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SHADOW TRAPPED—

Shadith woke to the amdl of leather and herbs. She was kneding on a rough plank floor, hdd there
by men standing close to her. A light came on over her head. Blinding. A hand grabbed her hair, jerked
her head up.

Someone came round atdl pile of crates. He bent over her. One hand did down the side of her face,
the sde with the fauxskin covering the hawk acid-etched into her cheek. “Clever,” he mur-mured. “You
lie fluently, child. Don't lieto me. Where isyour partner?’

“l don’'t know.”

“| said don't lie” Without sraightening from his semi-crouch, he turned his head, spoke to someone
inthe darkness. “Get the probe, Kase-doc.”

“It'snot alie it's not. HE's somewhere around, but | don’'t know where. That's his gift. People don't
see him. Or if they do, they forget what they saw. He doesn’t trust anyone any more. Not us. Not
anyone.”

He heard the terror in her voice, fdt her des-perate trembling, and believed her. He took his hand
from her neck and stood erect. “Then there is nothing more | need from you.” He stepped into the
darkness beyond the cone of light. -Keep her here until sundown. If | haven't counter-manded the order
by then, shoot her....”
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TARGET VOALLTSKORLATCH

TZAYL 7
Capture crew on ground—Vivayn the Zadys (Capture Chief)
Capture ship in orbit—Rosshyn the Szgjes (Ship’'s Captain)

The camp was set up in scrub and red dust on an ovd undulant plain, hdf a dozen matte-surfaced
shdlterdomes huddled together, raised dongsde a brown and bleached locd village, stick-and-mud
domes ingde a dessicated brush-and-stick fence connected to other fence circles where the loca
livestock dept off the tag end of night. In the distance, faded and abraded purple-brown hills gummed a
asky that during the day was red with con-tinudly drding dust clouds. The dawn wind was begin-ning to
rise as it did every morning at this season, sweeping across the scrub plain, lifting more of the dust into
traveling devils dancing in staggers across the flas.

A ded hummed from the mountains, cut a jigging devil in haf and nosed through a dustpeller screen
into an enclosed berth in the sde of the workdome.



Yawning and scratching at her deek glver-gray head-fur, Vivdyn the Zadys drolled into the
comeenter. “Servoos, Maskay.”

The young Dydaerin tilted the swive chair back, bend-ing her neck until she was looking upside
down at the newcomer. “ Servoos, Viv. How’'sit go?’

“It ginks. Nothing in those hills worth putting psalt on its tall. Unless the other teeam comes up with a
poss, | say we undust and try the next sysem on thelig.”

Maskay let the chair squeak upright. “Rosshyn up in the Hagjautka, she'd agree, she's been paitshing
a me the past hour, she thinks this world's on a par with toxic waste, she says why don't you find
somewhere with pretty beaches. Just once, huh?’

“Never satisfied, is she? | gave her beaches lagt time”

Maskay giggled. “Yeh, | remember. Very nice they were, with sasndworms dl mouth and carnivorous
crabs the sze of young houses.”

Vivdyn grolled over and scanned the instrumentation. “Report time again. Ondue. | see you've set
thelinefor us”

“Right. Two hours on. | thought I’d lay in a hiatus for a confa.”

“Practicing for your own team, hun?’

“Why not? | natice you came up comside, cousin.”

Vivdyn dicked her hand over the girl’s hot-copper headfur. “Why not, indeed.” She stepped back.
“Put me through to Sotarys, May. Likdy she'sin by now since she's working daylight, should be near
sunset that Sde the world.”
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The red sun crept up and the whine of the wind grew louder.

The village woke and the locd's began moving through their day lives they were a sullen salid lat,
built for endurance rather than beauty, stubbornly peeceful and self-enclosed, not so much tolerating the
offworlders as ignoring them.

Insgde the workdome Vivayn the Zadys comtalked with Rosshyn the Szgjes, setting up the outline of
the next day’s departure while she waited for the Calltime to Spotchals. “... to zeta Hyronix, then that
gargroup in the Aradica Arm, then over to Shavonari Pit where we transfer cargo, if any—Ilet’s hope
Luck won't be quite so qingy on our next dips—and treat oursaves to afew days

R&R, sorry Ross, no beaches a a Pit unless you count the sens shows.”

The monitor showed Rasshyn the Szgjes pulling an in-verted grin and twitching her ears. “We Il make
do, Viv. | got ainventive crew. When do you warnt....”

The monitor went blank, the speaker crackled with a sudden burst of noise.

“Wha.... May?’

“l don't know....” Maskay swore. “Incoming some....” she stabbed her hand a the domeshied
ac-tivator, but it was too little, too late.
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After they buried their own dead, the locals gathered to stare into the blackened glassy crater where
the strangers camp had been.

TARGET VOALLTSKORLATCH

PILLACARIODA PIT
Capture Crew a R&R
Nightcrawler Cobben from Helvetia

To the Coryfe, Cobben NerlkyssHIT LIST
1. Capture Chief: Dydaeror, has a weskness for send, dangerous & other times. Wait until he is under;
take fird if possible.



2. Capture Specidid: this particular Crew has three—A Dydaeror too good & his job to be trapped
eadly. ?Sniper? If so, take lagt to avoid daming the oth-ers—Two Grydeggins, these being lanky
canids, sx limbed, highly developed noses, taste. Unpredictable and dangerous, hard to drug but
susceptible to dco-hol. Minimum of two operatives—if necessary to work through surrogates,
remove surrogates before depar-ture.

3. Xenobiologist: From one of the cousin races, standard type, reticent about the world of his origin,
physiol-ogy unknown, poison therefore uncertain, mechanicad means necessary, what is known about
him suggests considerable care in approach. ?Net-and-electrocute?

4. Ecdogis: Spotchdlix, should offer little difficulty, known to like variety and change in femde
compan-ionship during R&R.

5. Logidics Specidigt: This Crew has a Master (Javi-tand) and four Apprentices (Hadlgats), dl young
Dydaeror.

The Javitand is a cranky ancient, an adoptee from the Foglda dan of Cdlldys 4/Dyssiradl; take care
around him, word is he is a bloody old mongter capable of ripping the guts out of anyone foolish
enough to get close when he is amoking geezert which he gtarts the minute he hits a Pit. Since he
won't let anyone near him, you'll have to work & a distance.

2Sniper? If so, you will have to make the hit a the same time as the one on the Capture Specidig,
oth-erwise there will be too much Noise for safe Work.

SEVENTH DAY IN THE DEKADIURNE OF PILLA-CARIODA, (LUCK DAY to the
superdtitious):

Vanassorn the Zadant lay sprawled across the water mattress, his eyes closed, the seng-net fitting
like a sec-ond skin over his head and his broad hard-muscled body. His ears twitched, twitches moved
inwaves dong that body as he dreamed: running across a hot yellow plain, the scent of the yrz herd
like musk in his nostrils.

The cdl door opened, a smdl wiry man dressed as an attendant dipped in. He crossed to the bed,
took a needlenose popper from adit in his deeve. Working carefully, he eased its fine glass tube through
the net fidd until he had the end resting on the Dydaeror’ s inner €-bow, then he triggered the poisonshot
and watched for results.

The deeper shuddered, his breath caught in his throat, then he started a rgpid panting.

The assassin amiled with satisfaction, did the popper back in its sheeth and went quitly out.

She was amdl and deek, dark hair, dark eyes, dusky skin, quiglly sensud. She touched Tenekiloff’'s
wrig, her fingertips caressing, soft, leaving amdl warm spots as she took her hand away. The Ecologist
blinked at her, amiled fodlighly, then followed her into the twilight of a privacy acove.

When he reached for the drink pad, she stopped him, flattened his hand on the table, moved her
fingertips around and around his pam. So suddenly he hadn’t time to react, she sank her fingernails into
his flesh; they were razor sharp, there was no pain, only four amdl cuts. She did from the banc and
vanished into the murk of the bar before he recovered enough to protest.

He sat daring at the tiny curved cuts beaded with blood, findly decided he'd better get something
done about them. He tried to stand; he couldn’t. His tongue swdled and went numb. His eyes blurred,
then he couldn’t see anything.

Sometime later, annoyed at the man for hogging the alcove, a bar patron shook him, then gagged,
jumped back and yelled for the manager.
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The net came out of nowhere, whipped around Perdo the Xenobiologist’'s top hdf. He dropped
backward, twisted as he fdl, nearly escaped the trap, but the pair holding the leashes sent a massve
charge through the web strands and fried his head.



Argao and Kutyoh chased each other through the min-iature hills of the Chassedrome, ggdling like
fools, so drunk they kept logng track of their legs, a serious lapse in a hexapod, and went tumbling in
knots down the grassy dopes. It was very late in the Pit's arbitrary Night cycle so there were few
patrons in the Drome, even the Gry-deggins weren't so much hunting as playing.

After along night of chasing each other and sparring with other patrons, their energy leves were low
and ther flasks were dmost empty. With triplestrength & hi-wa purpling their tongues and wiping away
any aert-ness they might dill have possessed, they lay in a cosy ddl, sucking at the drink tubes and
watching without much interest as a pair of dight wiry figures in black hunt fatigues and leether vizards
came trotting aong the path.

Moving with a quickness that was too easy on the eye to register as such, the newcomers slit apart,
dropped beside the recumbent Grydeggins and flipped Menavid-dan nooses over ther heads. o
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In thelr fourbed restroom, the Dydaeror apprentices were degping with the fervor of hedthy youth,
having exhausted their purses and thar imaginations during the past seven days.

Dressed in the vels and glitterslk of Kantella courte-sans, two samdl dusky femaes wiped the lock
without triggering the crude darm and dipped insde the room. They worked slently, efficiently, were out,
relocking the door, five minutes later.
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Borszastag the Javitand came out of his restroom, banged loudly on the next door over, then went
down the didestair without waiting for an answer from his appren-tices. As was his cusom, he lowered
himsdf into a chair on the terrace of the hostd’s eating place and lit a gib of geezert as he sat watching
the offidd arrival of morning, arainbow flow of color like the play of light across a diffraction grating as
the polarity of the Shell shifted to its Day setting.

He blinked suddenly, stiffened, then plopped over, his face in the fruit dices, a sniperdart dicking like
asmdl stub from the back of his head.

Hdf the Pit away, Capture Specidist Udvarorrn came from the Vervhus limp and sore from his
night's exer-tions, he stretched, yawned. The yawvn sagged into a wit-less gape, his eyes opened wide,
went blank. He sprawled on the walkway, a sniperdart dicking like a amdl stub from the back of his
head.

LIST CLOSED.
SATISFACTORY.
COBBEN RETURNED BASE (The City/Helvetia)

QUERY: NEXT OPERATION?

TARGET VOALLTSKORLATCH

SPOTCHALS (Jorbar 14). SPOTCH HELSPAR: world capitol

Mesting: Trandfer Station, synchronous orbit above Spotch Helspar
Mirdys, Rohant, Lissorn,

Dydaerin Zimaryn (eldest aunt to Mirays, chief aide)

Dydaror Sotabaern (unce/cousin in third degree, Miralys chief bodyguard)
Shadith, Kikun
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Mirdys tapped her claws seriaim on the brushed sted of the lokcase. The samdl ticksfdl like hal into
the tense slence. “Tzayl 7,” she sad tightly. “Report Ondue. Line cleared. Vivayn. Experienced Zadys,



one of the best at opening new worlds. Time came, nothing. We couldn’t even raise an echo. | sent out a
scoutrat, zapped it over tripletime. There's a hole in the ground where the camp was and aring of dust
indead of a ship. That was the first one. In spite of being warned to watch for trou-ble, next three months
two more Crews missed Ondue. | sent scoutrats each time. No Crew. No ship. Sometimes there was
debris, sometimes not. This morning another Ondue faled. | imagine the rat reports are wating for me
downbelow. Someone is getting into our files or listening to our transmissions to Feld. Or both. | have
checked security and checked it again and | have ordered another look this morning. | expect the same
nothing!” She dapped her hands on the table, gazed a the inverted vees of fine bronze har on ther
backs. “Last month the Hodd] of Pillacarioda Fit informed us we had eeven bod-iesin his freezer. Come
get them, he sad, and if you ered. Hdf a dozen different ways. MO suggests it was a Nightcrawler
cobben from Helvetia. Paid a bonus to go offworld. Which is an gppdling indication of the funding back
of these attacks. Worst of dl. One week ago. A shipment coming in. Vodlts Korlatch Transport. The
Nyaralo Ous. The Szgant being one Haevant.” Her hot gold eyes went from Shadith to Kikun to the
others gtting round the table. “My hdfsb. Not brilliant, but steady. Careful. Dependable. Spite of that,
someone got to Folt-som the cargo chief. A cousin. Ours. Someone mugt have dangled a moon of gold
in front of his twitchy nose, even he was't fool enough to sdl his honor for dop. He let someone put
bombs in two of the transport cages. He rode the Shuttle down with them, then he ran. We have
declared hm Unmate and Cursed. Kinkiller. 1 sent word home to Dysstradl and the Council. No
argument from them. Five adults, ten children ...” her voice broke, but she quickly regained control and
went on, “ten chil-dren dead, seven children badly maimed, they’ll need treatment on a meetfam and
mindwork so they can ded with what they saw, what happened to them. Sixty per-cent of the resdent
beasts killed outright or so badly maimed they had to be destroyed. A number of others escaped and
caused damage to twenty-three citizens and severd properties which we will have to pay for. It could
have been worse; we might have been completely wiped out, but one of the bombs didn’'t go off. Faulty
chip in the detonator. Prdiminary indications, detonators and other materiel associated with severd merc
upply houses. Theré's no Tradewar registered with Spotchals Business Bureau, so we don't have to
escrow an indem-nity fund, but the Bureaucrats are annoyed and talking serioudy about rescinding our
License to Tradeif we can't assure them that such a disaster won't happen again. Someone is intruding
and attacking us. It’s reasonably clear who that someoneis” Her claws ticked on the table's hardwood,
gmd| angry sounds. “Ginbiryol Seyir-shi. Who ese could buy teams of assassins and two or more merc
attack forces, who ese would have reason for such free-handed scattering of funds? When | got your
cdl, Rohant, | set Digby the Tracer pulling in whatever he could find on Seyirshi.” She opened the
lokcase, took out severd folders of faxsheets and three flakereaders, gave them to Zimaryn who
digtributed them to Rohant, Kikun and Shadith. ‘Lissom has dready been through these. I'll summarize.
One. There are rumors of a new Limited Edition soon avallable. Revenge of the Avatars.”

Shadith looked at the folder and fet sick.

“Two. An extended explanation for the attacks on us, induding a higtory of amilar actions. It seems
Seyirshi has a reputation for creetive vindictiveness. Anyone crossing our Ginny, she ends up dead or
wishing she was. According to the report Rohant ratted ahead to me, the three of you managed to thwart
hmin &t least part of his plans for Kiskai; he wouldn't love you for that. And Vodlts Korlatch refused to
ded with his agent over the—Ri-tors and the worldlist. Digby thinks he took the refusa as an inault. |
concur.”

Rohant pushed back from the table and began prowling about the room, his dreadlocks bushed o,
anger musk bailing off him.

Mirdys waited a moment for im to comment; when he said nothing, she went on. “Three. Digby has
com-piled a tentative lig of Seyirshi’s customers. Not for the ordinary shuff shows, too many of them,
too many out-lets. Digby went for the buyers of the Limited Editions. So far he can’'t guarantee any of the
names—except one. He got confirmation this morning. | don't have details of how it was done, but
Digby’'s dways religble on this sort of thing so | didn’'t push him, he doesn't like to uncover his sources.
The Confirmed Buyer is one Wargun Muk-hasta dan Fevkindadam, Head of the Family Fev-kinda
Chissoku Bogmak. Seventh planet, Yildakeser System. Digby promises more names certified by the end



of the week, but it'sgoing to be a dow operation and a codtly one. Lives and money. He's dready logt
two op-eratives. The Buyers are protecting ther reputations. A taste for death’s about as savory as pond
scum and suff flakes are sordid. Nothing more vicious than the respect-able saving face” She mimed
fadtidious distaste, ears flicking, corners of her mouth pulled down. “They’'re a powerful covey of
mokhas, you'll see that when you read the names, they can afford a lot of whitewash. Taking about
what' s affordable and not, we need to decide how much of our resources are expended where, Ciocan.
We can’t opt out SO we can't waste credit; it's a fight to the death and we have to make every florint
count. There s no way we can maich Seyirshi’s backstash.” She shut the folder, dropped it on the table.
“That'sit. Smple enough, ign't it. We get him or he gets us”

Rohant pulled his chair out, sat down. “Four ships gone, maybe five, maybe more by now. That's not
adran, that's a hemorrhage. Exactly how bad is the damage from the bomb?’
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The edgy abrasion between the two dpha Dydaera was scraping at Shadith's nerves. Both of them
were angry and upset and there was an added stressor, Mirdys was moving into her season; the pull on
Rohant was tidd and growing. They were alifepar, mated near to thirty years, in sorm and cdm, hdf a
dozen kits, the bond between them as much memory as passion, both memory and pas-son operating
powerfully at this moment. They'd been separated for more than a year with Rohant in serious danger
and Mirdys franticaly trying to locate him and this was ther fird mesting, a public greeting, restrained to
the point of absurdity—all business on the outside, but undernegath the efficient surface a mess of churning
emo-tion that tended to peak every few minutes and break through the barriers Aleytys had been
teaching Shadith to put up on the long trip from Kishka to Spotchals, barriers between her growing
Tdent and the chaotic world outside.

She fdt like baggage again and played with the notion that she’ d made a mistake dlying hersdf to the
Dydaera, not ared quarrd with the Stuation, only a venting of her irritation at gtting slent for so long.
When Rohant was one Dydaera as Kikun was one dinhast and she was one whatever she was, she was
a partner with consider-able say in what they did.

Now that Rohant was back among his kind, she was shut out.

The Dydaeraweren't doing it deliberately, there were just too many of them here.

She thought about Kikun, caught hold of the tal of that thought before it dipped awvay under the
influence of his peculiar Taent, looked around &t the dinhast.

He amiled a her, the corners of his mouth curling up, the soft folds of gray-green skin that hung from
promi-nent cheekbones lifting and squeezing together, his eyes narrowing to orange dits. His long thin
hands were folded over his digphragm and he was leaning back, enjoying the show. His amile invited her
to rdax and enjoy with him. She sghed.
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A lull.

Rohant smoothed a thumbdaw aong his mustache; he looked congested about the eyes, his har was
bushed out as if he'd put starch in his dreadlocks. Mirdys ears were pressed flat againgt her head; her
nodtrils were flaring; there were patches of red over her cheekbones; her bresthing was a series of snorts.

Shadith logt patience. She sat up draight, dapped her hand on the table, bresking into the taut
contest between the two apheas.

They started, turned to stare a her, Rohant raisng a brow, Mirdys looking affronted.

“This is wading my time. Maybe not yours, but mine for sure. And Kikun's” Shaedith flicked the
report with her forefinger. “You told us dl we needed to know an hour ago when you gave us the
Buyer's name. The rest of thisis your business, Ro, not ours”

Rohant hdd his hand up, dlencng Mirdys for the mo-ment—and with her, the others. “All right,
Shadow.” He amiled affectionately at her, his tearing teeth carefully covered. He hadn't changed, so he
didn't see that everything dse had. “Don’t Wow out your backtrail. What are you on &7’

Shadith took a deep breath, let it out dowly. “We ve got some wiggle room, Ro. We're fools if we



wadteit. Ginny probably dill thinks we' re dead, but that won't last long. We could play dead, but it's not
worth the effort. Anyway, we can't out-labyrinth him. Y ou know that. Waste of energy trying it. He's got
more kinksin his thoughtpeth than a worm on Acid. Only time we got any-where was when we smashed
ahead as hard and as fagt as we could.” She closed her eyes for a moment, irritated by the blank
Dydaera faces, the gold Dydaera eyes sar-ing at her. “He's busy now,” she said, claws in her voice if
she didn't have any on her fingers, “working on his production, putting it together, leaving the hits to
surro-gates. | want to lay aline on him before he wakes up enough to know he’ s being got at.”

“l see”

“Caught the habit from Aste, en? | see. | see. | see. Hah!”

“Stop fooling, Shadow. Tak about wading time.”

“Step by step, then.” She waggled her forefinger. “Universty fird.” I've got connections there. I'll
pick up the langue and whatever else | can get on ... what was that world?’ She flipped through the fax
gheets. “Chissoku Bogmak.” Two fingers. “Next, jump in. See what | can find there. Lee left me a bag of
tricks which should be ussful once | can get & ... um ... Wargun.” She remembered the dinhast again,
touched his arm. “Kikun, come aong if you want.”

His eyes went suddenly wide, his hands beat softly at the tabletop, drumming a quick heart-rhythm.
“Itisthe road. Itisthe road. Yes” He winked at her. “Can't keep me out, Twiceborn.”

Rohant dug in his mustache with his thumbclaw; the corners of his mouth twitched up. “To coin a
phrase, | see. Right as usud, Shadow.” He exchanged a long hot stare with Mirdys who was getting
restless as this crosstalk proceeded; she subsided once more, but her patience tak proceeded; she
subsided once more, but her patience had vigble limits and he acknowledged them by getting to the
point. “I'll be coming with you, me and Sassa.”

Shadith managed a amile “ So it's hey-ho and Ginny watch your ass. Sure, come dong.”

Myrdis caws cut groovesin the wood. “Ciocan!”

“Well tak in private, Toerfdes” Another eyeclash. “Give us aminute more, it's dmogt finished. Tdl
usthe rest, Shadow.”

“All right, I'll throw my florint in” She set the reader on the folder, digned them with the table's
edge. “Your mindset’s wrong. Even yours, Rohant, and you should know better. You're thinking
business, dl of you Vodlts. Assets and liabilities. Effidency and optimums. Sar!” She paused, raised a
brow as Mirdys started to protest. The Toerfdes settled for aglare.

“I’ve spent the last hdf hour ligening to you argue. You haven't got it, any of you. Ginny Is going to
kill you dl. ThisisTt busness, it's surviva. Forget about effi-ciency and the rest of that gunge. When
you're scram-bling to stay dive nothing counts but that, Saying dive” She cleared her throat, fingered
the fax sheets. “You need money. That's a weapon, you've got that right at least. The Tracer Dighy
seems good vaue, except you're wast-ing him. What does it matter if those names are con-firmed or
not? Obvioudy, you've got to keep some of your teams out, working. Cdl in the ret, dl you can spare.
They've got Kills that should transfer to capturing people. Use Digby’s ops to do what you're not so
good a. If hell play. Set up new teams, three, four of your people on each, them doing the dogwork
with one of the Tracer’ s operatives directing them. Pick the likdiest names from that lis—no, the closest
to hand, that’ s bet-ter—and go after them, as many as you have teams to cover. If ateam hitsadry hole,
pull them out and try another. Un-mm ... another point to consder: the auc-tion dmogt certainly won't be
down any gravity wdl, but it will be someplace solidly established with more than one back door. You
know our Ginny, Ro.

“Um ...” She chewed her lip, stared past Rohant's head at the expensvely panded wall, madura
wood from Teffe—which reminded her of the woman she'd met a Quae's place. 1 suggest you get
Addaris Security in to go over your sysems. They're expensve but not so ex-pensive as paying
damages and logng assets. I'll give you a note to Aid Arash; she's usudly booked for years ahead, but
ghe owes me a favor and | think shell make time. Um ... have Digby send someone down the merc
market. I'll give you the names of three mercs who've worked for Ginny. They might or might not be
dive ... it doesn't matter, you could backtrack them anyway, lo-cate people they taked to, that sort of
thing. That amounts to ... what? about hdf a dozen lines a him. Think survival and work them dl.” She



sat back and sketched a gmile. “I'm betting us Three, well get there fird.” It was a heavy-handed
attempt to disspate the prickly heet in the ar around her and fdl asfla as it deserved. She shrugged and
ghut up.

Mirdys stood.”” Ciocan, | must remind you....” She broke off, struggling to subdue her temper so she
wouldn't embarrass hersdf in front of outsders. She turned to face Shadith and Kikun. “If you will wait
inthe anteroom, please? Lissom, Zimaryn, Sotabaem, you aso, I'll speak to you later. Ciocan, we have
to tak.”

Kikun blinked. Laughter like warm water filled him and spilled over into Shadith, though she didn’t
under-stand what he found so amusing in this confusion. She got to her feet and circled round to Rohant.
“Ciocan.” She closed her hand on his forearm, fdt the tendon in his muscles. “There s not much point in
Kikun and me hanging around, but you' ve got things to do here so why don’t you meet us on University?
Don't say anything now. Think about it. I'll be at the ottotel booking passage on the ‘firg ship | can find
going there nonstop. Coming, Kikun?

II. Whiteside In Play
(Ginny in abeyance)

CHISSOKU BOGMAK, KARINTEPE (the world capitol)

locd time 63-Kirar (63rd month in the reign of the Kralodate Kirar)
Sorizakre (Name of the Great Y ear-84.3 years standard—taken from the House reigning
for this particular Great year)
day 14 (of a 30 day month)
hour 15 (of a 26 hour day), early afternoon
Pikka Machletta and the Razor T gurtt
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Pikka Machletta walked into Old Town, elbows out, shoulders swinging.

An ivory-handled cutthroat razor, folded shut a the moment, dangled from a snapclamp on chains
triple stud-ded into her left ear. Fann beside her and the other four t' gurtsas weaving through side streets
in prowling pairs wore razors like that though hers was the only ivory one,

There was a wide lesther band about her neck, diff and black with pointed studs hammered into it
and aleather arm-and-knuckle guard on her left arm, aso black and giff and studded.

Her right arm was bare to the shoulder; divers of brushed sted were bonded to her fingernails

She wore a tubetop with one deeve, black and shiny, hugging a torso like an adolescent boy’s; her
trousers were loose, fold on fold of black wool hanging from narrow hips, tucked casudly into the tops
of limber black boots zipped tight to her caves.

Her draight black hair was waxed into quills, held out of her eyes by leather thongs dip-knotted over
her right ear, the four ends passing through lead lineweights.

Her eyes were an agonishing blue in a face with bold but degant bones and a matte dlive skin, a rigid
face trained to resolute immohbility. She gave nothing for free not even a amile Fifteen years standard
aurviving in Old Town had taught her that, though her mother lived long enough to protect her through
Winter's End and Thaw, the fird nine of thet fifteen. The next three or so she was a child whore; a
puberty she was thrown out and left to find her own living.

Her eyes moving congantly, flickers of blue and fugi-tive gleams of wet white in the ydlow
incandescence of the Old Town bulbs, Pikka Machletta walked dong the Raba Katir, elbows out,
shoulders swinging. Fann waked beside her, andler and wilder, two years older.

Thet' gurtsa Second had thick black hair, sraight and fine it hung to her knees when she let it loose.
Most times she wore it braided into a club which she would ether leave hanging down or pin on top her
head with forked pins whose knobs were set with pseudo diamonds, whose razor tips were cased in
flimsy sheeths that came off ingantly if she jerked the pins loose; the knobs were on the left because she



was |eft-handed. The T’ gurtt totem-razor, redwood handle, swvung from her right ear; she wore heavy
rings on her fingers with barbed and pepper-painted bezds (the better to mess up anyone she hit) and a
chain wound around her right arm, wegpon and defense in one.

Her trousers were three-way stretch, dinging to her long dim legs, one leg green the other crimson,
and she wore a loose, blousy tunic with narrow green and gold dripes, jewd colors head to toe
shimmered in the shift-ing light while the pdiamond knobs threw off sharp white sparks.

She had ddlicate, lovely features that no one ever no-ticed because dark purple splotches were
gpattered across her pde pae skin and a white, puckered scar cut through one eye and jagged past her
mouth.

Pikka Machletta and Fann her Second bopped dong the Raba Katir, whidling a song cdled
Perfumed Nights, that month’s favorite, Fann eaborating on the melody and Pikka doing harmony.

Ingra and Mem moved pardle to them on a street to the |eft, flashing T gurtt Sgns with hand mirrors
asthey moved past cross streets and were momentarily visble Kynal and Hari moved pardld to them
on a street to the right, the T’ gurrtt guarding itsdf as dways.

Letting Fann whigle done, Pikka Machletta counted side streets doud: “Teggil, Egod, Unagatyl.”
She stopped at the corner of Trinagil to drop a gum in the bowl of the round little monk begging there.
“*Roi, Kaoyurz. What do tha night?’

“Bless, O dgter.” Kaoyurz sang the shidduah with a grace-smile in his fluent tenor voice, giving the
gyllablesfull vaue despite the meager status of the donor; he had a fondness for the Razor T gurtt, they'd
done him more favors than one. “*Roa, Razoort, Starstreet be full and runnin ov-ar. Lot of hoshyid t' Fair
tha night, ready fer drunk and dip. And Bouni Vissn's Steam Coaster come in with a load o' fancies
and a heavy thirgt. And word is Goyo mean to dum tha Fair so watch thy backs, young skiz.”

“Nara, Kaoy.” She dropped another coinin the bowl, made an awkwardly graceful yayyay that sent
the razor swaying and the lead weights on her head thongs tunking againg each other. “May Guintayo
She-Who-Burns grow you three for one.” She looked both ways dong Trinagit, whistled and waited until
her sstersin-T'gur came dift-ing toward the Raba Katir, then she and Fahn her second went
swaggering on, taking idly, minding ther own business, threading through the thickening crowd of
grollers and shoppers.

As they passed by one of the teahouses, a man came dbowing up to them, a tdl thin type with a
shaved head and blue tattoos, a sarman wandering off Starstreet, ar-rogant in his assurance of
superiority and his skill in negotiaion. Ignoring Fann, he dropped his hand on Pikka Machletta's arm,
jerked athumb at the teahouse. “Come Upper, Pretty. Let’s party.”

She snatched her arm free, whipped around to face him.

Fann stepped away from her, ready to mind back if minding were needed, her eyes skittering about,
search-ing for City Police who'd haul them to jal and forced labor mostly for being a T'gurtt and handy
to blame for any trouble with vigtors.

The locds faded away despite the congestion, leaving a wide opening around the stranger and the
two t'gurtsas. The rest of the T'gurtt clustered on the walkway, ready to moveif needed.

Pikka s face froze, her voice shook with anger and scorn. “How tha Hell you got the nerve to come
up to me thinking | gonna let you jogga me ov-ah how you want?’

“Cumma cumma, pig, how much?’ He rubbed thumb againg fingers, grinning at her, treating her
words like windbreaking.

“Sssasal” She swept the razor 1oose, flicked it open and legped a him.

“Hey!” He jumped back, clutched at a hand spurting blood where his thumb had been. “What?
Wha?'

“Cumma cumma, mamgogga. Say’t again. You think you 000 bad. Say't again.” She shook the
blood off the razor and bared her teeth at him. “Cumma cumma ov-ah here, jigjog. You wantta party, les
“Up your ass, you whore, he shrieked. “A doctor. Where' s a doctor? | want a doctor.”

“You abig man, whyn't you come ov-ah here, | sick it up yours. Party, party.”
He wouldn't look at her; blundering into tables, fol-lowed by curses and fig shaking as he crunched



down on feet in hisway, knocked over pots and bowls, he plunged into the teahouse, dill shouting for a
doctor.

Pikka Machletta wiped, the razor on her trousers, swung it shut and squeezed it into the snapclamps,
took a step after him.

2

The T'gurtt did hedtily down a Sde street and into a tenement, dimbing to the fourth floor where an
electron-ics factory was squeding and fuming dong in a haf-floor apartment. They eased behind some
crates piled outside the factory, crouched in a dusty doorless close.

Pikka clapped hands with the others, Fann sat back, contented and dlent, ligening to her
sstersin-T gur gig-gle and joke over the sarman.

Sobering, Pikka said, “What y' get, Ing?’

Ingra dragged open the drawstrings of her dittabag and thrugt a hand indde. “We cleaned the
Goomoo, Pikk. Look.” She pulled out an energy gun. “Goom won't report this gone, he get his skin
peded they knew he brought it off Starstreet.” She giggled. “L ook, he got a vibraknife, too.” She lad the
black rod beside the gun. “Thought he king a tha world with dl this. Wahl”

“What he havein his cre-belt, Mem?’

“Not much.” Mem was tdl and thin, so colorless she might have been dbino though her eyes were
ice-gray, not pink. She was thirteen and Hill growing, afraid she'd never stop; in her more extravagant
flights of fancy she stalked across the Land on seven-league legs. Apt to trip over shadows and bang her
head on any projection around, she was awkward in every way except with her hands, she'd studied
brush painting from the moment she could hold a handle. Before he was killed in a pressgang sweep, her
offworld father taught her how to grind ink and set her to interminable exercises which she did with the
enthusasm of firg love. She was ten when he died and would have died hersef—he was her only kin and
an offworlder besides—so there was no one obliged to care for her and no one willing until she stumbled
into Pikka's notice, joined the T'gurtt and put her improbable deft-ness of finger to work picking
pockets. She upended her dittabag and sent coin ralling everywhere. Fann tutted,

Pikka and Ingra grinned, Kynsl and Hari scrambled after the errant cash.

Ingra a sixteen was the laughing one, chunky and freckled, with fine brown har she kept cut short
and greenish-brown eyesin around, pretty face; she was the second best dip, deft in her movements and
grong de-spite the birth defects that left her with multiply jointed arms and two-fingered hands with
subby thumbs, a pa-riah who whistle-baited ill-wishers and went her cheerful way.

Kyndl and Hari were deven, hdf ssters though they might have been twins they were so dike—their
mothers had been the mistresses of some nameess Goyo (they never saw him, had no idea who he was).
They were smdl and dark and quiet except when they were gigdling. Kyndl used her face instead of her
voice and was do-quent in her slent way. Hari was her shadow, doing ev-erything she did asif grings
tied their limbs together. They piled up the coins beside the vibraknife, then sat—on their heds and
waited for Pikka to tdl them what next.

Pikka Machletta frowned a the unsteady piles. “Not much. Fann, count ‘em and give us each some
to blow tha night. Mem, he have a cre-card?’

Mem nodded, scraped back the white-blonde har fal-ing across her eyes. 1 dropped that down
cinerator next the shop.” Her rare amile lit her face. “I redly did, Pikk-luv. It redly did go in and down,
no one's tracking us with that.”

“Good.” She took the coins Fann held ouit to her, flipped aguim to Mem who got to her feet and set
it on a high shdlf as a grat for the worker who had dibs on the space, pushed the rest into the hidabelt
behind her trouserband. “Fann, y’' bring these,” she tapped a nal-diver on the gun hilt, “well go see
Tuck the Tick. | don't careif that Goomoo can't raise adink, | wanna shuck this trouble. Ing, you'n the
others, y' go on to the Fair, seewha y’ can spot. Don't touch till Fann ‘n me we get therewi’ the futeks.
Y’ hear me?’" She waited as they wiggled and made faces but findly nodded; they knew the rules and the
risks. “Hit the Mirror Court every twenty minutes or so, Fann and me, well pick y' up there soonest.”
She waved Hari and Kyndl out fird as troublescouts, followed with the others when the Haf-twins



whidled the dl-clear.

3

day 14, hour 19

Pikka Machletta, Fann beside her, stopped beside the Blurddang Alley, jigged from foot to foot and
watched the moon Myara dide through wispy clouds so she wouldn't have to look at Hery and Bugeye
and Prettybutt of Dragon Torkkus while she waited for their boss Kidork and his Second Mordo to buy
thelr futaks off the Blurds-lang.

The NightFair started at sundown and ended at Mompri-set. This was month 63-Kirar, the 14th day,
0 moon Mompri wouldn't be setting until hour 6 tomorrow morning. There was plenty of time for
prospecting the Fair, but she didn’t much like waiting. She clicked her tongue and snapped her fingersin
counterpoint to the ti-tunk of her boothedls on the pavement, shifted her scowl from the moon to the dark
mouth of the dley, ignoring the jinsbek standing there like a doorbeast totem carved out of stone,
ignoring, too, the comments Bugeye was passng to Herv. She didn't like them, she didn’'t like Kidork,
she didn’t like anything about Dragon Torkkus.

Back in month 91-Atsui (Atsui the Soused to the folk in Old Town), the very same month when
Atsui was killed in the dud with his stepson Kirar the present Kralodate, Kidork and his toady thet
dimesac Mordo and the rest of that turdy lot cornered a pair of Sx year olds with some gangrape in
mind. Pikka, Fann, and Ingra happened on the scene. Bugeye lost a hunk of his butt to Fann's razor and
Pretty walked round with chainmarks on his face for a month after, couldn’t party like he wanted to
celebrate the Change. Kidork was missng athumb and two fingers from that fight, though Pikka d gone
for his throat; when she thought about it, which was dmogt never, she re-gretted her foot dipping right
then. No matter, the Razor

T gurtt got two new members, Hari and Kyndl. It was a good mark for a new Kralodache, made her
think she had some Luck coming under Kirar. The 91 months under Atsui’s rule had been disaster for
her family and her.

Pikka Machletta watched warily as Kidork and Mordo came out with their futaks pinned to their
deeves, but the Dragons ignored her and Fann. They handed around the rest of the metal squares and
went off traling boasts and laughter.

Pikka flipped a finger a them, bounced a sass-spiced yayyay at the jinsbek, walked past him,
elbows out, shoulders swinging. She knocked at the wicket at the end of the dley, loang her swagger as
it did open and the Blurddang looked moisly out a her. “A’sat’hroi, Oow-alu Toop, * she sad, her
voice subdued, respectful. “1 bring Roush and the workfee for tonight.” She yayyayed again, produced
the pouch with the Roush (one sixth of the cash she' d gotten for the two weapons, the Sirshak-kai’s cut)
and piled beside it the 9x guims for the futeks that let them work the NightFair without being tossed out
by any jinsbek that took anotion to do it.

An oozing spotted tentacle wrapped around the pouch, suckers squishing wetly as they sedled onto
the shiny leather surface, another looped around the guims and dragged them into the darkness. The
wicket closed.

Pikka waited, diding the fingers of her right hand dong and dong her wai stband.

Fann stood slent beside her, fadng back dong the dley, watching the Fairgoers move past. She
diffened, swalowed a gasp.

“What?" Pikka muttered.

“Later.”

The wicket opened again. A tentacle tip pushed six futaks at Pikka.

She yayyayed with care and took them, suppressing as she dways did her disgugt at the cold dick
surfaces. They weren't dimy, not redly, but she could fed dime any-way. She tacked one to her deeve,
handed the others to Fann. Then she pulled her swagger back on like a jacket she'd dropped and
sauntered down the dley. “*Nara,

Zassh.” Sheflicked her fingers at the jinsbek, grinned into his scowl and strutted into the Raba Ktir.

Fann pushed her into the shadows near the wall of Shiintap Tenement. “Headdown time. Y’ want to



know what bit me?’

“Dragons come back?’

“Na The Goomoo, the one you cut.”

“Huh?

“Him and three maybe four friends, they go jiggin past, | figure he lookin for you. Goin to get hm
back some face” She giggled. “He thiiink.”

“Koyohk!”

“Ay-yeh. Gonna be one of ‘em watching the Gate. Least one.”

Pikka chewed at a hangnall and watched the foot traffic flood past. “You think he fool enough to
ignore this?” The metd fauxnal on her right forefinger clinked as she tapped the futak tacked to her
deeve

“Stargoo, an't he? He probably don’ know.”

“Whatcha think, we whidle a jinsbek?’

“Could.”

“Na | got ‘nidea Just come to me” She blinked, giggled. “Look a that, Fann, that rush of marks
coming, what a mishmash, you could even lose ol Blurddang in that Iot. Les go, we pass the Gate in the
middle of them and if the Goo he sees us, he can’'t do nothin. RI"? R’

ON THE WORLDSHIP KF77EDVA DINNYEE IN PASSAGE FROM
UNIVERSITY TO CHISSOKU BOGMAK

Shadith, Rohant, Kikun

1

Rohant dropped three coins on the table, a Chissoku guim, a Spotchdlix zurst, a copper florint.

She looked at them, cocked a brow at him. “Got it dl thought out, huh?’

“Don’'t want to spend the next three days arguing. Pick one.” After Kikun set a fingertip on the glver
gum and Shadith took the zurgt (feding momentarily sentimenta, zursts being mixed up in the beginning
of this business), Rohant did the florint off the table, balanced it on his retracted thumbdaw. “Odd one
goes down fird,” he said and snapped the florint into the air.

The coins whedled up, clattered down on the table: heads heads heads.

Kikun amiled lazly. “Luck says we go together.”

Shadith snorted. “Then Luck’s adork. Let’s go agan.”

Thistime Rohant’s florint was odd out. He tucked it in his belt and leaned back while the others
cdled for sec-ond, dragging his claws through his mustache, his eyes dits of satisfaction, irids gone red in
the glow of the artificid light.

Shadith inspected the zurst. “Looks like I'm the tail on this dog.” She wiggled her nose. “Hmh!”

The worldship Kezzedva Dinnyee surfaced and swept insystem like a moon on the loose, dowed
and dowed again and drifted past world after world until, in a baancing act more ddicate than any
performed by the ac-robats on board, it dipped sweetly into orbit about one of the seventeen worlds,
Yildakeser 7 on the charts, Chis-soku Bogmak to the Goyothinaroi who opened and owned it.

3

A muted, musica chime sounded, followed by the pleasant, androgynous voice of the kephaos.
“Passenger six-aught-four-three, passenger six-aught-four-three. If you are present, please respond by
touching the green light” In a thousand other rooms, a thousand dorms it was cdling other numbers,
cdling with the same mes-sage, speaking in the same voice.

Shadith straightened her back, shook hersdf. “It be-gins,” she murmured. The finger she stretched to
touch the light was trembling and her somach fdt asif some-one were dirring it with a dotted spoon.



“The next tier of departures will occur in thirty-two minutes. Six-aught-four-three, you are assigned
seat 9 on shuttle 27. Please confirm your reservation by touching the green light. Thank you. The glide
chair will be at your cabin door in gpproximately seven minutes. All im-pedimenta except one carry item
should have been dis-patched to the baggage transfer system. If you disregard this warning, the extra
itemswill be taken from you at the loading chute. Although we will do our utmost to reunite you with your
possessions, in such circumstances we cannot guarantee delivery. Five minutes to arivd of the glide
chair. Four minutes. Three....”

Shadith lifted her shoulderbag onto her 1gp and sat stroking the soft wrinkled leather.

Passenger 6043, one out of 7000 plus. Who cares who 6043 is? Lovely privacy, sweet
neglect. It's what | like about cities. And worldships. Who cares who you are or what
you're doing? | couldn’t live on Wolff there’s ... what ... less than a hundred thousand
Wolfflan on the whole miserable planet ... everybody KNOWS everybody ... well, al-most ...
got a thousand noses hanging over your shoulder whatever you do ... Ginny times a
thou-sand ... not so malevolent, of course ... that's a good word ... | like that word ...
malevolent ... it even SVIELLS evil ... malevolent ... red-eyed spider squinting from his web
... why the hell am | here anyway ... should have cut my losses, done what Lee wanted me
to do, settled down at Univer-sity cultivating contacts ... sheesh! and one day not too far
off some jerk walks in and blows my head off, present from Ginny ... University ... Adan,
Adan, keep on Hoban's tail, see my sun moths are built and ready to fly. We'll be needing
them on a moment’s notice, | hope, | hope ... give you one blinding beautiful surprise,
Ginny you creep ... | hope, | hope....

She twitched when the announcer bonged, got to her feet, and went out.

4

Shadith watched the world come up at them, blotches of color and cloud that spread and spread,
then they were in the clouds, dropping through leve after level of poufs like swatches of oun glass, the
detalls of the land dternately visble and veiled as the shuttle plunged down.

Ferries moved dowly across bright brittle water siff with whitecaps, carrying people and goods back
and forth from the Landing Field to Karintepe, a dty built on a spatter of idands on the east sde of the
Jnss (an immense bay like a mushroom cap on a crooked stem) and spread dong Jnss Eagtshore, its
parts connected by atracery of sugpension bridges like fine black spiderwebs.

The shuttleport lay on flat land west of the Jnss, where the southern grasdands met ancient forest
that stretched like a blue-green amudge across the curve of the world. The Fed was a square of
metacrete a mile on a 9de with a cluster of oversize structures on the eastern end. It was enclosed in a
triple barrier of chainlink and barbed wire, with an dectrified mesh on the outside of the innermost and
tdles of the fences.

More important, to her, if not the Bogmakkers, there was a amdler enclave a short distance north of
the fidd, Starstreet, encysted and separate from the rest of Chis-soku.

The shuttle set down with a fant jar, then rolled dong for what seemed—hours until it reached the
disembarking tube assigned to it. There was a dick, a subaudible sgh. The char turned Shadith loose,
she stood and walked ouit.

GETTING INTO KARINTEPE 1

63 Kirar Sorizakre, day 14, hour 10
Shadith

1
The ariva hdl was an immense space, a barrel roof perched on walls three stories high, a double



aray of tdl, narrow, sained glass windows marching dong the sde wadls the sections of glass
surrounding the monu-mental Goyo figuresin them congtantly changed polar-ization, generating a play of
sunrays that crossed and crisscrossed the echoing interior in subtly shifting, gently jagged patterns. It was
amegdomaniac's cozy menage, meant to intimidate the incomers, an effect it didn’t quite manage, having
gone over the top into the absurd, an absurdity underscored by a horde of bored hirdings of assorted
species and subspecies seated at haphazardly scattered counters tap-tapping into their terminds end-less
ligs of answers to endless questions.

Shadith glanced a her form, made her way to the counter with the form number painted on a tatty
dgn at the end of a skinny duminum pole.

She lad the form on the counter and waited for the pae little being to notice her. He was a stripped
twig, white and shiny, with hair like atangle of crinkled root-lets gathered in twin bushes over convoluted
little ear nubbins

He blinked & her out of colorless red-rimmed eyes, scanned the form, looked up again, frowning.
“You traved done?’

“Yes” Shadith kept her voice quiet, colorless. It was a matter of getting through this interrogetion
without ir-ritating the functionary. He couldn’t turn her back, but he could make her life a hdl if he
decided he didn’t like her.

“You're very young and femade. What is your family thinking, letting you go about like this?’

“l am older than | seem.”

What's this? Damn that Kephalos shunting me over to this little creep. Sounds like he's
got a problem and I'miit.

He looked at the fax sheet again, turned it over and scanned the backside. “You have not indicated
your planet-of-origin or your species.”

“l believe that is not required, only requested. My folk have a rdigious objection to breaching
privacy. | will provide such information only under duress. Do you compe me?’

The lies begin again. How many is this world going to need?

He started to speak, then stared past her.

Before she thought about it or considered whether it was a wise thing to do, she turned her head to
see what he was looking at.

A Goyo stood a few paces off, atdl thin ydlowish man with a lot of heavy copper ornaments and
chains. Asif to accentuate his height and leanness, he wore a black bodysuit like a shiny second skin and
draped a heavy crimson robe around this a kind of thick toga arranged in careful folds. He moved his
hand dowly back under the robe and his eyes went blank.

The twig cleared his throat. “Purpose of vigt.” Shadith pulled hersdf together. “Mogtly sghtseaing,
some gambling.”

He pressed his mouth into a line so thin it nearly van-ished. He didn't like that answer, but he
swvdlowed it after another glance a the Goyo. “You mugt show that you have suffident discretionary
funds”

She pressed the credit bracelet to the sensor he pushed across the counte.

He glanced a the report, thinned his lips again. She began to wonder why the Goyo had hired him,
he cer-tainly wasn't apt at ingratiating himsdf with visitors. She thought about her number status on the
worldship and sighed. The cubide she'd occupied was just a hair above the dorms in respectability,
probably why she got this jerk. Well, better alittle obscurity given the circum-stances. “Duration of vigt,”
he said.

“Until the next ship comes by going my way. Prefer-ably but not necessarily a worldship.”

“Age?

“Thet is a private matter.”

“It is necessary, despina. If you are below the age of consent as determined by local standards, you
mugt be provided with a chaperone during your stay here. If you are below the age of responshility as



determined by locd standards, a warning will be incorporated in your 1D bracelet. There are limitations
on the ectivities of chil-dren here.”
Shadith closed her eyes, searched memory....

Age of consent, 12 std. Age of responsibility for non-Goyo femmes and hommes, 26 std.
Never for Goyo femmes. Gods be blessed | wasn't born here. Ridic-ulous. | could have sex
in the city square with fifty Goyo, but | couldn’t see sex shows. Hunh! What can | get this
creep to believe....

“l yidd to your coercion,” she said doud, arrogancein the lift of her chin and anger in her voice. “29
years standard, plus 52 days standard. | am adult. | will not welcome any doubt of that.”
“Of course, despina.” He looked nervoudy past her shoulder.

That Goyo again. Must be. Why is he ... interfer-ing ... Ah, gods, don't tell me it's
happening again. If he'sa veal hound looking for meat, | swear....

“Despina” The nervous scratchy voice broke into her unpleassant speculations. “If you please, place
your wrigt in the receptacle.”

She tensed her muscles and pushed her am a thumb-width farther into the bracelet machine than he
would have dlowed if he hadn't been preoccupied with the Goyo. When the machine finished its
complicated dash-ing about her arm, she withdrew it quickly and held it againg her bag so he wouldn’t
notice how loose the bracelet was.

The functionary ran the form through a duplex, at-tached a second sheet, pushed them across the
counter to her. “The bracelet will be removed when you leave Chis-soku Bogmak. Do not attempt to
remove or otherwise tamper with it before then. If you do, it will blow your hand off. You have the
freedom of the city for the space of one year standard. At the end of that time, if you are ill here, you
mug leave on the firg ship avallable no matter where it is going. This information plus such rules and
limitations as gpply to you are liged on the second sheet. You are required to be familiar with these.
Breach-ing any of them will bring severe pendties and ignorance is not acceptable as a defense. The
mogt serious infrac-tions could bring terms of servitudein the mines or on the factory farms. Welcome to
Chissoku Bogmak.”
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Welcome to Chissoku Bogmak. Hmp.

Shadith glanced over her shoulder as she Ieft the Hall. The Goyo was fallowing her, his eyes blank,
his body loose, dmost shambling. He was't hurrying, but he didn't need to. She shivered, shifted the
strap of her shoulderbag, stepped outside into the grit-laden wind sweeping east across the fidd and
joined the crowd of other worldship transfers waiting with varying degrees of patience for the jits that
would take them to the ottotels on Ross Westshore or the ferries to Karintepe Proper.

There were groups of Goyothinaroi standing like statues in a concrete garden, posng for the
admiration of the incomers and each other; tdl lean young maes with gaunt eagle faces, grayish-ydlow
skin, and long coarse black har either hanging loose or braided into compli-cated plaits with fine copper
and slver wires twisted through the strands. They wore skintight black bodysuits and dark red wool
togas like the one fallowing her, though they were younger, with fewer copper chains and amlets, smdler
earrings and brooches. Some just stood about with as much mgesty as they could contrive, oth-ers
saked dong portentoudy, a kind of dance where each maintained a set distance from dl others, usng
ther extravagant length and young vigor like cocks parading before dull undisinguished hens whose
admiration they yet desired. It was, in its way, a remarkable display of wedth, the only wedlth that had
real meaning to travelers and landbound adike. Leisure. Limitless, boundless lei-sure. The time to cultivate
totaly usdless activity, the space to be spectacularly nonproductive, even wasteful.

Thear wedth was the firg thing she learned about the Goyo when she talked with Adan’s mentor,
Tseewaxlin, the old man who'd spent hdf an ordinary lifetime study-ing them. Wedth, he said, and the



power it gives. It colors everything on Chissoku Bogmak. The Goyothi-naroi own Chissoku. They own
the ar you breathe. If they decide you should stop bregthing, they have that right by loca law. Remember
this child. Keep itinmind at dl times. Have vaue to the Goyothinaroi and you live. Cease to have vdue
and you can cease to live

A roving Goyo, older than the others, stepped onto the shadow of a dationary poser.

It was ddliberate, a Slent provocation.

The poser screamed, a sudden wild shriek that cut through the muted noise of the assorted
conversations among the travelers and the rattle of the approaching jits. “Odumeydo shi-olum, A-aptal”
he cried. “Odou, odou.”

Shadith frowned. Those words weren't in the vocabu-lary she'd learned on Universiy.

Soecial langue for ritual acts? Plenty That going to be a problem? No indeed. fight Goyo,
I’m going to find a handy hide behind.

The chdlenger tore achain off his neck, one heavy with round meddlions, and swung it hard against
the arm of the man who stepped on his shadow.

The provoker swung round, caught a the chain, pulled it from the chalenger’s hand and flung it
adde. “ Shighshi,” he cried. “ Sholoom.”

Thejit drivers and the tour guides were busly pushing the incomers into seats on the jits, carefully
ignoring the two Goyo whanging away at each other with heavy copper-coated swords;, when one of the
offworlders seemed about to comment, a guide interrupted ruth-lesdy, cutting her off in mid-word. That
only happened once, mogdly because not many of the incomers even bothered to look at the fighters.
They were traders and gamblers, experienced travelers quick to pick up on loca nuance, with no interest
ingetting involved in locd quar-rels.

Shadith maneuvered so she was one of the lagt to get in. She wanted to see the end of this.

The dud went on, the duders stepping through stately patterns as they beat a each other with those
improbable swords. Despite the stagy look of the contest, it had a vicious intengty; both Goyo were very
quick and stronger than they looked, constrained by the prescribed forms but going a each other with
murderous determination.

She took the end seet in the jit, ignored the tacit dis-approva of the driver and the other riders and
sat hdf-turned, watching the dud to its end. The chdlenger was outclassed from the first exchange; the
Goyo who'd pro-voked this daughter blocked and struck with daunting precison and speed and
high-nosed contempt for his op-ponent.

That bastard knew he'd win. So this is Goyo honor. Ah-me ah-my, times don’t change
though the millennia dide past and away. Driver’'s sweating rivers, he'd be chewing me
out if he wasn't afraid some other Goyo'd hear him. You're not being very nice, Shadow.
Itisn’t his fault, you know what the old man said. This is how things are here. Huh. | don’t
fedl nice.

The young one fdl, blood spurting in twin fountains from his am and neck. The older ignored the
blood, bent over the youth and stripped off his neck chains. He draightened, Ieft the dead Goyo
sprawled on the grit as he walked off with the chains and their pendant charms swinging from his hand,
his bloodied sword held before him like a Saff.

Then the jit was round the corner and she couldn’t see him any more.

WAl. Lovely, lovely. And that’s what we're going after, only older. And worse. He didn’t
only sur-vive, he came out top dog. Head of the House of Fevkinda. Richest Goyo on
Chissoku. Able to afford Ginny's price. Limited Edition. One year’s World Income per
version ... | like that ... perversion ... Gods, why don’t | just say hdl with it and go spend
the rest of my life on Vrithian with Harskari? Bastard’d never find me there. Ah, well,
looks like it'sa good thing | did a little double-knotting of my own. Wonder if Ard’s here
yet? He was eager enough when | called him....



She chuckled softly, settled hersdf more comfortably in the seat and closed her eyes; it'd been along
day d-ready and it wasn't noon yet down here.

GETTING INTO KARINTEPE 2
Shadith
1

The ottotdl’ s lobby was plagtic and impersond; the plants were red enough, but they looked as if
they were vacuumed for dust and rewaxed every day. There weren't any echoes, the tel-engineers had
seen to that, but voices had a curious qudity in here asif the air wasn't quite sure it was up to tranamitting
coherent sound. There was't less noisg, it was Smply lessintdligible

Shadith yawned, rubbed at her eyes, spent a few mo-ments wishing futildy that she had earplugs to
keep the clamor out of her head. She didn’t know any of the Kaz-zedva passengers in line with her so
she didn’'t bother trying to tak; besides, she was tired and cranky, not fit for human discourse. Lines and
questions and the tensgon from not knowing what was going to happen next, it added up—or rather it
subtracted, mogtly energy. The line shuffled ahead a few steps. She shifted the strap on her shoulderbag
and shuffled with it.

Ottotels... gods, you'd think a busy place like this they'd have more than one token
dispenser ... | sup-pose it's only crowded when a worldship’s in ... Ro-hant and Kikun
should be settled by now ... that Goyo ... he wasn't putting out lecher vibes ... I don’t know
the Goyo ... reading about them isn’'t the same as ... ah, well, time ‘Il take care of that....

Theline moved again. The ar was gamy with the amdl of travelers of assorted species sweaty with
excitement or apprehension or plain weariness. Shadith had no doubt at dl she was contributing her share
of stench to the fug that filled the place—which made her even crankier.

Someone touched her arm. She looked round, scowl-ing.

A worn, handsome woman stood hdf a step behind her—tadl and narrow, maybe a touch of Goyo in
her. Her har was Goyo blue-black and long, wound into a com-plicated knot at the back of her head,
her skin was the color of old cream, soft and smooth as velvet drapes with about as many folds, her eyes
were long and narrow, theirids brown with flecks of orange and a black rim. She wore a narrow black
coat over black trousers caught at the ankle and narrow black dippers. And no jewdry. Her ears were
large, set close to her head, mostly covered by her hair; the pendulous Iobes hung free, the holes in them
overszed, distended by heavy dangles which she'd Ieft off for some reason.

Discreet and ... hmm ... not identifiable. All right, madam, say your say, I'm not going
anywhere a while yet....

“l am a licensad Hindor, desping; that is, | bring to-gether who wants to buy with who wants to sl.”
The woman's voice was a creamy ato, warm and pleasant to the ear; it made everything she said sound
a touch more reasonable than it probably was. “Thisis my card; if you wish you may run it through the
verifier a the desk. | have an offer to pass to you which could bring you much....” She rubbed her thumb
across her fingertips. “Y ou understand.”

Shadith looked at the card but didn’t touch it. The line moved again and she moved with it, brooding
over what she should do about this When she looked around, the woman was quigtly following.

“I'll ligen,” Shedith said. “I'll give you fifteen min-utes. Engage a conference room and meet me at
the desk.”

“It will be s0.” The Hindor touched bunched finger-tips to brow, lips and heart, bowing as she did
50, the Bogmakker yayyay. She draightened and moved away with an odd dliding gait, as if her feet
were wheds.

2
Shadith punched in her room requirements, then fed ottotel tokens into the desk clerk until it burped



out a cardkey and afax sheet of ingructions. She dipped them in her bag and turned away.

The Hindor yayyayed gracefully, straightened with a amile, holding out the card. “Do you wish to
verify, despina?’

“Not at the moment. I'll ligten to the proposd first. Where?’

“Only a step, despina. Across the hdl and down alittle”

“Go. I'm tired, so don’'t waste my time or yours.”

The room was a cube the Sze of a closat with two comfortable chairs and a table with a sensor pand
a one end. The Hindor waited until Shadith was settled, then took the other chair, folded her hands on
the table. “There is a man of power in Karintepe who is charmed by you, despina; he wishes a liason
with you for such time as pleases you both. Heis a generous, patron, a lover of charm and delicacy who
will teach you many ddights he will take care of your expenses while you are onworld, even your
gambling expenses, within reasonable limits, and will provide a parting gift under terms to be negoti-ated
after you accept his proposa.”

Shadith caught the tall of her temper. Though it looked like things were garting here exactly as they
hed on the Trandfer Station, there was something wrong with the echo. She frowned. Her Taent told her
the Hindor had nothing riding on acceptance, no emationa commitment to the proposition. Odd.
Especidly on this world. She wasn't exactly lying, but this was not a serious offer, it was a try-on of
some kind....

What now ... what now ... damn all interfering ... I'd bet anything Ginny’s back of this
somehow. Old spider sitting in his web, tying knots where no one else would even see
threads. |1 thought he thought we were dead. Looks like that's wrong. Stop stalling,
Shadow, you need an answer now, some-thing that won’t make a gift of your head ... ah!
yes, | have it....

“l am desolate, O Hindoro,” she murmured, spesking dowly and with a pernickity precison
borrowed from Ginbiryol Seyirshi (a private joke that tickled her and distanced the fear and anger she'd
brought into the room). “It ismy shame that | cannot respond favorably to such a generous and eegantly
phrased proposal. Alas, my ap-pearance is mideading. | am not of the cousin races, | an not remotdy
connected with them. | am a neuter member of amimetic species; | am naither physicaly nor emotiondly
capable of entering into such an agree-ment.” She got to her feet without hurry but aso without lingering
over it and left the room, more disturbed than ever because her Tdent told her the woman was pleased
with the refusal and the reason given for it....

Pleased! Because she doesn't like her patron? Or because she does and I'm not the
scourge she' s waiting for? Ahlahlah, what a mess to be diving blind into....

Shadith keyed open the door to her room and went indde.

It was serile, impersondly pleasant, a bed a chair a table alamp, dl neat and dust free, made from
nonwear materids in nondidracting colors. She dropped into the chair and closed her eyes, suddenly
depressed as if in looking into that room, she was looking into the rest of her life And if she was, it
was't much worth living. Rooms like this, world after world. She brought her hand dgpping down on the
table beside the chair, then she stared at her reddened pam, shook her head. Foolish-ness.

Get busy, girl. You ve got more important things to do. Bath first. Sar! I’'m going to soak
till I'm a prune. Idjit, you want clean clothes, don't you? And you'd better check the
Bulletin Board, let old lion and Kikun know you're in and ready for company, well, almost
... bath, bath, bath ... on your feet, woman, the sooner you do all this, the sooner you get

your nap....



She groaned onto her feet, did her baggage check into the dot in the sensor panel and left it there
while she cdlled up the BB and Ieft a message in Dydaer (Rohant indsted she absorb the langue when
they were on Uni-versty picking up everything they could find about Chis-solcu Bogmak; he ill had the
illuson it could serve in a pinch as a secret langue when they wanted to say things they didn't want others
to know about), then she gtrolled into the bathroom and sank hersdlf to her neck in hot soapy water.

5

Shadith scratched at the sole of her foot. She was perched in the middle of the narrow bed, dressed
inatoweling robe, her har a wild tangle of tiny curls that looked completely uncombable, released from
the gd that hdd it flat and smooth and turned the brown to a pae blonde. Rohant had the chair and
Kikun was gtting on the carpet with his back againg a wdl, so dill and un-blinking he was more like an
odd statue than a bregthing being.

“She turned out to be a professona pander—or at least that was what she was pretending to be. |
don't quite believe it, | think she was checking up on me, matching me to some kind of description. To
aumit up in one word, Ginny. Double-knotting again. | suppose he found out Kiska didn’'t go boom after
al”

Looking spacy and idiotic as he usudly did when his peculiar ways of knowing were in operation,
Kikun be-gan humming a monotonous, irritating tune, rather like a mosquito zeroing in on succulent flesh.

When Shadith was on the verge of screaming, he broke off his humming and said, “Ginny don't
know. Too busy to know. Puk the Lute, he's the one. He thinks we're golems. Can't kill us. He tried
and he tried and it didn't work. Sent a description to Ginny’s prime dlients, us three, didn't dare send
phots, said we trouble, don’'t mess with us, dump us down a deep hole soon’s we show our noses.” He
gave his throat-catch giggle, opened his eyes wide. “Ginny don’t know. If he finds out, the Lute gets
skinned. Maybe. Bdance on the knife point. Maybe he sends the L ute hunting us. Hope he does, oh yes,
if he does, | siff his backtrail to his nest. And Boom goes Ginny.”

“Backtrail, huh?’

Kikun didn’t answer; he was back to staring at things no one else could see.

“Right.” Rohant ran his thumbclaw across his mus-tache, began teasing at it, winked at Shadith. “You
needn’t boast your atractions, Shadow, you weren't the only one to get an offer. A Hindor came eding
up to mewith a proposition he said would make me independently wesdlthy.”

Shadith giggled. “How much?’ she said, miming ex-treme interest. “How much she goin to pay?’

“Don't be afool, Shadow. Species difference, ared one. Dydagror don't fool around outside the
Family.”

“Species difference, my foot! You're as much cousn as. | am. So tdl me, tdl me who's the locd
meatron sghring over dl that prime meet?’ She waved a hand, the gesture sweeping from his head to the
claws coming out the end of his open toed boots.

“Dio, girl ...” He moved uneasily in the chair, more disturbed by the idea than she'd expected. “I'm
pairbond and don’t you forget it. No, this was an offer to turn pro. Maul and claw, gladiator if you want
it fancy. They don’'t get many Dydaeror, he said. I'd be a star, he said.” He grinned, threat not humor,
showing his tearing teeth. “Maybe even true. | don't know. Haven't got your talent, Shadow. | had Sassa
onmy wrist. He liked that. Very impressed. Or so he said. Told hm | was't interested a the moment.
Maybe later. He went off without arguing. Didn't think about it much then, just some ten-per boy trying
to scam alikdy greenhead. Now I'm remembering how easy he went off, and I’'m wondering. Hmm. Get
you, too, Kikun?’

Kikun let his eydids droop hdf-shut. “Didn’'t notice me.”

Rohant gave a shout of laughter and Shadith smiled.

She fiddled with her locator bracelet, squeezed her thumb around and began trying to ease the circlet
over her hand. Her wrigts were thin, her hands were big for her sze, graceful and tapering but definitdy
big; she started sweeting and that hel ped.

Kikun amiled degpily at her, congtricted his hand, dipped the bracelet off without any effort at dl.
“Worm,” she said.



He chuckled, three throat-catches and a snort. He turned the white plastic band around and around
inhis ddlicate fingers, then dipped it back on and sat watching Shadith’s struggles.

Rohant dropped his head on the back of the chair as Shadith got the bracelet over the widest part of
her hand and shook it off onto the bed. “Not a hope for me to try that.” He held up his am. His wrists
were thick and powerful, but his hands were too well-muscled, his bones too big to let him imitate her.
He closad his hand in afig, turned it back and forth, contemplating it. “Unless | want to gnaw it off.”

She poked at the white plagtic ring, moving it about the coverlet, organizing the smdl scratchings into
arudimentary rhythm. “Yeh.” She sghed. “You'll be dl right if they don't link us together. | think.”

Rohant grunted.

“Stupid thing, this” Shadith hooked her finger through the ring, sent it spinning to the caling, caught it
agan. “Same old gtory, in't it?

He looked up. “Wha?’
“The Goyo way with outsders. Keep them separate, milk them of everything they got, boot them

“It' sther world.”

She found a him, shook her head. “Kikun over there. You ever wonder what he thinks of us

The dinhagt wasin his persond nevernever , looking close to braindead.

Rohant clicked his tougue, started scratching a the upholstery on the char am with the
needle-pointed tip of his right foreclaw. He waan't interested in this kind of speculation and made it
obvious he thought she was wasting time.

Shadith sat rubbing at her knees. “Ahhlahlah, | don't know.”

He inspected the claw. “To go back to when you were 4ill making sense, yeh, we do need to keep
some space between us so we don't make the wrong kind of picture for the wrong kind of eyes. You go
your way, | go mine” He laced his hands over his ssomach, flaitened his ears, and twitched his nose.
“I'm going to give my Hindor a call. Surprise the hdl out of him, probably.” Hislids drooped hdf shut, his
eyes phosphored red. “He mightn't want me, but he's got me”

“Hmm.” She picked thoughtfully at a bit of calus on her hed. “I’'m going to go Sgn up for some
tours, | think. After lunch. See what | can put together just look-ing.”

“Then you better dide that thing back on.”

“Hmp. Makes me fed like a cat with fless”

“Beglad it'snot acollar. You'd play hdl trying to get it over your head.”

Kikun jumped to his feet, dartling both of them. “I’'m going now,” he said. “I’'ll be back here come
sundown.

We dance together again, ah Shadow Twiceborn.” He came darting across the room, touched his
fingertips to her face, then was out the door before Shadith could close her mouth.

Rohant stood. “What's he mean by that? Twiceborn.”

“You know him better than | do. Ask him.”

“When he explains things, | end up knowing less than when | started. So?’

“It' s an idea he has about me”

“You don't want to talk about it, tdl me go to hdl.”

“No ... it's... um ... complicated. Reincarnation of a sort.”

“Not so complicated.”

“The difficulty’sin the detalls, Ro.”

“Ian't it dways? Take care this afternoon, kit. Could be twiceisdl the born you get.”

“No ninelives for me?’

“Remembering Kiskai, you've aready used them up. See you when.” He touched the tip of aclaw to
theingde of her wrig, drew aline across it. “And don't forget the bracelet.” He dropped her hand and
|eft.

Shadith scowled at the door, then at the white circlet beside her knee. She poked a finger through it,
hooked it up. “Sar,” she said aoud, “1 need you to get on Star-street and | need you to play tourist. Then



you can St here and rot.”

STARSTREET

63 Kirar Sorizekre, day 14, hour 12
Shadith
Argll the Smuggler and his bodyguard Joran

1

Starstreet was a clutch of pladticrete sructures ingde a fence as multiple and formidable as that
shutting in the Landing Fidd. The Street was dead now, gray, dusty, slent, dl the holos turned off, dl the
holoas dlent, ga-raged until the street woke up enough to cal them ouit.

Shadith caught a mongjit at the lagt in the line of ot-totels—not the one where she had a room, not
Kikun's or Rohant's, mongjits were supposed to be independent of the td-system and fares not
traceable, but she wanted no records left around that could be read later; Ginny Seyirshi wasn't the only
one who could knot his knots. She tapped in the code for Starstreet and rode the emjit round to the
Howgete, a creation worthy of a contract |abor camp, dl lethd utility and overkill ugliness—as if what it
locked in was more feral, more dangerous than the worst of the beasts prowling the Dread Green, so
dangerous that locd types had to be kept out, forcegbly if necessary.

All she had to do to get in was show her locator brace-let to prove she wasn't locd.

On Univergty shetied the first and most important of her double-knots; she made a skipcom cdll.
i

Tulppanni’s, Ard said. Big green Tau. Look for it. I'll be there.

What's your price, she sad.

A sory, he said.

Oh? she sad.

I’ve seen you before, he said.

Yes, | know, she said.

Before Kiskal | mean, he said.

Yes, | know, she said.

But | don’'t know you, he said. You know me, but | don’t know you.

Why? he said. That'swhat | want to know.

And, he said, this. How do you know a very private set of hand sgnas?

That's the story | want, he said. For beng there. For anything else, wdl, well argue that when we
mest.

All right, she said. Aleytystdls metrust you.

Good, he sad. Tulppanni’s on Starstreet, ask Panni for Teyjahn Kuiva. Y ou have that?

| have it, she said, and terminated the skipcom con-nection.

Tulppanni’s was near the edge of Starstreet, where its higher windows could look out across the
grass and see the darkness that was the southern rim of the Dread Green.

Shadith stopped the emjit a a hotpost in front of a place cdled Hyperion, plugged it in and dotted a
hendful of tokens to keep it waiting for her until she was ready to leave.

She waked dong the dusty flags until she could see the big green Tau painted on a facade with dl the
charm of a cement dab. Tulppanni’ s kept its beauties a secret from anyone uncouth enough to view it in
the daylight.

She pushed open the swinging door, stood blinking at the darkness until her eyes adjusted enough to
let her move without fdling over her own feet, then she threaded through tables with chairs upended on



them and climbed aboard a stoal at the bar.

A woman came through a bead curtain and stared a Shadith, a large woman in her middle years,
long black hair in braids with beaded rounds pinned over her ears. She had a square impassive face and
square hands, a crigp clean white blouse with a square yoke and long deeves and a long dark skirt.
“Bar’s not open and the whores are degping. | can make you a sandwich if you're hungry. That's about
al”

“You're Tulppanni?’

“Who's asking?’

“Leg sfriend.”

“That would tdl me moreif | knew who Lee was. Yes, I'm Panni.”

“Teyjahn Kuiva said ask for him.”

“Y ou' re younger than hisusud.”

“His business, | think.”

—“Snippy, too. Come round through here. He' s up-gtairs, waiting for you.”

Joran opened the door; his flat black eyes moved over Shadith without any Sgn he'd seen her
before. After amoment he stepped back and waved her in.

Ard got to hisfeet. He was a amd| dark man with a bony sardonic face, fans of fine wrinkles about
the outer corners of his eyes and his mouth. His long dark hair was pulled through a filigreed slver clasp
a the nape of his neck and hung hafway down his back. “That blonde doesn't it you,” he said. “Fades
you out, makes you look indpid.”

“That'sthe point of it.”

The wrinkles round his eyes and mouth deepened dightly, a ghost of a smile He came round the
table, drew out the wooden chair. “Despina....”

When they were both seated, she tapped the black cone in the center of the table. “Mute?’

“You got it.” He touched a sensor. “On full. Takes in the table and the chars plus a handspan
beyond. Closed cylinder configuration, warning light if one of us breaches the limit.”

“Joran’s looking as lethd as dways. Is Vannik il with you?’

“He got himsdf killed three, four years ago. Interest-ing, your knowing about him. 1b11 me a story,
Shadow.”

“Before | gtart, thanks again for getting the word to Aleytys. I'd be dead now dong with Kiska if
you hadn't. | owe you.”

“Kiska?’

“Ginny had a Boombox counting the minutes when Lee showed up. She shifted it. Was the next
world out went boom. Y ou need something | have, it syours. I'm like Lee, | pay my debts.”

“I'll bank that and draw on it later, if you don’t mind. Cumma cum, my story, luv.”

She laughed, enjoying his enjoyment. “Once upon atime, along long time ago...

“And how long islong?’

“Cdl it twenty thousand years, give or take a millen-nia or three. Twenty thousand years ago, there
was a world cdled Shaydin and on that world the Shallana lived and among the Shdlana were certain
families called the Weavers of Shaydin who could dance dreams into being.

This is how the generations went among the Weavers. Firs there was One. She was fatile and
femde, asnger who could not dance dreams nor bring them dive for others to see. She mated with an
ordinary Shdlana mae and hatched sx daughters who were true Dancers, the Weavers. When they were
grown and dancing, she mated a second time and produced a fertile daughter, a Snger like hersdf. And
0 it went, Sx and one and SXx again, generatiion upon generation until a freetrader happened upon
Shaydin and had Dreams danced for hm by the Weavers of Shaydin. He stole a family of Weavers and
ran with them. He was only the first of the raiders. In a hundred years there very few Weavers | ft.

“And then there was another raid, more vicious than mogt, the raiders stupid and arrogant and above
dl ig-norant. They killed Shdlana a hundred at a time until a Weaver family was brought to them. Then



they left. They shot the Mother/Singer and tossed her out an ar lock because she was old and ugly.
When they reached the Marketworld, they sold the Daughter/Singer for a pit-tance because she could
not dance and was young and ugly and then they tried to sl the Weaver/Sisters and found no takers
because the Weavers needed the Singer for the Dream. They tried to find the Daughter, but she was
gone with her owner no one knew where, 0 they shot the sgters, too, and went back to Shaydin for
an-other set.

“The Daughter wandered far, moving from master to master, acquiring a name that non-Shdlana
could pro-nounce. Shadith. No surprise, I'm sure. It meant Singer in the langue she took it from.

“ller last Master/Teacher died and left her free to move on and she did. In the course of her travels
she found work with an expedition of scholars digging in the ruins on a world older than most of the suns
around it. She found a thing there, an exquiste thing, a shimmering lacy diadem.” She laughed a the
sudden interest inhisface. “Yes, O captain, THAT diadem.

“Time passed and the time came when her ship crashed on a primitive world and she died the firg
time

“She died, yes, but her soul or consciousness or what-ever you fed like cdling it was encrypted into
the diadem and stayed there as the millennia passed.

“The diadem moved. And moved again. Shadith moved with it. Aleytys brought her aboard your
ship. You didn’t know it, but she was there. Invisble witness, learning whatever Aleytys learned. That's
it. Story.”

“Hmm. Any Weavers |eft?’

“Someone told me once in my firg go-round that the Weaver sun went nova and Shaydin was a
cinder.”

“Am?,

“l had no way of finding out how true that was, | hadn’t the faintest notion how to get there, | was
only four when | left.”

“You never tried to go home?’

“By thetime | was old enough and free enough to go back, no one knew its location.”

“What about the raiders?’

“The ones whose names | could find were mogly dead; if they weren't dead, they were out of reach.
The Weav-ers? By that time they were worked to desth, most of them. The ones 4ill dive were as
ignorant as | was. | put it out of my head and went on scrambling aliving. Y ou know how that goes.

“Mmif. Yes. Taking about scrambling aliving, what am | doing here?’

“You can bypass Goyo Security, get alander down unnoticed, and leave again equdly unnoticed?’

“Oh, Shadow Shadow, you need to ask that? All right. In aword, yes.”

“What do you want to stay here for the next two, three months? | need a back door. Just in case.”

“Finance me”

“What precisdly does that involve?’

“I'm a smuggler, Shadow. Remember?’

“Let's do it this way.” She folded her hands, pursed her lips, then laughed doud as one of his thin
black brows shot up. “I give you aline of credit up to 50,000 He-vetian gelders, you return the principd
and say forty per-cent of the profits, the line good till I'm off-planet one way or another.”

“50,000 is adequate. Twenty percent.”

“Thirty-five”

“Y ou' re keegping me hanging around along time, you know. That could get dangerous. The Goyo are
tricky bastards ... you're operating againgt one of the Fami-lies, aren’t you?’ His brow shot up again.

She didn’'t answer, figuring it was none of his business. “Avodng, Kiska, if that's what happens when
you kick up your heds, you owe me danger money.”

“Sari Ard, you spend hdf your timein trickier messes than anything | could possibly think up.”

“l see you acquired some of Le€'s more irritaing habits when you were, what shdl we say,
co-dwdling? Twenty-five”

“Thirty-five”



“Thirty, that’s my top offer.”

“Wdl, it was nice tadking to you.” She got to her feet, pushing the chair back. The Mute-cone blinked
red as she broke through the barrier.

“For an ex-ghogt, you're a hard woman. Sit down, luv, we can work this out.” He waited until she
moved back ingde the barrier and the cone stopped blinking. “Thirty-five it is. We can do the set-up
here, Panni has a comlink with Helvetia. Guaranteed private. You'll want an audit, | suppose.”

“No. If you get funny on me, I'll Sc Lee on you.”

“Hard woman.” He got to hisfeet, held out his hand. “ Shake?’

“Ded,” she said, took the hand. “I’ll let you know if things get urgent.”

“You do that.”

TOURING KARINTEPE

63 Kirar Sorizakre, day 14, hour 13-15
Shadith
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The afternoon was bright and clear. The wind had dropped alittle, but there was 4ill a nip in the air.
Shad-ith buttoned her jacket, pushed her hands into her pock-ets. She hadn’'t brought gloves, this north
|atitude was more than Sx years standard into the long Chissoku spring and she' d expected the days to
be warmer.

She dropped a gum and two dokies in the dot and walked on board the ferry. It was a tidy little
steamboat with a paddlewhed in the rear and twin black stacks that spouted gouts of white smoke into
the ar. Mogt of the passengers were dready indgde, away from the smuts fly-ing from the stacks and out
of the wind that was dill blowing the tops off the waves. Shadith was cold and getting colder, but she
was tired s tired of the confine-ment on that ship, no matter it was a worldship and large as one of the
bigger moons; she enjoyed having room to swing her arms, to let her eyes look beyond the imme-diate,
out across the salt blue water that stretched to the horizon on three sides, she liked the fresh sdt amdl of
the ar and the brilliant colors of the birds flying in noisy flocks overhead, the blooming trees on this
shore—she couldn’t see the other from water levd, it was too far off, a least three hours away.

The ferries were drawn up like square white water-bugs, one to each of the ottotels; they were big
enough to carry in comfort around a hundred passengers bound for the other side, but dainty, with clean
white wals and a ddlicate tracery of wrought iron balustrades like fine black lace. There was a bar indde
and a window where you could buy hot meat pies and other ddlicacies, padded benches and a few
tables, alot of counter space and brass ralls for leaning on. She could hear the noise booming out of
there and the sdt water dashing dong the Sdes as the passengers moved about.

Thetalgate dammed shut behind Shadith as soon as she walked on board, the seamwhistle hooted
and the boat started off with aliquid chuffing from the paddle whed, a chugachug from the motors below.
She laughed and grabbed at therall to steady hersdlf.

| could get paranoid about this if | tried hard enough. Share damming shut? Naa. Don't
be slly, girl. You know what the notice said, they don’t leave until they're as close to full
as seems likely. You're it, you're the lucky number, you rang the bell and started the whole
mess going. Crazy mix this boat. Absurd. Steam age and computer age improbably
collapsed together. Lean back and enjoy. Till your ass starts to freeze off You don’t want
to go insde yet. Wonder what Kikun's into? Funny little man. Wouldn't mind having his
Talent. Ro's off to audi-tion. Good luck to him. Good luck to me. Wonder what Arel’s up
to? Gods, I'll strangle him if he's caught and thrown in the Mines. Well, Shadow, he's
stayed alive, intact and solvent all these years, | doubt he going to mess up his record now.
Sip-pery little git. Wonder what he's thinks of me ... | wouldn’t mind losing it with him ...
Hah! Shadow, keep your mind on business or the only thing you'll loseis your skin.



The boat went chug-chugging dong, crossing the bay at a crawl that gave Shadith an itch in her back
teeth. She shivered, warmed her hands in her armpits, and once again thought about going insde, but the
blagt of noise dill coming through the thin wals repelled her and she didn't fed like sanding ebow to
elbow, amdling the assorted odors of her fdlow travelers, with hands on her body fore and &ft.

Asthey got close enough to the East Shore she began to see the black tracery of the bridges and the
spikes and spires of the buildings on the idand chain. Some were gilded, others were brilliant spirals of
crimson and em-erad, azure, ivory and topaz, while the upper floors of the towers were faced with black
and white stone—or it might have been tiles—in a dizzying variety of patterns, especidly on the Goyo
idand Joggoreyzd Shimda, where the Gotasaray was.

The Gotasaray. It belongs to the Kralodate, the old man said, but the Goyo dl have apartments
ingde those black basdt wadls, hereditary holdings passed from father to eldest son, though the passing
can be deflected at the will of the Kral odate and sometimesiis.

Adan would kill for a passin there. | don’'t share her tastes, | must admit. Take a tour?
Wonder how much good ae run round the outside would do me. We might have to fetch
Wargun out of there. Gods, | hope not.

She stood done in the bow of the ferry watching Ar-aubin Shimda, the largest idand, come gradudly
closer, white birdsflying and crying overhead, black and white gulls, longtailed redbirds and deek black
divers. The thing was garting. It was findly sarting. She tasted the familiar excitement of easng into a
new world, wriggling and scratching to fit hersdf into the locd life If it weren't for Ginny ... out there
somewhere ... sniping & them ... Wargun would be a kind of afterthought, an excuse for doing something
she' d forgotten how much she liked. Ginny ... out there, watching, sniping....

Enjoy it, Creep, we're coming, riding the lightwinds into your face ... damn ... that's just
words ... but true ... | hope ... riding the lightwinds and you don’t know it ... | hope, | hope
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day 14, hour 15

Standing inconspicuoudly in the shade of a prickly tree, careful not to back onto the murderous thorns
that cov-ered every inch of the trunk and lower branches, Shadith inspected the rest of the tour group
milling about the plaza beside the Ferry Building. They were amoatley lot, most of them daytrippers down
from the worldship to take alook at locd decadence and pass the timein port by siiffing a new things.

There was a Menaviddan family, the dutch of spider-lings dinging to their mother’s giff black hair,
the smdler mde fussng around his mate, his bright red hat dipping over one of his severd eyes. There
was a bonded trio of Katstois, two men and a woman, tiny dfin beings bardly a meter high chattering
endlesdy in voices that vanished into the bands above the hearing range of the others in the group. There
were severd anonymous maes, bus-ness travelers taking a safe way to find entertanment for the
evening; a group of players contracted to the world-ship looking for new materid; a Clove mariarch
with her atendant clones fluttering about her. She was a puz-zle. Matriarchs usudly indsted on ther
importance <o fiercdy that a mere tour shared with what she considered mongrels and less than human
critters was close to abom+-ination. Since her slks were worn, darned, and a little dirty, it was possible
she was in temporary disgrace and separated from their common fund.

The tour guide was a Goyo mix. He was lanky and bald with an aggressve mustache and a braided
beard.

There are alot of those about, the old man said, mixes are a 9gn of a Goyo's virility. Helps a young
man, make a good marriage if he can count hedthy bastards by the decades. Ther bloodfathers mosily
ignore them, though they do much of the House work that keeps those fathers comfortable in their
EXCesses.



Smiling a plagtic amile, impersonad and bloodlesdy competent, he gathered them up and got them
onto a vehide he caled a heyyil, ssowed them one behind the other in the surprisngly comfortable seats.
Thething was an articulated snake with segments like wingchairs, only wide enough for one, though the
Katstoi triad ingsted on squeezing into the same seat; he capitulated with grace, provided an extension to
the seatbelt and got them tucked in without much fuss. The Menaviddans were more of a problem for
him; this conveyance was not adapted to their form. He suggested as tactfully as pos-sible that they take
agpecid tour but didn’t press the point when the little mae started to bounce up and down on his hinder
par of legs and whine with a riang anger. He was adept at conceding his distaste for them, though
Shadith could smdl the sourness of it four seats back. He even managed to soothe the Matriarch,
aranging to seat her clone-companions before and behind her and d-lowing two of them to run beside
the conveyance as long as they carried nothing of vaue. “Take care” he said, “the streets will be
congested and a citizen aways has right-of-way. If you cause a disturbance, you will be fined.”

Shadith had maneuvered for a seat in the middle her har was plastered down again, gdled into a
smoath blonde cap; she wore an inconspicuous gray shipsuit, nondescript in cut and materia and was
satisfied she looked bland and uninteresting. She had Ard’s endorse-ment for thet.
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The Mix's pleasant tenor came through the speaker by her |eft ear.

“l am Jute, your guide through the windings of Karintepe-on-Araubin. We will be going through the
heart of the business sector fird, then into Old Town. When the Firdship Kushtori brought the
Goyothinaroi to this system, the landfdl was on the ground where the Fidd is now. They were fortunate
enough to arrive a the end of Winter. Our winters here are more than twenty years long, years standard,
thet is. Heresfter, if | say year | am gpesking of the space-standard year. If | mean the locd variety, | will
sy Great Year. It was a difficult time for the newcomers, there were many predators out on the Plans
and in the Forest—especidly in the Dread Green to the north of us, powerful and clever beasts who
were very very hungry. Despite their heroic efforts, the settlers were forced to retreat from the Man and
build on this the largest of the idandsin Jnss Bay. It gave them a naturd moat while they regrouped and
got ready to take back the land. There were, of course, no indigenes; in-tdligence beyond the beast kind
never developed here”” He paused while the motors hummed and the effect lifted the heyyil. “We will
begin moving in a moment. Before we do, | caution you dl, keep your appendages indde the ams of
your chair, especidly if you are wearing jew-dry or dectronic items. The thieves of Karintepe are legend.
Thisis even more true within the Maze of Old Town.”

Shadith smiled skepticdly. She didn't entirely disbe-lieve him, but a good, part of it had to be giving
the tourigts a safe thrill.
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“As you can see from the structures around you, we start our journey of exploration in the Wharf
Didtrict. The Outland Houses send their furs and the other prod-ucts of their Holdings, with the exception
of the ores and gems from the mines, to these warehouses around us where they are bought and sold and
traded each Spring. The ores are sent to the smdters north of Jnss Bay, the gems come into the Vaults
on Jazinedain Shimda, the smdl idand you can see off there, near the horizon.

“The prime pets are taken during the sixth through fiftebnth year of Winter. The furs are cured and
kept in stass until Thaw. You come a an opportune time, des-poies; the fird flurry of trading with its
Closed Auctions hasfinished, but there is plenty of value left for you at prices traders dream of.

“Very few vigt us in Winter. Only the mines operate throughout the Great Year and even they dow
to nothing at High Winter, so there's not much point in it—though we do get our share of hunters during
the milder times, coming manly for the White Hyospars, our most dan-gerous big game. There is a
goodness in Winter, but Spring, ah, Spring is the best, | am Winterborn and | know it. Thisismy first and
only Spring. When | was a boy, | was convinced that nothing existed but snow and cold. Yes, Soring is
the best of dl.

“But enough of this. As you can see, we have passed into another sector. On both sides of the heyyil



you will see large and amdl fur shops. This is the G'sok Kuraweg. The Street of the Furriers. The
garments on display are dl hand-made on the premises, work of a qudity rare on any world. If you are
interested in the preparation of the pelts and the congtruction of the finished garments, | can set up a tour
of one of the Factories.

“If you are resdent in any of the Idand Hotdls, you can arrange for a private showing in your suite or
inone of the conference rooms. | mugt ask your pardon, but it is not possible to show the goods at the
ottotels, no Chis-soku products are dlowed onto the Landing Area without a tax-on-purchase stamp.
We are plagued by smugglers seeking to escape the transfer fees.”
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“Smdl the air, despoies, how delicious it is. This is the G’ sok Koryess ve Baharat. The Street of
Perfumes and Spices. In the upper rooms ddicate young girls work under the supervison of Master
Blenders to produce the odors and flavors that have made Chissoku Bogmak jusly famous among the
discerning. For the newcomer to our products there are sample kits, some for aslittle as a dokie, nothing
cogting more than aguim. They have a selection of Chissoku's best known essences, only a drop or two
of course, but how much does one need to appre-ciate true beauty? These kits will be available for your
congderation at the saging area when we have finished the tour.
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“Here we come to a Street that interests everyone. The G’ 'sok Chosovher. The Street of Gems. The
finest prod-ucts of Chissoku's mines come here to be cut and pol-ished and set. All gem qudity stones
are the common property of the Goyothinaroi and hdd in trust for them by the Kralodate. Even more
then her essences, Chissoku is noted for the variety and qudity of her gemstones. See how they gleam
and sparkle in the windows as we move past. Sorry, despoies, there are no sample kits from this street. |
do recommend another tour, though. You should see the Gem Museum on Jazinedain Shimdg; the finest
and rarest of gems are displayed there, the ones the Kral-odate keeps back and will never sl, of which
the best known isthe Star of Guintayo. It done isworth a vist to Jazinedain and the Museum.
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“We will pause a moment here in the Gate, Plaza. Though many of you may find our pride in the
antiquity of our city amusng since the Goyothinaroi have been on Chissoku Bogmak a mere millennium, |
think you will find Old Town quite interesting. It is a place of remark-able fecundity and—I must remind
you—of considerable danger to your person and your possessions, though you will be safe as long as
you remain on the heyyil. You will occasondly see heavily armed individuas large and ugly,” carefully
contrived laughter in his voice, “very, very ugly. These are the jinsbeks, what you would cal enforcers.
They beong to the locd Sirshak-kai, the crime and vice lords, the secret societies. If you plan to return
to these precincts—which we sincerdy advise againgd—you will be respongble for the safety of your
person and your possessions. We do suggest you carry a stash of guimsin a moneybdt or some other
place inaccessible to pickpockets and cutpurses. Why do | say this? So if you run into—trouble you can
bribe a jinsbek to dea with the Stuation. The bribe is standardized at three guims, but the jinsbek may
demand more. Do not bargain. Pay him or he will amply take it dl. You do have some recourse if you
think you have been cheated. Report this extortion to the Blurddang at Blurddang Alley. | will point it out
as we move past. You will be quite safe there, it is truce-ground. Do not expect the return of your
money. Y ou mug content yoursalf with an explanation of the chargesif the Sirshaka of the Night decides
the jinsbek was justified by circumstances. Or with a finger or some other appendage of the offender if
the decison goes againg him. The Sirshak-kai appreciate your patronage and do not wish a reputation
for extortion to scare off future visitors. Do not approach ajinsbek to recover lost prop erty or avenge a
minor jostling. They will take the bribe to pay for ther wasted time, but otherwise ignore you. Only
apped to them to avoid immediate bodily injury.



“As we pass through it, note the desgn of the Gate. The flanking pillars are pods off the Kushtori’s
probes, while the arch over the top is made from locking rings welded together. The gate itsdf
disappeared long ago, no one knows exactly how or why. Much of the wal was pulled down as the dity
expanded, though there is dill quite alot of it about, incorporated into the buildings. The street we will
move dong isthe G’ sok Raba Katir. The Heart Line. It is caled that because it leads to the most sacred
spot on dl of Chissoku Bogmak, the Temple of Guintayo whose Totem isthe Sun, Who is Giver of Life,
the Generance of the All.” His voice changed from a heavy pseudo-awe to the brisker tone of
commerce. “The Temple Square is the location of the NightFair where there are bargains beyond belief
and no questions asked about provenance; if you wish to view the Fair, it is best to go with a professond
guide who can protect you from counterfeits and other traps. Caveat Emptor should be branded on
every brow in there. There is no prohibition againg attending the Fair and indeed you will be safe enough
within the Square itsdlf, but please do not attempt to go there without a guide unless you are one of a
large group. And | must emphasize one find thing. Do not go armed. Carrying energy weapons out of the
Land-ing Zone is forbidden. It will bring on your head a ses-sion in the mines—a a minimum. If by
chance you should injure one of our ditizens with a forbidden weapon, you will vanish down the mines for
the rest of your life There is no escape from this pendty, it does not matter who you are or what names
you throw at the Goyathinarol who judges you.”

The heyyil lifted and hummed forward, the guard con-turning his practiced spid. Shadith tuned him
out and looked around dertly, focusng on her own points of in-terest. The noise was congtant though not
as degfening as she' d expected; the tonnes of masonry around and over them must be absorbing a lot of
it. No echoes. Feding of secrecy and lifelyingin ambush. Eyes looking down on her. Everywhere eyes.

The street peddlers crowded around the heyyil waving thair merchandise, shouting prices, even the
more sedate food ddls had shills out shouting their specidities, wak-ing menus giving dish and price,
boadting the succulence of the food.

The whole place throbbed and seethed with life and more than a little desperation. These people had
survived Winter and dill were gaunt with the strains of that time. The old man had been here for Thaw,
Soring and a part of Summer and then was forced to leave some thirty years ago, so Universty had little
information about how the Mixes and other non-Goyo in the severd Karintepes managed to feed
themsealves and keep warm during Win-ter. The Old Towners spent the snowtime in these ancient rotting
buildings and lived on ... what? Credit? Another way the Goyo wrung wedth from their world?

Old Town buildings were a congedled mass of ma-sonry, dl vishle surfaces patched and repatched,
a pa-impsest of centuries of paint and playbills. Dark and oozing tunnels wandered off on ether side,
daunting pas-sages the Old Towners misnamed streets. And yet ... and yet there was an agtonishing
ferment of life on every side, excitement, anger, joy and sorrow, dl of it with an intengty that stirred her
blood in ways she hadn’t experienced for thousands of years. It frightened her, this surge of emotion.
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This street they were on was supposed to be the widest way indgde Old Town, but the heyyil had to
creep adong, blowing its honking sren to move aside the drallers, the two-whedled tiltcarts, the ddivery
flais and the shills that choked the artery to a tricklet flowing down the middle. It was amost cdled over
by projecting third stories and the fourth stories finished the process so there was no sunlight in here, only
looped cables studded with bare bulbs (some white, many colored) that crawled over every surface,
lights that had a propengty for fusng suddenly and dangeroudy as frayed insulation fdl apart and bared
the wires to the moisture condensing on the stone and stony wood.

Around them were grollers and buyers, hawkers, shills and street stdls—a pawnshop, a jewder's
shop—according to the guide, his stock was modly slver and semi-precious stones, acquiring what vaue
it had from the kill of the contrivers he bought from. You might pick up some pretty memories in these
shops, the guide said, inexpensve but attractive. There were cookstdls sdling sausage rolls, noodle
dishes, tripe, fritteries, soup, meet pies, hot and cold sandwiches, even ful meds—al woven into a



tapestry of amdls that eddied from point to point, lingered in acoves, sat in pockets to surprise with
sudden ddight as the heyyil whined past. There were ddls sling wine, paper and incense gticks, a
shoemaker—he was gtting out front, finihing a pair of boots as his son shilled for him, cdling out the
excel-ence of his work and the minuteness of his prices. There were ddls sdling old daothing, piece
goods, iron and copper wares, clocks and watches, bedding straw, rice, beans, tubers. There was a
teahouse/whorehouse, its murky interior running back into one of the permanent buildings its dutch of
grdl sguare tables scattered across the wakway, its barkers driding back and forth among them,
playing the crowd to pul in cusomers shouting the virtues of the women and men—and
oth-ers—ingdled in the cubicles up the dars a the back. The Upper Floors, the notorious Upper
Hoors. There was a smokeshop, a clogmaker’'s, a gdl sdling baskets and wickerware, another sdling
books and dationery. Another teashop, a coffeehouselrestaurant/betting shop, a money changer, a
cabinet maker. There was a tavern/ whorehouse with a trio whose performance became measurably
more Frightly as the heyyil got closer, and twin girls Snging a locd brand of counterpoint. There were
ddls #ling toys, tools, springs and screws and nalls and other such amdl necessities, spare parts used
and new (more used than new), ddls sdling music re-cordings and flakereaders and other dectronic
items. There was a gymnasum/whorehouse. There were ddls sdling wires and cables, ropes, plagtic
pipes, ddls sl-ing used everything, second hand, third and so on. Stdls crowding one after another,
pushing into the street until there was barely room for the heyyil to glide past them.

The ancient quarter wasfilled and overflowing with noise—music, men, women and others taking a
a sus-tained shout, laughter, groans, screams, pids, the shuf-fle of countless feet, the creak of the
rotting, crumbling buildings, the moan of wind sucked into the holes and hallows, the streets and
corridors, the scratching and scraping of the grit and rubble it blew with it, the buzzing of the naked bulbs,
sputters from fusng wires, the thou-sand thousand undlassifiable noises from the sweatshops and the
factories—a subaudible undercurrent that the old man said was a mix of dl these, the SOUND Shadith
had heard in his recordings, the SOUND he'd dissected and andyzed a pardyzing length, the
characterisic SOUND of Old Town. No one living here for any length of time, the old man said, was
ever fully comfortable in other parts of Karintepe because that Sound was in ther blood and bone,
written in thelr synapses. Even |, the old man said, | spent less than a full Spring sudying Old Town; it
dill got to me and | was uncomfortable away from it the rest of the time | was on Chissoku. There were
wedthy men and women in Old"Town, he said, not Goyo wesdlthy, but wel enough before the world, folk
who could afford to live dmost anywhere, men and women who could lead the shiny lives other locas
could only dream of, with space and clean, new things about them, men and women who moved away a
short while, but came back into the squash and squaor of Old Town; they d-ways came back, they
needed that HUM in their bones.

The progress of the heyyil was dow and undulant with the guide being sprightly and voluble, doing his
best to overcome the heat and smdl and noise and generd dis-comfort with a continua flow of comfy
chat..

“When we pass through. the Sun Gate, observe closdly. It isthe gift of the K’ marumcek Kralodate in
the fifth Goyo century. The mirror tiles are naturd crysta, each one hand-polished for five years, then
backed with films of purest gold; the priests clean them every morming and every evening with the softest
and purest rumsheka fiber and didtilled water. The matrix they are set in is an ama-gam of gold and
diamond dust and aromatic resins. Since you will see it best in the Sun’s Ownlight, | suggest you look
back once we have passed through. During the day the Temple Square is not a dl crowded, as you will
see; locd cugtom is a strong hedge againg loitering here. Let me warn you, do not come here before the
NightFair opens. We cannot guarantee your life or well being and we will take no action againg anyone
who injures you. Your presence is Blagphemy and you are far game for anyone you offend.” His voice
was filled with portent, low and hushed, meant to thrill his charges.

Shadith looked around, unimpressed. The Square was ten hectares of graystone flagging and
graystone wals, pitilesdy sunlit with rgpidly passng cloud shadows did-ing across the pdlid colorless
gpace. The Temple was reasonably magnificent, a stepped pyramid faced with mirrors with a court in
front set with black and white paving stone, punctuated by rows of mirror-tiled columns standing about



like dead treesin a serile orchard. What their purpose was she hadn’t the vaguest notion and she wasn't
interested enough to buzz the guide and ask.

He took the heyyil dong the side of the court farthest from the temple, giving them a brisk tourist
verson of the Goyo verson of Truth and Holiness “The Universe is Order, Hierarchica and Cydlicd.
Change s Illuson, nothing more, a mirror into which the Blind stare fu-tilely. Blessedness is seeking out
and conforming to the inner patterns of the Light. The Light is the Birthright of each being, but only that
part of it suited to him. For the beast there is Sun and Star and Fire, and these three are one to him
because he has not the capacity to look be-yond the dazzle in his eyes and the warmth on his skin. To
those that see deepest into the Light, respongihility is given for the guidance of those blinder than they. To
each is given the Light appropriate to the State of his Soul. Happy is he who knows his Light” He
stopped talking as he turned the heyyil and cut back across the Square to the Gate.

Shadith’s nose twitched and her lips thinned as she heard this far too familiar gloss on Life and how
toliveit.

Yes, oh yes. Let-us all tug our forelocks and bow before the righteous. Let’s hurrah for the
compas-sionate, the benevolent, the all-knowing Goyo, those high-souled heroes of the
ringing cash register and the mighty machete. If they don’'t get you the Devil will ... or is it
God who'll plant his thumb on you and smoosh you to a smear on the stones? Theology in
the service of the powerful. Ahlahlah, one thing they have right, the more things change,
the more they stay the same. The NightFair. That's more in-teresting ... according to the
old man, it's my kind of place ...

NightFair. That's where you fit, Shadow, the old man said, if you can get a the Sirshaka and buy a
space. You and that odd little creature, with your harp and your dancing dreams, you'll fit right in.”

The Sgquare turnsinto a bigger verson of the Raba Ktir, the old man said.

Bogmakkers come there from the other parts of the city.

Offworlders come from Starstreet and the hotels on the Idands and the Main, looking for the exotic
and the de-praved, dumming in rdative safety with just enough dan-ger to add spice. And hunting for
bargains.

Bargains. Oh, yes. Prices are low and you can find dmost anything you want there.

Your heart’s degireif it's for sde, the old man said, amiling at her, shaking his head. If it sfor sdle....

It sathieves market, the old man said. A smuggler’s den—a lot of amdl items come from Starship
crewmen who peddle them to locd fences for coin to gamble with or buy time in the Upper Floors. The
Kraiodate tolerates dl this as long as he gets his cut.

Oh, yes, the old men said, he owns the world, but hell stoop to wring a copper from a beggar.

The NightFair. He turned the words over in his mouth asif they were candy hits.

There are tent bordellos tucked into the corners of the Square with gambling tents set up near them.
Be careful around those, the old man said, pressgangs hang out there, if you let your guard down, you
could find yoursdlf scrubbing métrix in a Dreadlands mine.

There are wine shops sdling by the glass and by the bottle and drug dedlersin the shadows sdling by
the pop and by the packet, with awary eye out for the pressgangs hunting for rogues and vagrants to fill
out their quotas.

There are food gdls. The old man sghed. Wonderful food. Seafood fresh from the bay, cooked on
the spot to suit the customer’s fancy.

There are Sngers everywhere, anding on crates and stepladders, bdting out their repertoire through
portable bullhorns. Some of them will try sabotaging you, Shadow, you're too good. You'll take their
light away. So watch your back.

There are acrobats and ropewalkers, dancers and fire eaters, jugglers and mimes.

There are slveramiths and goldamiths ready to work to the buyer's designs. You see this? He
showed her a amdl dlver ovd with his portrait etched ddicady into the metd, the likeness 4ill strong
despite the years that had passed. No, | know, he said, it's nothing specid, not great art, but | likeit.

There are gdls sling watches and rings, dips and moneybdlts, ring chrons and flake players, bits



and pieces smdl and expengve, dl stolen of course, mogly from tourists passing through; a—Ilot of them
add sextoys, re-vitdizers and gphrodisiacs, nostrums and tonics.

There are fortune booths of dl kinds, pdmigs and diviners, stick casters, fate birds, card and smoke
read-ers, mediums ... name the charlatan, you'll find him there, or her, or it, the old man said, amiling
fondly, his eyes turned inward; it made her wonder what he was remembering. Especidly when a
worldship isin, he said.

It'snoisy and it's dangerous, exciting, frenetic....

The old man Sghed again. It’s the bright face of pov-erty, Shadow. It's the perfume on the unwashed
body. | loved it and | loathed it. I'll never forget it. That's the NightFair, thet is.
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As the heyyil hummed back dong the Raba Katir, there was a sudden rush of locals coming &t it.

They faded into buildings and Sdetunnels.

The area cleared impossibly fast, consdering its con-gestion a moment before.

A girl, stood near the middle of the street, balanced on her toes, her thin body spring-taut with anger
and chd-lenge. She wasn't pretty, but given alittle effort she could have been beautiful. The men she was
fadng was tal and skeletd with a shaved head and blue tattoos where his beard might have been if his
branch of the cousins had had facid hair; he wore a shipsuit with greasy patches on the deeves.

Shadith leaned forward, watching intently.

Connafallen freetrader trolling for whores. I'd say he's got good taste and lousy judgment
... like every other Connafayl ... got a feeling he going to learn ... sheesh! look at that. Ah
lah my lah, even old Lion ‘d have to watch himself round her. Like a goosed snake. You
better remember this and mind your manners, Shadow.

The sarman pushed through a quartet of younger girls who'd stopped to watch the fight and went
running into a teahouse, ydling for a doctor, curang and hdf blind with the pain in his hand. The girl in the
street kicked at the thumb she'd gotten with that firg dash, sending it bumping into a gorm drain. She
wiped the blade of her razor on her trousers, then put it back where she'd snatched it, svinging from her
lobe like a fancy earbob. She dtarted after him, but another girl stopped her and the two of them went
swaggering off. Shadith watching them vanish down a sdetunnd (she couldn’t think of them as dtreets) as
locd police came running up.

The guide sent the heyyil trundling on, smoothly ex-plaining what they’d just witnhessed and using the
incident to pitch once more the need for an experienced locd guide.

“As you can see, despoies, lifein Old Town can be dangerous. The crewman apparently mistook
that girl for awoman of pleasure and offered her inault. In his igno-rance he accosted a t’' gurtsa; if he had
managed to offer more than insult, he would have had the othersin the T gurtt to ded with. A T'gurtt isa
gr gang. Mogly they're thieves with connections to the Sirshak-kai; they run in packs of four, five or 9x
and like rats are danger-ous if interfered with. Those other girls watching were part of the fighter's
T’ qgurtt. | don’t know if you noticed it, but they stood ddiberately in the crewman’s path as heran. | have
no doubt they cleaned his pockets for him and got everything he had that wasn't tied down. Please do
remember what I'm tdling you about Old Town. If you come in here done, especidly if you come after
dark, your property and your skin are equaly at risk.”

He went on about the services avalable from the Guide Bureau, but Shadith tuned him out again.
She'd read about T’ gurtts—not much, because there wasn't much data on them. The girls were hodlile
and suspicious of outsiders. With good reason. They were usudly dead before they reached their mid
twenties and the ones that trusted any-one outsde the T'gurtt died off fird. Connections to the
Srshak-ka ... hmm ... it would be difficult ... her body age might be an asset for once ... the right T" gurtt
... who better for learning what was where and how to trap a Goyo ... the girl with the razors ... she
re-minded Shadith of hersdf as she'd been once when her firg Teacher died and left her stranded on a
world not too unlike this one. Tonight, she thought, yes, thisiswhere | go to ground ... | have to figure a
way to ... she gmiled ... to seduce a T'qgurtt ... with alittle Luck ... hmm, wonder how Rohant is doing?



And what Kikunisup to ? Ah, wdll....

She sttled back in the chair, ligening more close-ly than he deserved to the tired spid of the guide as
hetried to sl them package tours of the other idands—specidly junkets to Cumarhane Shirnda where
the casi-nos were, and the domed arena with its nightly blood-games.
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Shadith stood at the end of the Ferry Landing waiting for the next boat to come in, tuming over and
over in her mind dl the things she wanted to do before sundown. Some of the heyyil riders had gone off
to hotels on this idand or on the Main, the rest were fidgeting around be-hind her, taking, yawning,
belching, coughing, gigdling, the spiderlings were whining, the matriarch was complain-ing at the top of
her needle voice, her companion clones soothing her in basso rumbles. The noise made thinking difficult.
but she was't redlly thinking, just vegetating.

The noise died suddenly and completely.

She started to turn. The lagt thing she heard was the whine of a sunner.

GLADIATOR (without sword)

63 Kirar Sorizakre, day 14, hour 15
Rohant

1

The hawk Sassa flying in dow circles over him, Rohant the Ciocan ambled down G’ sok Jmish
(Commerce Street), the street that bisected Dysnnia Shimda, the sec-ond largest of the Idands, heading
for G'sok Kobsavash (Gladiator Street)—an inaccurate name for that collection of gymnasa Few of the
pro fighters used swords. It was too dangerous, a provocation and a temptation for Goyo hotshots to
take a cut a them. No one profited when that happened.

G sok dJmish was busy with foot and flat traffic, buyers and sdllers, workers and managers moving up
and down it, arguing and bargaining at the top of ther voices, dap-ping fingers into palms, stopping by
cookgtdls to walf dripping meetpies or sausage rolls, wash gargantuan mouthfuls down with tea or
something mildly intoxicat-ing, trading and nosing out other trades with each chew, every second of every
hour, never stopping. Summer was ahead, only fifteen years before the Heat began, SowDown Time
when trade was a trickle and walking uncovered a punishment. And Winter howled on Sum-mer’s heds
less then forty years away.

G 0k Kobsavash was different.

There was a hush here.

Cathedrd hush.

Solemn. Portentous. The kind of hush that make any sdlf-respecting inconoclast yearn to throw a
stone through the nearest window.

No dtreet dls, no hawkers.

No ghill shouting the Blessings on the Upper Floors.

Only the chaste facades of gym after gym with the oc-casional house of assgnaion sandwiched
between.

Discreet houses whose word-of-mouth advertisng was a whisper in the ear, not a shouit.

Rohant the Ciocan wasn't showing it, but he was ner-vous and more than a little uncertain about
what he' d jJumped himsdf into. Dydaeradidn’t play bloodgames; they went hair and hide to the desth or
walked away. During prepubescence there was some ritud sparring to determine status within the mae
cadres and the femde cadres, but any time after that, if they fought at dl, it was serious business and
done for serious reasons though there was one battle game adults indulged in, one whose wounds were
trivid, where the only dying was the little desth of orgasm.

He was trained, of course, and his physcd equipment was more than adequate, but he had no
experience in these deathgames and the closer he got to them, the more distasteful he found the prospect



of involving himsdf in them.

Sassa fdt his unease and cried out severd times as he glided in wide circles above the roof peaks
and the pointed cupolas atop the towers.

A Soncher Hunter, scarred and tonsured, came out of one of the gyms. He stopped on the top step
and stared a Rohant, a chdlenge in narrowed eyes and knotted muscles.

Though his dreadlocks stirred at the unvoiced threet, the Ciocan ignored him.

The Soncher hesitated, then shrugged and went back inside.

It was a taste of what he had ahead of him, a taste that |eft a coppery bitterness on his tongue.

He thought about Mirdys, about their children and only grandchild busy that day tending the beasts in
the Spotch-als compound ... children and grandchild dead or maimed by Ginny's bombs ... Sragis the
baby. His eyes teared. He stopped dead 4ill in the middle of the street, wanting to howl his anger and his
orief; he wanted Mirdys and their children there with him, howling with him, Jessetty and Grayand and
Heggarn and Lissom....

Overhead, Sassa cried out, awild anguished sound that momentarily filled sky and Street.

He drew along shaky breath and walked on.

He thought about the children Miradys and he had sponsored in the business, the cousins and the
others who were aso dead or maimed ... about the beasts, dead and maimed....

He thought about Lissorn, his little gil daughtered, grieving and going into danger daly because of
Ginny’s spite ... about the capture teams druggling to keep the business together under the constant
threet of attack ... to keep the money flowing....

He thought about dl these things, whistled Sassa to hiswrigt, and climbed the stairs to the Taiikambar

Tay.
2

day 14, hour 12

“A for the Rij, the Gym Magter,” the Hindorek Gumbaouz said. “He's expecting you.”

Rohant waited, saying nothing.

“He's a Goyo,” Gumbaouz said, “so be careful how you answer him. He's aso the edest undle of
the Kralo-date which makes him doubly dangerous. Sorizakre, they're a treacherous bloody lot, dl of
them. Carrion Dragon, their eponym, spirit imege of their souls. Y ou can repeat any of thisif you fed like
it, he'd take it as a compliment. HE |l eat you for breakfast if he takes a no-tion againg you. If he likes
you, hell make you rich.” He stopped talking, scratched his nose, winked his good eye. “I've an interest
inthis, you know. The sze of my fee depends on how wel you get over. So ligen, Dydae-ror. There's
only thing he wants. Only one. That's for hisgym to be d supremo, supra-issmo, if you get me. Number
one on the ratingslig.” He ran his murky eye over Rohant's body with greedy satisfaction. “Help him to
that and you can just about ask and get. There could be fortunes bet on you, Dydaeror. You and that
bird. The bird, that's a big plus. Handsome thing. Almogst a totem. Goyo like that. They say you
Dydaerors tak to your an-imas. Play on that. It's different. But be careful. Be very very careful. It's not
easy waking the highwire with the Goyo sngpping at your feet. Maybe you and | can do business. Not
now. You're too much of a gamble. You'll need someone watching your back and tdling you how to
keep from getting yoursdf killed or thrown to the mines. But not now. Not now. Wait till you show what
you're worth, then well see”

3

day 14, hour 15

Sassa trembling unhgppily on hiswrist, anger trigger-ing his scent glands and the erectile tissue on his
scalp so his dreadlocks bushed into a formidable mane, Rohant walked up the broad marble steps and
pushed open the door with his free hand, grunting a the weight; it was a massve dab of wood four
meters high and two wide.

He stepped into an anteroom barely wider than the door but filled with jewel-colored light pouring
through nar-row, stained-glass windows risng from the floor to a ceil-ing a least two stories up; there



was a sword inamalled fig to the right of the door and crossed spears over a bloody shidd to the Ieft.
The anteroom was empty except for a fant smdl of old sweat. Murmuring reassurance to the hawk, he
moved toward an inconspicuous inner door at the left Sdein the back.

A hatch in the sdewal crashed open and a seamed and scarred old Goyo leaned out; hazy, rheumy
eyes, one of them white with cataract, peered a him through a fringe of coarse gray har. The Goyo
gummed a series of harsh noises that Rohant with some difficulty trandated into who you, whatcha
want?

“Hindorek Gumbaouz sent me to see the Rij.” He glanced a his thumbchron. “Fve minutes from

With a growling gargle that defied interpretation, the ancient dragged the shutter down.

“Ru-ru, Sassa, it's a bad place, but nothing to bother us, ru ru, my dd, ru ru. Keegping up the flow of
gerttling nonsense, Rohant headed for the inner door.

There was no handle on it, only a metd-lined dot alittle higher than his shoulders.

He pushed & it.

It didn't move.

He scratched thoughtfully at the back of his neck and contemplated the Stuation. Looks like
Gumbaouz was shooting hot air ... | caled him on his play and he sent me here to get rid of me. Dio,
what a fiasco. He turned to leave.

“Dydaeror.” A boy’'s voice, as yet unbroken, filled with arrogance.

Rohant turned dowly. The boy was young, ten, twelve a most, a Goyo mix, stockier than a fullblood
would be even at that age—and he was beautiful with strong yet ddicate features, slky skin the color of
thick dark cream, shining black curls, rosy lips, and seegreen eyes.

Someone's pet.

Kicked and caressed until he was vicious as a crippled weasd!.

Goyo bastards, Rohant thought.

He remembered Lissom a eeven, awkward and de-structive, mischievous, loud, show-off and shy.
Trying everything that popped into his lamentably inventive mind because whatever happened, he
KNEW in his bones that his Family was there to catch himif he went too far.

Good boy, good man ... how it was supposed to work out.

He said nathing to the boy, just waited, saring a him, Sassa garing a him.

“Are you armed?’ The boy twigted the cord a his wast, plucked a the loose weave of his
knee-length robe; Sassa's fixed gaze was meking him nervous. He didn't like that and showed it in his
scowl, in the growing shrill-ness of his voice and the nervous wandering of his hands. “You have to pass
ascanner. And you can't take that bird in ‘lessit'sin a cage.”

“l have a knifein my boot and Sassa will not be put in a cage”

“You can't takeitin like that.”

“Then | bid you good day.” Rohant swung round and started for the street door.

“Wait.” A sudden urgency in the word, dmost panic. Rohant twisted his head around.

There was a sheen of swesat on the boy’ s face, cold maevolencein his eyes.

“Make up your mind.” He checked the chron again. “I'm dready late for the gppointment.”

“Then come. Follow me. *

Rohant got Sassa camed—the hawk loathed low cel-ings—then ambled dong the featureess
corridor, unhur-ried and unworried, forang the boy to dow down or lose sght of him.

His reluctance was more empowering than he'd ex-pected, it gave him a sense that he was the one
control-ling the Stuation, not the Goyo he was going to see. If he got hasded more than he fdt like taking,
he could just walk out. There were other ways of getting & Wargun.

Dio, never thought I’ d see the day when the best way to get ajob isnot want it dl that much.

Three turns later the boy stopped before a door. He touched an announcer. “The Dydaeror is here,
Rij-Seffyo.”
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The room was large with a high caling and the tdl, thin windows the Goyo inssted on despite ther
imprac-ticability, given the extremes of heat and cold the world was subjected to on its trip about its sun.
There was one-way glassin those windows with a golden tinge to it that deepened the ydlowish tones of
the Rij's face and gave him a kind of spurious hedth; the light caressed the wood, waking golden lights
deep init and there was wood everywhere, uncarpeted floor, paneled walls, the desk the Rij was stting
a, the rest of the furnishings.

There was a sword rack with hdf a dozen copper plated swords in it, a stand with short tailed
spears, ther blades copper plated aso.

There was a angle bookcase with severd rows of leath-erbound books, no titles visble, only
numbers, the leather dyed to maich the wood.

In the corner behind the desk there was a groundside com, a flakereader and a tdl case with row
upon row of amdl drawers.

A bare room, no frills—with a richnessin its materids that quickly contradicted the first impression of
auderity.

The man behind the desk had little in common with ether aspect of the room he inhabited. The Rij
was skel-etd. His nose had a high bridge and the nodtrils were large but pinched together. There was a
black mole on his upper lip hdf obscured by the deep creases that ran from his nodtrils past the corners
of amouth aslipless as alizard's. The shoulders and front of his black bodysuit were covered with gray
flakes of dead skin.

When Rohant srolled in, the Rij was brushing at the polished top of the desk, scattering skin flakes
like des-sicated confetti; hislong bony hands had afaint tremor which he didn’t bother trying to disguise.
He fixed dull brown eyes on the Dydaeror, eyes set deep in their sock-ets, shadowed beneath wrinkled
homy lids.

Rohant suppressed a shudder; it fdt like being pinned by a merguit in the Heggerregs. He did what he
would have done back home, froze and waited to seeif the viper would strike.

The minutes stretched out.

Though Sassa was beginning to put a srain on his arm, Rohant stood relaxed, gazing blankfaced a
the old man, sullen, stubborn, not giving an inch.

“St down. There” The Rij jabbed a finger a along low bench beside the door. “I am the Rij Tatta
Ry dan Sorizakredarn. Address me as Rij-Seffyo. Isthat bird go-ing to mess on my floor?’

“Might.” After aminute, Rohant added, “Rij-Seffyo.

“Tayo's C't!” The Rij got to his feet, unfolding it seemed forever until he was stretched to his full
height, nearly three meters of thin bone and dessicated flesh in a shiny black skinsuit; his ams and legs
looked like wire wrapped in black rubber. He wasn't wearing his toga or any of his copper ornaments,
they were displayed on shelves and hooks behind the desk. He limped across the room and dapped a
pelm againg a door in the sdewadll, reached through the opening and pulled out a rall of pa-per towding.
“Shove this under it. It misses, you clean. With your tongue.”
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The Rij leaned back in the swivd chair, let his hands rest on the arms. “Name,” he said. “It doesn't
have to be the one you own, | don't give a ghibb who you are. If you're good enough to make the team,
you can cdl your-sdf what you want, if you're not, the question of caling you anything doesn't arise”

“Rozagh, Rij-Seffyo,” Rohant said. HeE'd given some thought to this maes cdled Rohant were
common enough among the Dydaera, but he didn't want to take a chance that Puk had included the
name with the descrip-tion. As Shadow said, it was better not to start the Goyo adding this to that. After
aminute he finished it. “Un-mate Rozash.”

He thought he'd prepared himsdf, but it was hard, very hard to say that epithet and attach it to
himsdf. Even though it was a necessary lie and only a lie, Unmate was the foulest thing one Dydagra
could cdl another—méde or femae, it made no difference. It meant much more than unattached, it meant



being thrown out of Family, Clan, and Species. It meant being invisble to dl other Dydaera. To cal
himsdf Unmate was to shout to the world: | AM FILTH! He hugged to himsdf the memory of Mirdys
and the children and the business VVodlts had built with Honor (not S'ragis, he couldn't afford to think of
her, not in here). For them, he told himsdf. Daring the Rij to comment on the Unmate, he stretched his
mouth into the Dydaeror threat-grin, his ripperteeth fit-ting upper againgt lower in ydlow-white arcs. On
the bench beside him Sassa moved uneasly, mantling hiswings and treading at the paper toweing.

The Rij watched the bird until he settled, then he tapped fingertips on the desk top and ran his tongue
over thin bluish lips. “We haven't come by a Dydaera before. What do you think you can do for us?’

Rohant could amdl his pleasure. He exuded it like sweat. The old bastard knew enough about
Dydaera to understand he wouldn't face a successon of angry family members coming to avenge any
hurt the Unmate Rozash took in the Games.

Unmate. A sling point. How odd.

A touch of fortunate serendipity, if anything about that foulness could be considered fortunate.

He' d decided to use the Unmate to explain histraveing aone, something Dydaerajust didn't do, but
the fight circuit ... it hadn’'t occurred to him as a possibility. He said as much to the Rij. hadn’t thought of
such work, not before the Hindoiek Gumbaouz made the offer. You tdl me what you want, | tdl you if |
can do it. Then we both know.”

“The offer. Yes” Another lengthy pause. “The Hin-dor mugt have muddled his presentation. It was
not an offer of employment, but an opportunity for a try-out.”

“You're saying the thing's a sham. Hindor was just trying it on to catch a greenhead for a fee”
Rohant shifted his feet, started to rise. “I'm wasting my breath and your time. Might's wel go.” He
thought about sketching a yayyay, decided againg it. “Worldship's leaving next week, I'll be onit.”

“No, no. You misundergand.” The Rij dredged up a touch of animaion. “We are interested, yes,
interested. You sad it, | tdl you what | want, you tdl meif you can do it. You know the Games?’

Rohant settled back. “No ... Rij-Seffyo.”

“They are ahletic contests of a sort.”

“What sort?’

The Rij primmed his mouth, annoyed that Rohant kept forgetting to use the honoarific, leaving it off
dtogether or tacking it on after a perceptible pause. He sad nothing, but there was a promise of
retribution in the twitch of his nose and that knotted mouth. “Man againgt beast. That's to death dways,
beast or man, whoever takes it. Man againg man. Take down. Firgt blood. Third blood, Deeth. You a
swvordsman?’

“No ... Rij-Seffyo.” Rohant leaned forward, spread his fingers, crooked them, extruded his claws.
“Thee. My feet. | fight barefoot. I've got speed on the flat or dimbing. Reaection time, average two
seconds quicker than the mgority of the cousins. A Goyo'd outreach me. | doubt he'd catch me” He
spoke flatly, no expresson on his face, none in his voice to show the bruises his pride was taking.
Parading his parts, a yrz haunch hung on a butcher’s hook. “The hawk works in tandem with me, he's a
weapon or a didraction or both. That'sit.”

“l see. What do you say to a man-on-man with the Taiikambar’ s stickman, takedown, no blood?’

“What am | fighting for?’

“Honor?’

“l say ‘nara, Rij-Seffyo, it was interegting.”

“You're aprickly git. Well, we'll work on that. My offer. Teke it or leave it, | do not bargain. Lose,
you get fifty guims for your trouble. Win, you have a position in the Taiikambar Tay’s gring of fighters,
room and board and a mantenance sdary, a share in the purses taken in the Games, your share
increesing with each victory you bring in.”

“And it decreases as | lose?’

“No. If you lose, you leave”

“All right, let’ sdo it.”
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day 15, hour 16

The Practice Room was an immense echoing cavity in the center of the Tay. There were groups of
men sanding about the perimeter, some of them there to watch, some there, for practice, ther practice
interrupted by thistrid. There were quite afew of the younger Goyo there, seated in comfort in their own
boxes or choosing to stand close to fighters they deigned to patronize, whose careers they were following
with varying degrees of detachment. To-ward the far end of the room, near the Rij’s box, a rope had
been stretched between temporary stanchions, mark-ing out a square about Sx meters on a Sde. Rohant
scowled. One of his primary assets was his speed; any-thing that limited movement would lessen the
vaue of thet asset.

There was an audible inhdation when he walked in with Sassa on hiswrist. He d chosen to fight bare
except for a cachesexe and his falconer’ s glove; his body was broad but deek with well defined muscles,
covered by pae golden-brown fur less than a centimeter long, fur that shimmered and shadowed like Slk
as he moved. His dreadlocks were girring and he could smdl his own rage at the trap he' d gotten himsdf
into.

The Rij walked beside him, leaning heavily on a knotty cane, one leg differ than the other, refusng to
bend far a the knee. He ignored this difficulty as he ignored the tremor in his hands. Despite these samdl
weaknesses, he was formidable, only a fool would think otherwise,

The Hindor was no fool. He'd laid the warning out.

Rohant wasn't so sure about himsdlf; being here was no testimony to any wisdom he’ d acquired.

They walked in the thickening slence to the marked-off area.

Leaning on his cane, the Rij looked around. “Where's Hikisa?’

A smdl wrinkled man came from a group of five sand-ing diffly erect by Tatta Ry's box. He
yayyayed with oiled and easy movements, light as a dancer and twice as smooth.

Rohant watched with apprehension; if this was the one he was supposed to fight, he didn’t fancy his
chances.

“In the locker room warming up, Rij-Seffyo. He had no match scheduled today and was e sewhere
when your summons came. | offer his apologies. If you wish, Rij-Seffyo, I'll take his place.”

The Rij leaned on his cane and thought that over. “No. Get im.” He turned to Rohant. “In there” He
nodded a the roped-off area. “Wait. The Tindarij will bring the stickman.”

“I hear, Rij-Seffyo.” Rohant launched Sassa.

The hawk circled warily under the rafters, not liking the dead air up there. No thermas to hitch a ride
on.

Rohant whistled. Sassa stooped in alightning strike that just missed his head, went sweeping back to
land on one of the crossbeams. “Right,” he said doud. Hand on one of the cornerposts, he vaulted the
rope and stood on the mat working his claws in and out, flexing his joints, try-ing to cdl down the kind of
concentration he needed.

Mirdys. My Kedi. He amiled fiercely, showing dl his teeth. My Mystka Drygg. if you were here to
mind my back for me, | might even enjoy this. Enjoy! Get your mind on wha you're doing, Ciocan.
Takedown, no blood. Dio, parading about like this, showing my pacesin a bidding war, only thing worse
would be getting beat so bad | crawl out of here tail between my legs.

7

Hikisa was short and stocky. His head wouldn't reach Rohant’s shoulder, but he moved with that
quiet ease the Tindarij had. The g&ff he carried was about a bandwidth taler than he was; it was dark
with age, polished smooth with much handiing despite the dents here and there adong its length. Either the
men had inherited the thing, or he'd been at this long enough to make Rohant look a clown given hdf a
chance.

Hikisa dipped through a respectful yayyay, then jumped lightly over the rope and landed with his feet
alittle apart, the saff held before him pardld to the floor.



Rohant bowed quickly, diffly. Given the choice, he' d avoid this prdiminary pretty-play, it was gliding
on dog-shit as far as he was concerned, but he wasn't ganding on his own ground. Steep yoursdf in any
st of rules, his teacher said, it's only when you know them ingde and out that you can break them to
your profit rather than your cost. It was a teaching he'd proven out more times than he could remember
and he put it in effect now.

The Tindarij snapped hisfingers and two of the fight-ers came to take their places at the north and
west sdes of the enclosure. He turned to face the Rij, yayyayed. “I

present to you, Seffyo Tatta Ry, Hikisa Sankatar for Taii-kamabar Tay, fighting with gaff only, and
the Unmate Rozash, fighting with dlaw and hand and hawk.” His voice wasn't loud, but his articulaion
was S0 precise every word was etched on the ears. He turned again to face the two ingde the rope.
“Thisis an audition bout,” he said. “It continues until the firs takedown. For the benefit of the stranger,
takedown is counted when the shoulders of one fighter both touch the floor. This must be a result of the
act of the other fighter; shoulder flips and other such activities do not count unless the oppo-nent seizes
the advantage and forces a pin. The two touches need not be smultaneous but must occur within a limit
of thirty seconds. The judgment of the Three is find if ther verdict is unanimous. If one disagrees, the
bout continues. Are there any questions? Then proceed on 9gnd. Wait. Wait. Now!”

Rohant exploded into a low raking dive, intending to hook Hikisa's feet from under him, hoping his
speed could counter the other’ s kill.

Hikisa stepped aside, &t the same time driking & a nervepoint on Rohant’s shoulder with the end of
the gtaff, intending to disable at least one of the Dydaeror's arms.

Sgpping the gaff down into the mat before it touched him, Rohant used it as a pivot, curled around it
and struck at Hikisa's ankles, his claws caching a sandd thong—it wasn't quite enough to take the
dickman down, but it drove him into a rapid backpedaling, his timing off, his confidence momentarily
shaken by how serioudy he' d underestimated the Dydaeror’s speed and the length of his reach.

Rohant whipped onto his feet and ran at the stickman. He blocked a thrust of the gaff with his
padded gauntlet, was a har short on his attempt to get his claws into the stickman's tunic. Hikisa
managed a back-and-side move that got him clear and gave him space for a quick jab a Rohant's
mid-section that would have cracked arib if it had landed with a touch more precison.

Sill off balance and out rhythm, Hikisa ran backward, swinging the gt&ff in figure eights to fend off
Rohant’ s attempts to get ingde, up close, where the Dydaeror’ s strength and claws would count most.

Jabbing and dashing where he saw opportunity, getting hits when he could, dowly but inexorgbly, by
force of his years of experience, Hikisa moved toward the mas-tery of the Stuation.

Rohant saw it happening. He was keegping the stickman on the defensive, but he couldn’t get indde
and he was taking a pounding. Nothing disabling so far, but it was only a matter of time....

Hikisa sensed his fdtering, went for his knee.

Rohant dropped, dapped the saff aside with his gaunt-let, pivoted, struck at the stickman’s legs with
his clawed feet; at the same time, he caled Sassa down.

The gaff came round in a smooth swift strike, going for his knee again.

He twisted away, whipped his am out, caught it before Hikisa could sngp it back, curled up and
began dimbing it, Sruggling to keep the staff immohilized, without let-ting the stickman flip and pin him.

The hawk dived, struck at the stickman’s eyes. Hikisa flinched.

Rohant loosed the gt&ff, drove indde and got his ams around the stickman's waig, his head into the
gickman's ribs. He muscled Hikisa up and over, took him to the canvas and forced his shoulders down.

The Tindarij caled out, “ Takedown, Unmate Ro-zash.” The other two echoed him.

Breathing hard, Rohant got to his feet. He thought about extending his hand to Hikisa, hdping him
onto his feet with alaugh and a compliment. He got a look at the man's cold black eyes and decided to
save his energy for something useful.

The Rij got to his feet. “Not a pretty fight, no. You'll never make the lig of classc warriors,
Dydaeror, but you'll kill a lot of them before someone gets you. Tindarij, show him his room, give hm
the Tay futak and bring him to my office a the beginning of the next hour. And get rid of that locator
bracelet. Can't have that on a Tail-kambar fighter. Too tempting. Blow his hand off.” After a short pause,



he added, “Wecome to the Taikambar Tay, Unmate Rozash.”

SHADOW ON THE SPOT

63 Kirar Sorizekre, day 14, hour 15
Shadith

1

Shadith woke to the amdl of leather and herbs. She was kneding on a rough plank floor, hed there
by men sanding close to her; she could smdl them, rancid, sour sweat and body odor worse than
Rohant at his maddest. It was dark around her, an echoing darkness—wherever she was, it was hig.
Warehouse?

A light came on over her head. Blinding. She could see the curve of the front edge of the cone just
beyond her knees.

A hand grabbed her hair, jerked her head up.

Someone came round a tdl pile of crates. She couldn’'t see much more than a shadowy bifurcated
form, but the height told her he had to be Goyo.

He bent over her. One hand did down the side of her face, the side with the fauxskin covering the
hawk acid-etched into her cheek. “Clever,” he murmured. His voice was emotionless, dl life squeezed
out, no anger, not even any triumph; he was dl the more tarifying be-cause he wasn't trying to frighten
her. “Not clever enough. You should have diverted the Dydaeror. | do not believe in coincidence. No.”
Histhumbnail dug into her cheek, drawing blood as he sought the edge of the fauxddn. He found it and
jerked it off, touched dry fin-gertips to the fine brown lines. “Ah, yes. You lie flu-ently, child. Don't lie to
me Whereisthe third?’

“l don’'t know.”

“l sad don't lie” He didn't move. His hand rested ligly on her neck, cool, dry. Without
draghtening from his semi-crouch, he turned his head, spoke to someone in the darkness. “Get the
probe, Kasedoc.”

It'snot alie it's not. HE's somewhere around, but | don’t know where. That's his gift. People don't
see him. Or if they do, they forget wha they saw. He doesn’t trust anyone any more. Not us. Not
anyone.”

He heard the terror in her voice, fdt her desperate trembling, and believed her. He wanted to bdieve
her. She read a consuming, overwhdming distaste for hurting her and didn't understand it; this was the
men who'd bought at leadt five of Ginny’s Specid Editions. He took his hand from her neck and stood
erect. “Then there is nothing more | need from you.” He stepped into the darkness beyond the cone of
light. “Kati!, Sujin, keep her here until sundown. If | haven't countermanded the order by then, shoot her.
Take her body out and drop it in Jnss Hole. The rest of your fee will be waiting a the Shuittle office”

NightFair

63 Kirar Sorizakre, day 14, hour 19
Pikka Machletta and the Razor T gurtt

1

Pikka Machletta bopped through the Sun Gate, elbows out, shoulders swinging, Fann beside her, the
sdl herd of tourigts they’ d wiggled into giving them plenty of room and arain of Sddong stares.

Thar involuntary escort began bresking apart as soon as they were past the Gate, the tourists peding
off as one thing or another caught their eyes.

Pikka Machletta eeeped as Fann poked her intheribs. “What ‘s?" she said.

“flim. Over there by Hotso Harry. The one with the flat nose and the tattoos. He was one of ‘em. |
don’ see the others”

“Don’ matter, they round somewhere, bound to show up. Les do it.” She waggled her tongue a the



crewman, then went skipping off with Fann close behind.

The offworlder started after them, cdling to him the rest of his mates induding the git whose thumb
Pikka had removed. They were grim-faced and determined and termind brainwipes. Not-the sense they
were born with, hitting on alocd like this. Served them right, should they end in the mines.

Pikka Machletta skipped behind a tailorbooth. “ Sheeh! Goomoo cubed.”

“Eh, Pik, when the thumbless wonder brings a uh-uh off Starstreet, y' know his headbone solid clean
through. Watcha thinkin? You din’ say.”

“I'm thinkin they do ‘t once, they do ‘t again, got more reason, hun?’

“Maybe so0. So7’

“So we find ussdves a pressgang, one sandin round wishin. Huh?’

“O000h, you ev-il, Pik.”

#

The colored lights flickering and flowing through the crisp, pungent night air, washing over them,
painting them crimson and sapphire and gold, Pikka Machletta and Fann wove in and out of the booths,
goging and switching their behinds at thelr pursuers, teesng them with more tongue and a play of
obscene gesture, cdling back insults, provoking them into running harder and fas-ter until they were
banging into tourists and locals dike, kicking up a growing fuss.

When Hatnose stepped on an acrobat’ s hand, he got laid out by a club of a neghboring juggler.

Pikka celebrated by dropping two dokies in a cook-stall’ s changebowl and snaiching up a pair of hot
egg-rolls. She tossed one to Fann, juggled the other hand to hand while she darted round the back of the
gdl.

They jigged past a fire eater who took one look a what was hgppening and set the lead man's hair
onfire

Clapping and whigling with the drummers, they went skittering past a theater company putting on a
dance show, blew twin razzberries a the starmen, then plunged through the middle of a tourgroup
ligening to a fortune-teller’ s shill.

Asthey neared one of the gambling tents, they dowed to a sedate walk, then poked each other and
gigoled when they saw four menin dull black cowls sanding in the shadows. They angled toward them.

There was a sudden burgt of shouts and dhrieks. Pikka glanced over her shoulder. Two of the
pursuers were shoving past a wrinkled old woman with a smdl herd of servants who looked like they
were hatched from the same egg. She was ydling and hitting a the sarmen, screaming at the blank-faced
servants to kill the blas-phemers. At least that’s what it sounded like. Pikka

Machletta had enough Interlingue to chat up offworlders or run a smdl scam, but much of that
crone's noise was too fasgt and garbled for her to make sense out of it. The hashshar were trying to
untangle themsalves but other-wise ignoring her.

Pikka shivered, suddenly frightened. Thiswas't fun any more.

The front man was soggy and singed and raving. His eyes were fixed on her. He wanted to tear the
mest off her bones and et it raw; the second wasn't so bad, but bad enough. The one who started dl
thiswas severd paces behind, looking whitefaced and weary—having one's thumb diced off and losing a
couple pints of blood was enough to blunt the ging of a rabid shek, let done a braindead Goomoo. No
dgn of the fourth, he was prob-ably ill out, the juggler and the acrobats sripping him of everything
remotdy sdable. “Fann,” she breathed, “lesdo it.”

They squealed, waved their arms and ran draight at the pressgang, dodged around behind them and
scooted on hands and knees into the narrow space under the back-flap of the tent, between the tent and
the Square wall.

2

“You. Come outta there.”
Pikka Machletta started to crawl out, swore under her breeth at her supidity and tugged the razor
loose from its snapclamps. She tucked it into her hidabelt and dapped back a Farm's razor. ** Off,” she



muttered, then went wiggling out.

Two of the sarmen were lad on their faces, straps on thar ams and ankles, tharr clothes torn,
cre-belts gone dong with anything else they had worth a dokie a Tuck the Tick’s or one of his scurfy
cousns. Thumbless must dill be loose somewhere, but she didn’'t dare look for him.

Papa Pressman was holding two energy shooters, tiny things no bigger than his pointing finger. He
dipped them into a pocket and scowled a Pikka. “What's dl this, rat? You t' gurtsa, an'ty'?’

“Uh-huh. Got futak.” She tapped at the metd square shining wetly in the wavering torchlight.

“Don’ meen shit you foolin with starshit. What you playin, huh? An’ you say Presser Sef, you taka
me

“My friend ‘n me, Presser Sef, we an't whores. Hash-shar wanna jogga us ov-ah, we say no, hafta
sy it strong. They turn mean, go chasin us. We get away. They come &fter us | say true. Swesr it ‘fore
the Blurddang.” She flared her nodrils, toed the nearest body. “No ‘count mommagogga, only good for
mines”

Pressman cuffed her. “Don’ you go smartmouthin, rat.” He grunted, inspected her with insulting
downess, pushed her aside and looked Fann over. “Tayo's C't, gotta be numbbrains and blind besides,
jumpin you two erf-erfs for some jig-jag-jogga. Get outta here ‘fore | change my mind and dump y’
down with ‘em.”

Pikka Machletta yayyayed respectfully, then went dart-ing off, Fann following close behind. They
danced around the old woman being expertly soothed by her attendants, disrupted that soothing with
dow warbling sarcastic whigtles, went giggling off as the crone started shrieking for their blood.

3

The high mdlted fast. Pikka Machletta walked with her shoulders down, her hedls dragging. She was
tired, so tired, but she couldn’t go home and rest; she couldn’'t walk back across the bridge to the Man
before she and the T'gurtt had got something for the stash. Summer dows were coming and Winter
snows. They might not live that long, but if they did there had to be money for food and fud. No rest, not
now, not ever.

Fann pinched her arm. “They din’ get Goomoo.”

“Nah-nay.” She yawned. “Him or Flatnose. Have to keep an eye out for ‘em.” She yawned again.
“Les go find the others. Time we get to work. Koyohk!”

“Huh?’

“Mordo. Tdking with Goomoo. Don’ bother lookin, they ducked.”

“Dragon an't gonna start trouble, not here”

“Ay-yeh, but we gotta go home. Nother thing we gotta do, huh?’

“Stomp some dragon.”

“Ay-yeh.” Pikka frowned at the sky. “Mompri’s up. | guess we can go home light, seein what we got
from the Tick. Giveit ‘n hour, then we dide qui€t, leave ‘em sucking tit. HUh?’

Fann shrugged. “Maybe so maybe no.”

The t' gurtsas srolled across the Square, heading for the Temple Plaza and the Court of Columns,
they were quieter now, both of them, shifting back to business, looking about for marks.

The crowd was thickening nicdly. The worldship was leaving in a few days so passengers were
dropping in droves to hunt for bargains, cupidity excited by the show-and-tell of others who'd adready
been. There'd be more and more of them as the days passed, green and greedy with cre-belts dripping
coin. Daing their part in the ecol-ogy of Chissoku, giving sustenance to dl the little fleas that bit them.

The futaks would go fast as long as the marks kept coming. There'd be chdlenge fights dl dong the
line as Torkusses hit on T’ gurtts, looking to cut in ahead of them, dead T’ gurtsas and Torkksos dumped
into the cinerators or down the sewers, the wounded patching themsalves up and going back for more.

The Blurddang didn't care about precedent or rights, he passed out the day-futaks fird come firg
served urtil they were gone, nor did he make any didinction between mde and femade—unlike his
measters and the ruling Goyo; it wasn't known if he could recognize the difference, it wasn't even certain
he was HE and no one had the cour-age (or was it Supidity?) to ask. He was smply the Blurddang of



Blurddang Alley, truthreader and incor-ruptible adjunct to the Sirshak-kai.

Tonight it was dill easy, rumors of the Goyo dummers kept alot of the gangs away, so Razor T gurtt
hed gotten their futaks without a fight. Pikka Machletta thought about tomorrow and sghed and her feet
dragged even more. She loathed stand-and-dash brawls, her ssters-in-T'gur got hurt that way. So far
Razor had been clever enough to win by surprisng the Torkusses that hit on them, but there were only so
many ways to fight afight when you had to stand inline.

4

In the short time it took to traverse the Square, the noise increased from dedfening to nerve
deadening. Singers were trying out their bullhorns, shills were pro-claiming the excellences of those who
hired them, vig-tors were shouting to each other or to the stallkeepers as they bargained for thisn that.
Theater drums were boom-ing out conflicting rhythms ... noise piled on noise, peak reinforcing peak until
it was like hammersin the face....

They ran up the curving walk and stepped into Slence.

Pikka Machletta leaned againg a mirrored column, closed her eyes, there were times in this place
when she seemed to touch something beyond and behind the des-perate clamor of her life It was a
pleasure she never sought and could not endure for long. It confused her and started her questioning
evarything she bdieved in; she had afeding if she indulged hersdf, she'd end up ditting her wrists, unable
to face the grinding ambigui-ties of day-to-day surviving.

Except for such brief, private moments, she refused to give more than minimum sarvice to the
Temple, being assessed with dl the othersin Old Town to pay for the ceremonies, herded like beasts for
the ritud blessings, yayyaying to order and dl that, while she transferred the corrosive hatred she fdt for
the Goyo and dl their works to Guintayo their god.

Pikka straightened, scrubbed at her eyes with the heds of her hands. “No. We an't leavin early. We
goin to pull in as much as we can and if any trogg tries jumpin us, we snap his danga. HUh?’

“Eeevvilll, Pik,” Fann said absently; she set her hands on her hips and scowled at the shadows drifting
about them, dark-rimmed splotches of colors changing with each breath of the wind that rambled among
the columns, tilting and turning the movable mirrors. “If they went fishin before we got here, I'm gonna
snatch the little sommm-thins bald both ends”

Pikka Machletta dropped her hand on Fann's shoulder. “Give ‘em awhigle, maybe somethin chased
them far-ther in”

Bang cautious by nature, what Fann whigled was a phrase from a Guintayo hymn; she listened,
whidtled an-other phrase.

A second later three of the youngers were fluttering around Pikka Machletta and Fann, hugging them,
gab-bling a them in hushed voices, looking around, peering into shadows, excited, anxious, triumphant;
even the s-lent Haftwins Kyndl and Hari joined the chorus of voices .... we saw them wating at the
Gate ... Pk, Fann ... we saw them ... we couldn't come on here ... we had to wetch ... we had to be
there ... if you needed us ... we followed ... we stayed back far enough they din't see us ... you din't see
US ... pressgang neither ... 0000h, you eee-vil, Pk ... that was great ... 0000h yeh ... did you see ... did
you see Mordo and the Goomoo ... Ingra...

“Ingra” Pikka burst out, “where' s Ingra? Hush, rest of you Mem, giveit to me”

“Ing can be stubborn, you know that. She went off after Goomoo. The Haftwins and me, we were
going to thump her, playing with Dragons done was stupid, but she sad she wasn't going to DO
anything, just watch ‘em. She said she wouldn't be more than a half hour, she'd be back here then for the
futak. Maybe Goomoo won't do anything but hang about, but she thought she ought to have a look.”

Pikka Machletta Sghed, patted Mem’'s arm. “An’t your fault, Mem. Nothin you could do.” She
tapped Fann's arm. The Second dug into her hidabelt, took out the fu-taks, handed them around. “Hari,
Kyn, Kaoy saystherell be Goyo here tonight. | din't see any, but Fann and me we were a bit busy, you
know. You spot any of ‘em?’

Kynsgl shook her head. A second later Hari followed her lead.

“Wel, you know what, to do if you see a Goyo comin. Say it Kyn. | mean it.”



“If we settin a mark, we back off and duck for cover.”

“l catch you playin games with Goyo, I'll do like Fann says and snaich you bad both ends. You
heer?’

Kyndl grinned at her, then wiped the amile avay and nodded with careful sobriety. “We not
stoo-pid, Pk.”

“Not stoo-pid,” Hari said.

“Huh.” Pikka Machletta flicked a black curl off Kyn-sl's forehead. “Not stoo-pid, y' jus don’ think
some-times. Y’ can't not think when Goyo's around. And waich out for Dragon, but don’ back off. Ydl
for jingbek if you gotta. This*s one night we don’ count cost, hun? We Il meet by the Sun Gate just ‘fore
Mompri-set and go out with the last push. Y’ hear? Huh? Scoot.”

She watched them dance away, turned to Fann. *Y ou go with Mem. She pinched Fann’s arm to stop
her pro-test. “I'll fish around, see if |1 can come up with Ingra Mompri-set. Sun Gate. Remember? Go
on. Get!”

Mem was the most driking and the most vulnerablein the T gurtt. She was dumsy and fragile and no
kind of fighter, though she could throw anything amal enough to pick up and hit what she amed a hard
enough to hurt. Without making afuss or even taking it over, dl of them kept an eye on her. shidding her
not just from people who wanted to hurt her. but from disurbing sghts (as much as they could). Mem
was specid. They dl fdt it. Gentle and loving and gifted. And lovey. Teribly lovdy. It was showing
more every day. On nights like this when the Goyo were about, Pikka Machletta was sick with fear one
of them would fancy her.

1

Pikka Machletta walked dowly from the columns, frowning and chewing her lip. She couldn't see
any es-cape for Mem. She wouldn't stay away from the Fair or let Razor go out without her when they
worked other-times, that would shame her. Besides, the T gurtt needed every hand earning and she had
the cleverest fingers. But if she came out, it was only a matter of time before some Goyo noticed her and
sent his guards to fetch her.

Shaking off her malaise, Pikka plunged into the crowd and began the night’s work.

THELITTLE MANWHO WASN'T THERE

63 Kirar Sorizakre, day 14, hour 20
Shadith, Kikun

1

Shadith strained at the ropes on her arms. They'd tied her ebows in back and her wrigts in front,
wrapped more rope about her legs, knotting it at her knees and ankles

Talk about your double-knotters. That pair might’ ve had lessons from Ginny.

She could dmogt reach the top of her left boot. Al-most. She'd tried it again and again and again until
her ams were swollen, her wrists cut and bleeding. Half the width of her pam farther and she could
touch the hilt of the knife she kept in there. A braincrysta blade sharp enough to cut a thought in half.
Saved her life more than once. Didn't look like it was going to do it now.

Katil and Sujin had picked her up, carried her to this room. It was an insulated storage room, a cube
two me-ters on a sde with no windows; the door had a rubber sedl, air came in through what looked like
multiple fil-ters. She couldn’t hear a thing in here, not even the long low dghs of the ar conditioner.
Couldn’t hear and wouldn't be heard, no matter how loudly she yeled, so she didn't waste her strength
trying.

She leaned againg the packing case, closed her eyes. Ironic. That's whet it was. When she wanted
some creep to try alittle rape, he waan't interested.

Too frightened of that Goyo, won't take a chance on fooling with me. Sar! Just let one of



them come in here and cut this rope off me.... Got till sun-down. Is it darker in here?
Gods, | can't tell any-thing, could be high noon outside and 1 wouldn't know. Relax,
Shadow. Tenser you get, the less yoU can do. Supid, stupid, stupid ... we should have
known ... once Wargun knew there was a Dyda-eror after him, they’d all be suspect and
anyone with them. | don’'t believe in coincidence he says. Supid, stupid staying together.
World like this. Eternal vigilance is the price of tyranny. Poor old Lion, Wargun knows
who you are and why you're here. Going to let you bleed for his entertainment. Cage you
like a fighting cock ... gods, I've got to get out. Got to warn him. Wonder what Kikun's
do-ing? At least he's safe. What are they going to do about the locator, you don’t drop a
corpse wearing a beacon saying here | am. Sheeh! Don't be denser than you have to be,
Shadow. They'll dice your hand of and the thing drops free. That's if they haven’t noticed
already how loose it is ... aaaah! thisisn't getting me anywhere....

She wriggled around until she was on her side, brought her hedls up as close to her buttocks as she
could, bent her shoulders around, then twisted. Her fingers brushed the top of her boot; she strained,
trying to reach an extrainch ... her fingers, her hands went numb, she couldn’t fed what she was touching
... She cursed passionately, kept fumbling at her legs, trying to force her hands to catch hold of something,
anything....

Her legs shook, her arms shook, her torso shook ... she couldn’t hold that postion a second longer
... she went limp, came out of the twist and lay shaking on the smooth wood floor....

She heard a sound & the door. She couldn’'t move yet, she couldn’t see anything. She lay frozen,
waiting.

Brush of the rubber sedls againg wood, fant cresking from the hinges. A gray light crept into the
room, a shadow moved acrossit.

Kikun knelt beside her. “Wdl, Shadow,” he said. “Thisisamess, isn'tit.”

“What happened to Kati! and Sujin?’ She sucked in her breath as he began easing the rope out of
the furrows on her wrigts.

“Those two men, their names?’

“Uhhh ... ™" Her legs came apart as the ropes fdl off them; the backs of her boot heds rattled
agand the floor.

“Stuck them in a freezer, under some packs of fur. Not very good fur, they won't be found for a
while Think you can stand?’

“Let metry gtting first. Give me a hand, will you?' He helped her up and settled behind her, holding
her inthe cirde of hisarms.

They sat like that for ten, maybe fifteen minutes, nel-ther of them speaking.

“Rohant,” she said. She leaned againgt the wall as he pushed the door shut, did the barsin place, and
clicked the locks shut. “Wargun knows about him. | don’t know what's going to happen.”

Kikun eased his shoulder under her arm, helped her to walk away from her ex-prison. “1 had a word
with the Ciocan a short while ago. He's sgned with the Rij of the Taikambar Tay, who happens to be
eldest unde to the present Kralodate. He should be dl right as long as he keeps winning.”

“And as long as he keeps away from Wargun. Y ou going to tdl him?’

“Oh, no. The Ciocan wouldn't take it well. Oh, no. Through here. The door’s afew steps farther.”

“Isit dark yet?’

“Good timing, Kikun. They were going to shoot me soon’s it got dark. Where are we anyway?’

“Fur warehouse quarter of amile from the Ferry

Landings. | found a place not far from here. You can rest, have a bath. All right?’

She chuckled. “You're alife saver twice over, god-dancer.”

“Mmmmm. Can you stand by yoursdf?’



“Theresawdl, | can leen agand it. Urn, wait a min-ute, let me have a look outside fird.” Shadith
settled her shoulders againg the stone, it was cool and solid and reassuring. The feding was back in her
hands, her arms, her legs. And the pain. More and more pain with every minute. She ignored it, reached
for the nearest bird.

She brought the gull swooping down the street outsde the warehouse, circled it round and brought it
back, spi-raing up for an overview. No one about. No one at dl. Good. “Let’s get out of here, Kikun.
The place gtinks—

NIGHTFAIR 2

63 Kirar Sorizakre, day 14, hour 21
Pikka Machletta at work

1

Pikka Machletta drifted behind a rotund cousin femae and bumped her into the display of slver and
copper meddlions she was inspecting, cregting a smdl confu-son as the stalkeeper grabbed for his
goods and the woman tottered. Pikka darted a hand under a wobbling am and plucked a flakereader
from the shoulderbag of a man fending off the cousin and trying to maintain his own balance. The reader
went down her leg into her dittabag and she harvested a loose ringchron from another tourist, then
severd other bits and pieces until the stallkegper howled for a jingoek to sraighten out the mess.

She' d been working toward the edge of the knot of vis-itors, now she did away, whisling descants
atop the song Beba Firehair was bdting out a her stand a few paces off. She grinned up a Beba,
snapped the fingers of both handsin a pantomime of applause and tossed a gum into the changebowl. It
garted arain of coins, asif the tour-ists gagping a the snger needed some kind of vaidation before they
admitted they liked the song. Beba winked at her, made an O-U dgn and threw hersdf into the musgc,
body as wdl as voice, producing undulations that looked impossible in awoman her sze.

Ingra pushed out of the crowd, jerked a thumb at the Temple, and faded.

Anger rigng in her, Pikka went charging toward the Temple Plaza.

When the dlence hit Pikka Machletta this time, she bardly noticed it. And she forgot prudence
completely, ydled: “Ing, get over here. Where are you?’

“Hey, tuneit down, Pik, you want' get naged to a penty cdl?’

“Haab!” Pikka Machletta pulled her hand down her face, wiping away the anger with the sweat. She
didn't speak again until she had her mask pulled back in place. “You left Mem and the Hdftwins. You
left them, Ing.”

“l left them.” Ingra wrapped her misshapen arms across her chunky torso and glared at Pikka
Machletta

Pikka closed her eyes and set her shoulders againg a column. “Ahri’,” she sad. “Why?’

“Got my futek? —

“Here” Pikkafished in the hidabdlt, brought it out. “Catch. Why?’

“You could ask ‘fore you ydl.” Ingra tacked the futak high on her shoulder. “I left ‘em in here. ‘S a
sanctuary, an't it? Sides, Kyn and Hari can take care of themsdves and Mem, too, comes to that. And
nothin’s gonna happen in the Square. Not any more. Even Goomoo an't THAT crank. ‘S worth a Tokio
alittle chance to see what him and Dragon’s up to.”

Pikka Machletta straightened up, stood rubbing dowly at the smdl of her back. “Did y’?’

“l got close enough to hear a snatch now ‘n then. Pressgang got him that Jaggarix conked. Goomoo
sorta moaned when he hear that. Mordo look like he'd died and faked into heaven, he know he got ol’
Goomoo hy the oogas, can name his price. He whisle up Bugeye, send him off for Kidork, he buys
ome X-ta-cee off Germ the Pusher and, feeds it to Goomoo who looks like he don’ know what t* hdl’s
gain on, then he husle Goomoo into the Filigree Hole behind Weststage,. | can't go in there, | don’




know what | should do, wait or get back. I'm thinkin maybe | can find someone | know and sike out
what Goomoo's & in there, maybe just the usud, but the Hole's doin too much business, none of the
workin girls get a breath. I'm about to give up, when Goomoo comes out with Bugeye and they go for
the Gate.” Ingra paused, caught her breath, then plunged back into her story. “Wan't hard to keep outta
gght, problem was fol-lowin ‘emin that crowd. When | logt ‘em, | kept headin for the Gate and after a
while, 1d pick ‘em up again. Goomoo was floatin out t nowhere. Bugeye had to keep yankin & him to
keep him from wanderin off, so they wan't makin much progress, but they findly did get out the Gate.
The Raba Katir was worse ‘n the Square, tryin to go ‘long there's like fightin The Suice a Tideturn.
They hung out a few minutesin a doorway ‘ cross from Blurddang Alley, but a jinsbek chased ‘em. Me, |
wan't about to fool with the Katir, | got Mama Fubenno to let me in the Shiintap ‘ Fenny and went long
the inways, lookin out a squint when | get a chance to see if they 4ill goin ‘long, last | see ‘em, they out
the Old Town Gate, goin east ‘long G’ sok Shikopru. | figure they gonna hole up and wait for rest of
Dragon and jump us somewhere on G’ sok Shikopru or maybe on Eastbridge itsdf = So | come back.”

Pikka Machletta stroked the cool ivory handle of the Razor. “Ah ri’,” she sad findly. “Les get
working.”

3

day 14, hour 26

The Goyo came when the moon Mompri touched ze-nith, two men dralling through the Gate as if
there was no crowd at dl—and of course there wasn't where they were, there was a clear three-meter
ring about them and theirs.

Pikka Machletta dipped into shadow, Ingra quick be-side her, both of them tense with worry about
Mem, hop-ing Fann had got her into cover soon enough. Then she recognized the older and taler of the
two men. The Rij Tatta Ry. She couldn’t see enough of the other Goyo to name him, but he dmost had
to be Tatta Ry’s kin-by-law, the Fevkindadam; they usudly came together. She re-laxed. Once upon a
time Tatta Ry was said to be a horror, look on him and prepare to suffer. That was a long, long time
ago; the ages and age itdf had sucked the danger out of him. And Wargun's habits required very specid
tdents, the one thing you could say for the man, he didn’t run after children; she knew that from persona
experience. Pikka Machletta licked her lips. shut her eyes. She wouldn't pay homage to Guintayo or any
other god or devil the Goyos tainted, but there was one entity she gave careful reverence. The Lady who
beckoned once, then passed on. Sweet Luck. Fickle Luck who so quickly turned sour if you neglected
her gifts She touched her lips heart, made the O-U dgn and dlently promised a gum for KaoyurZ
begging bowl as a Thank Offering for Ietting the dummers be these two and keep-ing Mem ssfe another
night.

The fargoers drding past her opened up for a moment and she saw why the Rij had come to the
Square this night. At the head of the sraggle of fighters pacing be-hind him like a bevy of chicklets
falowing ther hatch-mother, there was a new favorite. The Rij wanted to show him off, set rumors
running that would reach the ears of the other Tay Rijes. The new fighter was a wide man, not particularly
young, who moved with an angry ease that Pikka Machletta found extraordinarily erotic. She couldn’t
take her eyes off him. And there was the bird he carried on his am, a raptor, its breast speckled ivory,
dintsof gold in the dark brown plumage on its back and wings. It looked draight & her asiif it could see
her ... kept looking at her until the man’s body intervened.

Pikka Machletta straightened, retied her headthongs and patted at her bulging thighs the dittabags
were plumping out nicdly, but there was dill room for more and a bunch of hours before the Fair shut
down. “We got work, lesdo it.

CONFIRMING THE GETOUT

63 Kirar Sorizakre, day 14, hour 21
Shadith, Kikun
Ard the smuggler



Shadith rubbed the ointment in, pulled her mouth down as she ingpected her swollen, abraded wrists.
“This| didn’t need. Good thing this body hedls fast.” She red-ized what she'd said, clicked her tongue in
exagperation.

When oh when isit going to be MY body? The day 1 get myself killed, | suppose.

She shook her head, called out, “Kikun, what isthis place? For a hidehdle it's pretty elaborate.”

His voice came back, muffled by the intervening wal. “It’'s liged on the plan as the caretaker’s
apartment.”

“You don't sound very convinced.

He came back into the room carrying a bowl with hot towels rolled up init, settled by her feet, and
began tend-ing the abrasions about her knees. “From what we know of the Goyo, do you?’

“Generogty isnot one of the traits they’re noted for.” She sucked in a breath as the hot doth touched
her skin, firs one knee, then the other.

“Yes. | think this was a home-from-home where some-body could relax without worrying about his
reputation.”

“What happens if someone wants to use it agan?’

“Won't.”

“You're very sure of that.”

“Am.”

“Spirits talking to you again?’

He hiccupped a chuckle, took the cloths away and be-gan preading ointment over the bruises. “No
need. The Goyo Family that owns this warehouse has come on hard times. Give me your hand.”

Swesat popped out on her face as the heet hit the torn flesh. “H h hard times?’

He worked in more ointment, then began wrapping gauze bandage around her wridt. “There's not
much family left,” he said, “just one old dodderer. He stays in his apartment on Joggorezel. Other
Families rent space from him to store their overflow. Gives hm some kind of in-come. He's too misarly
to pay for a caretaker and the others don’t bother. How | spent my afternoon, looking for a place like
this Other hand.”

“Aaandyouj just waked in, lifted the key and set-tled down.” She used the back of her released
hand to wipe swest off her face.

“More or less”

“If ther€' s a hard search....”

“Therewon't be. | had atak with one of the mercs before | killed him. Wargun paid them to dump
you, then go offworld. HE Il be thinking you're dead and he's safe. Except for Rohant and he doesn't
have to worry about Rohant as long as the Ciocan is shut up in the Tay.” He finished with the ointment
and began bandaging her other wrig.

“So we might as wel go on with it. The anging and the rest.”

He dropped her hand, leaned his head againg her knee, and went off to nevernever.

She sghed, touched his head, was surprised as dways at how soft and warm he was. She didn't
understand much about him, why he stayed with Rohant and her when he didn’t need to. He could go
home and Ginny couldn’t do athing about it. His world was one of the Vadlts Kor-latch capture worlds
and the Dydaera weren't about to give out the location of any of those. He kept coming up with ussful
hints and assurances, as if he were some kind of computer they turned on when they needed it. And he
didn’'t seem to get tired of that. She would, she knew that, she'd ydl and fuss and get the hdl out.

He wriggled under her hand, moved away from her. “Go and do it, go and do it, bad and good come
fromit, but go and do it”

2
day 14, hours 23



a the ottotd on the Westshore

Shadith did her shoulder through the strap of the harp-case, looked at the rest of her bdongings. -
Kikun, you mind taking these things and stowing them for me? I've got something | should take care of
before | go back otherside.”

Kikun pulled up the hood on his cloak. “All right. Y ou're dill planning to approach the T’ gurtt? Why
not wait till tomorrow? Y ou're tired and torn up and I'm wasted enough to deep on arock.”

“My turn to have vibes, clowndancer. I'll rest better if we get this business done before morning.
Anything else?’

“Y ou coming to the warehouse?’

“No, better not. Ther€'s a teashop on the Raba Katir. Amod’ Aachana’s. Meet you there in ...
mmm ... four hours?’

“Mind your feet, Shadow. And watch your back.”

“I'll do that.”

“Cdl Tulppanni,- she told the girl who answered. “Tdl her it's Leg s friend.” She looked around. The
ot-totel lobby was empty, Slent, there was no one near the bank of corns, no one coming in or going Out.

“What isit now?’ It was hard to hear the woman through the bursts of noise the speaker was picking
up from behind her.

“Tdl him I’'m coming round to talk to him. Be there within the half hour.—

“He s not here”

“Can you find him? It' s important.”

“See what | can do. How long you got?’

“Not sure. | have to be somewhere asap.”

“Right. To save time, come round here, you can wait in his room. If you want.”

“Thanks, I'll be there”

“Wait. In the back, there' s a door. Knock. I'll have someone walting to let you in.”

“Thanks again.”

Starstreet was rocking.

The emjit shuddered and twisted as it worked through the crews and visitors moving between the
nightspots. Holoas were ydling and flickering like bright colored bats, swvarming around her and every
other warm body in Sght. The dull facades of the blocky buildings had vanished behind bolos of women
and men and exploding stars and whirling vortices and anything else the owners or franchisers thought
might entice a customer..

She found a hotpost around behind Tulppanni’s, fed the dot, and left the emit.

The night was bright and clear, but moonlight wasn't much help in finding her way through ragged
bushes and dong a hafhearted path and the shadow at the back of the building was as murky as day-old
kaff. After some fumbling about, she found the door and knocked.

It was tugged open dmog before her hand hit the wood. The gl who'd answered the corn
ingpected her, nodded with satisfaction. “Thisway.”

‘Preciate this” Shadith said.

“Nada.”

They went up narrow twisty stairs, not the ones Panni had taken her up before, stopped before a
narrow panel. Thegirl touched it with a tronkey, stepped back asit did asde. “Back door,” she sad. “If
you'll goingde, I'll lock this behind you.”

#

Ard walked in, scowling, annoyed at having his eve-ning interrupted. “What' s this?’
“Thought I’d better warn you. | was picked up by my target.”



“He let you go?’

“At the moment, he thinks I'm dead.”

“You leaving?

“No. I'm going after him. Y ou want to cancdl the ded?’

“No. Thanks for the offer.”

Sheamiled. “That's Lee's fault. I'd say she's scarred me for life, a wound on my heart so it bleeds
for such as you.”

He came closer, touched the hawk mark on her cheek, flicked afinger at the exuberant hao of curls.
“You look more like | remember you. | like you better thisway.” He caught her hand, pushed her deeve
back, and in-spected the bandage. “ Rope?’

“Right.”

“Stay here the night?’

“Wish | could.” She caught his hand, held it a mo-ment, then got to her feet. “There are too many
things | ill have to do before | even look a a bed.” She grinned. “And when | do, I'm going to deep
like the corpse that Goyo thinks | am.”

“Raincheck?’

“It's along ride home and nothing much to do on aship.”

“l know some pleasant ways of passng the time”

“Oh, yes, | know.”

He blinked. “Y ou were watching?’

“What dse did | have to do?’

“All three of you? Gods! What an gppdling thought.”

“Only one a atime these days.”

“Take care, Shadow. Remember what you' ve got to look forward to.”

She laughed. “I’ll keep it in mind every second.”

NIGHTFAIR 3

63 Kirar Sorizakre, day 15, hour 6
Razor T' Gurtt goes home

1

The moon Mompri dipped his lower cusp behind the Shaggar Tower.

Thelight srings flickered, the Closure Gong boomed and boomed again.

All over the Square futaks went dull and rough. The NightFair was finished.

Pikka Machletta collected futaks and dumped them into the basket by the Gate. “Anyone see
Dragons about? No? Huh. Means they set up waiting for us. Wdll, lesdo it.”

Clumped into atight knot, they plunged into the find outsurge of fairgoers and were swept like bits of
flotsam aong the Raba Katir and out the Old Town Gate into the round Plaza beyond.

Most of the tourists climbed into jits waiting there, provided by the hotels and guide
services, and went humrming off, safe from wandering predators. Those who'd come on
their own coalesced into clumps and walked to the Ferry Landings in large groups, taking
serioudy the warning posted in their rooms. When in Karintepe-on-Araubin, go
NOWHERE alone after dark.

The Bogmakkers didn't have to be told; they knew their city. They came in groups to the NightFair
and shared the expense of hiring jinsbeks to escort them home. T'gurtsas and torkksos were not
welcome anywhere near them, were warned away if they came nearer than the width of a street.

Before the hour was out the Gate Plaza was empty.

Razor in her right hand, ready to open with a flick of her wrist, Pikka Machletta ghosted through the



shadows. Ingra came after her, then Mem, then Kyndl, then Hari. Fann took rearguard. They went
quickly, soundiesdy, on ther toes, not quite running. G'sok Shikopru (Bridge Street) was empty, the
lightcones about the lampstan-dards turning the darkness beyond them inkier; a pre-dawn wind was
rigng, blowing grit dong the asphdlt, lifting and dropping litter from the Fair. At each cross-street Pikka
hestated, ligening for a careless scuff or brush againg stone; her eyes moved restlesdy dong the street
level and above it, probing the irregularities in the facades for any sgn of movement or suspicious bulges.
Dragons were old hands a ambushes, but to attack, they had to move and she was going to catch that
movement as soon as it happened. She listened, then looked, then whipped across the street and stood
watching, ligening, guarding, while one by one the others came.

At every corner it was the same: watch, listen, dash, guard.

It was in her mind that Kidork would set the ambush farly close to the water’ s edge so he could strip
them and drop them in, once he and the Torkkus had killed them, then scat across the bridge and go to
ground Mainsde, but she wasn't taking any chances he'd do a double bluff and hit her sooner, trying for
the extra edge surprise would give him. That wasn't very likdly. He was dy and mean rather than clever.
And lazy.

G sok Jkdilki. Two more streets, then the bridge.

Pikka Machletta scrubbed the back of her hand across her brow, wiping avay the nervous swest
that was sing-ing her eyes. She was getting jumpy as a mog in heat. She wondered if she was going a
little crazy. There was no one on the street but Razor, no dgn of Dragons. She could see the bridge
towers ahead, adark tracery againg the River of Stars. Maybe he/'d grown him some brains findly and
meant to hit them on the Mainsde, so close to home they’d be just the least bit off guard....

Let’s go, let's go. HE s where heis and wishing won ‘t change it.

Pikka Machletta ran across the lighted intersection, did into shadow and waited for the rest of Razor,
her eyes searching, searching, her ears raining....

Ingra came. Mem. Kynsl. Hari. Fann.

A patch of shadow by a narrow flight of stairs suddenly acquired a bulge.

Pikka Machletta stretched her mouth in a ferd grin. Gotcha, trogg. She flicked the razor open,
swung it round, catching light on the blade, asgnd to the others to watch and be ready....

A scream.

She flinched, dmogt cut hersdf. That's Mordo. What...

Dragon Torkkus came curgng into the middle of G'sok Shikopru, dancing ludicroudy in the
moonlight, dancing with a humping carpet of fur. Bits of fur sprang loose from the mass, leaped on
Prettybutt and Bugeye, Hery and Mordo, on Kidork himsdf—she saw the hand she'd mutilated wave
wildy as he sumbled and nearly went down. The street was dive with rats and mice, with four-legged
hashshar, with nezbyrks and sheks, with every sort of vemin infesing the wadls of Old Town. A
dink-ing, squeding, writhing horde of vermin. They threw themsdlves at the Dragons, attacking without
letup. It was insanity, terrifying.

Pikka Machletta began backing cautioudy away. She meant to circle round, hit the bridge, and run
like crazy.

Mem screamed, it was a smdl sound but sharp, more startled than fearful.

Pikka Machletta turned. A ring a meter thick of rats and nezbyrks and so on was drawn up around
them. Thousands of the little beasts. They sat on their haunches, dlent except for a few scratching and
brushing sounds and an occasiond chatter of teeth, Saring at Razor from eyes phosphoring red in the
lamplight. Tiny red eyesfilled with ancient mdice.

She swung back. Dragons were running for the bridge now, driven by that other horde, that humpy
rug.
“Crazy,” she said doud.

“Not redly.” The spesker stepped into the light. A hoshyid femme with some kind of case on her
back. Looked like she wasn't much older than them.

“Who you? What' s this?” Pikka swept her Ieft hand in awide circle.



“A manifestation of sisterhood. No? Then say I'm put-ting an obligation on you. I'll trade you, favor
for favor.”

Thegrl had asinger’s voice with agmilein it; she was essy to liden to, but Pikka Machletta wasn't
going to trust her one fingarwidth. “Witch,” she said, accusation but not much conviction in her own
voice.

“Don't try it on, t'gurtsa. You believe in witches about as much as you'd trugt a stick reader with
your Winter stash.”

“So YOU say. You doin us afavor, why them? She wiggled the fingers of her left hand at the Slent
beadts. “It's been along day, | didn’t fed like chasing you.”

“Why'd you wan' .to?“

“Not here. It's a bit exposed, don’t you think?’

“Ahri’, we meet you somewhere come morning, you say the place.”

“It'snot nice, t' gurtsa, inaulting a friendly soul like that. Don’'t measure me by your former opponents.
They'd have to scrape hard to assemble a brain between them.”

“Yatrue”” Pikka Machletta flipped the razor shut and shoved it back into the sngpclamps. “Theré's a
teshouse cross the bridge, y' wan'. The Zatsudedi Oy. Urn. They won’ let those hashshar in.”

“I wouldn’'t mysdlf. Hmm. Think about this a minute. Hushing that collection of oinkoids was just part
pay-ment for a hearing.” She brought out a smdl sac, held it up so it was dearly visble in the light from
the street-lamp. “The rest. Thirty guimsfor thirty minutes. Catch.”

The sac arced through the air and landed at Pikka Machletta s feet with a satisfying chunk chink.

Kynsl squatted, pulled the drawstring loose, and dumped the coins into the street. She stirred them
with the tip of her bootknife, counted them. “Thirty ah ri’.”

She gathered them, dropped them in the sac, and got to her feet.

“Satisfied? The offworlder sounded tired, her voice was getting sharper.

Pikka Machletta tapped a metded fingernall againg a stud on her neckleather. “You pay the shot at
the Oy. “

“Nonsense. Pay for yoursdf, I'll take care of me”

“Ahri’. We s posed to walk, on that lot?’

“No problem. Penty more around if the occasion should arise where | needed them.”

Pikka Machletta grinned. “Yatrue.”

The horde twitched, then seemed to explode it disn-tegrated so fast. Within a breath or two, the
street was empty.

The gifl resettled the strap, then strolled over to Razor. She seemed very cadm, matter-of-fact, as if
she' d played games with street gangs every day of her life.

Pikka Machletta considered that, added it to past events and decided to go very very carefully about
this hoshyid. She signded the T’ gurtt to come round her.

“Fann, take point, Ingra, rear. Mem, you be here be-side me. Kynsl, Hari, in the middle, keep your
eyesopen. Lesdoiit”
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Pikka Machletta waited until they were on the bridge before she spoke again. “You got a name?’

“ Shadow.”

“Redly?’

“Redly.”

The wind was snatching at them and making the cables sng around them, a multiplicty of notes,
chords of whines and groans. The sky was garting to gray in the east and dong the shore, fishing boats
were lit up like the fair as they unloaded the nlght scatch.

“You speak the Bogmakker. Most .. ”
“Hoshyid?’
“You sad it, not me; anyway, they don't.”
“I learned it on Universty. From a men caled Tsee-waxlin. Old man. You may have heard of him.



Or not.”

Pikka Machletta clicked her tongue. “You a sudier like him?’

“Not exactly like him, but close enough. HE' s an opener, I'm one who comes later.”

A heavy fla pdling a trailler came rumbling past them, both piled high with boxes of fresh produce
from the farms beyond the rim of Karintepe-on-Main. The loaders in the trailer stared golidly down at
them. One spat, the wind splaitering the gob of mucus againgt the down-swooping cable, just missng
Ingra

She dapped her hand againg her forearm. “Ketch-kang,” she yeled. “Kanch. Goomoo. Y ossyoss.”

Slent Hari patted Ingrals arm, closed her hand about the wrist of her sster-in-T"gur, and tugged her
after the others.

Ingra snorted her disgust, but yielded.

Pikka Machletta ignored the whole incident. “How'd you get those hashshar to do wha you
wanted?’

Shadow did a thing with her mouth, a quick pull back of the corners, a quicker release; she'd done it
severd times before, it didn’t seem to mean much except she was tired of questions. “It's a Tdent, that's
al. Like anging. Something one' s born with.”

“Huh.” Pikka Machletta brooded over that while pro-duce flats trundled past, then a city bus loaded
with fac-tory workers and deaning g&ff for the Idand hotels, then more flats.

Pde hair whipping wildy about her face, her gray eyes watering, her hands tucked into the pockets
of her jacket, Mem circled round Pikka Machletta and walked beside the stranger.

Pikka started to object, but changed her mind. It gave away too much. She shivered. The bridge was
empty for the moment; the wind sweeping dong it was strong enough to shift the lead weights on her hair
thongs, mak-ing them chunk dully together, hit againg her earlobe, the side of her neck.

The tenson was drained out of her; she was tired, tired, tired.

She wouldn't get her edge back until she managed some deep. If Kidork popped up in front of her
right now, she couldn’t do athing about it. Or about the girl, if she went crank on them.

Luck stay sweet, she thought and cast the thought like prayer to whatever ears would hear it. She
scowled a Mem.

Her sgter-in-T gur was sneeking Sideways looks at the stranger, a muscle working beside her mouth
as she fought her shyness, sarting to say something and losing it, Sarting again, losng it again.

Pikka Machletta thought she knew what Mem wanted. Her sster-in-T' gur missed her father terribly.
Razor could cherish her and protect her, but they couldn’t talk to her like he did, they didn’'t have the
education. Pikka winced, jedousy was a stab near her heart. She steamed dong, hating that offworlder,
that fairhared unfairness who had everything Pikka Machletta wanted and could never ever get.

“Univergty,” Mem sad findly, her throat so tight she squeaked when she spoke. “What'siit like?’

Shadow looked thoughtfully out past the verticd cables a the dark irregular skyline of
Karintepe-on-Main and waked dong for awhile without saying anything. When she findly spoke, it was
asif she'd forgotten them and was talking to hersdf. “The ultimate in metgphors,” she said. “Unlike items
juxtaposed to illudrate an ineffable somewhere in between, a process repeated ad infinitum. An exercise
inordered chaos. A place where you can learn anything in the universe—if you know how to ask. And
nothing at dl if you don't.” She shifted the strap again, rubbed at her shoulder, ill looking past them,
seaing things they couldn’t know.

Pikka Machletta watched Mem druggling to under-stand what she hersdf hadn't a hope of
trandaing into terms she knew. It was a crud joke the stranger was playing on them.

Shadow looked & Men and amiled. “But that's not what you want. What's Universty like? Not
nealy as pretty asthis” She swept her amin awide circle. “Kind of bleak, actudly. An old world. The
mountains are like worn down teeth. It was a mining world once; it's mogly worked out now,
honeycombed with caverns. No life on it, not until the miners came. Everything from spores on up was
brought there from somewhere else. The Scholars keep adding to the collections, they’ ve been doing that
for more than ten millennianow.” She looked up, held our her hand. A red bird swooped from one of the
towers, landed on her wrist, and sang a moment before she et it go.



Pikka swallowed; it was such a little thing, such a pretty gesture, such quiet power. She noticed for
the firg time the bandages on the hoshyid's wrigs and wondered about them. She didn't ask; the
moment felt wrong for that kind of question.

“Universty gets wilder every year,” Shadow said. “Pets get away, you know, go ferd. Always
experimental subjects escaping. Absentminded types set things down and forget where they put them.
You don't know what you're going to come across where.” She grinned sud-denly. “All in dl, it's one of
the weirdest places I’ ve ever been.”

“And anyone can go there?” Mem said, dmost whis-pering.

“Jug about. But it's not a dreamplace, little one.” Shadow touched her tongue to her lips, shook her
head. “More like a nightmare for some. If you don’'t have con-nections who can get you a room and a
job, it's one of the best places around to starve to death. Or freeze. Or get tunked on the head, stripped
of everything you own.”

Ingra laughed; she’' d come closer and was ligening to Mem and the stranger. With only alitile way to
go before they were off the bridge and the treffic thicker by the minute, she was getting careless. “Sounds
alot like Old Town,” she said. She saw Pikka Machletta scowling a her and dropped back to where
ghe should be.

“Could someone like me go? Someone without papers or .. or anything? Mem sghed. “I NEED to
know.”

“Ay-yeh. Say you get there, there's no one to turn you away. You don't need clearance, you don't
need papers, they don’t even want to know your credit baance. Long as you don't make too much
trouble or bother anyone important, you can stay till you die. Or you can stay a while and move on ...
move on ... anywhere ... ships come, go, anywhere, everywhere, dways new ones...

Pikka Machletta closed her hands until the metd div-ers on her nails pricked her pdms. Move on ...
move on ... those words woke a yearning in her, the words and the gil who said them ... she didn’t want
to fed likethis ... she wanted ... she didn’t know what ... something ... there was a smdl coming off that
grl, awild amdl that made her tremble ... she fdt like she fdt when she sniffed the wind blowing down
from the Dread Green the fird time it had the perfume of Spring on it. Like she wanted to run without
stopping, away and away, howling at the moon, like she could jump off the Shaggar Tower and fly with
the birds....

The hoshyid shifted the strap once again, worked her shoulders. “Gods, | am tired. How far off is
thet tea-shop?’

“*No streets past the end of the bridge.”

“They rent rooms?’

“For the hour, if y' know what | mean.”

Mem touched Shadow’s am. “What does it cost, get-ting to Universty?’

Shadow looked blank. It took her awhile to make the connection, then she rubbed at her forehead,
dghed. -On a worldship, even a dorm bed costs ... ummm ... | suppose the equivdent of two, three
thousand guims, if you got a favorable exchange which you won't. And you'll need to eat and drink, the
trip takes severd months. Add another thousand.” She stopped taking for a moment as they began
moving down the gentle dope off the bridge. Her eyes narrowed.

Pikka Machletta fdt a tightening in her digphragm; the idea of the offworlder communing with some
bird or beast made her queasy.

Shadow blinked and was back with them. “The street ahead is clear, except for a few drunks
saggering home. Um ... what was | saying ... oh. You might find a freetrader to take you for less. If
you're lucky, you'll get there eventudly. If you're not lucky, hell take your money and leave you floaing
inthe middle of nothing, a gory little corpsicle.”

Her brief hope dead, Mem forced aweak amile “Bless, O sdter, “ she said, sketched a yayyay and
drifted away.

As Pikka Machletta watched Mem dip into place ahead of Kynsil, her shoulders drooping, her eyes
on the con-crete walkway, she tried hating the hoshyid again, but she couldn’t. She'd spoken the truth,
that's dl. The sorry truth.



Pikka s inddes fdt like they’d been churned with a spoon, she'd been up and down, angry and
placated, her fedings kicked about like a yakkar bal, posshilities had opened up before her, then
dammed shut before she had a chance to do more than iff at them.

As Razor and the offworlder moved off the bridge and turned down the G’ sok Sokuna Siska, Pikka
glanced at the hoshyid and wondered. She wanted something from Razor. She'd have to pay for it. And
maybe, jus maybe, she was the answer to saving Mem. Everything depended on wha she wanted.

Everything....

THE TEAHOUSE PACT

63 Kirar Sorizakre, day 15, hour 7
Shadith and the Razor T gurtt

1

As she and the T'gurtt turned into a grimy street be-tween rows of bulky warehouses, Shadith
yawned for the umpteenth time, ressted an urge to rub a her wrigs. They were burning. Her ams
ached, her legs. Her head was a rotten meon. And she fdt horribly exposed. Do-ing a wardance under
Wargun's nose.

Gods ... if | had a brain in all my body, I’d be out of here. These girls would sdll me for a
dokie if the chance came up. The albino one ... she wants University worst way, and | can
give it to her. That's something ... | can ... but will 1?1 don't know. Depends. What am |
doing! Bloodgames. Bloody fool. I’'m about to stick my head up and scream here | am, you
miserable pervert, send your assassins and your bullies. Target provided gratis and
gladly....

She stopped waking when the T' gurtt stopped. The Sx girls came together a few steps off, by the
mouth of an unsavory aley. They milled about, gesturing and whispering a each other. The boss t' gurtsa
shut them up, dl except the dark-haired girl with the birthmarks on her face. The two of them started
gaing a it in hissng whispers, throwing themsealves vigoroudy into the argu-ment despite how tired they
hed to be.

Tired. | wonder when they were to bed lagt. It wasn't much past noon ... was it only
yesterday? Seems like a year ago ... when the boss girl was taking the thumb off that
Connafallen freetrader. Old man said it, on Chissoku you don’'t deep in the Soring; if you
don’'t make your Winter stash then, you don’t make it at all. Sar! Ginny the Creep is taking
me on a tour of worlds | wouldn’'t be caught dead on otherwise. Dead ... almost was ...
wer-en't for Kikun ... right now I’d kill for a bed with clean sheets. Sheets! What am |
saying! For a soft piece of floor. Poor old Lion, papa Goyo's pretty playtoy. You must be
feeling top of the world right now. On your way. Wargun. He's keeping us quiet ... doing
the questioning himself ... doesn’t want other Goyo in on this ... Kikun says ... | suppose he
knows ... Ginny isn't someone you'd brag about knowing ... even here ... especially here ...
peer group is small, there's no hiding from them....

HH

The boss t' gurtsa made a chopping gesture with her right hand, cutting off the argument; shoulders
swinging, elbows out, she grutted over to Shadith. “Y’ wait here. We got busness” She sketched a
yayyay, went bopping off down the aleyway, the others following her.

2

The dark glent little girls came out grinning ear to ear, with lumpy bags dung over their shoulders,
other lumps distributed about their working jackets, loose garments that hung to their knees. The tdl
amaog dbino girl was hdf a step behind them, her lumps less obvious because they had more space to



spread in; the three t' gurtsas paid no atention to Shadith, went off down the street, turned a corner, and
were gone.

The t'gurtsa with the misshapen ams and the one with the marked face came trotting out and
vanished &fter the others.

Hmm. Stripping for action—or cutting me loose?

Shadith srolled into the aley. Noticegbly thinner about the thighs, the boss t' gurtsa was dapping her
bdt round her waist; she gave Shadith a brief cold look, then went back to pulling the belt tongue through
the buckle, radi-ating anxiety and a hodlility whose target Shadith had no difficulty identifying. The
t'gurtsa would be with her ssters-in-T'gur if Shadith hadn’t stuck her nose in their business. As she
waited for the girl to finish what she was doing, she fdt a amdl sadness. Her own ssters had been that
close, but they were dust twenty millennia ago.

Thet gurtsa yayyayed briskly, abruptly dl business. an Pikka Machletta, the Chlet of Razor T’ gurtt.”

Shadith echoed the yayyay. “‘Roi Machlet.”

Kikun came out of the shadows at the back of the dley. Pikka Machletta snatched the razor from the
snap-clamps, flipped it open and went at him.

“Sarl” Shadith brought a gull down to flap in the girl’s face.

Pikka dapped it aside with only atiny hestation in her headliong attack.

“Chlet! No!” Shadith kept her voice low despite her anxiety; she wanted no spectators. “It's no
trick, he's afriend!

Kikun danced away from the girl, the idiot ook on his face as he avoided the razor with no apparent
effort. It was asif he knew her every move before she did. reading the moment ahead as eadly as she
read the point present.

Recognizing futility, Pikka Machletta put her back to the wadl, stood panting and frightened—and
raging—her face blank as a brick, her eyesflicking from him to Shad-ith and back.

Hands out, pdms toward the t' gurtsa, Shadith backed againg the other wall, took a step sideways,
stopped when she saw the girl tensing. “ Sorry about this, she said. “Meet my companion Kikun. HE's a
dinhagt from DunyaDzi, with no tact and disastrous timing.” She smiled.

There was no response from the t’ gurtsa.

“Look, thisisa cul-de-sac, ig7't it? Right. What I'm doing to do, I'll dide down this sde till I'm past
you. I'm doing it now. Sow. You see my hands. No tricks. Kikun, you back off, too. Right. I'm diding
adong, you can see that’sdl I'm ... unh! No problem. Got poked by a splinter, that's dl. All right, I'm
past you now. The way’s open. You can take off if you want. We won't fol-low. Or you can wait in the
street and the three of us can go tak over that dedl.”

Pikka Machletta s eyes shifted from Shadith to the street, came back to Shadith. There was no
changein her expression. Abruptly she flipped the razor shut and darted away.

Shadith sighed. “I suppose you had to,~ she told Kikun.

“Begt now,” he said. “When she's done. Be dl right.” He scratched at the folds of skin draped dong
his neck. “She bit and she's hooked.”

HH#

Pikka Machletta was waiting at the mouth of the dley. She didn't say anything, just started walking,
daying a haf-step ahead of them.
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Shadith and Kikun followed the t' gurtsa—into another dley, one that ran dong the wall of an ancient
ware-house, a squared-off mountain of stone severa stories high and a quarter of a kilometer long; the
Zatsudedi Oy was a pimple on its butt, the entrance just round the corner from a long wharf lighted and
noisy with the ar-rival and unloading of produce and fishing boats.

The. Oy was sodging grimily between two dientdes; too lae for the night people and too early for
the dayers. There were smdl square tables scattered about the long narrow room, abandoned glasses



and dirty plates on some, afew scruffy holdovers stting dumped over cloudy glasses a others. One man
was stretched out on a settle pushed againg the north wal, snoring and muttering, an arm over his face,

The floor was sawdust. A tired man, thin as the handle of the rake he was usng, was working his
way across the room, raking under spills and debris, smoothing out gouges and humps. He looked up
when they came in; when he recognized Pikka Machletta, he stopped work, stood leaning on the rake
handle, twiddling the end of one of the rattail mustaches dropping past his jawline.

‘Roa, Razoort. Rest not comin?’

‘Roi, Iskikakku. They got business other places. Bring us a pot of tea ... urn ... over there. * She
pointed at one of the booths that lined the south wall, started for it with Shadith and Kikun traling dong
be-hind.

3

“l want a stand in the NightFair. Not a gdl, a place where | can perform. Play my harp and sng.”
Shadith’'s mouth was dry, her somach churning. She took a dp of tea, a bite of stde toast. “Doesn't
have to be a good place, | expect there aren’t any of those available. Some badluck spot maybe? I'll turn
it sweet again.” She saw the look on the t'gurtsa's face, moved her hand impatiently. “I know what |
can do.”

Pikka Machletta Sipped at her tea. She set a fingerpad in a drop of spilled liquid, pulled it in a line
toward her, drew a second line across it. “Why tak to me? Go and do it.”

“Look, do | have to keep reminding you, I’'m not one of those bonedomes you play your games on.”
Shadith shifted about till her shoulders rested in the corner be-tween the booth divider and the wall.
“Tseawaxlin told me athing or three, like don’t go tramping in there and get your head wiped.”

Pikka Machletta drew a diagond through the cross. She said nothing.

“Ligen, one hundred guims to get me to the Srshaka and hdp me to acquire a renewable
performance futak, plus two percent of each night’s take, plus a weekly re-tainer of fifty guims to Razor
T’ gurtt, you acting as con-sultants. warning me when I’'m about to step in wet shit. Especidly where the
Goyo are concerned.”

Pikka Machletta drew a second diagond across the fird. “Fve hundred. Five percent. Fifty each.”
She wiped out the star she'd created, printed the numbers on the wood. “And the ‘reason why you're
doing this”

“Two hundred. Three percent. FHfty flat. The reason’s Smple, dir the mix, study what happens.”

Pikka Machletta examined her damp pam, wiped it on her one-deeve tunic. “Don’ believe that.”

“It' sthe only answer you're going to get.”

“Welive here. Y’ gone or dead when this shit hits, if it goin to hit.”

“You play the game, you take your chances.”

“You goin after the Star, an't y’. Won't be the firgt.”

“The Star, what?’

“Don’ y' try that soin on me, hoshyid. All of them like you come for the Star.”

“Ah. You're taking about the Gem Museum. Wel, you see me heading anywhere near Jazinedain
Shimda, sdl me to the Goyo.” Shedith let her eyes drop closed a moment, then shook off her weariness
and drank some more of the abominable tea. “That should cover you.”

Pikka Machletta chewed on her lip. She was sweeting, there were dark circles under her eyes and
the lines of weariness were degpening in her narrow face. She looked haggish and absurdly young, bardly
more than a child. “Four hundred,” she said findly. “Four percent. Ffty flat.”

“I'll go with that—with one proviso, the arrange-ment’ s renegatiable every four weeks.”

_Vvhy?'

“My funds are limited. How long | can continue paying you depends on what | get at the Fair. And,
to be blunt, on how ussful you are.”

“l want a guarantee, then.”

“How much?’

“Nine weeks. Deposited with the Blurddang, set up so we collect a week’ s fee every seven days.”



“Done” Shadith yawned. “1 could use a litle ad-vance on that advice you're going to provide. A
reason-ably secure room my friend and | can catch some deepin’

Pikka Machletta started. She’ d completely forgotten Kikun though he'd been gtting across the table
from her. She scowled a him. “How....”

Kikun amiled degpily at her, his eyes orange dits.

Shadith sat up. “Useful Tdent, isn't it. Wel?

“Ahri’, | know someone has a room she's wantin to rent. She minds her business an’ expects her
lodgerst’ do the same. Y ou gotta Sudy somethin, forget her. Y’ understand?’

“Good enough. I'll meet you at the Blurddang Alley, when?’

“Any time after noon. Razor ‘11 be on linefor futaks. You fight?’

“Some. If | can’'t avoid trouble.”

“No shooters.”

“I know. Tdl you what, get hold of a hardwood gick yaaay long,” she spread her hands about a
meter apart. “And I'll bust what comes.”

“Two gticks” Kikun sad.

Pikka Machletta started again. “Koyohk! Can’'t y’ not DO that?’

Kikun folded his hands over hisintricaidy knotted tu-nic and blinked amiably at her.

“Ahri’, two gticks and you meet us there after noon. Have the nineweeks and the introducin fee with
you and at least a thousand more for the futak. Y ou picked a bad time for bargainin. If you could wait till
the worldship leaves....”

“No.”

“Then we do what we can do.” She dropped two doldes on the table and did out of the booth. ‘No
more from each of you covers the tab. You wan’ to go sraight to Kuva Svila s?’

Shadith dropped the coins on the table, tapped Kikun's shoulder. “If that’ s the room, yeh. Let’s go.

[11. Activity Otherwhere
(Ginny’ssurrogates ar e busy)

TARGET: Huy naKalos, CEO Botanicals Division, Cazar Company
headquarters, JUODA CITY on K’TALI KAR-RA (Vendeg 3)

CAPTURE TEAM:
Dydagrin: Gyordy the Zadys, Macdyn, Torvilys, Tuzays
Tracer Op: Autumn Rose

Xuydix the Caan smuggler threaded his silenced float through the wuerzzaur grove, took it in a quick
hop over a prickly wdl of pepperduffs, and set it down in the hol-low center of that egg-shaped thicket.

“Nothing should bother you here)” he told the team, “except maybe a few bugs” Tranducent
secondary lids did down over hissiver eyes, did back; the sooty plush that covered his short wiry body
drank the pallid light from a moon not yet clear of the horizon and left im as shadowy as ever. “I’'ve used
it as a sash more than once, never logt anything yet. Don't try going through the pep-perduffs, if the
thorns don't get you, the chiggerswill. See that limb there ...” he touched it a second with the beam of a
pinlight, tapped the light off, “go dong it till you get to the trunk, work your way round the trunk and up it
about hdf a meter, there' s another limb, abig ‘un going more or less east. Wak dong that till you reach
the second mdd point, change limbs, and keep on. The way the wuerzzaurs grow, you can cross the
whole grove without touching ground—if you're careful and pick the right points. That's not hard. Just
make sure they’re old melds, the nodes will have deep cracks and wrinkles in them, but no shoots
growing out of them. Y ou see any-thing green on a node, don't take that one.”

Gyordy smoothed a hand over her coppery headfur. “Right. Mac, get the shelter up, I'll hdp youin a



min-ute. Torvi, you and Tuza unload the supplies. Rose, you been this way before?’

“l picked wuerz with my hdf brothers, this was one of the places we went.” Autumn Rose looked
around. “It' sway past its prime, this grove, due for grubbing out and replanting, someone' s gone dack or
it'd been done dready.”

“I doubt we have to worry about that now. Wdl, let's get busy. Xuydix, well have you cleared in a
few min-utes so you can get back to your ship. Anything € se you want to say?’

The Caan scratched behind an earstalk. “You just keep inmind you got four days, that's far as | can
dretch it. The more you shave it down, the safer we'll dl be. And you want to wak like your eggs are
underfoot. Na Kalos, he's got traps everywhere, you never know when you might step in one and he
sends his killer-machs at you.” He made a chopping motion with his double-thumbed hand. “He gets any
of you, I'm gone.”

Autumn Rose snorted. “He gets any of us, we're dl gone”

Autumn Rose rubbed her thumb on the soft crumbly bark, scowled through the night lenses a the dity
spread-ing like black moss over the stony dopes below Schloss Rock. Quiet. Too quiet. There should
have been people in the streets, it wasn't that late, the moon had barely cleared the horizon. It was nearly
full, a blue and cream baloon taking up a quarter of the sky; it was dmost big enough to be atwin planet.
She usad to stand in the Schloss's watergarden and think she could touch it if only she could dimb out
onto the roof on one of the dender turrets risng from each of the corners of the curtain wall,

That was one of the few things she'd never tried, she knew even then that it was illuson and she
didn't want to break the magic of it. The night was warm, lovely; the etlilies were blooming, she could
gardl them whenever the wind puffed this way. There should be children chas-ing each other, shouting,
laughing, while their parents were at the market. Neighbor should be chatting with neighbor, gtting out on
the stoops, enjoying the sweet-amelling evening cool. The Plaiz should be thick with sdls and shoppers,
the beerhdls around it booming with music loud enough to carry across the water to the tree she was
ganding in. It was what? only twenty years snce she' d left, scooped up and taken dong will-she nill-she
when the grandfather who' d never acknowledged her or her mother was replaced by the current CEO. It
couldn’'t have changed that much ... no, there was another rea-son for that quiet, and she was very much
afrad she knew what it was.

There was afant rugtle below her. Gyordy swung into a crotch on the far sde of the trunk—What's
the prob-lem?’

“Memoaries ... no, not redly. Look and tdl me what you see.”

Gyordy clicked on her lanses, scanned the street. “Nothing. Looks like they rolled up the sdewaks
and went to bed.”

“That's a Company Town on a Company World, Gyor. Daylight beongs to Cazar. The ealy
evening’'s when you play and do your marketing.”

“Oh.”

“Right. HE' s expecting us. He's cleared the streets so he can use mation detects and his killer-machs.
There. Look there, cutting across the Plaiz_ Did you see it?’

“A ferret.”

“Uh-huh. And where there' s one you see....”

“There s fifty you don't. Prlash!” There was a soft brushing sound as Gyordy rubbed her headfur
the wrong way. “Someone sold us? Who? Xuydix?’

“No. He owes Dighy one huge favor and Vodits is paying him a fee that gives your Toerfdes a pan
inthe budget. Besdes, he's been a trader from the egg and his word is his biggest asset.”

“Hmm. What about this? Seyirshi sent a warning to his prime dients Watch out for trouble from
Voallts.”

“Asaguess, | likeit. As something we have to ded with, | think it stinks”

“Na Kaos ever come out of there?’

“You read the report. Not even to Board Meetings. Holo and fax.”



“We can't use your plan if we can't get to the Schloss. How do we do it?’

“Wdl, the one thing he can’t do is shut down produc-tion. They'd yank him home so fast, he'd ped
out of his skin. Unless things have changed radicaly, the supply barges will start coming in before sunup
and the early morning shift will be on the way to work. He's got to pull the ferrets before then. Which
gives us a hdf-hour of semi-dark to make it through the city. We can do it, it's not that big a place. If we
can get to the blowhole on the east end of the Rock, we can lay up there till it's dark and take it as read
after that. All right? Good. Let’'s get back. | could do with some tea, then a ngp till it' stime to go.”

They dimbed down to the mdding levd and ran like ghosts dong the broad ovd limbs of the
wuerzzaur trees. Gyordy went fird; like al Dydaera her sense of direction/duration was close to infdlible

There was afant light ahead, shining on the under-sides of the topleaves. Gyordy dowed cautioudy,
sg-nded Autumn Rose she was going to stop. She stood draddling a node, leaning forward tensdy, her
head turn-ing, her ears shifting as she Strained to hear....

Nothing.

No random twitter of birds, no insect hum.

Jugt the rustle of leaves as the wind rose, then sub-sided.

She dropped into a crouch and tasted the wind. A faint bitter smell, no, a blend. Strangers, more then
one, she couldn’t tel how many.

Autumn Rose knelt behind her. “Hear anything?’ she murmured.

“Hear, no. Smdl. Strangers. More than one. Look, go on, but stop before you hit the last tree, I'm
going to circle round,” she paused, collected hersdf, produced a brief coughing hoot, then another,
“when you hear that, I'min place and ready to shoot.”
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Gyordy stopped three trees away from the thicket, groped to the trunk, and dimbed until she found a
perch where she could look down into the camp.

The doorflap of the domeshelter was strapped open, the pressurdamp was just ingde, enough light
escaping to turn the darkness in the clear space to a pdlid twilight. The light flickered occasondly as
someone ingde moved padt it.

It was dl quiet, peaceful. Normd.

She didn't believe it. Not for a minute. There was no way Mac would stay ingde that shelter, not
when she was hyper-hyper like she was an hour ago. More impor-tant, the air was thick with the musky,
bitter scent of the Strangers.

She dided up the polarization of the nightglasses, re-focused them, and pulled them on.

Whoever it was in there playing games was being by-gar careful not to show hide or har. She
increased magnification and ingpected the ground about the dome. A few scuffs, otherwise neet as if
someone d swept it. Eyes ditted to minimize vertigo, she lifted her head and focused on the limb crossing
the hallow, but waited a moment to gather hersdf before she inspected it, remem-bering dl too dearly
the reports she'd seen of the mas-sacre on Kemarin 4, the cobben daughter at Fillacarioda Pit. Rose
might be used to thiskind of thing, she wasn't.

She scanned dowly dong the limb.

Nothing there. Blatantly nothing there. Welcome home, little lambs. Damn, | can't see.... She
lowered, hersdf onto her limb, straddling it, pressing her body into its gentle up-arc so she get could a
better look at the higher leves of the wuerzzaurs on the far sde of the thicket without exposing hersdf.
Smel could give her clues, but it wouldn't locate the intruders, not with this light and varigble a wind.
Intervening trees were another problem, they limited how much she could see, but she waan't about to
move closer.

Nothing ... nothing ... ahhhh.... Moonlight fil-tering through the canopy touched something that was
magindly more solid than a shadow, a hazy lump dong an upper branch. Yesss.. e .

She located a second possbility in that wuerzzaur, shifted to another tree, then another, dow
meticulous work that made her head ache and her eyes burn, but this was her sort of business, the patient
observation of target beasts, locating them, learning their habits, their weak points, everything she needed



to trap them without in-jury. That wasn't an object of this search, oh, no; this was going to be a culling,
not a capture.

FHve in ambush, waiting. At least one in the tent. Sx. Probably more. She eased up the flap of the
holster, dipped out the heavy duty stunner she'd planned to use on na Kalos and ratchetted beam
drength to lethd. All right, Rose. Here we go. She licked her lips, concen-trated.

Asthe last cough-hoot died, she touched the trigger sensor and swept the beam across the shadow
she'd spot-ted fird.

A blue-white hao outlined it. Shield cloak. Swearing under her bresth, she kept the shadow pinned.
Fndly it flattened, an am swung down. The pepperduffs below the tree rustled as something heavy
dropped into them. A wespon of some kind.

Across the thicket Rose's sunner thrummed. One of the others Gyordy had spotted was on his fest;
for an ingant the ambusher was haoed as his shidd cloak de-flected part of the beam. Gyordy added
her beam to the tracer op’s. The dark figure crumpled, fdl from its perch.

There was a short sharp whidtle, other whistles an-swered it.

Severd—five, maybe six—dark figures dropped to the med leve, vanished behind trunks, appeared
agan, bent low and running.

Gyordy swept the beam toward them, one cloak flared, Rose' s sunner hummed and he went down.
Then two more went down as she and Rose hit them together. The others ducked and dodged. She shot
again and missed. One dropped off, she shot a his hands as they clamped on the limb, they vanished, but
she had ,afeding it wasn't because she'd hit him. The others were in the dark some-where on her sde of
the thicket. She swept the beam around, trying her luck, but that was just wading energy, so she
stopped, listened.

Nothing. They moved as slently as the shadows they seemed. They were as good as Dydagra.
Maybe better.

A cutter flared from the shelter, dashed into the foliage near Gyordy, so near she could fed the heat
as the leaves smoked and the sap burned. She scooted backward dong the limb, the stench of the hot
sap in her nodtrils, the choking dust from the frigble bark. When she came to the trunk, she dlimbed until
she reached the highest 2crotch, then she crouched there waiting for the attackers to come &t her.

The cutter diced at the tree again, flaring asiit hit the trunk, turning upward, groping for her.

Rose's sunner thrummed.

The beam fatered, vanished.

Gyordy refused to think of her team; they were dead now if they hadn’t been before, she'd supidly
shied from taking out the one in the shelter, there was just a chance

.. they were dead, of course they were dead, but....

A soft hiss, atiny chnk by her hand. Darter. From below. An ingant after the chnk, she fired down
the trunk, swinging the beam in an arc to give her the max-imum chance of a hit.

Cloak flare. She shot again. Again.

Something heavy thudded into the ground. Gotchal

Across the way, one of the attackers dashed a Rose's tree, his cutter teking up what the shelter
beam had started.

Gyordy located the source, pinned it. Cloakflare. She shot again, Rose's beam meded with hers.
That's the way, rot there, cutthroat, damn your stinking soul.

A fant rubbing sound. Smdl of bark. Close. Too close.

Buming in her leg. Hand on her ankle, pulling at her.

Too close. Can't use the sunner. She extruded her claws, flung hersdf from the crotch, striking out
as shefdl ... knife in her am ... she had him, her claws were in his face and shoulder, her weight was
puling him down, under her, they crashed into a med limb, him under her, she jerked her claws loose,
teking flesh with them, ripped his throat out with her tearing teeth.

She lay across him, washing in and out of awareness, he'd taken the brunt of the fdl, but she'd
cracked a rib or two and she was bleeding copioudy from the places where his knife had got her,
Misclaer be blessed he hadn’t breached an artery or she'd be empty by now. She pulled hersdf off the



attacker and crawled dong the limb until she reached the crotch. With some difficulty she turned hersdlf
and sat draddling the limb with her back againg the trunk.

With the claws on her right hand, she gouged out clumps of bark which she pressed into her leg
wound. A tourniquet would have been better, but her left hand was nearly usdess. The am wound she
couldn’'t do anything about, but the knife was Hill in it and it wasn't bleeding al that much. The stunner
was gone, too bad, but she had her teeth and her claws—and that knife, she could hit targets blindfold, it
was a game once. Not now. Let them come, she wasn't dead yet....

There were sounds ... a whidle ... another ... rudles ... the thrumm of a Sunner ... a grunt ... more
rugdles ... onand on ... and on ... rus-les, coming toward her ... she siffened, rdlaxed. Autumn Rose. The
sour-sweet blood amdl that was hers done.

“Gyor.”

Rose's voice. Rose's amdl, riding the wind to her. Au-tumn Rose. What a strange name that was.
Gyordy coughed. “Rose?’

“Kakke! Gyor, wegot ‘emdl, at lesst | think so, it's a cobben, Gyor, nothing to do with na Kalos.
They traled us here. Somehow. | don’'t know. We have to have a look a security...” Rose's voice
droned on as she eased dong the limb, the Rose amdl getting stronger, though she wouldn't know that.
The Dydaerin smiled wearily, they didn't know how easy it was to pick them out, these sense-dead
cousns. Rose wanted to make sure she was known before she got close and didn't redize she'd
an-nounced hersdf before she spoke. “1 caled Xuydix, Gyor. HEIl be here in about twenty minutes.”
She reached the corpse. “Sheyss damn, you totaled this one.” Some soft grunts and rubbing sounds as
she muscled the body off the limb, then came warily closer. “How you doing?’

“Better'n him.” Gyordy giggled, but stopped when the sound went strange on her. “Got me with a
knife. Leg. Arm. Think it had something on it. Bonus, huh?’

“Double kakke! | haven't a hope of carrying you. If | dgp some patches on you, you think you can
dimb down?’

“Climb or fdl.”

“Hunh.” Rose crouched on the limb, alittle dark lump that kept fading out on gyordy, fading out and
going solid again. “Hang on, Gyor. You think you can stay awake enough to handle a cutter?’

“Why?

“We're lidble to have company before Xuydix shows up. Na Kaos doesn't like noise in his back
yad.”

“Dom’ bes”

“Right. Give me your hand.”

It was like lifing weights, but she got her am up and managed to crook her fingers about the butt of
the cutter. She rested the cylindrical accumulater on her uninjured thigh, let out the bresth she was
holding. “Let ‘em come,” she mumbled.

“Ri-ight, Gyor. You stay awake now. Won't be much longer.” Autumn Rose got to her feet and went
running off, her dight wiry body mdting into the darkness though her scent stayed there with Gyordy. It
was a comforting thing, afriendly thing, overlaying the stink of the assas-sin below.

Gyordy settled hersdf to wait, fighting off waves of fever and disorientation. A while more, just a
breath or two, in breath out breath, keep on, just awhile....
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Mirdys stood a moment gazing down at the three bod-ies wrapped in cerecloth. She spat into her
pam, drew her thumb through the spittle and touched each brow in turn. Then she |eft the coldroom,
Autumn Rose tralling slently behind.

In her office, she dispensed hot tea and sutties, then settled into her tupple chair. “Gyordy?’

Autumn Rose st her cup on the Sidetable. “We dropped her off a Universty. The ottodoc stabilized
her, but that's about dl it could do. The wounds aren't bad. it's what was on the knife. Medschool
doesn’'t know the agent, but the medic | talked to, he thinks they can figureit out, they’ve got her in stasis
till then.”



“NaKaos?

“Nervous and ready. We suspect Seyirshi or someone in his organization has natified the clients on
hisprime lig that VVodlts might be after them. Why | say someone in his organization, it was obvious na
Kaos didn't know the cobben was there, or they would have had more backup. His flying killers didn’t
arive till the fight was over and Xuydix was come to collect us. We had a bit of a scrap getting away
from them, but nothing like the trouble they could have made. Two hands, it seems to me, neither
knowing whet the other is doing.”

“Nightcrawler cobben. That's the second time ... you think they followed you?’

“Yes. We srongly suggest you update your security. We are dready working on ours.”

“The Singer Shadith recommended we approach Ade-laris”

“Worth every florint. If you have an introduction, use it immediatdy. “

Mirdys sipped at her tea and contemplated the stone rdief on the wall behind Autumn Rose. “It was
courte-ous of you to bring out our dead.”

“Not courteous, Toerfeles. | wouldn't leave a dead dog for Huy na Kaos and hislot.”

“Nonethdless, Vodlts owes you for it. Mm ... we own a smdlish edtate in the Sarinim, you can stay
there if you like while you're finidhing your report, it's a pleas-ant wilderness, that. Peaceful.” Her lips
drew back inaferd grin that had nothing to do with humor. “With guards to keep it peaceful.”

“If Digby agrees, | would like that.”

“Digby has nothing to say about it. You'll be on Se-yirshi’s enemy lig now, not a comfortable place
to find yoursdf.” She tapped her claws on the desk. “If the report’s worrying you, I'll send Zimaryn to
fetch it when it's done.” She took up her cup, crossed her legs and let the char curl round her. “Wel,
now. Digby says you were born on K’tai Kar-ra. A Company World. Not easy to escape. If you don’t
find my’interest too intrusve, tdl me how you managed that.”

TARGET: Teslim Zachranny pirsKali, the Chasekelits (Immortal Tigress
and Godqueen) of Ekchua-TiHash (Imix 4)

CAPTURE TEAM:
Dydaeror: Ossoran the Zadant, Feyvorn, Veschant, Villam
Tracer op: Samhol Bozh

The savannah dretched flat as a table into a golden shimmer a the horizon, while heet vortices
danced and wavered over the striped tchu’gum grass. Qa ‘a ‘ims (smoke trees) grew here and there,
angy and in smdl groves, blue-gray poufs attached to multiple trunks like interlacing black threads.

Up close, the table wasn't dl thet flat. It was scored \ and checked by washes and ravines, between
these the land erupted in close-set amdl humps like a meades rash.

Hidden among brush, fadecloth camouflage mocking its diff round leaves mottled maroon and green
and spat-tered with orange flecks, peering out through tufts of tchu’ gum whose leaves were long and thin
like epee blades, with vertica stripes of dlive and ocher, five men lay a the lip of one of the wadis, their
distance lenses fixed on a Hunt a few kilometers off, the riders streaming across the Plain heading vaguey
inther direction.

HH

Fird, the beast. The quarry. A mutated ek not much smdler than an dephant, with an immense rack
of ant-lers, a shaggy brown coat, long, thin legs and a consid-erable turn of speed.

Then the hounds. Theroyd pack. Black and brindle shorthairs with floppy pointed ears and docked
talls, sanding high as the ribs on a not too smdl man. As they ran, they howled, a deep, resonant, oddly
muscd sound. A terifying sound.

Ladt, the riders. The Chasekdits and her court. The courtiers wore brilliant primary colors
elaborately dashed and dagged, with dags and ribbons fluttering in the wind. They rode mutated zebras,
long legged, spirited beasts, black and white manes and tails flowing like the rib-bons. They shouted and



blev Hunt horns and beat Hunt drums while the dave sngers who rode with them, bear-ing the
Godgueen’s banners, belted out Hunt songs.

The Chasekelits rode severd drides ahead of the oth-ers, nearly treeding on the bobtails of the
hounds, her long black hair was braided with gold and slver stream-ers that snapped and rippled in her
sdlf-created wind. She wore black leather and slver braid and rode her muzebra as if she were part of
him. Her arms were bare, her torso barely covered by a skimpy leather vest laced tightly across her full
breasts. She was tanned and dim and might have been beautiful if her face weren't so contorted by the
passions of the Hunt and ululating howls that rose high and clear above the noise.

HH

Hands so tight on the longlenses that his muscles cramped, Samhol Bozh followed every twitch of
Tedim pirs Kdi’s mobile face. The fadecloth began dipping off his shoulders as he wriggled about to
keep her in view.

Ossoran nudged him. ‘Cool down, Op. Or you crawl right in her hands. Want that?’

Samhaol Bozh eased himsdf flat, pushed his face into the short curlgrass growing under the tchu’gum
while he fought to control the rage he'd suppressed for the past fifteen years, the loathing he fdt for every
member of that bloody, clutch-fisted, barbarous family. Parasites sucking the life out of everything they
touched, nearly sucking the life out of him.

HH

The hounds drove the beast into a Vee-fence, too high to jump and too massive to dam down.

The mek turned, lowered his head and bellowed. Two of the hounds darted a him, sorang away
before he im-paled them. Two more legped in. He whirled to ded with them, but they were gone.

They worked him until, he was staggering, then they were on him, teeth in his jugular, teeth tearing at
hisflanks, dragging him down....

The Chasekdits was off her muzebra, knifein her hands. She plunged into the mess, used one of the
mek’'s foreegs to lever m over and went down on him, opening up his thorax and ripping lose his
heart.

Sapping a hound' s muzze aside, she sorang to her feet.

With awild wordless ydl she scrubbed the heart over her face and arms, across the bulging tops of
her breasts, hdd it amoment over her head, an offering to her Totem Ghogt, Tigress the Undying. Then
she diced a piece off and ate it, more blood spurting from between her teeth.

Servants moved among the courtiers, handing them crystd goblets filled with wine as red as the
blood the Godgueen drank.

Sill chewing, she tossed the rest of the heart to the hounds, swvung into the saddle. Ignoring the
courtiers milling about the kill, she spurred the muzebra into a gdlop and came racing toward the wadi
where the watch-ers lay concealed.

HH#

Samhal Bozh and the Dydaerors heard her anging as she rode, loud and raunchy, like a salor in a
whorehouse after months at sea. They drew back under the brush, pulling the fadecloths more closdly
about them.

Clumps of grass and dirt sprayed onto the cloths, kicked up by the muzebra s hooves as he gathered
himsdf, legped the wadi and went thundering on toward a large grove of smoke trees growing round a
amdl spring.

The four huge Mutes that guarded the Chasekelits body followed more sedately, riding around the
wadi and drding back toward the grove and the bothy tucked away there. Here in the Roya Preserve
where the other clam-ants to the Godseat couldn’'t reach Tedim pirs Kdi, their job was more or less a
snecure and they were hdf adeep, bored by heat and blood and dl that galoping, the same thing every
day for the past three months.

H
Back at the kill, the courtiers were sraggling off, head-ing for the castle, leaving the hounds to finish



deaning the bones.

2

“The Blood Kills arouse them,” Samhol Bozh sad, “the Godqueens of EkchuaTiHash.” He
wouldn't look at Ossoran or the rest of the capture team, just stared down at his hands as he fiddled with
apile of faxsheets. “They keep astable of ... wdl, the politest word would be consorts. Y oung men, ages
between fifteen and eigh-teen. Sometimes her Chamberlain locates likdy youths and has them brought to
her. Sometimes, when a Chase-kdlitsis on a Progress around the continent, she'll see aboy who catches
her fancy, €l point him out and her guards will fetch him dong to the castle, put him with the others
she's callected. When she gets bored with one ... or his performance fdls off ... what she does depends
on how much he knows she doesn't want talked about. Some she strangles with her own fair hands.
Some she s offworld into contract labor.” His fingers twitched; the sheets rustled. He cleared his
throat. “Some she judt turfs out, leaves to starve or beg a living from the servants. Some she cuts the
tongues out of and turns into one of her Mutes. Her bodyguards.” He coughed again. “Point of this it's
the moment she'll be mogt vulnerable—at the end of a Hunt, when she's hot and bloody and wanting.
She has these little bothys scat-tered around the Preserve, available wherever a Hunt happens to end up.
€|l have one of her consorts stashed there and go sraight to him when the Kill is made.

“What we have to do is get into the Preserve—not as hard as it sounds—work out the pattern of the
Hunts so we can lay up close to the right bothy. She'll be done except for the Mutes and one or two
consorts, the court-iers know better than to be anywhere in Sght right then. The Mutes will stay outside,
they usudly spend their time gambling or deeping, maybe some of both, depending on her appetite that
day. A dart rifle will take care of them. Lethd loads, please. It's kinder. The desth they'll get if they're
found dive ... well, you don’t want to think about that. Then we go in.” He separated a handful of sheets
from the pile, gave them to Veschant. “Pass these around, Vescha. If you'll follow on the diagram,
there' s basicdly two rooms, a bedroom and a bath-room....
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Villam stepped over a Mute's body and tossed a gas grenade between the dats of an unglazed
window. He put his back to the wal, dropped to a squat, and prepared to wait, hidden behind a thin line
of brush, dart rifle across his knees. His twin brother Veschant was around back of the bothy, keeping
low, guarding their retreet.

Ossoran kicked the door open and went charging in. He put a dart in the youth sprawled across the
Chasekelits, then he stood by the door while Feyvorn and Samhol Bozh moved to the bed, lifted the
dead boy aside and bent over the woman.

While Feyvorn buckled padded restraints about her wrigts and ankles, Bohz seated distorters over
her ears and pulled a darksac over her head, knotting the ties un-der her chin. Feyvorn cleared off the
grdl table by the bed and set up the flake recorder there. He checked the accumulators, made sure
there was a flake in the dot and the thing was ready to go the moment he touched the sensor.

Bohz opened his medapac and sprayed a gim shot into her am to bring her out of the gas-induced
stupor, then rechecked the regtraints as she woke mad as a wet rat, curang and sruggling, promisng a
degth of a hundred days to whoever was doing this to her.

He pushed the hood up a thumbwidth, sprayed a shot of babble juice into her jugular.

Her struggles grew feebler, less defined, her voice went mushy. Then she was limp, Slent.

He touched a dagnos rod to her neck, inspected the reading. “She's under. This is going to be in
Ektahash, the centers we're reeching don’t know interlingue. I'll give you a running trandation. If you
want to ask her something, just let me know. All right?’

“Let’'s get a it” Ossoran dropped to a sguat, balanced his rifle across his knees. “Where's the
Auction going to be?’

4
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“She says she doesn't know what I'm taking about. Nothing to do with her, what's the point of
waching ... uh ... kh'hou' ki dhdokhch—that's hard to trandate, it means something like
insects-not-worth-stepping-on. Waiching kh'hou ki dahlokhch kill other kh'hou'. Killing thingsis no fun if
you don't get your own hands bloody. There's nothing like feding the life going out of some-thing into
youl.

“Gentle Lady. Dio!” Ossoran thought a moment. “Ask her about the last Chasekelits.”

Samhol Bohz put the question and listened to the an-swer. “ She says sure, she expects it's true. The
old bitch logt it so long ago, she couldn’t remember what it feds like, being dive, she means. There was a
ton of money going somewhere, but she couldn’t get a andl of it when she took the godsesat. If she
wasn't locked off from her emaotions, she'd be seaming mad. She says there was a grand bonfire of the
old Chasekdlits persona posses-sions before they let her into the castle. If she had any-thing like one of
Ginny’s Limited Editions, it went up with the rest. Dry hole, friends, that’s dl we got.”

“Right.” Ossoran stood. “Put her under and let’s get out of here”

“You four might as well go on now. I’ve got things to do.”

“Don’t be stupid, Op. Y ou want the woman dead, put adart in her. | don't care how corrupt she is,
| don't tolerate meetgames.”

Samhol Bozh sighed, wiped at hisface. “That's not it.”

“What, then?’

Ossoran listened to his explanation, grinned, and nod-ded. “Feyv, get her ready. Look, Bohz, the
five of us can handle it better than one. If nothing ese, you need someone watching your back. Well
take care of that little thing and dide for home.”
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When morning dawned in A’ au’ ah’ popeh’ bin, the Godqueen’ s chief city, the folk there woke to find
thar Chasekdlits hanging upside down and naked in the mar-ket. The tag on her dangling wrig said:
TAINTED MEAT. FOR SALE CHEAP.

V. BURROWING DEEPER, SETTING UP THE HIT
(Ginny still sitting this out)

SINGER AND SLASHER APPEARING SEPARATELY

KARINTEPE, CHISSOKU BOGMAK
63 Kirar Sorizakre, day 19, hour 21
Shadith and the Razor T’ gurtt at the NightFair

1

The night was warm, muggy, with a thick layer of clouds across the sky, blocking out light from the
moons and the gtars. There was no wind, the air was dill, op-pressive, sweat beaded on the skin and
dayed there. Tem-pers were edgy, there was a fed hanging over the Square that anything could happen
anytime.

Leaving the Haftwins to watch for Ingra and Fann, Pikka Machletta took Mem with her and went
gralling round the Square to check the marks and read the mood of the crowd, to see how bad it redly
was.

Jnsheks prowled about, looking for trouble, ready to start someif they didn't find it. Hoshyids—and
Bogmak-kers, too—were treating everyone asif they were thieves and cheats and bargaining was more
like war than a game that both sides generdly enjoyed.

It was a bad night for entertainers, people were hard to please; thar pockets might have been sewed
shut for dl the coin they tossed.

It was a bad night for everyone.

Pikka and Mem saw a pair of jinsbeks hasding a mer-chant’s git as he tried to go into the Filigree



Hole; he had around baby face and they were threetening to take his pants down to make sure he had a
man's har a the bot-tom of hisbely.

They saw two youngers from Liondog Torkkus caught with their hands in the wrong pockets; the
hoshyids yedled and kicked at them until atriad of jinsbeks came roaring up and did some kicking of ther
own, booting torksos and hoshyids without caring which was what.

They saw ajinsbek dap agirl from Hummingbird T gurtt, force her to disgorge everything she'd got
S0 far, dap her asain when he saw how meeger her take was.

“A bad night,” Pikka muttered. “A gtinkin night.”

Mem made aface. “It's as wdl we re not working.”

“Ay-yeh. We better get back.”

Ingra came grinning through the Sun Gate, collected her futak, and pinned it on. “Fann be dong ‘n a
min-ute”

The Haftwins jigged with excitement, whispering: “ She comin? She redly comin?’

Pikka fingered her razor’s handle and said nothing. She envied the hoshyid. That was dl right. That
was naturd. She liked her. A lot. If the girl stayed around long enough, she'd maybe end up liking her
more even than Fann who was her best friend forever. It was confusing. Hoshyid were marks. Prey. You
don't make friends with something you' re going to eat. She admired the hoshyid, that was confusing, too.
The gil was sharper than a ra-zor’'s edge, she'd handled the Sirshaka as if she were a dumming Goyo
doing him a favor and she’d made him like it, amiles and subtle flaterings, nothing said, every-thing
implied. She looked too young to be that good ... which meant she wasn't what she seemed.... That
waan't the worst. When she came away from that meet-ing, the hoshyid looked drawn ... anxious....
Trou-ble....

Pikka wavered whenever she thought about what the hoshyid was redly here for. Something bad ...
bad for her ... bad for Razor. But the money ... the money was better, surer, coming faster aready than
anything Razor could make on their own ... and they hadn’t started collecting their percentage....

Mem was quiet, her eyes fixed on the Gate, her hands moving up and down the sides of her working
jacket.

Pikka ached for her. Despite the hard truths the hoshyid had given Mem, it was obvious the girl
amdled like hope to her, away back—somehow—to the safety and ... and ... Pikka couldn’t think of a
word to describe what she knew of Mem'’s fird life, that was part of the problem with Mem, none of
them knew the right words....

Ingra giggled and bent close to Kynsl's ear. “Sure,” she whispered, “she comin with bdls on, din't
Fann ‘n mefollow her ‘n the Liz cross the bridge? Wait till you see her. Wh0OO-eee.”

Kynsl scowled at the Gate. “Y ou here. Why in't she?’

“Why?" Hari, Kynsl’s echo.

“Cause she ‘n the Liz, they stop for tea & Amod’ Aa-* chana’s. Letting the crowd thicken up, |
S pose. What Fann said anyway.”

A fluing whistle came through the noise, a bit of dance-joy sngsong, liquid and lovely. There was no
one could whidle like Fann.

“Ahri’,” Pikkasaid. “Ing, y’' better get goin. If y' amdl trouble anywhere round the spot, don’ y' go
nosn for more, y' get back to usfast, y' heer?’

“Ay-yeh, you sad it twenty times aready, Pikk.”

“And | goin to say it twenty more, make surey’ hear me. A ginkin night, Ing, jinsbeks jumpin anyone
who look at ‘em. Soy' keep your hornsin, huh?’

“I hear, | hear....” Ingrawent dancing off, trailing little bursts of giggles as she moved.

“That Ing! Thet Ing!” Pikka Machletta Sghed, shook her head. “Mem. Kyn. Hari. Say it

Mem looked at Kynsl, then back to Pikka. “We trall the middle, we stay a couple meters ahead and
out to both sides, watching for trouble coming a you and the hoshyid. We stay away from Goyo and
jindbeks and pressers and Torkkusses and T’ gurtts and drunks and dl that lot.”



“Ri". Go.” Pikka Machletta watched them vanish into the surly crowd, sighed again. What
happened, hap-pened. Nothing she could do to stop it. Luck stay sweet, she breathed and
made an O-U sign, five guims each to the first ten beggars | see tomorrow.

The hoshyid came quietly through the Sun Gate. She wore a loose black velvet robe over a filmy
gray gown. There was a circlet on her head with points that curved outward. Over this coronet she'd
thrown a gray vell em-broidered gray-on-gray about the edges; it hung in grace-ful folds to mid-thigh in
front and to her knees in back. She moved with a dight sway, the suggestion of a reed bending in the
wind, a dillness pulled around her that snagged the eye somehow and got people saring at her.

Pikka couldn’'t see how she did it, she wasn't tadl like the Goyo and she wasn't showing any figure.
She didn’'t have much to show anyway. That dillnessthing, that wasn't ... but Pikka kept looking back at
her, looking away and looking back again; she couldn't seem to stop it. She could see other people
doing the same thing. An-other Tdent? Or the Liz....

He was fallowing two steps behind her. He wore a heavy black robe, its cowl pulled forward, the
edge Hiff-ened and weighted to keep his face in shadow without blinding or drangling him. He had the
harpcase strapped to his back and he carried a three-legged black stool in his gloved hands.

Fann came wriggling through the crowd and stopped beside Pikka Machletta. “In't she somethin?
She sad she goin to make a bad place good. | think she gointo do it.”
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The place Shadow had acquired was a backwater close to the North Wdl and near the western
edge of the Tem-ple court. There was no light except what the mirror col-umns caught and reflected and
nothing around but a few furtive drug dedlers and their customers. Stal keepers and entertainers didn’t
want to come back here, baing that close to the Temple made them nervous, besides, the people flow
was less than atrickle and the trade wasn't worth the price of a place.

She pointed.

The Liz set the stool down and siwung the case around. He took out the harp and gaveit to her when
she'd got hersdf settled and the folds of her dothing arranged to her satisfaction, then he moved round
behind her, sank into a squat and effectively vanished.

She sat quietly looking around. At leest, her head was turning. Pikka couldn't see what her eyes
were doing.

A few hoshyids and a Bogmakker pair had been in-trigued enough to follow her. They were waiting
without much patience for something to happen. Mem was stting beside one of the mirrored columns, the
Hdftwins with her. Ingra was prowling about behind some drugged out goomoos too far gone to know
anything was happening outsde their skins.

Shadow began to make her music.

At fird it seemed pleasant enough, but nothing specid; the harp notes sank into the noise around
them with less effect than a stone thrown in roiled water. Shadow crooned wordless sounds, her voice
rich and flowing. Cool. Caressing. Magica. Like Spring rain faling from clouds so high the drops seemed
to come from the sun. Joined with the harp it was pleasing....

No, more then that....

What? What?

Something was happening....

Pikka shook her head, not in denid, in confuson—there was something happening in her she
couldn’t quite... ,

It wasn't that she heard the music more dearly, it was more asif it had moved ingde her skin.

It wasn't just her this was happening to.

People were coming from dl round. Hoshyids and Bogmakkers from the Fair.

Monks from the Temple—Goyo Monks. Lurking like landsharks among the mirrored columns,



Pikka could fed them there, watching. They made her skin itch.

She forgot them.

The mirrors on the columns, the ones that could move, they were turning to focus on the singer. The
others shimmered, the lightsin them dancing with the lilt of the song.

There were facesin the mirrors, forms dancing to the music, soinning other forms out of themsdlves.

Her mother gazed out at her, smiling, loving; when she was dive, especidly toward the end, she
sdldom had time or drength to look like that, like she had when Pikka was a baby. Her mother bent
toward her, drifting like smoke from the mirror. Her mother’s arms were out, not quite touching her. Her
mother sang in Shadow’ s voice, sang a hushaby song Pikka could just remember.

Pikka wept without knowing what she did. Tears dripped down her face and fdl onto her tunic.

The song changed.

Her mother faded, she saw shapes ... and things ... velled forms.... Disurbing, wondrous things she
had no words for. They passed through her head like dreams, churning her emotions until she was close
to burg—ing....

The Singer’s voice rose to a triumphant note, cut off. She swept a find chord from the harp, then
dilled the grings and sat with her head bent as the Liz came to his feet and took a collecting basket
through the crowd that had gathered, drawn by that extraordinary song—or whatever it was. “Bless O
gger, bless O brother,~ he intoned as coins rained into the basket. “Bless O sgter, bless O brother.”

Pikka shook hersdf loose from her trance, scrubbed impatiently at her face. She fdt invaded ...
happy ... she was angry at the hoshyid for doing this to her .. and she wanted her to Sng again, now ...
not later ... now....

The Liz carried the brimming basket back to the Singer. “Shadow sings again in one hdf hour,” he
de-clamed in asurprisingly robust voice (Pikka started, turned to stare). “Come again, despoies.”

63 Kirar Sorizakre, day 20, hour 12
Rohant and the Rij and others at the Arena on Y ugoyyum Shimda

1

Rohant followed the Rij Tatta Ry and his assstant from the dark, dank tunnd into the blue twilight of
the Arena It was along ovd under a barrd dome like hdf of a blue glass bottle, sand-floored, with a
dick-tiled black wdl shutting the fighters away from the plank seats on the south risng steeply till they
met the dome, and on the north, from private boxes (one with an elaborate car-touche benegth it), ranks
of padded chairs, and a section shut behind copper wals with a carved wooden screen across the front.

By Tatta Ry’s desgn they’d come out a the east end of the ovd; he limped wordlesdy dong the
mgor axis, one hand on his cane, the other clamped around the Tinda-rils am. When he findly reached
the center, he stopped in front of the box with the cartouche and turned to face Rohant.

“You see” he said. He waved his cane dong the curve of the north wall. “They st there. The Goyo.
You needn’'t bother with those others, the rabble on the south. Forget them. Remember, it's the Goyo
who make you or destroy you. If they take againg you, it won't matter how many fights you win, you're
usdess and I'll dump you. You see tha?’ His wavering cane jabbed a the cartouche. “That's the
Kraodate's box. You go down on your knees here, Unmate. He probably will not be there for your first
fight, but you make your yayyay to the box and make it with serious intent to honor. Doesn’'t matter what
you think other times other wheres. When you pay honor to the Kralodate, the man or the symbol, you
meen it or I'll have you spread and caned till you understand what I'm saying. You find too many things
amusing, Dydaeror, it makes enemies for you. Hear me. | want no hint of that while you are on the sand.
Kirar can siff out dissffection before it surfaces. And he cuts it down faster than a medic lances a bail.”

Rohant nodded. He got the message. The Kralodate was a paranoid mokha with a habit of
disgppearing any-one he took a hate to.

The Rij dug the tip of his cane into the sand and stared over Rohant's shoulder a nothing in
particular. “Note well the screened area. Do not disdain the Hidden Ones. They have more influence than



they deserve” He ran his eyes over Rohant, the lines degpening on his face. “They will drool over you,
no doubt about it. If you have a chance to digplay to them, take it. limp. You'll be getting notes, if you
know what's good for you, burn ‘em. If you work out like | think, it'll be presents later. Those you can
keep.” He moved his head in a dow arc, looking dong the North side, looking back at Rohant. “1 am
datting you only into death duels, Dydaeror, you have no grace to you, nothing to recommend you to the
Goyo except your ahility to daughter quickly and bloodily. The thinking beast. limp. In the beginning your
one necessity is to make your kill. Make it where and how you have to. Here, if possble. Display
yoursdf when it does not interfere with the engagement, but don’t waste opportu-nity or take a chance
on missing your strike. Flourishes come later, when your reputation is established. Perhaps | should say
if. No matter. K’ ch'en, escort our recruit through the locker area then back to the Thy. His first dot was
confirmed late lagt night. HE Il go tomorrow. Third Round. Againg Kuyhan S of Karuhamar Tay. Give
hm dl you know of S, what he should expect and what will be expected of hm Have you any
questions?’

The Tindarij K’ ch’en yayyayed. “None, Rij-Seffyo. Do you wish me to cal an escort?’

The Rij produced a samdl tight amile. think that is a question, K’ch’en. No matter. No, | am not yet
reduced to the litter and the chair. Go. I'll stay here awhile and remember.”

63 Kirar Sorizakre, day 21, hour 3
Shadith and Kikun in their room in Karintepe-on-Maine

1

Shadith looked up as the door opened and Kikun came in. She closed the notebook on the stylus
and st it on the table beside the chair. “Wdl?’

He did out of his sandds, sat down on the bed. “Any-thing worth ligening to?’

She made aface at him. “Worm. Want some tea? | think there's some |eft, probably ready to crawl
out the pot by now.”

He shuddered. “If | want to tan my tongue, I'll go lie on the beach.” He pulled his legs up, twisted
them into a knot, patted his knees, rested his forearms on them, and contemplated her.

“Gods, Kikun, that gives me apain just looking &t it.” He blinked at her, amiled his dow sweet amile,
his orange eyes molten in the lamplight.

“All right, dl right. How's Ro? What did he have to say?’

Kikun stopped amiling, looked away from her. “He has hisfirs go tomorrow night. Degth match. The
Rij told him that was dl he was going to get. Death matches.”

“Tsoukbaram.”

“He was low, Shadow, sck. When | said what's wrong? he said nothing's wrong. Then he sad
Sragis and darted crying. His granddaughter, Shadow. Lissorn's baby. She was killed by the bomb
Ginny got into the compound. Mirdys didn’t tdl him till after we were gone.”

“Gods, Lissorn's hardly more than a boy, she couldn’t have been....”

“Not quite two. Lissorn was wild to get after Foltsorn, Rohant said. Mirays had to put him down for
awhile, she didn’'t want him wadting time and resources on a dime like that. The Unmating would cancel
Foltsorn out soon enough. When Lissorn heard what you said, Shadow, he was hot to come with us, but
Rohant talked him out of it, told him: Wait till we find out where Ginny is, then you can come. He was
on Pache at the conference, that's why he didn't say much.”

Shadith closed her eyes. “Kikun, we have to tdl him, we have to get him out of there. We have to...”

“Lissorn saved my life, Shadow. He could have died doing it, he knew that and got me out anyway.
What | do, | do for him. | am going to find Ginny for him and | will let nothing prevent that. Rohant
protects us where he is. If he runs, he derts Wargun. Remember, the Fev-kindadam thinks that we're in
Jnss Hole and that his mercs have gone offworld the way he planned it. He thinks Rohant is dl he has to
worry about. | will not tdl the Ciocan anything. Not until we have what we came for.”

“l see. Go on.”



Kikun laced his hands together, gazed down a them. “After he washed his face, | said what do you
want to do? He sad keep on. HE's seen Wargun, too. Different circumstances. The Fevkindadam is
married to the Rij’s youngest daughter. He came to the gym.”

“Goon.”

“l sad dl righnt, well be there if you need us. At the Games, | meant. He said NO. | said why. He
wouldn't answer.”

“Thisbusiness ign't good for him, Kikun. Look, he's Lissorn’s father, doesn't that apply? There are
other ways we can do this” She sghed as Kikun shook his head.

He draightened his back, sat with his hands resting lightly on his knees, saring cross-eyed at things
invisble to anyone but him. “He will survive ... hewill ... thrive. —

“Will we? Thrive, | mean. When you betray afriend ... what else can you cdl it? ... what are you left
with?" Shadith got to her feet, went to the window and stood gazing out a the night. It was late, quiet,
dark. She could see afant ydlowish glow above the Old Town buildings on Araubin Shimda and a thin
scatter of stars. Both moons were down; it'd be dawn in a few hours. “Since you're in a mood to
prophesy, tdl me what good dl this Snging is doing us. Tdl me why | have the feding we're getting
nowhere.” She rubbed at the crease be-tween her eyes. “Seems to me I'm in as bad a trap as Rohant.”
She siwung round, hitched a hip on the win-dowsll. “Birdy in a gilded cage, right? Sing for my sup-per
and a snatch at safety that might be more imaginaion than red. Sar! | wonder if Pikka Machletta knows
any-thing? Better not bring it up. She hates Goyo, but she'd sall mein aminuteif she thought | was going
after them. | suppose | could use Babblespec on her, come to that. No. Don't know enough yet, can’t
throw Razor awvay urHil I'm sure.... 1Cikun?

He was daing at nothing, eyes crossed, an idiot blank-ness on his thin, wrinkled face. If he had
answers, he wasn't saying.

She made a soft, exasperated sound. “All right. What about this? | don't care what Ro wants, I'm
going to watch him fight. | couldn’t stand it if he got killed and | wasn't at least trying to stop it.”

Tha woke him up.

He blinked, frowned, then a tentative amile pushed aside soft gray-green folds of skin. “Gaagi says
are you so ignorant of need or don't you care for more than flesh? Y ou won't have to help him stay dive,
Gaagl says. Leave him to sorrow in solitude, his shame athing private, to himsdf. When the fighting is
over, then you may birth the man from the beast. Gaagi says”

Shadith frowned. “Gaagi?’

“Raven.”

“What?’

He laughed, dropped hislegs over the edge of the bed, did his feet into his sandds. “Doesn't matter
now, not now.” He stood and went out, pulling the door shut with the faintest of clicks.

“Now? Raven? Sar! | hate it when he does that.”

63 Kirar Sorizakre, day 21, hour 21

Rohant in the Arena
Opponent: Kuyhan St of Karuhamar Tay

1

Kuyhan Sl was a hard rubber bdl of a man who bounced when he ran, a squat heavyworlder with
thick gray skin and a crop of hair like coiled sted shavings. Straps wound round his torso, his arms, his
legs, knives dl up and down those straps, little knives with leaf shaped blades, throwing knives dlittering
in their lesther loops. His only other articles of dothing were little square boots with scratched and
dained sted toes. Watch out for his jumps, K’ch'en said, he can go straight up two meters from a
standing start, not a twitch to show you what's about to happen. And kick your head in before
you have a chance to move. He's fair with the knives, but they're more a distraction than a real
danger. It's his feet that get you.



Eyes like matte black plums peered a Rohant from deep beneath massve brow ridges, with no
discernible change of expression, he turned his stare on the hawk perched motionless on Rohant’s wridt.

The A *unsa Vermak came daking from his station be-neath the Cartouche, a scarred and ancient
Goyo 0 heav-ily loaded with copper ornaments he clanked like a perambulating junkyard. He inspected
the two fighters, satisfied himsdlf they were standing a proper five meters apart. With a brisk, gpproving
nod, he svung round, tapped the sensor on his belt, waited until the reverber-ations of the great gong
died away, tapped histhroat pickup dive.

“On the eadt, fighting with knives and body, Kuyhan S representing Karuhamar Tay.-

S| dropped to his knees with a soft grunt, yayyayed with adequate reverence, bounded to his feet
and stood preening a the whidles and shouts of gppreciation from his clague among the Goyo.

“On the west, fighting with claw and hawk, the Un-mate Rozash representing Taiikambar Tay.”

Murmuring inaudible reassurances to Sassa, Rohant went to his knees, did the yayyay with one hand,
a ritud he'd practiced under K'ch'en's exacting eye; the Tindarij kept hm at it untl dl hint of
behind-thought was wiped away.

As soon as he was on his feet again, he sent Sassa up, difling a amile of satisfaction as he heard a
growing mur-mur from the watching Goyo and copper-on-copper danking like hal as they lad new
odds into their per-sonal boards.

The A'unsa Vermak frowned until he saw that Sassa was gliding through dow figure-eights out
beyond the Dydaeror, not encroaching on the area between the two fighters. He nodded again and went
creakily back to his station. He faced them. “To the Death,” he intoned.

Sa’'s. MABASH' K!”

blurring as he snatched throwing knives from their loops and rained them like hall at the Dydaeror.

Rohant threw himsdf to the right, baiting the knives aside with his gauntleted arm, whipped backward
as Sl bounced into a high wheding legp, his sted toes skim-ming past Rohant’s head, the miss so close
Rohant could smdl the boot polish. He raked SiI's leg with his right-hand claws, deep enough to draw
blood, roared with pain as Sl lashed out even as he fdl and got in aglanadng blow at Rohant’ s thigh.

S| landed awkwardly, but didn’'t seem to notice that, he was up an indant later, rebounding from the
sand like the bal he resembled, flicking two more knives a Ro-hant, running at him, driving him back
toward the wall.

One of the knives diced across the outsde of Rohant’s thigh, cutting a gash less than a centimeter
deep. He swore, flicked another knife aside and flashed in awide circle around the heavyworlder, a fant
while he tested how wel his leg worked. He was fagter than Sil, with double his reach, but he was
dready tiring while the little gray man hadn’t even worked up a sweat. He dowed, looking for a way he
could get past those knives, those feet, a way he could move in close enough for his claws to do some
damage.

Sl came a him again, legping, feet together, his hard heavy body a projectile amed at Rohant's
chest, coming fadt, ah fast, abullet, ablur.

Rohant dived under him, whipped over, hit the sand with his shoulders, swept his feet up and caught
Sl just above the kidneys with his footclaws, he raked the claws as hard as he could dong SiI's back,
then sraightened his legs with dl the power he could muster, sending the heavyworlder into a duggish
gorawl a short distance off. A push with his shoulders and Rohant was on his feet again, thinking, Dio! He
weighs a ton.

No change of expression as S| untangled himsdf and stood, but he was angry now, Rohant could
ardl it on him. He bared his teeth in a threat grin that had a lot of stisfaction in it, but he kept his
distance from the heavy-worlder; that much mass meant too much strength for him to handle sraight on.
K’ch'en had warned him, but he hadn’t redly absorbed the lesson until now. He aerted Sassa and
watched Sl come toward him.

A flicker of SI's hands and he held a knife in each. Knives with longer blades than the throwers. He
came gumping dolidly a Rohant, dl finesse forgotten; he was going to wak the Dydaeror down and
gick those knives in him and nothing was going to stop him.



Rohant darted to the right, whipped through a tight arc, trying to stay behind Sl long enough to get
his claws into the man's throat. He came too close and nealy log a hand. Bad judgment.
Underestimating SI's strike speed.

He cut round to the left. Same thing happened.

With no change of expression, no evidence of disap-pointment, S trudged steedily toward Rohant, a
smal-lish gray tank of aman.

The Dydaeror retreated again. He was swesting, sart-ing to fed pan in his hip where the knife
wound was, breathing through his mouth, gulping down drafts of ar that did him no good.

S| amiled and kept coming. Blood was drying on his arm and dripping from his back, but he showed
no 9gn he was getting tired.

Rohant retreated, fanting to one side, then the other, saying wel away from SI. When he was ready,
he caled Sassa.

The hawk circled away, picked up speed, stooped, struck at the back of SiI's head, getting one ear,
gouging a ragged cut in the Sde of his neck, was away again an indant ahead of the sweep of SiI's
right-hand knife,

When the stoop began, Rohant ran full out a Sil; at the last moment he leaped aside, usng his reach
advan-tage, dashing his cdlaws across the insde of the heavy-worlder’s ebow, ripping open an artery,
loogng a fountain of blood.

Sassa swooped again, driking from the side, ripping SI's eye hdf out of his head, bresking free,
back again, hitting his neck again, gone....

Rohant tore SiI's throat out. More blood.

The spectators went wild, samping, whidling, shout-ing.

He ignored them.

He whistled Sassa to hiswrigt, stood soothing the bird while he watched Kuyhan Si! die. His firg kill
for money. “Ru ru, my dar, ru ru, my dd, | know, oh yes, | know thisis evil, but I'll pay, not you, ru ru,
my dd, not you ... not....”

When S| shuddered findly, stopped groping about with his undamaged hand, Rohant swung around,
yayyayed perfunctorily toward the Kralodate' s box and stalked off, a great angry beast, conceding the
sck emptinessin his middle, ignoring Goyo and non-Goyo cheers, showing his contempt for dl of themin
every line of his body.

It might have gotten him killed. He didn’t care. It didn't.

He waked out on a anding ovation and emptied his somach in the toilet.

K’ ch’en was furious and worried.

Tatta Ry was angrier than he’ d been in years, he was ready to throw Rohant in the mines for the rest
of hislife, however long that was.

But it worked.

When the ratings came out, the Taiikambar Tay had climbed two full points, tieing with the Tayuzin
Tay for primecy. Karuhamar Tay dropped to fifth.

Tatta Ry read the notes of praise and congratulaions, shook his head, and passed word to Rohant to
keep on as he had begun.

63 Kirar Sorizakre-days 22-25

Shadith at the NightFair
Facing down the Monks

1

day 22, hour 24
Shadow sat collgpsed in her robes and vell, shoulders rounded, head down; she looked exhausted.
Pikka Machletta had no difficulty believing in that ex-haustion. It seemed like hdf the fairgoers had
come seaming over to stand about and groan and snort and sniff while they lisened to the Snging. She'd



noticed be-fore that the bigger the crowd, the more the song squeezed out of the singer.

She prowled angrily back and forth in front of the dowly disperang mob, snarled a a set of
weird-looking offworlders who thought they wanted to gush at the Singer and wouldn't take a hint and
clear off. She snatched her razor loose, whipped it open. “Cumma cumma, ruymi-kumi, y* wan' trouble,
cumma see. Hah! Hah!”

The furry spiders recoiled, went scurrying off.

A chuckle.

Pikka glared around, located the laughter, a short dark man with long hair pulled through a sliver
clasp. “You wan'” summacthis, huh?’ She swung the razor.

He laughed again, gralled on, followed by another hoshyid, a dark cat of a man with pointed ears
tha moved restlesdy, restless eyes, Pikka met those eyes, shivered. Every time Shadow sang, the
hashshar got pushier.

It's going to get worse before it gets better, Pikka told hersdf. Unless | do something. She folded the
razor shut, shoved it back into the clamps, glared at a triad of tiny hoshyid, who blinked a her and
sheared off. As she watched them trot away, a flicker of red caught her eye. She svung round. Mordo
ducked behind a gdl. Koyohk! Dragons. She glanced over her shoulder. Fann and the rest of the T gurtt
were in the shadows behind the Singer, hdping the Liz sack the take and stow it in the harpcase. Trust
Kidork to sniff out piles of it.

When the area had cleared out alittle, Pikka Machletta Sgndled Fann to join her and moved into the
murk next to the wal where she squatted and waited.

Fann drifted back, leaned againg the stone. “What?" she murmured.

“We goin to get tromped we don’ do something, huh?’

“Ay-yeh.”

“Dragons” Pikka flicked afinger toward the g4l where Mordo had gone to ground.

“Ay-yeh. And | spotted Kalkosh and the Liondogs, Mersheh and the Humminbirds. And there's
dwaysmore‘ny see”

“Sheeeh. Sharks. Mm. ‘Member Pepri sayin she goin to put the boot to Dobb?’

“Ay-yeh. Did, too. Saw her gickin the notice up this momin.” Fann rubbed a her nose. “You
thinkin....”

“By Fairend that case goin to be duffed. Haf the tork-sos ‘n t'gurtsas in Old Town dready siffin
after us, huh? 'Y’ go find Pepri, get that room for us, huh?’

“Cogtish. What *bout key-money? Pepri don’ do nothin without cash in hand and she goin to want a
thousand guims min.”

“We an't payin, sheis” Pikka pointed with her chin at the Singer’s back. “More' n a thousand in that
case ri’ now, huh? Bring the Liz back here, | taks it outta him. | want that key soon's 'y’ can pry it
loose”

2

“Ing, y' know some jinsbeks who stay bought?’ Ingra made a face. “* Pends what they bought with.”

She dapped Pikka' s hand away before she got pinched.

“Naneh, Pikk, be sarious. Hmm. Ay-yeh. Codtish.

“Tdl you like | told Fann, we not payin, Singer is. We goin to get run ov-ah next time, ‘thout some
muscle out front, huh? Liz says don’ toss it round, but spend what we need. Get three if y' can, but we
setle for two. Y’ got ahdf hour, Ing. Shift it.”

3

“Mem, y' got a good eye for Sze. Go over to Iba Chayt's gdl, look out some secondhand clothes
for Shadow and the Liz so they can get outta that suff into somethin red before they go back *cross the
bridge. If we can keep ‘em from gettin killed, the way she haulin it in, we got our Winter Stash made.”

Mem nodded. “Then I’d better get cloaks, too.”

“Ay-yeh. Stop by the Liz, he give you the cash.”



“Urn, Pikk. The monks keep getting thicker.”
see ‘em. Not much we can do ‘bout it. Shift it, Mem, ¥’ be back before she do it again or y' never
get through.”

4

The Singer stood, stretched, walked back to the wal. “Busy busy.”

“Makin up for lazy heads.”

“Bad planning, you mean. | must admit | hadn’t ex-pected this much this soon.”

“Gain to be craaa-zeee till worldship leave” Pikka fingered her razor. “Cdm down some then.
Maybe.”

“Mm. No Goyo yet.-

“Y’ don’ want to get mess up with Goyo.”

The Singer hesitated, impossible to see her face through that veil, so Pikka had no idea what she was
thinking. “1 might need to get messed up with Goyo.”

“Why?

“Invedtigation. Why I'm here.”

Pikka Machletta looked past her a the shadows among the mirrored columns. “Y’ goin to get what
y want, buty’ an't gainto likeit.”

“What?’

“Temple. Take a look in there, dl them, they monks. Goyo monks. Holy haly haly, y' get? 01’
Sh'dok’n, seem like he got aletch for y'.”

“Shudokan ... mm. That's the head man in there, him than which there is no higher?’

“Y’ got it.”

“How bad is that? How much power do the Monks actudly have?’

“They got reatives.” Pikka snapped thumb againg finger. “Ooh ye-ah, they do.” Her voice as deep
as she could forceiit, she said, “Drop that suck-kah down tha mine” The next words were ghill falsetto.
“Oh yeh-aah, oh yeh-aah, haly holy.” She grinned. “Y’ got fan-nypat from Luck. Sh'dok’'n, he was
eldest undle to Atsui tha Souse, Kralodate ‘fore Kirar, he got to watch where he step or Kirar disappear
him down the Jnss Hole. He only hangin on ‘ cause Goyo,” she spat, “they don’ like change’

“Hrmm. Is dl this poking around because I’'m usng the mirrors?’

“You know *bout that?’

“Pikka,” her voice went up and down, bresking the name in hdf with a choke of laughter, “it's my
business to know. Oh. | see” She ribbed a her back. ‘Sari Al-mogt time to do it again. No, Pikka
Machletta, | don’'t have the faintest notion what you're getting from the songs, | don’t read minds or
anything like that. | have my own ghosts. Everybody’s visons are different. It's dl very private, no
secrets lesk out. The Shudokan, O Chlet, what's he up to?’

Pikka shrugged. “Goyo don’ taks me”

“Guess”

“Y’ somethin new, somethin wild, turns out there an't no danger iny’, maybe so maybe no he thinkin
hegointo usey’ to crawl up next to Kirar.”

“Hmm. Sounds reasonable. | can work with that.” ~An't goin near Goyo, none of us”

“l hear you. What's....” She lifted her head, swung around. Ingra was back with the jinsbeks, three
grinning meat mountains, laughing and joking with her.

5

day 25, hour 4

The monks came swarming out of the Mirror Court less than ten minutes after the Closure Gong
boomed and the futaks went dull and rough.

The Singer sat hunched over on the stoal, too tired to move, dmos too tired to breathe. Five times
she’'d sung, and the last time hdlf the Fair had come to listen.

The Liz and the Hdftwins and Mem were sacking the take and sowing the sacks in the wicker trunk



with the shoulder poles they’ d bought the day before when it was obvious they needed something bigger
than the harpcase to hold the offerings the audience dmost flung at them in its eagerness to hear more and
yet more. Ingra was joking with Sougoury, the youngest of the jinsbeks; it looked like she'd be off with
him the rest of the night. Fann and Pikka Machletta were standing together a short distancein front of the
Singer, shidding her from lingering fair-goers.

Fann saw the monks coming, pinched Pikka's arm.

“l see ‘em. Go on, Fann. Get Razor outta here and the Liz if hell go and Sougoury and Sanin. Tdl
Vlees to gtick with the Singer.”

“What ‘bout you, Pikk? An’'t you comin with us?’

“Change m’” mind. Shift it, huh?’

“Y’ not goin to stick your head in that noose?’

“Fenn!*

“Ahri’ ahri’. ‘M goin”

Fann hugtled Razor and the two jinsbeks off with the night's harvest hdf a minute before the monks
closed the circle around the Singer.

Watching the ring of Goyo thicken around her, Pikka thought how much they were like the horde of
vermin the Singer fetched not so long ago. | liked the vermin better. She couldn’t understand what she
was doing here, why she'd changed her mind about dipping avay and letting the hoshyids take care of
themsdves, she was shivering ... Sck ... Goyo Goyo Goyo ... they were dl around her now, standing
there ... dmogt touching her ... drooling yelowface jiccamds ... Luck stay sweet, I'll make it ten quims

“Singer”

Al yi, it's the hot-iron man hisself, Mommajogga Emkakkaei! Ai ai aaaah, what am | doing ...
diving headfirst down a mine?

“I am the Emkakkael Rossoldur, Servant of Guintayo the Light and of Dirin Mashudokana
Hido'imuth dan Sorizakredam. The Shudokan desires to speak with you. | amn come to take you to the
audience chamber.”

The Singer got dowly to her feet. She was tiny before the Goyo's three meters plus, but she stood
with a regd assurance that made nonsense of tha difference in sze. She bowed her head a thumb's
width as a matter of cour-tesy, but she said nathing.

“Send them away.”

“No.”

Vlees the jinsbek moved up beside the Singer, un-clipped his holster flgp and rested a meety hand on
the grip of his pdlet gun, a casud reminder that he belonged to the Sirshak-kai whose love for Goyo
monks was some-what |ess than microscopic. “We Say.”

Snger and monk stared a each for severd tense mo-ments, then the Emkakkae muttered a
shidduah he didn’t mean and turned away. Over his shoulder, he said, “ Come, then. All of you.”

7

Dirin Mashudokana glittered and glimmered in Slk and vevet, diamonds in a sunburst pectoral
(gold), diamonds on gold armbands clasped over heavy white slk deeves, diamonds in heavy gold rings
on every finger and both thumbs, diamonds in a gold headband holding in place a velvet cloth
embroidered with gold thread, gold sandas with diamonds on the straps. He shimmered with every
breath he took. Unfortunady, in the middle of dl that sheen and show was his long wrinkled ydlow
Goyo face, juicdess and charmless as a squeezed out lemon. He crouched up on hisdaisin hisgold chair
with its white Slk cushions and peered down a the Singer and her com-panions, visbly annoyed she
wasn't done. His eyes flick-ered to the jinsbek, skittered away, came back to the Singer. He scowled a
thevell. “Takeit off,” he said.

She lifted the gray gauze, turned it back over the slver coronet so it fdl in heavy folds thet framed her



face, dill covering dl but a narrow drip of eyes, nose, mouth. A grudging obedience tha Pikka
Machletta gpplauded S-lently.

“St down. The bench there. Rest of you stand where you are. Keep your mouths shut. You weren't
asked. What are you doing here?’

Pikka flared her nogdrrils. Typical. Goo says don’ talk and then he ask y’ what y' doin here.

Shadow bowed her head, smiled sweetly; she was modest and deferentid and Pikka wriggled indde
her boots, hiting her lip to keep from grinning. This was how the Singer played the game when she
conned the Sirshaka who wasn't any genius except when you compared him to this sinkworm. “They
came with me because | wished it, Mashudokana Seffyo,” the Singer said. It was as if she sang the
words rather than spoke them; her soft, clear voicefilled the vast chamber and came whispering back as
echoes. She spread her skirts and sank onto the bench, sat with her hands folded, waiting with ddicaidy
exag-gerated patience for the Shudokan to explan himsdf.

He missed that, saw only the deference. He sat back, relaxed, the wrinkles loosening in his lemon
face.

The Emkakkael moved closer, cleared histhroat, whis-pered in the Shudokan’s ear.

“Aaankh.” The Shudokan straightened up, sat tapping his fingers on the arms of his chair. “Who are
you?’ am Shadow, Mashudokana Seffyo.”

“What does that mean?’

It ismy name, Mashudokana Seffyo.”

He tutted irritably, but moved on. “Where do you come from and how did you get here?’

“l came on wings of light, | come from nowhere, my people are ghosts, my world is ash,
Mashudokana Seffyo. | am an orphan cast upon your mercy.”

“What?’

She amiled swestly, dark eyes wide, her young face soulful, expectant.

Pikka squirmed; she hadn’t expected to enjoy this hdf so much. Actudly, she hadn’'t expected to
enjoy it a dl. Swalowing her giggles was giving her gas. She didn't mind. Gas she could put up with to
see the Goyo mocked so expertly. And the Goomoos hadn’t a due what was happening. Tayo damn,
even braindead Kidork would get it first time she open her mouth. Goyo Goyo mommajogga
jiccamels, nose in the air and foot in a piddypat.

The Shudokan consulted briefly with the Emkalckael, then let that one go aso. “Whét is your reason
for doing what you do?’

The Singer spread her hands, folded them again. “I am getting my living, Mashudokana Seffyo. | do
not wish to be a burden on the charity of others.” She was gravely serious, her eyes lowered, a hint of a
liltin her voice that made musc of the words.

Pikka made afig of her right hand and pressed it againgt her somach. Oooh-eee, what a pain.

“Ankh. Quite right. Quite right. How do you produce those effects? Do you use mechanica means?’

“Thereis my harp....” She turned, took the case from the Liz, who'd been doing his not-there thing
agan.

Pikka started when he moved, swore under her breath, then decided it wasn't such a bad thing after
dl to have someone around who could pop out of nowhere when they needed him.

The Singer opened the case, lifted out the harp. It sat on her lap, its dark wood glowing, light from
the chan-ddiers running like water dong its delicate inlays. She touched the strings but did not try to play
them. “Itis | suppose,” she said, “amachine of sorts.”

The Emkakkael cleared his throat, spent the next few minutes whispering with the Shudokan. Findly
the Shu-doka said, “Yes yes, let it be done.”

The Emkakkae pulled a sensor plate out of his deeve, played with it and put it back, then everybody
waited. Old Shudokan dropped into a doze; his eyes were open, but he was gone. Pikka shifted her
weight. One of her boots scraped againg the stone floor and the Emkak-kagl glared at her; she ignored
him.

A pair of non-Goyo service monks in the bulky brown robes of the davery rank came hurrying in,
carying be-tween them a heavy wooden case. The one on the right patted Pikkal's am and eased her



adde 0 they’ d have room to work on the Singer. Pikka didn’t know him, but that wasn't odd; she didn’t
know techs, only messengers and the beggar monks, dl of them non-Goyo. Like old Kaoyurz. Worth all
you hashshar put together and the Kraiodate on top.

One of the monks opened the box, took out a pair of delousers. He handed one to his companion
and they be-gan waving the black-glass rods around Shadow and her harp.

Pikka coveted the delousers for a minute, but that was usdless. She clasped her hands behind her,
flared her nodtrils as she saw the Goyo monks looking pained as if there was a bad amdl down a the
foot of the stairs. Rat buitts, all of you. Do you good to get your bony fingers dirty once or twice.

Thelittle monk yayyayed and waited.

Whore' s git dumped on the Temple, Pikka thought, off some spacer on Starstreet; no Mix inhim. He
learn his lessons ah ri’, sucked them in. Saves, ay-yeh, both of them. Savey daves. How they can! I'd
never do it.

The Emkakkaa frowned. “Wel?’

The monk yayyayed again. “The harp is wood and wire, nothing more. The dlothing is Slk gauze and
slk velvet, nothing more. Benegath the dothing the woman is as she was born, nothing more. Shdl we dso
test the jinsbek, the t' gurtsa, and the other?’

“Gettoit”

Pikka hdd out her ams to let the monk sweep her. Glad you not here, Kaoy, sick-making to see
you like this pair of milkworms. What she liked about him, the shit-licking smarm the Goyo had tried to
beat into him just sort of beaded up and ran off, didn’'t change him a hair.

The monk finished with her, trotted around the bench and tested Kikun while the other one was
timidy waving the rod at a scowling jinsbek.

“Wdl?

The monks yayyayed in unison. “They are not en-hanced in any way, Seffyo,” they chorused.

Goomoo tripled. Go away, Pikka thought, get out of my Sght before | toss my biscuits.

When they were gone, the Emkakkae stepped back beside the Chair. He glanced at the Shudokan,
cleared his throat with a crash like thunderclaps.

The old man woke with practiced dyness, blinked twice; the fact that the service monks had gone
and the Singer was dill gtting there was enough to due himin as to where they’d got. “So, Orphan, how
do you do it?’

She bowed her head again, let her long thick lashes val her eyes, the image of a timid, gentle
Cresture.

Pikka wasn't so amused this time. She was getting tired of al this and wanted it to end. You could
pul a Goyo'stail only so long, until it findly sunk in what you were doing, then you were washing matrix
and edting dop with no hope ether thing would end.

“Spirits seem to like me, Mashudokana Seffyo,” the Singer said. “I play my harp and croon my
croon and they come to dance for me. | don't see them, but every-one tdls me they’'re there. And
people seem to like that. They pay me so I'll do it again. They feed me and they take me places when |
ask them to. That'sdl | know.”

“Andif | asked you to play for me?’

“l am very tired, Mashudokana Seffyo. But | will try if you desire it.”

“Perhaps a sample now, with more to come ancther time.”

“This is a haly place, Mashudokana Seffyo, perhaps the spirits will not wish to enter, perhaps
dangerous ones will come meaning to do harm. | do not control them, Mashudokana Seffyo, | only ang
and play my harp.”

The Shudokan paled and his fingers twitched. For a minute Pikka thought the Singer had scared him
enough to change his mind. Then his mouth squeezed into a lemon-rust sphincter. He moved hishand in a

chopping gesture.
The Emkakkael scowled, shifted impatiently. He didn’'t believe a word of it, but he had his orders.



“Play, girl. No more foaling around. Stop the minute | tdl you to.”

Pikka Machletta eased a step backward, moving dowly so she wouldn't catch any jicame eyes. The
hodhyid was worried, there was sweat on her face; so was Pikka, when she thought about it. Some of
the things she'd seen in the mirrors, w000-eee. Fake it, she thought a the Singer, you've made your
excuses, don't take a chance on scaring them. A scared Goyo is mean to the bone. Come on, come on.
Doit and let’s get out of here.

9

Shadow settled the harp againgt her shoulder and be-gan.

It was a smple, primitive insrument with a limited range, but it had a wonderful tone and it sang when
she played it.

It was a bad room for a concert with dl that stone and the whispering echoes, but she fought it into
order, until she was usng those echoes to enrich the sound, rather like she'd used the mirrors to enhance
the effect of her dream songs.

It was only then that she sang, the wordless croon weaving in and out of the harp notes.

Guintayo came and danced for them, golden goddess with many arms, her hair a burning
sunburst...

“STOPY”

She broke a croon in hdf, flattened her hands on the strings, dilling them. Her face was drawn with
weariness and streaked with tears. After aminute of tense sllence, she passed her tongue across dry lips.
“What isit, Sef-fyo? What did you see?’

“You don’'t know?’ For the first time the Emkakkagi sounded uncertain.

Ordinarily Pikka would have reveled in that, but she'd seen Tayo the Light and suspected he had,
too, and she was halding her breath. They teetered on a thread thinner than a catwhisker and, not haf so
grong. If he shouted blasphemy.... She tensed, ready to run.

“l see my Sx dead sigters, Seffyo. If you have a tru-threader, | will say that before him. | have been
told that others see other beings, but | have never done so. | ex-plained that before | began, Seffyo.”

“Na-Nay, Rossoldur, send the gil home.” The Shu-dokan pushed himsdf creskily erect. “Of course
she wouldn't see The Light, she ishdf mad and whally un-worthy. Orphan ... what’s your name?’

“Shadow, Mashudokana Seffyo.”

“Appropriate, yes, most appropriate. Yes ...” he frowned, fumbling for words that had momentarily
es-caped him. “Ankh. Yes. You will not speak of this” He waited.

“Y es, Mashudokana Seffyo. | will say nothing at dl. | swear it on the souls of my siters.”

“Ankh-hm. Very good. Y ou have our permisson to continue your performances.”

Pikka Machletta glanced at Vlees, pinched his am to warn him to keep his mouth shut. The monks
hed nothing to say about who did what at the NightFair, that was the Sirshaka s business, but they could
make life hard if they worked at it. He mightn't like the encroachment, but there it was.

The Singer bowed her head. “Y ou are generous, Ma-shudokana Seffyo.”

“Yes yes. They do disturb our meditations, you un-derstand. You mug reduce their number. No
more than two anight. You hear?’

“l hear and obey, Mashudokana Seffyo.”

Pikka Machletta chewed her lip and clenched her hands into figts. Cut the take in hdf with a word!
Got no busi-nessinterfering. No business. She trembled with rage, it took every ounce of will she had not
to shout at them, curse them, cut them....

I’Ankh-hm. Escort Orphan ... aga ... Shadow to the Sun Gate, Rossoldur, then come to my
chambers. | have some things | wish to discuss with you.”

10

day 23, hour 5
“Godd” Shadow looked over her shoulder at the re-treating monks, shuddered. “I need a bath.” She
groaned, reached up under the val and scrubbed at her eyes. “All that sugar. I'll draw flies for a month.”



Vlees grinned. “You takatak good as you sng, Sha-dowgirl.”’

“Ah, Vless” Shadow giggled, achild suddenly, lay-ers and layers of portent and power scraped off
her; it was asif she'd exploded after dl those hours of control.

Pikka Machletta walked aong a haf-step behind them, glooming about the troubles she saw coming
down on her and Razor. Every time the Singer notched another win, Pikka got antser; Shadow was after
something e se besides dl this mooha from the crowd and the gdt she was hauling in, that was clear from
the beginning and it got clearer with every night that passed. And tonight she'd gotten closer to it. At
least, she thought she had. Pikka could fed that. Shadow might complain, but she was rid-ing bubbles
right now.

They turned into a grimy Sidestreet. Pikka dropped back another step, her razor out and ready. If
there was going to be trouble, it'd be here, just before they reached Pepri’s room. For severd minutes
now, she' d been hear-ing stray creaks and an occasiona dink of metd againg metd, a bad sgn this time
of night.

i

Unfagtening his holster flap, Vlees ran ahead of the Singer, his eyes sweeping across the narrow way,
scan-ning the mucky calling above them for dropholes.

“What's happening?’ The Singer moved back beside him, caught hold of him, resisted his attempts to
shake her off. ‘Don’t be afoadl, tdl me”

“Busy busy overhead. Heard a squint go open. Trou-ble, | think.”

“Wait there. Let me ... no! Be dill.” The gray vell fluttering about her she ran ahead a few steps, then
stopped, her head lifted. It looked like she was staring up a the floor running across the street, meking a
adling for it.

There was a pattering like rain on a roof, though rain never reached down here.

A scream thick with horror.

Feet running. More screams, fading, muffled. Shouts, muffled curses, bumps thuds clangs.

More feet, going away, clatter dying to slence.

Soft laughter behind them, the Liz amused a some-thing or other.

Pikka started, dmog cut herself. She folded the razor, dipped it back in the clamps. “Don’t DO that,
Liz”

Vlees shifted his stare from one to another. “What's going on? What happened?’

Pikka flipped a hand at the Singer. “Ask her.” Shadow sniffed. “Two-legged rats tend to not like the
four-legged kind.”

“What?’

Pikka sghed. Vlees was garting to get temperish. Well, he WAS a jinsbek, no matter how cozy he
was getting with the Singer. She' d turned him sweet, which was good, best not to waste the work. “She
got awitch thing she do with whatever beasts are handy.” She shook her head at the Singer who looked
like she was about to protest. “Talls ‘“em out and sics ‘em on tricksy torksos. How long you had ‘em
herded up thistime, Shadow?’

“| started collecting just past the Sun Gate, sent them ahead of us through the walls” Shadow shook
her head, started walking fast, her bootheds dicking on the paving stones. “There was a miscdlany up
there, fdt like hdf the t' gurtsas and torkksos in Old Town. Only one Dragon. There should have been
more. | don't likeit he was aone....”

Vless trotted past her, dowed when he was where he wanted to be. His pistol was out and ready.
That's what he trusted to keep him dive, not a herd of licey rats.

“Dragons,” Shadow went on. “This was the night they were going for us, they stunk of it. Ther bad
luck.” She stopped a a 9gnd from Vlees, waited for hm to wake the concierge so she'd let them in.
“The one upgtairs was the blondy called Prettybutt.”

“O00-eee, N0 wonder he scream like that. He got athing ‘bout rats.”

Pepri’s daughter opened the hatch. She looked tired and cranky, snorted when she saw Vlees.
“More trou-ble.”



“Ay-yeh, if you don't go to open tha door.” He stepped back, waved Pikka Machletta and the
Snger into the re-cessed doorway, twitched when the Liz came trotting past, but remembered who he
wasintime to keep the pistal pointing at the street. “Whét trouble?’

“Torkkus. Tried to break in upgtars” Pepri’s daughter pulled her head in, dammed the shutter
down. Chains rattled through staples, the high-lo bars thunked into their standhooks and Pepri’ s daughter
pushed open the bat-tered front door. “Three dead, two wounded. Them. Noisy. None a yours hurt.
Not bad anyway.~ She waited until Vlees was in, then shouldered the door to and swung the bars across.
“Had dty police bangin on tha door and wantin in, but one a yours” she jerked her chin a Pikka
Machletta, “she dropped afig aguimson ‘em and they went away. The dead uns, your mates chuck ‘em
down cinerator, Vlees. Wounded went off on their own. Hap-pen again, we be wanting danger pay.”

Vleesignored that and went charging up the gtairs, passing Shadow and the Liz

Pikka Machletta stayed behind a moment. “Lezzet, put the word round. Why we late, Sh'dok’n had
her into play for him. Next thingy’ know, it'll be Kralodate. Best not mess with her.”

Lezzet lifted a chain, watched it swing. “ Trouble. Nothin but trouble.”

“An't it the truth.”

64 Kirar Sorizakre, day 3, hour 20

Rohant in the Arena
Opponent: Frar arrau Kresstikke of Zekkaytin Tay

1

Rohant stepped onto the sand and started for the middle. On both sides the stands were packed and
the crowds there roared their approval.

Heignored them.

He was waking rage.

Five men's blood on him, he meant to make it Sx be-fore the hour was out. No more uncertainties,
no hes-tation, no images of Mirdys or his children, no wondering when or how he could close the
distance be-tween him and Wargun. When he was on the sand, he forgot why he was there, narrowed
himsdf to the one thing, the man coming a him.

The Arena Board of Governors had given him the East thistime, the power side.

That was one 9gn of hisrisein favor. There were oth-ers.

The Kraiodate was in his box, his current favorites from among his thousand concubines fluttering
around him, his bodyguards in a line behind him with two at the front corners of the box, gligening stedl
blue and brushed sil-ver in ther polished armor, assault rifles primed and ready.

From behind the copper screen where the Hidden Ones sat came a loud dacking, hal on atin roof.
Goyo femmes rapping ther folded fans againg their copper wristbands.

And a new fashion was spreading among the younger Goyo, more apparent each night he fought.
They twisted thair long black hair into dreadlocks and stiffened these with gdl into Dydaeror manes. And
they added a jet chain to therr copper ones and attached the mid daw of a Hyos-par to it each time
Rohant made a kill. They hissed their approva, whistled, stamped their feet, and went crazy when he
dispatched his opponent.

Frar had his adherents, too, holding copper tridents polished mirror smooth, pounding the floor with
the shafts.

Rohant recognized Frar the moment he saw him. The Soncher from the first day.

A trident to keep him off, a net to snare im if he got too close. Or Sassa. If Frar dill had it when
Sassa stooped.

Big man. Fast.

Almost as fast as you, K’Ch'en sad. As quick with his feet as he is on them. Watch out for
sand in the eyes or a boot in the groin. His trident hand, that’'s the left one, it's a shade sower
than his net hand. Not enough to worry him. He can’'t switch hands, that's a weakness, but no



one s figured out how to exploit it, not yet. You can't trick the net from him, he had every ploy
there is tried against him. The points on his trident are razors, if he hits you anything but a
glancer, he'll bore it through you before you can grab the pole. Even you, Unmate. And, if you
don’'t want to see your bird skewered, you'd better keep it off. HeE'll be waiting for it. My advice?
It's the combi-nation that kills you. Get the net away from him without him killing you while
you're doing it. How? You'll have to figure that out yourself, I’ ve never seen it done.

#i
“On the eadt, fighting with claw and hawk, the Unmate Rozash representing Taiikambar Tay.
#H
“On the west, fighting with net and trident, Frar arrau Kreastikke of Zekkaytin Tay.
i
“Tothe death! B'hi. N'ki « Sai’'s. MABASH'KI!”
#HH

Frar came a afad trot, the net bunched into a thick rope which he flicked at Rohant’s legs over and
over, targeting knees, caves, ankles. Held lightly in his left hand, respongve as a butterfly wing, the
trident darted in to ging a the Dydaeror, twitched away as Rohant dapped at it with his gauntleted hand,
came back a him again. And again, agile and dusve. Missng by a har, skimming sweat-clotted fur,
twice getting close enough to draw atrickle of blood...

Rohant zagged and stuttered, aways shifting, back and back, away, dways away.

He couldn’t get close.

Frar pressed hm harder.

The Soncher was grinning now, confident. He had his rhythm. Jab. Hick. Jab. Jab. Hick. Arm.
Knee. Hip, am. Ankle...

Rohant derted Sassa, then tangled a trident point in the leather weave of his gauntlet, the interlining of
meta mesh keeping it away from his flesh. He dammed hisfig around, hit the tine, tore the shaft from the
Soncher’s grip; a the same time he flung himsdf down, caught the claws of his free hand in the net and
jerked.

Sassa stooped as Rohant attacked, hit Frar the ingant the trident tore from his grip, ripped through
an eye and an ear, swooped away as the Soncher screamed.

Rohant was on him, scrambling up the net, dawing up the Soncher’s long body, tearing out his throat.
Blood spraying over him, he shook the man, mauling the corpse as rage whined in his throat....

He flung the body away, controlled himsdf enough to make the required yayyay toward the
Kraodate s box, then stalked off—ignoring as aways the roars from the stands, the Goyo on ther feet in
akind of wardance, the non-Goyo whooping and howling—concentrating on keeping down the contents
of his ssomach urtil he was in the dressing room alotted to him.

64 Kirar Sorizakre, day 7, hour 4

Mesting, Svanilery Tenement, Karintepe-on-Main
Shadith, Kikun, Rohant

1

Shadith dug in the pocket of her towding wraprobe for the key to her door, blinked as it opened
before she got the key out.

Kikun touched hisfinger to hislips, stepped back. Pulling the towe off her head, shaking out her wet
hair, she walked in.

Rohant was stting on the bed. He looked up, went back to staring &t the floor; the rage stink was on
him, filling the room despite the open window. Sassa was perched on the s, chaitering his beak, turning
his head, his feethers ruffled.

Shadith shut the door, locked it, moved across the room to the amchair. “What's this?” She s,



pulled the robe around to cover her knees. “1 thought we weren't sup-posed to meet.”

“He wasan't followed here” Kikun dropped to a squat beside her. “I made sure”

“Why take the chance?’

“Frudration,” he said. “Better thisway.”

“You tdl hm about the invitation?’

“Not yet. Waiting for you.”

She crossed her legs, readjusted the robe. “Ah.” Rohant gtirred. “Tdl me what?’

“Trouble”

Kikun nodded. “Don’'t know where it takes us”

“Round and round,” Rohant said impatiently. “What isit?’

Shadith lifted a hand, let it fal. “We had a vistor tonight, after the last performance. Envoy from the
Kra-odate' s chamberlain. We re summoned to Joggorezel Shimda for a command performance. Some
kind of cel-ebration. He cdled it the Jusa Nonz. Seems both moons are up and full tomorrow night and
they make abig dedl of it.” She did her fingertips dowly up and down the rolled Igpd of the robe as she
watched Rohant’s dread-locks move, his mouth work. “Tomorrow night,” she said. “Trouble dl round.
The Sirshakain charge of the NightFair changes then, too, means I’ ve got to renego-tiate the futak and
the Roushif | want to go on snging. Everything's up in the air, everybody ebowing for anew dedl. Like |
sad. Trouble”

“Saaaal” Rohant’s claws came out, his lips drew back. “Seven men. Seven fights. | own hdf the
Goyo each Game. And nothing happens. Nobody tells me anything. Not a damn thing!”

“This kind of something we can do without. Pikka Machletta says Goyo notice you,—you dead.”
She hesi-tated, guilt a sour taste on her tongue. She and Kikun were worse than the Goyo, they weren't
tdling him things and they were his friends. Kikun dropped a hand on her foot, a wordless plea to keep
that slence. She sghed and went on. “At least you' ve seen the target.”

He used hisright thumb to massage the back of his left hand until he relaxed it enough to retract his
claws, then switched hands. “Seen him. Oh, yes, I've seen him.” He growled the words. “Six, seven
times he came to the practice hdl, he watched us work out a few minutes and left. The fird time ... |
thought ... when | start win-ning, you'll come to ME. It's not going to happen. He' s not interested in us, |
don't know why he keeps coming. Favor to Tatta Ry, maybe. | don't ... | know how whores must fed ...
no ... not fed ... can't fed and go on doing it ... doing it for money ... that's the thing ... Shadow, | 1...
these games, they’ re dbomination! | don’'t know how much longer....”

Sassa began treading at the sl his steel-sheathed ta-ons gouging ruts in the wood.

Shadith closed her eyes, tried to pull the shutters round her mind. 1t was hard. Hard because his hurt
was 0 strong. Hard because she had a powerful fondness for him. He was suffering, she could read how
deeply his sense of himsdf had been eroded.

“No one knows when the break’s going to come, Ro,” she sad findly. “We just have to keep
worming aong. Kikun?’ There. Now the dinhast could do what he wanted.

Kikun took his hand away. “Any voice there is, is drowned by the beat beat beat of Ginny's heart.
Heis awake and angry. He moves toward us. Time dips away from us, dips, dips avay....”

“Don't!” Shedith scowled down at Kikun. “Y ou're pushing it.”

He blinked and did away into nevernever; his body was pressng againg her leg, but he was gone.

“Wdl.” She combed her fingers through her hair, dried them on the robe. “You get anything from the
other fighters, Ro?’

It was aful minute before he answered.

“We're no band of brothers, Shadow.” He scowled at his hands, set them on his thighs, worked
them up and down.—There's one or two | can tak to, low down the line. Hangers on. I'm not taking
gpplause from them or prize money, so | can buy them with a mug of beer and a handful of guilt's
Asking about Wargun, no, | didn't, I'm not such a fool, | asked about them dl, the Goyo who hang
around and wetch us, like | wanted to know who to approach and what | could get out of them. No one
knows why he comes there, they think maybe it's an excuse for something else. He shows, you never
know when, he hangs about a while, frozen face, pretends he's waiching someone work out, he in't;



they've tried him, displayed, wagged ther tals, you know, nothing, forget him, they told me. He's
nothing. Waking dead.

“But he does keep coming?

There was aflare of rageinhim that ran like acid dong her nerves, He fought it down, but she began
to be fright-ened for him—and alittle of him. When he had hisfig onit, he said, “Once, sometimes twice
aweek.”

“Does he come in the daytime, evening, night? Which?’

“BEvening. Usudly.”

“Of course you thought about following him.”

“He can come and go as he wants, | can't. Liketo-night. | said | was going for awoman and | didn’t
want ther tame bitches, | wanted to find one on my own. Took a quarter of an hour to argue my way
out.” He used his thumb claw to scratch at a leathery pdm. The soft whtt-whtt was like a shout in the
tense slence. “Want to tdl me what you're on a?’

“Remember my Tdent? Who'd suspect agull or a red-bird? We need a beeper of some kind so you
can let me know when he's there. Plenty of secondhand junk at the NightFair ... no, on the Raba Katir,
better stay clear of the Fair. I'll get one of the Razors to buy me some twinned tin, Kikun can bring you
your haf. They know I'm up to something, but they’re willing to go dong with it as long as | keep the
money flowing.”

“You trust them?’ He was gradudly cooling out as the hope of doing something red came dive for
him. She was happier, too. It might even work.

“No. | can't. I'm playing the odds. They’ve no reason to be loya to me, I'm their employer, not ther
friend, but they’re smart and they’re survivors and they loathe the Goyo and they sock away coin as
long. Kikun and | keep working. It getsiffy if we stop. Which I'll have to do if I'm going to be available
to track Wargun. I'll prob-ably have to go down sick for an excuse to stop perform-ing, so I'll have to
figure out another way of holding them. Well, what do you think?’

“l can't take any kind of tin into the Tay. The place is wired too tight. Other than that, sounds a lot
better than what we been doing.”

“True. Can you leave Sassa outside without too many questions?’

“l don’'t take himin. Not any more. He doesn't like it in there. You want me to plant the tin on him,
cdl him to my window when Wargun shows up, give you a beep so you can start waiching. That what
you're thinking?’

“Yes Canyou doit?

“Ves”

“Good. Ro?’

“What?’

“Stretch out,” she said. “On your face, Rohant the Ciocan.”

“Why?

“Doit, do it. Don't argue.”
Hit

She crawled on his back, began working at rockhard shoulder musces. “Razor says a worldship
camein lagt night.” She moved her hands up his neck; the soft slky fur was dippery as water. Easing her
fingers onto lais scalp, she pressed down and pushed, loosening the hot hard skin, moving it in smdl
circles. “The Pilaryoll. Razor gets nervous with so many Goyo in the audience, they’re looking forward
to adilution of the solution.” She laughed at the muffled snort that came from the hud-dled quilts. “Funny,
| should probably split the take with the Temple, the Shudokan limited me to two performance and saved
my neck.”

A deepy rumble vibrated through his body into her.

“No. It's true. The Fairfolk were darting to get hostile. Kikun noticed it. And Pikka, though she
didn't give a damn. | was pulling too much custom, didn't leave time for buying.- She smoothed his
dreadlocks down, smoothed them and smoothed them, asif she were strok-ing a cat. They were as soft



as his fur and springy, bounc-ing againg her pams, tickling her. This business was tumning her on like
crazy, but she hoped he wasn't pick-ing up those vibes, he was disastroudy perceptive some-times. And
sometimes he wouldn't notice a dowworm crawling up his nose. “With our sngsongs shut down to two,
I'm adraw. When | turn ‘em loose, they spend like there's no tomorrow and the Fairfolk love me” She
ma-nipulated his shoulder muscles some more, then did down so she could pummd his back. “It’s true,
it strue. They do, they do.’

#i

By the time she finished with his feet, he was snhoring. Kikun was gone. And Sassa.

She stripped the robe off, tossed it on the stool, went rummeaging among her belongings for a shirt.

Rohant was too heavy, she couldn’t get the quilts from under him, so she crawled into the little space
he left next to the wall, managed to free enough of one quilt to cover her, then she nestled up againg him,
sighed with pleasure a the warmth he radiated—and was adeep in seconds.

V. Activity Otherwhere
(Ginny takes control, begins moving)

TA’HAI TOLLA (Patan 3)

A desolate world out the back of beyond with adim ancient sun population: three
Ginbiryol Seyirdhi
Pukanouk Poudi
Ajei Kilavez

Ginbiryd Seyirshi came from his lab, locked the door behind him. The editing was done, the
duplicates fin-ished and dotted into thelr sedtights, the teasers were done, sedtighted and piled up for
Ajeri to pack in the message rats she was addressing at this moment; tomor-row she'd run them out to
the Limit and digpatch them to his chosen bidders. All he had to do was organize the presentation, insplit
to Bernie's Hole, and get the place polished up for hisclients.

It was good, one of his best Editions, despite the stub-born perverseness from that trio of idiots he'd
chosen to play his Avatars. It could even be that the resentment they showed and dl ther efforts to fight
hm helped create the production’s intensty. The scene where the gl made the gods wak was
agtonishing, the worship, the awe, the fear , .

.dlof it ... marvelous. It was a shame he couldn’t stay to witness the death of the world and had to
fudge that part with a find play of light and heat and a blend of amplified emotion quarried from earlier
agonies, but dl indl it was an exquisite creation.

He was a smdl man, meager, with thinning gray-brown hair and a nothing face, the kind of man
who'd be logt in a crowd of two. Impossible to understand he had de-stroyed or participated in the
destruction of & least twenty worlds so he could record and sdll their death agonies.

He stood blinking like an owl a daylight. After months of intense and extended labor in his lab, he
couldn’'t ad-just quickly to having nothing more to do. He came far-ther into the room, touched the back
of atupple chair, fdt it move againg his palm as it responded to the faint weight of his hand. He shook his
head, he didn’t want to settle yet, he was restless, there was a vague itch floaing around indde him but
he didn’t know what it was he wanted, not yet.

He drifted across to the window and touched a sensor thet cleared the opacity from the glass.

The room was like a dice of meon with the seeds scooped out, the inner curve filled with cases and
curios and even some ancient books; rubbed and foxed, faded and stained, they had a constipated ook
asif ther covers were glued shut by age and disuse. The outer curve was dl window, seamless, with the
fant bluish tinge of po-larizing glass even & its most clear.

The room was near the top of a tower built from locd stone, a broad squat immensty whose sze



disguised its height, a Xanadu with enclosed pleasure gardens whose domes clustered like soap bubbles
about the southwestern sector of the tower, lush green gardens filled with the sound of running water and
the scent of blooms chosen less for their colors than their perfumes.

He chose to look out toward the east where the land fdl away in ragged chunks and wind sculpted
stones stood rust-red and blue-gray, brown and ocher, subdued ghosily tints mdting into each other so
that nothing seemed didtinct or asserted any dominance over the bro-ken, eroded landscape. He was
fond of the view, he liked the understated subtlety of the coloring, the agonized contortions of the rock. It
was early morning and the sulphurous sun was 4ill squashed againg the horizon, the shadows were long
and stark. There were no clouds in the sky, there dmost never were. Rain came & most once or twice a
year. The water for his gardens he recycled thriftily and when he needed more, he made it from the wind.
The atmosphere was quite breathable, if one ig-nored the extreme cold, so that endlesdy keening wind
kept him supplied with mogt everything his garden needed. It dso turned his generators, filled his
accumu-lators, he seldom used his backup piles.

He stood watching the shadows shrink, his true hand picking a the fauxskin on his prosthetic. The
shadows were the only things that moved out there, eroson was too dow a crawl for mortd eyes to,
catch.

His knees grew tired.

He left the window and crossed to his desk, moving Hiffly, annoyed with his body for reminding him
he was due for his ananile shots. He had to go to the gray market for them and under those
circumstances, who could be sure they were dl they should be? Perhaps it was time to invedtigate the
Directors and look for a means of ganing access to the qudity crysd they used on themsdves.
Per-haps...

He eased himsdf into the tupple char behind the desk, sghed with pleasure at the gentle massaging.
With her usud efficiency, Ajeri had printed out precis of his mes-sages and |eft them on his desk with the
earlies on top. She knew he liked an overview before he began detal work with the kephal os.

*Tzayl 7 .. good ... Rillacarioda ... very good ... Shagglefoot ... yes ... Trumpet Vine ... Sangria
... potch Helspar ... asashhhh!

He reread the report on the bombing a Vodlts Kor-latch Compound, noted the fuss Spotchas
Busness Bu-reau was meking about spill-over damage to adjacent properties and persons. That
suggested aline of attack more subtle than outright destruction, but not less dev-agtating.

Hmm ... rumor ... blacken their name with their neighbors ... make the Spotchdlix so unhgppy with
the Dydaera they were driven offworld ... yes ... splen-did!

*Dighy the tracer, after ME. | shdl have to punish im for that, but he is nothing, aflea

*What is this? Cobben Nerlkyss daughtered on K'tdi Kar-ra? What were they doing on .. ah,
following Dydaerins and a femde tracer op. Three Dydaerin dead, one moribund. Satisfactory. The
op away dive, bad....

*Report from Betdli. Kiskal was regrettably intact, it was the next world out that went. No
explandtion for that.

And none needed, Ginbiryol thought. The Hunter managed it somehow with that Vryhh ship of hers.

*The Ciocan Rohant was home, the girl and the lizardman were on their way to Universty. No
information at present as to what they intended to do there.

Ginbiryol stared at the sheet for along minute, then he tore it in hdf and continued tearing it until the
pieces were too smdl to hold. He gripped the ams of the tupple chair and let it massage his fury to
manageable Sze, afury dl the sharper because for the firg timein decades he was afraid. It was that girl.
That miserable girl. Her Luck was too strong. She should be dead a hundred times over. Each time she
waked away. Each time....

He disciplined himsdf and went back to his plodding progress through the pile of shests.

*Cobben Boitkoerrin, refused commisson, cobben Sarokneh, refused commisson, coryfe
cobben Fennsouoit, grudging explanation, no cobben will sgn with Seyirshi agents again, reason, lack
of sup-port leading to the extermination of cobben Nerl-kyss. That is annoying.

*Note from Huy na Kalos, thanking me for the warning, irritated with presence of a cobben so



close to him. Warning? What warning?

*Note from the Matriarch syndicate, thanking me for the warning, hal and suggesting | do my
own housecleaning.

He tapped the Notepad dive. “Ajeri, remove the Matriarch syndicate from the approved lig,
subgtitute the Omphaos Ingtitute with the notation that the invitation is for this time only. They are too
dangerous to deal with on an extended basis. Note—thisisimportant: Arrange for ther representative to
rendezvous with Betdli, in-struct him to bring the Omphalite under blindfold con-ditions to the Auction
gte”

He thought a moment, caled up a second page on the Pad. “Ajeri, this immediady: Unsed the
teasers, re-name the Auction Site. No more Bernie€'s ‘s Hole. Same place but ... hmm ... cdl it
Koulsnakko ‘s Hole. As a matter of precaution. It will not be possible for interested parties to trace a
Hole which does not exigt. Include a rendezvous point ..." he paused, searched memory, “a rendezvous
a Anaso Satdlite Laybogby ‘s Star, tdl the dients they will be given a pilot flake to take them to the
Hole. Embed a recognition sgnd in the teaser and warn them to have the teaser flashing before they
surface and approach the star, otherwise one or more of the mines planted about the rendezvous ship will
blow them to dust.”

He contemplated the message with pleasure, tapped the sensor to send it into the lab where Ajeri
was work-ing, then went back to reading his mall.

*Report from Betdli(1) ... access to informetion ingde the Korlatch compound shut off ... Vodlts
Korlatch hired Addaris Security Systems ... dso, ho more voice corn with Capture Ships ... only
sources left are those in Spotchdlix Buroc ... not hdpful ... am looking for leverage into crews, but
not hopeful ... suggest indirect attack, rumors, framing, blacking ... await ingructions.

Ginbirydl set that sheet aside for further thinking and worked his way methodicdly through the pile of
ghesets, Sx months of unanswered communications.

*Four h

undred and seventy-two notes, amused, ir-ritated, waspily sarcastic, supercilious, obsequious ... each
inhis or her own fashion asking obliquely what is Ginny doing that requires such warning, each in his or
her own fashion offended at Seyirshi’s presumption and haf-ready to drop him from the lig of those
known and spoken to.

Who? Was that even a question? No. Only three people had access to his lig of prime customers
and Ajeri had nather the ambition nor the stupidity to try something like that. No. Puk.

Though he needed no confirmation, Ginbiryol queried the kephalos. Five days after their return, three
days after Ajeri released him from the tranx web, Pukanuk Poudi accessed the ligt, copied it and made a
dumsy attempt to hide what he’'d done. He raided the store of message rats, took three. He tried to
obscure ther destingtions, but the kephaos recorded these dso. Betalli. Anghrad’s Daugh-ter.
Luottar. Covering note: See the enclosed delivered indirect mail. Sgned: Ginbiryol Seyirshi.

Puk wasin his Xanadu on the far sde of the world. No doubt he thought he was safe.

“Unreliable” Ginbiryol said aloud. “Too bad.”

He was going to be hard to replace. He was loyd and it was a loydty of the kind that couldn’t be
bought. This was another blow Ginny owed to those Three. “1 will have my hands on them,” he said. “I
will have them.”

He graightened the sheets and pushed them to one Side. Tears gathered in his eyes and flowed over.
He mourned the loss of a friend, follower, and gifted assassn. Fifty-saven years they had traveled
together. PulCand he and Ajeri. More than hdf a century. And sentiment aside, looking for a
replacement meant losng time and wasting energy. Haf a dozen times in the last decade, as Puk grew
more erratic, more explosive, Ginbiryol had thought of finding another enforcer, then changed his mind; it
was a complicated undertaking, the new third would need to fit with him and Ajeri, would have to
treasure the Praisesong sessions as they did, would have to learn Puk’s loyaty, would need & leest a
moiety of Puk’s murderous efficiency. It was difficult, certainly, but he no longer had a choice, not after
this

He summoned a serviteur with a damp cloth, wiped his face and hands, dried them.



A lagt dgh, then he spoke the WORD.

On the far 9de of the world ardlay opened.

Three seconds later Pukanuk’s Xanadu was a hole in the ground and dust in the wind and Pukanuk
Poudi was dust in that dust.

Ginbiryd Seyirshi folded his hands over his little pot belly and spoke to the kephaos. “Work up for
me a profile and assessment of every merc we have had ded-ings with in the past, then any individuds in
memory who approximate the profile of Pukanuk Poudi. While you are doing thet, print out the origind
text of dl mes-sages and include any collaterd datain memory.”

He left the chair and went to stand again a the win-dow, looking out over the softening landscape.
The stark shadows of morning were being swalowed into the grays and browns and a yelow haze that
crawled dong the ground. That was sand blowing, it meant the wind had shifted to the south. “Are you
out there, child? Are you searching for me? | can fed you there, groping. We have to do something about
that, don’'t we. Yes, indeed.”

SPOTCHALS, (Jorbar 14), SPOTCH HELSPAR VOALLTSKORLATCH
COMPOUND

Mirdys, Zimaryn
Reports from the Fed

1

“Goon”

“Pedder Mashouk. Peddar 4. Team withdrawn. Target Qitchka gone esawhere, no one knows
where, a least no one the team could reach. Residence successfully pen-etrated, without result. Al
references to Seyirshi ex-punged. Conclusons: One. Qitchkais certainly one of Seyirshi’s customers, the
fact that he was warned about usis sufficent proof of that. Two. Waste of time and effort to chase after
him. Team is proceeding to next on lig, the Olom Myndigget.”

Mirdys stretched, folded her arms behind her head and wriggled deeper into the tupple chair. “Go
on.”

“Lommertoerke. Zunja 5. Report from smuggler. Team captured, tracer op sold into contract |abor,
the Dydaerors vanished. Smuggler Lagtik doesn’t think they’re dead; it's possible, but the Lommertai are
com-pulsvely thrifty (that’s putting it politely, she says) and not likdy to waste good muscle. She says
give the Stu-ation time to settle, then we can probably get them out, ether by taking them, or if that fals
by buying them free.

“The op?’

“Dighy says heélll take care of that and well get hishill.”

“Diol”

“Yes. | suggest we think serioudy about accessing Se-yirshi’ s funds when we get to him.”:

Mirdys dropped her arms. “When. Have you read Lyrsalyn’s report?’

Zimaryn shook her head. “It's on my desk, but | haven't had a moment free”

“WEe re addivery or two from running on unsecured credit, Zim. Unless something happens soon, I'll
have to go home and seeif | can arrange to use dan funds for collateral. You know what that means for
Vaodlts Kor-latch.”

“Cousin Tuernor.” Zimaryn flattened her ears. “Dio indeed.” She turned a page. “That’s the last of
the team reports, Mira. Digby sent over what he's got so far from the ops working the mere market.
They've tracked down severd of those who've hired on with Se-yirshi once or twice; from those ... umn
... inter-views, they’ ve compiled alig of past Auction Sites. He uses a different location each time. That's
bad. Some-thing useful, though. A congstency in the type of dte that might be hdpful if we can get a
least ahint as to the sector from future team reports. The Auctions are dways in Clandestine Fits” She
looked up. “Confirms whet that girl said. Interesting child.” She ran her foreclaw down the page, found
her place. “Dighy has sent over a lig of those he knows about. He says it's probably less than ten



percent of them, just look at the merc lig, at least hdf of those he' d never heard of. HE' s asked the mere
team to see wha they can find out.”

“Sounds like we could nose about for a century and ill misshim.”

“True. You want to hear the rest of what they learned?’

“Yesyes. Goon.”

“Mm. When Sgyirshi has a Limited Edition ready, he generdly holds from ten to twenty regiond
auc-tions, sdling about a hundred copies at each; the firg one is the most important, he's certain to be
there him-sdif, dong with about three to five hundred invited bid-ders. Later auctions bring in less money
and some-times he cdlsin outsiders to hold them and collect for him, a man cdled Bedli for one. He's
a lesst as illu-gve as Seyirshi. Digby's working on him, but doesn't offer much hope of success and
there are associations with that name that trouble him. The Var Horde” She turned the page over.
“We ve run across traces of the Horde oursalves. Urn ... Halvayes the Zadys, for one, in the Di-lamia
Clugter, two worlds reduced to rubble, Var Quarries they cdl them, a third with the population
decimated, knocked back to stone tools from an early indudrid dvilization. There are severd other such,
I’ve got them listed here if you want to go into that further.” She set the pages aside. “And there is a faint
andl of Omphdos Inditute. Digby says he has only one source for this and that not reliable, but he
beievesit.” Zimaryn looked up, atwinklein her hazd eyes. “He says the hair's sanding up on the back
of his neck and he' s never known his neck hair to be wrong.”

“Nor I. Not dl thetime I’ve known him.” Mirdys sghed. “Anything from Rohant?

“Nothing.

“Hmm. Zim, | want a council. Day after tomorrow. | want Lyrsdlyn to make a verbd report on
Korlatch fi-nances, be ready to answer questions from the Board. See that her report is digtributed to
everyone concerned. Agenda will include that, ideas about increasing income inflow, ideas about future
direction of attack againg Se-yirshi and any—and | mean any—ideas about how we're going to survive
this | don’t care how ludicrous they sound. Anything you want to add?’

“Only this, Lyrsalyn is coming into season, she'd bet-ter attend by holo.”

“Arrangeit. Urn ... you might check Bdityn, see if she's on the brink, | seem to ... ahl It's been 0
long since | thought of anything normd, | can barely remember my name” She got to her feet, stretched.
“l am o tired, Zim.” She shook her head. “Ah, wdl, we do what we have to and | have to go to a dinner
medting with Entroost Kuerbel who will spend the whole time bitching at me which means I’'ll come home
with enough gas to light an urnep tree. Ah, | suppose | don't need to say it, but get to me the moment
any-thing at dl comes from Rohant, | don't care where | am or what I’'m doing.”

VI.CLOSING IN
(Ginny in thefield but not felt yet)

HUNTING WARGUN

CHISSOKU BOGMAK
64 Kirar Sorizakre, day 7 day 7, hour 18

Mesting, Svanilery Tenement,
Karintepe-on-Main
Shadith and Pikka Machletta

1

“You'll come with us?’

“Nanay!” Pikka Machletta flew around so violently the weights on the end of her hair thongs looped
out then swung hard againg her neck. She ignored that. “Bad ‘nough | went into Temple. Joggorezel?
Never! Y’ wan me dead, huh?’

“Explain.”



“Goyo noticey’, y' dead.”

“l see”

“Somethiny’ better think on, Singer, huh?’

Shadith pulled her feet up on the bed, rearranged her robe. “I won't be here long enough for thet to
meatter,” she sad findly.

Pikka Machletta hitched a hip on the windowsll. “How long?’

“I'm not sure.”

“Y’ close to gettin what y' want?’

“You've never bdieved | was a scholar, have you?’

“Y’ never try makin me bdieve it huh?’

“| suppose not.”

“Tdl me what t'is” Pikka leaned forward, tense, anxious. “Y’ can get out, we here t morrow and
t' morrow, till we dead. Troubley' make, we pay for.”

“l ... know.” Shadith shifted her legs, pulled the quilt up around her. “1 have some ideas about that.
I’'m not ready to talk about them yet.” She watched the t' gurtsa relax; despite the skepticism beaten into
her, Pikka wanted to believe what she heard. She was so young, SO needy.... “Give me afew days more,
hmin?’

Pikka Machletta did off the dll, swaggered to the door. Her hand on the latch, she looked back.
“Soon, huh?’

“Ay-yeh. Before | do anything drastic. My word onit.”

day 8, hour 12

Mesting a the Zatsudedi Oy
Shadith and Ardl

1

Ard shuddered as he watched Shadith swalow a mouthful of the locd tea. “Youll rot your
plumbing.”

“It'snot that bad. Gives me akick where | need it. How’ s the enterprise?’

“Vey nice, thank you. That why you set this up?’

“No. | wanted to let you know you should be ready to jump any day now. Things are getting a bit
out of hand over here”

“Jugt how out of hand? | remember on Avosng....”

“Nothing like that. I'm summoned to Joggorezel to entertain at some sort of party. The t' gurtsas tdl
me Goyo notice you, you dead.”

“Thereé's precedent.” The lines deepened in his face; it looked heavier without the sardonic
amusement that usudly lay under everything he said and did. “You teke care, Shadow. No games this
time. PuUll their hyvos like you've been doing and you could set the zasrats off, then....” He shrugged.
“Your t' gurtsas are right.”

“I'll say it like young Kynsl, I'm not stoo-pid.”

“No, too much the other way, | think.” He frowned at her. “Don't discount paranoia, luv ... speaking
of which, I went to hear you sng.”

She giggled. “My snging brings paranoia to mind?’

“Don't be difficult, Shadow.”

“You want me easy?

“Jugt want you. | heard you sng, then | put mysdf through my ship’s ottodoc. I'm dean and randy
and non-fertile. Bdieve me?’

Shadith gulped at the tea. The astringent fluid helped her steady her breathing. There was a part of
her that floated doof and watched with amusement her reversion to teenage virgin, but that didn't help
her ded with this body whose tumultuous emations were beginning to overwhedm any remnant of sense in



her head. “Yes” she said and was relieved when the monosyllable came out sounding cam and dightly
amused.

“Come Upper with me now.”

“Now?

“Yes, sweet echo. Now.”

She looked around. wrinkled her nose. “Not much ro-mance in this place.”

—L eave that to me”

“Oh.” She stretched the word into three syllables, managed a wobbly grin. “He doesn't think much of
him-sdf, does he”

“You've been there, luv.”

“Thing is, this body has't. I'd rather hoped....”

“Trugt me”

“All right.”

Theroom was as sde and sordid as she' d expected; she fdt alittle sck when she saw it. She closed
her eyes and told hersdlf it didn’t matter. But it did.

Ard put his hands on her shoulders. He was exactly her height, his mouth on a leve with hers. She
focused on that mouth, not daring to meet his eyes. He was laughting now, enjoying her reections with a
rdish that made her hate him right then. She pulled away. “I don’t think ...”

“Give me aminute, luv. Now. Go st down over there and let me get busy.”

Whidling softly, he tossed the bedding into a closet, brought out clean sheets. “Bribed the tender,” he
sad. He made the bed with an expertise that had her amiling; he caught her at it and his whole body
laughed at—no, with her. For a minute she couldn’t breathe.

“Practice” he said. “Nothing likeit.”

He took an incense burner from his shoulderbag, filled and lit it. The scent of pines drifted to her,
cool and clean. She smiled again. He nodded. “Thought you' d like that. And there's more from the magic
bag.” He brought out a pair of thick green candles on wooden can-diestands, lit them, and turned off the
light.

A standard seduction scene with dl the props, it could have been absurd if he weren't enjoying
himsdf so much—and inviting her to share his pleasure. And she did.

The room was filled with flickering shadow, the can-didight touched it with magic, a magic the
incense un-derlined. It was a different place, dmogt a different universe. The outsde world with its
threats and dangers, its complicated questions that never had clear answers, that world was banished for
the moment. She knew it was only for the moment, but she let hersdlf forget.

And he was't finished, he set asmdl flake player on the table, turned it on. Music. Her music, harp
and voice....

“Come here” he said.

She got to her feet, walked dowly to him.

day 8, hour 22

Going to Joggorezd

Shadith, Kikun

Assorted Goyo and a Hdmaman

1

The wind blew in erratic gudts, the night was velvety dark, even the dity lights seemed subdued. A
heavy layer of clouds hung low overhead. Though she was going to hep celebrate the Double Full,
Shadith could see neither Myara nor Mompri, only the bobbing lights from the lan-terns swaying at bow
and gern of the gdley approaching the Ferry Landing.



Despite the chop, the hdmaman brought the dim black boat slently, smoaothly aongsde the Landing.
He was a squat non-Goyo dressed in black from head to toe, sand-ing on a platform at the back of the
gdley peering through inadequate eyeholesin a headman’s cowl as he worked an antique tiller with a ill
Shadith found both impres-sve and depressing.

The rowers were dressed in black adso, Goyo monks from the Temple doing their service to the
Kraodate. Two of them stood, unfolded a walkway, then held onto straps attached to the pier, steadying
the boat while Shad-ith, Kikun, and their escort came on board.

Shadith let the young Goyo guards ease her onto the cushioned sedt in the three-sided passenger
hutch. They tucked pillows around and behind her, spread alap robe over her knees. She was very glad
of those cushions and the poufy down pillows, Ard had left her glowing, but giff and sore.

From the moment they’d met her a the Ferry Landing, the Goyo guards had treated her with a
tentative awe she found amusing, but exasperating because they were determined she would do nothing
for hersdlf that they could do for her. It was like being wrapped in cotton candy. All but the pillows she
would happily have done without.

She heard Kikun's throat-catches as he settled beside her; he was laughing at her. Little Worm. She
pinched hisarm, gave it a good nip despite the interfering folds of cloth; he was muffled in his black robe,
but had his no-see-me tuned down, probably so the boat wouldn't go off without him.

“Naughty-naughty,” he breathed. In Dydaer, she noted.

“Don't like them,” she breathed. In Dydaer dso. “Don't like kings, don't like privilege, don't like
ritud, don't like any of this”

“Gaagl says, mind your manners or fal on your face and let your friends perish.”

“Sheesh, Kikun, it was only apinch.”

More of Kikun's chuckles, then silence except for the steady rhythmic sound of the oars, the cries of
nightbirds drifting unseen overhead and the distant brush of the bay water againg the stony sides of the
idands around them.

When the gdley rounded the blunt nose of Araubin Shimda and passed under the narrow suspension
bridge that connected this idand with Joggorezd, Shadith saw the ‘reason for the boat trip. The last
section of the bridge was swinging ponderoudy around; when it completed the mation, it would stand
pardld to the shore, leaving a large gap, denying access to or escape from Joggorezel. She made a amdl
annoyed sound, subsided into worried slence as Kikun dropped awarning hand on her arm.
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The boat nosed into a narrow inlet, drew up to a amdl pier. Kikun winked a Shadith. -Servant’s
entrance,” he murmured.

She snorted. “Bunch of damn snobs.”

“That, t00.”

The young guards hustled them out of the boat into a curving tunnd cut through the curtain wall. It
was clean enough and dry, well-lit. A handsome hole, if you liked such things. She didn’t. She could fed
tonnes of stone hanging over her head, just waiting to fdl and crush her. Kikun walked beside her, his
hand on her am; she had to look a him now and again to remember who it was touching her. His
no-see-me was working harder than she’d ever known it to. Thiswas Goyo homeground and he wanted
none of them naticing him.

The Wl was axty, seventy meters thick. Formidable if you were a Great White Hyospar, laughable
if you had access to a lightcannon. Or even a miniflit. Or in a pinch, along rope with a grapple on the
end.

They left the tunnd, went down a short covered wak-way and plunged into a warren of narrow
dmly lit cor-ridors.

Hordes of little scurrying servants moved about them, darting into Side holes as they came near.

The servants were generdly less than a meter and a hdlf tall, dl of them uncousins radicaly so, faries
and sauroids, pteroids and arachnoids, some oids so different Shadith couldn’t put a name to them,
contract |abor with no contact outsde Joggorezd Shimda. In effect, they were daves. If she and Kikun



got into trouble, they’ d be no help—no, a danger instead as they scrambled to protect themsdves. There
were so many of them and they were everywhere ... she could amdl therr fear ... they were like smdl wild
things frightened by anything unknown passing near them...

Eyes ... shining from the dimness of the shadowy holes . pairs, triads, cluster of eyes ... hundreds of
eyes ... they flittered over the Goyo, rested on Shadith, skipped over Kikun....

The Goyo ignored them, but she couldn’t. Despite her druggle to hold her shidlds up, ther fear
battered at her, burned her.

It was going to be a bad night. The way she was fed-ing, she wouldn't know half of what she was
projecting. She could get hersdf killed....

day 8, hour 23

Waiting room, Great Hall,
Joggorezel Shimda
Shadith, Kikun

1

The Goyo guards left her in a amdl bare room that opened into the grand balroom. Wait, they told
her. You'll be caled when it's your time.

Black walls, unpainted stone. Black stone bench with woven reed mats piled on it. More mats on the
floor. A lightbowl pasted to the celing, white aabaster with con-centric circles of acid-opaqued glass.

“Lovdy,” Shadith said, twitched as Kikun chuckled. “Can’t you turn that off for aminute? You'll give
mea stroke.’

“Oh, sad.” Gentle mockery, but he was more present after that.

“Thanks” She tried the door they’d come through. “Locked. It's forward or nowhere.”

Kikun dipped the strap off his shoulder, set the harp-case on the bench and began working on the
catches. Shadith moved to the arch at the front of the room, stood there looking out.

Sounds came to her, mae voices and musc. A flute, she thought, guitar of some kind, keyboard,
grings. Not alot of energy inany of it.

Some party. | don't think. No wonder they wanted me. They need SOMETHING to save it
from an early death ... you don’'t know, Shadow, maybe they like being stiff-nosed duftas
... | doubt that, what about those bloodgames? | suppose if it really gets dull, the
Kralodate will call in his headsman and cut a throat or three . « . sheesh! Shadow, you're
nervous enough, going on like this will have you whimpering like a sick puppy.

To the right and to the left, the black wal had more holesinit, arches into Smilar rooms, no doubt. if
there was anyone in those rooms, she couldn’t hear them. Or fed them. Unless her Tdent was taking a
recess, she was I T for tonight. THE entertainment. The Singular Article.

A few steps awvay a three-meter-high screen stood be-tween her and the rest of the room, bone
diced paper-thin, carved and fitted together in elaborate patterns. She crossed the narrow wakway,
folded the vel back over the coronet, and stood close enough to the screen to see through it.

She was looking the length of an immense chamber. There were the obligatory tal narrow windows
dong the north wall, the power sde, with their stained glass he-roics, images of posturing Goyo maes
with cartouches naming the Goyo Families, the windows were dark now, more texture than color. On the
south, the wall was an eaborate screen of gold and crystd, the Goyo femmes behind there watching the
men and holding their own celebrations. The screen glimmered in the wavery light from nine immense
elaborate chanddiers. These confec-tions of naturd crystd and gemstones and loops of gilded chan
should have been hideous, but the lighting was soft and they were high enough to be partidly logt in
shadow and shimmer.

Rductantly she pulled her eyes down and scanned the room, shivered as she redized just how many
Goyo hommes were gathered there. So many....



Pikka has got to me and old Tseewaxlin. Hate-the-Goyo week, huh? More like
Scare-the-Snger. They don't know you. Except maybe Wargun. Is he here? | don't see
him. Dafta, you. Why should you care if he does see you, he hasn't spotted you before this,
al the time you were singing at the Fair. Makes me sick to see them ... Goyo, Goyo
everywhere and never a smile among them ... Goyo, Goyo every-where and ... oh, gods, |
wish I’d had an excuse to get out of this....

There were hundreds of them, representatives from dl the Great Families....

You knew they were going to be here, the monk told you who all was coming when he
lectured you on how you should behave ... gods, behave or get stomped....

They were so0 heavy with copper chains and charms, brooches, armlets, ankle rings they looked like
to her like the collections of kitchenware she'd seen piled on tinkers mules

She thought about scruffy scurfy mules with their long faces and mdignant stares. Thought about
them, looked at the Goyo, and grinned.

Ther crimson togas were fineweave with a touch of starch, so they hung in disciplined folds; thelr hair
was moussed and wired and braided into congtructions as elaborate as the chanddiers, with dmogt as
many gem-stones clipped and wired into the loops. And in the mid-dle of dl this glamour, there were
those long, yelow, mule faces.

Some stood about in groups, taking, drinking from crystd horns. Others lounged on longchairs,
propped up on white velvet pillows, low tables beside them with bits of fruit on skewers and piles and
piles of finger food.

Out in the middie where there was a cleared area sev-erd young Goyo mdes had discarded ther
togas and were dancing together to the music from the group of non-Goyo musicians huddled at the base
of the broad dais where the Kralodate was. Except that their swords were sheathed and ther energy
levels low, they might have been replaying the duel she’ d witnessed on the Landing Field.

The Kralodate sat in aplain black chair, wearing a plain black bodysuit. He was too far away for her
to be sure, but she had the feding he was bored to his back-teeth.

A touch on her arm.

Sheflinched, relaxed when she redlized it was Kikun. “1 don’'t see him, she murmured.

“He s there. Behind the dancers. He' s there. Put the val down, Shadow, and come away.”

She edged hersdf down on the reed mats, winced as the cold struck up through the severd layers of
daothing she wore, exacerbating her soreness. There was no way she was going to be comfortable, she
might as wdl ac-cept that and ignore her body while she played. She did carefully back until she could
rest her shoulders againgt the wall, then sagged into a easy dump.

And drifted into dream remembering....

The textures of Ard’s hair, his kin, his hard eager body ...

The fleshy softness of his mouth, his agile tongue.... Theway he smdled ... tasted....

She flushed under thevell ... shivered....

She wanted him here, now ... nat to make love again, just to have him with her, where she could
touch him, brush up againgt him, look at him....

One minute she was happier than she'd been in millen-nia, glowing with it. The next, she was close to
weeping because he waan't there....

No time to think until now....
Now was a supid time to indulge hersdf like this....

Why not now? ... S0 busy getting ready ... no time to ... to realize ... in love with the man ...
giddy with it ... out of contral....



The watcher in her head was amused, the part of her that was old, worn out by the cascade of
millennia since she was born, the part of her that had nothing Ieft for this ... this confusion ... this raving
clamor that rioted through body and mind. Amused and wearied by it. Afraid....

She darted as Kikun dapped her lightly on the arm. “It's time” he said. He took her hand and
helped her onto her feet.
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day 8, hour 25

Shadith went onto one knee, danced her hands through a graceful yayyay she'd practiced over and
over infront of amirror. “O Johinmaeffa, may one speak?’

The Chamberlain scowled; she wasn't supposed to speak unless spoken to. He started to scold her,
but the Kraiodate waved him to slence. A spark of interest in his dour face, Kirar leaned forward.

Sheraised her head, stayed kneding. “O Johinmdeffa, | am Shadow the summoner of shades. | say
to you, Great and Gracious Kraiodate, the shade that comes to you when | sngisyours aone. | see only
my Sx dead dgters dancing, but | am told that each who hears me sees other pirits, come to them out of
memory, ancestry, or dream. There will not be two among you who sees exactly the same, images. | am
Shadow and nothing, forget me and enjoy.” She spread her arms to make black velvet wings, fluttered
her pae fingers, touched her head to the floor, exaggerding the yayyay to the point of caricature. Ard
hed warned her about pulling Goyo whatevers, but she couldn’t resst this one touch, this declaration of
an intent to mock. It was something she found necessary. A pri-vate thing. The Kralodate smiled on her
and gracioudy acknowledged her obeisance. No problem there,

Then she was on her fedt, taking the harp from Kikun, satling hersdf on the three-legged stool he'd
placed for her.

She began with a smple tune put through variations until she'd read the sound characterigtics of the
room; the chandeliers were going to be a problem, dready there was a sympathetic dirring among the
crystas And the Goyo, they were restless; she could fed a growing irritation. A little gray lump out there
inthe middle of the floor, that wasn't entertainment.

Wargun was there, close to the dais. Important man. Though looking through the val was like trying
to see through thin fog, she recognized him. And she saw him freeze when she started spesking, fdt a
surge of rage and fear, modly fear. He knew her. Oh. yes, he knew.

Shel'd gone over and over her decision to reassure the Goyo before she sang. She knew if Wargun
was there he might recognize her spesking voice quicker than her snging, but she didn't want the
Kraodate deciding to put her avay as athreat to state secrets. That seemed the more dangerous risk.

More muttering among the Goyo. They didn’'t quite dare start somping and whisling, but they were
meking their displeasure known _

Let them wait, they came for me, | didn’t ask for this putative honor, putrid, purgative,
purulent non-honor, ninny noddy, noodle, nugatory non-nor.

She returned to the fird tune as she fdt the wave grow-ing in her, smplicity was her need now.
Kikun was her ground, he crouched behind her giving, not counting cost, giving....

It seized hold of him and fed him to itsdlf, that building surging wave. It wasn't something she willed,
nor was it something she could stop....

She didn’t want to stop it.

She sang.

Wordless sounds filled with joy, pain, desire, fear, the fedings tha had been flooding her since the
after-noon....

They came now, they poured out of her....

In a haf dream, deeply relaxed, she sang to her dsters, her 9x dead dgers the Weavers of
Shaydin....

They rose from the mirrortiles, dender and angular, black and silver similitudes of Naya,



Zayalla, Annethi, Itsaya, Tallitt and Sultan, spinning threads from them-selves to shape the
images of Goyo dreans....

She sang the ancient croon that mated with that dance and filled the spaces this dien voice she'd
cdamed could not reach with the pure flowing tones of the harp....

Her ssters danced HER joy, celebrating her love with her, commiserating with her on its
ephemeral nature, helping her regjoice in what it was and refrain from unreal expectations..

She sang laughter as she saw Itsaya wink at her, saw Naya amile and clap her dender hands, saw
Zaya shake her hips and grin over her shoulder, as she saw each of her dead Ssters show ther pleasure
intheir own way...

She rode that surging wild wave, a hair away from di-saster dways, out of contral ... rode it with a
megtery she' d never reached before and might not again....

The watcher-behind was there, appdled, faded like the ghost of a ghodt, frightened—impotent,
exhausted. Body/ mind were eager and passionate, driving for a perfection she'd only dreamed of.

The song ended.

She flatened her hands on the gtrings, dilling them, dosed her eyes and rested againg the harp to
catch the lagt amd| vibrations....

The Goyo sat in stunned silence, then exploded.

She heard them asif from a great distance, meaning-less sounds, unimportant.

Looked a objectively, it was stupid to indulge hersdlf like she had.

No matter. She waan't sorry. To have denied hersdf THAT would have been sdf-murder
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Kirar Makraodatta tolerated the noise for severa min-utes, then got to his feet and touched off a
gong. When the reverberations died, he had the silence he wanted.

Shadith lifted her head, took a quick look at the longchair where Wargun had been. He was gone.

Her HIGH drained away, changed to totd exhaugtion. The Kraiodate was taking, she knew she
should be listening, but it was too much effort. She closed her eyes.

Thinking was hard labor, so she didn’'t bother with that ether. She sat like a lump waiting for
someone to tdl her to do something.

“On your feet, Singer.” The Chamberlain. Screaming at her. “The Makralodatta Kirar addresses
you.” She didn’'t move.

Chitinous pincers caught roughly at her shoulders, jerked her up. She looked dazedly around, saw a
flash of blue-based iridescence. Two of the coleopteroid guards were bracing her between them. Her
hands worked. The harp ... where was the harp?

A third coleopteroid was a few paces his matile pincers cutting into the wood.

Shetried to bresk free. “Put it down, IT DOWN NOW!”

“Let the Snger go.” The Kraodate.

The guards let go and stepped smartly away from Shadith. She sumbled forward afew steps, caught
hold of the harp. “Let go. You're hurting it.”

“Give her the insrument.” The Kralodate again.

The sudden weaight in her arms sent Shadith banging to her knees.

She ignored the jarring and stayed on her knees, ex-amining the wood to see how badly the pincers
hed marked it. There were some crushed fibers and scratches, that was al. She plucked the gtrings,
tested the tone, sghed with rdlief as the wood sang to her and through her.

“Itisharmed?’ The Kraodate.

She blinked. She'd forgotten for the moment where she was. She bowed through the Bogmakker
yayyay, sraight-ened her spine, weariness flooding back into her. She sang the shidduah, her voice alittle
ragged, “Bless O Johinmdeffa Makralodatta” Then spoke. “No harm.

“Good. | seeyou are avigtor. The bracelet.”

She' d fetched it from the room in the ottotel and worked it back on; she' d gotten away with leaving it
off when the monks had her, she didn't want to take a chance on Kirar, not with dl she'd been hearing



about him. “Y es, Johinmaefa Makrolodatta. | am here until my shades cdl me on.”
“You have a patron?’
“No O Johinmdeffa”

Oh, gods, | have a fedling

She licked her lips, glad of the vell. “I live by my own efforts and owe nothing to anyone” She knew
she was fumbling dong a step behind events, too far behind to counter what she saw coming, but she
didn’t know how to change that.

Noooo, don’t
“You need discipline, Singer, I'll see that you get it.”
Luck, you bitch you....

The Kralodate touched the sensor again, again the gong boomed ouit.

His amplified voice filled the room and the corridors beyond.

“Be it known here and abroad, henceforth the Snger cdled Shadow is counted among the chattels
and appur-tenances of the Kralodachy of Chissoku Bogmak. Let no Goyo or other approach the Singer
cdled Shadow save by the express pamisson of Kirar Makralodatta dan Sor-izakredam or his
gppointed respresentatives.”

Chattel! | won't. No. | will not....

He tapped the speaker off, looked down a Shadith. “Yes You are an agonishing little creature.
Don't be afraid, well protect you. Y ou needn’'t worry about any-thing the rest of your life” He snapped
his fingers, amiled as the coleopteroids clattered through a yayyay. -Get the rest of her bdongings and
take her to the women.”
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day 8, hour 26

Too angry to speak and too experienced to druggle, Shadith let the coleopteran guards lead her
avay.

One of them had her harpcase. She saw it and remem-bered Kikun.

He was gone. Not just Not-There, he was physcaly departed. He must have dipped off the minute
the song was done.

Gaagi got to him. Thanks a lot, raven ... you couldn't ‘ve mentioned something to me?
Take me to the Women? Dump me in a harem and call me davery. Funny, just a few hours
ago | was telling myself it'd never happen, I'd never let it happen ... Gods!

Theval was a nuisance, but she left it on. Bad enough Wargun knew her when he saw her. Behind
her she could hear the quartet beginning to play a tune like the one the young Goyo were dancing to
ealier. The guards were taking her through the Goyo and around the sSde of the dais. It wasn't a
comfortable wak; the Goyo were watch-ing her intently even when they pretended to be looking past
her. They lusted a her—not honest lugt for her body, they wanted the power she represented, that was
S0 strong she could amdl it.

The guards took her into a corridor at the end of the Wal Screen, marched her past two right turns
and stopped before a pierced sted door.

The coleopteroid on her right tapped a sensor and a screen came dive, on it a smdler coleopteroid
with a different conformation and red-based iridescence. His mandibles clicked and his face-plates
moved, then he dtilled, leaning forward alittle, eyes and antennas di-rected sraight out of the screen.

The blue bugmean did some dicking and twitching of his own.

When the door opened, he did the strap of the harp-case onto her shoulder, nudged her ahead of
hm into a passage only wide enough for one person a a time and gave her a dight push to start her
moving forward.



He stood in the opening watching until she moved out of Sght around the curve.

She emerged into a room as large as the one she'd left, decorated with rather better taste. No
chanddliers, only alabaster globes with copper edged florettes, dropping on copper chans in clusters like
white gooseberries. Tiled floors and calings with a ddlicate tracery of black line on a white base with an
occasond accent of copper. A fountain in the center of the room, water legping and running down a
glass and dabaster semi-abdtraction of a tree into a broad black basin, its gentle plish-plash a pleasant
background for the women's voices.

There were Goyo femmes everywhere, some stretched out on longchairs drawn up together, talking
and laugh-ing, some on couches in among piles of bright cushions, playing boardgames and cardgames.
Some were waking about, parading themsdlves and thair jewels, thar doth-ing, some were playing amdl
tronkeyboards, making a muted kind of minor music, some were over by the ever-present stained glass
windows (these had femde figures in them, dancing, embroidering, playing long-necked in-struments),
some were standing close to the screen, looking through the openings into the room beyond. Smdl bright
pteroids bardly over a meter tdl trotted about carrying trays, serving and fetching, massaging hands and
feet, applying perfumed napkins to aching heads, tending the women like amdl gardeners nurang exatic
plants to optimum bloom ... and kneding humbly when they were abused or scolded. With thar fandful
plumage and delicate bodies they were dmaost as much ornament as they were servants.

Shadith stood in the arched opening hugging the harp with the case hanging behind her. No one
noticed her for the longest time and she hadn’'t a clue what she was sup-posed to do about that. The harp
got heavy and she put it down by her feet. She fdt stupid and inggnificant, less than the Shadow her
friends cdled her. If she didn’'t get some deep soon....

The bending movement attracted the atention of one of the little pteroids; she came fluttering up,
eyed Shadith for a moment, then went rushing off, her crest rigng and fdling risng and fdling in
excitement.

A moment later severd of the pteroids came twittering up, ther eyes blank and incurious. Hot little
hands with loose wrinkled skin closed on her ams; they tugged her with them, taking her toward the
fountain and the group of Goyo femmes redining on longchairs beside it.

HH#

The Kraodicha had gray-streaked black har braided into an elaborate knot, a Smple copper circlet
set with firestars around it. She was a long lean woman with a stern face more handsome than beautiful.
A womean ac-customed to rule, with awill as adamantine as the walls that shut her in. The women around
her—adl but one—were faded copies, senior wives of family Heads.

The Kraodicha pointed to a cushion on the floor by the foot of her longchar. “Kned there, Snger.”

Shadith knelt. Under her vell she clasped her hands tightly together, worked them againgt each other,
usng the pain and the effort to keep hersdf reasonably dert.

She could fed the youngest woman watching her. She shivered, looked & her, then away.

That particular femme was hdf the age of the others and beautiful. Her har was a lustrous blue-black
meass, piled in ahigh soft knot with wispy tendrils coaxed into a hao dong her harline with spirding curls
dropping past her ears. Her skin was cream sdtin, glowing with hedth, her eyes were a pae gray, dmost
colorless—odd slver eyes that should have been cold, but were instead as hot and fera as the eyes of a
hungry tigress. She wore a body-skimming sheath of heavy black slk with a plung-ing neckline. There
was afinedlver chan about her neck with an ova black opd resing on the gentle dope of her bosom.
Opd teardrops hung from her ears, her bride bracelet was Slver with only a thread of copper outlining
the joined ggils of the two merged families She was like a block of polished black marble in a fidd of
gravd. The other women knew it and they didn't likeit or her, that was projected so srongly it was like
a gench around her. She had to be the premier wife of someone important or this lot wouldn't have
tolerated her. And she was very interested in Shadith, something Shadith could have done without. She
hed enough problems.

The Kraodicha continued to contemplate her for sev-erd minutes. No one else spoke.

Shadith knelt and tried to keep hold of her temper. She was 0 very tired, reamed out, empty.



Nothing was worth this. Another two minutes and she was going to get to her feet and leave.

The Kraodicha lifted a crystd stemglass, Sipped at a straw-colored drink. “Take the val off,” she
sad. “All the way off. We play other gamesin here”

Moving diffly, reuctantly, Shadith pulled the val off and dropped it beside her. She fdt a surge of
fear and anger, it was like a hot wind driving & her. 1t came from the exotic femme.

You're Wargun’'s wife, aren’t you. The youngest daughter to Tatta Ry. You wouldn’'t know
me other-wise. No wonder they tolerate you when they'd like to tie you to a stake and set
your feet on fire. Inter-esting. | wouldn't think he'd tell his family about his little tastes.
We, at least my brain is still working ... pay attention, Shadow, the bosdady’s talking at
you.

“You'reachild”

Shadith closed her eyes, forced them open when her head started to swim. “I’'m older than | seem.”

“What's that mark on your face?’

Weary, cranky to the point of recklessness, Shadith stared mutinoudy at the woman. “A family
meatter.”

“Explan.

prefer not to.” She was tired of making up lies and trying to keep them dtraight.

“Prefer not to?” The Kralodicha was more amused than angry, but it wouldn't take much to tip the
balance. “You have no preferences, chattel, you do what you're told, you seem to be intdligent enough
to understand that without painful reeducation. Explain.” She hed up a hand as Shadith started to speak.
‘One more thing. Ad-dress me as Saniya Melyess. If another wife speaks to you, address her as Sani.
Do you understand me?’

“Loud and clear, Saniya Meyess. | ask you to please understand this, | am very very tired. The
mark....” She scrubbed the hed of her hand across her eyes. “You wear your copper, | wear the brand.
Same thing. My bride mark.”

“You'rewed?’ The Kradodicha sounded gtartled. “Yes, Saniya Meayess”

“Your man, whereis he?’

“Dead, Saniya Meyess”

“Inwhat circumstances?’

“Hewaskilled in araid, | was wounded and nearly died, Saniya Meyess”

“l see. Interesting. Collect your memories, child ... but we'll talk about that later. How do you do that
thing, what did you say it was? cdl soirits from the mind?’

“l don’t know, Saniya Meiyess. | Sng and they come to dance for whoever hears me”

“l don’t think | believe you.”

“| can’'t do anything about that, Saniya Melyess.”

“You can tdl the truth.”

“What istruth?’

“A question to avoid an answer. Y ou disgppoint me, Singer, | thought you had some intelligence”

“Look there, Saniya Melyess.” Shadith pointed a one of the globe clugters. “Y ou touch a sensor, the
light comes on. Can you explain to me what happens? So it iswith me. | awoke an orphan, awidow, and
wounded. | sang the dirge for my man and my family and as | sang, my dead sisters came and danced the
death watch with me. | don’t know why or how, | only know it happens.

When | sng, they come. And when | ang for others, other shades come for them, | don't know how
or why.”

“Sng for us. Us done”

“You say you want the truth, Saniya Melyess, I'll giveit to you. | cannot. | must deep before | Sng
agan. | could not even lift the harp, | am so tired.”

The Kraodicha frowned thoughtfully at her, then nod-ded. “Yes, after that performance you certainly
should be tired. In any case, it is about time this celebration dissolved. Your harp, where isit?’

“I Ieft it by the door, Saniya Melyess.”



“I'll have it fetched to you.” The Kraodicha touched a sensor. “The servants will take you to a room
where you can ...” Her eyes swept over Shadith. “Have a bath and get the rest you need. We will be
keeping you busy, Singer, you may be sure of that.”
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Feding consderably more dive, Shadith came from the bathroom into the amdl degping chamber,
rubbing at her har, enjoying her well-scrubbed weariness.

“I might have known that soft fool would botch the business. | suppose he went off and left you to
buy your-sdf free. Mercs, you can't trust them to do what you should do yoursdf.” Wargun's wife stood
inthe doorway watching her.

Sar, what next? Watch it with this one, Shadow. Or she'll eat you raw.

“You babble, Sani. | don’t understand a word of it.” She pulled the towd off her head, stood holding
one corner, svinging the rest in dow circles.

“Oh, yes you do, and you'll be the one babbling to-morrow when Dedegar questions you. | can't let
that hap-pen_ No.” She snapped one lovdy hand and a garotte of Menaviddan ronofilament uncoiled,
the end toggle swinging free. “ Struggle, little fish, do. I'll enjoy that.

She was whispering, her pae eyes shining in the haf-light. She was so beautiful and so wild and so
stu-pid....

Shadith snapped the towd in her face, dived across the bed, found her boots and came up with the
hideout knife.

Before she was off her knees, there was another person in the room, a tal woman standing in the
doorway. “Al-ousan, coudn, it'stime you went home.” The Kralodi-cha. No misiaking that deep, amost
baritone, voice and that sady ddivery. “You are not thinking correctly, my dear. | will not permit a
scandd in these quarters. Y ou will come see me tomorrow and we will discuss your difficulty.”

“Dede....”

“No. Not now. Tomorrow. Go home, Alousan.”

The wild grace drained, from the younger woman. She went out, her shoulders rounded, her feet
dragging.

The Kraodicha stood for more a minute gazing after her. Then she turned back to Shadith.
“Interesting, child. I wonder how many lies you told tonight. All of it? We Il see come the morning. You' d
best get the deep you dam to need; | must say, it'sthe one dam | do believe. To make sure you are not
disturbed or tempted to do some-thing foolish, I'm locking and barring this door. Sleep well, Singer.”
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Someone was shaking her. Whispering in her ear. “ Shadow. Shadow. —

She was il tired. Her body ached.

The shaking kept on and on.

She started to groan. A hand dropped onto her mouth, warm, dry, smothering the sound. “ Shadow,
wake up, we ve got to get out of here now.”

Out ... yed

She pried her eyes open, nodded againg Kikun's hand. “Have to get dressed,” she murmured. Her
head started throbbing worse than before, every muscle protested when she turned over and pushed the
quilts down. Y ou wouldn't happen to have an aspirin, would you?’

She heard a pair of throat-catches and a soft snort, then he took her hand, wrapped it around the
dem of a cold glass. “Other hand,” he breathed. He found it, closed her fingers on a pair of tablets.
“Gaagi sad bring these”

“And a splendid thought it was.”

It was aamdl room and the whispersfilled it. She forced her body out of bed, pulled on her clothes,



and fdt about for the harpcase.

“I've got it, Shadow, let's go.”

“Wait, wait. Y ou're moving too fast, Kikun. Come here, st down and tdl me how you got in here. |
need to know what to expect or | could snk us both.”

“Timé' s limited, Shadow. You can’'t hear it in here, the wdls are too thick, but there's one huge
gorm outside, lightning, thunder, tornados. The generators are out, the techs are under the impresson
they were dtruck by light-ning. I’'ve stunned the guards, the gate opened automat-icaly when the
eectricity went off. They’ll have the damage repaired any minute now, we' ve got to be out before then.”

“l hear, let’s go. They're under the impression me gens were struck by lightning?”

She fdt rather than heard him chuckle as he led the way adong the corridor. “I did some rearranging
on the input terminals. Quiet now, we' re going into the fountain room.”

The room was blackbag dark, illuminated now and then by flares of grayish light as lightning walked
around the Gotasaray. Kikun led her over to the screen and they fdt their way dong it toward the
massve wal where the exit tunnd was.

There was a sudden intendfication of the storm; even through the mass of stone she could fed its
power. More lightning.

A funnd touched down just beyond the windows. “Get down.” Kikun jerked on Shadith’'s arm, went
fiat behind alongchair.

Shadith hit the tiles an ingtant behind him.

The windows shattered, glass crashing inward, spray-ing fragments across the room.

The wind roared in, a thrumming base note that vi-brated in the bone. She clutched a Kikun and
tipped the longcharr toward them, dawing the thick velvet cushions between them and the storm.

Howling louder and louder, until the NOISE was as humbing as a sunner beam, the wind dammed
chairs and tables and anything movable at, over, around them, it was an enormous beast somping about
the room, de-stroying everything it touched, tearing open the screen between the two hadves of the
audience chamber; it ham-mered a Shadith and Kikun, driving them, againg the stone at the base of the
screen, tried to lift them and throw them through the twisted bone and metd strands.

It seemed to go on forever, but only lasted seconds, then the funnd moved on, the force of the wind
dropped sharply. Ran hammered in, debris came through the bro-ken window, skittered across the
room.

Kikun wriggled free. He dapped lightly at Shadith’'s arm. “Come, well go out here.- He got to his
feet and went running toward the windows, a curious stuttering run forced on him by the glass and other
debris littering the floor, lightning like a strobe increasing the jagged qudity of his movement:

Shivering with cold, Shadith picked through the debris after him.

Kikun caught up a tree branch, knocked out the lagt fragments of glass in one of the windows,
climbed through it.

Shadith pulled the velvet robe more tightly about her and dimbed through after him.

The wind snatched at her skirts, threatened to whip her off the narrow, heavily-carved ledge. The
gone around her had an eerie luminosty, faint, but enough to give her the outlines of the building, the
wadls and towers—and, to her dismay, show her that the ground was at least five meters down where
what must have been a lovely garden on nicer days, trees and fountains and flowerbeds, was repidly
converting to a garbage pit under the pounding of the rain and the tearing of the wind.

Kikun whigled urgently. He was near the edge of the windows, dinging to some decorative
stonework; he waited for another flare of lighting, pointed to a large tree near im being savaged by the
wind. He launched himsdf into that tree, bdly flopped across a limb, and pulled himsdf out of Sght
among the foliage.

Shadith groaned, cursed her tangling skirts, and began edging dong the ledge; the rain came a her in
near hor-izonta sings, singing her face, hdf blinding her, satu-rating her dothing so her dress and the
heavy robe dung to her legs and threatened to trip her. A nightmare, trying to stay on those weatherworn
cavings

She reached the end, clutched at the stone, and waited for lightning; the tree was jerking desperately



about, creeking, groaning, breeking apart; a section of branch tore loose, came flying by her and
dammed into the next over window; it caromed off some ill intact muntins and went clattering away
adong the wall.

A flash.

She measured the sway and distance, jumped.

Like Kikun, she landed sprawled across the flatish limb, cutched at it as it bucked under her,
threatened to throw her off. She steadied hersdf and eased into the rhythm of the tree’s movements, then
crawled cautioudy inward, curang some more as her robe and her dress snagged repeatedly on broken
limbs, she tore free each time and struggled on.

When she reached the trunk, she hugged it and yelled, “I’'m here. Where now?’

“Up. Till you reach me”

“l hear you.” She got dowly and carefully to her feet, her body pressed as close as possible to the
trunk, her fingers jammed into cracks in the bark. Her boots were composite-soled and gripped wel
enough, but it was awkward dimbing in them, they were old and comfort-able, the edges worn off the
heds

A touch on her head.

She looked up.

Kikun was a dark lump crouched on a branch just above her.

She could just see his hand as he dapped the trunk, then pointed dong a branch that was whipping
about, bending like a bowstave under the pressure of the wind. Lightning on cue. Wall, the top of it
passing under the wildly waving end. -You're joking,” she shouted up a him.

“Get going,” he shouted back. “Go on.”

Grumbling under her breath, she edged around the trunk and got hersdf sraddling the branch. It
legped and bucked under her, thudded againgt her legs, her groin. That hurt. She fdt a warm wetness
creep down her thigh and knew she'd torn hersdf open again. Swearing in hdf a dozen langues, she
clamped her hands on the wood and pulled hersdf dong; the farther out she got, the more. precarious
her hold was, the more danger there was her weight would be the thing thet findly tore that branch loose.

Thewdl was black stone and would have been impos-sible to locate in the murk except for that
luminescence. She could see the balustrade and stones as she worked her way laborioudy dong the limb.
She could aso see that her weight was going to depress the branch below the top of the wall, maybe too
far below for her to dimb onto it.

She reached the wal and found hersdf more than a meter below the top. Even a a dretch she
couldn’'t get a grip on the stone.

Washk! Triple washk! How ... oh, gods, I’'m not ready for this....

She got a good grip on the branch, then rolled off it and hung bouncing next to the stone, banging into
it as the wind snatched at her.

Caefully she increased the period of the bounce, then started her body swinging in a swooping arc.
When she thought she was ready, she pulled hersdf around in a giant circle, ignoring the tearing of her
pams, came up the second time, released her hold, went up and over the balustrade, twisted in air, came
down heed tucked in, fdling forward. She rolled, unfolding as she flipped up, landed solidly on her fest,
feding like a full-body bruise.

Kikun came over a second later, ran past her, the harp-case bouncing againg his back, its weght
gpparently no problem for the little dinhast. His strength had surprised her more than once, he was doing
it again. He looked over his shoulder, beckoned impatiently. “ Come on, come come.”

“Aaaaahl” She ran after him, hdf blinded by the rain.

He led her dong that wdl, up aflight of stone stairs and out on the great curtain wal that circled the
whole idand. The battlements cut down the sweep of the wind and if she stayed close enough to them,
sheltered her from a good dedl of the rain. She caught up with Kikun, walked beside him.

“Where we going?’

“Bridge. With alittle luck theré 1l be transport.”

“l hate to umm throw cold water ... more cold water on you, Kikun, but the Goyo disconnected that



bridge. We both saw it hgppening when we went under.”

“If we can’t contrive something, we'll just have to swim.”

“Oh, glorious, something wonderful to finish off the night.”

He clicked histongue. “Y ou think Goyo won't have a back door? That they’d prison themselves on
thisidand? Na-nay, Shadow, no way. There |l be something.”
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Thelights came on as they reached the twin towers of the main Gate.

Kikun stopped. “Shadow, how many in there?’

Shadith leaned againg the battlement, closed her eyes and gathered the rags of her srength. She
reached into the stone mongter, swept down from the turret into the greet round rooms at the base. She
sraightened up, sghed.

“Two in the turret with a cat. Cat’s curled up on a bench, didn't want to wake up, but | poked her
into looking around. Windows are shuttered. While the lights were out, the men had a candle going, cat
didn't like the amdl of it. They were playing cards. When the lights came on again, they blew out the
candle and just kept on with their game. They won't be much of a problem unless we get redly noisy
about this. Urn ... four more on this leve_ Seeping, dl of them, didn't let the storm bother them; with
those wdls they didn’'t have much to worry about. Off duty, | suppose. No insomniacs or wanderers. So,
where do we go from here?’

“In and out. Through and down.”

“That easy, huh?’

“Why not?’

“Geeg sy

“Kikun say.” He wiped ran off his face, bent into the wind, and trotted the last few steps to the
tower door. He lifted the latch, pushed, and the door opened. He grinned over his shoulder and went in,
keeping hold of the latch so the door wouldn't bang againg the stone.

Shadith waited while he closed it again, looked around.

The tower was a sham as far as defense was concerned. There were no baffles in the broad corridor
that cut through the middle of the mass, not even any doors or gates to open.

Nice to have insde info ... sheesh! Gaagi ... | don't believe a scintilla of that, not a ... a ...
nanobit!

She followed Kikun through an open archway, down spirding stone gtairs and out into a link-fenced
parking area with saverd mongjits that had been tossed about by the storm. A section of the fence was
twisted and torn apart, leaving a hole wide enough to drive a dozen emjits through.

She laughed, the sound lost in the howling of the wind that nearly swept her off her feet when she left
the shelter of the tower. When you're right, you're right,” she yelled at Kikun.

“Who's ever tried this place?’ Kikun ydled back at her. “Lazy is as lazy does and guards get lazy if
they’ re never pushed.”

“Rignt, right, right.” She helped Kikun turn one of the emjits onto its buffers, laughed again when it
hummed dive after a few prdiminary hiccups and hedtations. The headlights didn't work, but that
seemed a minor problem. Once they were on the bridge, there was no place to go but dsraight ahead.
“Right, right, right. Y ou want to drive thisthing?’

“No.”

“Getin, then. And hold on.”
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Kikun dapped her arm. “ Stop now!” he ydled, ur-gency turning his voice shrill.

Shadith stamped on the brake, fought the emyjit to a shuddering, gewing hdt. She started to ask why,
then lightning showed the drop-off |ess than a meter beyond.



No lights, no warning barriers, not so much as a chan or a rope, nothing to keep her from driving
draght off into the water.

She darted shaking, dropped her head on the dteering whed. After everything dse that had
happened, this was the straw too much. She was dimly aware of movement beside her, but she paid no
atention to it: her mind and her body were both quivering mush, she couldn’t think and she couldn’t
move.

“There's something....” Kilcun's voicein her ear. “I'm going to have alook....” It was sometime after
he left before the meaning of his words came clear; even then, she was too sunk in lethargy to do
anything about them.
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Kikun shook her. “Come on, Shadow. You can fdl apart later.”

Shadith looked round blegarily, then made an effort and straightened her back. “Sar! | couldn't swat a
mosquito. If you're thinking about me svimming, Kikun, you might as well forget it.”

“No no, nathing like that. Take my hand.”

He steadied her as she dimbed down from the emjit, led her to the massive buttress on the north sde
of the bridge. He did open a door and urged her indde.

She ingpected the control pand, the wide screen. “Two things, no, three, Kikun. | haven't a due as
to the codes and no time to play with this. It's tied direct to the Go-tasaray and the Goyo would be on us
before we blinked twice. And eveniif | could get the section to swing, you saw how dow it moves”

“You finished?’

“What?’

“I'm not interested in that, come over here” He spoke sharply; his usud patience seemed to have
evaporated. She glanced & him. In the dim light, he looked drawn, ancient and weary beyond
description. For the some-teenth time she wondered why he bothered with them, why he was here at dl.

He stopped before a cabinet door, tdl and narrow, Goyo sized, set alockpick humming at the lock.

That explains a few things. You're not quite as mys-tic as you like to play, huh Ii’l Liz.

She leaned againg the controlboard and watched as the pick labored to shift layers of grease and
dust, the grime of centuries solidified into a substance close to stone. She could amogt hear the pick
whimpering as Kikun flogged it on.

Poor baby....

It blinked and he pulled it off, tucked it under his tunic and dragged the door open, the hinges
squeding and shrieking.

“When | was poking around in here, | came across a spec manud, it'sin that drawer by your elbow,
if you want to have alook at it. Oh, and | Ieft the harp by the door, better get it.” He fdt around inside,
found a sensor and a dim ydlowish light came on in the cavity beyond. “This should be an emergency
exit. Complete with in-flatable raft and a didepole. | hope.” He leaned into the opening, then pulled out
agan, looked around with a hdf amile. “Pole s intact, got the arigind shine. Little dust, that's al. The raft,
| don't know. It's there, sedls intact, how long it's been there, | don’t know. Y ou heard the hinges”

She moved across to him, looked over his shoulder.

The raft was a cube about a handspan on each sde. He took it off the shelf, shoved it agang a
membrane next to the pole, nodded with satisfaction asiit broke through and went whooshing away.

“Now we see. Either it opens or we swim. Bring the harp and dimb in, Shadow. Y ou go firs.”
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The end of the pole curved, she went shooting out through the catch membrane onto a amdl circular
plat-form with a pipe railing about it, five rings, shoulder high. She bounced off the railing, knocked the
wind out of hersdf, had just sense enough to get out of the way when she heard a faint whigle. Kikun
came shoating through the membrane and dammed into the railing where she’ d been a moment before.



He coughed and rubbed at his ribs. “This could have been better planned.” He worked his way
around the platform until he reached a gate Shadith hadn’'t noticed. “Good. It deployed. Come on,
Shadow, your boat awaits you.”

“Wonderful. Wait aminute” She worked the locator bracelet off her hand, flung it into the bay.

Kikun curled his fingers around her wrist. “Dead and drowned, dead and drowned. Gone is the
Lady, dead and drowned.” He winked at her.

“Let's hope” She shifted the strap and settled the case more comfortably, then she followed him
down the sted ladder to the raft bobbing in a amdl hollow in the but-tress, a tiny waterjet like a pimple
onitsrear.

VII. Activity Otherwhere
(Ginny on the move, longdistance stringpulling)

TARGET: BETALLI, Onero Berrekker’'s Hole (clandestine pit), the
Asteroids of Symel

CAPTURE TEAM:
Dydaeror: Ossoran the Zadant, Feyvorn, Veschant, Villam
Tracer op: Samhol Bozh

Symd was an undidtinguished sun, cool ydlow with a greenish tinge; it had a sngle planet, a gas giart,
and an asteroid bdlt rich in metals—before Ou-maa-dajin Com-pany finished with it.

The eponymous Berrekker came by after the Company moved on and stopped to nest in the holes
the miners left behind. Who he was. WHAT he was, why he was there, why he chose to stay, no one
knew and no one cared much.

He lived there for severa centuries and Ieft behind a lumpy collection of living spaces; it passed
through many hands after he withered to dudt, added to by each of its controllers until the Hole was a
planet in szeif not in dengty.

Its defenses were formidable and highly illegd at ther sources if not in their present deployment,
legdity in the Hole being what the current Berrekker said it was.
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Samhaol Bozh spread his notes on the table, scratched thoughtfully at his wrist as he looked at them.
“That's where we' re going,” he said. “It won't be dl that hard to get into, it's getting out again that’s the
problem.- He fidgeted with his thumbs, pushing skin down at the base of the nals. “In the organized
Clandedtines like Berrek-ker's, the bosses don't ask questions; if you pay their price, you can come and
go as you please, do what dedls you want.

Feyvorn leaned back, frowning. “Harder to get into Vodlts Compound, and we're legit. Doesn't
sound right, Bohz. Y ou sure?’

Bozh shook his head, began working on the other fin-gernails. “They don’t have to ask questions.
They have Security EYES everywhere. And the EYES are tied in to stunners and shockers.” He curled
his forefinger up, wiggled it. “One tgp and that's dl she wrote. They don’'t bother gpologizing for
mistakes, just send the housebots to clean up the mess” He scratched at his nose. “Ber-rekker’s is the
tightest we know of. And the nagtiest to tackle. We ve picked up rumors of grings to Omphalos, tak
that the Indtitute collects one out of ten of those who go there. They disappear down somebody’s gullet,
any-way, and for dl you hear of them &fter that they might as well not have been born. No proof, only
talk. Someone knew someone who. That kind of thing. It's Betdli’s home base. A snitch we have says
he s there now.—He tugged a an earlobe, looked past them at the wdl. “Still there”

Ossoran frowned at the pages in front of him. “What about mutes or full spectrum blocks?’



“Persond blocks, mutes, what have you, they're dl confiscated on entry. No chance getting them
past the scanners.” He reached into his tunic, scratched at an armpit. “You can rent equipment from the
Berrekker’'s stores, the fidds are supposed to be impermesble, but there's no chance that’s anything but
apalitefiction.” He examined his nails, wiped them againg the sSde seam of his trousers.

Villam watched Bohz scratched and fidget until his nerves twanged with the op. “So what's the
point?’ His voice was a snarl, tangled with tenson. Veschant closed his hand about histwin's arm and he
quieted. “I mean, if there’ s no way to get & him....”

“l didn’'t say that.” Bohz drummed hisfingers on the table.

“That'swhat | heard, Vescha, isn't that what you heard?’

“Yeh, we jump ‘im, we get squashed.”

Bohz amiled, a quick tight compresson of hislips. “If we jump him”

“If we don't, why stick our head in that brangle-brain?’

“Shut up, Villi. If you lisen, you might learn some-thing.” Ossoran leaned back. “Oblique approach,
right?’
“Very obliqgue. We don't go anywhere near him. More about that in a minute” He went back to
drumming his fingers, heard himsdf and thrust his hands in his pock-ets. “If you're not an amy or
threstening to blow the place to dugt, it's not hopeless. You can get components in if they look like
something else, say samples. And sdearms. Anything rated a nuisance, cherry bombs, sneeze gas, they
don’'t bother scanning for that kind of thing.” He coughed. “There's something ese | have to say. The
wdl’s been poisoned on us. What | mean, two ops went in at the beginning of this. Security or someone
got them. We know that because they had deadmans un-der the skin. Ther dying triggered message rats
from their ship.” He amiled again, a grimece.

“The Hol€' s that dangerous they went with dm’s?’

“Yes” Bohz tapped his head behind the right ear. “Mine. Ottodoc is set up for implants. Up to you
what you do.”

“Hmm. Does Security there know who the ops were after?’

“I wouldn't bet againgt it.” He leafed through the pa-pers on the table, squared them, set them down
agan. “Could be an advantage.”

“What | thought. So.” He folded his arms, leaned on them looking intense. “We don't go anywhere
near Be-tdli himsdf. We go for his pilot. Betdli has a weakness. He doesn't advertise it. Digby got it by
chance and by cost, those ops, one of them got a corn-man drunk and tdling Betdli stories; he'd worked
a dretch as corn-second on Betdli's ship. He stuck the recording in his rat and went back in. Never
came out.” A musdle twitched at the corner of his mouth. “He's a darclass phobic, Betdli is. He's
scared shitless of infections and wears afully body filter when he's around people, fumigates any room he
goesinto. He won't deal with a kephalos, stays away from terminds, he thinks they’re dl plotting against
him; he works with paper and pencil, if you can bdieve that. He thinks the Ingplit is getting at his brain so
he spends split-time in a stasis pod. Which means his pilot has to know things mogt pilots wouldn't. The
Auction’s getting close, so that probably includes the coordinates we want.”

Ossoran frowned. “ Seems to me he' d be as protected as Betdli is. Why isn't he?’

Bohz amiled again, another quick compresson and re-lease. “He ian't exactly the right word. The
pilot’s a neu-ter from some hole-in-the-wall species no one's ever heard of. According to our snitch and
what was in those death-rats, Betdli doesn’'t waste security on the hired help, even someone so
important as the Rilot. It has other ways of protecting itsdf.” He straightened up, closed his hands so hard
on the edge of the table, his knuckles whitened. “Oh, yes. Among other things, | suspect the Filot's been
conditioned to die under probe, but if we can get it out and clear and il dive, we can keep it in Stasis
and haul it to University. Digby has connections there that can get through any conditioning known.” He
sghed. “I have to tdl you, I'm about to pee my pants just thinking about going in there. But it's not
impossible and I'mwilling to try.”

3
Villam and Veschant kicked dong the narrow metd wakway, making the skirts of the robes they



wore swing wide. The heavy cloth fdl back dowly, the gravity in here was bardly a fourth of norm.

Thar cowls were pulled forward to obscure their faces and their hands were hidden in the long loose
deeves, the cherrybombs they’d smuggled in were pushed into the wide hems and made enough of a
weight to set the deeve ends swinging.

These metd catwalks twisted through the complex like the strands of a spider’s web spun indde a
bunch of grapes. There were ankle—and waig-high lights at inter-vas but the rest was obscurity, the
slence turgid with unspoken things.

Villam giggled, poked his elbow into Veschant’s side, ducked the swing that came a him and ran
backward afew steps, jumped onto the rail and dived off, drifting to a second webway where he stood
and jeered a his twin. Veschant yelled and plunged after him. They chased each other about the nexus
for saverd minutes more, then Vil-lam spread his hands, the black doth of the robe drop-ping in folds
over them. “Hey, Vesh, truce?’

Veschant dapped at one of the hands, dapped again. “Truce, Villi.” He fumbled the deeve back and
checked his ringchron. “Almog time, let’s get there, huh?”

They'd comein together on an old ore hauler, humping cargo for the Master, hot cargo heading for
Fences Row, and smuggdling in everything they could think of they could use to make nuisances of
themsealves and create the maximum of confuson without pulling the roof in on them.

They were the digtraction. The smoke screen to draw attention while the rest of the team scooped up
the pilot and got it away.

They came out of the dark nodes into Playground, stood blinking in the glare and shivering at the
noise.

It was Starstreet cubed, with holofacades and drifting holoas hilling the pleasures of the taverns and
the clubs, the arenas and the dud/kill stages, the borddlos and casinos, the flake paaces and send
dromes, the chassures with live prey, every taste catered to, every nuance tick-led.

They were supposed to dart ariot, but now they were here, they didn’'t quite know how to proceed.
They stood a moment on the edge of the light, looking around at the jumbled garish hollow.

Veschant turned to Villam. “Tic-tac blow,” he said; he pushed his deeves back, bared his fids, set
one againg the other. “Cdl.”

Villam pushed his deeves back, bared hisfids, set one againg the other. He knocked his figs aganst
his broth-er’s. “One. Two. Three. Go!” They knocked fids again, again, again....

Veschant jerked his hands apart, two fingersflipping out of each.

Villam was a second behind, his thumbs up and out. Veschant said, “Four.”

Villam sad, “Ten.”

Veschant said, “Fourteen up, east west.”

They knocked figts again again again....

And continued the game urtil they had the coordinates laid out, then they linked ams and went
gralling into the confusion, hunting for the place that Chance had pinned for them.

#H

They stopped in front of the Bannerman’s.

It wasn't much, a grimy box smmering in salf-created murk, a flickering facadeholo (a line of
shapeless forms that might once perhaps have been cousn hommes, do-ing something that might once
perhaps have been danc-ing), athick;amd| of swesaty feet, grease, and beer.

Villam, looked at Veschant, shrugged and pushed through the door.

It was dark indde, cavities like ratholes lit by purple lusotorches, heavy tables in them with dark
shapeless fig-ures hunched about them.

Villam stopped, hit by awave of hodtility that was hard enough to stop his breething for a moment.

Veschant bumped into him, knocking him afew steps farther.

There was a hiss, it got louder, the forms at the tables, they dl turned to face the two in the doorway.

If this place had catered to cousins some timein the pagt, the dientele had obvioudy changed.

Ophidians. Lots of ophidians. And they didn’t want company.



To the young Dydaerors the gink was loud as a shout and it announced an ancient enemy. Their
dreadlocks bushed out, anger musk poured off them.

The hissng increased, and the stench. The hate was mutud.

Villam wrinkled his nose, spat. “Stinks in here)” he said; his voice carried to the far corners of tha
convo-luted space. “ Snakehouse in the zoo. Whoo-ee, gonna somp me some snakes.” He dug into his
deeve, fetched out a cherrybomb, scraped his thumb across the igniter and flung it into the middle of the
room. As it went off, he hauled out his pdlet gun and began plinking luso-torches, spattering the
customers with hot components.

With his heater set at singe, Veschant was sweeping the beam about the room, starting smolders in
the robes and raigng blisters on ophidi skin.

Asthe hissng rose to shrieks of rage, Villam poked Veschant and dived for the door.

Cutter beams flared behind them, left smoking holes in the floor, missng them by the seven
centimeter shunt programmed into their robes.

They ran into the webways with a horde of raging ophi-dians after them, howling for their hides.

Villam got a handful of the cherrys, scratched and threw them over his shoulder, dued round into a
cross-walk, ran dong it till he came to a change node. He hauled himsdf up on the handrail, took a quick
scan of the murk, and jumped. He hit his target, waited for Ves-chant to land beside him, jumped again,
landed, took off down adim hole.

He scampered through another few turns and switch-backs, stopped to listen.

Nothing. If there were EY Es around, they weren't ac-tivated.

“Vecha?’

“Log ‘em.” Veschant pulled his cowl back up, settled his rope cincture. “Let’s go get us another

4

Alone in asmdl meseting room, Samhol Bohz sat be-fore a termind and watched the minutes flick
past, wait-ing for the set time when the Twins were scheduled to begin creating as much trouble as they
could manage. He amiled when he thought of them, he liked that scratchy irreverent pair and fdt aflare of
satisfaction when he thought of the grief they were going to give the Berrekker and hislot.

Ossoran and Feyvorn were posted in the corridors around the area, sanding guard. They didn't try
to hide what they were doing, that would have been ludicrous, but the few beings that passed them paid
no atention to them. In any Clandestine and this more than most, ner-vous ded ers were common fare.

He checked his chron. Timeis.

He opened his shieldcase, began dicking components together into one of Dighy’s prize patent pries,
the mighty mini-wonder. When he had the blackbox ready, he tapped on the termind and accessed the
directory.

Onero Betalli wasn't listed.

He nodded. What he'd expected, not much there but busnesses and the snitchcode and a few
services,

He attached the mini-wonder to the termind and set it to digging.

lsec ... 2seC ... 3 ...

The coordinates of Betdli’s Nidus came up, an indant later the Filot's present locus, a sens-dome
close to the Nidus.

The min-won printed this out. At the same timeit seeded a virusinto the system, then destroyed itsdf
and, Bozh hoped, dl traces of its activity.

Bohz snatched up the printout and ran out.

With the Dydaerors fallowing close behind, he raced to the nearest nexus, snatched at handpellers
and went jetting through the web.

The Hole was in an uproar.

Distance muted the noise, but the ways were filling with enforcers and disturbed vigtors, dl of them
looking for the cause and panting to obliterate it.



Bohz swdlowed and swdlowed again. His gut was burning; if he came out of this without a
recurrence of his somach ulcers he was going to go back and gpologize to his god-queen. It seemed to
him he' d been terrified from the moment he was born with afew brief days of bliss thrust into his life just
to make the rest more mis-erable. That pair, that goddamn brace of devilborn imps, they were supposed
to set up a digraction, not bring the goddam Hole down around their ears.

As they moved deeper into the Hole, the noise and confusion faded; anyone who wanted to move
from where he was had dready done it. By the time they reached the sensi-dome where the pilot was
dreaming the hours away, they were aone, moving through a sately calm.

They shot ther way into the Dome.

There was no time for subtlety.

They drangled the attendant a little, Ossoran extruded his cdlaws and threatened the little being's sex
organs.

Without further persuasion the attendant led them to the Rilot's cubicle.

They shot the door open, went charging in and dropped and dropped and dropped and
dropped—down a long dark dide.

Down the gullet....

Aflare of light, a sense of bursting through a mem-brane, then nothing.

Veschant glanced at his ringchron, dapped his broth-er’ s arm. * Cut-out time, Villi. Let’s get.”

Villam nodded.

The two Dydaerors dipped off thar robes, pulled the ripcords and watched the dark cloth flare to
ash.

They sprayed themselves with a can of dtron, blanking gen-traces, tossed the can.

They raced through severd turns, jumped the web at one node, then another, then dowed to a wak
and went sauntering aong, heading for the shuttle port. They walked around a corner and dropped and
dropped and dropped, down a long dark gullet....

CONVERSATION

FIRST PARTY: Ginbiryal Seyirshi, on his ship enroute to the newly renamed Koulsnakko's Hole, the
Anaso Sink region
SECOND PARTY: Onero Betdli, Berrekker's Hole

1

Bedli was alean bony man with soft thin skin. very white, alot of pink showing through, especidly
a the tip of hislong, thin nose. His hair was rough and spiky, a dull ash brown, his eyes a shiny faded
blue. All his edges were tucked in, clamped down, this impresson intensfied by the transparent mask he
wore whenever he was in the presence of another being, even if that presence was merdy symboalic, a
holo or an image on a corn screen.

He wore a shipsuit congtructed from impermacioth with a muted gray sheen, rather like moire sik.
His hands had a gray sheen dso because he was never without his spider-glk gloves, though he sedom
touched anything or any-one.

He redlined on a longchair in his Nidus at Berrekker's Hole contemplating the damage the search
team had done and how close they'd gotten to him and assessing the chances a third team would come
after him.

2

Ginbiryd Seyirshi sat in the Captain’s Chair on the bridge of his ship and stroked the soft round head
of the smi he kept as a pet.

“Ajeri tizteh, are we in pogtion yet to speak with Ber-rekker’ s?

“Jug about, Ginny. We' ve come round the fringes of the Zangaree and well have a direct line in a



few more minutes. Ther€ |l be some breakup, not enough to worry.”

“Put acdl through to Betdli, if heis dill there”

“If heig't?

“Then you must seeif you can get through to his ship. Leave a message with the Filot asking him to
cdl mewhen he surfaces.”

“Rignt. I'll ring you when the cdl’ s through, Ginny.”

Betdli touched his gloved fingertips together, gazed down a Seyirshi from the screen’s center cel,
his glassy blue eyes floating in pae hollows. In a wire of a voice, he said, “We ve had an intruson here.
Dydaerors and atracer op. | had been expecting something like that, two tracers came after me severd
months ago. They suicided before | could question them, but they were deadmanned so | had no doubt
there would be others.”

“Have you questioned these?”’

“They arein no state to be questioned. It was neces-sary to act with some precipitation. However, |
know what brought them. They did not come after me, they went for my Rlot. This fits with other
information I’ ve acquired. The Dydaera are trying in every way possible to locate you, Ginny. They want
the ste of the Prime Auction and once they have it, they’ll be coming for you.”

“Yes. | had reached that concluson mysdf and have done what | could to counter it. As you are
aware” He paused, frowned. “Have you by chance come across news of a team of three, one
Dydaeror, one young girl, one sauroid from an unlisted species?’

“These are the three your Lieutenant sent the warning about?’

“My former lieutenant.”

hear. Chissoku Bogmak. My agent in Karintepe said nothing about the sauroid, but the girl and the
Dydaeror are most definitdly there. Going after the Fevkindadam, no doubt.”

Ginbirya Seyirshi closed his hands hard on his chair ams and fought down the rage that sought to
consume him. The Pet ran back and forth dong the top of the chair chittering its distress, Ajeri and Betdli
dared at him. He drew in a long bresth, let it trickle out, drew in another. “Yes” he sad findly. “Yes. |
want you to go there, Betdli. | want you to kill her. The Dydaeror dso if you have the opportunity. The
gl isthe one, though. Kill her.”

“What about the bidder from Omphalos? | had begun arrangements to meet him.”

“Let your Second handle him. Dedling with the girl is more important and more difficult.”

“Difficult? She is only a child, what? fourteen, fif-teen?

“She rides awave of Luck like none you have ever seen, Onero Betdli. We have tried repeatedly to
remove her and have falled. Y ou will need every wit you possess to survive her and destroy her.”

“I will arrange things as you wish and leave within the hour. Remember, Ginny, it's a good month’'s
travel be-tween here and Chissoku. Perhaps it would be best to send my agent againg her; if he fals, |
can take over when | get there. ¢

“Be wary, my friend. Y ou have dways been good vaue, | would hate to lose you.”

“Yes yes” Bedli sad. “Shdl | report when it is done, or come directly to the Hole?’

“Come. Thisis nothing to discuss long distance.”

Ginbiryd Seyirshi ended the cdl. For severd minutes he sat frowning a his termind, then he caled
up the kephaos and began a minute examination of the security of the Hole. He couldn’'t do anything
about Betdli’s skep-ticism, so he wrote the man off and concentrated on pro-tecting himsalf.

VIIIl. The Last Days
(Everybody on the move)

EVERYBODY'SIT IN THISHIDE-AND-GO-SEEK, BUT SOME ARE



MORE IT THAN OTHERS

CHISSOKU BOGMAK
64 Kirar Sorizakre, days 8,9
Karintepe here and there
day 8, hour 22

Razor in flux

1

Pikka Machletta squatted under the eaves of the fer-ryhouse and watched the gdley leave. “What y’
think, Fann?’

Fann was stretched out beside her, lying dong the next beam over. “Three things, Pik. She does the
thing with Guintayo and gets diced for Blagphemy....”

“You don' believe her, then, that she don” know what we see.”

“Some. Modly not. Y’ want to hear the rest?”’

“Not redly. Ahri’, go ahead, blue me down low, huh?’

“Think ‘bout this something she Sngs set Goyo & each other, they not too tight-wrapped anytime, be
worse tha night, half-boxed or dl the way, party party. She get caught in the middle and diced. Or she
do it too good and Kraodate say hoo boo-ee, | want that, that’s mine, and he sticks her with his Women
and she there rest a her life. Or she run which she pro’bly will, which’'s worse. Whatever happens, we
get chopped.”

“Huh.” Pikka wriggled around and began dimbing down the side of the building. She dropped to the
stones of the Ferry Plaza, waited for Fann, then went gralling aong the G’ sok Kuraweg heading for
Eastbridge.

They bopped dong tadking in spurts, wary as dways but not riding ther nerves. Since Razor's
associaion with the Singer and the taste that Torkusses and others had got of her Tdents, even the
Dragons had |eft them aone.

On Bridge Street they trotted up behind a flat going home empty, scrambled aboard, and sat
swinging their legs over the end of the bed.

2

Pikka Machletta glanced at the clouds, shivered a a gust of wind heavy with damp. “Goin t' be a
bad one”

“Ay-yeh”

Thefla trundled up the dope onto the bridge, shud-dered and shied as the windgusts turned into wet
blasts out of the south. Pikka and Fann svung around and laid down flat so the short side racks would
cut the worst of the pressure.

Pikka rested her chin on her folded arms. “Think we sh'd move?’

“Old Town?’

“Nanay. That's atrap. Go to ground.”

“Don’ know. That'sfor Razor, an't it? Sh'd wait for Ing to get back. And the Haftwins”

“Ay-yeh.” Pikka gave up and lowered her head till the Sde of her face was resting on her arms. She
stopped worrying for the moment, closed her eyes, and let the rumble of the flat drone her into a doze.

Ingra was off with the jinsbek Sougoury, shed be home when she showed her nose, no use
wondering when that’d be.

Kynsl and Hari were at the Mussonga Hal watching the show, up high in the chegp seats with hdf a
dozen t' gurtsas their age, be after midnight before they got back.

No point in fidgeting hersdf. None at al.

Even Mem was safe. She stayed in, drawing. She was obsessed by the Singer and the Liz. Since that
fird day, she'd spent hours trying to get them down, drawing them over and over, working from memory



because she was afraid the Singer would stop her if she knew.

3

Thefird flurries of rain came as the flat went swaying off the bridge. It dowed to turn into the axroad
dong the waterfront. Pikka Machletta and Fann dropped off and moved quickly through the tenement
section to the crum-bling mongter they called home.

The concierge grumbled as she dways did, but undid the bars and chains and let them in.

Pikka flipped her a dokie. “Anything doin’, Auntee Kik' ney?’

Deft as a frog snaing a gnat, the old woman plucked the coin from the ar, dropped it in atin cup.
“Till you got back, Sh'ka, peaceful as the grave”

Pikka grinned, sassed a yayyay, and went indde.

4

day 9, hour 1

The Haftwins banged at the door, then came in, filled with excitement Ieft over from the show. “Y’
dh'd a come, Pik, y sh'd a come, Fann, there was this clown, he got up like Goyo, but he only 0000
high ... 000h, Pik, he eee-villl, he....”

The door dammed open behind them, knocking Hari into a sprawl. Two mercs came in, sunners
threstening.

“Don't even think it.” The bigger uglier one was the speaker; his voice was tiny, thin, dmost a girl’s
voice, but Pikka Machletta didn't fed like laughing. She dropped her hand from her razor, moving very
dowly. This wasn't the moment to act, it'd just get her dropped, maybe killed. She bit down on her
temper and waited.

A third mere beside him, Wargun Muk’ hasta dan Fev-kindadam walked in, ducking down to get
through a door not szed for Goyo. He looked temperigh, hitter. “If you're sengble, vermin, you'll survive
this business” His dow deep voice was devoid of anything but a profound weariness. “I want nothing
from you, you' re noth-ing, less than nothing, it's the Singer | want. She has a fondness for filth. | think, so
you will be hostages for awhile; if she responds properly, you'll be back on the streets seding anything
not riveted down. If you cause trouble, these men will strangle you and drop you down the nearest
cinerator. Do you understand me? Good.” He turned to the mercs. “Line them up, the youngest fird. Kill
thet one” he pointed at Hari, “if the older ones even look like they mean to act up.”

5

day 9, hour 1, fifteen minutes later

Ingra came ambling down the G'sok K’narma, a little drunk and filled with the afterglow of hard
loving. The rain had let up for awhile and she was wrapped in her second-best cloak, so the wind wasn't
worrying her. Nothing was worrying her. Sougoury wanted to come back with her, see she got home dl
right, but she wouldn't let him. She liked him for the thought, but she was careful to keep the two parts of
her life separate. It made everything Smpler.

Sheturned into G’ sok K’ zuprunn. Almost home, she thought, smiled as she looked adong the narrow
way to the tenement in the middle on the east sde—and ducked into a doorway, her contentment
abruptly shattered.

A mere was sanding outside thelr tenement, his back to a large closed jit, the kind only Goyo were
alowed to own.

Anocther mere came out, then the Haftwins, then Mem, then Fann, then Pikka, then another mere,
then a Goyo muffled in his toga o she couldn’t see who it was. It didn't matter. It was a Goyo and that
was awful. The Singer, she thought, something she did....

Her sstersin-T gur were pushed into the back of the jit, the meres got in with them, dl but one, he
got in the front beside the Goyo and drove off.

Ingra sobbed and ran after them, keeping to the shad-ows as much as she could.

Thejit turned the corner, another, gradudly picking up speed asit worked through the narrow streets



of the tenement area. She fdl farther and farther behind, just caught a flicker of it as it turned onto the
access hignway dong the bayshore and sped away toward the north.

She leaned on a corner timber, gagping for bresth, tears bumning her eyes, dripping down her face.
Out of town, they were going out of town. She couldn’t follow them there. Even if she had transport. No
Karinteper was per-mitted in the countryside, they’d land on her before she got two marils beyond the
Limit.

A raindrop splatted beside her, another hit her face, the cold shocking her from the daze and into
orief ... terrible tearing grief ... she reached up, touched the razor ... Razor was her family ... Razor was
gore ..
was dead ... No! She shoved agang the timber, stood draight, the rain bedting into her face.
“Maybe not,” she sad doud and tasted the sdt from the tears washed into her mouth. “Why take ‘em
away to kill ‘em? Goyo don’ bother theysdves, they just leave ‘em lay. The Singer. It's somethin to do
with the Singer. | got to....”

She pushed away from the wall, swayed as a windgus hit her. Pulling up the cowl to her cloak,
hunching her shoulders, she faced into the wind and trudged toward Eastbridge.

6

day 9, hour 3

The storm blew down on the Idands, the Ferry Build-ing shuddered in the wind, the waves beat up
and over the breaks, hammered at the landings, lightning walked, hit one of the moored ferries, danced
from rod to rod on the ridgepoles of the warehouses.

Wrapped in her sodden cloak, Ingra lay dong a beam up under the eaves of the Ferry Building and
waited for the Singer to come back. She was cold and weary and frantic, but there was nothing she
could do about any of those. If the Singer agreed to hdp, that was dl right, Ingra was convinced she
could do anything she wanted. Razor would be saved. If she refused, Ingra would kill her, then herslf.
There was nothing else.

7

day 9, hour 7

Ingra dmogt missed the Singer and the Liz. They brought a rubber raft past the breaks into the
scarcely calmer water around the landings, managed after consid-erable difficulty to cirde to the leesde
of the outermost landing and moor it there.

Shadow dimbed onto the landing. She was done. In-gra wiped the water from her eyes, struggled to
see through the murk. The hoshyid just stood there, looking out beyond the breaks.

A minute later Ingra saw what she was watching. The réft, it was heading out by itsdf, empty, its
waterjet go-ing full, Ingra saw that when the huge waves lifted the raft and nearly flipped it before it
passed out of Sght.

When she turned back to the landing, Shadow was helping the Liz over therail. They started waking
avay.

Ingra dimbed down recklesdy, nearly fdling severd times, tearing her hands, she didn’t care, she
couldn’t lose them, she couldn’t....

They went quickly dong the rain-hammered streets. There was no one ese about, anyone with any
sense was indde and adeep.—Her eyes aching, her body aching, coughs building in her throat, nearly
drangling her as she stopped them, her body shuddering with fever and chills Ingra followed them. She
didn't hope to fodl the Singer, she knew the hoshyid's Tdent too wel for that, but she didn't want to
catch up to them until they were deep enough among the warehouses to make sure there was no one to
see her meset them.

It seemed to take forever. She was floaing, drowning with fatigue and pain; in the end she forgot
what she was doing, she just kept on pushing hersdf after them be-cause that was the job she'd set
hersdif.

Hands caught her, jerked her to a stop. Smdl dender hands, alittle rough but very soft. The Liz, she



thought dimly. She blinked at the Singer who loomed in front of her, frowning, angry and maybe afraid.

Shadow pushed the cowl back. “Ingra Why were you following us?’

Ingra licked dry and cracking lips. When she tried to spesk, dl she could do was cough; she bent
over, holding herself, coughing and coughing until she couldn’t breathe....

The Singer swore, caught hold of her. “Let’s get her ingde, Kikun. | don't like our faces hanging out
likethis”

8

“Drink this”

Ingrd s hands shook so, she spilled hdf the tea down her front.

Shadow shoved a hip on the chair arm, supported Ingra with one arm, took the cup from her and
held it to her lips. “Drink. Sowly now, get it dl down, then you can tdl us what's wrong....” Ingra’s teeth
chattered againg the porcedain, she moved her head precipitoudy, knock-ing the cup away, sailling the
rest of the tea. “Safi you're afool, Shadow, what timing. Kikun toss me thet towe, then fill this up again.
Cdmly now, Ing. You just waste timeif you get too excited.” She wiped away the soilled tea, her hands
as gentle as Mem's. When the Liz brought another cup filled with teg, shefed it to Ingraadp a atime.

“There now. Y ou should have yoursdf a hot bath and a deep. I'm going to give you a shot to keep
off pneu-monia, | don’t want you dying on me. No, be 4ill. You can tak fird. Tdl us what's wrong.”

“Tonight....” Ingra coughed again, a hacking that shook her whole body. “Tonight, in the first hour
after midnight, 1 was comin home from ... | was comin home and | saw mercs and a Goyo tekin Razor
away. They come outta tha tenny, put Pikka and Fann and Mem and Kynsl and Hari in a closed jit and
went ‘way with ‘em. | run after it, they turn on the axroad and go north. They take ‘em outta tha city. It's
‘cause of you, | know it, you gotta do somethin, Singer, you GOT to.”

“Yes, you're right. We have to do something and we will. But not right now, thereé's no way. We
have to think firg, rest.”

“No no no ...” Ingra struggled againg the Singer’s hands; she was weak, so weak. “No! Now. He
kill ‘em. Now!”

“That's the fever talking. Let’s get you on your feet. Kikun, my bag, take it in the bedroom. Quiet
now, Ing.” The Singer helped Ingra stand, led her sumbling down a short hdl. “Don’'t get yoursdf in a
twig like that. Through here” She led Ingra into an elaborate bed-room. “This place is a giggle, isn't it.
St down a minute, we'll get those wet things off you and dide you into bed, then we can talk. Moving
too fast, you know, without any planning, it'll get us dl killed. Razor, too. You're not thinking. If they're
not dead now, they won't be killed until Wargun makes his offer.”

Ingra grabbed her arms, her fingers biting into the girl’s flesh. “Wargun. Y’ know who....”

“We don't know for sure, but the odds are it's him. He dreedy tried to kill me. Hold her, 1Cikun.”
Shadow st a rod againg Ingra's arm, touched a sensor. Ingra fdt a fant prickle, then nothing. “Thet'll
take hold in a few minutes and you'll fed a lot better. He thought | was dead until tonight when he
recognized my voice; my spesking voice, | mean. | imagine he meansto trade Ra-zor for me”

She worked busly, stripping the sodden dothing off Ingra, drying her with a huge soft towe, pulling a
ghift of some kind over her head.

“I’'m not going to play that game, Ing. I'm definitdy not suicidd. WE Il get Razor, I'll figure a way. |
promise you that. Come on, it’sinto bed with you. We need to get you warmed up. Gods, I'm tired. I'm
going to have to get some deep. We can't go rushing in like foals, Ing. Just get usdl killed. —

When Ingra was tucked between dlk sheets and poufs soft as the down on a hakkug's bdly, the
Snger left her a moment, came back with a towe round her own head, her wet clothes changed for a
Soft velvety wraprobe. The Liz was with her, he had a bedtray with tea and sand-wiches on it; he set it
on the bed beside Ingra then went to squat with his back to the wal. She forgot him as soon as he was
gone.

Shadow pulled a chair over, settled hersdf with her legs tucked under her. She filled two cups, took
asand-wich, and finished it before she said anything ese.

“Wargun. What do you know about him, Ing? Any-thing you can tdl uswill hep.”



Ingra scowled at her, suspicious. For reasons she couldn’t have named she was suddenly sure the
answer to that question was why the hoshyids had come to Chis-soku. Why should she give away
information like that? It went againg everything she'd learned since she was able to think. “Why shd |
tdl you anythin? Y our fault he took Razor, y' HAVE to get them out.

Shadow shifted her legs, resettled the robe. “ Obligation. With that and a dokie you can get a cup of
tea. It makes people nervous, that's dl, doesn’t get you any-thing.”

“Y' said y' would” Ingra bit into a sandwich, refused to look a the Singer. “That don’ mean
anythin?’

Shadith sighed. She pulled the towd off her hair, dropped it beside the chair. “Do you know where
he took your ssters-in-T' gur?’

“Nanay.”

“Then we have to ask him, don't we?’

“Oh.” Ingra gazed at the sandwich remnant she was holding, shook her head fretfully, dropped the
cugt onthetray. “Pik tdl y', y' go ‘way, leave us up to our ears in Goyo shit. What's it do, y' get them
loose, y' cut out, leave us?’

“All right, I concede the point. And I’ve thought about it. | can get you offworld, to Universty, if
that’s what you want.”

“The Goyo won' know? Won' stop us a the FHdd?’

“l have away ... umn ... around that.” She grinned. “What works for mewill work for you.”

“Ahri’.” Ingralay back, closed her eyes. “I know this, Goyo do anythin he damn wdl want, well, y’
know that, but Wargun don’ go after kids. Some of ‘em do, some of ‘em like red young kids. He don'.
Hewon' bother ‘em that way.”

“How do you know?’

“Pik tol’ us onetime she got red drunk. She awhore, y' know. After her mema die. She was in this
House, y' know, assg shop. The Chupey take her in where Wargun was, thinkin she be a specid trest.
He gets madder’ n spit, say he don’ jiggarjog wit' babies, he don’ even like to think ‘bout it, if she ever
do that to him again, he goin to drop her ‘livein Jnss Hole”

“l see”

TheLiz stood up, came over to them. “Why does he go to the Taikambar Tay when he's not redly
interested in the fighters there?”

Ingra blinked when she saw him, startled he was 4ill in the room. “Oh, ev’'body know that.” She
blew her nose into her fingers, looked around for something to wipe them on; the Singer threw her the
damp towel. “Wargun, he own the assg House next door t' Taiikam-bar.” She giggled. “He kinked. He
50 kinked, he be lookin up his own assif he bend over.”

“l know that. He like hurting people and looking a people being hurt. So?7°

“Nanay, an't like that, ‘s other way round. He differnt from tha other Goyo. Weird. Redly weird.
He like being beat on and peed on and treated like dogshit, he get off on it. Tha other Goyo w'd howl if
they know. We know * cause his whipmama s the Chupey who run Pikka back when, like | told you. He
play like he int’rested in tha fighters, when dl he want isgo nex’ door and have his ass whipped and dl.”

“Then we get in there, we have him.”

Ingra yawned. The shot was working on her, mixing with the warmth and her fatigue she could
bardy keep her eyes open.

The Singer swung her feet down. “That does it, Ing. That's dl we needed to know. Urn. HEll bein
touch with us sometime tomorrow, he knows how, hell let usknow what he wants in exchange for
Razor. And maybe héll go to the House after that. If he does, we have him. If he doesn’'t we bargain,
ddl aslong as we can. I'll ook for Razor mysdf when I'm rested up some, but | don't have much hope
from that.” She stood. “You might as wel give in and deep, Ing. When you wake up, you'll fed a lot
better and we ll probably know more. All right?”

At



TARGET: Wargun Muk’hasta dan Fevkindadam

CAPTURE TEAM:
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Nayol Hanee the Ta anikay, caled Kikun in freespeech, Incarnation of the clowndancer
god of the dinhagtoi of DunyaDz
Shadith Twiceborn called Shadow

Chissoku Bogmak

64 Kirar Sorizakre, day 9
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day 9, hour 8
Shadith, Kikun

Shadith loosed the gull, pushed hersdf up, blinking rgpidly from the disorientation of the sudden
transfer of viewpoint. “Not a hope, Kikun, | could spend a year looking and dill find nothing. We have to
do thisthe hard way.” She sat hunched over, sick with worry about the girls there were many things she
didn’t understand about Wargun, but she hadn’t a doubt he' d kill them if she didn’t come when he called
her.

Kikun bent over her, stroked fingertips up the sde of her face. “Rest, Shadow. We Il get them.”

“Gaagi says?’

“Kikun says” He moved away. Over his shoulder, he said, “You have away offworld?’

She amiled. “You mean you don’t know about that?’

“Would | ask?’

“Would you? No no, it's a smple thing. My own little bit of double-knotting. Remember the
snugdler on Kis-kai, the one | used to get a message out to my friend?’

“You were very quiet about him then, too.”

“You know the saying, a secret shared....”

“Is a secret bared. It was a good thought, a good knot.”

“Which reminds me, I’ d better let im know he might have Sx more passengers ... what imeisit?’

“Third quarter of the eighth hour.”

“I wonder if they’ve missed meyet?’ She stared a him, demanding an answer from his Tdent.

His eyes crossed, his mouth sagged open, he seemed to wilt ... for just a second ... then he was
bright and dive again, like putting water on a dessicated plant. “No.”

“The sun’s just up. And the streets are more or less empty, the servants have got to therr jobs so
they’rein-sde, Old Town's adeep 4ill, vistors—not many dirring yet....”

Kikun leaned againg the doorjamb and amiled his dow sweet amile. “In other words, you're taking
yoursHf into going out. There's a public com at the Ferry Building. No doubt the flow in and out is
monitored; if you're care-ful, that shouldn’'t matter. Fix your face”

“Yes, O guru.” She giggled, sobered. “Does it bother you, Kikun, us usng you like some sort of
chunk-your-money-in-get-your-answer orecle?’

“You use me, they use me, I'm used to it. You're nicer.”

“They?

“They.”

“Right. Well, let me go put my face on. I'm going to use you again, Kuna. | need to be sure I'm not
followed back here”

“I know.”

“l suppose you do.”
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day 9, hour 13
Rohant

Rohant was in the gym againg his will, sullenly fol-lowing the ingructions of the Tinda-rij who was
drilling him in dementary moves that the Dydaeror had botched in his lagt two fights; it was K’'ch'en's
declared opinion that Rohant was getting doppy through too much success and needed the edges
smoothed off. Over and over and over again while the swesat dripped down him and his fur matted and
ruffed, he went through those moves, one two three four, one two three four ... over and over until the
rage that filled him was near to blowing him apart.

Coktchee came padding onto the mat. He grinned spitefully at Rohant and touched the Tindarij's
am. The boy loathed the Dydaeror, had never forgiven Rohant for his looks thet firgt day or the scold
he d gotten for im-pudence to avistor.

K’ ch’'en bent down, listened to him, scowled. In the end, he nodded and sent the boy off. “You have
avistor—Unmate. Go clean up, walit in the locker room, I'll send him to you.”

Rohant drew an am across his face, smearing the sweat more than wiping it off. “Who?’

K’ ch'en tightened his mouth, but he findly decided to answer. “The Fevkindadam. You mind your
manners, you hear?’

Rohant grunted, not trusting hmsdf to talk. He strolled out, taking histime with a deliberate insolence
that helped him keep a precarious control of himsdf.

Kikun had come by earlier, after Shadith had com-pleted arrangements with Ard the smuggler.
Sitting qui-etly in a corner of Rohant’s room, the dinhast told him everything.

If Kikun had moved in any way, if he’'d said one word after he finished his tale, if he hadn’t sat there
quiet and mild, he'd be dead.

Rohant wept, devastated by the betrayal.

He shivered with fever and chills, the fur on his hands and upper body ruffed into peaks.

Kikun moved findly, held him, soothed him, helped him redlize it didn't matter, the thing was findly
over. He wouldn't have to fight again, he' d be going after Ginny, wiping him out, wiping out the stains on
his honor. And he' d be going home.

Now he stripped, showered, taking histime,

He rubbed himsdf carefully dry, dressed in the drab travel clothes he’'d worn a home and a work
and went as cadmly as he could to meet the Target and ligen to the threats he expected to hear.

i

His mouth clamped shut, his eyes on the floor, Rohant followed the Goyo into the Eating House. He
was wak-ing on the dirty remnants of his pride and had to keep rediting the litany that had sustained him
thisfar: Mirarlys, Lissom, Sragis, the children, the beasts, Mirays, Lissorn...

#i

Wargun led him to a private room, ignored him as he ordered the med, then settled back in the
longchar and began talking about Rohant’ s last fight.

HH

When the servers had cleared the remnants of the med and left, Wargun filled a crystd slemglass
from the stone winebottle, pushed it across to Rohant, filled another for himsdf. He held the glass cupped
between his hands, looked acrossit & Rohant.

“Ligen to me, dawman. No. Keep your mouth shut. | have words | want passed on. | can't touch
you right now. Thereé's no point pretending | can threaten you. I'm sure you're adso aware how
ephemerd that protection can be, so | suggest you court my favor and work to keep it.

| have along memory and no living enemies, at least, none capable of threatening me.

“Two things | want, Dydaeror, your dlence and your cooperation in passng this to your friend, that
Singer. | hold the Razor T’ gurtt. Your friend can ransom them by coming to a place | designate when I'm



reedy to receive her. | will guarantee her life and | will keep her out of the Gotasaray. Y ou can be sure of
that last. | don’t want her anywhere near Goyo.” A bitter amile. “I give away nothing by saying that, you
know it aswdl as | do. | have men hunting her, the Kraodate has men hunting her. There's a reward
posted, so everyone's hunting her. Karintepe is a limited space and theré's no way she can leave it
without betraying hersdlf. Unless she speaks to me, sheis dead.”

Rohant dropped his hands below the table, worked his claws as he struggled to focus on the Goyo's
words rather than his throat. “And dead if she does,” he growled findly.

Wargun sipped at the wine, set the glass gently before him. “Possbly but not necessarily. There are
severd ways in which we can reach a mutudly satisfactory dis-engagement. But we mugt meet. You're
not the beast your fanslike to think you, Ciocan. You understand the Stu-ation. If we don’t meet, nothing
will happen. And the T'gurtt will die in exquiste pain. And | will be waiting for you to dip from your
pedestal, dlavman. And when you do, you die. I'll see to that.” He got to his feet. “1 will return to the
Tay this evening. Have my answer then.”

3

day 9, hour 15
Shadith, Kikun, Ingra

“That's the setup,” Kikun said. “Rohant is going to negotiate a megting place as if he's serious about
it, set the time for tomorrow night, saying he couldn’t arrange anything sooner. He thinks Wargun will go
directly to his midress after that and it is S0, itis s0. Yes.” He blinked, dropped into a brooding silence.

Ingra scrubbed at her eyes. “Tonight?” You'll get them out tonight?’

“Tonight or never, Ing.” Shadith rubbed at her back. “We can't use the bridges. Can you get us a
boat? We have to get from here to Dysinnia Shimda, then wherever Wargun's got Razor, then across the
Bay to Starstreet.”

“I know aman ... heéll want to be paid.”

“Then pay him, you know how much it should be.” Ingra scowled. “It's your business”

“They're your sgters”

“Ahri’. Where you want him? And when?’” Her mis-shapen hands were knotted, her polyjointed
ams wrapped about her plump breasts;, she was angry and confused; she was the child of impulse,
depending on Pikka and Fann to do the plotting and keep her safe. Now she was done, dependent on
people she didn’t-couldn’t—trust and she hated it.

Shadith watched these things pass across her rourl pretty face and was unhappy with what she was
doing to the child, but she had no choice; if she used the credit bracelet, she was shouting come get me.
And Ingra had to redlize the red danger out there. It was sick-making to take her laughter away from
her, she'd suffered enough since she was born, poor baby, but if she was gaing to get away from here
dive, she had to stle down.

It's going to be a hell, shut up on Ard’s ship all the way to University with these ... uh-oh,
| nearly forgot....

“Urn ... that reminds me, there's something you should do, Ing. Unless you mean to abandon your
dash, you'd better collect it this afternoon. When we go, we won't look back. Urn ... get the gums
trandated to Helvetian gelders ... you'll lose some vaue doing it through Setzumero instead of waiting till
you get to Uni-versty, but better lose alittiethan dl of it. A credit bracelet, see this one....” she hdd out
her wrigt,

“when it's tuned to you, no one can gted it and it's good just about wherever you go. Obvioudy |
can’'t come with you, but I'll give you a not authorizing you to use my contact on Helvetia, that sheuld help
the exchange.” She got to her feet, moved across to the writing table, took a sheet of paper and wrote.
“Favor for favor, Ing. Razor gave me Setzumero here to handle my take.”

ingra took the paper, got to her feet.

Shadith could fed her uncertainty, her fear; the t’ gurtsa understood at ‘lagt what was happening, that
she was leav-ing everything she' d known, leaving it behind forever.



“There's nothing we can do till tonight,” she said. “Be careful, Ing. | don’'t think you've got a
problem, but | can’t read Wargun’'s mind. | don’t know what he knows. Just be careful.”

Ingra stared a her; the t' gurtsa's face was drawn, pale, her tough chearfulness was drained out of
her. She nod-ded and left.

Shadith grimaced. “Godd” she said.

“Sell befine Shadow. Given time”

“Time” Shadith shook her head, crossed to the longchar and stretched out on it. “Ard was not
pleased,” she said. “HE Il do it, but he/' sgoing to paitsch dl the way to Universty.” She plucked fretfully
a the worn slk upholstery. “Sx hours to kill, maybe more. Sar! Kikun....”

“Seep, Shadow. You need the rest. I'll wake you when it'stime.”

“How can | deep?”

He came and kndlt beside her, took her hand and began smoothing his dry soft fingertips across and
across her pam. “You can deep, yes oh yes, you are exhausted, Shadow, letit go, let go ... deep....”
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day 9, hour 21

Rohant met them behind the House. “He sin?’

“Went draight here after he left you.”

“Where' s the egurtsa?’

“On the boat watching the owner, meking sure he doesn't get idess.”

“Couldn’'t have been easy shedding her.”

“She' s nat liking me much, trusting me less. Wasn't hard.”

He looked at the back of the building. It was flat stone from street to eaves, no windows, no ardits,
nothing but a metal-capped garbage chute and a heavy door at the top of a narrow flight of stone steps.

Kikun was & the door, bent over the lock. He straight-ened, stepped away. “Yours, Shadow. Two
bars, here ...” he reached up trapped the wood, bent, tapped it beside his knee, “and here. No
electronics, but there' s a guard, Stting. He's dozing. Too much noise and he wakes up and we' ve had it.”

see” She dimbed the dtairs, leaned againg the door and reached: man, bored, drowsy, but not
quite adeep. She probed about the lower regions, found a rat colony, brought them swarming up from
the basement and sent them legping a the guard. Apparently he had a morbid fear of rats. He went
running off asif fifty smok-ing devils were on histall.

Shadith took the braincrystd knife carefully from its sheath, inserted the blade into the crack between
door and jamb. She hdd her breath, pressed down, stopped her hand. The top bar was severed.
Keeping the blade carefully turned away, Kikun's smdl hands steadying her, she kndt. When she was
braced, she did the knife into the crack, pushed down, stopped her hand. The bottom bar was gone. She
eased the knife back into her boot, got to her feet, and pulled the door open.

Thehdl insgde was narrow and filled with ancient building smdls, moss and mug, with a flavoring of
gar-bage and old farts. Shadith twisted her face into a comic grimace. “Makes wearing these things
worth it,” she murmured. She inserted the gas filtersin her nodtrils, pulled the clear hood over her head.

Farther ingde the guard was dill screaming and hdf a dozen other people were ydling at him, trying
to get him quiet.

“Sar! What a hoo-ha. Go get ‘em, Kikun.”

As soon as Rohant was in, she touched a gluepip to the severed bars, pressed the pieces together. In
the dim light there was little Sgn of tampering. When she turned round, the noise had stopped and Kikun
was coming back “Let’sgo,” she whispered.

HH

They went up the narrow dairs a the back of the House, Shadith firdt, her senses reaching before
her to warn them of servants or anyone ese there. Twice she touched Kikun's am and he tossed a gas
grenade ahead of them, taking out a handmaid and an insomniac wan-derer.

HH#



Goyo don't like change, Ingra said. 1'd bet my life heéll have the same room. She grinned rather
nedily, then said, wdl, make that your life The big room, second floor front, north side. There are
peepholes, she said, and a runway dong the back of the rooms. Sometimes the Chu-pey lets dients go in
there and watch. Modly it's for times when the dients get too rough and need to be cooled down.
Theréll be runners in there, off and on, usudly young girls or boys, ones the Chupey has in train-ing.
Pikka did thet alot, the fird year she was there. There's a laich at the top of the back dtairs, mechanicd
latch, not ectronic, it lets you in. The runners won't fuss when they hear you, but take them out before
they see you, you don't look like clients.

HH

Second floor. Into the runway. One child, a runner. Gassed. Check the peepholes. Nothing ...
noth-ing....

Wargun, bound and naked with four women working over him.

Shadith wasn't redly surprised when she saw that the woman in charge was the Hindor who met her
a the ottotd.

Kikun and Rohant went prowling, meking sure the run-way was clear. It was no time for
interruptions.

It was very quiet in there, none of the noise in the streets. Very quiet in the room, except for the
voices of the women. Shadith wrinkled her nose. The things they were saying ... twenty thousand years,
she'd seen alat, she ill couldn’t understand why people needed that kind of thing. Ah, well, a least he
didn’t fool with children. And he was doing this to himsdf, not some davey. In the context that made him
dmog heroic. And confusang. Everything said he smply wasn't the sort of men to enjoy Ginny’s
productions. He couldn’t kill her, couldn’t even watch her being killed. Odd, odder, oddest ... if he didn't
know so much about Seyirshi, if he wasn't so in-tent on protecting himsdf, she'd have been convinced it
was dl amisteke.

Kikun touched her am. “Clear,” he murmured. “Get the pand ready to open.” She tossed a gas
gre-nade through the peep, did it shut.

i

Rohant and Kikun lifted the women, laid them to one sSide, tossed a coverlet over them and came
back to Sha-dith who was running a clipper over Wargun's head, tak-ing off hislong long har, coarse
and black, with gray streaks that shone like brushed pewter. It was loose now, combed out, the crimps
softened by sweat and scented oils. She handled the strands with distaste, throwing them aside as they
came off.

Rohant stood back. He didn’t trust himsdlf, he'd told Shadith that, Kikun agreed. He couldn’t touch
the Goyo without loosing the rage in him and doing something bloody to the man who'd become the
focus of that rage. Wargun hadn't killed his grandchild or attacked his fam-ily, but Ginny was an
abgtraction, out in an endless no-where, Wargun was there. Under his nose.

Kikun took off the token shackles, replaced them with padded ropes, soreading the Goyo out on the
floor, tieing his legs to the bed posts, his ams to brackets on the walls—there were alot of brackets dl
over thewalls, ready for any combination or permutation that occurred to the dient or the mistress.

Shadith spread a depilatory cream on the Goyo's head, wiped it off. Then she marked the set points
on his naked scalp, squeezed on the goo and set the crown of the probe in place, seding it down with
plastape. She activated the keybox, began making the minute adjustments necessary for a true reading.

Kikun wiped antisgptic across the interior of the Goyo's elbow, set the popper agang the skin.
“Ready?

“One minute” She finished with the box, set it down, got to her feet, bent, stretched, shook hersdf dl
over. “Rohant, come over here. | want him to see us looking down a him, | want him to know how
hdpless he redlly is. It's one thing to play at bondage, it's another to lose control completely. Hit him,
Kikun.”

HH



Wargun came awake quickly, his eyes darted from them to the ropes that hdd him; he shook his
head, trying to didodge the crown. She'd st it on too solidly, it didn't shift. He threw his body against
the ropes. They held. He lay looking up at them, no, her, modly her, not hat-ing them, not hating her, no
emotion at dl that Shedith could see or read, just a blue-sted determination. He' d surprised her again.

She turned to Kikun “Whenever | try the probe, he's going to throw himsdf into convulsons”

The dinhast nodded. “Yes. Thelock.”

“Yes. | wanted to avoid possible complications, but | see that's not feasible. Pop him.”

Wargun's eyes flickered; he didn't like being discussed as if he were a sensdess dab of medt.
Despite his control anger flared in him.

She smiled “Now.”

Kikun stepped on the Goyo's arm, pinned it down, bent over and pressed the popper againg the
ingde of Wargun's elbow. He touched the sensor, The Goyo's body jerked, went limp. “Done,” Kikun
sad. he sraightened and came to stand beside Shadith. “ Shdl we begin?’

i

“Ginbiryd Seyirshi isholding an Auction for his new Limited Edition. When?’

The question surprised Wargun, weakened his initid resstance; the probe whispered and flickered,
the trig-gerlight flowed with opal escence, then went green. Sha-dith touched on the recorder, then set her
finger on the trigger.

Eyes gaing, mouth working as he fought to obscure as much as he could what his brain was forcing
him to say, Wargun gave the date, usng Chissoku equivadents snce they came most readily to mind. “67
Kirar, day 13.” The words were clear enough despite his efforts.

“Ginbiryd Seyirshi isholding an Auction for his new Limited Edition. Where?’

“ Koulsnakko’s Hole ... edge of Anaso Sk ... be-tween Anso and Zangaree.”

“Coordinates?’

“Don’'t know.”

“Explan.”

“Proceed to Anaso Satellite Laybogby's Star, cat. drs. 193845, pilat flake waiting.

Shadith dapped her thigh. “Tsoukbaram! Trugt Ginny to complicate things. What sgnd for the
flakes? ”Don't know.”

“Explain.”

“Ginny sent teaser for the Edition. Sgnd buried on that flake, read-protected.”

“Where is your teaser?’

He fought again, a new desperation in him that nearly overwheimed the mechanicd exactitudes of the
probe; he chewed his lips bloody, tried to bite off his tongue. Kikun got a hardrubber rod between the
Goyo's teeth, then squatted beside him, watching anxioudy as the probe wore the man down.

Wargun mouthed something.

Kikun withdrew the rod.

“Agan,” Shadith said. “Repest.

“Alousan.” He was crying suddenly, his face con-torted, the tears mixing with sweat and blood,
flowving down over the tape that held the crown to his naked scalp. “They're for her, not me. She has the
teaser. Sheisthe buyer. Don't tdll. | beg, don’t tell. They'd put her down. Her own father would put her
down if he knew. Tatta Ry who taught her pain. Don't tdl. Please. Don't tdll.”

Shadith shuddered under the impact of the terror roll-ing off the man. Terror for the woman, not
himsdf. “We are not interested in that.” She forced the words out, repeated them when he didn’'t seem to
hear. “We have nothing to say to Goyo. Only to Ginbiryol Seyirshi. When we know dl you have about
him, we Il leave Chissoku. Y ou can do what you want.”

He took that in and in his rdief, babbled endlesdy. He adored his wife, was obsessed by her, he
raved about her beauty, her passon, how he would do anything to please her, to keep her complaisant to
his needs. She had her little flaws, they were part of her infinite charm for him. He never watched the
Editions, though he paid for them. He looked a a part of the fird one and loathed it. Though he



shuddered from inflicting pain and death him-sdf, he’'d do anything to protect her to the point of
de-stroying himsdf and the world with him.

“Kill him.”

Shadith looked up. Rohant was stlanding behind her, garing down a the Goyo. “No. Ro, move
away. Ligen to me. We dill have to find out where Razor is. Do you want to be respongble for their
lives?’

Kikun moved to the Dydaeror, stroked the soft fur on hisarm. “Come Ciocan, you don’t mean thét.
It's the blood spesking. Come away, come...” He eased Ro-hant away from the Goyo, took him back to
the door and stood beside him, hand on hisarm.

Shadith 9ghed. Old Lion was closer to a breakdown then she'd suspected. Kikun was right, it was
the blood spesking, dl the men he'd been driven to kill, dl the pride he'd had stripped from him. Ginny
hed a lot to answer for. And he never would. Dying wasn't enough. But it was dl they had. There were
limits.... She turned back to Wargun who was ill babbling. He was relaxed now, repeating himsdf.
“Wargun!”

“You took Razor T’ gurtt. Where are they?”’

“Razor?’ He sounded confused. He wasn't fighting her, but the t’'gurtsas meant <o little to him, he
couldn’t remember for the moment who they were.

“The girls, the ones you took yesterday.”

“Them. Dungeon playroom. Here.”

That surprised alaugh out of her. “Wdl! Luck blows us akiss ingtead of a kick. Let’s close this out.
Kikun.”

Kikun popped him with a soporific; it would keep him unconscious for the next twelve hours. He
gtripped the coverlet off the women, used the popper on them.

Shadith squatted beside the Goyo, frowning_ “Not much help. Congdering what we ve gone through
to get it. We need that teaser ...”

Kikun tossed her the popper. “No. There's a faster way.”

“What?’

He tapped his nose. “We go to Laybogby’'s Star, wait in the ingplit, someone shows up, gets his
flake, dives again, | siff out histral and off we go.-

Shadith rubbed a her eyes. “I remember ... you said something about that before” She combed a
hand through her hair. “Kikun to the rescue. Again. You sure?’

“I’ve played with it before now. Enough to know | can do it, not enough to know how long or how
precisely. Thetral has to be fresh and I'll need to keep close to them, but not quite near enough to show
on their screens.”

“Only three monthstill the Auction and this world's too hot for us to hang around anyway. It's about
dl we can do, 0 | suppose well have to seeif it works.” Shadith got to her feet, stretched, yawned.
“Ro, you dl right?’

The Dydaeror managed a tooth-covered amile. “ Tem-porary sanity, Shadow.”

“Good. Grab hisfeet and help me get him on the bed.”

“Women, too?’

“Right. All comfy together. We don't want to spook the locds before we're long gone from the
scene”

Hit
Rohant looked at the bed, shuddered. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Yeh. Dungeon playroom. Ingra said that's up under the eaves. Shdl we go collect us some
prisoners?’



| X. Convergence

CONVERSATION 1

Firg party: Onero Betdli at the Transfer Station, Spotchas
Second party: Ginbiryol Seyirshi a Koulsnakko’s Hole, Anaso Sink region

1

Ajei Kilavez opened the door to the Blackroom and walked carefully through the murk to Ginbiryol
Seyirshi. She waited until he finished his decade, touched hisarm. “Betdli, gr. He says it’s important. He
says the girl got away.”

Seyirshi sat very ill. “Go,” he said. “I will be there in two minutes”

He came onto the Bridge with the Pet in his arms—Where is he cdling from?’

“Spotchas. Trander Station.”

“Ah.” He snapped the Pet’s leash chain onto the sta-ple, set the Imi on the back of the chair and
seitled himsdf init. He composed himsdlf, nodded to Ajeri. “Put him through.”

Bedli looked paer and wearier than before. “1 sdute you, Ginbiryal, and gpologize. | have failed. |
migtrusted your evauation of the femaée s Luck and must acknowl-edge my error.”

“Report.”

“After our previous conversation, | activated my Agent on Chissoku immediatdy. The gifl wasn't
difficult to lo-cate. She was performing as asnger at Karintepe's

NightFair and aitracting consderable attention. At fird, my agent attempted to arange an
assassnation. It was difficult. The Goyo do not permit the import of energy weapons except for the
Kraodachy guard, even the Fantilies are restricted as to how they can am ther own guards. And the
g had bought protection. None of the locd tdent was willing to work without the blessngs of the
Srrshak-ka which they couldn't get. Besides, they were arad of her. She has odd Tdents and a
reputation for being dangerous to meddle with. He decided to do the work himsdf, but before he could
complete arrange-ments the Stuation fdl apart. The gifl vanished. Young Goyo looking to make a
reputation, guards with an eye to the reward the Kralodate offered, and some indepen-dent
entrepreneurs garted turning the city over, looking under every rock.”

“They did not find her.”

“No. She managed to keep out of sght dl that firs day and gpparently got to the Fevkindadam in
spite of the uproar; | say this because sometime during the night fol-lowing her disappearance, Wargun
dan Fevkindadam strangled his wife and killed himsdf. My agent reports whispers that Wargun's head
was shaved; that would be a great scandd. It is my opinion the girl removed his hair so she could use a
probe on him. Y ou understand the implications. Best have a singship at the rendezvous, perhaps you can
Oet her there”

“She has left Chissoku Bogmak?’

“It ismy opinion she has done so. My agent has dis-covered traces of a smuggler cdled Ard. It was
difficult to pin the times down, but it seems likely he arrived shortly before she did. And he was gone the
day after the confusion began. | think there is no question she went with him. The Dydaeror dso. As to
the third, no one seems to know anything about him, though she did have a cowled figure with her when
she sang. If that was he, he went ds0.”

“Ard.” Seyirdhi turned to Ajeri. “Thisis twice that man has inserted himsdf into my affairs. | want a
trace on him. | want him dead.” He thought a moment. “Be sure his degth is recorded. We can useit as a
minor production.” He turned back to Betdli. “Why are you a Spotchals?’

“I have my agents on planet assembled about the Vodlts Compound. The Ciocan will certainly
attempt to contact his Toerfeles, a smuggler’s ship isinsufficent for an attack on aHole. In any case, it is



mogt unlikdly that the smuggler will be willing to risk himsdf or his ship in such a dubious undertaking.
Because of the work Ade-laris Security did, it is impossble to get EYEs within the Compound, but |
have five flits moving congtantly back and forth over it, sending me detailed views of the exteriors and
ligening for any incoming cdls. The Toer-feles has complained of this to the Traffic Bureau and action
will be taken in afew hours, but it is possible the skipcom contact will be made within that limit. Possible
though not whally likdy. The smuggler has been ingplit-ting for less than a week and may not be in a
postion to use his corn. There are some disturbed conditions be-tween here and Chissoku. We had
consderable breakup when my Pilat bespoke my Chissoku agent. | have a rat-snatcher deployed, but
it's likey that Spotchals Security will take it out any minute. There are too many businesses here with
incoming rats they want protected. | welcome any suggestions as to how | can tighten the net about
Vodlts

Seyirshi frowned, tapped his fingers on the arms of his chair. “Y ou have done dl that is possible given
the cir-cumstances.” He continued to tap as if he counted the besats of dlence before he spoke agan.
“Bresk off your surveillance. If you keep your people in place much lon-ger, Spotchas Authority will
become involved in this business and that will complicate matters considerably; you could be barred from
Spotchas sovereign space. The gain is not worth the pain. * Another long pause. “Let them come as they
surdy will, we will be waiting.”

MORE CONVERSATIONS

1

Rohant vohv Vodlts, Ciocan
Mirdysvey Vodltstol Daravazhdts, Toerfdes

Mirdys touched the screen with the tip of her foreclaw. “Y ou look wel.”

Rohant echoed the move, set clawtip againgt clawtip. “Wel enough. And you look tired. Has it been
herd?’

“Dancing on a highrope on fire a both ends. Y ou have an ansver?’

“Yes. The Auction will be hed a a Clandestine Fit caled Koulsnakko's Hole, eighty-seven days
from today. Anyone dse cdl it in?’

Mirdys ears twitched, her nose wiggled, her eyes laughed a him. “So so, my Ciocan. No, you're
the firg with the name. Digby’'s people found out it was going to be a Clandestine, but no one knew
which or where. Nothing except that Clandestines are never down a grav-ity wdl, so it will be asteroids
or hulks. Which confirms your Singer friend's prediction. Nice for her. Where is Koulsnakko's?’

“Thet we don't know exactly; it's in between the An-aso and Zangaree Sinks, about two months
traved from Spotchds, less from Univeraty, that’s where we' re head-ing. Seyirshi has been doing more of
what Shadow cdls double-knotting. He' s arranged a cut-out. A rendezvous where the Bidders pick up a
pilot flake. Does Dighy have data on the Clandestines? Maybe he dready knows the coordinates.”

Mirdys leafed through some fax sheets, took up one, glanced down it. “He has some fifty listed now.
Kouls-nakko'sign't one of them.”

“Dio Misclaer!” He combed his thumbclaw through his mustache. “They never make it easy. Well
just have to wait till someone hits the rendezvous and follow him.”

“How? Unless you can plant lice on him, | thought fallowing through the insplit is impossible without
crowding so close you spook your target.”

“We have a chance, better not tak about it, who knows what ears are cocked our way. Mira, we
need Lissom now and his Cillasheg. Have him head for Universty huphup.”

“He s dready at Universty, waiting for you. He fig-ured you'd go there firs and he was too restless
to hang around here doing nothing much.”

“Good. Time is cramping down on us. Not much room for mistakes or maneuvering. Ligen, the
rendezvousis a Laybogby' s Star. The Karidion Worlds are around three days away from there. Send
any teams you can get hold of to Hetohongya, that's a Gamma Karidion, dong with any ops who



chose to come. We |l meet them there.”

“Tdking about ears. Until yesterday we had a mob around us, with overflights every five minutes
Today, nothing. What's going on?’

Rohant looked away, ligened a moment, turned back. “Shadow thinks Ginny cdled them off. He's
going to have everything he can assemble at the Hole, waiting for us.”’

“Itign't fair, Ciocan. It isnot far. | have to St here and wait. | wish | were with you.”

“Me too, my Mystka Drygg. One way or another, though, it won't be long now....”

2
Outside the Sol’ itibay of the Olom Myndigget
Tasylyn the Zadys
Tracer op Ayyakaabi

Tasylyn gloomed at the intricate swirling spires of the

Soi ‘itibay. No one went in, no one came out, she couldn’t even decide where the doors were.

“Tzt” Ayyakaabi did round the rock like a smdl plush shadow, flaitened hersdf beside the
Dydagrin. “You mayaf get s3,” she sad, fluttering webbed fingers at the complex structure filling most of
the vdley below them_“Digbant Mird’s, they saya Ci’ 0, he got it. We go.”

3

Hank the Fang's Place, the Herka Bidj
Zarovan the Zadant
Tracer op Woensdag Addams

The target was hdf boxed and ready to go banga-bang if anyone looked a him cross-eyed. Weiting
him into a proper pliancy was taking longer as wdl as being a hed-luvo lot harder than Zarovan had
planned on when he oozed up to him and started bargaining as if he meant it when he said he needed a
working man to help him kid-nap a vip from Frangipan. He was patient, though, it was hisbusiness to be,
use the beadst’ s habits to build the trap, he was good a that. Two-legged didn't seem o different from
four-legged, or Sx or eght.

Woensdag came in, looking harried, his drag starting to unrave.

Wheat the wet hell....

Theop got alook at Zarovan's glare and he sheered off, settled in a booth and began to repair his
plagtice and plak and resettle the wig of long blond hair.

Grunting his displeasure, the Dydaeror inspected his burnt-out stib and thumbed a sensor. The waiter
was a rudy bucket of a barbot, its wheds squeaked and it had a Sutter in twenty langues, but Hank
didn't care aslong as it counted the money right and tossed out drunks and any dients too diffed to keep
buying.

“Hit him again and bring me ‘ nother stib.” He dropped a gelder down the barbot’ s readydot, wincng
a the thought of Mirdys going over his expense shest.

When his target was deep enough in his renewed pleasures, Zarovan snesked a look at Woensdag.
The op was Sgnding door, now.

What the wet hdll? He knows better ... something wrong?

He ran an eye over his target. Maybe a bit green yet, but a least he could ill walk, he wouldn't
have to carry him. He dapped a hand on the table. “Time” he said thickly. “C'mon, o’ girl, we collect
you pretties and hit the port. All that loovely ldlly, think on it and move you feet.”

The merc blinked a him, gulped the rest of the smoky fluid in the shotglass and set it down exactly on
its former ring, a ddicate precison that beied the woozy wander-ing of his droop-lidded eyes. “Ga pee.”

‘M’ chip gotta head.” He went diff with righteous indignation. ‘What you thinkin, | run a
barbobuck’t?” He giggled. “Tdkin head....” He waved Woensdag over. The op was together again and
in the smoky haze was looking deceptively delectable. “*Sm’ Second, she give head like you woon't ..”
he belched, blinked, surged onto hisfeet. “, ‘M going, do what y’ wan.”

He went ralling out with Woensdag hanging on his am and processed down the street like the tank



he resembled in hisworn armor.

The merc sniffed, got to his feet, and sumbled after him.

Two turns and a patch of dark and he was lad out on the mud, Tasren and Sugnorn standing over
him.

Zarovan shook himsdf, struggled to throw off the fumes of the geezert; that was the trouble with this
ploy, you ended up nearly as buzzed as your prey. “What's with you, Woen? You nearly blew it, coming
intoo soon and looking like you' d been tossed by a barbarian horde.”

“Message from Dighby, came through haf hour ago. We're to bresk off and head for the Karidion
Worlds, fast as we can dog it. The Ciocan has the location nailed.”

“Huh. Wdl, I'm not going to argue waste with Miralys. WEll go, but we ll take this ‘un with us, got
to do something while we're ingplitting, might'swell work him over, suck him clean. Right? Right.”

4

And 0 it went.

On Srazha Uho (Kalebas 4) and Perezos (Sandric 2) in the Bug Arm Region, teams broke off
aurvelllance and retreated as soon as they were able to move without bringing Security down on them.

On Ghaltar (Louat 4) the cdl camein the middle of afirefight and the survivors only learned about it
when they struggled to the rendezvous and were picked up by Ilta the smuggler. Two of the team were
cold, the op was only breething because Hannys the Zadys had improvised a breather from an oxypac.
Hannys had aholein her leg, a head crease that took off a piece of her ear and cut a shdlow groove in
the bone, a wide burn on her left arm, the fur anged off, the skin bardly broken, an indgnificant wound
that hurt worse than dl the rest of them; Bdligys, her Capture specidist, was equaly battered and singed,
but between them they managed to bring off the dead and the moribund and get them aboard Iltals ship

HH

In the Insplit:

The op Rizga was in the ottodoc on maintenance.

Hannys leaned againgt the cot and watched Ilta ban-daging Beligys she was feverish and exhausted
and hurting.

llta looked up. “Bath of you should have your heads examined. You ought to let me take you to
Spotchas with Rizga”

Hannys flattened her ears againg her head, but she was too tired to Say angry, besides llta was
maeking sense. Just happened that good sense wasn't gpplicable to this mess. “No. You drop us off a
Hetohongya, then get Rizgahome.” Her mouth twitched. “They'll patch us up so we can go get killed.

UNIVERSITY (Convergence continued) Dropping back to organizethe
strike

1

Shadith and Ardl
Aboard the Matassa Ray on route to Universty

Shadith looked up as Ard came into the cabin. Her amile went iff, fdl away. He was pde, the
humor gone out of him.

“What isit? Something's wrong?” *

“Nothing’swrong.” He toed up a chair, dropped into it, sat saring past her shoulder.

Shadith shut the notebook on her stylo. “You look like your puppy died.”

“WEell reach Universty tomorrow, 14 hundred ship, noon local.” He went slent again.

“And you'll have your ship back, clear of pesty guests. Findly.” She dtretched across, touched the
back of his hand. “This hasn't been an easy trip.”

There was a flicker of laughter in his eyes. “Next time you ask me to ferry the infantry, I'll know to

w m.”



“What isit? Something's bothering you. Tdl me”

“When we dump the kids, if you want, I'll go with you.”

“What?’

Ancther flicker. “Hard enough to say once, Shadow.”

“Sari What bit you?’

He ran along dender forefinger down the crease from his nose to his mouth. “Ego, | suppose. | want
to look good inyour eyes, luv.” He dropped his hand onto histhigh, rested it there, thumb moving across
and across his fingertips He looked supremdy uncomfortable. “Hero, gdloping to the rescue. You
know.”

She started to say I've never found stupidity particuloolarly sexy, then redized wha that would
sound like to him—/ don’t WANT you; | don't think you're man enough to make it in a flatout
battle—and bit down on her tongue before the firg word got out. The problem was ... the Offer was
generous, but it WAS supid ... she couldn’t possibly say that to him ... he was clever and fierce when he
hed to be, lethd, twisty as a magna-cail, honorable in hisway ... and she loved every dip-pery atom of
theman ... she'd never fed that way about someone like Rohant, she liked old Lion and got turned on by
hisfur and his strength, but love im? no ... and she didn’t want Ard anywhere near thisfight ... he'd get
himsdf killed and maybe other people, too, trying to do what he wasn't suited to do.

He knew it, too. He wouldn't look at her and he was so tense if she pinched him, he'd bang his head
on the caling.

Gods, what do | say?

“If you redlly want to ... what the hell, it'syour play, Ara ... but | wish you wouldn't. I'll go into this a
lot happier if | know you're out here, out of reach, back-up just in case ... you and Lee. Ginny ... you
know what he is, Ara. He has to be stopped and there sno one dse I'd trust.”

“All ight. Back-up it is, we'll save the hero for an-other day.”

She watched him amble out, the tenson gone.

If the rest of this could be that easy ... if there was just some way we could do this thing
without spending so much time getting there ... winds the nerves up till you want to scream
... a month to get here, another month to get over to the Karidion Worlds, gods know how
long to Kouls-nakko'’s....

2

Pikka Machletta and the Razor T’ gurtt
Aboard the Matassa Ray
Watching the world come closer

Pikka Machletta ignored loran's cold glare and flicked on the screen in the aux control. She settled
back in the chair and watched the, world come svimming toward them, glancing occasiondly at the rest
of Razor.

Asthe world swelled tofill the screen, the enormity of what they’d done hit her; her somach lurched
and churned. She fdt like throwing up, but she kept her face gill and did what she could to swagger
gtting down; it made her fed like she had a grip on things.

Fann was beside her, the side away from. Joran. She and the catman got dong like a hashshar and a
kedsnake. She was cool, cool, red cool, she had her droop-eyed look that said y can’t corn ov-ah
me.

Mem was standing, too excited to swing one of the chairs around and St. She vibrated with terror
and ddight; she'd gotten older in some indescribable way during this trip, older and exquisite, what had
been a promise was now a bloom.

Kynsl and Hari sat on the floor, settled into amal dark silences.

“Don’ look dl that different from Chissoku,” Fann said. “ Same colors”

Mem danced up behind Fann, set her hand on the back of the chair. “There are lots of differences,



not nearly so much water, different shapes, different textures even. It redly does look older, dl its edges
rounded off, remem-ber what Shadow said, the hills worn down like a grass-eater’s teeth? | wonder
what it amdls like, what it sounds like? Thet'll be different, too. | can't wait, | wish we were dready
there”

“One good thing ....” Pikka amiled, her own fearspushed back by Mem's enthusasm. “An't no
Goyo.”

3

Universty

Landing Feld, abright summer day
Waiting by the Field Stream for transport

Pikka Machletta stood on the stream bank understand-ing for the firgt time what the Singer had been
trying to tdl her.

This place was different. Strange. She didn’t know anything here.

She fdt helpless, uncertain, worse dmos than the day her mother died and she was nine, donein a
amdl room a the sufferance of the concierge, the rent two weeks past due, nothing to eat, no one to take
care of her.

The Fidd was a busy place, two more shuttles had landed and three had |eft within the few moments
gnce Ard had decanted them from his. There were a lot more scattered about, being on and off loaded
by ant trails of men and bots. There were no fences, only trees and shrubs and beyond them grassy
ralling hills. She could see the roofs of afew structures, low rambling buildings fitting comfortably into the
landscape, a profusion of plants, trees, flowers. And she was sanding beside a stream with landscaped
banks that actudly cut across the fidd itsdf, a humpy wooden bridge a few steps off, looked like it
belonged in someone's garden, not here. And beyond that, there was a dlittering tower, an de-gantly
soirding flitport.

There was a sense of leisure and spaciousness. A sense of time unfolding at a pace dower and richer
than in other places. Different from the sort of individud leisure flaunted by the Goyo on Chissoku, very
vay different from the desperate search of the rest of the Bogmakkers as they tried to provide for the
Winter years. She got the feding that everyone was less driven here.

She looked &t Mem. Her sgter-in-T'gur was radiating ddlight. The world had a lighter pull to it, not
much lighter, but enough to give Pikka a sense of floating and Meet’s long legs seemed spdlled to dance.
Seven league legs for sure.

Fann touched her arm. “Someone's coming.” She pointed.

Two jits were coming across the fidd from the flitport, one a hdf length behind the other. They were
doing an odd sort of dance with invisble partners, turning, turn-ing again, swvinging wide in one direction,
then wide in the opposite, going round places where shuttles were landing, round places where shuttles
were about to land or would land five minutes later.

The jits pulled up beside the stream, there was a touch of white noise, then an announcemen.
“Return delayed twenty minutes”

HH

A tdl strong-festured woman whose clothes looked like they’d been thrown at her and stuck where
they landed came laughing to the grassy streambank where they waited, her hands out, her long streaky
har blowing in the wind. * Shadow, look who I’ ve brought.”

A gmdl white-haired sprite came waddling round her, waved at the Singer, then rolled on toward
Razor. “Hd-1000, | thought | knew you when they told me the name. Pikka, right? And, yes, Fann. And
Ingra, | think. | don’'t know the others.”

Bogmakker. For thefirg time since she left Karintepe. Bogmakker with a strong Old Town accent.
Pikka s ears seemed to rdax and there was aloosening of her whole head, no, of her whole body. Razor
hed to use trade In-terlingue the whole of that interminable trip through nothing and she was weary to
degth of graining to ligten.



Now when the Old Man spoke to her in her birth tongue, she dmost cried.

“Wdl, now,” he said. “I’ve fixed up houdn for y'. Come dong, come dong. While we' re waiting, |
want to hear dl about Karintepe, Adan hintsit’'s one whizz-ding of a story.”

Pikka giggled, took his arm. “ Soolee soola the soryteler say, soring was on the world and ....”

4

Universty
Landing Fed
Stll waiting

Shadith watched Pikka go bopping dong, taking up a storm, exploding out of her leaden fear,
watched as she climbed into the second jit and got her sstersin-T'gurr settled around her “I never
thought about bringing Tsee-waxlin. Adan, you're a genius’

“Of course. Didn't you know?’” Adan tugged Shadith to the other jit, stopped beside it and looked
toward the Dydaerors afew paces off.

Lissom had piled out of the it before it stopped and run to his father. He was a golden Dydaeror, a
dark gold, and in the bright summer sunlight, he shimmered and shone like a god. Rohant was Vulcan to
his Apollo, harsher, rougher, the dourness of his days of killing dill on him.

Rohant hugged his son and wept hisjoy a seeing him whole and well.

“Mother took one look at Lissorn and started sdivat-ing. Not that it did her any good.”

“Addaar’s here?’

“I"d forgot you' d met her. Saved her life, she tdls me” Adan flushed, embarrassed. “Um ... you do
know about Mother, don’'t you? She's a good friend, but...

Shadith smiled. “But she' d ferret a profit through two meters of battle stedl. She saw the pods?’

“Yes. Rohant,” she cdled. “Lissorn. If you don't want to wak, get over here, we're going. Three
minutes”

Shadith watched the Dydaerors part and come toward them. “ Does she know what they do?’

“No. Nobody can figure it out, even the crafters. They tdl me they’ve tested the circuits and they
work just fine, but what they’ll do when they’ re powered, they haven't the least notion.”

13 GOOd.”

“Crud, Shadow, too too crud.” Adan stepped into the jit, ingpected the readouts. “Get in, the
delay’s d-mogt over and we ve got to catch the moment or wait god knows how long.”

Shadith svung up beside her, shifted over so Kikun could fit himsdlf in next to the didedoor.

Adan saw him, blinked. And remembered him from before. She shook her head. “I ill don’t believe
it, din-hast. You do it in front of my own eyesand | don't believeiit.”

Thejit rocked dightly as the Dydaerors dimbed into the back sedt.

It was an old machine, lovingly maintained. The seats were a tightly woven canvas, the weaving an
elaborate pattern, the worn places rewoven invigbly when they got too thin. The paint was handrubbed
until it glowed. In places the metd was beginning to show through, but even those patches had a polished
look. Things were huilt to last here and honor came from keeping them in service. This was a crafter’s
world as wdl as a magpie collection of knowledge, a world oriented to preservation, rather then
consumption.

The ddlay over, the machine hummed up onto its effect-cushion and started its swervy dance across
the Fied.

Adan shifted around so she could see Shadith’s face. “How long will you be here thistime?’

Shadith shook her head. “Don’t know exactly. I'll have to seeif the ...” she grinned a& Adan, “the
pods work the way they're supposed to. And Ro has to check his supplies, pick up any news from
Spotchas. We go asap, | suppose. Maybe two weeks, maybe a month.’

“Wdl, Lissorn's living on his ship, he said he'd take care of Rohant. I've arranged a guest suite for
you. For-got about Kikun. Your fault, dinhast. Does no one ever remember you except when they're
looking straight a you?’

He chuckled, three throat-catches and a hiss. “No.”



“Wdl, I'd hate to have your sex life, luv. Anyway, see what | can come up with, for now you'll stay
with Shadow; or | suppose Lissom will take you in.”

Shadith dropped her hand on Kikun's arm. “Don't fuss, Lan, he's certainly welcome to stay with If
he wants more privacy, héll find away. He dways does. Tdl me about Addlaar, whet's she after?”’

“She saw the pods and, I'm afraid, managed a look at your sketches. Mother’s an artist in her way,
ghe knows her tech. And she does't need a detailed survey to tdl her she's seeing something new. Fair
means or foul, Shadow, she's going to know what you've got. | suppose | should say I'm sorry....”

“l know. You don’t like what she's doing, but she's your mother and you have this little touch of
subversve pride that says go mama. It'll work out dl right, Lan. What with this and that, I'm just about
cleaned out. If she likes what she sees, she can cover my expenses and do us both afavor.”

“You going to tdl me what those things are?’

“No. But you can come dong and watch if you want.”

“If | want!

5

Universty

Crafter’s Loft, Hoban and Sons
Shadith, Hoban

The next week Shadith spent most of her days going over the ten pods lad out in a row in the long
assambly shed. They were a dead black with a skin of crysarmor, tougher than most metals but much
lighter, grown from seeds planted on honeycomb struts. They were eongated eggs, two meters dong the
minor axis, nine meters aong the mgor; despite tharr Sze and the complexity of the interior, they were
light enough that two men could carry them from place to place.

She went over them with test meters she'd built for hersdf from components the crafters provided,
meking minute adjustments in the electronics, growing more ex-cited with each one she finished. It was
hard to wait, hard to do that finicking, exacting work when al the while she was remembering riding the
lightwinds, remember-ing the wonder of it and having to choke off a growin? need to say forget this, it's
good enough, let’sfly, let'sfly ....

HH#

Shefinished the tenth and stood back, grinning like afoal.

Crafter Hoban stood beside her looking baffled. “Are you going to tdl us what we ve been building,
Shadow? Or are you going to make us choke on our curiosty and maybe die of it?’

“Give me two more days, friend, and | won't tdl you, I'll show you.”

“What more' sto do?’

She opened up the last of the pods, touched the smoath flooring of the interior. “I need a pad one
sde shaped to fit in here, the other shaped to my body, front and sides, exact fit but with some give to it,
some dadticity, bodies dter every day. I'll leave materids up to you.” She crossed to the work bench,
dug into her shoulderbag and brought out the pages she'd worked over one lagt time last night. “These
will have to be printed into the pad with surface sensorsin intimete contact with the body of the flier.”

“Ah. Hier.”

She laughed. “You got it. Cdl it a Moth. Sun Moth. You'll see why. We can take a mold this
afternoon, the sooner the better.”

“Moth. I'll be thinking on that.”

She dipped the strap over her shoulder, started waking for the door. “I'm sure you will. Bright
winged math spirding to the sun, huh?’
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Aboard Lissorn’s Cillasheg for the firg trid of the Sun Moth
Shadith, Rohant, Kikun



Lissorn and the Dydaerors of his Capture Crew Autumn Rose
Adan and Addaar
Hoban

“| cdl her Farashonay the Sun Moth. Hoban has a gimmer of what that means and the rest of you
will know when you see her deployed.” Shadith gazed the length of the table, smiled a each in turn.

Lissorn a the head (it was, dfter dl, his ship). His father beside him on his right. Nezrakan, his
Capture Specidig, stting at his |eft. Kinefray and Azram, Nezrakan's apprentices, looking so dike she
couldn't tell them apart. Tolmant from Logigtics, the oldest of the lot with a frosting of gray in his mane,
one of the dark Dyslaera, his bodyfur a deep brown-black. His apprentice Tenor, the youngest
Dydaeror present, little more than a cub, but fiercdy determined to be in this. Autumn Rose, they sad
she was one of the tracer ops, a smdl woman, wiry, radiating a bardy suppressed anger. Adan and
Adeaar gtting side by side, Adelaar seething under her stedly front. And Hoban.

“You've been patient with me, especidly you, Rohant, and you, Lissorn. | appreciate your trust.”
She sucked in a breath and exploded it out. “The waiting’'s done. At least it will be, after today’ s test.”

She clasped her hands behind her. “Rohant and Kikun know what I'm taking about, the rest of you,
ligen hard and bdieve what | say.

“Ginbiryd Seyirshi iswaiting for us. He knows we Il come. He set up his cut-outs, but he expects us
to negate them. He will have defenses and darm systems about that Hole, layer on layer of them. | doubt
even you could get through them, Adelaar. You should praise whatever gods you—own that you don’t
have to try. Thereis NO way we can get near the Hole using conventionad means. Nothing clever we can
try. No disguises, no deight of hand. The only people who will be dlowed diveingde Teegah's Limit will
be ships broadcasting the sgnature embedded in the pilot flakes they receive a the rendezvous. And
getting one of those isadmog as impossible as crossng the Limit.

“But ..” She amiled. “Yes. | think—and may | em-phasize think— know how to get round dl this
Due to circumgtances | have no intention of detailing, | have ac-cess to a technology radicaly different
from any avalable at present. | spent hours going through Library Files, trying to find anything remotdy
gmilar and could not. Our Luck, Ginny’s loss. | believe in two things and only two. Luck and Chance.
Therest isfaly. Well, or hard work. And your inteligent application of what you know. With Luck that's
enough, by Chance you win or lose. Win or lose. Ginny's a genius leve double-knotter; he thinks round
corners other people can't even see, but even he can't guard againgt something he doesn’'t know exigts”
Her audience was getting restive. Too many gen-erdities, not enough detail.

Ah, well, the detail Wales in the doing and you'd better get started doing, Shadow.

“Right. Lissom, once the pod is deployed, use direct visuds, not the kepha-analogs, see what kind of
detall you can get and for how long.”

Lissom leaned forward frowning. “Direct? You can't get any detail with direct. Nobody uses....”

“Ginny just might. You can't tdl with him, so | don’'t want to take unnecessary chances. And ... ahhh
... try mewith every sort of probe you have, everything you can think of, get dl the readings you can. |
expect ... wel, hope might be a better word, you'll get zilch. I'm going to tack toward the sun, riding the
lightwinds. Ah, yes, | see you begin to understand, wait till you see her with her wings spread, a ful AU
from tip to tip. We're beyond the Limit out here, but if she works properly it should only take about
fifteen hours to reach the sun and less than that coming back. She gains speed faster than a dream, my
darling, though I'll not fed it, that's part of her charm.”

Rohant combed his thumbclaw through his mustache. “Thirty hours. That's a long ride flat on your
face”

“I've done this before, Old Lion. There's the time compression close to one light, remember.
Besdes, you lose dl touch with timein there, it's like ... it's an orgasm hours long, risng and faling in
intengty, but ... wdl, I'm not worried about being bored.”

“Diol” His face went red, but he refrained from com-ment. “Should we be worried, then?’

“If I don’t show up on visuds on schedule, yep.”

“There'sno cornin there.”



“No. | have an emergency beacon, sealed so it won't show up on searches, but nothing ese. We're
going to sneak up on them, remember?”’

“Onwings of firean AU wide?’

“Absurd, isn't it.” She grinned a him. “It doesn’'t matter what shows if no one's out there looking.”
She turned to the others. “Questions?’

Hoban tapped the table in front of him. “The power source. The accumulators are so smdll....”

“She feeds on what she rides; the accumulators are for spreading her wings, after that she maintains
hersdf. She's never in a gravity well, you understand, and she's tiny, the sun’s pull on her is more than
balanced by the outward pressure of the lightwinds. She's a racer, a lux-ury, she has no purpose but
flight”

Addaar tapped the table. “Guidance systems?’

“That's ... um ... complicated to explain, but easy to do. User friendly. No harder than driving a
groundcar without a program. And babies can do that, you know.”

“When we get back....”

“Yes Well tak.”

Lissom tapped the table. “User friendly, you say. You had ten built. You meen to teach nine of us to
fly them?’

“I had ten built to provide redundancy. If we can make ninefliers besides me, we will be ten. If there
are fewer who can do it, well take fewer. The physca require-ments are very loose, the psychic
requirements a bit more gringent. The dark out there is huge and crushing and you're trapped in a tiny
space, with only a thin shel to keep it out, with only a few chips and circuits and your fdtering brain to
keep you from frying in the heart of a sun or freezing to a corpsicle out between the stars. Some thrive,
some go catatonic, most are merdy competent. It's no shame if you can't fly a Sun Moth; we have
dif-ferent gifts dl of us. Thisisimportant. Be honest with yourselves and with us, otherwise you'll put us
dl in danger. —

“| spp.’?

“If there’ s nothing ese, I'd like to get started.”

Lissom looked around, then got to hisfeet. “Right. Rose, take Adan, Addaar, Hoban, sdtle them in
the auxiliary coin room. Apa, the Bridge is yours. The rest of you sort yoursaves out, you know where.”
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Thefirg trid of the lightsailer
Shadith, Kikun

The pod was on the launcher, a shadowy black seed with aholeinits side.

Kikun had the checklist and was leaning into the flight-space, meking sure everything she'd need was
inthere, dong with emergency supplies and a spare recycler. His voice came to her in a pleasant drone
as she stripped and stowed her dathing in a flightbeg. “... can of sedlant, emergency suit, water bottles,
catheter saddle, waste pacs, simtab feeder, extra tab pac, hipropaste, extra tubes” He pulled his head
out. “All there, patched down, ready to hand.”

She tossed him the flightbag. “ Paich this down, then help me get ettled.”

After he tucked the bag into the flightspace, he climbed down, drew his hand dong the smooth black
surface. “On wings of light,” he murmured, * dance well,

Shadow.” He gave his throat-catch chuckle. “A wish from the depths of my being and purdy sdfish.
| want to dance this dance and soon.”

She bardy heard him and didn’t take in the sense of his words until much later, when she had time to
remem-ber. She crawled into the flightspace, stretched out on the pad and eased hersdf into its hollows,
fitting her skin againg the sensors, sdtling hersdf about the saddle. “I’'m in. Check me, will you?’

His dry, soft fingers touched here, there, the length of her body, then he pulled the sensweb over her
and clicked it down. He tapped her shoulder. “Luck ride with you, Shadow.” He closed the hatch,
closed her into a darkness thick and soft and walting.



A moment later, an eternity later, she fdt the hard sharp kick of the launcher and she was out.
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Hying Farashonay

Her vison cleared. She could see the Cillasheg floating hdf a kilometer away, could see dl round
hersdf. The system had no planets, only a Belt with gravel-sized pel-lets of sone and ice, afew scattered
rocks big enough to qudify as asteroids. She shifted her vison out and out until she could see the graved,
frogt in the darkness, white and black glitter in the light of the dim, distant sun, shifted down again until her
vison was confined to an area the width of her wings at full deployment.

Cautioudy she moved her fingers and spread her wings—only a little, enough to give her some
way—then she began testing her memory and the machine.

She dipped and turned, yawed and rolled until she had the fed of the Sun Math printed in her body.

It seemed heavier, somewhat less respongive than she remembered, but memory was like that, gilding
plea-sures, making them more than they ever were.

All right, Shadow, let’s go for it.

She snapped the wings out full, gossamer fidds like shadows in glass. The lightwinds filled them,
pushed her outward. She let it happen, gathering speed for the turn, feding Farashonay come alive
under her as she drank the winds and rode them out and out. They were one, she and Farashonay, the
wings were her arms, her hands, enormoudy enlarged, enormoudy sendtive, her finger-tips reading the
lightwinds, her body the balance, the rudder. She laughed and groaned, meking love to the winds,
laughed again and siwvung round, tilting her wings, dipping the winds, tacking right, tacking left, sweeping
toward the sun. on and on, faster and faster, time com-pressing to nothing, she was huge as the universe,
her blood was wine, her body sang, on and on until the sun’s heet began to intrude....

She whipped round the sun, went racing back, faster and faster....

The Cillasheg was a dark seed caught in her wings, she remembered and reluctantly brought
Farashonay curving round, usng the wind pressure to dow her, fold-ing her wings, the old skills back as
if no time at dl had passed, asif she wore her firs body and was racing her firg race.

She brought Farashonay to a gentle stop, nudging againg Cillasheg's flank.

Tractor beams touched her carefully, brought her into the cargo lock, deposited her on the launcher.

She drifted in utter darkness, pleasantly depleted. As she'd told Rohant, it was like hour on hour of
great 2, and when you were finished, though she hadn't told him this, you were arag.

There was a tapping on the shell.

She blinked, tripped the inner lock so Kikun could open the hatch.

He unclicked the web and eased her free, helped her out of the pod.

Her legs were rubber, no strength in them.

“Thet good, was it?’

“I'm ill alittle drunk with it.”

“Stretch out here, Shadow. They can wait.” He helped her down onto a pad, brought a bucket of
warm sogpy water and a sponge, washed her with the affectionate de-tachment of a man tending a prized
racehorse. “It truly went wel?’

“More than wdl. I"d forgotten the glory of it. | thought | remembered, but | hadn’t.”

“A wonderful way to begin a fight, with legs like damp noodles.” He fetched the flightbag, helped her
to her feet.

“Into each life some rain.” She stretched, shook her-sdlf, then began pulling on her trousers. “It won't
be this bad—well, good—when we go for the Hole. Half the dis-tance and a different mindset.”

“When do we begin training?’

“You redly do want this, don’t you.”

“Very very much, Shadow.”

“Right now it's back to Universty, we have to fit the pads to the pilots and the pods and test for



claustrophobia and the rest of that. Y ou're not claustrophobic, are you? Good.” She smoothed her hands
down the sdes of her tunic, wiggled her feet in her boots. “Let’s go see what the readings say.”

FINAL PREPARATIONS
Universty
1

Shadith, Addaar

“l can’'t ded with this, not now.”

“Why not? Y ou're here until your pupils are ready to solo. Why should we lose this opportunity?’

Shadith laughed, though she was too tired to be much amused. “ Can't suborn the crafters, hun?’

“Haven't tried. Not ethics, practicdity. Alien tech is a dippery thing.”

“If you want the truth, Adelaar, I’'m not up to dedling with you. My mind's on Ginny and coping with
him. Tdl you what. | won't talk now, but after thisis over, we'll get together and see what terms we can
agreeon.”

“If you come back.”

Shadith closed her eyes. “Thereisthat. Right. Why not. Listen. Y ou pay my expenses on thisand I'll
leave a release with Hoban and Sons; if I'm not back in five years, they're to give you dl my notes and
their sche-matics. And I'll escrow an explanation of fidd structure and the principles behind the tech, the
mathemétics, ev-erything, with ingtructions to hand over to you at the end of the same period unless |
collect the materid mysdf. My terms for thislast. You'll control forty percent, the remaining sixty will be
divided like this, twenty-five to Aleytys of Walff, twenty-five to Swardheld Quae of Tef-fer, ten to
Vetar Arel y Kleftis, based out of the ship Matassa Ray. ONLY if | don't survive thismess. If | do, we
can go round a few times, work out something.” She grinned a Adelaar. “If | ill have something to sdl.
Tech's dippery in a lot of ways. You'll be buser than ... what diché do | want, huh? ... than a
four-armed paper hanger, trying to duplicate what you saw done. Right?’

“Right” Adelaar relaxed, radiated contentment. She was so0 stisfied with the ded it made Shadith
very ner-vous. “When do you want to draw up the papers?’

“Tomorrow morning. Before we leave for 579 again.”

Addaar raised her brows. “I want the Arbiter to see what you're escrowing, o perhaps we should
wait till you' re ready?’

“I have the materid completed, | passed the time on the trip from Chissoku getting it ready. No no, |
didn't know you were here, Adelaar, | was going to leave the papers for Aleytys”

“Tomorrow, then, nine by the clock, at the Arbiter’s Officein the Library.”

“Right.”

2

Shadith, Kikun
Guestroom

Something was after her. She was swesting. Terror shook her, she was sck with it. Ginny was
gtting, look-ing at her, saying something, she couldn’t hear the words, his voice was bland and fla, his
mouth moving endlesdy. She looked down at hersdlf. She was fleking away, her dothing, her flesh, harr,
evarything was peding off the bone in amdl brown flakes. She saw the whiteness of the bone, she fdt
hersdf peding loose with her flesh, she saw hersdf snuffed out, nothing left, nothing there, noth-ing ...
there, nothing ... nothing....

She woke swesting, sck, every part of her shaking, she thought even her cells were vibrating. This
was the third night she’' d dreamed, each time she came back from atraining trip. Hying the Sun Moth she
was fing back here, haunted. She knew why.

It had shaken her condderably, authorizing that es-crow. It was an admisson she could die in this
business.



She'd told Arel to see she was avenged if she didn't come back, but she didn't redly bdieve that
would hap-pen, she just wanted to keep him out of trouble.

When she imprinted that document and registered it, she looked degth in the face and was terrified.

Twenty thousand years. She'd thought she was tired of living and uncertain about how hard she'd
fight to con-tinue her existence, but life had suddenly become terribly dear and so so fragile.

She sat with the covers huddled about her, her knees drawn up, her arms hugged across her breasts.
She was trembling, gasping for breath.

Light flashed across her, the door, opening. Kikun camein. “ Shadow, what's wrong?’

She tried to say something, but she couldn’t; her teeth were chattering, her throat so tight she
couldn’t get a croak out.

He stood in the doorway, a gpindly black form that could have been something from her nightmares,
but wasn't, there was too much warmth and affection radi-ating from him. “Ahhhh,” he breathed. “I see.
You im-printed escrow and your body has redized at last that it could cease....”

He came onto the bed and sat beside her, drew her againg him, held her, caressed her and made
love to her spirit, though not to her body. He wasn't interested in her body, didn't care what it fdt or
needed; it took a complex of smdls and textures she couldn’t provide to awaken those senstivities in
him. Y et love her he did, in hisway. And he brought her back from the terror that had nearly kicked her
loose from this body.

i

She withdrew the trays from the delivery dot, carried them into the garden and set them on the table.
She pat-ted a huge, aching yawvn and collgpsed in the wicker chair. “1 owe you a big one, Kikun.”

Hefilled a cup with tea, passed it across to her. “Take me saling, thet’' Il more than pay any debt. Not
thet there is one. No debts between friends”

She spped a the tea, Sghed with pleasure. “Friends. Oh, yes” She ligened to the birds dng, a
curious as-sortment from haf a dozen worlds flittering about the trees and shrubs in the common green a
the back of the guest houses, trees and shrubs that dso came from a hundred different ecologies, mdding
into an odd har-mony on this eclectic world. The shadow of the night-mare ill hung over her; it touched
everything about her, even infected the air. Colors were darker, richer, like they were when clouds dill
hung heavy after araingorm, the air had an dectricty as it touched her skin. She watched Kikun spping
a histea and amiled; an auralike heatshimmer dung to his outline. She wondered if he saw one vibrating
about her. They were both very very dive and rgoicing in it. She reached out, closed her hand over his
squeezed. “I went to see Hoban after | left Adelaar, ordered anew Sun Moth. For after this. It's yours”
Shelifted her cup in tribute. “For the best sun-diver there ever was or will be.”

The Dydaera were very good sundivers, ther intuitive grasp of distance/duration the key—and not a
sangle one had any difficulty with the dark; they were predators in those pods, fiercely competitive.

Kikun wasn't good. Kikun was perfection. He was born to sal the Sun Moths. His peculiar
connections with oth-erness were part of it, his quickness and sengtivity. It was more than ill, it was a
cdling. Clowndancer god reborn to flesh, with his fingers twined in the fabric of the universe.

He closed his eyes. She could fed him tremble, his joy exploded in her and for a moment neither
moved.

Then Kikun coughed and took a bite of toast. “We can polish Kinefray and Azram this trip if we
both work. Tolman and Tenor the one after. And leave for the Kar-idion Worlds before the end of next
week.”

Shadith combed her hands through her hair, winced at the tangles. “Wdl, maybe. Azram needs a
kick in the ass. He keeps thinking he knows it dl.”

“Set usinarace”

“Hah!” She crunched down on a dice of bacon as if she bit into the young Dydaeror. “Don’t
humiliate im too badly, Kuna, just alittle”

“Jud alittle”

“By the way, how’ s your meadow coming?’



“Thriving. Come see. The grassis a cm longer and the juniper perfumes the hold.

“You tdk to it, don’'t you.”

“Of course. The hold isa cold and dien place for plants, | have to make them comfortable there.”

“Hmm.” She spped at the lukewarm tea, grimaced, pushed her cup over for arefill. “You ready for
your run?’
“Oh, yes. And you?’
“l don’t know. | think we' d better practice in place ... if it won't hurt the meadow.”
“Be good for it, set the song into the earth and the grass and the juniper. Help me later when | run for
red.”

“Let’s do it this afternoon, on the way over to 579. If a ship happens to be leaving around the same
time, you can track it awhile” She patted a yawn and reached for another piece of toast. “Three weeks
and it's over, one way or another.”

can't read that road, Shadow.” He was answering the question she was afrad to ask. “Gaagi won't
play thistime”

“That bad?’

“Oh, no. Sometimes he doesn't fed like talking. Means nothing.”

She shivered. “I hope.”

ACTIVITY ONTHE OTHER SIDE

Koulsnakko' s Hole
Ginbiryd Seyirghi
Onero Badli

1

A tdl, stooped figurein a fullbody filter, heavy robes and gloves, Onero Betdli stood in the shadow
a the edge of the room, watching a horde of droids and bots labor-ing to create the glow of rich but
subdued degance the bidders were most comfortable with. The suites were d-ready finished and the
individuas on the Prime Lig were arting to arrive.

Ginbirydl Seyirshi sat in aheavy swivd char in a pul-put at the front of the room, raised high above
the action, there to make sure the effect was what he wanted.

Bedli stirred findly, made hisway to the pulput, rode the lift up to the pit at the top.

Seyirshi swvung round to face him. “Wd|?’

“A report from Univergty. The gil Shadith hired the crafters Hoban and Sons to build something.
My agent can’'t discover more about it, he was warned off by crafter security when he pressed too hard.
He did manage to get alook & the finished product. Black pods, two meters wide by nine long, light
enough to be lifted by two men. Ten of them. The last note in the report said one of the pods was being
loaded into a Dydaer Capture ship, the Cillasheg, the Captain and Capture Chief, one Lyssorn, eldest
stion of the Toerfdes and Ciocan of Vodlts Kor-latch. Destination unknown as of now.”

“Ten pods. len infiltrators” Seyirshi sat with his hands clasped, brooding. “Those are for the attack
on the Hole. How, Betdli, how is she gaing to trace a ship through the ingplit without warning us?’

“Not possible”

“l know it is not possible. But she will do it. Somehow she will....” He tapped open his corn. “Ajeri,
rat this to Harmau. Sweep each ship that comes through for lice, make sure there are no tracerbugs
attached anywhere, ingde or out.”

Ajei’s voice came to Bddli as an insect whine, barely audible above the noise of congtruction.
“Better be ready to soothe the dlients when they get here. Y ou know them, they won't like the delay.”

“They can soothe themsdlves or go home. | want the message off within the haf hour.”

“You got it, Ginny.”

Seyirshi contemplated the dark plate a moment, turned to Betdli. “Thet is the only possible entry |
can think of unless the name change has got out. Have you heard any-thing about that?”



“No. Not agmdl. | heard Koulsnakko's repeated sev-era places, no one questioning the name.”

“Hmm.” He tapped an irritable rhythm on the chair ams. “ She will find away. Oh, yes, shewill find a
way. We mud be ready to receive her.”

Bedli bowed his head, unwilling to comment on Se-yirshi’s obsession. All this was nonsense, but
sying so was unpoalitic. “I had better check with the Pilot. Per-haps more information has come in.”

Seyirshi stared full a him for a moment, that deep-cutting look he got sometimes—then he went back
to ingpecting the work going on below.

Betdli fdt swest popping out on his face, fdt the faint vibration as the body filter labored to absorb
the mois-ture. Afraid suddenly and furious at himsdf and Seyirshi because of thet fear, he stepped onto
thelift and let it take him back to the floor.

2

The Pilot looked up as Betdli came onto the Bridge. “Two more rats have come in. Jugt.”

“Have you opened them?’

“They’re being peeled right now. The contentswill be in the safe ...” a gesture at the readouts a the
dation, “within a minute, fumed and ready in another minute. Shdl | bring them through here or in your
quarters?’

“My quarters. I'm going to bathe and change. | think it would be wise to place the kephalos on dert
and go into defense mode. Seyirshi is developing suspicions of

us

“Any reason?’

“None that | can see. It has to be indinct; the man has a remarkable nose for trouble. Fortunately
he's so ob-sessed with that girl he isn't paying full atention to his twitches. Otherwise | could be dead by
now.~

“Will you be going back there?

“l have to. You know tha. Besides, | don't think Se-yirshi will act on his fedings until after the
Auction is done. And that will be too late”

3

He pulled a pair of flimsys onto his hands, took up the reports, and began to read.

From Universty:

... Cillasheg back in parking orhit ... ar of extreme excitement about the crew and passengers ...
Addaar dd Arash of Addaris Securities was on board ... no more information about he pods, except
thet they seem to be the source of the excitement ... Cillasheg left again ... gone three days ... pattern,
shipinfor one day, two a mog, out three ... continued for three weeks ... ad Arash on firg two flights
... went with the girl you're interested in to the Arbiter’s Office and registered a contract ... contract
under sed for five years ... no chance of getting a look at it or the materid sedled with it ... ad Arash
departed after that, presumably for homeworld, Droom in the Hegger Combine ... Cillasheg gone agan
yesterday ... dl pods loaded aboard ... gave up parking dot, paid bill ... destination un-known. o .

From Louat 4

... on Myndig, Herka Bidj, Strazha Uho and here, the V odlts teams have broken off survelllance or
attack and have left the scene ... dedtination unknown ... have checked with Universty and Spotchals,
none of these teams or others have surfaced there, no contact in-sofar as can be determined....

From Spotchds:

... compound sedled, no contact Capture ships or search teams....

Bedli read through the reports once again, scowling. “If | were as as Seyirshi,” he sad doud, “I
would suspect they know how to find us and were coming for us” He thumbed the com sensor; the
pilot’s etiolated face filled the screen. “I'm faxing copies of the reports to the Bridge; read them yoursdf,
have them droid-ddlivered directly to Seyirshi, he should ill bein the Auction Room.”

“Bad news?’

“It could be interpreted as such. Wait hdf an hour before you send the droid. Seyirshi might cdl here,



tdl him | am meditating over the meaning of the reports and will speak to him later.”

4

Bernie's Hole (renamed for the occasion Koulsnakko's) was a collection of hulks connected by
flexible tubes in shrouds woven from Menaviddan moncfilament; the heart of the collection was an
ancent gutted worldship with its engines gone but its gravity webs intact and operating at full capacity,
powered by collector arrays amed at the sun. Onero Betdli stepped into the repairways between the
worldship's inner and outer skins, moved quickly dong the catwaks until he reached the section where
the guest suites were. He counted the back panels, found the suite he wanted and touched a tronkey to
the access plate.

The man waiting for im was tal and broad, dressed in a robe with a heavy cowl that hid his face, his
only ornament a spird of Slver wire on an onyx ground. “The suite is sealed to us” he said. His voice
was deep, the dight vibration on the shilants the only clue to the de-gree of digtortion programmed into
the privacy shidld.

“Very good. I've brought copies of the reports, | thought you'd like to see them. It seems there is a
pos-ghbility of avery interesting capture....”

FINAL PREPARATIONS 2
The Karidion Cluster

1

Karidion was asmdl compact star clugter, Sx stars less than a light-year apart, same age, same sze,
asif products of some primeva gelar mitoss. Among them they had a score of planets with seven a
leest margindly habitable.

One of these had aname Hetohongya.

It was a world with sweeping winds and purple storms, saturated browns and oranges, strong dark
colors, tree andogs were low and twisty with maroon and purple foliage, the grass andog was succulent
and bladed, with verticd stripes of crimson and ocher. Herds of six-legged ruminants grazed on the
crimson grass, bird andogs like feathered gasbladders drifted about them.

The only settlements were mining towns in mountain ranges like rotten teeth; the largest of these,
cdled Te-yohdiac, was thrown up on the edge of an dlwvid plain, alanding fied beside it.

On the day the Cillasheg arrived there were twelve landers grouped in asmdl clugter in the center of
thefied.
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It was a proscenium stage with dusty worn curtains framing the front, curtains that looked like they'd
been compressed from the dust outside and smdlled worse.

Shadith stood hdf behind the folds on the left Sde in-specting the audience gathered in the hard
wooden seats.

“Hfteen, gxteen,” she murmured, “Twenty, twenty-three, twenty-nine, thirty-four Dydaera. One,
two, five, seven, ten, no, deven ops. Tough looking lot, huh, Kikun?' She shivered. “It ginks of ragein
here”

“Leave them to Rohant, they’ re modlly his people; he knows how to handle them.”

“Heislooking better, it he?’

“Much better. Now that he has a legitimate target for his claws.”

Rohant carried a chair to the center of the stage, plunked it down and sat on it, leening forward, his
hands on his knees. “WEe ve got the name of the Hole where the Auction will be. Koulsnakko’s. Anyone
know that one? Zarovan, you were working on the mere line”

“New one on me, Roha. We were ‘tieing a mere when we got the cdl to break off; didn't want to



waste him so we brought him aong.—Zarovan swiveled round _ “ Sug-nom, go put the question to the little
man, come back soon’s you got some kind of answer.” He produced a ferocioudy amigble grin a his
crevman's snort.

“Anyone dse? No? Right. What we figure, Seyirshi got wind of us looking for him, set up a cut-out.
Theré' s a rendezvous three days from here, Laybogby’s Star. The bidders are showing up there and
geting pilot flakes to take them on to Koulsnakko's. If Zarovan's mere doesn't come up with
coordinates, Cillasheg is going to St out there wel beyond the Limit, waiting for a bidder to show up.
When he's got his flake and drops into the ingplit again, we drop behind him and track him to the Hole.

Siddown and stop smirking, Tasylyn. | know it’'s sup-posed to be impossible, | know if we get close
enough to read him, he reads us and drops a mine on us or goes evasve and leaves us nose to nothing.
But the folks who say dl that have never met adinhast called Kikun. Here's what we want from you. We
need crews for the Cillasheg Landers once we reach the Hole area. I'll let Lissom handle that, it's his
ship. Questions?’

Zaovan cleared his throat. “Why?’

“Because him and hdf his Capture Crew are on the hit team, so they won’t be around. “

There was an indant mutiny, angry questions thrown at him from dl sides.

He roared them to dlence. When they were smmering but rdaivey cdm, he said, “Any of you
would-be vol-unteers know how to fly a Sun Moth?’

Hannys got to her feet. “What the hdl’s a Sun Moth and what' s it got to do with hitting Ginny?’

“Get to that in a minute. Any of you gamebirds know how to get at a defended Hole without losing
your tall-feathers or alot more? If you think you do, give us a shot a it. He waited. There was some
muttering, then slence. “Right. Shadow, get out here.”

Shadith grimaced but eft the shdlter of the curtains and went to stand beside Roharnt.

“A few things | want straight. | know what she looks like. Forget that. She's got more Taents in her
left toe than most of you got in your whole body. She's tough and she' s tricky, | owe her my life so many
times over | stopped counting. And she's given us the way in. The Sun Moths. Transport that's so close
to undetectable it might as wel be smoke. They're something else, Dio! We tested them and you just
can't see the things except on visuds and even then you blink and they’re gone. Ten of us. Me, Lissorn
and his crewpeople, Autumn Rose, she's a tracer op, Shadith and Kikun, ten of us. We go in and drop
Ginny or get dropped ourselves. Nothing fancy.”

Zarovan unfolded and stood beside Hannys. “ Seems like you've got this thing sewn up, so what are
we doing here?’

“You dl want a chance to get yoursdf killed, I'm go-ing to give it to you. Once we ve got into the
Hole, things are going to get smdly. We have to find Ginny before we can rip his throat out. We need
time. Any of you want to volunteer, you can buy us tha time by roaring in as if you were bent on
atacking the Hole. Watch out for mines, try not to get killed, don’t go dl that far, just get their attention
for an hour or s0.”

Hannys gave a shout of laughter, socked her figs onto her hips. “Jduicy bit you saved for us, Roha
And here we were complaining you shut us out.”

“Dio, Hannys, when | thought distraction, | thought of you.”

Tasylyn crossed her legs a the ankles, clasped her hands behind her head. The ottodoc had heded
her ear, but the tip was gone, replaced by a knot of keloid. “Say some of us manage to survive this
digtraction, how long you want us to hang about?’

“Him. Give us twenty-four hours, if we haven't got out by then, you're on your own, do what you
can.” He got to hisfeet. “Any more questions?’

AMBUSH

Laybogby's Sar
The Cillasheg and the Capture FHeet



Tweve ships and the Cillasheg hovered on the edge of the Anaso Snk, in dear space but
protected from discov-ery by the fringes of the Snk chaos wavering between them and Laybogby’s
Sar. A ship cobben waiting....
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The dance meadow was a drum of grass and brush in the center of the hold, illuminaed by plant
lights like spots pinning the Site, developing it out of the metdlic darkness of the hold; the black seeds of
the Sun Moths that were stacked in ranks about it were touched by the fringes of that light, a curve here,
ablunt end there.

Shadith sat beside a potted juniper bush, a drum with danted sides between her loosdly crossed legs,
she was surrounded by the amdl of the juniper, damp earth, crushed grass, lesf mold, forest amdls lad
over the metd and grease and acrid eectricd stench of the ship.

Kikun sat on the grass, facing her. His head was down, his eyes on his knees, his shoulders rounded.
He was breathing dowly, not redly there, wandering in never-never as he waited for hiscal.

Thar support crew was gathered about them with the gim shots and water tubes liquid food they'd
need once the tracking began.

They were dl waiting.

An hour passed. Another.

Rohant’ s voice boomed through the hold. “Ship sur-facing. We' re moving out a little to get a better
view.”

The Cillasheg stirred, shifted, the sublight drone filled the hold.

Ancther hour. Shadith fdt the tengon in the hold like a membrane tightening about her body.

Rohant came on again: “ Ship bresking from tie with stingship, going for the Limit. Thisis a red one.
Four hours to drop.”
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“He s dropped. We're dropping ... now. Over to you, Kikun.”
Ht

Kikun lifted his head. “ Start the beat, Shadow.”

She amiled diffly, her dark brown eyes like holes in her head; she was afraid again, but handling it.
He wanted to reach out and take her hand, but this wasn't the time for that. She drew her fingers across
the drum head, pull-ing a whisper from it, did it again, tapped it whisper whisper, toom toom whisper
whisper toom toom to toom too toom...

It sang in his blood. He fdt her reaching for him, lift-ing him; he'd been ground for her when she
sang, she was ground for him today, giving without thought of cost. He received her gift, loving her as
Sder, loving her as other, the third in the dinhast triad, loving her as hersdlf. That, too, sang in his blood.

He sucked in a long bregath, breathing the forest that was there in 9gn though not in Sze, gathered
himsdf and let his spirit run free, soirit hound hunting the traces of the ship that had gone, howling as he
ran, a resonant bdling that filled his head.

He visudized a compass rose like a moving shadow diding with him as he ran, his spirit paws
touching down on the white smoke trail spewing from the ship ahead. It smelled acrid, dark, smoky, like
eectrica insulaion burning. A good strong amdl. He liked it.

The rose rocked and yawed, then steadied.

He put his nose down, sniffed at it. The numbers came into him as hound and out again, threads of
white smoke streaming behind him until they reached into the hold and Kikun-there breathed them in and
gpat them out for the recorders of those who lisened ... then he was run-ning again, his ghost body
dretching, glorying in the play of muscle, the sense tha he was bounding through eternity, biting off a
century with each dride ... or something like that.

The drum was the besat of hisfeet, the pulse of histeam



Shadow steadied him, warmed him, poured strength into him.

He ran and ran, the ship aways ahead of him, never pulling away....

Time passed. Hours uncounted.

Kikun-there's mouth went dry, his body flagged.

Thetending crew popped a simtab into aven, sprayed water over his body, gave him sps from the
water tube, the food tube, fruit juice to take the taste awvay, more water.

The beat changed, dowed for severa minutes, then picked up again. It was the agreed-on sgnd. The
fird day was gone.

HH

The second day was like the fird.

Keep me going, he'd told them. And Shadow. Without the drum I'm lost. Whatever it takes,
however long you have to keep on, do it. Don’t worry about distracting me, you won't. If 1 break
off, I’'mdone, | can’t pick up the trail again. | don’t know how long | can hold together, but what
will can do, | WILL do.

The tending crew popped more simtabs into him, sprayed water over him, gave him sps from the
water tube, the food tube, fruit juice to take the taste away, more water.

HH

The third hour of the third day the ship ahead dogleg-ged to the right; Kikun-hound howled a
warning, sum-moned the rose, and ran.

He put his nose down, sniffed at the rose. The numbers came into m as hound and out agan,
threads of white smoke streaming behind him until they reached into the hold and Kikun-there breathed
themin and spat them out for the recorders for those who listened ... then he was running again, his ghost
body gretching, glorying in the play of musde ... howling with pleasure and triumph as her fdt the
Cillasheg hift and follow.

The drum was the besat of hisfeet, the pulse of his heart.

Shadow steadied him, warmed him, poured strength into him.

He ran and ran, the ship aways ahead of him, never pulling away ...

Time passed. Hours uncounted.

Kikun-there’'s mouth went dry, his body flagged.

The tending crew popped a simtab into him, sprayed water over his body, gave him water, food,
fruit juice to take the taste away, more water.

The beat changed, dowed for several minutes, then picked up again. The third day was gone.

HH

The fourth hour of the fourth day, the ship ahead dog-legged to the right again; Kikun-hound howled
awarn-ing, summoned the rose a third time.

He put his nose down, sniffed at the rose. The numbers came into m as hound and out agan,
threads of white smoke streaming behind him until they reached into the hold and Kikun-there breathed
themin and spat them out for the recorders of those who listened ... then he was running again his ghost
body dretching, glorying in the play of musde ... howling with pleasure and triumph as he fdt the
Cillasheg hift and follow.

HH

Thefifth hour of the fifth day the ship ahead began dowing.

The hound dowed until he was waking, dowed again, fighting againg the drive of the drum, for the
fird timefighting againg the drum. He lifted his muzzle and howled his distress.

Sowing getting ready to surface stop stop stop....

The words were threads of white smoke streaming be-hind him until they reached into the hold and
Kikun-there breathed them in and spat them out for the recorders of those who listened....

Shadow dowed dowed dowed the bedt....

Pulling him back, spirit hound dissolving, spirit into body ....



HH

Autumn Rose held the water tube for’him, sponged off his face, arms, hands, gave him a glass of fruit
juice.

Young Tenor took the drum from Shadith and began working on her hands; they were cramped and
bruised, the skin dmogt completely abraded from her fingertips. He spread soothing lotion on them,
worked the lotion in, pulled knitted sk gloves over them, then he held her cuddled againgt him, her head
resting on his shoulder, helped her drink a glass of fruit juice, then gave her the water tube to suck on.

Rohant’s voice filled the hald: “We did it, Kikun, Shadow. All of you we did. it. Thereé's a star out
there and the ship is heading for a callection of hulks about one AU out from it. Koulsnakko's Hole.
Udly sucker. Come see. Come on, take alook a the end.”

GOING AFTER GINNY

1

At the Limit

The Rlot Gyfdlan looked around. “Visuds active.”

Anyagyn the Szgjes tapped a sensor and her voice sounded throughout her ship. “ Anyone who wants
asght of the Sun Moths leaving, get to a screen now. Vigtors are welcome on the Bridge. Five minutes”

Ship crew (everyone who could leave her post), Han-nys and her Capture Crew, the ops
aboard—they crowded onto the Bridge and stood in a ragged arc dong the back wadl, their eyes fixed
on the screen.
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Tiny black seeds came svimming away from the Cil-lasheg.

There was a soft flicker of light dong the firs pod's sdes, then the wings sprang full, gossamer
shimmers againg the black of space. It swept outward, past the watching transports, lightwinds filling
wings, weking them to glory; faster and fagter the Moth fled the Sun, then it curved round and went
swooping inward.

The second followed. The third. Five minutes apart the Moths sped inward, ten phantasms of
shimmering glim-mering light.

FHve minutes Ten. They were dl gone—beyond the range of the visuds.

“Dio Misclaer!” Hannys dapped her hand againgt the wall. “We get out of this, | want one of those. |
don't care what it costs.”

Anyagyn started breathing again with an explosive pop. “Yeh, damn. Whatever, it'sworth it.”

HH#

Thirteen ships hung beyond the Limit and everyone in them, Capture Crews and Ship Crews and
Tracer Ops, yearned to be out there, racing through the dark.

Thevigon of the Moth Winged with Light struck be-yond thought and feding. Species didn’'t matter,,
or cul-ture, or ways of thinking; the flight touched something fundamenta in each of them, set them aching
with de-sire.

When the Sun Moths had Ieft the screens, they swore or were dlent, then they got on with the grim
business of war.
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Atthe Hole

Shadith followed Kikun's Moth into the snarl of trans-port tubes joining a surreal assemblage of
hulks to the worldship/mothership floaing in the center of it dl, a monstrous amagam of metd and stone,
roughly spheri-cal, dead and dulll.

Rohant came after her, then Lissom and the others, black seeds with wings folded down to a faint
fringe, moving dowly, so dowly through the interstices of the tangle.



Her pod touched down on rock, bounced, settled
I’m good, | am, theeee greatest. Except for Kikun and who's like him anyway?

Shadith shut the fidd down completely and did the cover off the coldlight cdls, for a moment even
their dim bluish-white light made her eyes water and it was hard to focus now that she was deprived of
the pod’ s augmentation. Moving with care she freed hersdf from the flight-pad and the catheter saddle.
She'd never regretted being femae, but there was no denying men had an advantage in Stuations like
these. She tore open a packet of handi-wipers, cleaned and dried hersdf. As she wriggled into her tunic,
trousers and boots, it became quickly and painfully evident that the human body had too many hinges, dl
of them bending the wrong way, but she man-aged despite the cramped quarters.

Airauit next.

Todl bet. Crysd blade inits specid sheath, sted knife, gluegun, belt pouch with the plastic sheeting,
heavy-duty stunpistol, emergency kit, cherrybombs, smokers....

Ready asyou'll ever be, Shadow. Timeis.

She lay Hill a moment, gathering hersdlf. It hurt to abandon the Moth and it was harder than she'd
expected to do what had to be done, but she couldn’t leave Far-ashonay for this lot of crud to pick
over and pull apart. She hit the delayed destruct, started the airbleed and when the light went green, she
popped the hatch and crawled ouit.
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At the Limit

The Vadlts ships were transports, set up to haul dl shapes, Szes and temperaments of exotic beasts,
conser-vetive in thar fud-use, but fagter than most commercid vessdls despite this They were not
warships. They had no armament. None. No missiles. No long-range beams; nothing that reached farther
than a few ship-lengths. They could clear out a parking orbit with tractors and pressers, they could
destroy intrusive dustclouds, but their only effective way to take out an attacker was ram the sucker.

Which was suicide unless the mass difference was overwhdmingly to thelr advantage.

Rohant their Ciocan expected them to hit and survive. They meant to do just that.

These were Capture Crews—and Tracer Ops—with long experience of surviving againg odds on
hodtile worlds.

They were improvisars, fast on ther feet. Born gueril-las, the tendency stamped deeper by hot
experience.

They knew a the gut leve that plansfdl gpart under the impact of redlity.

They knew that glitches would arrive just when they were least able to handle problems.

They knew problems could be flipped into opportuni-tiesif they were clever and quick enough.

They were confident they’d be quick enough.

They waited.
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At the Hole

Azram was the last to land; he came down hard, bounced and rolled into a crack that blocked the
hetch on his pod. Kinefray and Tgnar bounded over to him, worked the pod loose and got it properly
settled.

He emerged, embarrassed, holding himsdf like a kit-ten who'd just knocked alamp off a table in the
next room and was pretending it hadn’t happened.

Shadith chuckled, shook her head. She waved a the nearest tube, started toward it, moving with
extra care because there was dmost no gravity beyond a worldship's skin, the web focused the weght
ingde

The tube came up and over, plunging in a nearly ver-ticd lineinto the stone.

She took and incautious step, bumped into it, re-bounded and nearly went flying off. Rohant snagged
her as she tumbled in dow motion past him, put her on her feet again.



Sheeh! Wonder if Klutziness is catching, maybe somebody ought to innoculate Azram
before he in-fects us all.

Eerie dlence. Been awhile since she'd been out like this and she' d forgotten how dill it was.
W, Shadow, let’s get this plot moving.

She snapped loose the lockstrap, eased the Jge brain-crystd blade from its sheath, swore
vehemently as Azram came bounding up, wanting to seeit closer. Braincrystd was rarer than brainsin his
head, or s0 it seemed.

Hadtily she turned her shoulder to him, holding the knife away from her, trying to fend him off with her
body. Theidiot! Didn't he know what that edge would do to her or himif it just bardly brushed them?

He didn't seem to have a pause-button; what he thought of, he did.

Nezrakan snagged his apprentice as he went undeadily past, jerked him up and back before he
blundered into Shadith, then spent the next several minutes hdmet to hdmet with him, putting the blight on
the young Dyda-eror’ s enthusiasm.

Shadith started breathing again. She tapped Rohant's arm, pointed to the tube, flattened her free
hand, jerked it up.

He nodded, jammed his boot toes into cracks, got him-sdf set and lifted her, setting her feet on his
thighs hold-ing her steady, his big hands round her wais.

She reached as high as he could, set the edge againg a strand of monofflament and applied a fant
pressure. The knife skimmed down, cutting away the weave asiif it were cobweb instead of one of the
toughest known nat-urd substances.

When the cut was as low as she could reach, she stopped the blade, waited..

Rohant eased her feet to the ground, squatted with her so she could finish. When she gaot dl the way
down, she changed direction and diced away the web dong the lower edge of the tube, leaning
recklesdy out, trusting him to keep her solid.

HH

When she finished the cutting, she'd cleared a section a meter wide and two high.
She tried the knife on the tube itsdf, breathed a 9gh of rdief as the edge sank dowly into the dense
pladtic.

Good. Takes muscle and time, but there’s no noise. Nothing to joggle a sensor and say
there’srats in the walls.

Moving with care she sheathed the knife, dapped Ro-hant on the arm, touched the worklamp on his
belt.

He set her down, then he and Lissom turned their worldamps on the tube, two overlapping circles of
ydlow-white added to the faint blue-white light coming from indde.

Shadith frowned. Unless the Holeboss was beng extra snesky, dl the tranamitter fibers were
gathered in a wide bet running along one section of the tube, just beyond the edge of the workspace
she'd finished clearing.

Avoid that bit for sure. Right. Here, | think. Yes.

She dapped sHf-gicking brackets for Rohant’s hands and feet about the line she'd chosen, then she
fdt dong her tool bdt until she found the pouch, tore its flgp free from the dlingstrip, brought out the
pladtic film she'd scrounged after she'd got a look a the monster they were about to attack. Emergency
mending film, tough, resl-ient, probably close kin to the tube suff. Vodlts Capture ships carried large
supplies of thisinfinitey versatile marterid.

She looked around, beckoned to Autumn Rose and Kikun.

While they were unfolding the sheet, passng it over Rohant and Lissom and the rest, she took the
gluegun and began squeezing a double line of time-set glue about three sides of the clear space.

When she was finished, she and Autumn Rose began pressing the edges of the plagtic square againgt



the glue, pleting them to fit them in, going round and round, pushing the plastic down when it threatened
to come loose, halding it in place until the time ran out and the glue set with a fant shudder that shook the
film under ther fingers.

Shadith tapped Autumn Rose's arm. The op nodded and went to herd the othersinto place as Kikun
and young Telnar began tugging the free edge toward the tube.

It was an awkward businessin the trace gravity, Dys-laerors toppling over, bumping into each other,
elbows in faceplates, feet where heads should be, Rohant and Lissorn fdling away, amog losing their
lights, the cir-cles of the beams dancing like fireflies here, there, dl over the crumpled plastic sheet. All of
itin dlence, an eerie, surred scene which Shadith watched with growing exasperation.

Kikun and his helper got the edge to her before the time ran out on the new section of glue, helped,
her pleat and press it down and complete the bubble.

She went round the ragged circumference one lagt time, laid down more glue to make sure the sed
was continu-ous, then clipped the gun to her belt and waited until she saw the shudder that meant the glue
was set, the bubble was made and tight.

Watch your ass, Ginny, we're coming for you.

Rohant squeezed her shoulder, pushed his feet into one set of brackets, arched his body and closed
his gloved hands about the others.

With Tolmant and Nezrakan to steady him, Lissorn set-tled onto his knees and shone his light past
hisfather’ s body at the section of tube where Shadith would be work-ing.

Azram and Kinefray cracked spare oxypacs they’d brought from their pods and began bleeding air
into the bubble.

Sweating in her arsuit, Shadith crawled into the cradle the Dydaeror had made for her, wrapped her
legs about one of his, grabbed at his am with her free hand; he was rock-solid, his mass comforting.
Using his body to steady her, she took the crystd knife from its sheath and set its edge againgt the tube,

The blade began a dow dow hite into the dick greasy plagtic. She started breething again, then
increased the pressure infinitesmdly. The knife sank in and in, up to the hilt.

She loosed the hilt, worked her fingers, did some breathing exercises, rested againgt Rohant for a
moment, taking strength from him. His mind was a rock, too; his determination bled into her. She
gathered hersdf, began pushing the treacherous cranky blade up and away from them, aware dways of
Rohant' s hands and arms up there, in danger if she lost her concentration and let the knife get away from
her.
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When she was finished with the cuts, she had adot 80 centimeters long by 30 wide.
A letter drop of sorts—and the mall to go through it was them.
Account Due letters addressed to Ginny Seyirshi, with collection agents included.

Autumn Rose wriggled through, forced her feet down until they touched the clingstrip. Her mocs
dicking and ripping clear with a sound like tearing paper, she moved asde and shucked the backpack
that had made life diffi-cult from the moment she left the pad. It was her ideadl right, but she didn’t think
it was far meking her carry dl the robes; Lissor-n had laughed at her, Shadow shrugged and Kikun
gigged. Nice they were dl having such a great time. She undid her toolbelt, peded off the arauit, tossed
it asde, clicked the belt back on.

Azram was wriggling through the dot; the other Dys-laera were sanding around, sripping off the
arslits and tossing them back into the bubble, dapping ther tool-belts on again. She looked down at her
auit. “Hey, Lis-sorn, toss this for me” She kicked it into a dow-moation arc, then knelt on the dinggrip
and ripped open the packflap. It was good to talk again.

Her own disguise was the one on top. She et the oth-ers and got to her fet, pulled the robe over
her head.



HH

Univeraty, three weeks past

Getting Dydaeror unrecognized through the corridors of a Clandestine was a problem they’d kicked
around and around while they waited for the training to end. Then Autumn Rose had a notion.

“Look,” she said. “Digby picked up rumors Bedli has a tie to the Omphaos Ingtitute. Rumors.
Passed around. So lots of people have heard them. If a clot of initiates turns up where he is who's to
know they aren’t red? It ian't asif we' d be trying to fool HIM; just get & him. Any of you ever seen an
initiate?”

Adan nodded, surprising her. “I knew one once, he's dead now. Very srange man. So7’

“You remember his robe and that cowl?’

“We were prisoners at the time. No robe, no cowl, just an ordinary shirt and trousers.”

“You'reahig hep. Anyway, USUALLY when they’'re out and around, the initiates wear this heavy
black robe lined with barrier cloth, gloves to hide ther hands and a cowl with a privecy shied. What |
mean, if we prance around the place in those cowls and the robes and the gloves—wadlah! no
Dydaerors, just a bunch of lowly scrubs from Omphaos out to see the Sghts”
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At the Hole

Shadow glued a grip of plagic over the dat; it wasn't an invisble mend, but it was a lot less
conspicuous than a gaping hole would be to anyone passing dong the tube. She frowned at the gluegun,
shrugged and clipped it back to her belt, then let the Ciocan help her on with her robe and cowl.

Autumn Rose inspected the dark forms with emptiness where their faces should have been. “We're
an ugly lot of nerks, enough to scare the shit out of any one who comes cross us not expecting the
boogeyman in his face.”

Shadow sighed. “Let’s hope they dl think that and leave us done. Turn on your fidd, Rose. Time's
pass-ing.” She pushed a glove down, checked her chron. “We ve got about twenty minutes before our
pods and our friends do their thing and we' d better be wel in be-fore then.”
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Kikun touched the lock sensor and the barrier did open without a hestation, no sound, no nathing,
not even a question about who they were.

Shadow put her hand on his arm, then sgned some-thing. Autumn Rose couldn’'t read it, but she
didn't redly have to.

No alarm. That's alarming. She groaned within at the feeble pun.

The little dinhest raised his hand, forefinger touched thumb, a universd dl-go sgn, a least among
those be-ings with multiple digits.

Definitely alarming. Why none?

Kikun shook his head, the cowl exaggerating the mo-tion, then he went griding in, head held as high
asit got.

They say he knows what he's doing. | hope they’ve got it straight, good ol’ they.
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At the Limit

At the appointed time, thirteen transports hit the Limit as nearly smultaneoudy as Dydaer reflexes
would alow.

Hit and vanished too quickly for the minesto react and blow.

The fifteen Capture Landers they Ieft behind scattered, each going for its target mine they were
armored by ther dze (too smdl to trigger the mines) and ten of the fifteen were augmented by the
sneskiest and widest ranging de-tects the tracer ops had been able to talk Digby into pro-viding.

Thetiny Landers scooted up to the mines, snagged them in monafilament capture nets and dung them
intight circles, rdeasing them at jugt the right moment to sent them flying inward, picking up momentum



and speed as they went, diding toward the Hole. Mechanica davids usng goliath’s own wegpons against
him.

Within moments they'd cleared a wide section of the mingfidd and were nosng about to see what
other traps Ginny Seyirshi and the Holeboss had laid for them.

The thirteen transports surfaced again and surged for-ward, crowding into that gap, heading inward.

A dingship broke from its-patrol-orbit and came dart-ing toward them, spitting its gings at them,
missleslike shot the Sze of aman'sfis.

The trangports withdrew.

The Landers scattered—and blew and blew and blew as the tiny stings scythed through them.
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At the Hole

They stepped into gravity as they I€ft the lock, .8 Norm. Much more comfortable. And the corridor
beyond was a consderable surprise.

Tubes of colored light danced down the walls, bright and joyful, a giggle at the dark encrusted meta
they were fixed to; the floor was lit from beneath. Tranducent but not glass, it gave comfortably
underfoot. Bad luck or good, Autumn Rose couldn't tdll, but it was obvious they’d hit a mgor in-out.

And we' d better get off it soonest or before that.

Asif he'd read her mind, Kikun turned down a dim little Sdeway, turned again into a dusty lounge.

Curiosity, get your head down. No talking, not with Ears and EYES here there and
everywhere. | suppose it’s time for Shadow to do her trick.

Kikun beckoned to Rose.

Right. Guide dog prez-ANT and EEE-gah.

HH

Rohant took Shadow’s left am and Rose held the right one. She fdt the girl tremble, then grow
tense, then rdax and sigh.

“Go,” Shadow said, her voice converted to a hollow tenor by the privacy shidd. She pushed agangt
them, heading for awall.

With Rohant’s help, Rose turned her toward the door. She ressted a moment, then let them move
her. It was awkward, trying to keep step with her, not knowing how she was going to turn next, but
behind the shidd her eyes were closed and she was ligening—or whatever it was she did—so intently
she wouldn’'t know where she was going; she needed them. Guide dogs was right

She took them draight back to the giggle hdl.

Autumn Rose was't happy with that, nor Rohant, she could tdl that by the mutters that came from
under his cowl, but what the hel, Shadow was the only one who could find the man, and they went
where she took them, like it or not.
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At the Limit

Lofordys screamed when the Lander beside her flashed and dispersed as dudt, her brother dying
with it. She ran her daw tips over the sensor pad, adjusting the drives o her Lander hovered in place.
Beside her the Op Laaka Vam narrowed the focus of her detects, flashed a sche-matic on the forescreen
showing the flight patterns of the gings.

Another spray of gings came at them, dearly visble as points of light.

“Laaka, get that seiting to the other ops.” Lofordys worked some more on the board, manipulated
two of the tractorbeams into swivding sweeps, one to each hand, usng them as a dickfighter uses his
gaff though thelr effect was more limited. “Balyt, hdp mewith this”

With her second in the co seat operating the other two beams, she managed to sweep the missles
asde, brudring them into each other; what one missed the other picked up, Dydaer reflexes doing the
impossible again with the help of Digby’s tech.



Lafordys laughed doud as the stings blew_ around them but never came close to touching them.
She was 4ill laughing when the cutter beam diced across the tiny bridge, going through the armor as
if it were no stronger than paper tissue.
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Atthe Hole

Shadith leaned on the arms holding her and reached for Ginny. She couldn’t look through his eyes as
she could through an animd’s, but she knew his FEEL so wdl, oh yes, knew it so wel it nauseated her
thinking about it, and touching im was....

She found him, went iff with loathing, forced hersdf to relax. Direction was strong. No problem
there. She started for him...

They stopped her, tried to turn her. She resisted at fird, the pull was strong, so strong. They hed
her.... What? Oh. Can’'t wak through walls.

She let them lead her from the room, then took over again, going toward him. He wasn't far ... less
then akilometer ... it was't long now ... not long....

Turn. Turn again. Pulled away from the direct line again and again ... dways back, dways going a
him ... getting closer by the bregth ... closer....

She grunted. Shook to her nerves. Burst of hot hot rage like lava erupting.

What? Ah ... | know. | know what that is. The ships. They're attacking and he's having
connip-tions ... go, Hannys, go, Zarovan, all of you, you're getting to him....

She pulled hersdlf together and started on.
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At the Limit

Helyorst and Vitorias went after one last mine they whirled it round and dung it a the Hole and
when they finished found themsdves separated from the others and watching their cousins die.

They wept for their dead, but worked at the problem without giving time to their grief. They had no
op with them to augment their detects so there was no chance they could maneuver in that killing fidd; it
was a limtit they had to incdude in ther cdculations. Helyorst rubbed at the pale copper fur on her
forearm and frowned thoughtfully at the ingship.

Vitorias nodded. “Weskpoint.”

“Lot of clutter around the ship.” Helyorst grimaced. That clutter was mogtly the remnants of their kin.
“Yes. And we're dreaedy hdf behind him.”

“Ram?’

“That, too. Overload the drive. Hot it up till it blows. Think we can hold it together?’

“Can't know till we try.”

“We can go to lifepods. Suicide's not my thing.”

“Sure. Take a darter each, justin case”

Vitorias clasped wrigts with her cousin. “Yes. Just in case.” She broke away. “Let’'sdo it.”

HH#

Preoccupied by the efforts of the Dydaera in front of it to sweep asde its missles, picking them off
one by one with its cutters, the stingship missed the tiny craft that was drifting behind it, moving dowly
dowly, with just athread of pressure, nearly invisblein the chaos of destruction and death.
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Leaving the ship on otto-p and their survivd to Luck, the two Dydaerin labored over the drive and
the control pad at the coseat, removing safety stops, setting up the timing.

The drive cut out completely as the otto-p reached the stop command.

Helyorst put her tools down, contemplated what she'd done. “It's good as | can make it,” she cdled
to her cousin. “You ready?’



“Ready.”

They met in the bdly of the Lander, clasped wrigts again.

Helyors laughed nervoudy. “Any last words?’ Vitorias shook her head. “Everything | can think of
sounds stupid. Let’s just go.”

#HH

The Lander turned in adow circle, locked onto the stingship.

Rdays tripped.

The drive woke and went screaming into overload, danming the Lander into the podsection an
indant be-fore it went nova.

A sudden spreading whiteness ate at emptiness, ate and died.

Helyors and Vitorias floated tired and contented in their lifepods, watching dl this on smdl grainy
screens.

When it was over, they triggered their rescue beacons and waited for someone to notice them.
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At the hole

Noise behind them. The whine of glide effect, voices. No crossways at that point, no time to find
one, get out of the way.

Rohant pulled Shadith aside, stood againgt the wall with her.

Rductantly she dropped her reach and blinked her way back to awareness of what was around her.
She and the rest of the pseudo-omphalites were lined up againg the tubdights as three glidechairs
hummed past, the richly dressed dlients in them protesting vociferoudy and blas-phemoudy about being
interrupted in the middle of their pleasures, the guards sraddling the broomstas murmured soothing
responses but kept herding the dlients dong. Severd of them glanced curioudy at the dark figures as they
rode past, but went on without interfering with them.

Shadith amiled behind the privacy shidd. “You were right,” she told Autumn Rose. “They didn't
bother us”

“More than that, explains why there was no fuss at the lock, dl those babies out playing.”

Rohant stirred impatiently. “Let’s go. How much lon-ger, Shadow?’

“Not long.”
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At the Limit

Anyagyn Sghed with relief as she saw the few Landers that survived move away from the baitle area
and head back toward the Limit. It was time and more than time to get the hdl out. The Ciocan had his
digraction.

A second gingship came driving out from the Hole.

She threat-grinned a it. “We got one judt like you, Tref. Watch your tall....”

Another thread of motion caught her eye. One of the landers was heading in, not out. She read the
tag. Han-nys. It would be Hannys. that crossgrained hard-headed.... “Gyfdlan, get her for me. Hannys,
what do you think you're....”

“I think we ought pick up the pair that blew the ship for us, hmm?" Hannys sounded euphoric, riding
the kind of high no one was gaing to haul her down from. 1 have them pointed, won't take long.”

“Damn! Hannys, there' s another stinger heading for us. If you get yoursdf killed, you....”

No answer.

“Damn that Fefash to Mertaine's lowest rungs. Gyfd-lan, get after her, well have to snatch dl three
of ‘em. Think you can do it before the stinger gets here?’

Gyfdlan was too busy to answer for severa moments, her clawtips dancing over the pad, her mind
working fu-rioudy as she balanced the demand for speed with the need for maing with the Lander.
Passing control to the kephalos, she sat back, shut her eyes. “Be close, but well do it,” she said. “Well



just make the Limit ahead of them, they’Il Snge our tailfeathers some, but we'll drop before they can do
more than that.”
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At the Hole

With Shadith ping blindly forward, once again locked onto Ginny Seyirshi, the raiders moved in a
quiet block through the complex interior of the worldship, crding in and in, getting closer and closer to
the Auction Room.

A guard came from a hdf-lit room, saw them, held up his hand. “Who you? Whét you doin’ here?’

Rohant said nothing, just stood there radiating men-ace.

The guard got red in the face. “You zulls, you don’ ansame, you....”

Nezrakan came dlently behind him, used one thick voluminous deeve to smother his mouth and killed
him with the skinning knife he wore strapped benegth his other deeve.

“Moveit,” Kikun said. “Quick. This one was on his own; we're dill clear, but....”

Nezrakan nodded. He and his apprentices took the dead man away and left hm in a amdl sde
chamber with a neglected look that promised no interfering nosybodies, caught up with the rest a moment
later and moved plac-idly dong with them.

In and in they went, pulling Shadith repeatedly off the direct path as they took the smaler sdeways,
but dways dways winning closer to ther Target. Occasondly they attracted curious stares as they
moved past dumps of locals—no dients out here, these were dead-eyed mercs and chiggerheads with
no place eseto go.

The deeper they got, the busier the ways were, people moving in and out of holesin the walls, no one
bothering them, no one much interested in who or what they were. Because everyone there—mercs and
thieves, smugglers, ams deders, drug sdlers, pseudo-chems, assas-ains, hangers-on, the sane, the
patidly sane, the whally crazy, shapes and shadows—they dl had ther secrets, ther vulnerabilities that
they protected, often violently.

When this was .a working worldship, there were bou-tiques in this area, now there were murky
secret places that sold anything or any service money could buy or the mind could conceive.

The ar was thick enough to chew, sweat and pherasmone, drugs and body fluids, layer on layer of
gench laid down over decades of salf-destruction, conspiracy and murder.
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At the Limit

Helyorst and Vitorias came grinning onto the Bridge, Hannys and Bdligys behind them, metaphoric
cream dripping from metaphoric whiskers.

Anyagyn inspected them, sniffed. “Your mama raised crazy kits” she said. She looked around.
Nodded. The Bridge exploded with whigles and clatter, she came down from the Chair and hugged 4l
four of them and joined the celebration while the ship raced outward, drawing dowly, oh so dowly away
from the stinger.

They passed the Limit and dropped into the Insplit. Safe.
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At the Hole

In and in they went until they reached a Galeria with rings of ralled gdleries overlooking what had
once been a hanging garden and now was a dank, dark hole. Kikun stopped them before they turned
onto the gdlery at their leve.

“Trouble soon,” he murmured to Rohant. “Gaagi says.” He used Dydaer quickspeech. * Shadow.
Which way?’

She shook hersdf loose from Ginny. “What?” When he repeated what he'd said, she sucked in a
breath, blew it out. “To the left,” she murmured, Dydaer quick-speech aso, let Rohant have his thrill and
it might work out, there wouldn’t be time for trandation if they got this thing ralling right. “And not far.”



She looked back dong the corridor. ~About the distance from here to that curve there”

“Guards. How far in, how many, how dert?’

“One minute” She reached. “Sx. Twenty meters in from the gdlery. Maybe. Less then thirty,
anyway. On the job. Worst kind. Relaxed and dert. Y ou know how it is, Bossman's eye on you. | don’t
know the ground, noth-ing there with eyes | can look through. Ginny's about twenty meters past them.”
She blinked. “Hang on a minute, I'm picking up something....” She dumped againg Rohant, searched
with dl the grength in her. “More ... not guards, not exactly ... watchers, .. could be manning screens,
something ... mogt likely part of Security. How many ... | don't know ... | can read four separate _ .. cdl
it amdls ... but there are more, farther off, can't differentiate ... can’'t get a them either. Urn ... others,
concentration ... get the fed of men ... um ... working. Cool. Doing something that satisfies them. They're
no problem, not right away.” She straightened. “That'sit, dl 1 can give you.”

Rohant pulled off his gloves. He did it dowly, care-fully, making a kind of ritud of it. “Well take it
graght and dow. Walk like we know what we're doing and got a right to be there” He pulled his arm
ingde the robe, brought out his sunner, clicked it up to lethd. “Kikun, Shadow, watch them. Let us
know when they’ re about to move. Before they know it themselves, if you can. Noth-ing fancy, just yel.”

Shadith nodded. “Yes. I'll do that.”

“Right. We go through them and in. Hard and fast. That's the only way it works with Ginny. Hard
and fag.” They started on again.

17

At the Limit

The thirteen ships turned and went back, surfacing a safe distance outside the Limit.

The gingship waited just indde, buzzing back and forth like an angry wasp.

They waited, weatching it. watching the Hole, wonder-ing if they’ d done enough, wondering what was
happen-ing in there, if the Ciocan and his raiders had reached Ginny Seyirshi yet.
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Atthe Hole

Ten dark forms walked dong the broad corridor toward the Auction Room.

No one spoke.

Autumn Rose amdled the anger musk ralling off the Dydaera around her and worried; it was a
powerful sink and overwhemed the perfumes the Hole_ boss had sprayed about to damp down the
primd stench of his lair, cater-ing to the delicate senses of his specid dlients. The musk reaction was
involuntary and a dead giveaway if Ginny had known about the trait and incdluded sniffoons in his defense
mix.

When she thought about it some more, she stopped worrying. They'd have been blown away by
now if he had. Sense dead cousins. Gyordy sad that before they got her into the ottodoc. Sily Rose,
talking and talking and talking to let me know it was her coming when she was tagged before she
spoke. She sad that, too. We're eye and ear people, Autumn Rose thought, nose just there to decorate
the middle of the face. Ginny, too, bless hisli’l blind spot.

They marched round a curve into nemy painted ante-chamber with woven grass mats on the floor
and meta benches scattered about, heaped with bright pillows of slk velvet and avrishum.

The guard were there, Sx of them, relaxed and dert, lounging about an ogeed opening leading into
the Auc-tion Room. Shadow called it right. Tough lot, not liking us much, but not ready to shoot,
not quite yet, we might might might be clients. Here comes the lotboss. All right all right, every
step we get from now on is a bonus...

Sunrifle held with deceptive casuaness under hisright am (where he could get it up and working in
hdf a breath), the mere srolled toward them. “Now, friends, you know better. The room’s not ready
yet, just turn yoursalves around and come back tomorrow.”

Shadow ydled and shot him.

The others went down before he hit the floor. An darm started yeping.



The indant Shadow yeled, Azram got his ams around one of the metd benches and charged the
opening, get-ting there before the metd doors could dide shut. He dropped the bench on the dide tracks
and went plunging through as the doors kept trying to shut, whining and damming repestedly a the
bench.

Shadow jumped the dead and went running after him. Lissom went screaming past her, tearing off his
cowl, dawing out of the robe. He' d forgotten everything but Ginny.

Autumn Rose swore and ran after him, went down as she tripped over a dead guard, stayed down as
the Dys-laerors stampeded over her.

Rohant roared his own rage as he got stuck temporarily in the gradudly narrowing space between the
doors as they beat a and crushed the bench between them. He freed himsdf and plunged indde.

Rose rolled onto her knees.

A hand grabbed her ankle.

She twisted around, shot dong her leg, swore again as she hit her own foot aswel as the guard.

She pushed onto her feet, went limping to the door. She crawled over the bench, swung hersdf
ingde, her leg dead from the knee down.

Lissorn was racing toward Ginny, stunner forgotten, claws out. He was only a few steps away, but
the little man wasn't moving; he stood watching unperturbed near the front rank of the pulochairs. It
seemed to Autumn Rose he was more interested in the degree of his attack-er’ s rage than in any danger
to himsdf. Directing his own death? Ginny Seyirshi’s last and best?

No.

He raised a hand.

Four cutters flashed from overlooks, hit Lissorn in mid-stride.

For an ingant the Dydaeor was a black core in the furnace where the beams met, then they winked
out ant there was nothing left, not even dust.

Rohant roared, his great voicefilling that room. He lifted his Sunpigtal.

The other Dydaerors spread in a broad arc converging on Ginny.

Shadow stood &t the edge of the bidfloor, saring at Ginny.

He turned, nodded &t her, started to lift his hand.... Autumn Rose shivered, touched her head.... A
hend closed on her am, amdl, warm.... Pulled at her ... no ... she couldn’'t move.... Oppression ... her
head, her head....

Hard to bresthe ...

Thingsmoving dow ... ly ... 4000w . S000w....

Blackness....

Nothing....
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At the Limit

A bidder’s ship Ieft the parking orbit, fled around the sun. Another went, another and another. Then
no more. The Hole hung in the darkness, slent, enigmatic.

The watchers wondered. Who was in those ships? Why were they leaving? What happened to the
Ciocan?

More time passed.

Nothing happened ... nothing ... nothing....

The Hole went Nova.

Epilog

Shadith woke in the hold of a ship.
She was lying on a pdlet, canvas, something like that. Naked. Haf frozen.
Sometime before ... while she was out ... she'd been beaten ... and ... yes, raped ... brutdly ... she



was torn, septic, she could fed the heat of the infections, the blood oozing from the wounds.

She lay infilth and stench, she hadn't been catheter-ized, just left where they threw her.

She'd been fed, watered, there were tubes taped to her face, running into her nose.

They wanted her dive, but broken.

They. Who?

Ginny?

She shifted postion dightly, fdt feces squishing under her. When she had her somach in order, she
looked around.

Stasis pods, dozens of them, dl around her.

She reached.

The lifesparks in those pods were dim; most of them she couldn’t recognize, but Rohant was there,
nearest her. Azram. Tolmant. Nezrakam. Kinefray. Tenar. Ginny.

Ginny?

She looked more closdy at the strangers, picked up a fantly familiar “smel,” connected it to one of
those dients she' d watched glide past her when she was in that corridor.

Ginny and hisdients. Prisoners?

What's happening here?

Prisoners or passengers?

Ginny wouldn't tolerate dasistime. | know him. This isn't his ship. He wouldn't take any other. |
know him. Prisoner. It hasto be prisoner.

Who?

Never mind. Time for thet later.

Her hands were fettered, but she had alittle play in the filament that joined the cuffs.

Her feet were free.

Sherolled off the palet, used her feet to push it aside, then drew hersdf up so her hands were close
to her nose. She pulled the tubes free.

It was painful, Sckening, but she got them out. She used the water tube to wash hersdif.

It took along time, but she managed to get her body reasonably clean.

She was cold, hdf frozen, the chill from the metd she lay on struck up through her flesh into her
bones, but she was clean.

Usng her feet, she got the pdlet turned over, the bot-tom side was filthy and stained, but hospita
hygienic compared to the mess she’'d been lyingin.

She clamped her teeth on the water tube, used her feet and knees to find the food drip and maneuver
it into her mouth, then she did the pdlet over and stretched out on it. 1t was warmer and softer than the
floor, not much, but enough. She sucked on the food tube and began to fed dmost humen.

Kikun she thought suddenly. I didn’t touch him. Or Rose. Dead? Or what?

She went paindakingly around the hold once more, touching each of the lifesparks. They were dl
there, ex-cept Lissom who was dead. Ginny was there. His dients. And this time she located Ajeri the
Filot. All there but Kikun. And Autumn Rose.

He dipped them.

Clever little Lizard. Took Rose with him. | hope. Un-less she's dead as Lissom.

HeIl come after us, | know it. Yes.

All right.

They mean to break me any way they can.

Let them try.



