigar, "are that when we've saved your fortress, you and your troopswill join
our community, live among uswithout regard to your origins or training, asfelow refugeesfrom the
crumbling Allegiancy Empire. We won't Sngle you out astroopers, nor hold the violence of this day
againg you. And you won't set yoursalves gpart from the community but will give fregly of every resource
thisfortresshasyet to give."

Feet shuffled in the background, but the Commander's second urged, "Accept. I'll get them to agree.”

"Done! Adjutant, passtheword!" Then, asif the words were torn from him, he added, " Strike the
Imperial colors.” The Adjutant muttered into his helmet pickup, and the Commander asked, "What do
wedo?'

"Don't strike the colors, Commander,” said Krinata. 'Tell your people to saute the colors and remember
they've been part of one of the greatest glories ever created in our galaxy. We've served the Empire well,
but now it is dead, and we must bury it and go on with our lives. But we must never forget the peace and
prosperity it brought to the galaxy."

He considered, then amended his order, while Jindigar turned to Chinchee. A passage opened to expose
thetal white native and hislittle black friend. Krinata sensed Jndigar'sinward uncertainty. They hadn't
won the native over yet. Jndigar knelt and respectfully asked the hivebinder to come onto his shoulder,
groking the little shellperson affectionately.

Through Jindigar's touch Krinata.could fedl the hivebinder quivering with the restrained need to bind.
How could Jindigar, with hislimited command of the language, explain that those who had gutted hives al
across the plain were now friends of the hives? Did they have wars, that they could understand truce?

Apparently they could.

But no sooner had she sensed their agreement than Krinatafelt the hivebinder reaching through Jindigar
to her, to the pentad, and into the Cassrian Commander, then out into the troops. war, destruction, honed
reflexes, betrayd by faulty equipment, horror rising out of the innocent plains grass, Chinchee's marveling
curiosity, images of the armored troopersinvading sanctuary hives spouting fire and destruction. All this
Spun away in every direction into tunnels of hive-memory. It wastoo much.

Darllanyu crumpled. Krinata nearly retched with sudden vertigo. Jndigar plucked the hivebinder off his
shoulder and gilled apiercing whistle at him.

The whole menta assault cut off, leaving Krinatals mind a black field that was amost worse than the
sensory overload. The troopers were staggering about, hands to their heads, moaning and in some cases
screaming. Jindigar bent over Darllanyu as Zannesu wavered over to her. Over his shoulder Jindigar
mumbled to Krinata, "They'd better leave."

To Krinatait seemed that the scene in the cargo bay was painted into a screen, unreal, two-dimensiond.



Her voice sounded recorded, and it seemed she only remembered speaking the words she heard.
"Commander, it may not be hedlthy for your troopsto stay here while we work."

He spoke the order to withdraw, his voice warbling into the supersonic. As the troopers picked each
other up and straggled toward the hatch, Krinata followed the Commander, saying, "L eave the hatch
unlocked, and we'll send word."

"How can we survive, trapped on thisinsane world?'

"It will become awonderful placetolive," she answered. She'd seen the beauty of the planet, but right
now shed rather be back in her nice safe office with only Sentient computers and mad Emperors to dedl
with.

The Cassrian was till skeptical asthe hatch closed behind him, and Krinata turned to see people
recovering, standing or Stting around the natives. Jndigar stroked the hivebinder on his shoulder and
spoke softly to Darllanyu in Dushauni while intermittently gabbling to the native.

Krinatajoined them, sitting beside Jindigar, as he explained to everyone, "The only way the hivebinder
can dedl with thisStuation isto create aboundmind from al of us— all of us—and use that binding to
convince the hives were not mavericks but controllable neighbors.” He speared Threntisn with aglance.
"He refused to exclude me. He'sintrigued by the Archive; can't believeit'sathreat.”

Darllanyu said in Dushauni, "Weéll dl be sucked through the Eye! 1'd rather go down to the settlement
and be esten dive.”

Krinata squirmed, wondering what sheld do if it cameto that, but Threntisn answered, dso in Dushauni's
technical vocabulary, "No, when Jindigar goes, the Archive will implode after him."

"Jndigar won't go!" said Krinata, dso in Dushauni, forgetting the otherslistening. ™Y ou're going to take
the Archiveand Sedl it!"

" told you—"

"You can't achievefiddity,” quoted Krinata, "' by forsaking Completion.' Nobody hereisgoing to
achieve Completion by getting trampled or eaten, so what sort of fiddity can you achieve by refusing to
risk taking the Archive?'

Threntisn started to object, but she talked him down, suddenly seeing what the Dushau hand growing out
of thelittle garden, harboring afish bowl, fingersturning to lightning flashes redlly meant. Certainly, if she
could understand, aHistorian could. "Listen to me. What isit you're trying to Complete? Y our Identity!
What is an identity? It's the sum of al experiences. Nobody, not even a Dushau, can live long enough to
have every experience! Identities can grow and become complete only by drawing on other organized
systems, absorbing them as a plant absorbs nourishment from the soil, integrating even—or especialy—
your antagonigts.

"Threntisn, this Archiveis your antagonist because you're the one who's most frightened of it. Do you
seek Completion, or do weall dieincomplete?’

Jndigar looked at her, asddighted asif sheld solved a Cassrian puzzle-cube using only her soft-fleshed
hands. Then he turned a proprietary smile on Threntisn, showing paleteeth. "I only saw it last night, at the
river, and here she has the whol e solution without even studying the Seven Schools of Aliom. Threntisn,
we've been trying to practice Efficacious Hel plessness by knowing only our own Identities. But to be
successfully helpless, one must integrate others Identitiesaswell. | failed to vaidate your fear; you failed



to vaidate my fiddity. How could we possibly help each other? Reciprocity isaPolicy behind al Laws
of Nature."

The Historian nodded dowly. "Y ou'reright. Y ou've found atruth despite your skewed Aliom gpproach.”
He pushed himsdlf to hisfeet, regarding Krinatawith an odd intensity. Then he nodded. "I wonder if
Raichmat's knew what they were doing when they suggested a Dushau multicolony?"

Jndigar answered, "No, we didn't. But being right doesn't require foresight; it requiresinsight.”
Threntisn grunted, then offered Jindigar ahand up. "Come, there can't be much time | eft.”

Jndigar set the shellperson on Chinchee's shoulder with afew trills of explanation and accepted the
Historian's hand. But as Threntisn turned to lead the way off into the red shadows, Jindigar bent to
whisper to Krinata, "l apologize for saying you needed to develop an epistemology. Lelwatha couldn't
have done better."

Bewildered, she watched him follow the Historian to the other end of the cargo bay. When they'd first
met, he'd said she needed an epistemol ogy, but she'd never followed his advice.

Darllanyu interrupted her. "We must attempt not to interfere. Do you know how to outfocusfrom a
dued?'

She shook her head.

Darllanyu sighed. "The pentad can't accept you, or well drag Jindigar—and the Archive—in." Her eyelit
upon abox of ration bars, and she seized it. "Here! Eat." She shoved the box into Krinatal's hands,
adding, "Get everyoneto egt. Talk to them—"-And she turned back to the pentad grouping, taking them
away into the gloom.

Krinatafelt the congtant distraction of images from outside the fortress subside, and amost
smultaneoudy the duad link shut down tight, leaving her with a sudden emptiness— aholewhere she
hadn't been aware of substance. She knew it took Jindigar agreat effort to produce that effect, different
from dissolving the link. Determined to cooperate even though she wasn't hungry, shetook aration bar
and passed the box around, saying, "We may not get another chanceto eat.” She didn't want to tangle
with that Archive again.

There was a stiff sllence, then Virade passed around awater bag, saying, "She'sright.”

Then the others were al asking questions about what had been said, and Krinatafound it so much of a
challenge to trandate the concepts that she munched the bar and washed it down with the tepid, sterile
water and never gave athought to what was going on out in the cargo bay's shadows until the shock hit
like atoothache that spread through al the nerves behind her face.

Gasping, she clawed at the pain, fending off queries until it subsded as suddenly asit had come on. Her
nose was running, tears streaming from her eyes, her heart racing, and she wasn't sureif it was from the
physicd pain or the sudden overwhelming flood of bereavement that camein the wake of the pain: desth,
loss, endings, every parting sheld ever experienced. That, too, ebbed away just as quickly, to be
replaced by an equally inexplicable joy, ecstasy beyond endurance. She was ready to prefer the grief
when that burbling intoxication faded to be replaced only by darkness, void, emptiness, sllence.

It was like stepping into an anechoic chamber—the constant feedback of living was gone. Isthere such
athing as a thought-echo?

But before it became a horrifying sensory deprivation, Jndigar was bending over her, the duad link



blossoming to full so she was bending over hersdlf, and she was in desperate need of assurance that she
wasn't hurt too badly. "I'm sorry, Krinata. | didn't know that would happen—"

Sniffing and blinking, she tossed her head back and managed to mutter, "It was nothing. Forget it." She
could fed the tremors shaking his body. She had only fdlt the edges of what held lived through—the
ripping asunder of the bonds holding the Archiveto hismind at those strategic points of high
emotion—the"scars' that ruined him for the Higtorian'sfunctions. "I'm fine," sheinssted.

Hefingered the haf-eaten ration bar in her hand. "Brilliant idea. Y ou did beautifully." He straightened and
went to lower himsdlf beside Chinchee, moving asif he were afraid of becoming dizzy, but smiling fregly
now. Histeeth ssemed dark in the red light. They must be bluer than they'd been since the hive. Heredlly
wasregaining hishedlth, and if dl it cost her was afew tears—it wasworthiit.

As he reached for the shellperson he glanced back at Krinata. "Ready?' And suddenly shefelt anew
sharpnessto her awareness of his perceptions, quickly swamping out the absence of athought-echo. The
hold wasred-lit, and it wastotaly dark. It wasfilled with flat, odorless air, and it reeked of human swet,
Holot breath, and Cassrian acridity. And she understood the chirrup of the hivebinder.

"If you'refindly ready," it was saying, "we must hurry, for the big ones cannot stop or turn quickly.”

"We may begin dowly, not to touch Threntisn until he'sready. He has the Big Memory now. Let me
guide”

Threntisn? She gulped. If he couldn't master the Archive—I convinced himto doit.."..

But there was no time to think. The hivebinder touched her through Jindigar, and a panorama of images
returned. But thistime it wasn't awild, uncontrolled flicker-flash, nor the sickening whirl of the unSedled
Archive. Stretching amost to the tearing point, her mind was able to interpret the pattern, perceived
through vastly dien minds.

Below the cliff, the troopers held the settlement. The sun was setting. An Imperia banner made of
photomultipliers was being raised on apolein the middle of the settlement. 1t glowed the Imperia colors
into the shadowed night, and every trooper turned to salute.

The settlers had been herded outdoors, under surveillance by the floating gun platforms and patrolling
guards. Knowing nothing of the ground-blanketing swarm of insects coming toward them, they withstood
defest with pride.

Shefdt thefirgt, tentative touch of the pentad—aching, hungering to completeitsalf again, but repelled by
thetaint of the Inverts. The hivebinder, relaxed and pleased, wound them al together, keeping the pentad
asngleentity—asif it wereahived| by itsdlf, while she and Jndigar were aunit, with Jndigar holding
the closest mental contact with the dien, Emulating the herdd's role. He even walked with Chinchee's gait
as heroseto confront Terab, "Will you let the binder include you among us? It won't be like the last time,
when the hivetried to swallow us. Were forming our own hive."

Sherecoiled, leery of anything so dien.
"It's not permanent,” coaxed Jindigar.

Terab said, asif wondering if the Dushau had lost his grip on redlity, "Jindigar, the herbivores are not
intdligent—"

"No," he agreed. "They're not even salf-aware as whole hives. So we must communicate on the lowest
levels. Chinchee knows how. It's hisrole—Herad. But we need someone from each species among us.”



Heturned to Irnils.
Terab reached toward the hivebinder tentatively. "Better me, then.”

Krinatafelt awash of truly aien perspectives reshgpe the gestalt, realigning her concept of redity. And
then Jindigar was knedling before Shorwh.

Shorwh reached to touch the hivebinder. Suddenly he wasin the link, too—a child's perspective, strange
initsfragmented Cassrian view, yet vibrant with the essence of youth.

Jndigar turned to Storm. "Y ou've been so close. Could alittle closer hurt?"

The Lehiroh reached for the hivebinder with both shaking hands, and Krinata remembered her fascination
for the Oliat linkages. What compelled a person to become an Outrider— always so close to the Olit,
yet never apart of it. Apparently Jindigar understood Storm'sfedings. He took Storm'shand in hisown
and captured the Lehiroh's eyes, and Krinata was seeing the L ehiron—so very human, even to the round
black pupils of the eyes—through Dushau perception, handicapped by the darkness, so she saw only
blotches enhanced by imagination and memory, augmented by the peculiar duad perception. But it was
the hivebinder holding them, not an Oliat subform.

She suddenly knew something about Jndigar that had escaped her notice even through dl their
adventures and intimacies of shared memory; for al the good reasons he'd delayed taking Center, the
real reason wasthat he loved working Oliat and didn't want it to end; he was too involved with
experimenting. He wanted to offer otherswhat Krinatahad found. A peculiar stretching disturbed the
duad, including Storm within its perceptions. But the harmony of triad couldn't solidify. Therewasa
moment of painful discord, then she was on her knees, head spinning as Storm collapsed screaming.

Jndigar kndlt, capturing Storm's hands, calming him. The hivebinder held the linkages out of sheer
ingtinct. It was as shocked and bewildered asthe rest of them. Jndigar finaly got Storm's attention. "I
shouldn't have alowed that."

But Storm struggled to hisfeet again. "No—I'm glad you did. Now | know | could never be part of even
asubform." His eyes strayed to Krinata, but he said to Jindigar, "At least | can help with this." He
touched the hive-binder again, apologeticaly, and the hivebinder brought him back into the group
rapport. Now there was the pentad, the duad, a Holot, a Cassrian, and a L ehiroh—each a distinct entity,
yet part of awhole. Krinata saw how exotic this seemed to the binder, but it was starved for itsown
function and willing to work even thus, to create what it must haveto live.

With this multispecies core the hivebinder touched the group mind of the troopers, aready resonating
with acommon patriotism, and brought them into light contact.

The sttlers a'so had aunited mind, agroup opinion of the Imperia colors—alifelong conditioning to
upwelling patriotism overlaid by recent bitter experience. That, too, was brought into the overdl
resonance, though only the oneswho'd touched the hivebinder seemed redl to Krinata. The settlersand
the troopers dl seemed to believe they were imagining the images and sensations that flowed through
their minds.

Among the mindsjoining now were many Dushau, adding depths and overtones as they grasped what
was happening. They, led by the Aliom trainees, didn't reject what was happening but strove only to
protect those who had no training with multiperception. Somehow, out of the swirling mists of Dushau
memory, came the unmistakable trace of the Archive.

Oh, no!



But thistimeit wasamultiplex stillness, warded round with adynamic strength. Imagesflowed in
connected sequences, with no compelling lure attached to them. Only one portal was open, and it was
ghrouded in areflective grayness. Threntisn wasin control—and recording.

Krinata's persond relief sent cascades of joy through the entire mind, and Jindigar's innocent wonder that
she might have doubted cut off before it turned to confusion. //Look at what istruly threatening us// he
suggested.

The pentad, through the Outreach, brought awide view into focus. Up on the plain, among thetall grass,
huge mottled herbivores ran, half a dozen species, thousands of individuas. Heads down, hooves begting
ahypnotic rhythm, they ran with their fellows, not the hive-bearers, nor the young, nor the
providers—just the protectors, but from so many hives, so many species.

They ran. Under their pounding feet the ground turned to muck matted with pulverized straw. Asfar as
anyone could seein any direction, humped backs pumped like waves of the sea, long necks poking up
here and there, undulating in rhythm. Long, furred beasts beside scaled ones, curly pelted besde deek, a
solid mass of living flesh moved as oneto their deeths. The hiveswould live. The hive was asimmorta as
theplainitsdf.

At the edges of the stampede swarms of smdller creatures, vermin and scavengers, hunters and hunted,
ran together toward the intruder crouched on the lip of the precipice,

Onthelower plain, dusk did not hat the advance of the swarm. Hundreds of varieties of insects, the
warriors of thousands of hives, some as big as a human hand, others dmost microscopic, flowed across
the countryside, aliving blanket of destruction. But where they passed, grass and |eaves were uneaten,
life undisturbed. Thisarmy was disciplined and dedicated to one target. The offworlders.

And then the beasts and insects of the plains saw a huge native hive covering the fortress and spreading
over the settlement below—one such asthe intruders destroyed so routingly, one such as Chinchee
vigted in hiseterna rounds as Herad, binding the hives together, asthis giant hive was bound to al
others.

The vison-hive covered the intruders, controlled them, defined them, tamed them. Krinatawas a once
part of the gestdt of the new hivekind, and on the periphery of the lightly touching mass of plains
hivekinds. The hives mass consciousness was infused with ared rage, energized by ingtinct, driven by
prima urgesto defend the hives.

Desperate with how close the stampede was, Krinata closed her eyes and summoned that naturd ability
Jndigar had called being a natura Conceptor—conceptualizing the dome of the hive over them.

The pentad flinched, almost shattering the multirapport, and Jndigar caught her back against him. "No,
that's Inverted. Come—Dbe Receptor—likethis..."

And they were suddenly cut off from the hivebound, and deep into Raichmat's Oliat. Jndigar was
Outreach, and she was Receptor—full, functioning Oliat. It was asif they were standing with one foot
supported by Jindigar's memory and another planted firmly on the deck of the fortress. She compared
what she'd tried to do with how a Receptor functioned, seeing how to flip the function over with a
topologist's disregard for essentid differences.

Suddenly they were back among the hivebound, and she was Receiving the image of the mongtrous hive
covering fortress and settlement. It wasn't something she was doing, projecting outward. She smply
looked and noticed the old moss on the mortar between building blocks, the weether curlsin the plume
of smoke rising from the chimneys, and the smdls of cozy living. She didn't have to imagine it because it



wasred initsownway. Her Recelving madethat level of redity availableto everyone.

She became enraptured by the work, reveling in the sensation of being—having been—Officer to
Raichmat's. She remembered how they'd discovered each of the species ssampeding at them now and
how they'd recognized the threat such a bound group would present to any settlement. They hadn't
discovered the heralds, hadn't learned how to establish peace with the plain.

At some point the pentad re-joined them, giving them awareness of the movements on the plains, the
mood of the slampede, of the pace dackening, the fury dissipating into confusion, theinsectoida
programming disintegrating. The resulting chaos was perhaps more dangerous than true animosity. For as
the pentad grudgingly began to trust Jindigar and Krinataagain, the herds arrived.

Already, though, they saw a hive where they had expected to see afortress and armored troopers. The
leaders of the slampede could not stop with dl the tons of hurtling flesh behind them—~but they turned
away from the "hive" asariver current cuts around asolid boulder.

Jarred out of the rapport, Krinata heard the hatch clang open, troopers armor clattering into the echoing
darkness. The Commander's reedy Cassrian voice called, "Y ou can't stop them now! They're going
to—"

The deck shifted hard under them as something hit the fortress, and Krinata tumbled off-balance into
Jndigar.

TWELVE
Ad Hoc Oliat

Krinata was on hands and knees when the next impact jarred the unprotected fortress. Then they came
thick and fadt, the vibration reaching deafening proportions. Around them bulkheads deformed, stretching
joints designed to withstand energy-bolt fire in space, the stresses of takeoff and landing, or the recoil of
firing wegpons—but not without cushioning energy screens.

Soon cracks opened, connectors parted, and sparks showered. Momentarily Krinata was gripped by
dgjavu infused with asense of horror. Dying in agony. Malevolent sand dunes. Cry of betrayal.
"No!" she whispered, "it's not the same now." She crawled to a bulkhead where, using both hands, she
madeit to her feet.

Jndigar was stting on the floor holding his heed, the duad linkage bringing Krinataonly ahint of hispain
asthe fragile boundmind gestdt shattered. The Cassrian Commander, even more dazed, Stared at a
cascade of sparks dousing apile of histroopers.

"Commander,” cdled Jndigar over the roar from without and the growing babble of voices within. "Can
you deploy your auxiliary ground anchors? The mains aren't holding!™

Brought back to himsdlf, the Commander madeit to hisfeet in avirtuoso demonstration of suit armor
handling. Swaying, he answered, "We lost them when the tornadoes demolished the other two
fortresses.”

Jndigar wiped asmear of blood trickling from his nose and got to hisfeet, standing knees bent, arms
flowing to keep hisbaance. "Then let's get the rim attitude jets going to keep us away from the cliff.”

"Blew the circuits when we landed. My last technician isin sickbay, unconscious. Onboard Sentient has
lost too much circuitry to help.”

Jndigar swore, then glanced at the pentad. They were climbing to their feet by using the wal and each



other, while the Outriders consulted in loud bellows. Jindigar caled to them, "I havethe fortress
blueprints. If the pentad can locate the problem, maybe | canfix it intime."

The Commander began an objection while Darllanyu as Outreach consulted the others. Krinata grabbed
at Jndigar's elbow to maintain her balance and captured the Commander's attention. "Jindigar cando it if
you can find him the tools."

The Commander hesitated only a moment, then spoke into his communicator. But Jindigar was having
lessluck. He moved to the pentad, arguing in Dushauni Oliat jargon that Krinata couldn't follow. Then, in
exagperation, he paced away from them, hissing something that sounded like, "Clumsy amateurs” He
turned to Krinata, summoning the duad. //Scan with me.//

It didn't come aswords but as an urge to seek theintegrity of the fortress—to reach for the gestalt that
included the inanimate thing. Tantalizing, the perception hovered at the edge of knowledge, giving them
only afew cryptic details of close-by functions. Just for aflash sheredized what Jindigar had had with
Truth and Arlai when he hosted an exploring Oliat aboard.

Jndigar hissed, frustrated, "No good. If a pentad can't make it, no duad could, either.”

Cy had now rigged some kind of aline over atrack that ran the length of the cargo bay. He handed the
end to Jindigar, who absently accepted it. Keeping his balance by swinging from the line, Jndigar
rounded on the pentad while the Ouitriders tore loose more cables and rigged more lines, the troopers
picking up theideaand doing likewise.

"Were going over that dliff," said Jndigar grimly.

The Outreach replied dispassionately, " Animals have dready plunged over. The people below are
evacuating the area. There may be a pile of carcassesto cushion our fall."

Jndigar spat, "Thefal will split thisfortress open.”

The swarm of insectoidals was not far beyond the river now, the leed flyers dready flitting acrossthe
gpan of water in huge leaps, smdler mites carried on their backs. Krinata's flesh puckered in
revuls on—but she thought the mass of tiny bodies was beginning to deflect its course.

"What do you propose, Invert!" It wasn't Darllanyu speaking—Dbut the pentad, gripped by fear of what
logic suggested.

Krinata staggered toward them and yelled to be heard, "Those poor beasts out there deserve to be
saved as much aswedo. If thisisto be our world, we haveto act likeit. With just asmal amount of
power to the shields, maybe we could form a cushioning wall to keep them from going over the cliff!"

Jndigar looked from her to Threntisn, to Darllanyu, decision hardening hisfeatures. "Threntisn has earned
his proof of the Archive's condition. I'll take your Center, with Krinataas my Outreach. | havethe
blueprints, you have the perceptions. Y our hands can use my skills—we might be able to save afew
hundred animal's and oursadves—and thisfortress for the community.”

Jindigar's Oliat. Because he had abarefifty years until Renewa, thiswould be one of the shortest-lived
Oliats on record. She could be part of that—at least until a Dushau could take her place. Again he was
asking her for acommitment without apprising her of the dangers. But thistime she didn't mind. It would
be worth her lifeif they could pull it off. Their eyes met as he added, "I renounce Inversion while bound
tothisOliat, and so will Krinata."

Five pairs of dilated indigo eyeslocked onto her. With the duad wide-open, she knew with Jindigar the



factors they weighed with the swiftness only the Oliat linkages could achieve. They had grieved with her
and survived it. But an Oliat link was closer. Would the tarnish on her soul rub off onto theirs? But she
and Jindigar had turned away from Inverting when the hivebinder had constructed the vison of ahive
over them.

She had things of her own to consider. While I'minthe Oliat | can't have children or a husband. If
shefdl inlove, it might kill them al. She had to make up her mind to live celibate and helpless before the
forces of thisworld. She'd never needed marriage, but celibacy wasn't her way of life, either.

Opening her mouth to say, Surely you can find someone better than I, she saw herself forever locked
out of the awareness that had come to mean so much to her. The sensory deprivation frightened her more
than therisks. It won't be for a whole fifty years.

Jndigar said, "We can't do skills-suffusion with less man an Oliat. Without that theré's not enough time.
We can't even abandon the fortress now. We're surrounded.”

Suddenly Krinatawas shamed at wasting time pondering her persond fedlings. "I don't know what oath
you'd accept from me—but—I renounce Inversion for aslong as I'm part of Jndigar's Oliat, and I'll
abide by the laws and customs of Aliom—even though | don't know what they al are right now."

After shed said it Krinatawaited, heart in her throat, hoping they'd accept her, and fearing it.

With the duad wide-open she felt the pentad examining their balance. In the back of her mind there grew
abizarreimage of ten separate Dushau eyeswinking in arippling pattern in rhythm with her own heart.
Wispy Dushau fingers combed through her emotions. Her throat constricted around a scream, but she let
them ingpect—sensing they sought to discern her placein the scheme of things, even though asamere
pentad they couldn't be sure.

And then everything changed.

Theworld swam fluidly around Jndigar. Dimly sheredized that the Officers were shifting function to
accommodate anew digtribution of talents and strengths, Jindigar's grip molding them, seeking a baance.
They shifted and shifted again, randomly &t first, then, under Jindigar's firming touch, purposively.

When she could see again, Zannesu stood between her and Jindigar—as Inreach—and Darllanyu,
shaking with self-doubt, was a Krinatas right, Jndigar's Formulator. The others arranged themselves
behind Jindigar, and she, hersdlf, stood outside the organism that had assembled itsel f—QOutreach. They
were behind her, but she could see them clearly.

In front of her the Cassrian Commander was reaching to shake her shoulder, demanding attention, and
Cy wasforcing himself between them protectively while Storm bellowed ordersto his co-husbands and
therest of Cy'steam, proclaming anew full Oliat in function.

Something buried within the back of Krinatals mind came to asolid equilibrium, the vison of the others
faded, and shefdt Jindigar, only dightly more intense than in duad. //Easy now, you can do it. Speak with
us. Relax and let it happen—just as you learned to be duad-Receptor.//-

In sudden panic shetried to find the Takoramemories within her, but they seemed shriveled and gone. 1l
don't know how!//

/IShecan'tdoit!//
They're as scared as| am. The united panic threatened to rip them apart before they'd truly bal anced.



But Jndigar wouldn't permit it. //She's done harder things. Krinata, turn—Ilook at us//

Petrified, she forced hersdf to twist around and look behind her. The world spun as she moved, and she
knew shewasfailing the Oliat. Zannesu stood behind her, between her and Jndiga—only in hiseyes,
she saw dso Jindigar— and Darllanyu—I'm not crazy. I'm not.

Dizzy with the composite views as the Oliat zunre looked directly a each other, Krinatafinaly reached a
point of tension beyond which she couldn't go. As sudden relaxation struck her she thought she was
fanting, too wesk to live another moment.

But as her knees sagged another strength energized her body, and suddenly everything seemed normal.
Her mouth opened, saying, "We know where the problems are.” And she began to red off alist of
locations, ordering the Commander, " Send tool scurries—" The words choked off as a panic grabbed
her guts. Her mouth had moved of its own accord! Horror gripped her. She had paid dearly to rid herself
of Desdindas compulsion. //No!//

//Easy,/l came the soothing Centra flavor of Jindigar asthe others recoiled from her.

//She's conditioned againgt it,// argued Center. //We aren't properly tempered or balanced yet. Let'sjust
see how long we can hold together.//

Krinata's body moved of its own accord—at the will of the Oliat, or maybe of Jndigar?—out acrossthe
cargo bay, pulling herself along on one of the lines. Outriders cleared the troopers away from them,
cdling loudly, "Oliat coming through! They know how to get the power going again!”

Forever after, the rest came to memory shrouded in the veils of dreamlike unredlity. There were sharp
images embedded in long blurs, and she suspected that the clear memories were shuffled out of time
sequence. Jindigar, when pressed, assured her that this was becauise none of them had ever occupied the
Officesthey were now handling, and because, using such an impromptu assembly procedure, he could
not be delicate with the skills suffusion. "But we didn't have six or seven days for the whole tedious
business of gahilizing our form!"”

At some point Krinatafound hersaf bending over anightmare tangle of circuitry hanging out of abuckled
access hatch and tenderly snapping awedge-shaped circuit element into place. A phrase drifted to the
top of her mind on bubbles of laughter: ad hoc Oliat. //We're an ad hoc Oliat!/

Amusement at the absurd concept spread through their shared consciousness, and in itswake tension
subsided. The work went faster. Her hands flew even though her eyes tended to see the work under
someone ese's handsin afar part of the fortress.

She staggered along a narrow passage, steadying hersalf against a bulkhead as repeated blows shook the
fortress. She searched for atubular accessto a catwalk. Cy paced at her shoulder, keeping the troopers
around them from demanding her attention. The thuds and shiftings had become muted because of
carcasses piled againgt the hull and because the entire stampede was indeed s owing, more and more of
the racing anima s veering off before hitting the "hive." Chinchee and the hivebinder were fill projecting a
hive, and the animds ingtincts screamed only, Wrong, wrong, wrong! asthey hurtled into the symbol of

adly, not enemy.

Suddenly a shudder did the deck from under her, and ascreaming of tearing metd filled theair. The
thunderous sound of amillion hooves pounding the turf redoubled as she smelled the reek of sweeting
anima bodies and freshly turned dirt on a puff of air. Her companions didn't need her announcement,
"Hull's breached!"



The passage was inundated with smdl, brown-furred bodies, sharp teeth, beady eyes, short stubby tails,
pointed ears. Carrion eaters, blood lust too aroused by the ssampede to veer away from a hive—their
natura prey,—swarmed into the fortress. And it wasn't just here—she sensed Darllanyu and Jindigar
both wading through a sea of small bodies.

Large goose bumpsformed dl over her, and shefelt her begrimed hair standing on end. Her physical
reaction was mirrored among the Dushau, making them al acutely uncomfortable, echoing aderisive,
human, around the circuit. Jindigar interceded, /That's not human sexua arousa!// Apology and
curiosity swept them dl, but she was a the pandl Jndigar needed, and her hands flew.

How Jindigar managed to direct so many at once, she never knew. Later he only raised his hand, pam
cupped, fingers pointing to the sky, and explained, "What must be done can be done.”

She asked, "Isthat aLaw of Nature?"
"Maybe," he quipped. "Or maybeit'sonly aloca ordinance.

But at thetime, surrounded by ariver of smal, dirty, hot vermin nipping at her field boots with their sharp
teeth until findly one of them actudly hit flesh and made her yelp and dance, Krinata could only struggle
againg digtraction, fight her natural inclination to resst the spooky possession that gripped her, and tell
hersalf over and over that she couldn't afford a nervous breakdown yet.

Findly, Chinchee and the hivebinder convinced the vermin with hivelike projections of repelling horrorsto
stop chewing on wires and the crew's armored feet and find their medls outside. Then the board Krinata
wasworking on cameto life under her hands. Relief and awild cheer rang through the Oliat linkages,
infusing her with awarm glow unlike any other satisfaction shedd ever known.

The shuddering and jerking of the deck ceased. The roaring thunder, avibration in the bonesmore than a
sound, did not dacken, but the tone changed. The Oliat focus shifted so Krinata had a moment of
nauseating vertigo followed by ahorrid drop in the pit of her ssomach as she fell into aseething cauldron
of wide-angle Dushau visud fields. //Sorry,// Jndigar gpologized. //My fault. I've never done this before,
either. Better?/

Krinata had both hands clamped over her mouth and her eyes squinched shut. Peripheraly shefet Cy's
hand on her shoulder, and histouch steadied her as much as whatever Jndigar had done. She got her
muscles unknotted and fumbled for the communicator he carried for her. 1t was set on full shipwide and
crew address, s0 her voice was heard everywhere asthe Oliat announced, "//Lateral forcefields
generating; atitude jets on minimum, vectored to hold our position. Observers below report if ajet
oversplashes the edge of the dliff.//"

/IWhat did that mean?// wailed Krinata, suddenly weary beyond endurance. She knew the Oliat was
viewing the entire outside panorama, but she, hersdlf, was cut off from it because, as Outreach, she was
to be aware of their immediate environment, not bemused by the larger picture. Jndigar's fumble had
given her too much information to process because when he functioned as Outreach, he was able to
work insde the multiview contact aswell. After over three thousand years experience! Andin her
exhaustion she despaired of ever being ared Outreach.

Jndigar used her hands on the controls to shape the forcefield into a hyperbola, transforming the animals
forward momentum gently into momentum at right angles to the surface of the field where they hit, diding
them off along avector pointing out into open plains. Theterrified bellowing of the animaswas louder
than the rumble of their hoofbesats, and there was nothing the hivebinder could do to reassure them.

Hours and hours through the long night, the seemingly endless herd gradualy dowed, gradudly turned



short of the "hive" forcefield and the cliff. Asfewer hit the forcefields Jndigar diminished the power to the
jets manually because they lacked the parts to give the Sentient control of those circuits. It wastricky
work, balancing the forces to prevent the fortress from skidding into the ssampede, yet not letting it dide
over the diff.

But at last, when Jindigar lifted the skills suffusion, the Oliat rgjoined the gestdt the hivebinder struggled
to maintain. With Chinchee's help, the binder integrated the new seven-way unit that now replaced the
five-way unit. It seemed upset with the vanished five-unit and two-unit, but gradudly it adjusted. Shortly
after that, the frantic eruption of small, furred bodies through the rents in the hull ceased dtogether. The
vermin aready running in frantic circleswithin thewalls of the fortress had to be picked up by troopersin
armor and put outside.

Their hunger sent them swarming over the carcasses hegped around the fortress, some of them finding
their way down to the piles of flesh at thefoot of the cliff. By thefirst graying of dawn, the gridy business
of cleaning up waswel under way.

As quiet descended, the evacuation of the fortress began. All the able-bodied went down to help those
below. The Oliat was among the last to leave. They emerged onto alaunch platform overlooking part of
the cliff and part of the plain. Jindigar wastrying to reduce the intensity of the Oliat contact, preparing to
adjourn them—not to Dissolve, for once he'd Dissolved his Oliat, hed be unable to Center another.

Jndigar's control was shaky, like ahand twitching uncontrollably from too many hours of clutching
something. The scene of carnage she viewed around them aternated between the stark, revolting, but
properly colored human vison; the dim, but ssmanticaly neutra, view seen by naked Dushau eyes, and
the Oliat gestdt of anatura process proceeding in ahedthy way.

Krinatawas shaking al over with abating tenson, too tired to celebrate properly, confused beyond
endurance, nerves blasted, body aching. She barely remembered Cy urging her to step onto the largest
weapons platform with Chinchee and the hivebinder. The rest of the Oliat crowded around her. The
platform took off none too steadily with such aload, but as they moved out beyond the edge of the cliff,
she ceased to worry about it.

The hegps of dead animals a the bottom of the cliff were crawling with scavengers and black with flying
insects. Thelight of therising sun gleamed off blood. Streams of animals carried chunks of meat and
entrailsaway to their hives. But the sight that sent her groping for the railing to hang over open air and
retch helplesdy was the way the vermin attacked the dead settlers and troopers strewn about the
battlefield. All over, surviving troopers till in armor teamed up with the settlersto fight the vermin off the
bodies of their dead comrades.

Shefet the Oliat react to her illness, but thistime not with derision or contempt but a determined patience
with her differences. Shetried to open hersdlf to their attitude— ajoy that they had been fully accepted
by thisworld—that even their dead would not be ignored but integrated into the natural processes. But
she couldn't.

/IJindigar!// she protested through the fading Oliat linkages.

The Oliat embraced her, looking out at the scene through her eyes and her perceptions. The stark horror
multiplied until she thought she'd fly to pieces. But then they moved as one, accepting her with al her
differences. //Zunrel/

She spoke once more as Outreach, addressing Chincheein his own language—scraping her throat raw in
the process. Then the hivebinder's gestalt urged the scavengers away from the dead strangers,
understanding suddenly that the renewed fighting was not arejection of akindness but adefense of a



deep integrity.

Asthe platform reached treetop level Jndigar stood behind her, one long-fingered hand draped over her
shoulder. //Now.// Shefdt ashifting, rending, straining redignment, the strange yet familiar
compartmentalizing as when Jindigar loosened the duad or made it dormant. Only thistimeit wasa
pit-of-the-stomach bereavement, a needle-sharp shock, awail that screeched along the nerves and made
her hair stand on end and her teeth ache.

She gasped as the seven of them began to move and breathe in disconnected patterns. She hadn't
noticed, before, how they had synchronized—even little things like blinking. Now it felt suddenly asif her
other eyesblinked in spasmodic twitches that shattered her nerves.

Jndigar turned to each of them singly, making eye contact, somehow adjusting everything to ease. She
thought she sensed him being critica of how roughly he performed this adjournment. At last he said to
Cy, rather wigtfully, "Consder us adjourned for the moment, though we may have trouble maintaining
that."

Cy frowned at Storm, and then they both nodded agreement. Storm passed the word to the Outriders
squeezed onto the platform with them: " Adjourned, then, but watch for sudden changes.”

Below, people who had been fighting vermin off the bodies of the dead now stared after the retreating
creatures. Some troopers began assembling the scattered bodies into neat rows. But Krinata noticed
how they placed armored troopers beside settlers, making no distinctions.

Asthe Oliat platform passed overhead, aiming to land at the Dushau compound, troopers with their
helmets off, settlers with their wounds bandaged, al stopped to gaze up at them. They'd been bound into
the hive linkage. What did they think had happened? Would they keep the peace among themsalves
now?

She had barely thought the question when it was answered. In asingle voice the people below raised a
cheer that rang off the cliff and startled the busy scavengersinto stillness.

Again the cheer, and again. Cy took Krinata's hand and raised it in agesture of victory. Storm stepped to
the forward railing and raised Jndigar's hand.

Trooper and settler together, at least five species, cheered louder and clearer, until she made out then-
words, "Krinataand Jndigar! Krinataand Jndigar!"

"But wedidnt doit donel" she protested, pulling her hand from Cy's.

Jndigar pulled hishand out of Storm's grasp and hugged the L ehiroh, though his voice was distant,
distracted by the Oliat threads he fill held. "No, we didn't. How could they have come by such an
impresson?'

Storm said, "Terab's been talking, I'll bet. And Shorwh. Even Viraddl. They al went down hours ago.”

Something caught Krinatals eye in the east, the sun clearing the horizon accompanied by adice of new
moon. "Look!" She pointed.

Above the rushing of the wind and the chanting cheer below she heard Darllanyu whisper, "Darllanyu
again, but agood omen thistime."

The Cassrian Commander, standing in the pilot's dock, bent over hisinstruments. “Good omen? For
whom?'



"What do you mean?" asked Storm, craning his neck to see, but Cy pointed at the horizon again.
"A ship!"
"Canyou identify it?" asked Krinatatensdy, knowing Jindigar'swish that he hadn't adjourned them.

"I'mtrying,” answered the Cassrian working intently. "It's alander—large one. Could be that privateer.
This colony may be ashort-lived one."

"Can you make voice contact at least?" asked Krinata.

The digtant rumblefindly attracted the attention of everyone on the ground, and cheering subsided as
they scanned the sky. The silver-white dot grew asitsimpellers strained to dump velocity.

"Canthe Oliat identify it?" asked the Commander, frustrated.

"Were adjourned,” answered Jindigar, asif it were only of academic importance, yet she could fed his
anxiety. "Can't dipinand out of Oliat aseasly asaduad.”

She remembered how much more difficult it was to assemble and adjourn atriad and redlized that if she
were pulled back into that deep seven-way contact again right now, she'd probably go into a screaming
fit and drive them all beyond the ends of sanity. She shuddered. Don't let it be necessary!

The Commander announced, "It'sgoing to land at the clay dig!"

Jndigar pulled the microphone for the platform's address system out and shoved it into Krinatals hand.
"Tell them." Then he gently replaced the Commander at the controls, saying, "Let me seewhat | can do."

Hisfourteen long fingers danced over the controls as he spoke into the pickup in Dushauni. In moments
he had an image on the tiny screen, anindigo face, and avoice cametinnily through the miniature
amplifier. Krinatarecognized the Dushau woman, exclaiming, "Ambassador Trinarvil!" Then she
explained to everyone, "The Dushau Ambassador to the Emperor's Court!" Her voice boomed out over
the crowd below, and she added, "1t's a Dushau ship!”

Another cheer and everyone was running toward the clay dig to greet them.

Trinarvil wasasmal woman, satdly, darker than Jindigar's degp indigo. Her voice was high and

pleasant, and her face now unmarked by the intense anxiety Krinata had last seen there the night before
Dushaun withdrew its embassy from the Allegiancy, bresking diplomatic rdations. "Jindigar!” sang the
Ambassador with obviousjoy. "I should have known you'd get here before | could, but when we saw the
Squadron leaving, we feared we'd find nothing here but pulverized ground. It looks like that from the air,
you know, and your signd isbeing generated by Imperia equipment.”

"Where's the Squadron?' asked Jindigar.

"That'sthe curiousthing. They took onelook at usand detimed.” Trinarvil added to Jndigar, "1 brought
The Organizer, an unarmed passenger ship. Ripped out bulkheads so we've got three hundred aboard,
with about fifty ephemerds. A good bit of cargo too. Couldn't have run from them as Truth could.”

"They've gonefor reinforcements,” predicted Jndigar with that detached air, but he was gradually
beginning to seem himsdlf again.

The Cassrian Commander said, "1 don't think so. They left expecting the stampede to wipe us and the
settlement out. Our—objective—had been accomplished.”



Trinarvil's eye had traveled over the armor with the neutrdity of atrained diplomat, and Jndigar told her,
"We both have long storiesto tell. Can you land by the clay dig?’

"Jndigar," she answered with good-humored asperity,
"I've been piloting since before you were born. | could land in that digif | had to."

They dl laughed, and Krinata glanced down. They were over the dig now, and the small lake that had
gathered in the center. The settlement was dready experimenting with farming fish in the pond, and
Krinatawas unsurprised to see a piol waddling out of the water with awriggling catch in hismouth.

Then she saw his destination—a mud-and-straw nest hafway up the dope. "Jindigar, look!"
Cy leaned over the forward rail, peering below. "Piol cubsl How many?'

Jndigar was working with the screens and brought a close-up onto the wespons target. "Four," he
counted. He flashed an intimate, private grin to Krinata, then warned Trinarvil, "Y oud better not land in
the pond. The colony has begun to establish itsdf!”



